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Iranian State-Run Television Reports Haleh Esfandiari Is Charged with  
Seeking to Topple the Ruling Islamic Establishment
WASHINGTON—The Woodrow Wilson Center has just received reports that Iranian television, which is state-run, has reported that Haleh Esfandiari, director of the Center’s Middle East Program, is being charged by the Iranian government with “seeking to topple the ruling Islamic establishment.” The Wilson Center is not aware of any formal charges by the Iranian government against Dr. Esfandiari, but state television often speaks for the government. A statement issued by Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence alleges that the Wilson Center, along with similar US institutions, were conspiring to overthrow the government by setting up a network "against the sovereignty of the country. This is an American designed model with an attractive appearance that seeks the soft-toppling of the country." 
In its statement, the Ministry of Intelligence also said that Esfandiari confirmed during interrogations that the Wilson Center "invited Iranians to attend conferences, offered them research projects, scholarships ... and tried to lure influential elements and link them to decision-making centers in America." 
“This is very disturbing,” said Lee H. Hamilton, president and director of the Woodrow Wilson Center. “Haleh has not engaged in any activities to undermine any government, including the Iranian government. Nor does the Wilson Center engage in any such activities. The charges are totally unfounded, and without any substance whatsoever.  There is not one scintilla of evidence to support these outrageous claims.”
According to reports of the Iranian TV broadcast, the charges center on the relationship between the Wilson Center’s Middle East Program and the Soros Foundation, an organization Iran believes is trying to foment a ‘soft’ revolution in its country. The Middle East Program did receive funds from the Soros Foundation’s Open Society Institute as well as from other institutions in the conduct of its normal activities and to bring experts to the Center to participate in conferences. None of those funds were spent in Iran. It should be noted that the Iranian government also received funds from the Soros Foundation to aid in disaster relief following the Bam earthquake in 2003.

For more information, please see the timeline below, which explains in detail the events leading up to these completely unjustified and unfounded charges:

TIME LINE OF EVENTS  

· December 21, 2006, Haleh Esfandiari, director of the Middle East Program at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, and a dual Iranian-American national, traveled from Washington D.C. to Tehran, Iran to visit her 93-year old mother for one week. 

· On December 30, 2006, on her way to the airport to catch a flight back to Washington, the taxi in which Dr. Esfandiari was riding was stopped by three masked, knife-wielding men.  They threatened to kill her, and they took away all of her belongings, including her Iranian and American passports.
· On January 3, when applying for replacement Iranian travel documents at the passport office, Dr. Esfandiari was invited to an ‘interview’ by a man from Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence. 
· Beginning on January 4, she was subjected to a series of interrogations that stretched out over the next six weeks, sometimes continuing for as many as four days a week, and sometimes stretching across seven and eight hours in a single day.  Dr. Esfandiari went home every evening, but the interrogations were unpleasant and not free from intimidation and threat.  
· The questioning focused almost entirely on the activities and programs of the Middle East Program at the Wilson Center. Dr. Esfandiari answered all questions fully; when she could not remember details of programs stretching back five and even eight years, the staff at the Wilson Center provided her all the information requested. As a public organization, all Wilson Center activities are on the public record. Repeatedly during the interrogation, she was pressured to make a false confession or to falsely implicate the Wilson Center in activities in which it had no part, but she refused.

· On Friday, January 15 in the third week of interrogations, Dr. Esfandiari was told (misleadingly as it turned out) the questioning was over. On January 18, the interrogator and three other men showed up at Dr. Esfandiari’s mother’s apartment.  Dr. Esfandiari was taking a nap and was startled to wake up and see the door to her bedroom open, her privacy violated, and three strange men, one of them wielding a video-camera, staring into her bedroom.

· On February 14, the lengthy interrogations stopped. 

· On February 17, Haleh received one threatening phone call, and then she did not hear anything from her interrogators for ten weeks. 

· On February 20th, Lee Hamilton, president and director of the Wilson Center, wrote to Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad asking that Dr. Esfandiari be allowed to travel. However, President Ahmadinejad did not reply to the letter. 

· At the end of April or early May, she was telephoned once again and  invited to “cooperate.”  In effect, she was being asked to make a confession.  She refused to make the false statements. 

· On Monday, May 7th she was summoned to the Ministry of Intelligence once again.  When she arrived for her appointment on Tuesday morning, May 8th, she was put into a car and taken to Evin prison. She was incarcerated and was allowed only one phone call to her mother. 

· On May 9 she called her mother asking her to bring her clean clothes and her medicine. Her mother delivered the small package at Evin Prison on May 10, but was not allowed to see her.

· On May 12, the hard-line daily “Kayhan” in an article accused Dr. Esfandiari of working with the U.S. and Israeli governments and with involvement in efforts to topple Iran's Islamic regime. 

· On May 15th, Iranian judiciary spokesman Ali Reza Jamshidi said that Dr. Esfandiari was being investigated for crimes against national security and that her case was being handled by the Intelligence Ministry.  

· On May 15th, Haleh made a brief telephone call to her mother. 

· On May 16th, Haleh’s family retained the legal services of Nobel Peace Laureate Shirin Ebadi to represent her.   

· On May 17th, in an interview with Washington Post Staff Writer Robin Wright, Shirin Ebadi indicated that the Iranian government has rejected her request to represent Dr. Esfandiari. She also noted the court refused information on the legal charges against Dr. Esfandiari, and denied her legal team the ability to see Haleh.

· On May 21st Iranian –TV reports that Dr. Esfandiari is being charged with seeking to topple the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran.  

· Since her incarceration on May 9, a period of two weeks, she has been allowed 10 or 11 very brief phone calls to her mother, usually in the late evening, simply to say she is OK. These phone calls last barely two minutes, sometimes less, and Haleh is clearly not allowed to say anything of substance during them.
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Media with questions may reach Sharon McCarter at sharon.mccarter@wilsoncenter.org or (202) 691-4016.

