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A number of human rights organizations have recently condemned the continued operation of the
“Balagh” (Report) platform and the broader campaign that, for the past two years, has worked to
suppress individual freedoms in Iragq.

They described it as a tool of mass surveillance that mirrors Ba’athist-era practices — the very
same practices the state officially criminalizes in its educational curricula and labels as

dictatorial.
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Ali Hassan, known by the nickname "Abood Skeeba,"” was arrested simply for speaking with
an English accent without fluency in the language. (His Instagram account)

“I was doing a live stream on TikTok, just laughing with some friends. I had no idea that night
would change my life forever,” says Sajaa (a pseudonym), a popular TikTok influencer with
hundreds of thousands of followers.

“The next day, I was arrested over the content of that video,” she adds.

“The officer mocked me and said, ‘I don’t really know — there’s a warrant out for you because

of a video. People are reporting you.’”

Sajaa had no idea that the “Balagh” platform — launched by Iraq’s Ministry of Interior in
cooperation with the Supreme Judicial Council — had compiled complaints from citizens against
her.

According to the officer, she was accused of “posting content that violates public decency and

promotes immorality.”

Sajaa, who spent over four months in prison before relocating to Erbil in the Kurdistan Region of
Iraq, continues:

“I didn’t commit theft or murder. I didn’t incite anyone. My page was purely for entertainment



— I never touched politics or criticized the government.

It was my only source of income after realizing that my degree wouldn’t get me a job.

And yet, one of the conditions for my release was to permanently shut down all of my accounts.
I’m not even allowed to speak about what happened to me.

Now, I live with no income. I feel lost, helpless, and I don’t know what to do next.”
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Homepage of the “Balagh” platform (Iraqi Ministry of Interior website)

Combating Low Content

In the first half of January, two content creators in Iraq were arrested on charges of producing
“low content” via the Balagh reporting platform.

The detainees were Darman and Raed Hamra, the latter of whom had been living in Turkey but
returned to Iraq less than a year ago.

A source close to Hamra, who requested anonymity, said that shortly before his arrest, Hamra
had posted a video discussing money laundering allegations involving Basra Governor Asaad Al-
Eidani and other powerful figures.

The video was later deleted following his detention.

For nearly two years, the Iraqi government has carried out an official campaign to track and

arrest hundreds of social media influencers, accusing them of posting content deemed offensive



to society.

The majority of those detained have been women who gained widespread popularity by sharing
videos considered to violate prevailing social norms.

However, the arrests have also included individuals producing satirical, political, or socially

critical content, as well as poets and journalists.

The “Combatting Low Content” campaign was launched on February 8, 2023, by Iraq’s Supreme
Judicial Council in collaboration with the Ministry of Interior, which formed a special committee
for this purpose.

An online platform named “Balagh” (Report) was established to collect citizen complaints about
content they consider inappropriate or offensive on social media.

However, many argue that the platform is merely a front for a corrupt system that aims to

suppress personal freedoms.

Within days of the campaign’s launch, arrest warrants were issued against dozens of individuals.
As a result, some were forced to suspend their activities and shut down their platforms, while
others chose to flee to the Kurdistan Region of Iraq or even emigrate abroad. A few were

reportedly killed.

Activists, bloggers, and journalists have condemned the campaign, comparing it to Saddam
Hussein’s “Faith Campaign” (led by Izzat Al-Douri), describing it as a crackdown on free speech

and a systematic effort led by ruling parties to restrict freedom of expression.

“The Iraqi state is targeting ordinary people — individuals with no jobs or future prospects,
whose only activity is creating lighthearted videos that attract views.

Some sing, dance, or tell jokes. But the government chooses to crack down on them as a way of
asserting its power and projecting control,” said activist Suad (a pseudonym) in an interview

with Independent Arabia.



She added, “The very idea of creating this platform is a serious violation of human rights and

personal freedoms in Iraq.”

“The state deliberately asserts its power over influencers followed by millions, using them as
examples to instill fear,” she continued.
“This platform functions as a tool of authoritarian control — sending a clear message to

powerless citizens: either walk the straight line, or the prison becomes your new platform.”

Among the stories of women’s persecution is the case of “Umm Fahad,” who was later killed

—months after she had been imprisoned on charges of “immoral content.” (Social media)

Incitement Is Not Considered “Low Content”

Anyone who tells a political joke or posts a satirical video criticizing poor public services risks
arrest — yet statements made by politicians, even those that could spark major unrest in the
country, are routinely ignored.

No legal action is taken against them, despite their sectarian rhetoric and, at times, open

incitement to violence.

Activist Suad notes that the purpose of the Balagh platform has never been clearly defined, even

though many human rights organizations have submitted formal inquiries asking for clarity on



what constitutes “low content” in an effort to protect bloggers and creators.
Despite gathering thousands of signatures to demand the platform’s shutdown, no action has

been taken.

According to lawyer Noor Mohammed, “Judicial authorities generally rely on Article 403 of
Iraq’s Penal Code No. 111 of 1969 when pressing charges against those detained under the ‘low

content’ campaign.”

Lawyer Salim Al-Moussawi explains that “the campaign is unlawful because it’s based on an
outdated penal code that was amended in the 1980s — a time when social media didn’t even
exist.

The article in question refers to censorship of writing, printed materials, and films — not

electronic content.”

The article states:

“Anyone who produces, imports, exports, possesses, acquires, or transports — with the intent of
exploitation or distribution — any book, publication, written material, drawing, image, film,
symbol, or any other item that is deemed indecent or contrary to public morality shall be
punished with imprisonment for a period not exceeding two years and a fine of no less than 200

dinars, or with one of these two penalties.”

“The same punishment applies to anyone who advertises, displays, sells, rents, or offers such

materials — even if not in public — or distributes or delivers them by any means.”

“The penalty is considered aggravated if the offense is committed with the intent of corrupting

morals.”



Zainab Bint Al-Diwaniyah lives under extremely harsh conditions. (Social media)

Lawyer Salim Al-Moussawi continued:
“The real problem lies in the clear selectivity with which these legal texts are applied.
While they are strictly enforced against influencers and content creators, more powerful entities

are often exempt from legal accountability.”

He added,
“This double standard raises serious questions about the true objectives of the campaign — many
believe it is part of a broader effort to control freedom of expression in Iraq and ensure that

critical voices remain marginalized.”

“We see many officers on TV labeling content creators they deem ‘inappropriate’ as criminals.
But how did they decide that a person who dances on video is a criminal? What crime has he
committed?”

asks Iraqi youth Noor.

He adds,
“Legally, the Ministry of Interior cannot enforce laws — that’s the judiciary’s job. But the

judiciary seems unable to assert control.



Tastes vary, and what the committee considers ‘low content’ may be entertaining to others.

This is just a tool to control public opinion.”

Blogger Hadeel Khaled, known as “Umm Al-Lol” (Social media)

The Golden Age of Repression

Iraq’s Ministry of Interior, through its official spokesperson Khaled Al-Muhanna, announced that
it had received 96,000 citizen reports concerning what it described as “low content” on social
media — all within less than a week of launching the platform.

However, the ministry did not disclose any clear timeline for the campaign, nor did it provide a

specific tally of the resulting arrests.

Regarding the criteria used to define “low content,” Interior Ministry spokesperson Khaled Al-
Muhanna simply stated that the campaign aims to “correct the course, encourage positive

content, and convey messages that reflect the true nature of Iraqi society and its youth.”

He denied that the campaign restricts freedom of expression in the country, insisting that “all

freedoms are guaranteed under the Iraqi constitution.”

On the other hand, lawyer and civil rights activist Salim Al-Moussawi argued that “the campaign

against low content is not only repressive — it’s arbitrary.”



He cited the arrest of Ali Hassan, known by his nickname “Aboud Skaybah,” who was detained

simply for speaking in broken English online.

Aboud is a construction worker from a district in Maysan province, southern Iraq, known for
posting humorous videos in a language he doesn’t fully master.

His arrest sparked a wave of solidarity among thousands of bloggers and content creators who
demanded his release.

He was freed after a day and a half in detention, following significant public pressure.

Opinions differed regarding the reason for his arrest.

Some believed it was because his videos depicted the reality of life in Iraq — including unpaved
streets and poor infrastructure — which, even indirectly, was seen as highlighting the
government’s failures.

Others dismissed his content as “valueless” or “unhelpful.”

Aboud was released from prison without ever being told the reason for his arrest.

Al-Moussawi told Independent Arabia:

“This campaign is completely illegal. First, it violates the Iraqi constitution; second, it
contradicts the constitutional principles of democracy; and third, it breaches the articles
guaranteeing freedom of opinion and expression.

There is no clear legal provision that justifies the implementation of this campaign.”

He added,
“Dozens of arrest and detention cases never reach social media, because most of those detained
don’t have large audiences — some are nightclub singers, for example. Others are even

threatened if they attempt to speak out.”

He added,
“What’s happening is nothing more than spreading fear and normalizing submission to authority.
Some detainees were forced to issue public apologies and shut down their pages before it was

even their turn.



I haven’t seen a single logical justification for arresting someone based on the kind of videos

they post.”

The court has issued dozens of rulings with sentences ranging from three months to five years.
One such case targeted Mohammed Abdul Kareem Hussein Al-Bawi, known as “Hassan Sajam,”
who was sentenced to two years in prison on charges of publishing “offensive content.”

He is currently serving his full sentence without any conditions for early release.

The number of reports exceeded 96,000, most of them targeting female content creators.

The photo shows “Darman,” who was also arrested. (Social media)

The Ministry of Interior — which is not supposed to be involved in such matters — has
organized large-scale festivals and celebrations, with massive budgets, to honor creators of so-
called “positive content.”

Lawyer Al-Moussawi pointed out that most of those honored are influencers who promote an
idealized lifestyle on their platforms — one that bears no resemblance to the realities of life in

Iraq.



“It’s essentially a form of co-optation,” he said.
“By rewarding these individuals, the government ensures that a large segment of their followers
will be influenced by their flattering portrayal of the state — or at the very least, will ignore its

disasters and defend it.”
Women as Primary Targets

“The Iraqi state is blatantly promoting discrimination and classism through its ‘low content’
campaign,” said social researcher Majda Al-Kubaisi.

“Most of those detained come from impoverished neighborhoods, or they expose realities the
government tries to conceal — such as urban decay, slums, hunger, and widespread
unemployment in their communities.” “Yet the Ministry of Interior chooses to honor individuals
who are well-educated, financially stable, and represent an idealized world — one filled with
trendy restaurants and the few paved streets in the city,” she added.

“Instead of supporting marginalized groups who found a small window to live and work through

social media, the state is working to eliminate their presence and silence their voices.”

Al-Kubaisi noted that “the pressure faced by women in this context is even more intense, as they
are specifically targeted — with state institutions enabling forms of blackmail against them.”
She added,

“This can escalate to direct threats of being reported — not just for arrest, but even for physical

harm or death — simply for behaving in ways that don’t align with rigid societal expectations.”

She added that among the stories of women being broken down is the case of “Umm Fahd,” who
was later killed.

But months before her death, she had been imprisoned on charges of producing “low content.”

Al-Kubaisi explained that “Umm Fahd was arrested for posting videos in which she wore outfits
described as indecent and danced to Iraqi music.” The blogger Hadeel Khaled, known online as
“Umm Al-Loul,” was also a target of these practices.

After initially being accused of producing “low content,” the charges escalated to drug

trafficking — a claim her lawyer firmly denied, stating that her confession had been coerced.



Another case is that of content creator “Zainab bint Al-Diwaniyah,” who was arrested after a part
of her body was accidentally exposed during a live stream on TikTok.
Zainab lives in harsh conditions near a garbage dump and struggles daily to find food.

She regularly pleads for help — but her calls have gone unanswered.

The social researcher noted that the Balagh platform suffers from a serious lack of transparency
regarding the nature of complaints and the procedures taken.
“In many cases, individuals are unaware of their legal status until the moment of their arrest,”

she explained.

The platform has also encouraged reporting between citizens, undermining social trust,
suppressing diversity of opinion, and transforming public discourse into an atmosphere of fear

and intimidation — particularly for women.

Women make up the majority of those arrested. One female officer, who asked not to be named,
explained that the aggression and mistreatment often fall disproportionately on women—targeted
by male officers who, as she put it, “compete among themselves” to harass, manipulate, and

blackmail them.

She mentioned two cases: one of a makeup artist named Sara, who began wearing the hijab out
of fear, after a warrant was issued for her arrest. The accusation? That she wore clothes she liked
and showed parts of her body. “But of course—we live in an Islamic country, right?” the officer

added, sarcastically mocking the logic behind such targeting.

The second case was singer Tayseer Al-Iraqiya, who was sentenced in absentia to one year in
prison on charges of “immoral content.” Facing ongoing accusations and threats, she withdrew
from social media and quit singing altogether. After fleeing to Erbil, where Iraqi authorities have
no jurisdiction to arrest her, she vanished from public view, clearly devastated, despite once

being a well-known and popular social media figure.



Tayseer Al-Iraqiya, who quit music and performing after receiving a one-year prison sentence
in absentia.

(Social media)

In a previous statement, Fadel Al-Gharawi, head of the Strategic Center for Human Rights in
Iraq, confirmed that “50% of women in Iraq are subjected to digital violence, online bullying,

electronic blackmail, and even human trafficking through digital platforms.”

A number of human rights organizations have recently condemned the continued operation of the
platform and the campaign over the past two years, describing them as tools of mass surveillance
that mirror Ba’athist-era practices — practices the Iraqi state itself criminalizes in its school

curricula and labels as dictatorial.

Several organizations signed the joint statement, including SMEX, the INSM Network, Access

Now, and the Gulf Centre for Human Rights, among others.
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