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Introduction
The Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD), as the body monitoring the implementation of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, is one of the principal pillars of the United Nations human rights system. The Committee will hold its 118th session from 10 to 25 August 2026 at the United Nations Office in Geneva. During this session, one of the key items on the agenda is the examination of Kuwait’s periodic report concerning the implementation of the Convention and the elimination of racial, religious, and ethnic discrimination in that country.
In this context, the present report has been prepared to provide up‑to‑date documentation and analysis of the religious, civil, and social restrictions imposed on Shi‘a citizens of Kuwait. Although the Kuwaiti Constitution recognizes freedom of belief, the Shi‘a, who constitute approximately 30‑40% of the citizen population, in practice face various forms of systematic discrimination – discrimination that some international observers consider an instance of “racial discrimination based on religious identity”.
This report is structured around four main axes:
1. Ritual and religious restrictions
2. Discrimination in the education system
3. Large‑scale revocation of citizenship
4. Discrimination in the family law system
The purpose of the report is to draw CERD’s attention to Kuwait’s clear violations of Articles 1, 2, 5, and 6 of the Convention, and to request urgent action to end this racial and religious discrimination against the Shi‘a of Kuwait.




1. Ritual and Religious Restrictions
· Ban on Muharram mourning ceremonies
· In recent years, the Kuwaiti government has imposed stringent regulations to restrict Ashura mourning rituals. In June 2025, the government announced new rules that completely prohibit the holding of mourning gatherings during the first ten days of Muharram. According to these regulations:
· Installing any flags, placards, or Husayni symbols in religious places is prohibited.
· Setting up processional stops (Mawakib) or mourning tents outside Husayniyyas is strictly forbidden.
· Any religious procession is banned, and security forces are allowed to deploy inside Husayniyyas.
· The number of participants in private home gatherings must not exceed 50 persons, and attendance is allowed only inside the house; using loudspeakers outdoors and gathering outside the home is prohibited.
· Ban on open‑air religious ceremonies
· Following the 2015 bombing of a Shi‘a mosque (which killed 26 people and wounded 227), the Kuwaiti government has maintained and continues to enforce a ban on Shi‘a religious ceremonies in open spaces.
2. Discrimination in the Education System
· Imposition of Sunni textbooks
This is one of the most glaring examples of discrimination in Kuwait’s educational system. Although Shi‘a make up about 30‑40% of the citizen population, compulsory Islamic education in public schools is taught entirely according to Sunni jurisprudence (fiqh). Shi‘a are not permitted to organize religious education classes in public schools. Some of Kuwait’s history textbooks have contained offensive material about Shi‘a beliefs. Kuwaiti parliamentarians have called for removing such offensive content, but those requests have so far remained unaddressed, and the curriculum remains dominated by Sunni fiqh.
· Ban on religious educational institutions
In addition to imposing Sunni textbooks, the government actively prohibits any organization of Shi‘a religious courses in public schools and prevents the establishment of Shi‘a religious education centers. The State of Kuwait has licensed no religious school or educational center for the Shi‘a, and has essentially declared religious education for Shi‘a inside the country to be forbidden.


3. Discrimination in Employment and Citizenship Rights
· Discrimination in employment
Kuwait’s political system – a semi‑constitutional emirate – remains dominated by the ruling Al‑Sabah family (Sunni Muslims) even though free parliamentary elections are held. Within this structure, Shi‘a access to high government posts and to security and military institutions is severely restricted. Shi‘a leaders in Kuwait have repeatedly reported “widespread discrimination in religious employment and the public sector”. According to the 2024 U.S. State Department report, Shi‘a leaders have repeatedly complained of extensive discrimination in religious appointments and public‑sector employment. This discrimination is evident not only in hiring but also in promotions to senior managerial and leadership positions.
· Large‑scale revocation of citizenship
The large‑scale revocation of citizenship in Kuwait began in September 2024 and continued at a remarkable pace. After the outbreak of the U.S.‑Israeli war against Iran in late February 2026, the process accelerated dramatically and took on new dimensions. Since September 2024, the Kuwaiti government has revoked the citizenship of more than 42,000 persons in an unprecedented campaign. Among them, thousands of Shi‘a (especially those of Iranian origin) have lost their citizenship. Revocation of citizenship deprives individuals of basic rights such as health care, education, and public‑sector employment.

4. Discrimination in the Family Law System
· Discrimination in child custody rights
Despite the existence of a separate court for Shi‘a family matters, in practice discrimination between Shi‘a and Sunni women persists. Under Article 189 of the Kuwaiti Personal Status Law, in the event of divorce:
· Shi‘a mothers retain custody of daughters only until age 7 (while Sunni mothers may keep their daughters until the daughter marries).
· Shi‘a mothers retain custody of sons only until age 2 (whereas Sunni mothers may keep sons until age 15).

5. Political and Social Restrictions
· Under‑representation in Parliament
In the last parliamentary elections held in Kuwait in April 2026, the number of Shi‘a seats fell from 9 in the previous term to only 6. This is while Shi‘a constitute about 30‑40% of the citizen population; their current parliamentary representation is only 12% of the seats. Shi‘a leaders have repeatedly criticized the severe lack of political representation for their community in Parliament and other state bodies. Shi‘a sit as a minority within a minority in Parliament and are unable to influence legislation effectively.
· Exclusion from sensitive government positions
According to multiple reports, Shi‘a are effectively barred from access to sensitive and key posts in the Kuwaiti government, especially the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Interior, and high‑ranking military positions.

Recommendations
International bodies should strongly condemn the systematic discrimination against Kuwait’s Shi‘a citizens in the areas described above, and should take the following actions:
1. Activate the urgent action procedure under Article 11 of the Convention – send an official communication to the government of Kuwait demanding an immediate explanation regarding the documented violations. This procedure has been used in recent years in cases of gross human rights violations, and Kuwait’s case qualifies for the activation of this mechanism.
2. The Human Rights Council should convene an urgent debate (at its 41st special session) on “Gross violations of international conventions against the Shi‘a of Kuwait and unprecedented citizenship revocations”. In that debate, the Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief should be invited to present an additional report. The Human Rights Council should specifically refer the situation of Kuwait to the Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief and to the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders, requesting them to prepare a comprehensive report on discrimination against Kuwait’s Shi‘a and to present it at the Council’s next session. The Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief presented a detailed report in 2025 on the rise of Islamophobia; Kuwait itself has been a supporter of strengthening UN monitoring mechanisms in this field. Furthermore, representatives of the Kuwaiti government should be required to respond to the charges of violations of the Racial Discrimination Convention.
3. Member states of the Group of Friends of Freedom of Religion or Belief in the Human Rights Council should issue a joint statement expressing their deep concern about discrimination against the Shi‘a of Kuwait. Such a statement could serve as a basis for broader diplomatic action and pave the way for future resolutions.
4. The large‑scale and targeted revocation of citizenship – over 71,000 persons, about 5% of Kuwait’s total citizen population, disproportionately targeting a particular racial/religious group (Shi‘a of Iranian origin) – constitutes, under the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, “deportation or forcible transfer of population” and “persecution” against an identifiable group (Articles 6 and 7 of the Rome Statute). These actions are not only violations of the Racial Discrimination Convention but, in some instances, amount to crimes against humanity. The ICC should:
· Conduct an independent preliminary examination of the case of large‑scale and targeted citizenship revocation in Kuwait, focusing on its extraterritorial dimensions and its impact on regional peace and security.
· The Office of the Prosecutor, relying on the principle of universal jurisdiction and on credible reports from international organizations, should give this case priority for examination.














Conclusion
The present report, based on credible international documentation, has depicted the multiple dimensions of systematic discrimination against Shi‘a citizens of Kuwait. What emerges from the totality of the findings is a situation far beyond isolated or sporadic instances of discrimination. The Shi‘a of Kuwait, who make up approximately one‑third of the country’s citizen population, face a structure of coordinated and institutionalized discrimination in the key areas of their social, political, and legal life – a structure that stands in clear contradiction to the principles enshrined in the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination.
The five areas examined in this report – ritual and religious restrictions, educational discrimination, massive and targeted revocation of citizenship, discrimination in family law, and political‑social restrictions – each individually constitute a violation of Articles 1, 2, 5, and 6 of the Convention. Even more alarming, however, is the systematic and coordinated pattern of these discriminations. On one hand, by imposing a curriculum based on Sunni fiqh and banning any religious education for Shi‘a, the Kuwaiti government negates Shi‘a religious identity in the education system. On the other hand, by enforcing severe bans on Muharram and Ashura rituals, it denies the Shi‘a any possibility of expressing their collective identity in the public sphere. Simultaneously, the citizenship‑revocation campaign, disproportionately targeting Shi‘a of Iranian origin, pushes them to the brink of “civil death” and complete exclusion from the country’s social and economic fabric. Discrimination in family law imposes additional suffering on Shi‘a women, and political‑social restrictions have reduced their role in the power structure and decision‑making to the absolute minimum.
The outbreak of the US‑Israeli war with Iran in February 2026 and the subsequent security climate provided a convenient cover for the Kuwaiti government to intensify these discriminations and to answer any dissenting voice or expression of sympathy for Iranians with security allegations and citizenship revocation. This reality shows that discrimination against Kuwait’s Shi‘a is not a random or passive phenomenon but an active tool in the hands of the ruling authority for demographic control, elimination of opponents, and consolidation of Sunni religious dominance over the key institutions of power.
The international community, in particular the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) at its 118th session (10‑25 August 2026) and the Human Rights Council, cannot remain silent in the face of such gross violations. The five recommendations presented in this report – from activating the urgent action procedure under Article 11 of the Convention, to convening an urgent session of the Human Rights Council, to issuing a joint statement by the Group of Friends of Freedom of Religion or Belief, to referring the citizenship revocation case to the International Criminal Court – are concrete, strong‑minded steps commensurate with the depth of the human catastrophe unfolding in Kuwait.
International bodies must go beyond existing mechanisms and, in coordination with one another, design a comprehensive package of pressure measures comprising legal, diplomatic, and economic measures. The Special Rapporteurs on freedom of religion or belief and on the situation of human rights defenders should be given priority to travel to Kuwait urgently and produce an independent report on the situation of the Shi‘a. The member states of the European Union and the United States, as trade and security partners of Kuwait, have a particular responsibility to pressure the Kuwaiti government to end discrimination and halt the citizenship‑revocation campaign.
Finally, it must be emphasized that defending the rights of Kuwait’s Shi‘a is not merely a legal or ethical duty under the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. It is a test of the international community’s genuine will to implement impartially and without discrimination the principles of the United Nations Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. If the international community remains silent or offers only minimal reaction in the face of these flagrant instances of systematic discrimination – which in the case of large‑scale, targeted citizenship revocation bear all the hallmarks of “crimes against humanity” – then the credibility of the UN human rights mechanisms and the promise of “never again” after the world wars and genocides of the 20th century will this time be deeply undermined by the case of Kuwait.
The Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, the Human Rights Council, and the international community – now, at this historic moment – have a duty to declare to the Kuwaiti government in a firm and unequivocal voice that discrimination against Shi‘a, ritual restrictions, imposition of textbooks, citizenship revocations, and inequality in family law are no longer tolerable. Every day of delay in taking decisive action means complicity in the continuation of the suffering of one people within the bosom of another.
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