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Introduction
In March 2016, the U.S. House of Representatives and
Secretary of State John Kerry declared that the Islamic State
(also referred to as ISIS, ISIL, and Daesh in this report)
is committing genocide against Christians, Yazidis, Shi’a
Muslims, and other religious and ethnic minority groups in
Syria and Iraq. ISIS is also committing crimes against humanity
and ethnic and religious cleansing against Kurds and Sunni
Muslims. Unfortunately, months later, ISIS and other violent
extremist groups continue to target and terrorize their victims
through rape, enslavement, and murder, while religious and
cultural sites are systematically looted and destroyed.
To inform policymakers about the continuing travail of
religious and ethnic minorities threatened by ISIS, and to

galvanize long-term thinking about addressing this crisis, the
Religious Freedom Project hosted a daylong conference at
Georgetown University.
During the conference representatives of the targeted
communities shared their personal experiences of religious
persecution and their recommendations for policymakers.
Among the questions they engaged were: What are the
immediate security challenges posed by ISIS? What can we do
now to ensure the viability of vulnerable religious and ethnic
communities in Iraq and Syria? What steps need to be taken to
ensure religious freedom, and how is religious freedom a possible
antidote to future violence? Community representatives were
joined by distinguished policymakers, activists, and scholars.
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Religious and Ethnic Leaders’
Perspectives
THOMAS FARR: Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to Georgetown University. Thank you for joining us for
this important conference on one of the important issues of
our day: the continuing threats to religious and ethnic minorities under the so-called Islamic State. I’m Tom Farr, director of
the Berkley Center’s Religious Freedom Project here at Georgetown. We’re delighted to be hosting this event with the support
of our colleagues at the Office of International Religious Freedom of the U.S. Department of State.
In March 2016, the U.S. House of Representatives—and later
the U.S. Senate as well as Secretary John Kerry—declared that
the Islamic State is committing genocide against Christians,
Yazidis, Muslims, and other religious and ethnic minorities in
Syria and Iraq. Unfortunately, months later, ISIS and other
violent extremist groups continue to target and terrorize their
victims through torture, rape, enslavement, murder, and forced
emigration. They also continue to engage in a systematic campaign of looting and destroying religious and cultural sites, including houses of worship.
Today, you will hear from representatives of those targeted
communities. They will share their personal experiences of religious persecution and their recommendations for U.S. and
Western policymakers. Among the questions they will engage
include the following: What immediate security challenges

does ISIS pose to the region, to the West, and to the United
States? What can we do now to ensure the future viability of
vulnerable religious and ethnic communities in Iraq and Syria?
What steps need to be taken to ensure religious freedom, and
how is religious freedom a possible antidote to future violence?
You’ll also hear from a series of distinguished policymakers, advocates, and scholars.
Let me turn now to one of the most distinguished policymakers, my friend and colleague Knox Thames. In September of
last year, Knox was named the State Department’s first special
advisor for religious minorities in the Near East and South and
Central Asia. Knox is a highly effective and powerful advocate
for religious minorities, and we’re delighted to have him with
us today.
KNOX THAMES: Thanks, Tom. Ladies and gentlemen, religious and ethnic minorities in the Middle East have suffered human rights violations, discrimination, and violence
for years. However, the emergence of Daesh introduced the
world to a new level of brutality. In response, we have come
together out of a shared concern about the future of religious
diversity and pluralism in Iraq and Syria. We stand together
in our joint condemnation of the atrocities that Daesh has
committed against religious and ethnic minorities in these
countries, as well as against majority communities. We stand
RELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — JULY 2016
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a meeting like this focusing on ways to protect religious and
ethnic minorities.
In response to these efforts, we’re convening these meetings
today and tomorrow at the State Department as a concrete expression of concern about the future of religious and ethnic
minorities in Iraq and Syria. The time is right. With each passing day, we’re closer to seeing the liberation of Mosul and the
surrounding Nineveh plains. We take these actions out of recognition that more must be done to give minorities confidence
that they have a future in their ancestral homelands. We have
brought together civil society and religious leaders, activists,
faith communities, and diplomats to discuss this imperative
task. How can the international community more effectively
meet this existential challenge for minorities? In short, we
want to better understand their needs and to devise concrete
responses to address them.

Knox Thames
together in insisting that human rights and religious freedom
for all groups should be respected. Our meeting today stems
from a shared desire to find ways to do more, to take action, to ensure that Iraq and Syria’s historic, religious, and
ethnic pluralism remains, and to see that the rights of these
individuals—both men and women—are respected as equal
citizens and have a hand in determining the future of their
own communities.
In March, Secretary Kerry made the historic announcement
that in his judgment Daesh is committing genocide against Yazidis, Christians, and Shi’a Muslims in the territory it controls.
He recognized the extreme suffering of these groups as well as
atrocities committed against the Kurds and Sunni Muslims. I
want to thank a number of you here today who played a very
important role in providing information that helped us come
to that decision.
Yet, Secretary Kerry’s statement was more than words. It was a
call to action to find ways to help these ancient communities.
It built upon the words and actions of President Obama. We
saw the president’s commitment to religious diversity and to
the protection of the rights of minorities when he authorized
air strikes almost exactly two years ago to rescue the Yazidis
trapped on Mount Sinjar, as well as when the White House
committed last year, after meeting with Pope Francis, to hold
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I want to be very clear: The protection of religious and ethnic minorities in Iraq and Syria is a foreign policy priority of
the United States. Internally, we constantly discuss what more
the United States government can do. Toward that end, we’re
taking new actions right now. For example, we are partnering with the Smithsonian Institution to launch a new program
next week that will assist minority communities in northern
Iraq with their cultural heritage preservation needs. We’re developing materials to help train the peshmerga to identify mass
graves and cultural heritage sites so they can be prepared for
whatever role they may play in the liberation of Mosul. We’re
also using satellite telemetry and geospatial analysis to identify
potential mass graves behind Daesh frontlines so that intervening forces can identify and protect those important sites. These
programs follow the many years of the State Department’s programmatic work that has provided direct assistance to religious
and ethnic minorities in Iraq.
The stakes could not be higher for these communities. A multitude of faiths, many of which have existed for a millennia
or more, call Iraq and Syria home, and yet they face the real
possibility of disappearing from these areas. Since 2003, the
push of extremist violence—both before Daesh and now—as
well as the pull of a better life in the West has resulted in the
exodus of over one million Christians and tens of thousands
of Yazidis from Iraq. We’ve seen Turkmen, Shabak, Kaka’i,
and other small groups also suffer. Minority religious communities in Syria are also under extreme pressure, as repeated
attacks in Qamishli and the kidnapped Syrian bishops remind us.
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As the State Department’s first special advisor for religious minorities in the Near East and South and Central Asia, I’ve been
working with my colleagues in Washington and around the
world to address the challenges facing minorities in the region.
The United States is doing a lot, but we must not do it alone.
Why? First, the challenges facing us stretch beyond the capabilities of any one government or organization, and they are an
affront to the values that undergird our societies. Second, time
is working against us.

national community, we need to develop a better plan to assist these communities with their challenges, but we also need
minority communities to coalesce around a common vision of
their future. As we’ll hear today, there are different views on
the best way forward to preserve the presence of these ancient
communities. Disagreement is natural and can be constructive
if it leads to better ideas and more focused efforts. However,
if disagreement begets division and fractured communities, it
will prove costly. Division will play into the hands of those
who oppose pluralism and will make it more difficult for the
international community to effectively assist.

During my trip to Iraq earlier this year, I saw the vibrancy
in the remainder of these minority communities, but I also
confronted their precarious and fragile existence. I visited the The twentieth century witnessed mass movements of people,
Christian town of Alqosh on the Nineveh plains about 30 miles with millions fleeing extreme violence due to their religious
north of Mosul and met with the
or ethnic identities. The quesmayor of an Assyrian Christian
tion for us all is whether we can
“The
stakes
could
not
be
higher
for
town that is currently occupied
reverse this trend in a still new
by Daesh. We heard about how
twenty-first century. Can conthese communities. A multitude of
his dispersed community may
ditions be recreated to give mifaiths, many of which have existed
never return. We also visited Lalnorities confidence in the future?
for a millennia or more, call Iraq
ish, the holy center of the Yazidi
Iraq and Syria will be a great test
and Syria home, and yet they face
faith, and met with the Yazidis’
of that question. The best way to
the real possibility of disappearing
spiritual leader, the Baba Sheikh.
defeat Daesh and its ideology of
from
these
areas.”
We heard how hundreds of Yazihate is by protecting what they
dis are leaving Iraq every week to
tried to exterminate: religious
Knox
Thames
seek safety and better opportuniand ethnic pluralism. Hopefulties in Europe and other regions.
ly, from these discussions today
However, we also heard how inand tomorrow, we’ll take a step
dividuals from both communities prefer to stay in Iraq if they forward on a new path that respects human rights, equal citican do so in safety and with hope for a better future.
zenship, religious freedom, and religious tolerance. Thank you
very much. At this point, let’s get started with our first panel.
From these visits, I came away with a stark sense that we are at [Panelists take the stage]
a pivotal moment in history when the door on these communities could close forever. However, the door is not shut yet, and NAOMI KIKOLER: I’d like to thank the Berkley Center and
through a concerted effort we can push the door back open. the State Department for hosting today’s discussion. It’s a real
Yet, it is imperative that we act, and we need to act with our honor to be here. It’s also deeply humbling and disappointing,
friends and allies.
because it means that we failed to prevent genocide, crimes
against humanity, and ethnic cleansing against religious miIn closing, the fight against Daesh has been difficult and is not norities in Iraq and Syria. It also means that we failed to protect
over. The next year will be decisive. Yet, the day grows closer those communities adequately as the crimes have been unfoldwhen Mosul and Nineveh will be liberated. There is a light ing. Furthermore, it means that, in many ways, we’re failing
at the end of this nightmarish tunnel due to the good work today to assist them as we struggle to find ways to protect the
of Iraqi forces and the counter-ISIL coalition. Once Daesh communities in what has now been two years of exile.
is expelled, the international community must shift from the
difficult fight of waging war to the equally challenging task We have a really remarkable set of speakers today. These leadof winning the peace. To win the peace, we need to see re- ers, some of whom I’ve actually met on trips to northern Iraq,
construction across the board: intercommunal reconciliation, carry the very difficult burden of speaking on behalf of their
respect of rights, transitional justice, and more. As the inter- communities to give voice to their experiences. They also serve
RELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — JULY 2016
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Naomi Kikoler
their communities, caring for their spiritual, emotional, and
physical needs.
Let me introduce each of the speakers. Bishop Mar Awa Royel
is a bishop of the Assyrian Church of the East presiding over
the Diocese of California. He’s the secretary of the Holy Synod
of the Assyrian Church of the East and is one of five trustees
of the Assyrian Church of the East Relief Organization. He’s
the president of the Commission on Interchurch Relations and
Educational Development. He’s also the author of Mysteries of
the Kingdom: The Sacraments of the Assyrian Church of the East, a
treatise on theology. He obtained his B.A. from Loyola College
in Chicago and earned his second B.A. in sacred theology from
the University of Saint Mary of the Lake. He later received his
license to sacred theology and a doctorate from the Pontifical
Oriental University in Rome.
Breen Tahseen is the official representative of Prince Tahseen
Saeed, the leader of the Yazidi community in Iraq. He has spoken
on behalf of the Yazidi community in several conferences throughout Europe and the Middle East addressing human rights, genocide, and the refugee crisis. Previously, Breen worked in the Iraqi
Consulate in Manchester, United Kingdom and was a diplomat
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with the Iraqi Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Breen graduated from
the Berlitz English Language Center in Manchester in 2012 and
from the Diplomatic Institute in Baghdad. He also received his
B.A. from the University of Salahaddin in Erbil.
Finally, Father Behnam Benoka is the founder of the Mart
Shmoni charitable clinic and the Humanitarian Nineveh Relief Organization, which serves internally displaced people in
the Ankawa suburb of Erbil in Iraqi Kurdistan. Father Behnam is a professor at the Babel College in Ankawa. He joined
the Seminary of Saint Peter in Baghdad in 1997 and was ordained into the priesthood in 2004. In 2012, he was assigned
as administrator for the Saint Ephrem Seminary and as dean of
Saint Ephrem College for the Syriac Catholic diocese in Mosul, where he served until 2013. He also served as vice rector
at Saint Peter Seminary for the Chaldean Patriarch in Ankawa.
Father Behnam earned a Ph.D. in philosophy in 2012 from
the Gregorian Pontifical University, an M.Phil. in 2009 from
Santa Croce Pontifical University, and a B.A. in theology from
Urbaniana Pontifical University in Rome.
To briefly set the background, let me reiterate some key facts. Even
though we’re talking about the ongoing crimes committed by the
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Islamic State, we are also addressing a failure to prevent attacks
on minority communities that have taken place over the course
of a decade in northern Iraq. Between June and August of 2014,
ISIS attacked northern Iraq, where 10 percent of the population
was religious and ethnic minorities. In three months, 800,000
people were driven from their homes and genocide, crimes against
humanity, and ethnic cleansing were committed. Two years later,
these communities remain in exile and face serious challenges.
With that context, I will start the conversation by asking if
each of you would address the specific daily challenges that
your communities face in terms of humanitarian needs and
overall well-being. Breen, would you begin?
BREEN TAHSEEN: The persecution that happened to the Yazidi communities had a great impact across the world because
of the horrors that they suffered. This is the first time in centuries that we have reverted back to the time of enslavement.
To date, 3,700 women have been abducted and are missing.
Daesh rapes these women and sells them. It remains in control
of the land, and there is no serious external action taken to
reverse the suffering of the Yazidi community.
On August 3, 2014, a major catastrophe befell the Yazidis in
Sinjar, which they bitterly remember. On that day, ISIS attacked their land, took their homes, killed them, and forced
them to flee. They suffer from the trauma of that tragedy to this
day. They live in refugee camps in Turkey, in northern Kurdistan, and in other areas where the humanitarian conditions are
beyond belief. They await the moment when they can go back
to their homes. They also suffer from the lack of trust among
their hosts where they presently live.

Breen Tahseen
from the other panelists about some of the challenges that are
being experienced from other communities on the ground, and
then we’ll turn our attention to the steps that can be taken in
response to the situation. Bishop Royel, may I ask you to share
your reflections on the current challenges your community is
facing in both Iraq and Syria?

The demands of the Yazidi community include providing international protection for the Yazidis, the Christians, and other
minorities in accordance with legal procedures that safeguard
their presence. We need to refer those who committed crimes
against the Yazidis and other minorities to international courts.

MAR AWA ROYEL: In September 2014, I was part of a delegation of bishops representing our late patriarch, Mar Dinkha
IV, visiting our communities and other Christian communities
in northern Iraq living under the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG). Two months before, this region had witnessed
atrocities and received refugees fleeing Mosul and other parts
of the Nineveh plains. What I saw personally as a bishop and
as a pastor was a great loss of hope. People had lost not only
their homes and their properties, but they had also suffered
a loss of hope—a great loss of confidence in the system. At
that time, some 140,000 to 150,000 Christians were living in
camps, sleeping in tents provided by the UN or by Christian
NGOs from Western countries. These refugees were from the
Assyrian, Chaldean, and Syriac communities, which collectively make up the indigenous Christian population in Iraq.

NAOMI KIKOLER: I think this is a really critical point in
terms of what needs to be done on accountability. Let us hear

I witnessed the plight of people who were really broken, not
merely spiritually and materially, but on account of having lost

The situation in Iraq following the rise of ISIS throws a long
shadow of darkness over the entire country. This issue calls for
action by the international community to help and preserve
the dignity of the victims. There are 80,000 people who have
been forced out of their homes, 5,000 living in Greece alone,
and 32 mass graves that have been discovered.

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — JULY 2016
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hope for the future, especially for the future prospects of their
children. I remember speaking with a young Christian couple
that had been married only a month before they had to flee
Mosul. It was really devastating. What struck me was the inhumane aspect of this atrocity, the fact that its perpetrators have
shown no appreciation of human life. I think the loss of hope
stemming from the brutality of the atrocities is the greatest loss
that our people are suffering there.
Even though in the United States the term “minority” communicates the idea of a protected group, in the Eastern context it has no such meaning. We should keep that in mind.
Our communities are still in survival mode two years after this
tragic event. It is damaging for any community to live in such
circumstances for an extended time.
NAOMI KIKOLER: Thank you. Father Benoka, much of
your day-to-day work is spent on the ground, speaking to those
who’ve been displaced and who feel this sense of despair. Can
you speak to some of the challenges of those with whom you
work?
BEHNAM BENOKA: Yes. In August 2014, about 140,000
Christians were displaced from the Nineveh plains and Mosul.
Today, only 90,000 are living in Kurdistan; the rest emigrated
outside of Iraq to places like Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey,
where they are stuck now. They cannot leave these countries,
nor can they go back to Iraq because of the situation.

Regarding the food problem, churches and international
NGOs provide food items for these people. However, some
of these NGOs have stopped their work, so we still have an
urgent need for food. Healthcare is also a pressing issue. My
organization, the Humanitarian Nineveh Relief Organization
(HNRO), provided two health centers—one in Ankawa, and
another one in Erbil—to provide healthcare for internallydisplaced persons (IDPs). They serve not only Christians but
all IDPs, including Muslims. Every day, we admit around 500
patients. We have set up another health center in cooperation
with the Diocese of Erbil. There we distribute medicines for
chronic diseases.
There is certainly the problem of work—the lack of jobs that
would enable families to buy medicines, pay rent, and buy
clothes. Many families try to get work in Kurdistan, but given
the numbers of refugees and IDPs, it is of course very hard to
find employment. Many families have no source of income,
and they have nearly exhausted their financial resources. Thus,
they may not be able to pay rent, needed medical procedures,
or medicines.
So let me summarize this: There is an urgent need for housing
and food. In addition, those who have serious health problems
need access to medicines. For example, people with cancer have
to spend $500 to $1,500 per month just for medicine, and we
have encountered numerous people who suffer from cancer.
We opened a clinic specifically to determine the needs of cancer patients, and in just four days we had 92 registered cases.

Regarding the housing problem in the north of Iraq, you can
find three kinds of housing for Christians. First, some of them NAOMI KIKOLER: Thank you for that. For those who
live in containers in refugee camps. For each family, the church haven’t seen the containers that Father Benoka mentioned, I
has provided a very small container. Three, four, or five people think it’s fair to say that this stage is about the size of what some
live crowded together inside.
of the containers are in terms of
There is a little bit of privacy,
length. You can have entire famibut the situation is miserable.
lies living within small quarters
“The
prevailing
sentiment
among
those
Another portion of the displaced
like this. There are also certain
dwelling in the [refugee] camps was: ‘If
Christian population lives in
camps where people are still livwe
get
a
visa,
we
will
leave
tomorrow
houses rented by the church,
ing in tents. That’s especially true
morning.
We
will
not
stay.’
How
do
which are helped by the interwhen you go out to areas around
national and Catholic NGOs.
Dohuk.
you change that mentality? How do
It’s not a house for each family,
you give people confidence? How do
but one room for each family. In
Breen, you highlighted the fact that
you give them hope that they have a
some cases, 20 or 25 people share
there are ongoing physical threats.
viable future in their homeland?”
a single bathroom. Finally, the
Three thousand seven hundred
third housing type for Christian
women are still being held by the
Mar
Awa
Royel
refugees is homes where they pay
Islamic State as sex slaves. You’ve
the rent themselves.
talked about the emotional toll
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that this has taken, the despair that overwhelms these communities. I wonder, Bishop Royel, if you can talk about the feelings of
despair among those who are concerned that this crisis may cause
the end of their community in a particular country. They see their
communities dwindling due to emigration, and they fear the permanent loss of their historic homelands.
MAR AWA ROYEL: The Assyrian Church has tried to keep
its ties to the homeland. For instance, last year when we elected and enthroned our new Catholicos [patriarch], the patriarchate came back to Iraq for the first time in 83 years. For us,
that was a significant event, not merely a religious occasion.
It was a sign of hope to our faithful, to our fellow Christians,
and to all of the minorities who are suffering. It signified that
even though there is pressure to leave, the Church is coming
back. We realize that there are struggles and that our people
face great challenges. Yet we find it necessary to give people
hope.
Our people are scattered all over. Father Behnam mentioned
Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon as destinations for displaced
persons. We have thousands of families there from various denominations. The real question is how to convince them to
stay, because at the end of the day it is a moral decision that
every person must make. Obviously, the churches don’t want
our people to leave; but how do we convince them to stay?
The problem cannot be addressed simply by having a patriarch
or bishop publicly urge people to stay. The people require an
infrastructure to provide them with the basic human and family needs to allow them to remain. Much needs to be done in
collaboration with local governments to create opportunities
for our people to see progress and to regain hope.
I mentioned that two months after ISIS had entered the
Nineveh plains, we traveled through Ankawa and Dohuk,
walking through the various camps. The prevailing sentiment
among those dwelling in the camps was: “If we get a visa, we
will leave tomorrow morning. We will not stay.” How do you
change that mentality? How do you give people confidence?
How do you give them hope that they have a viable future in
their homeland? I don’t think any one government, any one
church, or any one agency really has the answer.
Collectively, however, we can find the answer. We can give people practical hope by providing jobs, economic stability, and
security. People are especially worried about security. Even if
ISIS leaves or is forced to leave, what will happen after that?
Will another violent group come in? That’s the question.

Mar Awa Royel
NAOMI KIKOLER: I think that response is a good segue to
hear from Breen and Father Benoka as well. I was struck that
Archbishop Moshi of Mosul sent a letter in which he said, “If
our lands aren’t fully liberated, if the existing radical and sectarian ideology isn’t alienated, and if the existence of a strong government and a clear constitution with international guarantees
isn’t secured, it will be very difficult for Christians to survive in
Iraq.” My question is: What are the conditions that would give
people hope and make them feel secure?
Breen, some areas north of Mount Sinjar have been liberated.
Very few people are returning home at this particular point.
ISIS still controls much of the Nineveh plains, making it impossible for Shabak, Turkmen, and Christian communities to
return home. I was wondering if you could speak a little bit
from the perspective of the Yazidi community. What are the
security concerns? What are the threats? What do people need
to feel safe to return home?
BREEN TAHSEEN: How can you build trust among Yazidis and Christians and the Iraqi and Kurdistan governments?
There has to be an international project to provide security.
Also, for the Yazidis to have more trust in the government,
whether in Mosul or elsewhere in Iraq, the United States government must present a draft resolution for the UN Security
Council and send the Yazidi case to the International Criminal
Court (ICC). The ICC should open a case against ISIS. Another option is that the international community can pressure
the Iraqi government to authorize the ICC to come to Iraq—
RELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — JULY 2016
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provided that its actions are limited to opening the Yazidi case
or another minority case.
We have seen more than 3,770 kidnappings to date. After the liberation of the Governorate of Nineveh, the Iraqi government, together with the Kurdistan and American governments, must work
together to find a way to liberate these women and rehabilitate
them. The Iraqi government must change some of its own laws.
It must pass new laws in order to protect minorities and must involve and integrate the Yazidis in all government institutions. This
will ensure that such a catastrophe will not be repeated.

Union for the declaration of genocide. However, we are waiting for the same declaration from the United Nations and especially from the Iraqi government.
We must guarantee the safety and peace of minorities in their
own cities after liberation. In Nineveh villages, we Christians no
long accept being under Arab or Muslim tutelage or custody,
as we were before. It is strange to see Christian towns and cities
governed not by Christians but by others—by mayors imposed
by the government itself. The mayor should serve and help local
citizens, rather than merely help the central government.

There are now many Yazidis who have been displaced and live
outside their homeland. Eighty percent of Yazidis now live outside their homeland. Five thousand refugees are in Greece. We are
calling on the United States and the European Union to open the
way for the Yazidi refugees in Greece to go to Europe or America
and to start the reconstruction of
the government of Sinjar.
NAOMI KIKOLER: Thank
you, Breen. So in your opinion,
trust must be established in order
for people to feel like they can
start returning home, especially
in regards to security forces. This
means bringing in an international protection force, bringing
the perpetrators to justice, and
ending impunity. There must
also be constitutional protection
of minority communities in the
future, while also a way for people to seek refugee status if they
don’t feel safe to return home.

That is why our patriarchs, religious leaders, and other Christians ask for international protection from the United Nations,
United States, and European Union. We can no longer trust the
Iraqi government or the Iraqi army—especially after what has
happened. They delivered all the religious minorities as a gift
to ISIS. We demand a criminal
investigation in order to punish
“There are now many Yazidis
all those who have participated
who have been displaced and live
in the genocide against the minorities. We cannot allow those
outside their homeland. Eighty
criminals to govern the country
percent of Yazidis now live outside
after what they have done.
their homeland. Five thousand

refugees are in Greece. We are
calling on the United States and
the European Union to open the
way for the Yazidi refugees in
Greece to go to Europe or America
and to start the reconstruction of
the government of Sinjar.”

Remember that Christians suffered for a long time from the
demographic shift in Iraq before
ISIS even came about. For us
Christians in the Nineveh plains,
there have been more dangers
than ISIS, especially in our historical cities. The efforts of Saddam Hussein’s government—
Breen Tahseen
which continued after 2003 by
the subsequent government—
Father Behnam, what are your thoughts on the conditions that strove to possess Christian cities in order to create room for
need to be present before people can feel safe to return home? other minorities, but not for Christians. If you go to Christian
What threats concern Christians about the future?
cities and villages, you can see for yourselves how the government did its best to empty those cities of Christians, pushing
BEHNAM BENOKA: The hope Christians have for the future them out by creating problems inside those cities. For example,
will be based on what is happening on the ground. If they see we remember what happened in Bartella in 2009 when Shabak
an international effort to liberate the Nineveh plains, then they Shi’as attacked a church. This was not an isolated incident. We
will have hope. Let’s talk about the post-ISIS period now, as regularly endured similar hostilities. These repeated acts of hosthat is a most important matter. To help us stay in our lands tility are why most of our young people left Iraq.
after the Nineveh plains are liberated, there should be documentation and validation of the crime of genocide against the NAOMI KIKOLER: I have had conversations with many
religious minorities. I thank the United States and European people in the minority communities of northern Iraq who
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ment agencies. Having a formal council that brings the minority groups together to present their common needs and demands is the best thing. It is crucial that a truly engaging and
sincere dialogue takes place between the minority groups and
the government agencies.
BREEN TAHSEEN: We answered this question a bit earlier,
but let me add that it is all about changing the laws and regulations in Iraq and bringing about a decision from the International Criminal Court.
NAOMI KIKOLER: At the domestic level, both in Iraq and
in Kurdistan, there are no laws that allow someone to prosecute
cases of genocide or crimes against humanity. So when you talk
about domestic laws that are needed, that gap also exists.

Lauren Homer
felt abandoned even in the period before ISIS attacked, and
then also when ISIS was attacking. I have spoken with many
Christians and Yazidis who had close friends who were Sunni
Arabs, but who now feel a deep distrust toward those who
were once their neighbors. They also express deep distrust toward the political actors entrusted to protect them—whether
that be the Iraqi government or the Kurdish Regional Government. How do you tackle that distrust? How do you create
an environment where there is reconciliation but also guarantees political protection? Bishop, what is the role of religious
leaders in that process?
MAR AWA ROYEL: Thank you, Naomi. I think you’ve touched
upon a very important aspect of the situation: dialogue. There
is a lot of talk going on from various governmental agencies.
There is a lot of talk from representative delegations. And yet I
do not think there is actual dialogue. We need to differentiate
between talking and dialoguing. To engage in a dialogue means
that all those who speak together are partners. They are partners
looking for a common solution to a common problem. Forming a council representing the ethnic and religious minorities
who are affected by the atrocities of ISIS might be a practical
step. Such a council would enable the minority groups to speak
together and understand one another.
In addition, it would allow them to make their demands and
claims more effectively to national and international govern-

Father, you welcomed the announcement by the United States
to designate the atrocities as a crime of genocide, and yet you
also claimed that it is not enough. Indeed, all of you expressed
a similar sentiment. On the ground, from the humanitarian
perspective, is the level of assistance going down, staying the
same, or increasing?
BEHNAM BENOKA: We were very happy about this declaration. Yet, it is not enough for a declaration to remain as ink on
paper, as mere words. We need to realize that declaration on
earth and on the ground. Certainly, we are going to ask the UN
for the same declaration, as well as one from the Iraqi government itself. That would be one sign that would inspire hope
that we can continue living in Iraq. If not, who will protect
us? How are we going to live with the people who persecuted
us, and who continue to persecute us? Many of them were our
neighbors, and they betrayed us. How can we continue living
in peace with them?
We don’t ask for revenge. As Christians, we forgive them for
what they did. But we ask for justice. The justice should be
realized for the whole country, not just for the Nineveh plains.
That’s how we can go on to live in peace with the other minorities who are still living under ISIS.
You asked about how we are going to live in our cities after liberation. What kind of solutions are we going to demand? There
were many, many solutions proposed. One of these solutions
was to set aside the Nineveh plains region for minorities. We
do not accept this proposal. Or we would only accept it if another demand is met: to have self-governance in our cities and
towns. We want to be able to govern our cities as Christians.
RELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — JULY 2016
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The mayors should be Christians, not non-Christians. We
should be governed by mayors elected by the Christian citizens.
To resolve the issue of the demographic shift that has happened
for many years, we need our Christian cities to be reserved for
Christians—not because we hate others and do not want to live
with others. On the contrary, we want to work with them. But
we want our house to be our own house. I cannot accept someone else living in my house without my permission. We love all
of the minorities, including Iraqi Muslims and non-Muslims.
We want to continue to live together. But we also want our
rights in our lands.
NAOMI KIKOLER: Who are the political authorities responsible for the towns and communities you are talking about?
BEHNAM BENOKA: Presently, one such political authority
is the Council of Mosul. In the Council of Mosul we have a
representative. Our Christian politicians are working and trying to do their best. Sometimes all of us, the Church and the
Christian politicians, need to meet many times just to speak
and to find a solution. With your help and the help of others,
perhaps we can make such a thing come to pass.
NAOMI KIKOLER: Let’s open the floor to the audience, because
I’m sure that this discussion has provoked a lot of questions.
MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: My name is Mohammad Al
Abdallah from the Syria Justice and Accountability Centre. I have
two questions. Father, you mentioned a desire to govern your city
yourself, by your own people. Are you calling for self-autonomy,
decentralization, or federalism? Any of these styles of governance
would seem to favor ethnic and sectarian-based governance. Such
forms of governance strike me as dangerous. Precisely such a system of local autonomous governments, based on the policies of
Nouri al-Maliki, led Iraq to the current bloodbath.
My second question relates to your comment regarding the Yazidis and Christians who want to live by themselves. You have
called for jurisdiction from the ICC only for the Yazidis, which
is favoring certain victims over other victims. Does such a plan
preclude any possibility of future reconciliation between ethnic
and religious minorities in the region?
NAOMI KIKOLER: Father, would you respond?
BEHNAM BENOKA: I think it is very easy if the government
can guarantee each minority group its rights. If each has pro-
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tection, all of us will feel satisfied and we can go on with your
reconciliation. We are still Iraqis and we love our country, but
we need the full protection of our rights.
NAOMI KIKOLER: In areas like Qaraqosh or Sinjar City, for
example, what kind of governing relationship is necessary to secure the political rights and physical protection for all groups,
given the diversity of the region?
BREEN TAHSEEN: The gentleman’s point is that sectarian
autonomy, if it’s a rule, would represent a danger to the state.
What we are saying is that sectarian autonomy actually will
protect Iraq. We, the Yazidis, are now oppressed. We are not
going to begin oppressing other people. We want protection
for the area of Sinjar. This protection involves everyone who
lives there. If they want to restore the trust of the population,
there has to be a change in laws.
BEHNAM BENOKA: I think our Iraqi Constitution recommends self-governance for minorities in Iraq. There were many
demands for the Iraqi government to take a similar position
and to create other governments inside Iraq. We think we can
secure our rights and freedoms if we govern ourselves. We tried
being governed by others, but the system failed. We ended up
as a very small community in Iraq. Most of our people left
Iraq. Given recent history, I think we have a right to ask for
autonomy and to govern ourselves.
ERIN WALSH: Father, my name is Erin Walsh. I want to
clarify an earlier comment of yours. You said that the government placed a mayor to run your city who happened to
have been a Muslim. In other words, he was not democratically elected. Therefore, you’re calling for democracy so that
all cities can choose the mayor who would run them. That
is, you would like democratically elected officials rather than
ones installed as agents of a sitting central government. Is
that correct?
BEHNAM BENOKA: Yes. We need democracy. The democracy must be for Christians also, not just for others.
NAOMI KIKOLER: I want to quickly clarify that there are
elections throughout Iraq. A democracy exists. However, there
is a concern about manipulative political influences in different parts of the country. Nineveh is a contested part of Iraq;
therefore, for minority communities, their vulnerability has
been exacerbated by the failure of the Iraqi government and
the Kurdish Regional Government to resolve that dispute.
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“How are we going to live with the people who persecuted us, and who continue to persecute us? Many of them were our neighbors, and they betrayed us. How can we continue
living in peace with them? We don’t ask for revenge. As Christians, we forgive them for
what they did. But we ask for justice.”
Behnam Benoka

IRAQI PARLIAMENTARIAN (Unidentified): [Speaking
through translator] I am a member of the Iraqi parliament, the
founder of the human rights committee in parliament, and the
head of the Turkmen National Front. We’ve been talking about
the conditions of minorities in Iraq and Syria as well. We responded to this crisis late; we should have known that when
churches were bombed in 2004, it was a sign of grave danger.
But we allowed the problem to continue until ISIS came into
existence.
I believe that all of the panelists and colleagues here agree that
their areas will need international protection. This international protection is needed not only in Iraq, but also in Syria, where
minorities have been oppressed by ISIS and by a tyrannical
regime. There was international protection in Iraq in 1991.
Maybe something like that will happen again.
We in the human rights committee have been trying hard to
repeal some of the laws and regulations that were passed by
the old regime. At this point, there isn’t enough political will
to repeal such laws and regulations. This has been the tactic of
ISIS. They started with the weakest of the ethnic components,
the Turkmen. Then they went to the Yazidis. Then they moved
on to other minorities. We want Iraq to become a signatory of
the Rome Statutes of the ICC. According to Article 125 of the
Iraqi Constitution, all the ethnic minorities in Iraq are entitled
to protection in all their areas. This goes for the Yazidis, the
Turkmen, and others.
BREEN TAHSEEN: I need to comment on Iraq’s membership in the ICC. The Iraqi government has taken the position
that it doesn’t want to join the Rome Statutes. Yet it wanted
to cooperate with the ICC for a limited period with respect to
one crime. We hope that the Iraqi government would agree to
that measure.
NAOMI KIKOLER: We have another question.

MARK HETFIELD: I’m with Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), which is the American Jewish community’s refugee agency. My question is a humanitarian one. Of course, the
number one priority is to make your communities safe and
allow residents to return. But in the meantime—in the short
term and the medium term—to what extent do members of
your communities or subgroups within your communities
need to be resettled out of the region in countries like the United States? Is that being pursued for any particularly vulnerable
members of your communities, or do you want to keep all of
them where they are?
BEHNAM BENOKA: My country is my big house. Everybody wants to go back to his own house. Each family has
that dream. Nobody accepts being displaced to another place
without dignity. As for the help needed now, I talked before
about the urgent needs that we have for housing. This is the
first urgent thing, to find out the solution for this big problem. Second, we need medicines and food items. The everyday
needs are most pressing, the provision of what people need to
continue life just for today.
NAOMI KIKOLER: In terms of the question about whether or not there are those who do need to be resettled, Breen,
would you update us on the Yazidi women who have been
seeking medical assistance in Germany? Are there other programs that have been created specifically for the Yazidis or for
other victims?
BREEN TAHSEEN: The number of people abducted was
6,700, and 3,000 of them have been liberated. The German government has acted with the Kurdistan government
to provide health or mental care for 1,000 women. We are
calling on and we are hoping that the American government, the European governments, and even some Arab governments might help with the psychological care needed for
these women.
RELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — JULY 2016
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A Kurdish television journalist interviews Mar Awa Royel after the panel
NAOMI KIKOLER: Thank you. Are there any other questions?
MARIE SOUEID: I’m Marie Soueid from the Center for Victims of Torture. I want to touch on a point that Breen made
about psychological care. What is currently available to a lot of
these communities? Is the care provided by the churches and
religious communities? Is mental health care available to all IDPs
and local host communities regardless of religious affiliation?
NAOMI KIKOLER: Breen, would you like to comment?
BREEN TAHSEEN: The psychological condition of the women living in the camps is extremely difficult. The government
of Iraqi Kurdistan, together with other organizations and the
Iraqi government, has some plans to rehabilitate these women.
However, these efforts are not enough.
BEHNAM BENOKA: That is a very important issue. I’m displaced myself in Kurdistan. Maybe all of us need that kind of
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treatment. There is a great need for psychological care because
of the lack of specialists in Iraq on trauma matters. Many organizations try to come to Iraq and provide training for common
people. It’s a good thing, but it’s not efficient.
NAOMI KIKOLER: We have another question. Please be
brief.
HAJI KANDOR: My name is Haji Kandor. I’m a member
of the Iraqi parliament and the human rights committee. I’m
also the head of the Yazidi block. The abducted Yazidi women
are still living in camps. They’re living in miserable conditions,
among all the rest of the displaced persons, despite all the suffering that they had to go through. Suicides are on the rise
among the Yazidi women who were abducted, and some of
them are now suffering from cases of mental retardation. There
has been one German organization that helped move some of
them into care, but because the numbers are too big, we still
need more intervention by other groups to do the same.
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Besides that, there are 1,500 children in the ISIS camps who
are being trained to commit atrocities and cut heads. Some of
the abducted women are being moved from Mosul to Raqqa
in Syria ahead of the expectation that Mosul might fall. We are
afraid that these women might be killed or moved to other cities before the liberation of Mosul.
NAOMI KIKOLER: Thank you very much for raising those
really critical points, especially your last point about the very
real physical threats that women face, especially now as we talk
about the possible liberation of Mosul. Our conversation has
focused on communities in Iraq, but those in Syria are also in
desperate need. I would like to give our panelists a final chance
to speak. Archbishop Moshi in his letter said that “we’re tired
of promises; we need actions and means in order to keep our
nation together.” I think that’s an incredibly powerful sentiment about how communities feel. Father Behnam, would you
like to start?
BEHNAM BENOKA: Sure. It’s sad for all Iraqis that Iraq is in
this bad and miserable situation. There is no peace in any city
in Iraq. We need to keep our hands together, to work together,
to pray together to realize the final peace in Iraq—the complete
peace in Iraq for all Iraqis, not just for minorities. We need
peace, especially in Baghdad.
In these past few months there have been very serious problems
with security and peace. Realizing peace in Iraq is a big matter.
We should realize peace a little bit at a time, maybe starting
with some small towns, or maybe with minorities in cities like
Baghdad and in southern Iraq. Then, after the liberation of
Nineveh, we can work together to resolve all the security and
peace problems there. We hope that we can reconcile all Iraqis,
since we are citizens of the same country. That’s our hope.
NAOMI KIKOLER: Thank you. Bishop Royel?

MAR AWA ROYEL: I’d like to thank you again, Naomi, for
this opportunity. I think that dialogue can go a great distance
in bringing about reconciliation. I think having a representative council composed of the minority groups to engage with
the local and regional government agencies will help to resolve
their plight on a practical level by bringing it to the knowledge
and awareness of others.
Regarding religious freedom, if everyone goes back to the religious tenets of their particular faith and searches for those
teachings that speak of dialogue and tolerance and even love, I
think that will also go a long way. At present, everyone is sort
of yelling at the top of their voice, whereby you can’t have a
dialogue. It’s unbecoming of any religion to do that. Thus, going back to religious tenets that promote peace, understanding,
and tolerance is important.
NAOMI KIKOLER: Thank you for that message. Breen?
BREEN TAHSEEN: I want you to think of what would
happen if you were living in a tent. You’re a family of three
people. You have one sister that has been raped and another
sister that is held by ISIS. But for two years we keep saying
that we hope that good sentiments would turn into practical
steps. The Yazidis will only feel safe about their presence in
the future if their demands are met today. We hope that this
conference will take a practical approach and will issue a recommendation that will be implemented in the future. Thank
you very much.
NAOMI KIKOLER: Thank you, gentlemen, for this conversation that covered many different issues and was far-reaching—very provocative at times, but also very heartfelt. I appreciate you speaking on behalf of your communities and sharing
your own experiences including, as you’ve said, the trauma that
you’ve personally experienced. Thank you. [Applause]
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Advocacy and Civil Society
Perspectives
KENT HILL: Good morning, everyone. I have the privilege
of introducing our four panelists. Each of them will have a few
minutes to give their name, introduce their organization, and
briefly discuss how they are trying to address these threats in
general terms. We’ll begin with Murad Ismael.
MURAD ISMAEL: It’s a pleasure to be here. I’m the executive
director of Yazda, a global Yazidi organization that was established after the Islamic State attacked our community in Sinjar
in August 2014. We formed Yazda to provide a variety of humanitarian services to the Yazidi community, which now include two clinics, one psychosocial program for female victims,
a case management program, and a documentation program,
while also advocating internationally for the Yazidi cause.
MONA MALIK: My name is Mona Malik. I’m with the Assyrian Aid Society of America. I was born in Baghdad, but I left
when I was very young. I had visited Iraq a couple of times, and
I plan to be there again very shortly. The reason I am up here today is because I am representing someone who wasn’t allowed to
leave the country to be here, Ashur Eskrya, the president of the
Assyrian Aid Society of Iraq. I am his voice. Just as Bishop Royel
said earlier today, we as Assyrians of the diaspora have no right
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and are not in any position to dictate to the Assyrians living in
the homeland as to what they should or should not be doing. We
are here to serve them. That’s why I am here speaking for them.
While we have tried to address this crisis from a humanitarian perspective, Assyrian Aid Society’s focus has always been
education and infrastructure. Well, that focus has shifted in
the last two years to helping internally displaced persons and
refugees. We are hoping to eventually return back to our focus
on education and infrastructure once again to help our Assyrian Christians in the homeland.
ALI ZAINALABDEEN: Good morning, everyone. I am Ali
Zainalabdeen Albayati. I’m a doctor of neurology and president of the Turkmen Rescue Foundation, which is an Iraqbased NGO working with a group of volunteers to increase
awareness of the suffering of Turkmen in that country and
elsewhere through documentation and reporting. We have additional representatives in countries outside of Iraq, including
the United States, the United Kingdom, and others. We aim
to increase awareness of the modern and historical suffering of
our people through social media and conferences like this one.
Thank you.
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RAJAB ASSI KAREEM: [Speaking through an interpreter] I’m
Rajab Assi Kareem of the Kaka’i community. Since 2003, I’ve
worked at an organization dedicated to spreading the Kaka’i
culture. In 2005, I took charge of my organization’s center in
Kirkuk, and later I began lobbying for it in the government.
Currently I’m the third representative for the Kaka’i community in the Ministry of Kurdistan. I am also a member of the
Council of Diversity in the Iraqi Council for Interfaith Dialogue, where I represent the Kaka’i movement.
KENT HILL: Thank you very much. I know that within advocacy and civil society organizations, there is a temptation to believe that advocacy doesn’t have much impact once violence has
begun. In the case of the Islamic State, it is already attacking
religious and ethnic minorities. So, in a situation like this, who
is the focus of your advocacy? What are you trying to persuade
them to do to improve the circumstances for the ethnic and
religious minorities in these situations? Does anybody want to
take a crack at answering that question?
MURAD ISMAEL: We are in a situation where entire communities find themselves without defense, targeted by a group
that believes in nothing but killing, enslavement, and rape, a
group that is not restrained by morality or responsibility to
the greater community. In many past wars, we can see the morality of all sides, but the so-called Islamic State has no such
moral basis. They have persecuted and attacked entire communities, attempting to wipe them out in their homeland. So we
all found ourselves in a situation where we really didn’t know
what to do.
For a small community like the Yazidis, we found ourselves
faced with two terrible options: Convert or die. Yazidi women
and children were also faced with the prospect of being taken
by Islamic State fighters. At Yazda, our advocacy is focused on
collecting a lot of information on these threats to our community. Once you have the information, then you can use it
to approach the government. For example, at the beginning of
the attack, we collected information on 6,000 Yazidi women
and children as they were being captured. This information becomes a tool.
In our advocacy, the audience is the government, and to a certain extent the media. If you don’t have the media on your side,
it’s very hard to make any progress. I think with any cause like
this, you have to have a lot of media coverage. You have to have
communication with governments. Once you involve other
NGOs and advocacy groups, then you build momentum. In

my experience, we become more effective when we have more
players coming in and advocating for this cause.
KENT HILL: So the point of your advocacy is to get somebody to intervene on behalf of your community?
MURAD ISMAEL: On behalf of our community, but also on
behalf of humanity as a whole. To me, the violence of the Islamic State is beyond anything that we’ve ever seen. And when
we advocate for our community, I think we advocate on behalf
of all communities.
KENT HILL: Good. Mona?
MONA MALIK: I would just like to emphasize that not
only were we not prepared to defend ourselves, but we were
disarmed prior to ISIS coming in, and we weren’t allowed to
contribute to our own security. We had no way of defending
ourselves. In Mosul, Baghdad, Tal Afar, and other areas, Assyrians only had a few hours to escape. They literally left with the
clothes on their backs. When I say that, it’s not just words. It’s
actually reality.
Our audience is the international community, as my colleague
said. It is the United Nations, which has still not recognized the
genocide of the minorities—something they must do to bring
justice to the victims of ISIS genocide. The international community, the UN, the United States, and our own community
must rise up. ISIS targets minorities, but it is a crime against
all of humanity.
ALI ZAINALABDEEN: I think it is our duty to work for all
of humanity. Here we are specialized, each of us focused on
advocacy for a certain minority issue. This is because unfortunately the new democracy in Iraq forced us to think more
about our religion, ethnicity, and sectarian divisions. The democracy in Iraq started by making these divisions explicit—
we were divided into Shi’as, Sunnis, and Kurds. All minorities
have been marginalized.
So I am a Turkmen, and I am working for Turkmen because
there is a need on the ground. At the same time, I am working for all people. As a doctor, it is my duty to serve anyone
under my care with equality. But as a Turkmen, I think Turkmen are often forgotten—many are unfamiliar with Turkmen.
Turkmen is the third largest ethnic group in Iraq, and we represent about 7 to 10 percent of the Iraqi population, according
to census data. Our people extend from northwest Iraq at the
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Mona Malik
border with Turkey and Syria to the mid-eastern section of the
border with Iran.
As an NGO, we are also working as a group of activists and
volunteers to increase awareness of these realities. The main
problem of minorities in Iraq is that the facts are hidden. No
one knows the facts. I think what happened with ISIS is not
new. It emerged many decades ago in different forms; now the
media has finally begun to cover it, and this is what we need.
The most important thing here is to make this reality reach
the international community—the entire international community, just as everyone participated in establishing the new
democracy in Iraq in 2003.
The international community also has another duty: to reevaluate what happened in Iraq. We have thousands of Yazidis and
hundreds of Turkmen and Christians who have been abducted,
raped, and killed. So we thank the U.S. government for this
opportunity to do advocacy and make progress, but at the same
time we ask them to reevaluate what happened in these last
13 years, and especially what happened to the minorities. Our
suffering is too much. The most important issue as a Turkmen
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is abducted Turkmen women. According to our report published during the past year, about 1,200 Turkmen civilians have
been abducted by ISIS, including 600 women and girls, 120 of
whom were children.
What differentiates the Islamic State’s violence against Yazidis and
Turkmen is that after raping Turkmen women, they kill them by
beheading or burning. There was a Turkmen village at Bashir, west
of Kirkuk, where they raped about nine Turkmen girls and burned
them. They even hanged some of them on the electricity lines. At
Tal Afar, the first woman to be killed was a parliamentarian. She
was an activist, and she was our colleague. She was also the head of
an organization. They abducted her with her husband, and then
they killed her by beheading. This is what happens.
Another thing I want to talk about is the lack of support from
the international community. In March 2016, ISIS attacked
the Taza district in the west of Kirkuk with chemical weapons.
The total number of victims was about 6,000, including burn
victims and many with chest or lung problems. As a doctor, I
know that most of them are prone to develop long-term carcinoma or lung fibrosis. Who is responsible for their well-being?
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Who will protect them? We know that the facilities in Iraq are
very poor, so we need a plan of action.

have more to say, but I would like to leave the opportunity for
my colleagues here.

[Eliza Griswold replaces Kent Hill as moderator]

ELIZA GRISWOLD: Thank you so much. So now we have a
sense of the problem. We have so many representatives. We have
Yazidi, Assyrian Christian, Turkmen, and Kaka’i. That is pretty
rare in itself, that we are all able to sit together and understand
who these minority groups are and what they have faced at the
hands of ISIS. I would love to give each of you the chance to
talk about what isn’t being reported that your community has
endured and what your community’s response has been. We certainly have millions of people fleeing these areas. They face the
question of whether to leave the country or not. Do people want
to go home? Do they want to stay put? What is the desired response post-ISIS? We have the idea of self-protection. Has your
community formed a militia of some kind? Would they like to
be recognized by the Iraqi government? Would you like the right
to self-empowerment and self-protection?

ELIZA GRISWOLD: Thank you so much. We will get to each
of your points in detail, because I think the point of today is
really to understand what’s not being reported; why we are not
hearing about what’s happening to minorities under ISIS; and
what some of the solutions look like. We’ll break those down
in a little bit so people can follow along. Rajab, did you want
to add something before we move on?
RAJAB ASSI KAREEM: Thank you. I just want to take a minute to explain about what’s happening to the Kaka’i community
and who we are, because some here may not know. Yarsan is the
real name of the Kaka’i religion. It is an independent religion that
goes back thousands of years in Iraq and Iran. In Iran they are
known as the “people of the truth,” and in Iraq they are known
as the Kaka’is. In Iraq there are between 200,000 and 250,000
Kaka’is. These numbers are estimates because there have been no
proper statistics about the community. Ethnically we are Kurdish, and our religious texts are written in the Kurdish language.
Our religion is not Islam. We are a religious minority.
ISIS occupied seven villages belonging to the Kaka’is in the valleys
of Nineveh and near Kirkuk. Two thousand one hundred seventyeight families and 19,253 people have been displaced. The Kaka’is
in these villages had a premonition that ISIS was on its way, so
fortunately they fled from the region before they came. ISIS blew
up five of our temples. They demolished many houses and boobytrapped the rest. After this area was liberated by the Kurdish peshmerga, people came back to their liberated villages to take a look
at their houses. Because of the booby traps, nine people were martyred, and the material damage was assessed at about $52 million.
I also want to speak to you today about the negative psychological effect on the Yarsani people who are still living in Iraq.
Because of their fear of ISIS, several Kaka’i community members appeared on television and said that they were Muslims. I

Let’s start out with this: When you hear the stories about what
ISIS is doing around the world and you think of what’s happened in your own community, what are each of you not hearing? I think of the chemical attack against Turkmen. We’re not
hearing much about the Kaka’is in general. Murad, when you
think of the Yazidi community, what do you wish the people
in this room knew?
MURAD ISMAEL: I wish that everyone knew that the Yazidis
are going through a holocaust. It’s fair to say that there are no
gas chambers to kill people and burn people, but there’s been a
systemic persecution of the Yazidis, not only today by Daesh,
but also in the past. For me, as an engineer at the University
of Mosul, I was summoned many mornings to explain who I
was, to explain that the Yazidis were not devil worshippers, to
explain that Yazidis were not dirty, and that Yazidis were simply
other human beings. That created a situation where genocide
took place. I always say that genocide will not take place unless
it comes under many shadows and unless there is a general understanding within that region that these people do not deserve
life. That is what is happening to us.

“The main problem of minorities in Iraq is that the facts are hidden. No one knows the
facts. I think what happened with ISIS is not new. It emerged many decades ago in different
forms; now the media has finally begun to cover it, and this is what we need.”
Ali Zainalabdeen
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I think until now the full extent of the Yazidi tragedy has not been
acknowledged. Here is a distinctive religious minority that has
been given two choices: leave or die. This is because ISIS says that
the Yazidis are not people of the book and that the Yazidis are devil
worshippers. According to the interpretation of ISIS, the Yazidis’
existence within the Muslim world was a shame on them. The
worst of this tragedy is the targeting of women. I’ve been on the
phone with many women as ISIS was taking them. In one case
they took about 3,200 women and children from three villages in
Tal Afar. They used those villages as detention centers. The fighters
would come, go through those houses, and take whichever women they wanted. I will never forget those moments on the phone
with two Yazidi women as they committed suicide in Ba’aj. Two
others were shot by Daesh. And two of the best medical school
students in the province of Mosul were killed. I will never forget
just two weeks ago looking into the eyes of five Yazidi women who
lost their husbands. I see those five women with their children—
no older than five years old—living under horrible conditions in
the refugee camps. They have no income and no food.
Speaking of shelter, about 80 to 85 percent of the Yazidi population, or about 400,000 people, have had no place to live for
two years now. They have no income. For two years the humanitarian aid has been decreasing. Many of them haven’t even
received dry food for the past six months.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: This is so essential. This is the next phase
of the story that I feel we’re not hearing. Mona, I wonder what
you think. The casualty rate due to ISIS remains an open question. We cannot establish it definitively now, but we certainly
do know that by 2016, 3.3 million people have been displaced
by ISIS. For the Assyrians driven from their homes, what does
living far from home mean? What are you not hearing about in
this next phase of the story?
MONA MALIK: Thank you. I just want to make clear that
this ethnic cleansing did not start only two years ago. It’s been
slowly happening, and ISIS just accelerated the process.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Good point. I think that’s so essential
but politically tricky to look at. When you look particularly at
the Assyrian Christian community in Iraq, prior to the U.S.
invasion there was a population of more than one million. A
mass exodus happened before ISIS, right? And now we are
looking at a community of maybe 300,000?
MONA MALIK: Maybe. If we’re lucky, yes. There hasn’t been
a census, but maybe. It was 1.5 million in 2003, and maybe it’s
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Murad Ismael
somewhere between 200,000 and 250,000 right now. We can’t
be sure. So yes, this has been happening for a while.
One of the things that I like for people to know is that there are
different reactions. Everybody has opinions here: “Well, they
should get out,” or “they shouldn’t,” or “they should stay and
keep the culture going.” It’s not our place to decide that. But
the kinds of stories that come out of there resonate. I just want
to quote some of these women, including one woman who
was being moved from one place to another after losing her
home: “If you move my family, you have to move me with all
my neighbors.” That’s how Assyrian Christians are. The whole
neighborhood or the whole village is their family.
So that’s one way they’re coping with this: When they’ve been
able to escape, they’ve tried to stay together as much as possible. It gives them some sort of semblance of normality in the
middle of this whole awful, ugly crisis. It’s the only way they
can cope with the loss of their homes, their families, and everything they know to be human and genuine—just to stay close
together as much as possible.
We are pleading with the international community to help us
not only just stay in our homeland and have enough food and
water, but to have infrastructure again, to have some sort of
Marshall Plan to create jobs and to help us thrive again in our
homeland. We deserve that. We are one of the indigenous people of the area. We’re not saying that you should pay attention
only to us when we say that Yazidis and Assyrian Christians
have been targeted by genocide. We’re not saying that our lives
are more valuable than anybody else’s. But there needs to be a
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priority. When we go from 1.5 million to 250,000, there needs
to be a priority to that, right?
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Yes. We’ll come back to this question
of what a post-ISIS landscape looks like and what the international community can do. I want to reiterate something that
you’re saying that is so essential, Mona, because I’ve heard both
our Turkmen and Kaka’i colleagues say this today: “Look, we’re
not sitting up here saying ‘I’m a Turkmen’ or ‘I’m a Kaka’i.’
This is our communal identity. We have been fractured as a
people. It’s not just about us, but about all minorities. We are
in this together.” I think that’s really important.

ELIZA GRISWOLD: Mustard gas?
ALI ZAINALABDEEN: Yes. So it was a genocide against
Turkmen, but there still has been no serious action. Some actions have been taken. There have been steps by our politicians
to send those affected to Turkey or Iran or elsewhere. But there
was no strategic plan to resolve this or to take care of such
people.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Doctor, what would that strategic plan
look like? Maybe that’s part of articulating how we can provide
a solution. How can we not only lay out the scope of the problem here but address what a response would look like?

In terms of the Turkmen community, a chemical attack has
gone virtually unreported here in the United States. Maybe you
could talk to us a little bit about it and what you would call on
the international community to do now.

ALI ZAINALABDEEN: First of all, three days ago, I heard
some news from intelligence offices in Iraq that ISIS now wants
to attack another Turkmen city called Amirli in the Salahuddin
province, about 180 kilometers north of Baghdad. The probALI ZAINALABDEEN: Yes, thank you. The chemical attack lem is that ISIS still occupies areas near civilians, so the Iraqi
was in March 2016 in Taza Khurmatu, a mostly Turkmen- government tries to liberate some cities while others remain ocpopulated district about 20 kicupied. The regions surrounding
lometers south of Kirkuk. Most
Amirli and Taza Khurmatu are
of the attacks on Turkmen have
still inhabited by ISIS, and they
“I just want to make clear that this
originated from a village called
can attack at any time.
ethnic cleansing did not start only two
Bashir. Bashir is another site of
years ago. It’s been slowly happening,
crime and disaster against TurkAll that we’re talking about is the
and
ISIS
just
accelerated
the
process.”
men. In June 2014, Daesh atability of ISIS to acquire chemitacked and displaced about
cal weapons, so I think first of
Mona Malik
12,000 Turkmen and abducted
all we should prevent that. They
and raped nine women and girls.
can attack any province or any
ISIS is now present there. They
city. So the first point is to prewere already attacking the district of Taza almost daily, but the vent the acquisition of these weapons. The second point is to
government was silent. Because they were already busy with deal with the victims of chemical weapons attacks in a profesISIS across Iraq, there wasn’t any action to stop that.
sional way. Their environment in Taza should be cleaned in a
professional way and by a professional organization. In Syria
In March 2016, there were two attacks by ISIS. The most ag- they sent mobile clinics to deal with zones that were attacked.
gressive one was about 22 mortar shells filled with a chemical After cleaning out those zones, we need to provide care. We
agent. The total number of affected civilians was about 6,000. need to look out for long-term complications. According to
That’s just the total to date, because we know that with chemical my colleagues in Iraq, many will develop lung fibrosis and
weapons some will present symptoms immediately and some leukemia in the future. Some severe cases also require medical
will be affected days or months or even years later. So up to evacuation.
today, according to the local medical report in Taza Khurmatu,
we have about 6,000 civilians injured or affected by this chemi- ELIZA GRISWOLD: Thank you. Now I’ll turn to our Kaka’i
cal weapons attack. Many official reports determined that mus- colleague. The Kaka’i is probably the least-known minority in
tard gas was the agent used in the attack, including one from Iraq, along with the Shabak. Who hears about what’s happenthe Organization for Prohibition of Chemical Weapons. There ing to the Kaka’is? This is a really good moment to hear hiswas a conference by Mr. Arshad al-Salihi approximately two torically about what persecution has looked like and what the
months ago confirming that it was really mustard gas.
Kaka’is are suffering now.
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“I wish that everyone knew that the Yazidis are going through a holocaust... For me,
as an engineer at the University of Mosul, I was summoned many mornings to explain
who I was, to explain that the Yazidis were not devil worshippers, to explain that
Yazidis were not dirty, and that Yazidis were simply other human beings. That created a
situation where genocide took place.”
Murad Ismael

RAJAB ASSI KAREEM: The Kaka’i religion is Yarsani, which
was not mentioned in the Iraqi Constitution when the country was first formed. That’s the reason the name is unknown to
people who are not close to the community. For example, many
Muslims who live in areas with few or no Kaka’is have little
knowledge of us. It’s similar to what my colleague here, Murad,
said about his community. Many claims were made about us—
that we are devil worshippers, that we have to turn off all the
lights on the New Year, and other such unreasonable things that
are said out of ignorance. The constitution ignored us and didn’t
mention us. Since 2003, a select group of Iraqi legal experts and
activists have worked with the Iraqi parliament. They made a big
push for the Kaka’is to be included in the constitution.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Thank you. At this point we’ve heard a
little bit about what each community is facing, who they are,
and what we’re not hearing about in the news. We’ve heard
about the systematic attempts to destroy different people. We’ve
heard about targeted campaigns of massacre, rape, kidnap for
ransom, and taking children into what Daesh calls the “cubs”
program, or child soldiers. I myself interviewed the mother of
a three-year-old girl who was taken by ISIS and has yet to be
returned in the Nineveh plains. So this problem could not be
more pressing or multifaceted.
Now, let’s turn to solutions. Let’s hear from each of these panelists
about what has been their community’s most effective solution. Is
it a civil solution? Is it a military solution? Has it been more effective to leave the country? What is the reality of flight and displacement? What has each community’s response been, and has it been
effective? We’ll end with the question of what does a post-ISIS Iraq
look like? What can the international community do to safeguard
the presence of ancient communities in Iraq?
So let’s begin with that. I’m going to turn to you, Murad, and
ask: With the Yazidi response, what have you found to be ef-

24

fective, if anything? And what are you seeing in terms of selfdefense? What’s working?
MURAD ISMAEL: If you want to identify the current situation of the Yazidi people, it looks something like this: mass
displacement, mistrust, and a lack of confidence in the ability
to live safely in the homeland. If you go and ask any Yazidi
about the solution, they will tell you that without international
protection, recognition of the genocide globally, and preservation of their rights as a community, the only remaining choice
is to flee. About 70,000 have already exited from the Kurdistan
region. And I think if the route to Europe was not blocked,
there would now be as few as 100,000 left in Iraq, down from
500,000. The situation has changed somewhat now that we
have the resolution from the UN declaring these actions against
Yazidis to be genocide.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Is that resolution helpful? Does that
have any teeth for you on the ground, for the international
community to acknowledge the genocide?
MURAD ISMAEL: Well, I think the international community has been neglecting its responsibility. They’ve basically
been dragging their feet when it comes to taking a case against
ISIS before the International Criminal Court or a tribunal
court. We are pursuing a legal case with the help of a human rights attorney, Ms. Amal Clooney, and Yazda is working
with former chief prosecutor of the International Criminal
Court Mr. Luis Moreno Ocampo. We are trying to open the
case before the International Criminal Court, because I think
establishing justice is very important. When atrocities on this
scale are committed against a community, the most important thing you can do for them is bring justice. I’ve met many
victims. The first thing they would tell you is that they want
what happened to be recognized, even if there is nothing tangible coming out of it.
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So I think that solutions exist on several levels. There are solutions that need to be done internationally, solutions that need
to be done locally by governments, and solutions that need to
be done by the Muslim community internationally. One thing
that I expected is all the Muslims in the world would declare that
the enslavement of the Yazidi women was not right—something
that I never heard. Muslim clerics internationally never came out
against the genocide. They never said that the rape of the Yazidi
women was not in line with sharia. I think the Muslim world
goes into chaos when anything against its religion is said on the
international stage. Just to be clear, I think what happened under
the name of Islam by the Islamic State does not represent Islam or any religion, for that matter. But the Muslim community
should have been more vocal in Iraq. If you talk about the Sunni
community in Iraq and Syria, the tribal leaders there could have
said no to the rape; they could have said no to the distribution
of the Yazidi women; they could have said no to the Yazidi genocide. But they didn’t say that.
I also think for you to ask my community—who just suffered
genocide—to find its own solution is unfair. How can a community that basically lost everything it possessed for three or
four generations have a solution? I mean, the luckiest Yazidis
left their homes with the clothes on their backs. That’s the best
situation, if you were very lucky—to escape with just your
clothes. So for the international community to ask us for a solution is not fair. I think the international community should
stand up to meet its obligations. There must be a clear recognition of the genocide by every parliament and by the public.
The public should know that the Yazidis were being subjected
to genocide.
I think a legal case must be pursued against Daesh. There must
be two legal systems: an international legal system through
the ICC or a tribunal court, and a parallel system within Iraq.
From my experience—and from what we saw in 2006 and
2007 when Al-Qaeda and other terrorist groups were able to
commit their crimes but at the same time were able to integrate back into the political process in Iraq—this is something
that my community will never accept. For anyone asking for
reconciliation, I will tell them to deliver justice first. It’s very
painful to me when I sit with someone talking about reconciliation while there are still 3,200 women and girls in captivity.
They’re being raped every day. It’s very painful that you ask me
to reconcile this situation.
This reminds me of something that I actually observed with
my own eyes. We have two mentally ill people in our town of

Rajab Assi Kareem
Kanasur, and one was attacking the other. The one who was
being beaten in the face was in a terrible situation. But the guy
who was actually beating him was crying and saying, “Come,
please hold him so I can escape.” So what is happening is that
the Yazidis are the victims; the Yazidis are being beaten up,
they’ve been persecuted, they’ve been given this dichotomy.
But the international community is asking for reconciliation
before even asking for justice. So to me, justice is very important. In the short term, about 30 percent of the Yazidi homeland must be freed right now.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: I’d like to come back to that when we
discuss what a homeland might look like for minorities. Mona?
MONA MALIK: I’d really like to give a little bit more background about Assyrians. When I say Assyrians, I am talking about
all three denominations. We come from the Church of the East,
the Chaldean Catholic Church, and the Syriac Orthodox Church.
There are a few Protestant denominations, too. But I don’t separate it by denomination because we’re all ethnically Assyrian.
There is a misconception out there that the Christians are being given a choice of jizyah. That is not true at all. There was
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Ali Zainalabdeen talks with a member of the audience after the panel
a recent article by Nina Shea showcasing a 278-page report by
the Knights of Columbus and In Defense of Christians providing evidence for genocide. Several of these reports were given to
Secretary Kerry moments before he announced the declaration
of genocide. Christians were included in there. Even so, this
false notion of jizyah is why the UN is hesitating to include
us among the victims in their declaration of genocide, because
they keep repeating this misconception that they were given
jizyah. It was extortion; it wasn’t jizyah.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Okay. That is my experience reporting
in the region. Just to make sure everybody is up to speed here
on this jizyah tax, the idea is that ISIS sends out promotional
videos with smiling Christians saying, “All I have to do is pay
this small amount of money.” The lived experience is that it’s
not at all true. It’s extortion. ISIS says, “Oh, as jizyah tax I’ll
take your 3-year-old daughter.” ISIS is not, in fact, allowing
Christians to pay some small tax that lets them off the hook.
MONA MALIK: Right. And this tax goes back to the beginning of Islam. It was a security tax, and they’re using that as an
excuse, but they’re really not offering that. If they do offer it, it’s
a ridiculous sum like $8,000 a month.
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ELIZA GRISWOLD: Or your child.
MONA MALIK: Exactly. It’s basically extortion. So that’s the
other misconception that I wanted to clarify for everyone today.
Since June 2014, the political map in Iraq has changed, and the
vision of the people for the future has changed completely. I
mean, if there isn’t a future, it’s hard psychologically to take the
next step. What is the next thing to do if all I’m doing is trying to feed my family? What is the next step as far as my career
and the future of my kids? All seems lost. That comes to a stop
when the future is unpredictable.
Insecurity pushed people to emigrate, number one. That’s why
since 2003, the exodus has been massive, nearing the point of
extinction in the area. We have been living in our homeland for
over 6,000 years. And we were one of the first groups to adopt
Christianity. But when you just say Christians, you are talking
about only the past 2,000 years, and you’ve just knocked off
the other 4,000 years of our history.
If Assyrians are ever to return back home, there needs to be
confidence that we have self-determination and security, and
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that we won’t be abandoned again, which has happened over
and over in history. The most recent example was in June 2014,
when we were disarmed and abandoned.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: That’s an excellent point. We have about
25 minutes left, so let’s hear from both the Turkmen and Kaka’i
communities on this question. Then we’re going to talk briefly
about this idea of returning to the Nineveh plains and what it
would take in terms of international cooperation. So first we’re
going to hear from both the Turkmen and the Kaka’i about
what effective responses your community has been able to take
so far and what is working. After that we’ll move on to questions
from the audience.
ALI ZAINALABDEEN: Yes, thanks again. As a doctor, to prescribe a solution and to treat any disease, you must first give a
diagnosis. I think what happened is related to something internal.
I think there is a cultural problem in Iraq. There is a misunderstanding of democracy, really. There is terrorism in the brain, because any movement in the hand needs an impulse in the brain.
Terrorism in Iraq is present in the brain of some ethnic groups. It
was present before ISIS and it could appear again in another face:
Al-Qaeda, ISIS, and so on. We must put in place an educational
and cultural program to solve this problem. This could happen
with the help of NGOs and the international community.
Another problem is the present Constitution of Iraq. There are
real problems in the constitution, and the article concerning
disputed lands is one of them. Most of these disputed lands
were the lands of Turkmen and other minorities. Who exactly is
disputing them? The Iraqi government, the KRG, Turkmen—
there are many parties. Who was responsible for such a term?
This conflict over disputed lands made the Iraqi government
move away from us, allowing the KRG to extend its power and
gain more territory. They want to extend their power because
they have a bad history and they don’t trust anyone. The other
ethnic groups want the same. We have a constitutional problem, and it must be changed.
Another problem is external. There is an external intervention
in Iraq from all sides. Whether it’s from the United States, Iran,
Turkey, or Saudi Arabia, everyone is trying to support a certain ethnic group and weaken others. This is a problem in Iraq.
We need a real democracy, a real implementation of democratic
rules and human rights, and a reduction of such intervention.
If there is intervention to help Iraq and to help people in need,
then it’s okay. However, if external intervention pits groups
against one another, it’s a problem.

To create a solution that addresses the crisis on the ground, we
need to divide the problem into short-term and long-term components. In the short term, we must deal with the crisis. We
must deal with the abducted women with a sense of urgency.
We must deal with victims of chemical attacks. We must deal
with the women and children who have been affected. According to UNICEF, we have about two million children in danger
in Iraq. When we think about the next 10 years, how will those
children ever have a chance to thrive? Neglect today will lead to
more desperation and crime in the future.
I think the best chance to make a positive impact is to empower local NGOs and support them by training and establishing institutions in Iraq that promote human rights. In addition,
institutions like Georgetown University must study this issue
and promote measures like these, to spread awareness of human
rights in Iraq. Right now, minorities have no protection.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Rajab also talked a little bit about the
problems with the constitution. If minorities in Iraq were to
return post-ISIS, what might that look like? Is the idea of a
safe haven possible? Certainly the United States is not going
to support any boots on the ground or a no-fly zone. That’s
unfortunately the reality. So let’s take it as a given that we’re
not going to see an international fighting force on the ground.
We are not going to see a no-fly zone; it’s simply too expensive.
But what other solutions does the Iraqi Constitution allow for?
What might self-determination and self-protection look like?
What might a solution for a safe haven look like? Murad?
MURAD ISMAEL: As a principle, if the current system is producing a genocide, you should not ask for the same system to
be reestablished. If you do nothing more than recreate what
existed before, you are only preparing for another genocide and
further atrocities. We need a different solution that solution is
internally accepted.
But the fact is that within Iraq—and within the culture in the
Middle East—if you are the “other,” you will never be embraced.
If you are the “other,” you will be excluded and you will never be
listened to. The Yazidis had eight seats in the parliament. After the
last election, we have one or two. A lot of times the Yazidi politicians are implanted; they are not real voices of the community.
We don’t have any ministers, nor do we have any directorate—we
don’t have anyone in the government. We’re treated as third-class
citizens in our own homeland. We always have to accept orders
from other groups. We are never allowed to have a voice, a real
voice. If you want to have a voice, it has to be censored.
RELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — JULY 2016
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I think the new system must allow all the minority communities to have a real voice. The United States recently proposed
the idea of establishing some kind of national guard force—
something like the U.S. federal system where each region has,
in principle, control over its own fate. If I were the one protecting my own children and my own community—instead of
someone coming from Baghdad or Erbil or somewhere else to
protect me—then I would have more emotional buy-in.

recommendation that we’re talking about is just that: that we
deserve to be treated as equals. That’s number one. The international community needs to support the indigenous minorities
directly through their legitimate NGOs that have already been
established. That’s another priority: to deliver humanitarian aid
during this crisis. If it’s done through the governing powers,
most of the time it’s not trickling down to them because we’re
not in the UNHCR camps or government-run facilities.

ELIZA GRISWOLD: You might even have stayed put.

Empowering the indigenous minorities to establish safe, internationally-protected zones keeps coming up over and over
again on this panel. In the long term, I think we can adopt and
establish the Nineveh plains province with the federal government and secure the region between Baghdad and Erbil. Later,
there could be a referendum where the people could vote and
decide for themselves whether they want to stay with Baghdad,
Erbil, or establish a new region altogether. But we must take
actions in the short term as well.

MURAD ISMAEL: Yeah. It works not only in terms of security, but also administration. If you have respected people running their own administrative staffs, then you trust that they
are people with dignity. I think Yazidis are seen as “nobodies”
in the region. We are basically begging for food. We are begging for a place in the government. We are begging for something as simple as electing the mayor of our own city. Historically, the mayor of Shekhan used to be a Yazidi, but currently
he is not. In the parliament, the decision was that no Yazidis
would be a part of the delegation, save one to give the appearance of inclusion. That is a real problem. For example, in the
six-member council of Nineveh, in principle the deputy to the
governor should be a Yazidi. But that will never happen, because if you are a Yazidi, you are a third-class citizen, and you
are not respected.
So if we want to establish a safe haven and bring that respect
back, the international community must directly engage both
the KRG and the Iraqi government. You cannot have a heaven
in the middle of hell. You cannot just have something beautiful in a war zone where society is collapsing. Everyone should
work together to create that system, and there must be some
international oversight. If we do not have international oversight, Yazidis will never have a voice; that old system produced
genocide. The international community has the responsibility
to prevent that from happening again.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Mona, I’m going to put you on the spot
here with the question of what international oversight might
look like. What could the international community do as part
of the solution?
MONA MALIK: As Mr. Carl Anderson of the Knights of Columbus said, “Second-class citizenship is a precursor to genocide.” That is so true. So when you’re talking about third-class
citizenship for Iraqi minorities, it’s all the more true. It’s not
even second-class citizenship. We don’t deserve that. The overall
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The international community must also support local security
forces like the Nineveh Plain Protection Units, which are the
only independent groups that exercise the will of the people.
They must participate in the liberation of their lands, as well as
provide local security in the future for their own region. That’s
really the only way to convince people to come back home.
They must be protected by their own community.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Right. Those local militias must be integrated into the larger Iraqi governmental system.
MONA MALIK: Yes. Maintaining this rich cultural diversity
even in the security forces is really essential for peace to prevail
in that region.
MURAD ISMAEL: Are you asking for semi-autonomous regions in these areas?
MONA MALIK: For now, they just need to be able to selfgovern. Later on, once things settle down and we’re no longer
in the middle of a crisis, we can take other actions. We need to
breathe first. We need to take a breath. Right now, we need to
be able to take care of ourselves in our own homes and our own
lands. Later on, when things settle down and people feel secure, then there could be a democratic vote as to which way to
look—to Baghdad or to Erbil or to an independent province.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: As Dr. Zainalabdeen pointed out—and
this might be something that people are not familiar with, since
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“…many of the minority areas in Iraq were disputed areas between the Kurds and the Iraqi
government. These minority communities didn’t have the right to their own budget. They
couldn’t build their own bridges; they didn’t control their own water; they didn’t have a
budget or the right to self-protection. So a future that allows them some self-empowerment
over those things within a federal system may be part of the solution.”
Eliza Griswold
it was disputed—many of the minority areas in Iraq were disputed areas between the Kurds and the Iraqi government. These
minority communities didn’t have the right to their own budget.
They couldn’t build their own bridges; they didn’t control their
own water; they didn’t have a budget or the right to self-protection. So a future that allows them some self-empowerment over
those things within a federal system may be part of the solution.
ALI ZAINALABDEEN: We really want to be part of a new
Iraqi system. We want democracy to continue, but it needs modification. We also need the international community to take responsibility. Over the last 13 years, we have lost trust for the Iraqi
government and the KRG. We need international protection in
Iraq, and not just in Mosul. We are suffering in Mosul, Kirkuk,
Tuz Khormato, and some parts of Divala. We need to empower
minorities and federalize the power structure. In Mosul, for example, there is a way to form three provinces for minorities, including Tal Afar, Sinjar, and the Nineveh plains. The same can
occur in Kirkuk. We can regain our trust in democracy by protecting diversity and extending autonomy to these regions.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Excellent. Thank you, doctor. And the
Iraqi Constitution allows for such a federalized system. Rajab,
do you have something to add?
RAJAB ASSI KAREEM: My colleagues here mentioned most
of the solutions that we advocate for. We also want the Yarsani
religion to be mentioned in the constitution. It’s not a matter
of having a quota in the parliament, but a matter of simply
recognizing that we’re a community with our own independent
culture.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Okay. We have 10 minutes left to ask
questions, so let’s take three questions at a time.
HAJI KANDOR: I am the representative of the Yazidi community in the Iraqi parliament. My question is, what will the

region look like post-ISIS when the Yazidis are essentially surrounded by a Sunni population on all sides?
ELIZA GRISWOLD: That’s an excellent question. Who has
the next question?
PENNY STARR: I’m Penny Starr with CNS News. I guess the
elephant in the room is what kind of international response are
you looking for to defeat ISIS?
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Excellent. And the other elephant is,
how can communities live together when their neighbors
have turned against them? This is similar to the genocide in
Rwanda.
ALAN MANSOOR: My name is Alan Mansoor. I represent
the Sons of Nahrain, which have been involved in Iraqi politics
since 1991. I am very happy that my Yazidi, Turkmen, and
Kaka’i brothers are considering a safe haven or other form of
self-administration that is allowed by the Iraqi Constitution.
But I am very sad to hear my fellow parliamentarians say, “I
don’t see how this is actually going to happen.” This is a proposal that was handed to the vice president of the United States
a year ago, and it was signed by nine officials of the Chaldean,
Assyrian, and Syriac communities. So how can we work together as the communities in that region to actually accomplish
this?
ELIZA GRISWOLD: I’ll turn to our Kaka’i colleague to answer that question of how we can work together. Then we also
have the question of what kind of international response you
would like to see.
RAJAB ASSI KAREEM: First, we must find the common
ground among the minorities and start addressing the issues
that affect them all. Second, we need to employ the military to
secure all the areas where the minorities are living. Third, we
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An audience member asks a question
must affect national reconciliation in a manner that suits the
problems we face today. We must also get the civil community
engaged in spreading a culture to prevent retaliation and to
diffuse tensions between minorities while providing legal and
international protection. The Kurdish peshmerga do not have
the right training and the right kind of weaponry to do that.
The peshmerga need help. They were formed to protect the
Kurdish areas first and foremost. Our final demand is that the
United States both train and supply the Kaka’i, Yazidi, Christian, and Shabak forces that are already on the ground. These
are all the regular state-run forces that fall under the Ministry
of Peshmerga Affairs of the Kurdistan Regional Government.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: In fact, the Kurdish forces withdrew
from some of their areas when ISIS advanced, so the protection
wasn’t there. And in other areas the Kurds have used the threat
of ISIS as a pretext for taking lands from minority groups in
order to safeguard their own interests, rather than those they’re
supposed to be protecting.
IRAQI PARLIAMENTARIAN (Unidentified): We dispute
some of the claims made today, and an answer has not been
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given for the audience about solutions to this crisis. The audience is asking political questions, and these panelists are not
politicians.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Okay, so would you like to ask a
question?
IRAQI PARLIAMENTARIAN (Unidentified): No, I don’t
want to ask a question. We have a lot of comments, and we
have not had an opportunity to speak.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Yeah, welcome to a panel in Washington. [Laughter] We’re doing our best to articulate who is being
persecuted, why that is happening, and what can be done—it’s
a pretty tall order. We have time for one last question.
BAYAN RAHMAN: My name is Bayan Rahman. I’m from
the Kurdistan Regional Government. Like my colleague, I’m
very frustrated because some accusations have been made and
they’re inaccurate, but we can deal with that another time. I
agree with a lot of what’s been said despite some of the inaccuracies. There needs to be a protection force. There needs
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“For anyone asking for reconciliation, I will tell them to deliver justice first. It’s very painful
to me when I sit with someone talking about reconciliation while there are still 3,200
women and girls in captivity. They’re being raped every day. It’s very painful that you ask me
to reconcile this situation.”
Murad Ismael
to be an international guarantee. My question is, when all of
you speak to members of the international community, not
us, what do they say? What do you hear from the international community when you say, “We need our own protection force?”
MURAD ISMAEL: I’ll just start by answering the question regarding what the situation will look like after ISIS is defeated
and the Yazidis are surrounded by Sunnis. As I said earlier, justice is first. Once you have justice, reconciliation will come next.
For your question, the international community has not stood
up to meet its obligation up to this moment. The international
community’s answer to this question is, “No.” The international
community doesn’t have a special plan for minorities. The international community is telling the minorities, “Go and find your
own solution.” And as I said, if you lost everything from the past
three generations, if you are a people experiencing persecution
and genocide, what solution will you find?
MONA MALIK: I just want to say that we as an international
community need to be ready for post-ISIS. We cannot wait to
make plans after Mosul has been liberated, like what happened
in Fallujah earlier this year. The same thing is going to happen
in Mosul. There’s going to be a mass exodus of people. What
are we doing with those people? Do we have a plan for them?
That’s the number one priority.
Our other priority is we need to support and adopt new systems of education that promote tolerance and diversity. We
need to accept others from different religions. The system of
education has to be reviewed and reformed. We must accept
different ethnicities as well. There also needs to be economic
investment by the international community to create jobs, restore dignity, and promote sustainability in the region. That’s
really the only way to preserve diversity and peace in that area.

ELIZA GRISWOLD: Okay, great. Dr. Zainalabdeen, do you
want to respond?
ALI ZAINALABDEEN: I know the creation of a safe haven
is not easy. But we must at least shout and tell others about
the facts and reality. We want a solution similar to what happened in 1991, when the Kurdish people were given the right
to establish a safe haven and exercise autonomy in their own
region. And today they are living peacefully in their lands. So
I think we have such a right under the Iraqi Constitution. It
is partly the responsibility of the international community,
since they established the system after the U.S.-led invasion
in 2003.
ELIZA GRISWOLD: Let me add that the Kurds have taken
in hundreds of thousands of people and opened their borders,
even when their own economy was not open to it. And so, as
much as there are ongoing problems, it’s really important to
express gratitude for Kurdish actions, and to remember that
the Kurds themselves have not received much support from the
U.S. government.
This conversation has been so engaging, but unfortunately we
are out of time. Thank you so much. [Applause]
THOMAS FARR: Before we close, let me say that this is religious freedom in action. I want to address the Iraqi parliamentarian’s concern that we need to leave these political questions exclusively to the politicians. In a democracy, politics is
the way we organize our lives together, and religious actors
such as our panelists today have every right to say what they
think their future should be. This is precisely what religious
freedom is, and in my opinion this is what we need in Iraq
and Syria. So I applaud this panel. Thank you very much.
[Applause]
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Keynote Address:
Ambassador David Saperstein
THOMAS FARR: Ladies and gentlemen, I’m honored to
introduce to you the man who heads the American effort to
advance international religious freedom, Ambassador-at-Large
David Saperstein. Ambassador Saperstein is the fourth person
to hold this vitally important position, which was created by
the International Religious Freedom Act of 1998, or IRFA. The
IRFA requires the government of the United States to advance
religious freedom in its foreign policy. The ambassador and his
office at the State Department are the executive agents of that
policy. The buck, as we say, stops with him. The ambassador for
religious freedom is confirmed by the Senate. He is the official
charged with carrying out U.S. policy—the one who travels the
world representing the United States, its government, and its
people—to defend those persecuted for their religious beliefs,
and to advance the institutions and habits of religious freedom.
Ambassador Saperstein was confirmed by the Senate in December 2014 and assumed his duties on January 6, 2015. Prior
to becoming ambassador-at-large, he served for 40 years as the
director of the Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism,
overseeing the national social justice programming for the largest segment of American Jewry. A rabbi and an attorney, for 35
years Rabbi Saperstein taught seminars in First Amendment
church and state law and in Jewish law here at the Georgetown
University Law Center. In 1999, David Saperstein was elected
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by his peers as the first chair of the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom, a separate and independent body
also created by the IRFA, charged among other things with
producing policy recommendations on this issue for the president, the Congress, and the Department of State.
I first met David when he became the first chair of the commission in 1999. I quickly came to have a deep respect and
affection for this man. He is savvy, persuasive, and courageous.
Most importantly, he’s a man of his word. As ambassador, he
has adopted an aggressive travel schedule to visit the dens of
persecution, to urge governments to stop persecution and advance religious freedom, and to give hope to the persecuted.
David Saperstein played an instrumental role in ensuring that
the U.S. government made the correct decision to declare what is
happening in Iraq and Syria as genocide. I was proud to support
him for the position in which he now serves with such distinction, and I am proud to call him a friend. Ladies and gentlemen,
please welcome the U.S. Ambassador-at-Large for International
Religious Freedom, the Honorable David Saperstein.
AMBASSADOR DAVID SAPERSTEIN: Well, it’s an honor
to hold this position, Tom, and it’s an honor to be here to address this distinguished group of leaders. I will say there have
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been three constants in my career since I began working on
religious liberty issues: Tom Farr, Frank Wolf, and Chris Smith.
Two of them are here today, and they are both great heroes in
the cause for religious freedom. Thank you for what you do.
[Applause]
I want to thank Tom Farr and his team at the Religious Freedom Project at the Berkley Center for co-sponsoring this meeting today, part of our ongoing and productive partnership with
Tom and the RFP. The project does serious work and today we
are talking about the most serious of topics.
Your excellencies, your graces, fellow ambassadors, ladies, gentlemen, and friends, I am deeply honored to be here. Many of
you have risked your lives to help victims of Daesh violence,
while many others have spent your lives fighting against the
hateful ideologies of intolerance that fueled Daesh’s rise. You
have done this, among varied vital ways, by forging interreligious coalitions to promote human rights, tolerance, inclusiveness, and peace, both here in the United States and across the
globe. Many of you are victims of Daesh or groups like it.
As we all know, on March 17, Secretary of State John Kerry,
who cares about this issue deeply, made the historic announcement that, in his judgment, “Daesh is responsible for genocide
against groups in areas under its control, including Yazidis,
Christians, and Shi’a Muslims.” He said that Daesh is “also
responsible for crimes against humanity and ethnic cleansing
directed at these same groups, and in some cases against Sunni
Muslims, Kurds, and other minorities.” He put it plainly when
he said, “Daesh is genocidal by self-proclamation, by ideology,
and by action—in what it says, what it believes, and what it
does. The fact is that Daesh kills Christians because they are
Christians; Yazidis because they are Yazidis; Shi’a because they
are Shi’a.”
In our report to Congress, we deservedly described Daesh’s
abuses in the starkest terms we could—not a terribly difficult
task given the heinous atrocities Daesh continues to perpetrate
against so many—including unlawful forced displacement,
forced religious conversions, slavery, kidnapping, trafficking,
and sexual violence, resulting in wide-scale fatalities and injuries. Victims—including women and children—come from
across the spectrum of ethnic and religious groups, including
Yazidis, Sunni Muslims, Shi’a Muslims, Christians, Turkmen,
Shabak, and Sabaean-Mandeans, among others. Daesh has
used public beheadings and other forms of summary executions, kidnapping, rape, forced marriage, and sexual slavery,

and has employed child soldiers from among its own recruits as
well as captured children. Daesh also continues to attack places
of worship, schools, and public spaces.
This assessment, along with statements by the U.S. House of
Representatives, European Parliament, the Council of Europe
Parliamentary Assembly, and others, has helped focus global
attention on the plight of religious and ethnic minorities under Daesh. But these must become more than statements; there
must be actions to implement the goals we share in common.
Secretary Kerry in his statement challenged the world to “find
the resources to help those harmed by these atrocities.” And
this conference is focused on producing those financial, political, and programmatic resources. At a conference last week, the
international community pledged an additional $590 million
for humanitarian assistance and $350 million for critical stabilization efforts, along with $80 million for the vital task of demining. Under the new UN program, the Funding Facility for
Immediate Stabilization, $125 million was pledged. The United
States also pledged $50 million for the new midterm program,
the Funding Facility for Extended Stabilization, with many more
countries promising future funds. Looking forward, the international community has already pledged $200 million for these
efforts through 2017 and 2018, with much more to come. So
we are convening these meetings today and tomorrow to try to
answer that call, to find ways to better assist religious and ethnic
minorities in Iraq and Syria. What we are learning from these
rich conversations will be vital to our private deliberations tomorrow, and for that we are deeply thankful. As Knox Thames,
the State Department’s special advisor for religious minorities in
the Near East and South and Central Asia, explained this morning, our effort is in partnership with France, Spain, and Jordan,
as a follow up to a French-led initiative launched last year by
former foreign minister Laurent Fabius.
To be clear, while we are deeply concerned about all who have
suffered under Daesh’s reign of terror, we also recognize the
particular existential threat that Daesh presents to minority
communities, a threat that this conference emphasizes. We
have seen such forces at work in Iraq. Yazidi, Christian, and
some Shi’a communities are under enormous pressures to survive under Daesh’s genocidal efforts. Iraq’s once vibrant Jewish,
Shabak, Kaka’i, and Sabaean-Mandean communities struggle
daily to combat Daesh’s ethnic cleansing. Some are virtually
extinct in their own homeland.
We gather together to fight for religious freedom for all. We
strongly support religious freedom not only because it is a core,
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Tom Farr introduces Ambassador Saperstein
basic, universal human right, but also because respect for religious freedom is instrumental to peace, security, and development around the world. No nation can fulfill its potential if
its people are denied the right to exercise their freedom of religion or belief; nor can it have the stability that is the sine qua
non for peace, prosperity, advancement, and strong democracy
if the nation is riven by sectarian divisions and violence, and
if members of some groups, simply because of their religious
identity or practice, are declared functionally or by law to be
second-class citizens. All that does is drive religious life underground, which can result in frustration, despair, and anger.
This is fertile ground in which seeds of violent extremism can
be sowed, and followers recruited and supported.
This gathering testifies to the power of what happens when
people of different backgrounds, perspectives, and identities
come together with a common purpose. It displays the richness
of America’s contributions to the world, this nation which sociologists tell us embodies 2,000 different religions, denominations, faith groups, and sects all across America. And our ability
to live together in community and to forge common interfaith
approaches to the problems that face us is a rich model for

34

others. But this pluralistic model is convincing not just for its
effectiveness, but because of the fundamental reality that in any
country and society, if any group can be persecuted, then all
are endangered. There cannot be safety and security for the religious freedoms of some groups if others are denied. And that
sometimes requires finding opportunities to compromise that
allow us to proceed together, finding common ground even
among our differences.
Tragically, Daesh and other violent extremist groups in Iraq
and Syria continue to target members of religious and ethnic minorities with violence. Women from all communities
in Daesh-occupied areas are subject to severe restrictions on
freedom of movement, employment, and dress, and are often
trapped indoors out of fear for their personal security. Sunni
Muslims who disagree with these terrorists’ extremist religious
interpretations to justify their bloodthirsty power-seeking have
also suffered barbaric violence. Throughout the areas controlled
by Daesh, religious, cultural, and historical sites affiliated with
people of many faiths and cultures have been systematically
looted and destroyed. The latter abuses lead to Daesh selling
priceless antiquities to restock their coffers.
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In response, we are pursuing multiple efforts to assist minority communities, including the documentation of atrocities,
support for efforts aimed at accountability for perpetrators of
this unlawful violence, services for survivors of gender-based
violence, preservation of cultural heritage, and inclusive peacebuilding. We want to help recreate the conditions where religious and ethnic minorities feel confident in their future in Iraq
and Syria. Our vision is of a sovereign, united Iraq in which
these historic communities can remain in—and return to—
their ancestral homes in safety, dignity, and prosperity. Likewise, our vision is for a Syria that is democratic, non-sectarian,
and pluralistic. That is the goal.
Knowing that the demands on the government of Iraq and the
international community are still far greater than the resources
currently available, what are we doing to achieve that goal?
What progress is being made? Let me list some of the answers
to that question.
First and foremost, Daesh must be defeated. The efforts of the
government of Iraq and vetted opposition forces in Syria, together with the 67-member counter-ISIL coalition, are conducting a robust campaign of coordinated airstrikes, military
training and assistance, diplomatic engagement and cooperation, and messaging coordination to degrade, delegitimize,
and defeat Daesh. The coalition has conducted more than
14,000 airstrikes against Daesh in Iraq and Syria, eliminating thousands of its fighters, cutting off key communications
hubs and transit routes, and significantly weakening Daesh’s
finances.
For instance, Daesh’s production of oil has declined by about
30 percent. Their ability to generate overall revenue in areas
under their control has been reduced by at least that much.
And strikes on cash storage sites have destroyed tens of millions
of Daesh’s cash. We have also worked to cut off the illicit sale
of antiquities. Due to the increasing financial pressure, Daesh
has reportedly cut its fighters’ pay by half in some areas and
has turned to increasingly arbitrary “taxation” and extortion
rackets to raise funds, further undermining its credibility and
increasing desertions.
Efforts to support Iraqi forces’ military advancement on the
ground have resulted in Daesh being pushed out of nearly half
the territory it once held in Iraq and 20 percent of what it held
earlier in Syria. We have brought military power to bear to
assist religious minorities directly as well. Two examples that
most of you know stand out: our airstrikes in August 2014 to

relieve the siege on Mount Sinjar that saved the lives of thousands of Yazidis, and the air strikes in March 2015 that enabled
Assyrian and Syrian Kurdish defense forces to reverse a Daesh
advance on the Khabour River Valley in Syria that threatened
predominantly Assyrian Christian villages.
Dangers still exist, as all of us know, as we have seen with multiple attacks in Qamishli, Syria. The most recent, in June, targeted Patriarch Ignatius Aphrem II, head of the Syriac Orthodox Church, and Mar Afram Athneil, the bishop of Hassakeh
of the Assyrian Church of the East, on the commemoration
of an atrocity committed a hundred years ago. The attack on
the clergy was, thankfully, unsuccessful, but three guards were
killed.
Across the region, too many are still suffering. Yazidi women
and children are still held in captivity by Daesh. Millions are
internally displaced persons, forced to flee from their homes
and mourning lost loved ones. But we are making progress toward defeating Daesh and pushing them out. We are liberating
territories—most of them Muslim- and Yazidi-majority territories—and we look forward to the future liberation of the lands
belonging to Christians and other indigenous communities.
That day is approaching.
Second, even while we need to secure their rights and opportunities, we must stabilize the condition of members of displaced
communities, whom we are asking to wait until they can safely
return. Until then, they need stability, a quality of life, and a
feeling of personal security that provides them with the willingness to return to or remain in the country, and to return to
their homes when they decide to do so. We need to ensure that
their kids have schools to go to and jobs when they graduate.
We are engaged in efforts to ensure that we provide support
to those who survived Daesh abuse and captivity, including
psychosocial and health services needed to recover their resilience, as well as opportunities to restore their livelihoods and
support their families and themselves. We are taking action
now through the Gender-Based Violence Emergency Response
and Protection Initiative, which provides funds for immediate
medical, psychological, and social support to survivors of gender-based violence, including those subjected to Daesh’s brutal
treatment. But we acknowledge that these services may not yet
have reached the victims in a number of areas. We are trying all
the time to support NGOs that are involved in providing these
services in much wider areas. This fund is a public-private partnership that can accept contributions from other countries. We
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are supporting the implementation of Iraq’s National Action
Plan on Women, Peace and Security.

last week here in Washington and are following up with this conference focused on the restoration of the liberated territories. As
I noted earlier, last week our international partners pledged over
I want to give one more example. The United States provided $18 $2 billion for humanitarian efforts, de-mining, and stabilization,
million in fiscal year 2015—funds that will continue this year—to which will help meet the needs of the millions of Iraqis who have
the International Organization for Migration (IOM) in Iraq to been displaced or otherwise affected by ISIL violence. Including
provide livelihood support for vulnerable displaced Iraqis, conduct our contribution that we announced last week, the United States
rapid response and assessments of newly displaced populations, has provided more than $914 million in humanitarian assistance
complete community-led programs designed to reduce tensions, since October 2013 for Iraqis and other vulnerable people in the
and enhance integration through its community revitalization region. In addition, we have contributed more than $5.1 billion
program. I think most of you know the challenges that the dis- for conflict-affected Syrians since the start of the crisis, including
placed communities face in terms of the provision of schools for more than $2.8 billion inside Syria alone to provide emergency
their kids. And as part of this program, IOM has been able to ex- food assistance, cash assistance for emergency needs, funding for
pand and renovate seven primary and secondary schools through- shelters, and much-needed counseling and protection programs to
out the Iraqi Kurdistan Region,
help the most vulnerable, includwhich will allow thousands of
ing children, women, persons
internally displaced persons and
with disabilities, and the elderly.
“As Lise Grande, the UN Develophost community children access
The results of these conferences
ment Programme deputy for Iraq, has
to education. This is an imporwill play an essential role in closreported, the campaign to free Mosul
tant start, and much more will
ing the gaps between needs and
from ISIL control could adversely
need to be done in this regard.
resources in Iraq.

affect well over one million people in
the short term. This would make it
one of the largest humanitarian crises
of recent times.”

Obviously the liberation of
Third, the areas liberated from
Mosul will produce enormous
Daesh must be stabilized, pronew challenges, with hunviding security on which redreds of thousands of newly
turning residents of all religions
displaced people—a challenge
and ethnicities can rely. The
David Saperstein
that must be and is being adcoalition has trained more than
dressed along with the military
31,000 Iraqi security forces and
planning. Throughout the region, NGOs and humanitarian has undertaken an extensive police training mission in Iraq, unorganizations will need rapid, safe, and unhindered access to der Italian leadership, to secure the areas liberated from Daesh
populations in need, but especially in Iraq and the Kurdish and to guarantee the safety and security of displaced populations
regions. As Lise Grande, the UN Development Programme returning to their homes. We are seeking to expand this training
(UNDP) deputy for Iraq, has reported, the campaign to free program and have asked for other coalition partners to contribMosul from ISIL control could adversely affect well over one ute to this effort. We have also begun training defense forces
million people in the short term. This would make it one of for minority communities, specifically Yazidis and Christians,
the largest humanitarian crises of recent times. The Kurdistan which will be integrated into the peshmerga and/or other Iraqi
Regional Government, already host to more than one million government forces.
internally displaced, released its plan to support five new IDP
camps supported by the international community that can Fourth, minorities need to feel they have a greater voice in goverhouse up to 420,000 people. The UNHCR is seeking funding nance. Respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, innow and anticipates it will work with the KRG to build them. cluding the freedom of religion for all religious groups, is critical. So
is the provision of equal citizenship and equal access to justice. Take
These efforts demand sufficient resources. As you know, up un- just one small but important example that a number of you have
til July 20, only 41 percent of humanitarian needs identified by worked on: Iraq has suspended religiously divisive changes in the
the UN’s 2016 Iraq Humanitarian Response Plan were funded. identification card law. Those changes should not be revisited. More
Motivated by the pressing need to secure funding for those hu- broadly, the United States supports arrangements wherein minorimanitarian efforts, we convened the pledging conference for Iraq ties have a greater voice over how their communities are governed
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within a federal governance framework. Some people present here
today are doing this work, and we applaud you. The Alliance of
Iraqi Minorities (AIM), one of the shining lights of human rights
and good governance advocacy in Iraq, worked with the minority
caucus in the Council of Representatives to add language beginning
in the 2012 budget law to provide for a legal foundation for the
equitable distribution of funds from Iraq’s regional and provincial
budgets. AIM then worked with provincial councils and districts
and sub-districts, as well as with the varied indigenous communities
in the Nineveh plains, to ensure that those funds were used in specific public-service projects such as health clinics, roads, and schools.
Fifth is recovery. Members of displaced communities will not
choose to return to their cities and towns if no livelihood opportunities exist there, or if the infrastructure and basic services remain devastated. Areas liberated from Daesh must have
functioning infrastructure, such as roads, electricity, sanitation,
and available means for people to support their families. Demining is absolutely critical if we hope minorities will return to
their home communities. The United States and international
community are taking significant steps to continue expanding
their support for this daunting task in ISIL-liberated areas. In
pursuit of addressing these financial needs, conferences last
week and this week are making a significant contribution.
Sixth, it is important to promote accountability for perpetrators of
atrocities on all sides. This includes atrocities perpetrated of course
by Daesh, as well as by Shi’a militias affiliated with the Popular

Mobilization Forces who have committed abuses against civilians
after areas have been liberated from Daesh. We must also focus
on the wide variety of crimes committed, ranging from sexual and
gender-based violence to mass killings. Accountability and transitional justice mechanisms must reflect the needs of victims and
communities. One size will not fit all. To knit these communities back together, these efforts must include formal and informal
forms of reconciliation and accountability. They must pursue highlevel prosecutions where possible, but also address accountability
at local, regional, and national levels, for followers and for leaders.
In this effort, the documentation of atrocities is crucial because
it preserves information for future accountability efforts. It
also helps to identify survivor needs and connect individuals
with services. The U.S. government is currently implementing
a project that enables Iraqi civil society to document violations
and abuses. It creates protocols and a repository for gathered
information, and connects documentation efforts to local and
national accountability undertakings. To date, representatives
from Iraqi civil society organizations that are participating in
the project have collected nearly 1,000 narratives from victims and witnesses of atrocities committed in Iraq. Many in
the NGO community are contributing as well to the compilation of evidence and narratives to help in this cause. In Syria,
the United States supports the Syria Justice and Accountability
Center (SJAC), one of the premier Syrian-led institutions leading this documentation effort. SJAC works with partners and
its team on the ground to collect documentation related to the
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conflict, including interviews with former detainees that document torture and inhuman detention conditions, and works
directly with survivors of sexual and gender-based violence.

a reality, even as accountability processes are pursued. Otherwise, there will be no peace in the end.

Another project provides support for the identification, protection, and excavation of mass graves. By collecting information
about these sites, we reduce the chances of accidental or purposeful damage to them, and provide important forensic information to hold Daesh accountable, especially as the government of Iraq and its partners continue to liberate territory from
Daesh. In addition, we have started to use satellite imagery to
look for mass graves behind Daesh frontlines in Syria and Iraq.
The delegations from abroad participating in the conference
have photos of some of these satellite pictures.

Eighth, as part of its ethnic cleansing efforts, Daesh has eviscerated the cultural, religious, and historic heritage of the region.
The secretary cited this destruction of cultural and religious
heritage when he said that Daesh was responsible for crimes
against humanity. But it is also a crime against history. My office has taken the lead in coordinating efforts in the field—and
I commend Knox Thames for his leadership in this regard—
and with the Smithsonian Institution. We are working with
local communities to help them determine how they can preserve their religious and cultural heritage, including by preserving churches, shrines, synagogues, and mosques.

Seventh, related to atrocity accountability, we must plan for the
extraordinary tensions alluded to in our earlier conversations
that will accompany the return of displaced communities to
their homes and businesses that had been occupied, damaged,
or destroyed during the course of the violence—in some cases
by former neighbors. This must involve transitional justice,
reconciliation efforts, and other measures to prevent or minimize reprisal violence on all sides. Credible and inclusive judicial and investigative capacity is critical to give all of those displaced hope that there will be justice. Simultaneously, religious
and community leaders must take the lead in reconciliation
and in peacemaking. Cycles of violence must end, and that
won’t happen unless all of us are committed to making that

In closing, I want to highlight the new opportunity I mentioned earlier to assist minorities after liberation: the creation
of the UN Development Programme Funding Facility for Immediate Stabilization (or FFIS) and for Expanded Stabilization
(FFES). These funds help restore essential services, provide
small grants to business, assist the local government with recovery, address small and medium-sized infrastructure needs
(this includes utilities and the general structures of the communities), and support reconciliation efforts. These are the fundamental building blocks for communities to live. Donors have
provided or pledged over $200 million from almost 20 partners, including more than $32 million pledged by the United
States. UNDP has also created a similar mechanism called
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“Creativity, vision, and tenacity are not in short supply in this room. The powerful,
growing, innovative grassroots advocacy and aid work that we have heard about
today and that we see manifested here and throughout Iraq and Syria is having
real results. Yazidi, Christian, Turkmen, Kurdish, and yes, even Sunni and Shi’a
Arab organizations are coming to the aid of their own and of others in a spirit of
selflessness and common cause.”
David Saperstein
the Funding Facility for Extended Stabilization that focuses
on medium-term aid, because you can’t just do it for a year if
there’s not going to be continuity of funding. So we’re looking
out several years, and we’re asking countries to participate in it.
For both FFIS and FFES, we are working with the United Nations so that countries and private donors can provide funds
to specific projects for assistance, which can include minority areas or specific sites. We hope that this will bring significant international engagement, with countries feeling a sense
of partnership with these local communities in restoring them
and making a return possible. This will give minorities confidence that they have a future in their ancestral homelands.
That is our message to the international community. It is indispensable that we find the resources to assist all in need—no
matter what their faith, no matter what their religious or ethnic
identities—so that as many as possible will want to stay in their
homes and feel confident in their future.
So much remains to be done in order to achieve a lasting defeat
of this barbaric group and to ensure that religious diversity survives. As Secretary Kerry has said, Daesh represents barbarism
in its purest, most evil form. From the slaughter of minorities
to the systematic oppression of women, Daesh rejects every civilized norm. But to truly defeat Daesh and its message, nothing
so vividly nor effectively repudiates Daesh’s goals and efforts at
ethnic cleansing and genocide than to ensure the security of
the very people that Daesh has targeted, the protection of their
human rights, and the success of our joint efforts to allow the
return of Iraq and Syria’s displaced populations.
Your excellencies, your graces, my fellow ambassadors: We aspire for
all people in the region—regardless of their beliefs—to enjoy universal human rights and fundamental freedoms, including religious
freedom. I am proud that we have played a lead role in responding
to Daesh’s atrocities through our dedication to promoting religious

freedom—including the rights of members of minority groups—in
Iraq and Syria. But there’s much work we must do together. And
let’s be honest, we all know that whatever we have achieved has
been a very hard undertaking. Achieving the goals and implementing the programs described above will not be an easy task. It requires creativity, vision, and tenacity if we are to achieve our goals.
But that is exactly why we have cause for hope. Creativity, vision,
and tenacity are not in short supply in this room. The powerful, growing, innovative grassroots advocacy and aid work that
we have heard about today and that we see manifested here and
throughout Iraq and Syria is having real results. Yazidi, Christian,
Turkmen, Kurdish, and yes, even Sunni and Shi’a Arab organizations are coming to the aid of their own and of others in a spirit
of selflessness and common cause. They are calling for an end to
discrimination, persecution, and conflict, and calling for political
inclusion and a reawakening of Iraq and Syria’s historical diversity.
We see the work of Father Benoka, who is running medical clinics;
of Yazda’s efforts to provide healthcare, help survivors of genderbased violence, and document these atrocities; and of Pascale Warda’s work on human rights and governance. We see Bassam Ishak’s
strong advocacy for democracy and pluralism in Syria, and Rajab
Kareem’s advocacy and activism for the Kaka’i. We have seen the
rebirth of a small Jewish community with the KRG’s nurturing. In
the face of this catastrophe, you and so many others in this room
and around the world, together with committed governments in
the international community who have gathered here this month,
will make the world listen and attend and respond.
So I want to express my sincere gratitude for your efforts in defending pluralism in Iraq and Syria, in protecting their religious and
ethnic minorities, and in advocating for the enjoyment of religious
freedom for all by members of populations whose voices are too
often muted or ignored. Thank you all for your significant contributions toward a more peaceful, tolerant, and freer Near East. It is
a model the entire world needs so urgently today. [Applause]
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International Perspectives
STEPHEN COLECCHI: Welcome to all. Before we begin the
panel, I’d like to emphasize that this issue has a human face. I
am reminded of a trip to the Kurdish area in Iraq a year ago,
where I met with a Yazidi father who, with his family of eight,
spent 12 days on Mount Sinjar waiting for rescue. When I met
him, he was receiving aid through Catholic Relief Services and
the local Catholic Caritas agency, a clear sign of solidarity between Yazidis and Christians in the area. I also remember meeting with two Christian brothers and their entire families at a
church compound. The two families lived in a single room, yet
they insisted on serving us coffee in an act of normalcy in a situation that was anything but normal. And more recently, I met
with Iraqi Christian refugees in Jordan. I remember a mother
and father in particular who had three daughters in their upper
teens and early twenties. They fled from Mosul in the middle
of the night—many other families and daughters didn’t make
it through. Many young women were kidnapped. Although
they had nothing and a rather dim future in many ways, they
thanked God that their daughters arrived safely and that their
family remained intact. So this issue has a very human face.
Now in the interest of full disclosure, we’ll probably also talk a
little bit about policy. I should tell you that the U.S. Confer-
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ence of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) has been very active on
this issue, centering on holistic international responses to the
crisis in the region. We need to first confront the reality of religious persecution and name it for what it is: genocide. Some
have done that, including the United States. We also need to
recognize that the international community has a responsibility to protect. However, this should be done within the framework of international humanitarian law. Our USCCB has also
said that we must acknowledge that the problem cannot be
resolved solely with a military response. It is critical to address
the political and economic desperation that often assists the
recruitment efforts of the so-called Islamic State. Furthermore,
we must scale up humanitarian and development assistance
to host countries as well as to trusted NGOs that are close to
those displaced communities. The United States must accept
for resettlement a fair share of some of the most vulnerable
people if it is not possible for them to return to their home
communities. And finally, we need to build peace by vigorously
investing in liberated areas in order to make them livable. We
must also build inclusive societies in both Syria and Iraq that
protect the rights of all citizens, including Christians and other
minorities. That may require something like a Marshall Plan;
we should be prepared for that level of investment.
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It’s in the context of that holistic response that we have put
together this wonderful panel. I’m joined today by Kent Hill,
Sherri Kraham Talabany, and Christine van den Toorn. I’m going to introduce them briefly and pose two or three questions
to which they will all have an opportunity to respond. After
that we’re going to open up the discussion to questions from
the audience.
Kent Hill is currently senior vice president for international
programs at World Vision, although he will soon be serving as
executive director of the Religious Freedom Institute. Before
World Vision, he served as vice president for character development at the John Templeton Foundation. He’s an expert on
issues related to democracy, international development policy,
and religious freedom, and he has extensive experience with
U.S. government departments and agencies as well as faithbased organizations and other NGOs.
Sherri Kraham Talabany is president and co-founder of SEED,
a charitable organization that promotes social and humanitarian
development in Kurdistan. She was an executive in the Millennium Challenge Corporation and served as a senior official in the
U.S. State Department for a number of years. She has worked on
Iraqi issues for the U.S. government both in development and
humanitarian programming since 1998. She worked in Baghdad
from 2003 until she moved to Kurdistan in 2012.
Christine van den Toorn is director of the Institute for Regional and International Studies at the American University of Iraq
in Sulaimani. Her research has focused on the disputed territories of Iraq and the Kurdish regional area of Iraq, in particular Nineveh. She has published extensively and has done a lot
of field work on politics and social organizations of minority
communities in Nineveh, particularly Yazidi communities. She
involves many of her students in her research, be they Yazidi,
Christian, Kurdish, or Arab.
Let’s move on to the first round of the lightning round of questions. What role can the international community, or local actors with international support, play in aiding religious and
ethnic minorities, especially refugees and internally displaced
persons who have fled Iraq? Kent, you can start us off.
KENT HILL: Well, I think the most obvious answer for
NGOs, whether they’re faith-based or secular, is to respond
compassionately to all who are in danger. Even at a Christian
organization like World Vision, which is 65 years old, our humanitarian imperative has never been to assist only Christians.

In fact, we don’t even primarily serve Christians in many parts
of the world. We give 27 percent of our aid to Muslim humanitarian causes. My assumption is that the heartfelt commitment
of the vast majority of humanitarian organizations is to help all
the victims on both sides of conflicts, wherever the victims are.
If you’re asking what we should do and what we can do, our
true goal is really to go beyond providing assistance. We need to
be thinking about the root causes of these conflicts. You don’t
have to study this part of the Middle East very long to know
that a lot of damage from 10 years ago and even long before
that has laid the groundwork for the emergence of a group like
ISIS. Many of the Christians who were in great trouble in Iraq
in the early 2000s escaped to Syria, not realizing that in 2011 a
deadly war would start there. There was extremism before ISIS,
and there will be extremism after ISIS. If we don’t deal with the
root causes afflicting minority communities, we’re not going to
solve this problem.
I would also say that NGOs and international actors need to be
strong advocates in the halls of power, insisting that we cannot
tolerate violations of the Geneva Conventions. Sometimes we
give out food, but we’re not necessarily strong enough advocates on political issues.
One last point: I think we’ve got to be much more involved in
reconciliation efforts. This goes along with the point I made
about root causes. Even if we provide assistance directly in refugee camps, we can perhaps push more toward reconciliation.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: That was a great response, and you
stayed well within the time limit. Sherri, would you like to take
a stab at describing the role the international and local actors
could have in preventing this genocide?
SHERRI KRAHAM TALABANY: Sure. And I’ll take his extra
minute. [Laughter] Right now there are 1.8 million displaced
persons in Iraq or in Iraqi Kurdistan, and they have suffered
horrendous, horrendous violence at the hands of ISIS. As a
result of this, we are seeing widespread trauma among these
survivors, in particular among the Yazidi community. No one
was spared. Young children, spouses, and loved ones have been
killed and tortured. Many are still missing, as was alluded to
this morning. The Kurds have suffered decades of persecution
and genocidal campaigns, as well as extensive trauma. These
people are dealing with decades of violence that has never been
treated. We essentially have a mental health crisis with a very,
very low capacity for organized response.
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First, we need to provide these people with safety and stability. Many are finding safe refuge in Kurdistan. I don’t know
that people can ever really feel safe while ISIS is present and so
close, and while their loved ones are being kept in enslavement.
Many of us know exactly what is causing their suffering because
we have their stories and we know what they’re experiencing.
Second, we need to meet their emergency needs: food, shelter,
and access to medical care. Only after these conditions have
been met can we think about healing and rebuilding. I won’t
talk about reconciliation yet, but we need to think about rebuilding their lives, their souls, and their dignities. We also
need to think about reintegrating them with their families, especially the women that have returned from Daesh.
My organization, SEED, is delivering compressive psychosocial
services. This includes mental health services, psychotherapy,
counseling, and social work to help people cope, heal, and deal
with the trauma. We focus particularly on survivors of sexual
violence. We also provide livelihood training. I assure you that
nobody is coming in to our center for therapy. They’re coming
in because they want job training, they want to do something,
they want to get out of the isolation. They’re looking for emotional support that they may not be getting at home.
We provide livelihood training so that people can build skills in
order to support their families and to gain life skills education
and training. These are very marginalized and poor communities with a history of persecution and lack of access to basic
services. They’ve been very neglected. Our job is to help build
healthier communities and healthier families.
Let me just make a couple of closing points. First, although
justice can play a role and reconciliation is important, I have
not heard any of our beneficiaries talking about justice and accountability; they are simply trying to survive and break up the
pain that they feel. We do need laws to protect people, but the
rule of law is not enforced in Iraq. That needs to change.
Second, survivors of sexual violence need an enormous amount
of care, especially the women who have escaped Daesh. They
really benefit from all of our services, from mental health services to livelihood training, because many are the heads of
households. They shouldn’t always be on the news telling their
stories. Haven’t we heard enough horrendous stories of rape?
Do we really need to hear more about that? No. These women
need care. They need to be protected. I really am concerned
about the level of exploitation that some organizations are us-
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Stephen Colecchi
ing in order to tell an important story. I think the story has
been told. These women need protection and long-term support from skilled, trained people.
My last point is about men and boys. Of course, most of the
resources in my organization are directed to women and girls,
but men and boys have also suffered. They’re victims of torture.
Many men have been sexually exploited. I’ve seen boys as young
as six years old held in captivity by Daesh, where they have been
sexually abused, beaten, and tortured. How do we work to end
this cycle of violence in these poor, marginalized communities?
We have to engage men and boys in our mental health services,
in livelihood training, and in recreational activities that allow
people to start to heal and to build social networks. We really
embrace the women, but we also have to engage men and boys.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: We sure do. Thank you very much.
Christine, what role can the international community and local actors play in assisting the displaced?
CHRISTINE VAN DEN TOORN: One thing that’s very close
to home—or rather close to work—is the university, because
at the American University of Iraq in Sulaimani we have now
graduated about 20 Yazidi students, one of whom is here today.
He was the valedictorian. He’s from Sinjar. We have several other
students from Bashiqa, and we have Christian students from the
Nineveh Plain. Seeing what these students do when they graduate is really important; they’re all gainfully employed in the public or private sector or in graduate school. Education is a really
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important way to reintegrate and empower young people and
minorities, and I see that happening at the university.
In terms of what the international community can do, let me
give a broad response. Perhaps in a later question I can talk specifically about Sinjar, because Sinjar is an example of a minority
community that has been liberated yet is having great difficulty
maintaining stability. I intend to speak later about how I think
U.S. and EU policy can improve the situation in Sinjar.

administratively. Many minority communities have shifted in
terms of their identity, be it political, religious, ethnic, or social. They want more autonomy, as we heard earlier today. How
are we going to accommodate those demands for autonomy
within a nation-state system? Administratively, we need political deal-making in the process of reconstruction.

I was just in Sinjar a month and a half ago. Over the past
two years I’ve been there five times, and the biggest concern
of people on the ground is about reconstruction. Who is goOf course, the United States and the international community are ing to manage the reconstruction funds? Is the process going
here to play a secondary role of leverage. This is very clearly an to be transparent? Another major concern is security. Who
Iraqi project. We—and by “we”
is going to secure these areas?
I mean the United States—want
Under what circumstances will
this to be an Iraqi project. But
minorities and internally dis“We have to encourage each other to
it is also clear that local actors
place peoples and refugees research our theological traditions and
will not be able to solve all of
turn home? That is the ultimate
promote those ideas that emphasize
their issues on their own, a fact
goal: to provide them a means
treating
others
with
respect.
It
doesn’t
demonstrated by the situation
of returning home if they want
mean
you
agree
with
the
other;
but
it
of the minority communities as
to go back. In Sinjar you see
does mean that you respect him, that
they are liberated in Sinjar, as
huge issues resulting from
you
live
with
him.”
well as in Bashiqa, Bartella, and
competing security forces, a
Nineveh. We need to look at the
lack of political deal-making,
historical structures of politics,
a lack of accommodation, and
Kent Hill
administration, and security that
a lack of administrative clarity.
existed before ISIS, because these
The United States and the instructures made communities vulnerable to attack. They should be ternational community can use their leverage to promote acaddressed and fixed. The new dynamics post-ISIS created a major commodation rather than maximalist and exclusive policies.
security and political vacuum, especially with the withdrawal of
Iraqi and Kurdish security forces. This changed things; minorities STEPHEN COLECCHI: I very much agree. Policy, dialogue,
can’t simply go back to life as it was before. We have to think about and using the right kind of aid are all going to be key aspects of
how the dynamics have changed, and how we—the United States solving this issue, as well as addressing root causes so we don’t
and the international community—can support accommoda- return to the original situation.
tions, deal-making, and compromises rather than simply returning to the maximalist, exclusive political structure that existed in Kent, from your perspective, how would you evaluate the remany areas of Iraq and the Kurdistan region before ISIS.
sponse to date? How would you grade both the international
community and the local actors, acknowledging of course the
So what are we looking at? We’re looking at political deal-mak- multiplicity of those actors? How would you evaluate their reing and accommodation between Erbil and local forces, as well sponse to this crisis?
as between Erbil and Baghdad. These minority communities are
mostly disputed territories, which created a lot of problems before KENT HILL: Let me cut to the chase and try to summarize in
ISIS. These problems will continue to plague these communities just a few words what I think, which I believe would be echoed
as they’re pushed and pulled. Now we are seeing the Hashid Shaa- by many international actors and aid recipients. In many rebi, or Shi’a militias, taking over territory in some places, and the spects, the response has been heroic, but woefully inadequate.
Kurdish peshmerga doing the same in some other places.
Let me repeat that: heroic, but woefully inadequate. There has
never been a time since World War II that the world has had so
You need to have solutions at the local, regional, and national many refugees—the current number is over 60 million if you
levels. There is also a need to become more accommodating include internally displaced peoples, who are not only coming
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from the Middle East. The world would have to produce an
enormous amount of resources to fully address those problems,
and we’re often unable to muster the resources to address one
crisis before another crisis occurs.

lived. They don’t want to see that happen again. So what does
that mean? It has become practically impossible to deal with all
of the problems when you can’t utilize all of your resources—
although thankfully Lebanon has often been generous enough
to at least let refugees into the country. Jordan is another example. Jordan has done a tremendous thing by accepting an
enormous number of refugees, but they’re a very poor country.
Most of the refugees are not in camps. They’re in host communities. That means that the international players need to make
sure that they assist not only the refugees but also the host
communities themselves, or else
all sorts of ethnic tensions are going to emerge.

For example, in Fallujah, 75,000 refugees managed to escape,
but we did not have the resources to help them. The number
of refugees who have or might escape from Mosul is 10 to 15
times the number who escaped Fallujah—if we’re lucky—and
they will all be in need of help. We’re not prepared for that.
Five new camps supported by the
Kurdistan Regional Government
is a great start, but I’m still scared
“The Kurds have suffered decades of
to death about what it means.
persecution and genocidal campaigns,
We have to be honest that the reas well as extensive trauma. These
sources to deal with these probpeople are dealing with decades of
lems are much more limited than
we want. I’m pleased about the
violence that has never been treated.
pledging conferences, but this is
We essentially have a mental health
going to remain a serious probcrisis with a very, very low capacity for
lem.

We really have to be aware of
these things. You need to be
aware that the United States receives a lot of criticism from our
NGO friends in Syria. In preparation for the Istanbul Humanitarian Summit, about 75 differorganized response.”
ent NGOs made a statement.
But it’s about more than reI’ll just read you the first part to
Sherri
Kraham
Talabany
sources. Sometimes the recipigive you a flavor for the feeling
ents complain that the internathat vulnerable communities are
tional actors, such as the UN
not being helped nearly enough:
or NGOs, are politically motivated about who they give the “The international community’s failure to address the root
assistance to. I have to be very careful what I say here, but the causes of the Syrian problem and the absence of an orchesreality is that we can’t work in ISIS-controlled areas very easily, trated plan of action led to an overall increased level of violence
if at all. In areas controlled by Bashar al-Assad, assistance can that saw escalation in the use of weapons of mass destruction
often only be provided if an agreement is made to not provide (chemical) and the indiscriminate use of force. The response to
assistance to rebel-held areas. So the humanitarian organiza- what is now called the worst humanitarian crisis of our time
tions are in no position to meet some of the most desperate has been completely inadequate.” I understand their frustraneeds. Perhaps you saw the Washington Post yesterday morn- tion. I get it.
ing, which reported that the U.S. government has suspended
$239 million worth of contracts with reputable NGOs because And yet, for the reasons I identified earlier, you’ve got to rethey partnered with folks who took advantage of the situation. member that it’s not an easy place to work. That’s why I say
There was a lot of corruption. You hate to see a development that we have to go beyond just providing Band-Aids, blankets,
like this at a time when the needs are so great. We have to work and tents. We have to spend more time thinking about the root
on accountability.
causes that produced problems before ISIS, that produced the
radicalism in ISIS, and that will continue to produce problems
But you also have to be aware that this is not easy. For example, after ISIS is defeated if we’re not careful.
our people can’t directly travel to Syria to provide assistance.
We’re forced to work through other organizations, and we can STEPHEN COLECCHI: That’s a sober thought. I think your
only hope and pray that they are run by reliable folks. Or con- evaluation, if I could interpret it, is that the international comsider the situation in Lebanon, where we’re not even allowed munity deserves probably about a C or a C-minus. Heroic, but
to build refugee camps; there are still camps there as old as inadequate—that stuck with me. Sherri, what’s your evaluation
the state of Israel, where three generations of people have now of the efforts?
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SHERRI KRAHAM TALABANY: Let me say it in a different
way. There are just so many people working so hard, whether
it’s in the government, in the UN, or in the NGOs, but the
challenges are so great that it often feels like it’s just a drop in
the bucket compared to the need that exists.
Let me lay out something about the context, although I can only
speak to Kurdistan. There are 1.8 million people displaced, with
27 refugee camps and new ones under construction. Only 40
percent of the displaced are in camps, and the other 60 percent
are living among the general population. I work in a small town
called Aqrah. Aqrah had a population of 25,000 people, but now
we have 70,000 displaced living in the area. Kurdistan is in a
financial crisis precipitated largely by the cutting off of budgetary resources from the central Iraqi government. We don’t have
any Iraqi resources from the central budget coming into three,
now four major provinces of Iraq. Combine that with the new
demands for electricity, water, health services, and schools that
are created by this displaced population, which is now assimilating into the towns and cities. Occasionally there is a big pledging
donor conference like the one we had last week, but those resources are being pledged to the central government in Baghdad
and will never reach Kurdistan. Given those conditions, how are
we to educate the kids?
Let me just say that the biggest gap that I see—perhaps second
only to problems with food and security, as Murad Ismael said
this morning—is in education. Only 55 percent of kids are in
schools. What does this say about the future? My organization is
a development organization focused on long-term development
and long-term impact, so we are engaged in a humanitarian crisis. This is the development challenge of Kurdistan, with a population of 1.8 million people. I don’t know how many children
there are, but they’re not in schools. That’s a huge, huge gap.
A second giant gap is in coordination mechanisms. They exist,
but they’re weak. Of course, they always are in a humanitarian crisis. The clientele that we’re targeting includes victims of
sexual and gender-based violence, and of course we work with
all those in trauma, and we never turn anybody away. We are
working with men as well as women and children, but we are
acutely aware that these coordinating mechanisms don’t address the individual need. Different organizations are assigned
to cover different camps, regardless of the quality of services
that they provide. And let me tell you, the quality of services
varies dramatically. Even among international NGOs, which
are able to expend enormous resources, the quality of services
being provided to the local population varies.

Christine van den Toorn
A final gap is in psychosocial support, which is bantered around
a lot; I don’t know that everybody actually understands what it
means. Psychosocial support services entail mental health services that care for psychological needs, but they also work to
address the person’s social needs. Imagine that you are raped
in a community where this sexual violence is absolutely taboo.
Imagine that you are a woman running a household in a maledominated society. You haven’t been working outside the home
and now you have to provide for all of your children, and you
have to do it after just experiencing trauma and torture.
We need to think about the mental health interventions but
also the social dynamics. This is a community where women
are used to putting their needs behind the needs of their family and their community. Imagine the barriers to working with
women in this environment—they’re not allowed to voice their
needs in their own home for a lack of emotional support. We
need to think about long-term changes in the society that can
address these problems.
And finally, we’ve been talking about pluralism and tolerance.
We have an emergency situation—a very acute one—and yes,
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we do have to think about ways to address these seeds of conflict. There is no pluralism and tolerance in Iraq—although
there is in Kurdistan, and that’s why people are seeking refuge
there. Kurdistan democracy has problems, but you can be safe
and free even if you’re a Yazidi, Christian, Jew, or Kaka’i. This
doesn’t exist in other parts of Iraq. The challenge throughout
most of Iraq is that only the ethnic group in charge is truly
safe. This situation demonstrates a huge need for tolerance, and
we can talk in the next round of questions about how we can
improve that tolerance.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: Sure, we can. But before we do that,
I’d like to hear Christine’s evaluation of the situation. I would
say the phrase that stuck out to me in Sherri’s assessment was
“drop in the bucket” and her point that we need more coordination, so I think we’re still at a C for the overall performance.
Christine?
CHRISTINE VAN DEN TOORN: Unfortunately, I’m not
sure if I can say anything to improve that grade. Hopefully I
won’t pull it down any further.
If I were to evaluate international and U.S. policy in this area,
I would look primarily at the Yazidis. I don’t mean to speak exclusively about Yazidis, but I’ve spent the most time with their
communities, having been in Sinjar, Bashiqa, Bartella, and
other areas, so I am going to focus on Sinjar and the Yazidis.
But I think some of what I say applies to Assyrians and other
minority communities.
Yazidis consistently want increased autonomy. They want more
Yazidis in the governing structures and more Yazidis in the security structures. Yazidis want Yazidis to rule Yazidis and Yazidis to protect Yazidis. The exact type of administrative structure can be worked out. Of course, the United States and the
international community is very wary of promoting separatism
or the end of the nation-state system, so we have to consider
the reality of Yazidi demands for self-autonomy with the reality
of U.S. and international policies. But there is a way to come
together, although I don’t think we’re there yet. I think that
the United States and the international community need to do
more without getting too much in the weeds.
I know we don’t want to go in there and put things together ourselves, because we want Iraqis to manage that process. But we
are going to have to do more, because for now our policy is very
focused on the war against ISIS and on the humanitarian situation. For now, that is fine. We are working with partners in the
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war against ISIS like the government in Erbil and the Kurdistan
Democratic Party (KDP) in Iran. But there is a big problem in
working exclusively with these groups, because many Yazidis and
other minority communities do not want their exclusive return to
power. They are willing to compromise, but we need to balance
the influence of groups like the KDP with the influence of Yazidi
leaders like Haider Shasho and local independent forces supported
by YPG (Kurdish People’s Protection Units) and PKK (Kurdistan
Workers’ Party). How are we going to draw them away from the
PKK’s influence and reintegrate them into Iraq or into the Kurdistan Regional Government, depending on what they want?
There is another big issue here. It’s not just about these new local
forces compromising with Erbil and Baghdad. It’s also about letting minority communities decide whether they want to live under
Iraq or under the Kurdistan Regional Government, because there
is no consensus. These things need to be negotiated, compromises
need to be made, and people need to be consulted. I know that an
election in Iraq and Kurdistan would create a lot of problems, so I
want to qualify this and say that I’m not necessarily advocating for
an election per se. But people want to have a say in this. I know it’s
unrealistic to say that we’re going to have the state of Sinjar—even
though the words “state of Sinjar” are already written around the
city. It’s not going to happen now. But people are willing to make
deals and we need to promote these kinds of accommodations
and compromises while still making this an Iraqi-Kurdish project.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: That’s going to be quite the project.
It relates to what Kent brought up earlier about the root causes
of the conflict. Political and social exclusion has definitely played
a role here, and I’m hearing that political and social inclusion is
key to the solution. People must have a voice in affairs that affect them and that affect their community so that there’s a sense
of safety and ownership. So the question is, what more can the
international community do to create a more inclusive society
with more self-determination and a greater sense of safety? What
new strategies ought they employ or what should local actors be
doing differently to prevent the exclusion and isolation that can
breed violence and terrorism and other things?
KENT HILL: Well, we have to simultaneously address two things
that are very difficult to address at the same moment. We’ve got
immediate crises with folks who are in desperate need, and we don’t
even have enough money to address their needs. And then some
bright academic comes along and says, “You guys aren’t thinking
about root causes. You need to write some white papers. You need
to think about this.” And we kind of roll our eyes and think, “My
heavens! You’re talking about a process that could take decades or
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“I was just in Sinjar a month and a half ago. Over the past two years I’ve been there five
times, and the biggest concern of people on the ground is about reconstruction. Who is
going to manage the reconstruction funds? Is the process going to be transparent? Another
major concern is security. Who is going to secure these areas? Under what circumstances
will minorities and internally displace peoples and refugees return home?”
Christine van den Toorn
generations; the thing is falling apart right now!” We know he’s
right, but we don’t know what we can do now to address it.
Where do you start? It’s so hard to determine where to start,
but somebody this morning said that if we look within our
respective religious traditions, we can usually find something
that’s more positive than what is manifesting itself right now.
We have to encourage each other to search our theological traditions and promote those ideas that emphasize treating others
with respect. It doesn’t mean you agree with the other; but it
does mean that you respect him, that you live with him. We
have to find a way to unleash the religious forces that push
us in that direction. One of the speakers this morning talked
about the absolute necessity of dialogue. I couldn’t agree more.
We’ve got to figure out a way to at least have that conversation.
By the way, that brings up something that is terribly concerning
to me. A conversation requires that you have parties to participate. Do you realize that within a few months or a few years,
Christianity could absolutely and totally disappear in the Middle
East? If you take a look at all of the 3.3 million internally displaced people, the Yazidis and Christians together compose only
13 or 14 percent. The Christians are only 4.5 percent, because
the group is mainly Muslims and some other small minorities.
But the Yazidis are not a large group to begin with, and the
Christians are even smaller. Do you know what would happen if
you lost the Christians in the Middle East? If that were to happen, hopefully the Christians wouldn’t be beheaded or tortured;
hopefully they’d be safe somewhere. But the loss of the Christians in the Middle East would mean the loss of the opportunity
to have a multicultural, multi religious society.
If you look back through the history of the Middle East and
see the intellectual contributions that, for example, Christians
made to Islamic civilization, there’s a wonderful story there. It
would be very difficult to remove that influence and then try to
construct a democracy from scratch. We have a vested interest

in the Christians surviving in the Middle East. So the real question we face is this: “Do we have enough time to address root
causes in order to allow minorities to live in societies that are
pluralistic and secure? Do we have enough time before they’re
either killed or must leave?” Many people are in despair. They
don’t think we have enough time.
I’ll end with this point: To me, this whole debate about safe
havens is a little off track. The Jesuit political scientist John
Courtney Murray once wrote that 95 percent of what passes for
disagreement is misunderstanding. That’s what I hear when I
hear people debating safe havens. The opponents of safe havens
say, “We don’t want to all be gathered together in a safe haven
because then our enemies would come for us and eliminate us
all at once. We want an Iraq or a Syria that’s multicultural and
multi-religious in which we can all live together.” Everybody
agrees with that, but that’s not the question.
The question is: What do you do in the meantime to give people enough time to survive while you try to produce the societies in which minorities can live safely? We’ve got to wrap our
heads around that issue and then create places where minorities
can be safe, whether you call it safe havens, zones of protection, or something else. International actors need to make sure
that there are at least some places in Kurdistan or Jordan or
elsewhere where they can be safe. But if we don’t want to see
Christianity and other precious minorities disappear, we’re going to have to think long and hard about the root causes—although we don’t have a lot of time to think about protection
in the short run when we deal with the larger root cause issues.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: What more can we do to preserve
our continuing presence in the region? Sherri?
SHERRI KRAHAM TALABANY: I hope I’m not saying
something grossly unpopular here, but I think that in the
United States the idea persists that all Iraqis can live together. I
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Sherri Kraham Talabany
think we need to realize that the American melting pot concept
hasn’t worked in Iraq. We took away a brutal dictator who,
despite targeting a number of minority groups, largely kept
a lid on violence. Now we’ve seen over a decade of sectarian
violence. Following what Christine said, we need to listen to
what people want. The communities that we work with, largely
Yazidis but also Shabak and Muslims, are not really focused on
reconciliation. None of them are really focused on how to work
out differences yet. They are, as I mentioned, focused on their
survival, how to get along, and how to feed their kids.
The women that we work with do not talk about foreign fighters,
even though they play a big role in Daesh. Instead, they say, “Our
neighbors came to our Christian family and said, ‘You’ve lived next
to us for 100 years, and for that reason I’m going to give you and
your family 10 minutes to go and I won’t kill you. But if I come
back in 10 minutes and you’re here…’” The Yazidi women who
have been held captive oftentimes know their captor personally.
This is in many ways a repeat of what happened in Rwanda.
This is a Rwandan-type genocide, where neighbor goes against
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neighbor. Why would we expect that people are eager to move
back? As far as Sinjar goes, some believe that it is a Yazidi-dominated place. No. It is a multi ethnic place, and nobody is eager
to move back when there are still no protections for minorities.
I think that Kurdistan does provide a safe haven. People are
much freer there. The situation is much more tolerant. But
even in Kurdistan there is prejudice, and we need to work
on it. We need to get rid of Islamic religious teachings in
schools and replace them with teachings about tolerance and
world religions. I get annoyed because I’m an employer, and
we have a million different holidays in Kurdistan, whether it’s
the Christian holidays or the Yazidi holidays or the Shi’a holidays. But that demonstrates that people actually care about
respecting other perspectives and religions. We do need to
work on reducing prejudice, but there is already a lot of support even from the average person. They can empathize with
what the Yazidis have suffered through, and they exhibit complete openness to Christians, because Christians have been
immigrating to Kurdistan for well over a decade seeking a
better life.
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As was talked about this morning, this didn’t happen in a vacuum. These populations were subject to persecution, marginalization, abuse, and neglect for a very long time. We now have
an opportunity to engage challenges in these communities like
poverty and early marriage in a way that we didn’t have when
people were living in disputed territories. We can address issues like early marriage, forced marriage, or the lack of access
to education and healthcare. We have a great opportunity to
address these neglected populations. But we have to respond
to the fears and the reality. What we’ve seen is that segregated
camps are much more peaceful. That may be partly because
there is a causal link, or it may be because people are choosing
to live among their own people for safety concerns.

This isn’t about blame. This is power politics. It’s competition
over disputed territories. That needs to be solved, because that
problem frames everything.

Of course, when they come to our center they all have to work
together. Our camp is multi ethnic, and our staff is Shabak,
Yazidi, Muslim, and Kurdish. We don’t have any Kaka’i in our
camp, but we have many different faiths, and they’re working together harmoniously. In the beginning there were calls to
separate out Yazidi from Shabak and Muslim working hours.
We didn’t do that, and now people are working together. After
a few months, we stopped hearing those requests, and people
have come to respect one another. This is a small microcosm of
the situation. This is one camp of 13,000 people. But I think
it shows that it is at least possible to create an area of coexistence, instead of thinking about how we can reintegrate people
with their torturers. We need to really think about stability and
protection, and then we can think about long-term solutions.
Let’s first get to a place where we can coexist and have mutual
respect.

I want to make one final point about Sinjar without getting
into the weeds too much. The north of Sinjar has been liberated for over a year now. But there’s now somewhat of an
embargo on Sinjar, along with Rabia and Sumar. I’ve talked
to the governor of Dohuk about this, and it’s very clear that
because there’s an order to squeeze out the PKK, the sanctions
are meant to stop supplies from reaching them. That’s understandable. But it is affecting the entire reconstruction effort.
My point is that politics are hurting reconstruction and the
delivery of humanitarian aid. The inability of local and international actors to make political deals is preventing security and
reconstruction. Politics is a long term concern, but in the very
short term it is an issue because it is really getting in the way
right now. Politics at all levels are getting in the way, from Erbil
to Baghdad, from the national level to the geopolitical level. I
won’t get into this, but of course Turkey, Iran, and Syria play a
huge role in this.

STEPHEN COLECCHI: That’s great. Christine, any final reflections before we open the discussion to the audience?
CHRISTINE VAN DEN TOORN: Sure. We’ve mentioned
Nineveh before, and we’ve been talking about root causes. I
think there are just two points to mention. First, we need to
ask why people joined ISIS—and I’m not talking about foreign fighters. I’m talking about Arabs, Kurds, and Sunnis that
are in Nineveh. Why did people join ISIS? I did a lot of field
work around this question, and people often talk about the
power shifts that went on in Nineveh from 2003 to 2014. It is
crucial to look at this if we want to move forward. There were
problems with Baghdad, problems related to Mosul and disputed territories, and problems about competition as the Kurds
took more land in Nineveh. There were problems with the
Arab Sunnis losing power in Nineveh, with the Yazidis rising
in power, and with the resulting dynamics of marginalization.

It’s important to look into these issues more, to try to understand how we can promote more inclusive rule in Nineveh—
whatever Nineveh eventually becomes. Is it going to be an autonomous region? Is it going to be ruled under Baghdad? Is it
going to be ruled under Erbil? Is Sinjar going to be a province?
Is Sinjar going to be with united with Rabia? The relationship
continues to be strong between the Shammar tribe in Rabia
and the Yazidis in Sinjar. I think that’s something that we
should build on.

STEPHEN COLECCHI: Well, of course, we here in the
United States know nothing about political deadlock in Washington. [Laughter] But yes, politics can often get in the way. In
this case, it has really tragic results. I’d really like to open the
floor to some questions. Yes, the ambassador from France.
FRANCOIS-XAVIER DENIAU: Thank you very much. I was
in charge of a conference organized by France and Jordan last September on the same topic, and I thought it might be of some interest to highlight a few points from that conference. The objective
was to draft a timeline of actions that could create the possibility
for minorities to return to their towns and villages and be granted
full citizenship once those areas are liberated. Of course, that was
an international diplomatic conference; the audience here is civilian, so the context is quite different. At that conference, it was difficult to say certain things. It was even more difficult to write certain
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“Do you know what would happen if you lost the Christians in the Middle East? If that
were to happen, hopefully the Christians wouldn’t be beheaded or tortured; hopefully they’d
be safe somewhere. But the loss of the Christians in the Middle East would mean the loss of
the opportunity to have a multicultural, multi-religious society.”
Kent Hill
things. [Laughter] But nevertheless, I was positively impressed by
the document which we were able to produce and by the amount
of consent we were able to garner. There were about 15 ministers of
foreign affairs, including half a dozen from the Middle East itself,
and they had to listen to the sort of testimonies which we heard
today. That conference raised awareness for this terrible situation.
The first goal was to give hope. I remember Bishop Mar Awa
Royel mentioned the importance of hope this morning. I believe
we gave a signal to these suffering people in Syria and Iraq that
the international community is willing to do something, even if
it might be very inadequate in some ways. We were also able to
accept the fact that, beyond the necessity to protect all victims,
there is a specific need and urgency regarding minorities, as Kent
has mentioned. If we wait until everything is perfect, the minority groups will be gone forever. This was reflected in the conclusions of the French and Jordanian co-chairmen, who wrote a
rather strong sentence saying that it is a duty for the international community to preserve the diversity of the Middle East.

KENT HILL: I like what the ambassador said about the importance of hope. It reminds me of the words of Albert Camus, who also faced the dilemma that Sherri talked about: that
the most we can do seems to be a drop in the ocean, and it’s
tempting to despair. Camus once said that even if we cannot
stop children from suffering altogether, we can at least limit
the number of children who do suffer. You never know what
comes from just doing what you can; you never know what
sort of momentum you can start to produce. I think those of
us in this room who are involved in these activities need to
constantly remind each other of that fact. It’s important to take
small steps in the right direction, because you never know what
that will lead to.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: You never do. Mr. Ambassador,
thank you very much. I appreciated the three-part plan that
you mentioned, and I think the panel and you would agree
that the political aspect needs the most work at this point. Let’s
hear from another audience member.

However, most of what we proposed has yet to be accomplished. In brief, apart from the military aspect, we dealt with
the humanitarian, political, and judicial aspects. Some progress
has been made on the judicial aspects, such as the genocide
declaration of Secretary Kerry or the United Nations. Humanitarian work has proceeded in very difficult conditions, but very
positive things have happened. The political side will be the
key, and it is probably where the most work still has to be done.
Finally, it’s clear that this initiative will only make sense if it is
progressed. In that respect, I’m very thankful to Ambassador
Saperstein for having organized the meeting today, and I’m also
very thankful to the Spanish government which will organize
the next conference. I think it is absolutely essential not to lose
the momentum. Thank you.

DELIA KASHAT: Thank you all very much for your very useful
and valuable perspectives. My name is Delia Kashat. Earlier today,
we heard about these grandiose plans of creating a safe haven or
a safe zone or a province, but really the focus needs to be on the
short- and medium-term solutions. We should be focusing on the
next steps after the liberation of Mosul. How do we work with Iraqi
civil society representatives as well as the diaspora and U.S.-based
organizations in order to address the critical needs that will emerge
in the near future? This is going to be a catastrophic humanitarian
disaster, so how do we work collectively to address these issues?

STEPHEN COLECCHI: That’s great. Kent wants to offer a
brief comment and then I’m going to open it up again for another question.

SHERRI KRAHAM TALABANY: From my perspective, Mosul has already begun to be liberated. Yesterday our camp received 140 new families, and they are expecting the same today.
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STEPHEN COLECCHI: So the question is about the infrastructure we need to have in place for Mosul’s liberation and
how we get it in place. Anyone?
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These people are coming from a Shabak village. That’s already
happening. Planning is underway. We need the resources: shelter, food, electricity, and schools. We need all the same things
that we need for the people who are already with us in Kurdistan. I was with the U.S. government for 15 years, so I know the
difficulties of raising funds. But we need the aid.
We also need a plan to use the resources. The reality is that you
build camps because sometimes that’s all you can do to house
people. You build camps and you get them food—that’s the
beginning. But we need to organize ourselves better.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: That would be the immediate humanitarian response. I’m going to push that question a little bit
further than that. In addition to the rebuilding of infrastructure and homes and employment and so forth, we are going to
need to rebuild the social fabric, rule of law, judicial systems,
policing, and so forth. Are we going to be equipped to do that?
KENT HILL: You know, there is a new, remarkable, and innovative idea out there right now. Alexander Betts recently did
a TED talk about special economic zones. His thesis is that we
ought to be working much harder now with refugees, IDPs,
and host communities to set up special economic zones for
refugees. It’s amazing how many problems a job will solve for
a young man, how much it can reduce his vulnerability. We
ought to be doing a lot more right now on economic reconstruction. It’s a way to kill two birds at the same time. We can
prepare people for the future and give them meaningful things
to do now, and we can have hope as a result.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: That’s terrific. Could we hear from
the woman in the second row?
AUDIENCE MEMBER (Unidentified): [Speaking through
translator] I am an ex-parliamentarian from the Kurdistan region and the chairwoman of a political group called Sons of
Nahrain. Shouldn’t the liberating countries hold some responsibility for all of the minorities that are displaced now?

Kent Hill
the United States or other European countries and say, “Look
at all these bad things that are happening. Why don’t you do
something about it?” And if those big countries finally do
something, they might realize that they’ve created a situation
that’s at least as bad as what existed before. A situation like that
might also create a reluctance in the liberating countries to ever
get involved again, for fear that they’ll make it worse. We have
a lot of that mentality in the United States right now.
There’s an awareness in Europe and the United States that these are
very complicated problems, and goodwill isn’t enough to necessarily improve it. That’s another reason we have to think together
about root causes. You don’t just attack an evil and end up with
something that’s better. You have to think your decisions through
carefully. That’s why I was impressed by Ambassador Saperstein’s
specificity in his comments about the planning for the future. If
we do that more often, we’ll be in much better shape. But we
certainly should deal with the problems that we helped to create.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: In the front row we have a question.

STEPHEN COLECCHI: Anybody on our panel want to talk
about that? Don’t everybody jump in at once. [Laughter]
KENT HILL: Absolutely. We all take actions—either as governments or as individuals—and those actions don’t always go
exactly the way we want them to go. And to the best extent we
can, we ought to mop up after ourselves if we have failed. But
there’s a dilemma here. If there is a problem, people look to

AUDIENCE MEMBER (Unidentified): [Speaking through
translator] This question is for Stephen. Why was there not a
visit to Turkmen communities during your visit with Yazidis
and Christians? There is no reaction or response to the chemical attack in Taza Khurmatu several months ago. This was near
Kirkuk and is heavily populated by Turkmen. Why don’t we see
more engagement with the Turkmen in U.S. policy?
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Ambassador Deniau speaks from the audience
STEPHEN COLECCHI: I can speak for Catholic Relief Services, which is our relief and development agency. I know they
serve every religious group and every ethnic group in whatever
areas they are serving. When I visited Iraq, I was only in the
Dohuk area and Erbil, and I don’t know if I met any Turkmen
because it was a very short visit, but I will certainly look for
that the next time I’m in the region.
SHERRI KRAHAM TALABANY: SEED is providing services in
Dohuk, which is the area with the highest concentration of survivors of sexual and gender-based violence. There are survivors all
over Kurdistan; that’s why in the fall we hope to expand our services through mobile teams in order to reach survivors throughout
the region. We would very much like to take referrals if you have
specific cases of women in need that we can support.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: Let’s move to the next question.
MAJA HAWI: Good afternoon. I’m an Assyrian, I’m an American, and I’m an Arab. My question extends primarily to the
two ladies on the panel. You both mentioned that you don’t believe that an autonomous country is going to exist in Kurdistan.
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However, you continue to mention Kurdistan as a place where
lots of different people are coming for safe haven. That kind of
gives me the impression that you’re saying Iraq will not exist nor
encompass everyone in an inclusive country. On the other hand,
Kurdistan will, whether as a region, a country, or whatever—at
this point I’m not sure that we have an exact designation.
My only concern is that those individuals who spoke earlier on
behalf of their communities painted a different picture. They
were the minorities, and they seemed to want to be a part of a
unified country. We have multiple minorities; even Kurds were
a minority at one point. My question is, where exactly do you
both stand on this issue?
SHERRI KRAHAM TALABANY: For my part, I don’t have a
view on whether there will be another state or province or governorate for minorities. The Iraqi Constitution allows for the
Kurdistan region, and it allows for other parts of Iraq to create
regions, too. I’m all for that. Whatever form it takes, I believe in
self-governance and self-determination. I think that if separate
regions are what minorities in Iraq need to feel comfortable and
protected, then that might be a solution. What I did say is that I
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think political solutions are not the immediate priority, because
we need to care for humans who are in emergency need.
I think that the people that have come to Kurdistan are largely
safe. They are sheltered, and they’re free to move around and
find jobs. To the extent that public services are available, they’re
free to access them. People have gone to a place where they can
be protected. The U.S. military is providing safety and security
for Kurdistan, and it is a protected area. So yes, I think it is a
safe part of Iraq.

ours do not need much to make a change on the ground. And
I’m noticing also that many governments deny helping organizations that are led by Yazidis. I think that at this moment, you
should help these organizations rebuild again. This is a question
for everyone to think about: How can we make sure we empower minorities and help us to rebuild ourselves?
STEPHEN COLECCHI: Right. That’s an excellent question.
You know, one of the things that we often say at the Conference of Bishops is that whenever aid is delivered into a society,
it needs to be not only delivered through government institutions but also through local NGOs and civil society, including
faith-based organizations. Unless you simultaneously strengthen the grassroots groups as well as government institutions, you
don’t get a really open, transparent, and responsive society. I
know that we’ve been urging our own government to direct its
aid in that way. Would anyone on the panel like to add to that?

CHRISTINE VAN DEN TOORN: I have a slightly different
view. I do think the Iraqi state will persist, but I think its internal borders will shift. I did say that Yazidis and other minorities
do want increased autonomy, though I’m not sure what form
that will take. I do think it should be acknowledged, though we
don’t know whether it’s going to be ruled by Baghdad or Erbil.
A lot has to be negotiated. In terms of the Nineveh Plain, it has
to be negotiated with Arab, Sunni, Shi’a, and Kurdish neigh- KENT HILL: I worked for USAID for eight years, and there’s
bors so we don’t have any sort of backlash, exceptionalism, or a whole division there called Democracy, Conflict, and Husegregation. How the internal
manitarian Assistance (DCHA).
borders will shift is still unclear,
You can have an effect by doing
but U.S. policymakers should
something as simple as writing a
“This isn’t about blame. This is
pay a lot of attention to it so that
letter to the assistant administrapower politics. It’s competition over
it happens in a peaceful way.
tor of DCHA at USAID and saydisputed territories. That needs to be
ing, “Here is a particular need.
solved,
because
that
problem
frames
When we think about the libAre there any funds that might
everything.”
eration of Mosul, keep in mind
be available?” You would be surthat there are minorities—like
prised how often something like
Christine van den Toorn
those in Bashiqa, Bartella, and
that gets passed on to a place
Qaraqosh—that live to the east
where the money might exist.
and northeast that are still occuBut you can’t assume, particupied by ISIS. When those areas are liberated, we need to have larly if you’re a smaller group, that somebody will necessarily
political frameworks in place in the short and medium term know how to get funding. So be proactive and don’t hesitate to
that address what people want. For example, Bashiqa is still a contact organizations like Catholic Relief Services, World Visub-district of Mosul. Is that going to persist?
sion, CARE, or Save the Children.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: Right. That was a great question.
It’s a very complicated situation, but I hope that brought a
little bit more clarity. There’s a woman in the front here with
a question.
PARI IBRAHIM: My name is Pari Ibrahim. I’m the founder
and executive director of the Free Yazidi Foundation. I am concerned that the $2 billion that is pledged for Iraq will be wasted
or badly spent, and I hope that active civil society organizations—especially those representing and led by minorities—will
benefit from this $2 million. I know that small organizations like

STEPHEN COLECCHI: We have a few more questions.
AUDIENCE MEMBER (Unidentified): [Speaking through
translator] There was a crisis in Mosul, where Yazidi people
were targeted to be raped, killed, and have their religious places
destroyed. Could you further describe the solution for the future and the role of the United States, the international community, and NGOs in implementing that solution?
KENT HILL: It’s a question we’re all asking ourselves: What is
the source of such extraordinary intolerance towards the other,
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their historical treasures, and their beliefs? It’s a very old problem. Human beings have not always handled dealing with the
other well. This is an extreme form of intolerance, but it’s not a
new form of intolerance. And the question we have to ask ourselves is: How can you unleash forces within societies, religions,
and cultures that would push that intolerance back? What
could defeat that? Anarchy is one of the things that allows that
extreme intolerance to gain strength—in other words, states
with no real power. Extremists on the left and the right always
move in to fill a power vacuum like that. The sooner we can
build the conditions for a more just society, it’ll be more difficult for extremism like that to get a foothold.

after you’ve built your knowledge and expertise with a new way
of thinking. You can bring your new skills back, and even in a
few years when you’re ready to go back, we will still be dealing
with the aftermath of ISIS. And so one of the challenges for local
organizations receiving money is good will and good intentions,
especially when we’re talking about the psychosocial support delivery; we do run the risk of re-victimizing people. Even with the
best of intentions, you still need trained and skilled people. And
so, Nawaf, what I would say to you and your colleagues is to
build your skills, get great job experience, open your mind here,
and then come back and contribute.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: Christine?

STEPHEN COLECCHI: We’ve often said that it’s about
strengthening the rule of law and reducing political and economic exclusion, which extremists exploit. It’s also about tackling the ideology itself. I was very proud of a number of Muslim
scholars who came together at Marrakesh and issued a declaration based on the Charter of Medina. That charter goes way back
to the Prophet and the beginning of Islam, where he created an
inclusive society where everyone had citizenship in that community. Pulling these kinds of lessons out of our religious traditions
will be absolutely critical to counter extremist ideologies.

CHRISTINE VAN DEN TOORN: I think Nawaf is a good
example, as are our other students who are Yazidi and Turkmen, of students who have helped me understand that region
beyond what I thought possible. Nawaf, I think you all can
help inform policymakers and civil society about what’s going
on the ground. We have to figure out what people want and
what’s realistic in terms of policy and the world order. You can
help inform us of this.

We have another question in the back.

STEPHEN COLECCHI: I think we have time for one last
question, and this woman in the front row here has been very
patient with me.

NAWAF ASHUR: I am Nawaf Ashur, a Yazidi from Sinjar. I
graduated from the American University of Iraq in Sulaimani.
We talked about the dark side of what is happening, but I think
there’s a bright side. For Yazidis specifically, we have thousands
of graduates from different schools, we have activists, and we
have people working in the media. What should we do as Yazidis in these positions to facilitate help from the international
community?

BAYAN RAHMAN: Thank you. I’m Bayan Rahman. I’m the
Kurdistan Regional Government representative to the United
States. It seems that many are under the impression that the
history of Iraq began either in 2003 or in 2014. If we want to
get to the root cause of these problems, we have to consider the
entire history of the country.

STEPHEN COLECCHI: That’s an excellent question. What
should be done from the inside to facilitate?
CHRISTINE VAN DEN TOORN: At school, I tell Nawaf
what to do all the time, so I’m sure he would appreciate hearing
from someone else. [Laughter]
SHERRI KRAHAM TALABANY: One of the questions that
Pari asked earlier was about local organizations and how they can
play a role in this conflict. Nawaf, you have invaluable knowledge
about your community that you can use to contribute to this effort. I think that’s true for all of the Yazidis and other minorities
that are here in the United States. You can go back to Kurdistan
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Iraq has never been stable. It has been a country of coup d’états,
revolutions, bloody transfers of power, oppression against one
group or another. Every group in Iraq has suffered at some
point—it has become acceptable for Iraq to be a theater for
mass murder. We’ve had the Anfal campaign, we’ve had the
chemical attack in Halabja, we’ve had the killing of the Barzanis, and we’ve had the targeting of Failis in Ba’athist Iraq—all
under Saddam Hussein. We’ve had chemical bombardments
against the peshmerga, which continues today. Why does the
international community accept that Iraq should continue to
be the theater for massacre? If we want to look at the future and
if we want to fix these problems around ethnic and religious
minorities, we need to really look at Iraq from beginning to
end.
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We mentioned the responsibility to protect earlier. That doctrine originates from the campaigns of genocide I just mentioned. We need to look at why Iraq is like this. Of course, the
minorities need to be protected. We need to listen to them. We
need to admit our mistakes. But we also need to admit that
there have been bigger mistakes. Do any of us Iraqis really feel
safe in this country?
STEPHEN COLECCHI: That is a very important question.
Yes, Christine?
CHRISTINE VAN DEN TOORN: Iraq has been through a
lot as a state. My graduate work is in Iraqi history, and I think a
lot of nation states in the Middle East had track records similar
to countries in the West. I think that Iraq can remain, because
I still see a lot of Iraqi identity, nationalism, and patriotism, but
it will look very different. I think Iraq will be more local and
fragmented. That could mean different things for the Kurdistan region, of course. Sometimes people speak of the IraqKurdistan relationship as an exception, but they actually have
had similar issues in the past. Kurdistan has endured internal
conflict, and resolving this requires that Erbil and Baghdad
come to a solution for revenue sharing, settling the disputed

territories, and cooperating politically. I hope that they can remain together, because I think the future of Kurdistan is only
through Baghdad, whether Kurdistan is independent or not.
Their pasts and futures are shared even if they separate.
STEPHEN COLECCHI: We have run out of time, but I want
to thank you for that thorough response, because that was really an important question. And really, the history of Iraq is
sort of the history of humanity. It is a cradle of civilization. It is
a story that we see repeated in many parts of the world. In the
Catholic Church, we often say the only empirically verifiable
doctrine of the Church is original sin, the tendency of humans
to do violence to one another.
But I want to end on a more hopeful note. At the very beginning, I talked about just a few of the faces of the many people
I’ve met in the region. I saw hope in the eyes of every family that
I met. They are still struggling for their children, for their future,
and for their land. Whether they stay or whether they ultimately
make the decision to leave, we should never underestimate what
God’s spirit can do through the human spirit. And I think in this
situation, there is always reason for hope. Let’s thank our panel
for a very stimulating conversation. [Applause]

Delia Kashat
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Post-Liberation:
Promises and Challenges
ROBERT DESTRO: Thank you for joining us for today’s final
panel. We are honored to have here with us Mohammad Al Abdallah from the Syria Justice and Accountability Centre, Bassam Ishak from the Syriac National Council of Syria, Saad Salloum from the Masarat Religious Freedom Organization, and
Pascale Warda from the Hammurabi Human Rights Organization. Let me give some brief remarks to open our discussion.
During the last year, I have spent most of my time working with
members of Congress in their effort to adopt House and Senate
resolutions condemning the genocide of religious minorities.
This experience has taught me a lot about the politics—what I
could call the “domestic geopolitics”—of genocide. With that
experience in mind, and knowing that all of the members of
the panel have a human rights orientation, I would like to have
them speak very specifically as to what we need to do over the
next year to address the threats to minorities affected by the
Islamic State. I am afraid that unless we get very specific about
what each of us on this panel needs from each of you in this
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room, then we are going to be here in another year talking in
majestic generalities. We can’t afford to have that happen; we
have to act.
The three major reasons for having laws against genocide are to
protect vulnerable communities, to prevent genocide, and to
punish those who have committed these crimes. Because this
is a monumental task that cannot be accomplished without a
high degree of organization, I have taken to making lists. I can
tell you that the “to-do list” required for completing the forensic examination of the genocides that have happened under
ISIS—and thereby not taking into consideration the genocides
that happened before ISIS—will cost at least $100 million.
That’s just the start. That’s just the investigation and does not
include the prosecution. Thus, I would like us to develop a
“wish list” of the top tasks that need to be assigned over the
next year. Among them would be basic tasks, such as: Where
we are going to get the graves registered? Who is going to register them? And who will conduct the DNA testing?

BERKLEY CENTER FOR RELIGION, PEACE & WORLD AFFAIRS AT GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY

I want to devise a very practical list, because people like me
have to present Congress with specific, well-defined lists of
needs in order to be effective. Senators and representatives of
Congress don’t want to hear the stories about the atrocities anymore. They know the bad stories. They want to know what we
want them to do.
As one member put it in the early summer of 2015, “Look, a
member of Congress can only do one thing—vote.” My question for you is: What do you want them to vote on? It is imperative to give them something that’s very specific. Bearing
in mind the need for specificity, please give me the top three
things on your wish list. Then pick one of them and tell me
how we’re going to accomplish it in the next six months.
MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: Thank you very much for
having me here. If I were to list the top three things needed to
counter ISIS in Syria and Iraq today—as a cautionary note,
there’s a big difference between what’s happening in Syria and
what’s happening in Iraq—I would say we first have to stop
the actors fueling sectarian violence in the country. These actors include governments in the region supplying violence to
the conflict in Syria and Iraq, and the media who’s playing a
really bad role in fueling the violence in both countries. The
media has mobilized the Sunnis in general by portraying them
as victims of bad governance on the part of leaders who have a
different identity. The media emphasizes that Assad is a minority dictator who comes from an Alawite background or that
Nouri al-Maliki, actually a common thug, behaved really badly
with the Shi’a militias. However, people are being repressed for
political reasons, and not for sectarian or religious reasons.
Let me clarify the point that ISIS does not represent Sunnis
and Arabs in the region. In fact, there is a line from Secretary
Kerry’s important speech about the genocide in which he says
that Sunnis have been victims of ISIS as well. Usually these
lines are dropped. Typically, nobody cares about this complexity and tries to say, “Oh, the Sunnis are killing us.” This plays
into exactly the sectarian narrative that ISIS is trying to spread
around the world: “Hey, you’re Sunnis. You’re victims. We’re
here to represent you and defend you. Be assured that without
us, you’re going to be victims again, and nobody will defend
you.” To counter this message, we have to recognize the Sunnis’
victimhood, and to stop treating them mainly as the perpetrators of the crime.
The second point is related to accountability and justice. There
must be accountability for the sectarian violence and for those

fueling the conflict, and justice and redress for the victims. Without justice and redress, the communities won’t be able to reconcile and move beyond the violations carried out by ISIS. On
this point, there are two different scenarios. In Iraq, there is the
central government, and there are courts and clear jurisdictions.
The Iraqi government can prosecute people, and the Iraqi judiciary can convict perpetrators and put them behind bars. This is
not the case in Syria. Syria is way more complicated.
That’s why my third point, which goes hand in hand with the
second point, is to establish a model of good governance in
these areas after liberating them from ISIS. Today in Syria,
the Kurdish forces come to liberate these towns. According to
documented human rights violations, Amnesty International
has accused Kurdish forces aligned with the Democratic Union
Party (PYD) of having engaged in the ethnic cleansing of Arab
Sunnis from their towns and villages. Thus, there’s a problem
with who is occupying and governing now. The occupiers are
not locals. They’re from outside, and they’re inciting tension
and violence within these local towns. Lots of the Arab Sunni
tribes in Deir ez-Zor—the province and city I came from—are
fighting next to ISIS because of their suspicion of the Kurdish
forces. They don’t want the Kurds to come down south to Deir
ez-Zor to liberate them. They would prefer to stay under ISIS
tyranny rather than to be under Kurdish tyranny. They deeply
mistrust the Kurds due to the history of clashes between Arabs
and Kurds in the region.
Without addressing these issues, we’re not going to be able to
defeat ISIS, create a good model for governance, or plant some
seeds for accountability and redress for the victims. Without
addressing these issues, we’re going to be repeating the mistakes
the U.S. government made in Iraq after Saddam Hussein: putting bad people in governance, empowering bad people with
armed militias, and turning a blind eye to the sectarian violence they have tried to incite.
There is one important cable that came from WikiLeaks showing the U.S. embassy in Iraq talking to the State Department
and White House during the Bush and Obama administrations saying that Nouri al-Malaki is a horrible person. He is
mobilizing the Shi’a militias, and he’s sectarian. He’s repressing
the Sunnis very, very much, and that’s very dangerous. He’s
kicking Sunnis out of government institutions and the military. Of course, when ISIS tries to represent the grievances of
the Sunnis, they will find support because these communities
have been suppressed by the Shi’a minorities and by the Sh’ia
militias of Nouri al-Maliki. That’s exactly why some colleagues
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Saad Salloum
in the previous panel said, “ISIS was here, and they’re going to
take advantage of these grievances.” As long as these communities feel unrecognized and lack good governance, ISIS is going
to come back in different styles of violence.
ROBERT DESTRO: Okay. Referring back to my original
question, what specific thing must we do between now and
December to start to address that problem?

tions because just yesterday we had a bombing in Qamishli, my
hometown, where 50 civilians died. In northeast Syria, the Assyrian people appreciate the efforts of the United States, which
helped us liberate 34 villages from ISIS and put a stop to ISIS’s
advancement on the capital of the province, Al-Hasakah. The
United States has continued, with international allies, to support us militarily against ISIS.

ROBERT DESTRO: Very good. Mr. Ishak?

However, that is not enough for our civilian communities. In
Qamishli, for example, ISIS has taken credit for five bombings in the last three months in Syriac residential areas. The
bombings have claimed the lives of 23 civilians. In addition,
there was the attempt on the life of the patriarch of the Syriac
Orthodox Church in June. Three policemen who belonged to
the local sotoro militia (meaning “defense” or “protection” in
the Syriac language) sacrificed their lives to save the patriarch
and 120 guests. By the way, one of the three policemen who
died was an Arab from our region. Our sotoro, our defense, is
not composed solely of members of one group.

BASSAM ISHAK: I am the president of the Syriac National
Council of Syria. I am very eager to speak about specific solu-

We have had support for the fighting forces, now called Syrian
Democratic Forces, and we are grateful for military support

MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: We must work with the local people of each city and town to recognize their existence and
their leadership. We must not marginalize these groups again,
which is precisely what will happen if we give preferential treatment to the armed groups who are willing do the dirty work
of defeating ISIS. Giving uncritical support to these armed and
powerful groups may help to achieve the objective of liberation,
but it’s going to be terrible for our work later in governance.
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“The root problem is the political culture in Iraq and Syria. How do we encourage vulnerable communities to stay and encourage them to live together in a better way? How do we
help them find a way to reconcile and to forge a deeper sense of community? How do we
foster a sense of what we call citizenship in the West? How do we promote the feeling of
togetherness—that this place belongs to all of us? This is where there is a need.”
Bassam Ishak
against ISIS. But we need immediate support for the police
forces that are protecting the people in our communities. We
are trying very hard to hold onto them and to convince them
to stay in our ancestral land. To be very practical and pragmatic, we need assistance to our police as soon as possible. They
need training and equipment. This assistance, if it comes, will
lift the morale of our people. It would not only help the Syriac
people, but all whom we care for in Qamishli and Jazira. We
need to lift up their morale so that they do not feel forgotten.
We also urgently need to make humanitarian aid available to
northeast Syria. This is where the Kurdish Regional Government could play a role by facilitating the flow of aid through
the borders. We cannot allow humanitarian need to be hijacked by political differences. I understand that there could be
political differences; people feel strongly about things and stake
out their positions. But we should never let the people pay the
price for these political differences.
Another thing we really need is to renovate the culture. The
root problem is the political culture in Iraq and Syria. How do
we encourage vulnerable communities to stay and encourage
them to live together in a better way? How do we help them
find a way to reconcile and to forge a deeper sense of community? How do we foster a sense of what we call citizenship in
the West? How do we promote the feeling of togetherness—
that this place belongs to all of us? This is where there is a need.
This is where the civil society in the West—I mean the United
States and Europe—can play a big role in helping to facilitate
reconciliation among the ethnic groups in our region.
ROBERT DESTRO: When you say you need security and
support for the police forces, have you made a list of the things
you need? If so, with whom have you shared it?
BASSAM ISHAK: Yes. I am not a police or military expert,
but I have access to the people who can provide me this insight.

ROBERT DESTRO: This is exactly what we need. Coming
out of a meeting like this, we need to know not simply whom
to call. In this instance, we need to know how many policemen
we are talking about. I really appreciated Ambassador Saperstein’s comments about getting the international community
involved. That’s great. But in the meantime, people urgently
need to be trained, and the question is: Who’s going to go over
and do the training? I can tell you from dealing with religious
communities here in the United States that they will say to us,
“What do you want us to do?” I have doctors who will say,
“Tell me where I need to go, and I’ll go there and do whatever
needs to be done. Just tell me where I need to go.” We’re going
to have to do the same thing with policemen. When I say to
you that we need a list, I’m serious. When I inquire if you need
humanitarian aid, I’m asking: What specific things does your
community need? By the time we all leave, if we don’t have that
specific information, then six months from now nothing is going to happen. Mr. Salloum?
SAAD SALLOUM: Thank you. I’m Saad Salloum, the general
coordinator of Masarat and a specialist in minorities. We have
done a lot of work from 2004 to this point. I’m also one of the
founders of the Iraqi Council for Interfaith Dialogue.
First of all, I want to mention that we miss in this panel our
colleagues from the Baha’i community in Iraq and the African Iraqi community, among others. If there are any questions
about these communities, I’m ready to answer them.
We hear a lot from our colleagues about the change of mentality needed as part of the solution. I’m connected with this
because we work to change mentalities; we work on soft power.
The solution involves more than just liberation of territory. The
liberation of people’s mentalities is very important. People have
lost trust horizontally and vertically. I’m talking about mistrust
among the political system in KRG, the central government,
and the government of Mosul, as well as between the comRELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — JULY 2016
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munity and the governments. So, vertically and horizontally,
we face this problem. How can we build trust again? I think
this is a question that is connected directly with the issue of
reconciliation.

because of Daesh but because of conditions hostile to diversity,
and these conditions existed prior to Daesh. These conditions
actually protect Daesh. Thus, to confront Daesh, we must also
confront this culture.

I have heard much today about short-term solutions, but it’s
not only a matter of the short term. We must think about the
long term at the same time. We must consider how we can
change the mentality from the top to the bottom and vice versa, working with the state and civil society at the same time.

The second element involved in changing the mentality is
changing the curriculum. I have been teaching in a university
for 10 years, and I daily deal with the absence of “the other.”
Let me give an example. When I talk about diversity in Iraq,
I talk about the Jewish community. We have a big Jewish
community in Iraq. In 2007, one of my students was surprised to learn about the longstanding presence of the Jewish
community in Iraq. She then asked a horrible question. She
said, “Iraqi Jews, are they Sunni or Shi’a?” This conversation
did not happen in an elementary school; it happened at a
university!

For example, consider the first element: laws. Drafting laws
is very important for us. As a civil activist, if I cannot avail
myself of legal tools in the fight, I cannot survive. I’ll give
up. Laws can change the mentality. I can fight for decades to
little effect, but if I have laws against discrimination or hate
speech, then I can appeal to them to bring about change.
Incidentally, we see hate speech everywhere—in the media, We have a curriculum called the national education. The Minby clergy, by political leaders—and this word war became istry of Education gave incorrect information about diversity
bloody. It translated into blood,
in this curriculum. For instance,
bullets, and car bombs. How
it talks about the Shabak people
can we change that? We need
as one of the religious minorities.
“We are really ashamed at the types of
laws to change the mentality.
I told them, “This is not true
laws
the
Iraqi
parliament
has
passed
Drafting laws is very important.
because Shabak are Muslims.”
over the past 13 years. We have not
The ministry said, “We found
At the same time, we need to
the information on Google.”
had any real change over this period
cancel many laws that are not
Imagine that! We have people
of time. Yes, we changed Saddam
promoting diversity. Since we
in formal positions within the
Hussein, but we have had many
are talking about the freedom
Ministry of Education who don’t
Saddam Husseins since then.”
of religion and belief, let me cite
know about “the other.” What
a relevant example. There are
about the upcoming generation?
Pascale
Warda
many Baha’is who live in Iraq.
The mentality that arises in the
Yet even today our legal system
next generation is one where the
has laws dating from the Ba’ath
world is black and white. They
regime that prevent Baha’i beliefs. Such laws are against the don’t know anything about the other religious groups in Iraq.
constitution, but they were passed because Baha’i beliefs did So changing the curriculum is the second element of changing
not conciliate with the mentality of the Ba’ath political system. the mentality.
Let me give another example: discrimination against African
Iraqis south of Basra. You can kill any person by bullets, but
you can also kill him with one word—when you call an African Iraqi a slave. In the Arabic language, it’s usually when we
talk about aswad and abed. In Arabic these words are the same;
they carry the same meaning. When you use these slurs, you
kill them. If we have a law against this, then we can overcome
discrimination. This first element, revising laws, is part of the
package needed to reform Iraq. The challenge we face involves
more than security. Many people are not leaving the country
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However, the international community does not care about the
curriculum. In 2005, we had a special issue of our magazine
about Yazidis. At that time, we expressed our belief that stereotypes lead to discrimination and that discrimination leads
to genocide—that’s what happened in Sinjar. In 2005, the international community cared about writing a constitution and
holding elections. Yet without diversity, what’s the use of writing a constitution or holding an election? If we lose diversity, if
we lose Yazidis and Christians, the country will have only three
groups: Kurds, Sunnis, and Shi’as. Maintaining and promoting
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Robert Destro
diversity can keep Iraq united. You know, one of my books is
called, Unity and Diversity: A Roadmap to Promoting Pluralism
in Iraq.
The third element needed to reform the mentality is interfaith
dialogue. I talk a lot about this priority because I am one of
the founders of the Iraqi Council for Interfaith Dialogue. I am
a secular member of the council. The clergy are part of the
problem. But they are part of the solution, too. How can we
make them a part of the solution? This is our work, and I will
talk later about the activities we are doing. These activities are
amazing, but nobody hears about them because the media focuses attention on hate-makers.
The fourth element needed to change the mentality is the
youth. We must consider how the young people can save us.
There are many young peacemakers in Iraq working daily, but
nobody sees them because the media sees the wrong and the
worst image of Iraq.
ROBERT DESTRO: Okay. How soon can you get a group of
people together to give us the text of the laws that you want to

change? Do you have somebody who can actually do that? If
not, how can we get somebody to help you?
SAAD SALLOUM: My colleagues and I have been working on
drafting laws since 2009. After Daesh, our priorities changed.
We have a plan and we have a strategy, but we need somebody
to help us implement it.
ROBERT DESTRO: Let me be specific. One of the reasons
I asked that question is that we have people here in the United
States and Europe who are fluent Arabic speakers and who are
lawyers, but they don’t know how to find the laws. They don’t
know what the text is. Give us the text of the laws, and tell us
what’s wrong with them. Then we’ll get somebody to translate
them, and we can actually begin to be partners. Ms. Warda?
PASCALE WARDA: Thank you very much for this opportunity. I would like to bring up a very important issue. In
Iraq, there is no religious freedom. What we understand as
religious freedom here in the West is completely nonexistent
in Iraq. Anyone who converts to another religion, especially
Muslims, is killed. This is the response. Two months ago, I
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was in the Ministry of Justice where I met the Shura Council president, who is a woman. I told her, “I am organizing
a campaign not only for Christians and minorities who are
targeted, but also for majorities who are targeted.” In 2015,
parliament passed Article 26—which is the same as Article 21
of the previous civil law. (You know, our politicians change
the titles of laws rather than working for Iraqi development.)
Article 26 targets all non-Muslim minorities. It automatically
Islamizes all children of non-Muslims when their father or
mother becomes a Muslim. In other words, children who are
minors automatically become Muslims after the conversion
of a parent.
What are the politicians doing? They are destroying families. The context of the family in Iraq is not like in Western
countries. When somebody cannot practice his values or is
deprived of education, it completely destroys a family. We
are really ashamed at the types of laws the Iraqi parliament
has passed over the past 13 years. We have not had any real
change over this period of time. Yes, we changed Saddam
Hussein, but we have had many Saddam Husseins since then.
This failure is not only the responsibility of the weak political people that we have. It is also the responsibility of the
international community; it’s an American responsibility.
We are all in this situation together. In 2014, when President Obama addressed the situation in Iraq, he drew a red
line at Erbil—that is, if Erbil was crossed by ISIS, it would
provoke the use of U.S. military force. Why didn’t he draw
the red line at Hamdaniya or Sinjar? After all, these areas are
the most peaceful areas in Iraq. These people are not fighting
people; they have no arms. They are weaponless. President
Obama drew the red line to protect Kurdistan, but he left
Hamdaniya and Sinjar in the hands of Daesh. The refusal to
protect Hamdaniya or Sinjar complicated our work beyond
our capabilities.
Now, let me address the question of what we would like you to
do. Given Western involvement in our country’s history, we are
now partners, whether we like it or not. First of all, we would
like training, training, and more training. We need training
not only for police and for judicial leaders, but also for politicians. We lack leadership. I am very sorry to say this. Where are
parliament members when Iraqis are asked to speak? They’re
absent. When we have forums in Baghdad, no one comes. Do
you know how many hearings we have done in the Iraqi parliament? Not one of the representatives of the minorities comes
to see what we are speaking about.
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Yes, it is important to say that we have a lack of leadership. Iraq
has a history of many riches—except charisma. We have no
leadership charisma. We need to go to the roots of the problem. We have a government and we have a parliament, and yet
there are still people in the streets asking and crying and dying
without electricity.
So what is the solution? Do you want to divide Iraq? No! We
have a constitution where federalism is a possibility. Each region can have some autonomy. We have many tools to address
the challenge of national unity, but we do not have the people
to lead us. We don’t have adequate political decision-makers.
Every day I am in the council of ministers, and I can see that
the government is completely disconnected from what is happening with minorities. They are disconnected from what is
happening in Erbil and Sinjar, where many people are displaced. When we ask them to address a problem, they reply,
“Yes, we will do it. We will see this committee and that committee.” Yet nothing more happens. The report is completely
lost among the committees.
The Hammurabi Human Rights Organization, which I lead,
documents human rights situations, and we focus especially
on minorities. Unfortunately, members of the Alliance of Iraqi
Minorities are not here because they were not invited, even
though they should be the first group whose input we seek. As
we try to document all of these violations, they are not showing
us we are going toward a better situation. We are going in the
opposite direction. The way we are headed is toward more and
more state weakness and human rights violations.
But we never lose hope, because we know we have very strong
people. We have a very long history, a country with thousands
of years of unresolved conflicts. For years and years there has
been no solution for any of these problems. The problems became normalized for Iraqi politicians; they ask people to live
with them. “Don’t expect us to fix anything,” the politicians
said. “Get used to living with the violations.” This attitude is
not correct. This passivity makes regions and regimes collapse.
The politicians decide we have no hope; it’s no wonder so many
people leave the country. I was in Karrada earlier this month,
where ISIS car bombs killed over 300 people. I said, “If you are
not able to carry out the responsibility of providing security for
your people, why are you still occupying a seat of power? Step
down and give your place to others.”
I am Christian, and I am one of those who has been targeted.
Since 1988, we have been the victims. Now my house is in the
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“Last Christmas, a local councilor decided not to allow the celebration of Christmas for
many reasons... In response, we organized a youth initiative to go to the church with
candles. The idea of this initiative was to show that, if Christians will not be able celebrate
Christmas, Muslims will... Imagine three million or four million Muslims celebrating
Christmas in Iraq! There is no other country in the Middle East doing that.”
Saad Salloum
hands of Daesh. We are trying to find solutions, but security
solutions are not easy. We must have a real army. We need a real
police. We need diverse militias—but do we really think Iraq
can move forward under a militia system? It’s going to take a
mix of policies, a great deal of understanding, and a complete
reconstruction of the country. The work is vital not only for us
as Iraqis but also for all of the Middle East—for everybody, in
all countries.
ROBERT DESTRO: We have about 15 minutes before we
have to open up to questions from the audience. In the audience we have people from the international community.
What specifically do you want them to do? If I’m going to
Congress to advocate for you, what do you want me to ask
for? For example, what do you want from the EU? What do
you want from Australia? What do you want from the American Congress?
MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: I want you to let us do our
job—not to do our job on behalf of us.
ROBERT DESTRO: Okay.
MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: With all the due respect, I
thought you were joking when you proposed for us to give American and European lawyers a to-do list of laws to rewrite. It took
the Tunisians four years to draft a new constitution. That constitution took really deep thinking, discussion, and dialogue with all of
the communities involved: the Troika government, the Islamists,
and the secularists. It took voting in the parliament on each article
of the constitution until the general assembly finally ratified it.
Thank you for offering to draft a law for us. That’s good idea; but
that’s exactly what destroyed Iraq after 2003.
ROBERT DESTRO: I just want to make it clear: I’m asking
what can we do to help you? I’m not proposing to write the
laws. That’s your job, not our job.

MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: Also, I have a problem
with providing only policing to communities without trying
to provide some support to the local government structure or
to the overall rule-of-law mechanisms. If you provide policing
to a community where there is no judiciary, no rule-of-law, no
prisons, no courts—if there’s nothing except the police—then
the police will end up being the new tyranny. They will become
more violent. And we’re not even addressing how the policing
system has become militarized. One of the problems when the
United States tries to provide security support abroad is that
they turn police forces into militaries and militias, rather than
better functioning police forces. In the attempt to provide security, the police force ends up losing the policing and patrolling aspects of its work.
Recently, a very unfortunate incident happened in Syria
where the Al-Zenki group, one of the “vetted and modern”
armed groups—that is, vetted by the CIA—beheaded a kid.
Allegedly, the kid was fighting next to the government forces.
This group was receiving some support from the U.S. government, and they’re one of the groups that support local policing in northern Aleppo. We don’t want to see this again. In
the first place, there’s no accountability. There’s no accountability with the locals in Syria. There’s no accountability between them and the United States. International law provides
some clauses specifying that when you supply security support, you’re accountable for those people, but this accountability is not taking place.
There is a second problem in trying to parachute solutions
on people. When President Bush was going to war, Donald
Rumsfeld whispered in his ear. He said, “If you break it, you
own it.” That’s why the United States is owning Iraq all of the
time now. Every time there’s a problem with Iraq, the United
States will deploy troops there because that’s their problem.
I think where the United States failed miserably was rebuilding the state in Iraq and trying to restructure a nation there.
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Bassam Ishak
When President Obama took up office, he realized this is
an impossible mission. So he withdrew and gave the keys to
Nouri al-Maliki. He then ignored what Nouri al-Maliki did
in all of these years, building up militias and inciting sectarian behavior against other minorities. Thus, none of the postauthoritarianism solutions or transitional justice practices
were implemented in Iraq.

the sectarian balance in Iraq. This development was very dangerous and everybody saw it happening. Due to the growing
influence of Iran, when ISIS started coming to Anbar and the
Sunni areas, it wasn’t difficult for them to convince the Sunnis
of their intent to represent and defend the Sunnis. ISIS could
persuade the Sunnis that they were being killed and secluded
simply on account of being Sunnis.

Vetting the Iraqi government of the human rights violators
was a bad idea. This “de-Ba’athification” kicked everybody
out of the system, including deans of schools, teachers, and
military folks who were not necessarily bad. In short, anybody who had at some point been a member of the Ba’ath
Party was removed. We had a bad model of justice in the International Tribunal for Iraq. I hated Saddam Hussein more
than anybody else in the world, but I wanted to see him receive due process and a fair trial, not the sort of justice the
United States supported and funded.

Incidentally, regarding Pascale’s comment about President
Obama’s red lines, not all of those red lines related to minority
or majority communities. For example, there was a red line
about chemical weapons in Syria. However, that red line wasn’t
held; the Assad regime did not suffer consequences for having
crossed it.

Thirdly—and this is an important point—the politics in the
region has allowed Iran to have more influence and has upset
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As to Iraqi federalism, I understand the Iraqi Constitution
allows for federalism. However, I heard the representatives
of minority communities discussing self-governance and autonomy, and I see people thirsty for governance because they
don’t trust the other communities to govern them. This trend
toward self-governance is based on the fear that each group
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has of the others, which festers due to the absence of any
trustworthy national forces. There’s no national system we
trust. The central government of Baghdad is not really giving
the Kurdish region any freedom to live. It cuts their budgets
and tries to besiege them financially, thus forcing the Kurds
to sell oil directly to Turkey without going back to the central
government. This is a great example of how the federal system
works.
I ask the minority representatives: What type of governance
do they wish to see in Iraq? Is it somewhat decentralized, very
decentralized, or complete federalism? The federal system, in
practice, led to the Kurdish groups escaping the tyranny of
Nouri al-Maliki and his central government in Baghdad.
I have one final comment related to the post-liberation environment in Syria. The post-liberation situation in Syria is far
more complicated than the post-liberation situation in Iraq
for the simple reason that there’s no one group taking over
these areas in Syria. First, ISIS came and defeated the Free Syrian Army—the moderate opposition fighters—and took over
some cities and towns. Then the government came, not to
bomb ISIS, but to fight the Free Syrian Army. Next, the Kurdish forces supported by the United States and Russia came to
these towns and liberated them, yet committed human rights
violations along the way.
The local community is not happy with any of those actors—
not with the government, not with the Kurdish liberating
forces, and not with the opposition. They’re not being consulted in this process. There is no process of reconciling the
liberated people with the people who are allegedly liberating
them. The oddity that has developed is that groups are essentially saying, “We’re going to liberate you in spite of you.
Since we have provided liberation, you should be happy with
our governance even if we don’t represent you.” Of course,
events unfolding in this way will bring only another ISIS. The
next ISIS may not necessarily take the form of Sunni extremism, but it could be any other model of violent reaction to the
bad governance in the region.
ROBERT DESTRO: Thank you. Your comments are a good
reminder of the wisdom that all politics is local and that you
have to start from the bottom to build these things up. Mr.
Ishak, go ahead.
BASSAM ISHAK: That’s exactly what we were forced to do
in northeast Syria. The regime that withdrew basically left the

area. So only the locals remained. They had to take security
into their own hands. The gangs who attacked my community in Syria wrote threat letters in an effort to compel people
to leave. Even before that, we had Al-Nusra come into our
region, and that started an exodus of Christians in northeast
Syria.
So we had to take matters into our own hands—not me personally but the people. If they did not form a police force,
there would not be anybody today in that region. Yet they
didn’t just start the police; they had negotiations with other
groups and started something called democratic self-administration. They also had their own parliament. They wrote
a social contract together which recognized the Syriac language as an indigenous formal language. It recognized the
role of women and assigned 40 percent of all government
positions to women. We engaged in negotiation with the
other side. We didn’t just come and say, “Let’s join together
and fight.” We are eager to have a political model for the
rest of Syria. We don’t like the Bashar al-Assad model. The
opposition refused to sit and talk to us, so we decided to do
it ourselves.
ROBERT DESTRO: What specifically do you want from the
international community?
BASSAM ISHAK: It can support us in developing and maturing our model.
ROBERT DESTRO: Do you think that the international
community knows enough about the model that you’ve developed to help you with it?
BASSAM ISHAK: Of course they know enough about the
model. I presented the model in Geneva a month ago in front
of representatives of seven Western countries.
ROBERT DESTRO: What about the NGOs around the
world? Do they know enough about the model to help you?
BASSAM ISHAK: Well, the discussion in Geneva was facilitated by an NGO, though we want more engagement by
NGOs overall.
ROBERT DESTRO: Okay. Thank you. Mr. Salloum.
SAAD SALLOUM: I want to return to thinking about the
decision makers. Which decision-makers? The clergy are maRELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — JULY 2016
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“We must not marginalize these groups again, which is precisely what will happen if we give
preferential treatment to the armed groups who are willing do the dirty work of defeating
ISIS. Giving uncritical support to these armed and powerful groups may help to achieve the
objective of liberation, but it’s going to be terrible for our work later in governance.”
Mohammad Al Abdallah
jor decision-makers, but we have not seen any attempt by
the international community to push clergy to change the
discourse. For example, does Daesh represent Islam? It’s a
clear question. Yes, it represents a kind of interpretation of
Islam. The holy text is like a mirror; you can see your face in
it. If you are an extremist, you can choose part of the holy
text to support your crime. If you support tolerance, you will
choose another part. It’s a matter of hermeneutics, a matter of interpretation. How can we support people who will
pressure their clergy to have courage to denounce Daesh and
extremists? I’m not talking about the Daesh organization. I’m
talking about the Daesh mentality. Until now, we have not
had any clear fatwa from Al-Azhar against Daesh, or from
clergy in Saudi Arabia, either. There is not any clear statement against Daesh.
MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: Well, I think that’s not
true.
SAAD SALLOUM: Really?
MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: It is not true that the clergy have been silent. After every attack happened in France and
Belgium, lots of religious figures, including many in the high
clergy, denounced ISIS on their accounts on social media.
SAAD SALLOUM: For the clergy to make a difference in the
mentality, I need a specific, authoritative statement denouncing Daesh. There is no fatwa. When I indict the clergy, I am
being responsible with my words. This is my field. This is my
work. I work with the Iraq Council for Interfaith Dialogue.
We have been working together in negotiations for 10 years.
ROBERT DESTRO: This is the kind of a debate we don’t
have time to do here, but it is a discussion that has to happen.
SAAD SALLOUM: We must start with the first step. For example, in Iraq we started a Christian-Muslim initiative because
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Muslims and Christian don’t accept the Yazidis and Baha’is.
But after the genocide in Sinjar, they accepted Yazidis.
ROBERT DESTRO: Well, I can tell you that here in Washington, when we worked on the genocide resolutions, we had
certain people in Congress say, “Why don’t we want to write
one just about Christians?” We responded: “Well, you can’t
leave out Yazidis and Mandeans and all the others. And you
especially can’t leave out Sunnis and Shi’as.” In some cases,
people nodded and we had agreement. In others, the response
is more geopolitical: “Well, what do you need Shi’as for? Isn’t
Iran part of the problem?”
This is another of the lessons we have learned: We must specify which religious minorities need help. That knowledge will
help us know whom to bring together to solve the problem.
Unlike Catholicism—my tradition—there’s no pope in Islam.
There’s not one figure of authority, but there are certain groups
of senior scholars who, if you could bring them together, could
issue influential statements. That’s why Steve Colecchi mentioned the Marrakesh Declaration earlier. It was a good start,
but it’s certainly not where we stop.
BASSAM ISHAK: When ISIS attacked the Assyrian villages in
our region in Jazira and Hasakah, I was in Istanbul, and I called
the president of the Syrian National Coalition and told him
about the situation in Hasakah. I asked him to make a statement about the ISIS attack. He said he would look into it, and
he promised something would be put out. Indeed, there was
something put out, but it was not about the ISIS attack on the
Assyrian villages. In his statement, he totally avoided mentioning the attack, and instead he talked about the Kurdish attack
on Arab villages.
Now, things like this make you lose trust in who claims to be
defending you and supporting democracy. How could the Syrian National Coalition be a coalition for democracy when the
president takes sides and avoids condemning what ISIS is do-
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ing? How could I feel safe? How could I be assured about what
is coming after Assad?
MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: Can I just put things in
context? When Turkey and the EU signed the agreement that
Turkey would start to return Syrian refugees—basically preventing them from coming through Turkey to go to the EU—
the Turkish border forces would shoot any Syrian who came
close to the border. In June, they shot 11 members of one family—three women and four children. Two families were crossing the border to escape the war in Syria. Turkish forces shot
at them.
The Syrian National Coalition—which I clearly don’t like and
do not wish to defend—issued a statement demanding an investigation from the Turkish government, and they deleted the
statement and the demand after one hour. I’m saying this to
put things in context, and just to make a point to Bassam.
Their decision not to issue a statement was not driven by religious reasons—it was not because they liked ISIS because ISIS
represented Islam. There are lots of politics within the coalition: who funds them, where they reside, and who has influence over their leadership. These considerations affect their decisions more than their views or mentalities concerning Islam.
BASSAM ISHAK: That was the point of my comment. I cannot trust their leadership.
MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: This reminds me how every time there’s attack in the United States—in Orlando or
elsewhere—Donald Trump will come on TV and say, “All
Muslims have to start denouncing this attack, or you’re all responsible for it.” I find it insulting, quite honestly, although I
do not qualify myself or identify myself as a Sunni Muslim. I’m
a human, and I’m a good citizen. I don’t think Sunni Muslim
is one of my identities, but I find the demand to denounce the
attack insulting to our intelligence. How many cops commit
crimes here in the United States and brutalize and kill AfricanAmericans? Nobody has asked all the police forces in the United States to start denouncing every single attack and brutality
committed by police forces, and then holds them collectively
responsible if they do not.
ROBERT DESTRO: Let me go to Pascale here.
PASCALE WARDA: This discussion is very complicated. We
cannot resolve this today. But I want to add one point: I ask the
international community and Americans in particular to help

Pascale Warda
support our civil society. Do you know that if there was no civil
society, if there was no church, our people would die when they
were displaced? They do not have the help of any government
in that situation.
ROBERT DESTRO: What do you mean when you say help
for civil society? What’s your shopping list for this?
PASCALE WARDA: By “civil society,” I mean all organizations—human rights, social activists, churches, even
mosques—who are presenting a service to people. I’m referring to organizations that are there to document and to
give information about what is happening, and organizations that are freely dedicating their lives to serve society.
I think a sense of the importance of civil society doesn’t
really exist in the Middle East. Politicians, in parliament
and other bodies, give no place to civil society in their ideas
and propositions.
Do you know that in every parliament everywhere, the leaders
of civil society have a place? They are invited to watch what is
happening and what is being decided. In Iraq, we have no right
to do this. To have any hope of being heard, we have to raise a
very, very big problem. My organization is considered one of
the civil society organizations that advises parliament. Yet, it’s
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never easy for us to actually perform what we have been tasked
to do.
ROBERT DESTRO: What specifically do you want the international community to do? When you ask for support of civil
society groups, what support do you have in mind?
PASCALE WARDA: Material support, because they need this
to subsist. Thanks to our partnership with Christian Solidarity
International and other organizations from different countries,
we were able to help over 2,000 families. Many people in need
of help were isolated, and nobody went to them. They were in
little villages. They were on the streets. You can go to big gatherings and shelters to give aid, but the needy people are not all
in big shelters. Our work was documenting human rights violations, but we were obliged to do humanitarian relief because
our people were left on the streets. We need aid to continue
to do this, since we have no help from the government. The
government has no idea of what is happening.
ROBERT DESTRO: Okay. We now have time for questions
and answers.
HAGIL: My name is Hagil. I’m from the Embassy of Iraq,
where I’m the first secretary. First of all, I would like to say
that we’re all Iraqis, and we all like to help our fellow Iraqis
no matter our differences in religion or culture. I just want to
make clear that we are here today to hear you. With open arms,
we are happy to receive any criticism you have for the government, the ministries, or any political people. We are open to
any advice you have that would help our people. Thank you
very much.
ROBERT DESTRO: Good. So I understand that you’ve just
promised to take the list and help with it. What we need to do
after you get the list is to have a deadline for when everything
has to be done. If we’re going to actually get things done in the
next six months to a year, then we actually have to have some
very clear targets.
AUDIENCE MEMBER (Unidentified): [Speaks in a foreign
language]
SAAD SALLOUM: [Translating audience question] She is saying that the indigenous people, who are considered a minority
in their country, need rule-of-law. Of course, we have laws to
protect minorities, but the important thing is justice. We have
experienced problems in 1991 in the Kurdistan region, and
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from 2003 until now under the administration of the central
government. The UN and the United States have a responsibility to protect minorities. We have gone from being a majority
to a minority because of genocide.
ROBERT DESTRO: Thank you. I was in a meeting a couple
of years ago where the person sitting next to me was the prayer
leader for the largest mosque in Sadr City. He turned to me
and he said, “Don’t you have a statement in your country that
if you break it, you buy it?” So the fact of the matter is: Yes, we
are responsible, but so too is the rest of the international community. I recall that it was Churchill, drawing with his finger in
the sand, who divided up Iraq. So there’s plenty of responsibility to go around. We can spend all of our time debating who’s
responsible and then never get to the task at hand, which is
how do we solve a specific problem?
PASCALE WARDA: In the situation where Iraqis are now, it’s
normal that one would not expect minorities to be assured by the
government’s pledge to provide security. The government says,
“Oh, you know, you can forget. Go back. It’s okay. You will be
protected.” The authorities told us two days—maybe even one
day—before Daesh attacked, “We will protect you. Don’t worry.
Stay.” They left even before the children and women could escape! The fighters left people. We have to think about this fear
and this sense of vulnerability, because we don’t have real security
tools. The provision of security is the number one priority for
international actors, especially the United States.
ROBERT DESTRO: Security is number one. Right?
PASCALE WARDA: Yes. We need to improve our security
tools to make them really effective. I remember that when we
were without a Ministry of Defense, it was horrible to feel
completely unprotected on our borders. We felt as though this
country would become, you know, a place of gathering of all
of those pieces of garbage. I’m sorry to say that. The problem is
this: The Iraqi government is not an interlocutor in the discussion about what its citizens need. The problem is not always
at the international level. The problem, number one, is at the
Iraqi level. I was in one of the meetings at NATO and, believe
me, people would like to help, but they don’t know exactly
what to do. Even when they do know how to help, they don’t
have an interlocutor to give them the possibility to do it. Since
Iraq is a member of the UN, I think it’s very important when
Americans are on the ground in Baghdad that they implement
a strategy to rebuild a real tool of security, like the army or the
police.
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MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: Wasn’t that exactly what
the United States did, or claimed to have done, from 2003
until 2010?
PASCALE WARDA: No, no, no. They destroyed the army.
MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: Weren’t they spending $51
billion of U.S. taxpayers’ money and rebuilding the Iraqi national forces? All of the arms of the Iraqi national forces ended
up in ISIS hands because the Iraqi national forces ran away
quickly and left all of the vehicles.
ROBERT DESTRO: No. But this is exactly my point about
the need to make a list of priorities. I completely agree with
you on the need, but I think we need to be very realistic. Look,
my father was a senior policeman. He always said that if you
are going to train the police—even in just one town—it’s going
to take you years to do it well.

of the violation for us. We’ve been getting lots of support from
Carnegie Mellon University. They developed big software programs to process and analyze videos without having to watch
them all. We have almost 600,000 videos. And this is just one
collection—it’s not even all the videos in Syria. Watching each
video for three minutes, that’s 1,800,000 minutes total. With
the software from Carnegie Mellon University, you can upload
the result you’re looking for. For example, you simply go to the
software, type “tank,” and then leave the software to run. The
next morning, the software will have sorted all the videos and
will have separated out those with tanks. You can also search by
logo and by noise detection and analysis.
We’ve been doing quite a bit of good work with technology because one of the main themes of the conflict in Syria is the emergence of big data from the conflict. Everybody is documenting
the conflict while it is going on. That’s something we have to
adapt to. We started with a large number of lawyers, and we
ended up with more IT people on our team than legal people.

PASCALE WARDA: Yes.
ROBERT DESTRO: Go ahead, Mr. Salloum.
ROBERT DESTRO: And my father would always say, “The
most dangerous thing in the world is to give a 20-year-old man SAAD SALLOUM: Of course we need your support. For
or woman a gun and a badge and then give them authority example, we have many youth initiatives in Iraq. They are dowithout training them.” That is the practical problem. You’re ing amazing activities, but nobody hears about them because
going to have to build security
the media doesn’t cover their
forces from the ground up. It
activity. They usually use social
“How could the Syrian National
cannot be done from Baghdad.
media, but is there an expert to
It’s got to be done from the
help them do that? Their effecCoalition be a coalition for democracy
ground up at the local level.
tiveness is a matter of marketwhen the president takes sides and
ing. They are peacemakers, but
avoids condemning what ISIS is
ERIC ASHCROFT: Hello. My
they need to be able to market
doing? How could I feel safe? How
name is Eric Ashcroft. I’m from
their activity. We need your supcould
I
be
assured
about
what
is
the American Association for
port for that.
coming after Assad?”
the Advancement of Sciences,
Geospatial Technologies ProjI will tell you one example. Last
Bassam
Ishak
ect. This is a quick question. In
Christmas, a local councilor
the work you’re doing and you
decided not to allow the celanticipate doing, are there any
ebration of Christmas for many
uses of new and emerging technology that you would like reasons. He said, “I didn’t receive any orders from the politito use but you aren’t using yet? Do you have any technology cal leaders, and thus we will not celebrate Christmas here.” In
needs that we, in the international community, could help response, we organized a youth initiative to go to the church
you with?
with candles. The idea of this initiative was to show that, if
Christians will not be able celebrate Christmas, Muslims will.
MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: Yes. In our documenta- We had hundreds of young people take part in the initiative.
tion in Syria, we developed a specific database that’s custom- Nobody controlled them. Nobody asked them. It was a grassized for our needs. All the labels and tags are based on defini- roots movement. Even in the holy place of Najaf youth took
tions of international humanitarian law because that’s the basis part. Imagine three million or four million Muslims celebratRELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — JULY 2016
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ing Christmas in Iraq! There is no other country in the Middle
East doing that. Did you see this in the reports or in the media?
No. If we had tools and experts in social media, we could advertise these peacemaking efforts.
ROBERT DESTRO: We also need to be plotting things on
the map. We need to know where the atrocities are taking
place. We need to know where the churches are. We need to
know where the Christmas celebrations are. It looks like we
have another question.
MAJA HAWI: Do you not believe that the real problem right
now is getting rid of ISIS? The governments that are being supported by the United States are trying to get rid of ISIS, but
they’re also attacking minorities. Don’t we have to recognize
that?
ROBERT DESTRO: Let me go down the panel to get responses on that question.
MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: I don’t think the big
problem is defeating ISIS. I disagree with lots of people on
this point. After we defeat ISIS, we’re going to transition to
either more bad people or people who are even worse than
ISIS. There will be a vacuum which is going to be filled by
another ISIS, regardless of the name or the religious extrem-

But one great solution happened in my country. Somebody
started a program to train judges—it was advertised as “become a judge in five days” —and they start appointing judges
here and there. They established local courts and then sharia
courts to start governing these places. Of course, these courts
had no relation to a proper judiciary, due process, or official
written records. For testimony, it’s enough to say, “Oh, I know
this guy. He used to be a former soldier with Assad.” The judge
asks, “Do you have a witness?” He says, “Oh, my cousin in
Saudi Arabia knew him.” They would call the guy on Viber,
and then they would send us the victim or the defendant.
That’s an example from Syria.
In Iraq in 2006 and 2007, the United States, with the help
of Saudi-backed and funded Sahwa groups—the Arab Sunni
tribes—defeated Al-Qaeda temporarily. Yet, because we gave
power to the oppressive Nouri al-Maliki regime, we ended up
with ISIS emerging. Another bad group is going to seize control, unless the country’s communities feel they’re governed effectively.
ROBERT DESTRO: Okay. We have five minutes left. Let me
hear from the other three members.
PASCALE WARDA: I think post-Daesh is our problem. At
this point, nothing is prepared for post-Daesh. This is my fear

“The local community is not happy with any of those actors—not with the government, not
with the Kurdish liberating forces, and not with the opposition. They’re not being consulted
in this process. There is no process of reconciling the liberated people with the people who are
allegedly liberating them.”
Mohammad Al Abdallah

ism or the sect. That’s why planting some seeds for good governance is essential. We cannot let these areas be in a vacuum. Otherwise, we’ll see what happened in Syria before ISIS
emerged. The armed opposition liberated and captured lots
of the cities and towns. They defeated Assad’s forces, kicked
them out, and put their own flags in these places. But then
the daily life of people with all of their daily needs emerged.
We need schools. We need education. We need health care.
We need a judiciary. We need adjudication of disputes.
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now: What we will do after Daesh. Civil society is preparing.
I already published our organization’s vision. We have groups
training to conduct reconciliation, and we are speaking highly
about reconciliation. But all of this is not really efficient if there
is no government action on the ground. We need authorities to
enforce decisions and help those displaced people who return
after Daesh. They are a completely destroyed people. We have to
provide everything for them. We need to reconstruct infrastructure. We need humanitarian relief for maybe one year. Thus, the
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“We talked a lot about minorities’ rights and collective rights. But there is one word that is
very important for us: citizenship. We talked about building armies, writing a constitution,
having an election, establishing a political regime, and destroying a political regime. But we
didn’t talk about citizenship. Without that, I don’t see any hope. Hope for us is not a choice.
It’s our way of life. Without that, we give up.”
Saad Salloum
post-Daesh period is the real issue, and a most complicated one.
All schools are destroyed. All churches are destroyed.
ROBERT DESTRO: Okay. Thank you, Pascale. Bassam?
BASSAM ISHAK: Somebody earlier spoke about hope, and
I want to be more specific. We need vision. How do we empower our people who are ready to leave? How do we convince
them to stay? We have to come up with a vision. In our case, I
can only speak to the Syrian situation. The opposition groups
haven’t been able to come up with a vision. What we need urgently is a Syrian-Syrian dialogue, and many in the opposition
are reluctant to do this.
ROBERT DESTRO: Where would you have such a dialogue?
I think that you’re absolutely right. It has to take place. The
talks in Geneva—at least my impression of them—involves
only these guys with the guns. They don’t necessarily have the
vision.
MOHAMMAD AL ABDALLAH: Can I add half a question
to Bassam? Who would the dialogue happen between? The opposition and the government?
BASSAM ISHAK: I’m talking about the opposition. They had
a chance in Cairo in July 2012 and it fell apart. I think what
we learned from that is that we cannot go right away to an
open conference for the entire opposition. Where civil society
can play a role is to facilitate inter-group dialogue, especially
groups who have the biggest differences. I’ve been in workshops where the groups in attendance seem to have nothing in
common—some are Islamist, others are secular—and yet they
would come up with a vision. But you need to facilitate such
dialogue. You need to have experienced people who are sitting
and facilitating the Syrian-Syrian dialogue, and the dialogue
should not have an outside influence.

ROBERT DESTRO: Okay. Saad?
SAAD SALLOUM: We talked a lot about minorities’ rights
and collective rights. But there is one word that is very important for us: citizenship. We talked about building armies,
writing a constitution, having an election, establishing a political regime, and destroying a political regime. But we didn’t
talk about citizenship. Without that, I don’t see any hope.
Hope for us is not a choice. It’s our way of life. Without
that, we give up. I think the view you are talking about is
the model of citizenship fit for Syria and Iraq: intercultural
citizenship. We must be thinking about that. This is one of
our responsibilities as peacemakers. We are fighting with the
glass sword.
ROBERT DESTRO: Thank you very much for your participation. [Applause]
KNOX THAMES: I think we’ve enjoyed a very rich and at
times tense debate and discussion. But I think we’ve unearthed
a lot of the issues that are at hand and have a clearer picture of
the challenges ahead. For sure, the challenge is immense. The
issues that we’ve discussed today are fraught. But I also think
that we have a window of opportunity, and these opportunities
don’t come often, and they don’t last very long. We need to think
about what we can do. We need to act. We need to find ways to
have the policies in place, to bring the resources on line, to assist
these communities that we’ve heard so much about today.
The United States is committed to do this. We’re committed
to working with our friends and allies in this regard. But we
need a common plan, and if we fail to take advantage of this
opportunity, diversity will lose. Diversity will be lost. That’s
something all of us are committed to fighting against.

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — JULY 2016

71

3307 M Street NW, Suite 200
Washington, D.C. 20007
berkleycenter@georgetown.edu
202-687-5119
http://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/rfp
Report designed by Andrew Wallender

72
BERKLEY CENTER FOR RELIGION, PEACE & WORLD AFFAIRS AT GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY

