
 

  

IRAQ 

Part III: Treatment and 

Discrimination of Assyrians in 

the άIraqi Kurdistan Regionέ 

Assyria Council of Europe            

Hammurabi Human Rights Organization 

 

The Struggle to Exist 



2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Struggle to Exist 
 

 

 

Part III:  
 

Treatment and discrimination of Assyrians in the 

ñIraqi Kurdistan Regionò 
 
  



3 
 

 

February 2010  

 

The Struggle to Exist 
 

Part II I: Treatment and discrimination of Assyrians in the ñIraqi Kurdistan Regionò 
 
Methodology... 4 

Map 1: The Iraqi Kurdistan Region and Disputed Territories Claimed by the Kurdistan Regional 

Government... 5 

Map 2: A close-up of the Iraqi Kurdistan Region showing some of the places mentioned in the text of this 

report... 6 

 

 

The Struggle to Exist... 7 

 

I. Treatment of Assyrians in the ñIraqi Kurdistan Regionò... 9 
Refuge for ñMinoritiesò?... 9 

Political Pepresentation of ñChristiansò and other Minorities... 12 

Recognition of the KRGôs ñSupport for Christiansò... 13 

Land Disputes... 13 

Reconstructing Churches and Villages... 19 

Employment and Money-Earning Opportunities... 24 

Education... 27 

The Media... 31 

The IKRôs constitution: Equality and safeguards for minorities?... 31 

The Question of an Autonomous Region for ñChristiansò... 36 

 

II. Conclusions... 39 

 

Recommendations... 39 

To the Kurdistan Regional Government... 39 

To the Government of Iraq... 40 

To the United States and Coalition Countries... 42 

To UNAMI and International Human Rights, Humanitarian and Aid Organisations... 42  



METHODOLOGY 
 

 

This report is based on a six-week fact-finding 

mission in the northern Iraqi cities of Arbil, 

Kirkuk and Dohuk, the regions of Barwari-

Bala, Sapna, Simel, Zakho and Nahla, and the 

towns or villages of Bakhdida (Qaraqosh), 

Tall -Kepe (Tell-Kayf) , Tisqopa (Tell-Isquf), 

Batnaya, Beqopa (Baqofah), Alqosh, 

Baôshiqa, Bahzani, Karimlish (Karemles), 

Baritleh (Bartilla h), Sharafiyah, 

Bahindawaya, óAyn-Baqrah, Karanjok, 

Dashqotan, Pirozawah, óAyn-Sifne, Shaqlawa 

and Diyana.  

 

The fact-finding mission was conducted 

between November and January 2010 to 

investigate abuses against Assyrians in the 

disputed territories of the Nineveh Plains and 

in the Iraq Kurdistan Region. For security 

reasons the Assyria Council of Europe did not 

visit the city of Mosul. 

 

Assyria Council of Europe interviewed over 

70 men and women of the Chaldo-Assyrian 

community, both privately and in group 

settings. Interviews were conducted mainly in 

Syriac and Arabic, without a translator, 

persons having been identified for interview 

largely with the assistance of Iraqi 

nongovernmental organizations serving 

Assyrian groups. In addition, Assyria Council 

of Europe conducted follow-up telephone 

interviews and consulted official documents 

provided by Assyrian representatives. All of 

these interviewees were informed of the 

purpose of the interview, its voluntary nature, 

and the ways in which the data would be 

collected and used, and verbally consented to 

be interviewed. The names and other 

identifying information of many of them have 

been withheld in the interests of their personal 

security. 

 

The report also draws on meetings in Arbil 

with senior Assyrian official and Iraqi 

Parliament member Yonadam Yousif Kanna. 

Assyria Council of Europe also interviewed 

Nineveh Provincial Council elected 

representative Jevara Zaia, who in the 2008 

provincial elections won the Christian 

minority quota seat. 

  



Map 1: The Iraqi Kurdistan Region and the Disputed Territories Claimed by the 

Kurdistan Regional Government 

Courtesy of the International Crisis Group and Human Rights Watch 
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Map 2: A close-up of the Iraqi Kurdistan Region showing some of the places mentioned 

in the text of this report 

 

Adapted from an official map of the region published in Kurdish by the official website of the Kurdistan Region Government 

(www.krg.org)  

  

http://www.krg.org/
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THE STRUGGLE TO 

EXIST 

 

The purpose of this report is to give the facts regarding the situation of Assyrians in northern Iraq, including the 

Iraqi Kurdistan Region (IKR). It also outlines the Kurdistan Regional Governmentôs (KRG) policies towards 

Assyrians and other Christians of all denominations, as well as other minorities in the region. The report also 

outlines the reality of the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) leadershipôs policies towards these groups. 

Additionally, it examines and responds to the seriously misleading report presented in December 2009 by Ms. 

Bayan Sami Abdul Rahman, the KRGôs High Representative to the UK in retaliation to allegations of Kurdish 

involvement in the killing and displacement of Mosulôs Christians, and lends its support to the November 2009 

report by Human Rights Watch on violence against minority communities in Nineveh provinceôs disputed 

territories. 

 

Essentially at issue is the status of the Assyrians in the disputed territories immediately south of the semi-

autonomous IKR, as well as those Assyrians residing within the IKR. For nearly three decades previous Iraqi 

governments attempted to ñArabiseò northern Iraq, forcibly driving out hundreds of thousands of non-Arabs 

such as Assyrians and Kurds from their homes and settling ethnic Arabs in their place. Currently, since Saddam 

Husseinôs overthrow, the leadership of the KRG insists that it is entitled to claim this land as part of an ever-

expanding Kurdish territory, stretching from the Sinjar area near the Syrian border in the west all the way to 

Khanaqin near the Iranian border to the southeast.  

 

Vast segments of these disputed territories claimed by the Kurdish authorities are historical regions of other 

indigenous Iraqi peoples. Kirkuk, for example is historically Assyrian and Turkmen, Mosul is Assyrian and 

Arab, and the Nineveh Plains are home also to Assyrians, Yazidis, Shabak, Turkmen and Kakaôis. Turkmen and 

Arabs also predominate and outnumber Kurds in the north of Diyala province. Furthermore, the Kurdish 

presence in most of these territories is not ancient and the non-Kurdish communities dominate. It would not be 

practical to thus construct boundaries and regions along ethnic lines.  

 

The KRG has also intensified its Kurdish nationalist outlook since 2003, which through ñKurdificationò is 

threatening the very existence and way of life of Assyrians indigenous to those areas presently under their 

control. The KRG authorities have been in power since 1991, governing with semi-autonomy. They hold a 

significant number of posts in the Iraqi state and the Iraqi constitution, grants the IKR powers almost equal to 

those of the central government. This impedes the stateôs functionality. 

 

While both Kurd and Arab leaderships claim the ódisputed territories,ô such as the Nineveh Plains or Kirkuk, the 

actual facts on the ground differ from the ethnically exclusive narratives they portray. These territories are 

historically one of Iraqôs most ethnically, linguistically, culturally, and religiously diverse areas, and for 

centuries they have been home to indigenous Assyrian Christians, as well as Yazidis, Shabaks, Turkmen, and 

other minorities. The same is true for the IKR, which is not only home to communities of indigenous Assyrians 

and Yazidis, but also to considerable Turkmen, Arab and Armenian communities. 

 

Of course, Iraqôs Kurds deserve to be compensated for the atrocities committed against them by the various 

Iraqi governments, among them genocide and the displacement of hundreds of thousands of people. This issue 

though should be considered separate from the Kurdsô current struggle for political control over the disputed 

territories, and does not justify one ethnic group controlling the area exclusively. All victims of Saddam 

Husseinôs Arabisation campaign should to be able to return to, and rebuild, their historic communities ï 

including Assyrians. Kurds also should not claim exclusivity of suffering, especially since, historically Kurds 

have been the victimisers of indigenous groups less numerous than themselves, such as Assyrians and Yazidis. 

In a sense nowadays, history is once again regrettably repeating itself. 

 

The competing efforts of Arabs and Kurds to resolve their territorial disputes over northern Iraqôs future have 

left the Assyrians, and other communities who live there in an uncertain situation. It is they who ultimately bear 
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the brunt of this conflict and come under growing pressure to declare their loyalty to either one side or the other, 

or face the consequences. They are being victimised by the heavy handed tactics of the Kurdish authorities, not 

the least arbitrary arrest and detention, torture, and intimidation, directed at anyone resisting Kurdish 

expansionist plans. The Kurdish thrust into the region has also created an opportunity and reason for Arab ultra-

nationalists and Sunni extremists to continue killing members of minority groups, especially non-Muslims. It is 

precisely this segment of society, the shade of grey being neither Arab nor Kurd, which is struggling to exist in 

the new Iraq.  



9 
 

I . Treatment of Assyrians in the ñIraqi Kurdistan Regionò 
 

To really understand what Kurdish authorities have in store for the ethnic communities of the Nineveh 

Plains if they do annex the disputed territories, one must fully comprehend their current situation 

within the IKR since 1991 and more specifically after the 2003 regime-change when the ruling 

Kurdish parties, no-longer fearing retribution by Saddam, became more open with their nationalist 

and exclusivist rhetoric. Part of Assyria Council of Europeôs fact-finding mission was to investigate 

the actualities of Assyrian life in the IKR, and especially how they are treated under the KRG. The 

plain fact of the matter is that the IKR is practically a military dictatorship dominated by the KDP in 

Dohuk and Arbil provinces (where Assyrians and Yazidis predominate), controlled by its peshmerga 

forces, and closely scrutinised by its Asayish intelligence units which have centres in every town and 

district centre and strike fear into the hearts of those who oppose them. As was the norm under 

Saddam, portraits of Masôud Barzani (or his late father Mullah Mustafa) eerily smile from the walls of 

every shop, restaurant, hotel and government office. It is definitely not unusual to see Kak Masôudôs 

image paired up with that of Iraqi President and PUK leader Jalal Talabani, as well as large images of 

KDP ñheroesò such as Idris Barzani (Masôudôs brother and father of former KRG Prime Minister 

Nechirvan) in prominent places. This is a culture which is already slowly creeping into the Nineveh 

Plians with Yazidi villages in the Shaykhan district displaying large images of Masôud Barzani at their 

entrances.The KDP does not even attempt to hide the fact that it is a front for the nepotism of the 

Barzani dynasty and thus, in many respects, Kurdish rule is no different to Baath party rule under 

Saddam. 
 

 

Refuge for ñMinoritiesò? 
 

The IKR has naturally become a safe haven for Iraqi IDPs of all ethnicities, religions and sects, since 

violence has erupted everywhere else in the country. According to the International Organisation for 

Migration 39% of the 83,333 IDP families that it has assessed in the IKR belong to religious or ethnic 

minorities.
1
 By 2006, the KRG had accommodated and ówelcomedô as many as 50,000 individuals, 

the majority of whom are not in camps but stay with relatives and acquaintances, or in pubic 

buildings.
2
 This ówelcomeô means only that they are allowed the privilege of entering the region. 

Muslim Arabs, if not belonging to tribes that have alliances with the Kurds, are turned away even if 

their lives are in danger. For all those that do enter though, residence permits are required and these 

must be renewed periodically, causing IDPs to feel like foreigners within the borders of their own 

country.
3
 

 

Many Assyrians have nowhere else to go. They feel like Iraq is their country, since they are so well-

integrated into the society, and they believe that they belong there. One Assyrian IDP recounts, 

 

ñI am a real Iraqi. I was born in Baghdad, registered in Kirkuk, my family is from Nahla, I now live 

in Tall-Kepe, Iôve worked for the past 10 years in Arbil, and my parents are now in Syria waiting to 

leave for the West... Where am I from? Where should I live? Where can I go? I donôt want to leave my 

country.ò
4
 

The several thousand Christian families estimated by the UN and international NGOs to have found 

refuge in the IKR, are not foreigners. In reality most of them are indigenous Assyrians and originate 

                                                           
1 International Organisation for Migration, Dahuk Governorate Profile August 2009, IDP and Returnee Assessment, 

http://www.iom-iraq.net/Library/idp_gov_profiles/2009/Governorate%20Profiles%20-%20Dahuk.pdf. 
2 UN Assistance Mission for Iraq, ñHuman Rights Report: 1 July ï 31 August 2006,ò p. 13. 
3 The KRG persists to emphasise the distinct existence of a óKurdistanô separate to Iraq, despite the fact that it is in legal 

reality an autonomous region that is part of Iraq. This is even done in school textbooks. Kurdistan literally means ñland of 

the Kurds,ò ignoring the fact that there still exist indigenous communities of Assyrians that predate Kurdish settlement in the 

area. Assyria Council of Europe interviews with Assyrian community leaders (names withheld), Dohuk and Arbil, December 

2009 and January 2010. 
4
 Assyria Council of Europe interview with an Assyrian IDP (name withheld) in Tall-Kepe, December 2009. 
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from villages that have existed for thousands of years, even before the region was known as 

Kurdistan, and have begun to return to these villages which they were forced to abandon due to 

persecution by Kurds and Iraqi government brutality. The International Medical Corps (IMC) reports 

indicate that 3,800 families have moved to the city of Dohuk, and according to International Relief 

and Development, as of 30 September 2006, there were approximately 7,502 Christian IDP families in 

Dohuk.
5
 

These IDPs are officially considered outsiders, unwanted guests in Kurdistan, and are treated as such 

by the general Kurdish populace. They are discriminated against because they do not speak Kurdish. 

Many Kurds refuse to converse with them in Arabic, Iraqôs official language, and will charge them 

double or triple the price of anything they purchase if they make the transaction in Arabic. For the 

same reason they are also discouraged from tertiary education in the IKR because much of the 

instruction is conducted in Kurdish, and they are practically unhireable since they again do not speak 

Kurdish. The general question presented to all of them is, ñif you are originally from this region, or 

wish to live here, why do you not speak Kurdish?ò
6
 They ignore the fact that Assyrians have their 

own language and identity. For many of the poorer IDPs the price differences in the more affluent 

IKR are staggering since they were used to lower prices in other parts of Iraq. Faced with this ethnic 

and economic discrimination, and being unable to work or study, indigenous Assyrian IDP families 

are being forced out of Iraq completely and given the more painful and difficult option of emigrating 

to the West.  

 

According to Ms. Abdul Rahmanôs report: ñThe KRG estimates that, to date, some 20,000 Christian 

families from Basra, Baghdad and Mosul have found a safe haven in KRG administered governorates 

of Dohuk and Erbil, and in the Ninevah (sic) plains (as well as many thousands who have moved to 

Suleimaniah).ò
7
 What is disturbing about this is that the KRG finds it within its duty to enumerate the 

exact number of Assyrian IDP families in the Nineveh Plains, along with those in the provinces of 

Dohuk and Arbil (which are controlled by the KDP), but not those in Suleimaniah (which is 

controlled by the PUK). Here it is thus obvious that KRG should be replaced with KDP in the report. 

 

The KRG (or more correctly, the KDP) provides support and financial assistance for 11,000 of these 

IDP families to the sum of 40-50,000 Iraqi Dinars (less than USD$40) per family per month through 

affiliated Assyrian Organisations such as the High Commission for Christian Affairs (HCCA) 

established by Mr. Aghajan and the Christian Aid Program ï Nohadra, Iraq (CAPNI), which is 

aligned with the Assyrian Patriotic Party (APP) ï both of which are allied with the KDP, receive 

special permission to operate by the Asayish, and deny Kurdish injustices against Assyrians in the 

IKR. In 2008, online publication Ankawa.com reported that the Department of Christian Affairs in the 

Kurdish Ministry of Finances, headed by Mr. Aghajan, collected signatures from IDPs in favour of 

the annexation of the Nineveh Plains to the IKR before handing out monthly aid to them. Those who 

did not sign were reportedly denied vital food rations.
8
 

 

Some Assyrian IDPs are employed by the KRG, mostly in defending their churches, apartment 

complexes and towns in the Nineveh Plain as the paramilitary ñChurch Guardsò loyal to the KRG and 

KDP especially. These are also widely referred to as ñSargisô guardsò (Hirasat Sarkis) in reference to 

Mr. Aghajan. Such jobs are demeaning and allow for no continuation or acquisition of skills, reducing 

                                                           
5 National Report on the Status of Human Development in Iraq 2008, p. 69; and UN Assistance Mission for Iraq, ñHuman 

Rights Report: 1 September ï 31 October 2006,ò p. 13. 
6
 Assyria Council of Europe interviews with Assyrian community leaders and IDPs (names withheld), in Dohuk, December 

2009. 
7 Kurdistan Regional Government: UK Representation, ñThe Status of Christians in the Kurdistan Region in Iraq,ò p.3. 
8 ñPressures to annex northern Christian villages of Kurdistan,ò AsiaNews, May 15, 2008, http://www.asianews.it/news-

en/Pressures-to-annex-northern-Christian-villages-to-Kurdistan-12264.html; See also Layla Yousif Rahema, ñKurdish guns 

threaten to bring a new humanitarian catastrophe to Iraqi minorities,ò AsiaNews, November 11, 2009, 

http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Kurdish-guns-threaten-to-bring-a-new-humanitarian-catastrophe-to-Iraqi-minorities-

16833.html. 
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the quality of potentially employable young Assyrians, putting a great many of them in danger, and 

adapting them to a lazy work ethic. 

 

  
 

Left: Members of an Assyrian IDP family in Tisqopa; 

 Right:  One of the ñChurch Guardsò in the Assyrian village of Beqopa. 

 

The assistance mentioned above though is not provided to those that support independent Assyrian 

political parties such as the ADM, and it is not unknown for it to be withdrawn, employees terminated 

from their only source of income, and tenants with nowhere else to go being evicted from the housing 

initially offered to them ï for the sole reason that they did not vote for the KDP-supported Ishtar slate, 

or the Kurdistani coalition in the elections (as mentioned above). These needy Assyrian IDP families 

are thus being psychologically abused into relying solely on the scant handouts provided to them by 

the KDP, and thus are put at risk of being used in order to cast votes in favour of it, in order to 

continue receiving aid so that they donôt completely starve. Indeed, all this is far from the sugar-

coated rhetoric found on the KRG official website, and in the speeches of former Prime Minister 

Nechirvan Barzani. 

 

Certainly, the relative instability of the rest of Iraq has worked to the KRGôs benefit. The influx of 

doctors, lecturers, lawyers, traders and businessmen, flocking to the IKRôs relative security may itself 

be seen as a motive for the KRG to not just actually wish for, but also contribute to the continuance of 

this situation in any way possible. The Babylon College for Theology and Philosophy, the major 

seminary of the Chaldean Catholic Church, was moved to Ankawa ï adjacent to the Regional capital 

of Arbil ï not through the Churchôs own funding, but that of Mr. Aghajan, i.e. the KRG, and more 

specifically the KDP. It is unbelievable that a Kurdish political body would fund an Assyrian religious 

organisation out of the goodness of its own heart. They used the threat of violence in Baghdad as a 

tool to bring this powerful intellectual institution and think tank of the Chaldean Catholic Church into 

its own sphere of influence. The same can be said of the new Ephremite Seminary of the Syriac 

Catholic Church built at Bakhdida, the newly established seminary of the Ancient Church of the East 

at Sharafiyah, and the new Patriarchates of the Chaldean Catholic Church and Assyrian Church of the 

East at Ankawa and Arbil (the latter costing ten million dollars to build), as well as the restoration and 

construction of numerous churches, chapels, monasteries, convents, orphanages, etc. ï all funded by 

the same source. 
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The new Seminary of the Ancient Church of the East at Sharafiyah 

 
 

Political Pepresentation of ñChristiansò and other Minorities 
 
Of the 111 MPs in the IKR Parliament, five are reserved for ñChristians.ò Since its very beginnings, 

the Parliament has ensured representation of Christians. In the July 2009 IKR parliamentary elections, 

and as stipulated in the IKR election law, 11 out of the 111 seats were reserved for ñminoritiesò ï five 

for ñChaldean, Syriac and Assyrianò parties, five for Turkmen parties, and one for an Armenian. By 

denying the Assyrians a unified ethnic designation, and instead breaking them up into 3 entities, as 

well as putting them on par with Turkmen and Armenian minorities in the region, the KRG also 

denies them the recognition of being an indigenous group. Neither do the Turkmen in the IKR have 

the same geographical spread as the Assyrians, nor do the Armenians even have enough numbers for a 

seat in parliament. 

 

The information provided in the KRG report regarding the 2009 election law is confusingly 

contradicting: ñ... in 2009 the Kurdistan Parliament amended the provincial councils election law by 

adopting guaranteed seats for minorities. In Dohuk governorate, three council seats are reserved for 

the Assyrian Chaldeans, and one for the Armenians; in Erbil, two are reserved for Christians and 

three for the Turkmen; and in Suleimaniah one seat is reserved for Christians.ò
9
 It is also interesting 

to note that the KRG chooses to call the Assyrians of Dohuk óAssyrian Chaldeans,ô but those in Arbil 

and Suleimaniah óChristians.ô By denying the Assyrians their ethnic designation the KRG also denies 

them the recognition of being an indigenous group separate to the Kurds. According to one concerned 

Assyrian in the region, ñThey are diluting our nationality with our religion. There are already some 

8,000 Kurds that have converted to Protestant Christianity in Suleimaniah. If in the future they 

                                                           
9 Kurdistan Regional Government: UK Representation, ñThe Status of Christians in the Kurdistan Region in Iraq,ò p. 5. 
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increase our seats in the parliament and provincial councils will be lost to them one by one since, 

legally they are Christians and the seats are for Christians ï not indigenous Assyrians!ò
10

 Although 

quite idealistic in its outlook, the KRG and its Parliament does anything but ensure inclusiveness and 

fair representation. 

 

Ensuring government representation for Assyrians, or óChristians,ô at the highest levels is not the 

prerogative of the main ruling political parties in the IKR (i.e. the KDP and the PUK). This is the right 

of an indigenous people living on its own land, not a privilege to bestowed upon them from the top 

down by those more powerful. It is also not incorrect to concede that any Assyrian who is a member 

of, or supports a party that belongs to a different ethnic group, will first owe his allegiance to his party 

and would not be as helpful to his people as an Assyrian that is a member of an independent Assyrian 

party. Indeed, one may question how Kurds would have reacted to one of their number being a 

member of the Iraqi Baath party under the previous regime. 

 

Assyrian members of the KDP appointed to key government positions include the current Minister for 

Transport and Communications, Anwar Jabali Sabo; the KRG Finance and Economy Minister for 10 

years (1999 to October 2009), and Deputy Prime Minister (2004 to 2006), Sargis Aghajan Mamendu; 

the Deputy Governor of Dohuk, Mr. Georgis Shlemon; former Regional Minister with responsibility 

for civil society affairs, George Yousif Mansour; and former Governor of Arbil, the late Franso 

Hariri. In addition Nimrud Baito, the former Minister for Tourism (2006 to 2009) and leader of the 

APP, would not have made it into the KRG parliament if he had not entered his Party under the 

Kurdistani slate in the 2005 elections.  

 

The KRG (in reality the KDP) is also making efforts to recruit from minorities into the police, 

intelligence and security forces, not only within its boundaries, but also as far as Mosul, Kirkuk and 

beyond (including in the Diaspora). Often these people are working solely for the benefit and goals of 

the KDP and are actually doing harm to their own ethnic groups, as well as damaging their future 

within a united and free Iraq. 

 

 

Recognition of the KRGôs ñSupport for Christiansò 
 
The reasons why the KRG has been recognised for ñsupporting Christiansò by Christian patriarchs 

and leaders of different denominations include the following: often their knowledge regarding what is 

actually occurring on the ground is superficial at best; religious leaders in this under-developed and 

neglected part of the country are being offered vast amounts of financial support, the likes of which 

they have never received before; and they are also motivated by the fear of retribution by Kurdish 

security forces if they spoke the truth regarding what is really happening to them. Mr. Aghajan, 

himself an ethnic Assyrian, has thus been decorated several times for his ñwork for Christians.ò In 

fact when Mr. Aghajan was Finance Minister, all such efforts were fully funded by the KRG under the 

instructions of Prime Minister Nechirvan Barzani
11

 ï which leads one to wonder why Nechirvan was 

not the one receiving all the decorations from Patriarchs instead of Aghajan. The ultimate result of 

this work, in reality an investment by the KRG in Assyrian areas, is their planned annexation by the 

IKR. 

 

 

Land Disputes 
 
The origins of land disputes between Assyrians and Kurds are not only the Arabisation policies of the 

Baath and earlier regimes, as the KRG claims. Rather this has always been a bone of contention 

                                                           
10

 Assyria Council of Europe interviews with Assyrian community leader (names withheld), Arbil,  January 2010. 
11 Human Rights Watch interview with Karim Sinjari, KRG minister of the interior, Arbil, February 25, 2009. Quoted in ñOn 

Vulnerable Ground,ò p. 26; see also Kurdistan Regional Government: UK Representation, ñThe Status of Christians in the 

Kurdistan Region in Iraq,ò p. 8. 
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between them as Kurds have gradually bled Assyrians into the ground over the centuries, not the least 

in Iraq, and used every opportunity to seize their villages and lands through massacre, systematic 

killings and intimidation. Often indigenous Assyrian communities have been driven out due to 

Kurdish violence and return only to finding Kurds living in their homes or benefitting from their lands 

years later. This has been the case during the Kurdish revolt of the 1960s, the Simel massacre of 1933, 

the First World War and even much earlier. It was in 1310 that Assyrians were massacred and forced 

out of the citadel of Arbil by Kurds and Mongol troops, and the cityôs Christian governor executed.
12

 

Now it is the capital of the KRG and above it flutters an enormous Kurdish flag. Thus the myth of 

peaceful co-existence between Kurds and Assyrians is clearly just that. 

 

 
 

The citadel of Arbil, which in 1310 was lost by Assyrians to Kurdish invaders. 

 

The KRG has never officially had a policy of taking lands or properties of Christians, and at least in 

writing believes that land disputes between individuals must be resolved through the courts of law. 

Though, at the same time, the KRG makes it more difficult for Assyrians that have lost their land to 

reobtain it ï examples of such cases abound in the IKR. The ADM is the only Assyrian political 

organisation that claims the rights of Assyrians to their lost or stolen property. Its Zakho branch 

reported on October 28, 2009, that at least 17,750 donums (equivalent to approximately 4,437.5 

hectares) had been illegally taken from eight Assyrian villages in the region in 1980 and 1991, as well 

as four villages and their lands in their entirety ï all up amounting to 10,000 hectares in total.
13

  

 

                                                           
12 E.A. Wallis Budge, The Monks of Kublai Khan, Emperor of China, (London, 1928), pp. 261-302;   David Wilmshurst, The 

Ecclesiastical Organisation of the Church of the East: 1318-1913, (Louvain, 2000), pp. 18, 169, and Christoph Baumer, The 

Church of the East: an illustrated history of Assyrian Christianity, (London, 2006), p.232. 
13 Report of Mr. Yaôqub Giwargis, Assyrian Democratic Movement, Zakho Branch, October 28, 2009, copy obtained and on 

file with Assyria Council of Europe. 
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The ADM branch in Inishk also reported agricultural land, orchards, springs and other water supplies 

illegally appropriated from eight Assyrian villages in the surrounding Sapna district in 1965, 1976 and 

1988, but mostly between 1990 and 1992, by Kurds from neighbouring villages ï including 1.25 

hectares from the village of Benatha and 312.5 hectares from Inishk itself. The worst case by far is 

Hamziyah, which was settled by Kurdish refugees from the Nerwa region bordering Turkey in 1991. 

They have built their houses on the villageôs Christian cemetery and have taken full control of its 

agricultural land, water supply and orchards, routinely harassing the Assyrians that have returned 

since 2003. They refuse to leave unless they are paid compensation (roughly $20,000 each family). 

The Kurdish authorities, despite promising to remove the Kurdish squatters after continuous 

complaint from the Assyrian returnees, have recently built them a Kurdish school and a new mosque ï 

sealing the fate of the village and permanently changing its demography.
14

 

 

 
 

The new mosque (left) and Kurdish school (right) built by the KRG for the Kurdish squatters in the 

Assyrian village of Hamziyah. 

 

 Also of particular note are the regions of óAqra and eastern Nahla, where there were once between 15 

and 20 Assyrian settlements, and whose original Chaldean Catholic inhabitants fled to Mosul because 

of Kurdish brutality in the 1960s. Those who have attempted to return to their original villages since 

2003 have been barred from this and instead have been forced to create artificial new settlements at 

Banasora (in the plain south of óAqra) and Rumta (in the mountains north of Dohuk), as well as settle 

for residing in the mixed Azadi collective town near óAqraôs town centre. Furthermore, the mukhtars 

(village leaders) of Cham-Rabatke, Hizane, Khalilane Kashkawa in the western Nahla region (which 

consists of seven villages still populated exclusively by Assyrians), have also reported lands illegally 

expropriated from their villages by Kurds since as early as 1979, but also in 1994 and 1997, and have 

petitioned both the Iraqi central government and KRG for their return since 2003.
15

 

 

The Assyrian village of Lower Chaqala in the Barwari-Bala district is a case where Kurds from 

neighbouring Bireefka, including high ranking KDP members claiming to represent the KRG, have 

blocked attempts by its inhabitants to rebuild their homes and tend their orchards since 2000. In the 

old village school, with no access water, electricity or roads, four lonely old men hold the fort, 

changing the guard with four others every 15 days. Their irrigation hoses have continuously been cut, 

their wells refilled and their liquor shop and bar on the main road constantly ravaged and looted in 

order to harass them into leaving. Even the village sign, in Arabic, has been defaced and damaged, 

lying in the knee-high grass to the side of the main road.
16

 

 

                                                           
14 Report of Assyrian Democratic Movement, Sapna Branch, undated, copy obtained and on file with Assyria Council of 

Europe; and Assyria Council of Europe interview with villagers (names withheld) at Hamziyah, December 2009. 
15 Three letters of complaint from these mukhtars, undated, copy obtained and on file with Assyria Council of Europe. 
16

 Assyria Council of Europe interviews with community leaders (names withheld) at óAyn, Nune, Dure and Chaqala, in 
December 2009. 
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Left:  Two Assyrians from Lower Chaqala warm themselves by a fire outside their makeshift bar;  

Right:  Lower Chaqalaôs vandalised and damaged village sign. 

 

The KRG authorities have only served to strengthen the Kurdish presence in Assyrian villages that 

Saddam had turned into collective towns during the Anfal campaign. A case in point is Birsive, where 

500 Kurdish families from 20 villages in the mountains were settled, and who since 1991 have refused 

to return to their original homes. Birsive has now become a municipality with a large Kurdish 

infrastructure, a mosque, and a sumptuous new school, putting the local Assyrian school (also 

government-owned) to shame. Houses have also been built on Church land in the centre of the village, 

for families of Kurdish ñmartyrs,ò who died serving the KDP. Kurdish authorities have also allowed 

three Kurdish families from nearby Kani-Gulan to remain in the Assyrian village of Bahindawaya, 

west of Alqosh, despite evicting all the Arab families that had been settled there through the 

Arabisation policies of the previous regime. 

 

   
 

Left:  The Syriac, Arabic and Kurdish village sign of Birsive. Crudely covered with Kurdish election 

campaign posters; Right:  The main irrigation channel supplying water the fields and mills of Birsive, now 

illegally dried up by Kurdish villages upstream. 

 


