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“WE DON’T WANT THEM BACK”

BALANCING THE RIGHTS OF DISPLACED, RETURNING, AND REMAINING  
POPULATIONS IN THE AFTERMATH OF ISIS IN NORTHERN NINEWA, IRAQ

A returns-based approach to remedying internal displacement in Iraq casts a specter 
on the overall viability and practicality of a return to the pre-conflict status quo ante 
that contributed to the rise of conflict to begin with. Interviews from the field in northern 
Ninewa governorate raise critical questions related to mitigating the competing rights 
and protection needs of those families still displaced and those who will have to take 
them back in the absence of more focused policy and programming related to social 
cohesion, redress, and accountability.

THE CASE: DURABLE SOLUTIONS AND THE COMPLEXITY OF NORTHERN NINEWA 

International guidelines for durable solutions to displacement highlight the need to protect the rights 
of  the IDPs and ensure their attainment of  rights in whatever location they end up. This includes 
their right to return to their place of  origin, based on an informed, voluntary choice and in safety and 
dignity.1 While this framing is important, particularly post-conflict, it can often overlook the rights and 
protection needs of  those who have returned rom displacement and/or those who have remained in 
their locations, particularly if  returns are made the primary option for the resolution to displacement. 
This is the case in Iraq, where government and international stakeholders have prioritized this out-
come as the key to success in the aftermath of  the ISIS conflict. Such a framing may also neglect the 
fact that the process of  return is continuous and, like any other durable solution (such as integration 
into the host community or resettlement elsewhere), can take years if  not decades to resolve. Finally, 
it may also miss the fact that returning to the previous status quo is impossible in post-conflict settings 
in practical terms and not a solution in rights-based terms because the context was likely unjust pre-
viously, contributing to make the area a fragile one in the first place.

1 See the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC)’s Framework on Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced Persons,  
  http://www.unhcr.org/50f94cd49.pdf

Figure 1. Displacement impact in Ninewa Governorate and its context

Returnees to Ninewa
IDPs from Ninewa

CURRENT SITUATION
• Religiously and ethnically diverse set of subdistricts.
• The northern part was predominantly retaken from  
 ISIS in 2015; with the remaining areas retaken in  
 September 2017.
• In Ninewa as a whole, 87,000 displaced families  
 have returned to their places of origin, while  
 290,000 remain displaced elsewhere. 

PRE-ISIS COMPLEXITY
• Significant forced displacement and demographic   
 engineering from Arabization campaigns.
• Targeted killings and destruction by previous regime.
• History of development neglect.
• Site of insurgency and ethno-sectarian violence   
 after 2003.
• Disputed territory between Kurdistan Regional   
 Government and Federal Government of Iraq.

http://www.unhcr.org/50f94cd49.pdf
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Nowhere is this more clear than in the northern half  of  Ninewa Governorate (see Figure 1), compris-
ing the largely neglected, ethnically diverse, disputed territory between Federal Iraq and Kurdistan’s 
authorities. Both the arrival of  ISIS and their later expulsion caused waves of  displacement and 
return. Longstanding tensions, divisions and grievances based on identity and land, strategically ex-
acerbated by ISIS, remain between those groups currently in these areas and those still displaced from 
them. Lack of  a formal durable solutions policy beyond emphasis on return, in addition to disputes 
between the Iraqi and Kurdish authorities, has left these communities in a stalemate as to who can 
come home and who cannot.

Fieldwork carried out in early 2017 within the subdistricts of  Sinuni (in Sinjar District), Rabia and 
Zummar (in Tel Afar District), and Wana (in Tel Kaif  District) with Ezidi, Shia Turkmen, Sunni 
Arab, and Sunni Kurd communities highlights the complexities of  any returns process and raises key 
concerns that Iraqi authorities and international stakeholders will need to take into account if  they 
continue to pursue a returns policy in resolving the displacement of  the remaining 3.2 million IDPs 
across Iraq related to the ISIS conflict.

SNAPSHOTS FROM THE FIELD: THE POTENTIAL CONSEQUENCES OF RETURNS  
WITHOUT AN OPERATIONALIZED APPROACH TO SOCIAL COHESION AND REDRESS

The four subdistricts where fieldwork took place, located one after another, are themselves well connect-
ed through a narrow network of  sinuous roads that diverge from the main highways connecting Mosul 
with the Syrian border. Travelling through these roads during early 2017 was a bleak and lonely expe-
rience at some points given the magnitude of  the physical destruction and the emptiness of  residential 
areas, devoid of  human presence given that so many people are still displaced. This desolation too belies 
the diversity of  the overall area.

With Kurdish forces in control of  the area (until October 2017), the return of  families first displaced by 
ISIS began in later 2015.2 The bulk of  these people came from the Kurdish tribes inhabiting the area 
in addition to Shia Turkmen (specifically in Wana subdistrict), Ezidis, and certain Arab tribes who have 
been deemed unaffiliated with ISIS by virtue of  the fact that they fled early on with everyone else or 
resisted to the advance of  the armed group. A significant portion of  the Arab community once residing 
in northern Ninewa, including full populations from demolished villages, however is still displaced and 
not allowed to return due to their alleged support, cooperation, or membership in ISIS. This blockage 
has been seen as a way to prevent revenge and reprisal acts against these families in such highly tribal 
areas as well as a way to tip demography to the advantage of  those who have been able to return.

2 This area was included within the Kurdish referendum in September 2017 as well as change over of the security configuration,   
  after some clashes, from Kurdish forces to Iraqi security forces in October 2017. Despite these political and security movements,  
  the policy questions, challenges, and conclusions remain the same, if not further heightened, in relation to return.

TECHNICAL FACTSHEET
 
– 82 qualitative semi-structured interviews with ordinary community members from the subdistricts of Sinuni,  
 Rabia, Zummar and Wana in February 2017.
 
– The population covered includes returnees and stayees in subdistrict centers and surrounding villages,  
 as well as IDPs from the subdistricts displaced elsewhere. 
 
– Sampling took into account the different ethno-religious groups present in each subdistrict as well as tribal  
 affiliation where appropriate. Different population segments based on age, gender, and occupation were  
 interviewed.
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With the shift in security configuration in October 2017, changes in the pattern and pace of blockages 
and returns may take place. Below are the dynamics returning families and those already back may find 
themselves engaging in at a larger scale.

Figure 2. Returns and displacement situation by population group in northern Ninewa in early 2017
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SNAPSHOT #1: WE DON’T WANT THEM BACK

While there are international 
standards to protect the rights 
of the IDPs (and rightly so), it is  
important to note that those  
already returned may have par-
ticular protection concerns and 
grievances against those still not 
back. This is the case in northern 
Ninewa and in the bulk of ISIS 
conflict-affected Iraq where many 
groups have collectively labelled 
those still displaced as somehow 
affiliated with the armed group. 
This collective blame is unjust, 
but highlights how deep the  
redress and justice needs are 
of those who have been able to  
return. What this means in prac-
tice is that while in some cases 
grievances relate directly to ISIS 
violations, in others they may 
pre-date this conflict and con-
nect to previous displacements, 
ethno-religious land disputes, 
and/or insurgencies.

“I saw on TV, when [the reporter] was in Hassansham [IDP camp], 
one of those Hadidi Arabs who was living in the camp was talking, 
claiming that Babnet is their village and they want to return. Un-
fortunately, they just want to come back and force people to submit 
to what they want again. Thus, we cannot live with those Arabs 
again, the government has to prevent them from returning.” (Shia 
Turkmen returnee in Wana subdistrict, from a village where Shia 
Turkmen, Sunni Kurds and Sunni Arabs lived together in separate 
quarters with disputed lands between them)

“One of the important things to bring peace here is that the gov-
ernment must prevent the Arabs to come back and live in our ar-
eas, because they are the reason for the arrival of ISIS here. They 
betrayed us.” (Ezidi IDP displaced in Duhok governorate for 3 
years, originally from Sinuni subdistrict)

“We have never heard of peacebuilding or related processes. But 
we are not ready to compromise on anything at all. All ISIS is a red 
line, including those people who did not fight with ISIS but did not 
say no to them and lived among them.” (Group interview with Sun-
ni Kurd returnees in Zummar subdistrict, from a Kurdish village)

“The current situation is what is needed for a lasting peace, be-
cause I feel safe and the bad [neighbors] are not here anymore.” 
(Sunni Arab returnee in Zummar subdistrict, recently recruited into 
Peshmerga forces)
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SNAPSHOT #2: WE WANT TO COME BACK

At the same time, there are many 
still displaced people that do seek 
to return to their places of or-
igin and whose families there 
(who have returned or never left) 
want them back. The lack of clar-
ity on how people can return and 
what criterion is used has created  
confusion and tensions on all 
sides. This, linked to the first  
snapshot, also opens the door for 
further conflict and greater rights 
and protection needs of all affect-
ed communities in this continu-
um. Confusion related to how the  
process works may further al-
low some to claim that “guilty” 
people have gone free and others 
that “innocent” people are being  
punished, exacerbating already  
existing divides in these areas.

SNAPSHOT #3: WE ARE TAKING BACK WHAT WAS OURS

In relation to redress and accountability, 
some returnees are using this change in de-
mographics as an opportunity to take back 
what used to be theirs, which was often con-
fiscated by the state and given to others, as 
a means to remedy their own legacy of un-
addressed historical grievances. This holds 
true particularly for land and indicates that 
a return to a pre-ISIS scenario is not possi-
ble nor is it probably desirable given the past 
inequity and abuse. The absence of any le-
gitimate process for the resolution of these 
grievances that have sprung up again in the 
aftermath of ISIS highlights that the armed 
group was a symptom not a cause of Iraq’s 
instability and social fragility. What remains 
then are competing rights claims from those 
still displaced as well as those in the place 
of origin over land rights. A returns process 
may exacerbate such issues if there are no 
steps in place for arbitration and appropri-
ate restitution or compensation once return 
is underway.

“If other people do not want us back, well, then the government 
will have to arbitrate and decide. We want to return.” (Sunni 
Arab IDP from the Johesh tribe, displaced in Rabia subdistrict 
and originally from a village in Sinuni Subdistrict that was al-
legedly looted and burned by an Ezidi militia after the area was 
retaken)

“[Having] so few families [returned], it sometimes feels boring 
and we miss the other families still displaced . . . Many families 
are not allowed to return . . . We need to see all the families here 
again; this is the most important thing.” (Sunni Arab remainee 
in Zummar subdistrict, living in a village where only a handful 
of the original families, all part of the same tribe, had returned)

“We know that some members of the Johesh tribe joined ISIS, 
but the whole tribe cannot be punished. Therefore, we need to 
see that the Johesh can return [to their towns].” (Sunni Arab 
remainee from the Shammar tribe in Rabia subdistrict, living in 
the rural area comprised of interspersed Shammar, Johesh and 
Ezidi villages)

“There were 60 villages in which Arabs were put in 
[by the Ba’ath regime in the 80s] and given agricultur-
al land that used to be ours. 20 of these villages are 
now cleared of Arabs, and the rest are on their way. 
Ezidis still have all the property deeds for all these 
lands; any government that is fair would be able to 
give ownership back to the original dwellers.” (Ezidi 
IDP displaced in Duhok governorate for 2 years, orig-
inally from Sinuni subdistrict)

“Kurds are just taking back what was stolen by Sadd-
am. This is how things are now.” (Sunni Kurd returnee 
in Zummar subdistrict, in reference to housing, land 
and property ownership being disputed)

“There are people in the district who it is in their ben-
efit if the Arabs displaced do not return.” (Sunni Arab 
resident in Zummar subdistrict, in reference to hous-
ing, land and property ownership being disputed)
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SNAPSHOT #4: WE WILL KILL THEM

One of the most obvious and 
alarming concerns with respect to 
an outcome-based returns policy 
without concrete and operation-
alized approaches to social cohe-
sion, redress, and accountability 
ahead of any new returns is the 
risk for further retaliation and re-
venge against those perceived to 
be ISIS affiliated. There is potential 
for even more violence and de-
struction including against those 
who themselves are victims of this 
conflict but happened to have not 
fled at the “appropriate” times or 
who belong to the “wrong” iden-
tity group. What constitutes ISIS 
affiliation is also a matter of de-
bate with differing views across 
communities and locations. Final-
ly, this framing leaves out the fact 
that many perpetrators of crimes 
on all sides are also victims of 
abuses and that ISIS was not the 
only group committing rights vio-
lations against civilians.

SNAPSHOT #5: WE NEED A RULE OF LAW PROCESS

Finally, despite the hardline language and fear, peo-
ple currently present in these areas (both returnees 
and remainees) know that a complete banishment 
of all those families still displaced is likely not pos-
sible considering the number of people affected. 
Such recognition helps explain respondents’ fre-
quent calls for rule of law initiatives involving the 
government, security forces, judicial institutions, 
and the international community, among others, 
to help settle issues around return. This is crit-
ical to note in such tribally oriented areas where 
formal rule of law institutions are secondary to 
tribal arbitration. What it highlights then is that 
these cleavages in the social fabric that may pre-
vent long-term stability are too great and deep for 
a tribal process to solve, particularly as this conflict 
has created intra-tribal divisions as well. This call 
for official governance and judicial sectors to help 
may open the door for greater cooperation with 
tribes, slowly removing parallel systems.

“We will never forgive them [those in the town that joined ISIS]. 
We will one day soon carry out revenge on them, we know them 
one by one. We have no worries on that.” (Group interview with 
Sunni Arab remainees in Wana subdistrict, from a town recently 
retaken from ISIS)

“Because of what we have been through, of course we seek re-
venge. Even myself, if I see a Muslim living among the Ezidis, if 
I don’t kill him by daylight, I’ll do it by night. I’m not saying this 
for all Muslims . . . only some of them; we know who did what.” 
(Ezidi returnee in Sinuni subdistrict)

“We have dealt with [those who supported ISIS] too: you can 
see all the villages destroyed around us. Even in Zummar Cen-
tre, many of the houses destroyed are actually destroyed because 
they belonged to ISIS members. These Arabs betrayed us.” (Sunni 
Kurd returnee in Zummar subdistrict)

“An Ezidi militia came straight after Peshmerga retook the land . 
. . They killed three people in our village and we all left. We went 
to another town close by. We tried to go back to our village . . . 
But we were surprised to see that the Ezidis had destroyed, looted 
and burned every single house.” (Sunni Arab IDP from the Johesh 
tribe, displaced in Rabia subdistrict and originally from a village 
in Sinuni subdistrict)

“We need to work on reconciliation. This is to-
tally necessary, and we would honestly appreci-
ate any external effort. I would like to see that 
we can live as before, that there is co-existence 
again between Ezidis, Johesh [Arab tribe], and 
Shammar [Arab tribe].” (Sunni Arab remainee 
from the Shammar tribe in Rabia subdistrict, liv-
ing in the rural area comprised of interspersed 
Shammar, Johesh and Ezidi villages)

“The government should find solutions to these 
problems with the help of tribal leaders and ed-
ucated people. Why the government? Because 
the government has more problem-solving mech-
anisms than ordinary people . . . Trust between 
people must prevail in order to avoid revenge.” 
(Ezidi returnee in Sinuni subdistrict)
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FINAL CONSIDERATIONS: PROCESS MATTERS

The snapshots above highlight how the different population groups have legitimate and, in many cases, 
competing rights claims and protection needs. These dynamics also indicate that northern Ninewa, pre-
2014, was not an idyllic place free of issue, but rather subject to violence, neglect, and forced demograph-
ic change long into its history that pitted communities against each other.  This is a legacy that cannot be 
overlooked when seeking durable solutions to displacement, including returns.

Focusing on returns may limit the options that IDPs, their communities of origin, and national and 
international stakeholders have in peacefully and sustainably resolving displacement if no operational-
ized plan for such a process, that looks closely at cohesion, redress, and accountability, is implemented 
beyond the ad hoc practices currently in place. How people return matters just as much in this context 
as if they do or not.

The following are considerations for the Government of Iraq and national and international stakehold-
ers to take into account for ensuring a stronger, rights-based process for returns that serves to protect the 
rights of all within a conflict-affected community and that further serves to contribute to the establish-
ment of a new status quo where acknowledgement and accountability are the norm:

• TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE AND RETURNS: A returns policy should entail understanding all vic-
tims’ needs to address suffering (past and present), taking into account all perpetrators of abuse. Tribes 
and communities are seeking formal interventions by authorities and the international community to 
help resolve issues related to returns. This is an opening for connecting tribal and formal rule of law 
processes. It is critical to note that ISIS was not the only perpetrator of abuses in this context nor are all 
grievances limited to this time period. It is also necessary to recognize that criminal justice proceedings 
alone are not enough to redress communities in this conflict and other approaches, including reparation, 
truth-seeking, and institutional reform, must also be considered as linked to returns.

• CLARITY, TRANSPARENCY AND ACCOUNTABILITY: A transparent and clear process for vetting 
and screening people for return should be in place so that communities on all sides understand criteria 
and what is happening to those displaced. Related to this, clear criterion for what constitutes ISIS affili-
ation and what levels will be punished must be made clear and shared with communities. This will help 
in moving communities away from collective labelling, blame, and punishment of their own in relation 
to the displaced who may return.

• PRIORITIZE SOCIAL COHESION AND PEACEBUILDING INITIATIVES EARLIER: Finally, and 
critically, social cohesion and peacebuilding programming, at present usually taking place only with 
communities who have already returned, must be expanded to include not only these groups but also 
those still displaced, before any further return takes place. This is to prepare both sides for the possibility 
of their living together again and to help in shaping a process that will mitigate conflict and tension, 
seeking also to address present and past grievances that have pulled communities apart.

ABOUT SOCIAL INQUIRY

Social Inquiry is an Iraq-based not-for-profit research institution focused on influencing policy 
and praxis oriented toward establishing civic trust and repairing social fabric within and 
between fragile communities, and communities and the state.

This report is co-authored by Nadia Siddiqui and Roger Guiu.
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