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1 . I N T R O D U C T I O N  
 

The north of Nineveh Governorate in Iraq, comprising the rural, ethnically diverse territory above 
Mosul, bore the brunt of brutal ISIS attacks in 2014. The waves of displacement and return that have 
occurred as a result of this violence, coupled with its unclear political status and the legacies of 
Arabization and terrorism, highlight the social fragility of the area and potential for further instability. 
For these reasons, northern Nineveh has been the site of extensive peacebuilding programming since 
2015. In working to promote peace, long-term stability, and prosperity in post-ISIS Iraq, a deeper 
understanding of community dynamics is needed to best carry out programming geared toward 
mitigating tensions and strengthening relationships. This includes unpacking the complex security, 
socioeconomic, sectarian, tribal, and historical factors in these areas and how they interrelate with 
population movement, including returns processes or blocked returns taking place. 

In recognizing this need ahead of their large scale “Nineveh Paths to Social Cohesion, Coexistence and 
Peace” project in the subdistricts of Wana, Zummar, Rabbia, and Sinuni, Un Ponte Per (UPP) 
partnered with Social Inquiry to conduct an in-depth baseline conflict analysis of the area. The 
“Nineveh Paths” project sought to implement a network of teams made up of local leaders, youth, and 
women to mediate conflict within and between communities as well as develop a community 
monitoring system to track indicators of tension and potential conflict. In carrying out research to 
establish an evidence-base for project implementation, monitoring, and evaluation, Social Inquiry 
mapped the current and historic ethnic, religious, tribal, and demographic profiles of the four 
subdistricts; identified the various factors influencing intra- and inter-group interaction and relations 
at the community level; evaluated which actors and institutions are influential in each subdistrict; and 
provided recommendations for programming based on an analysis of future scenarios for conflict.  

Following this brief introduction, the next section provides specifics on the qualitative approach taken 
for this research. Section 3 gives an overview of the north of Nineveh followed by detailed situation 
analysis per subdistrict and cross-cutting themes related to social cohesion and reconciliation. And 
finally, Section 4 highlights future scenarios for conflict and tension and offers programmatic 
considerations for implementing peacebuilding activities in these areas.  
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2 . M E T H O D O L O G Y  
 

This research took a qualitative approach, based on a series of semi-structured interviews to residents 
in the targeted towns and villages. To develop a baseline for peacebuilding programming, it was 
necessary to gather a very nuanced representation of past, present and future dynamics. This is less 
likely to be accurately captured through quantitative indicators and close-ended questions, particularly 
in a context like Iraq where, experience has shown, people tend to speak in stories and idioms and 
taking them solely at face value yields impartial insights. In addition, at present, people seem to be 
more open to answering what are assumed to be “sensitive” questions readily, depending on how they 
are framed and if they are allowed to speak at their own pace. 

Thus, a specific semi-structured interview guide was developed for the assessment, covering the 
following topics: local social dynamics (location characteristics, events and changes since 2014, interactions 
within and between groups, perceptions on security and rule of law), local conflict and peace mechanisms 
(experience of past disputes or tensions, potential new and old sources of local tensions after ISIS, 
existing indigenous problem-solving and mediation mechanisms), and governorate-level conflict and peace 
mechanisms (expectations on governorate conflict evolution, awareness of mechanisms and initiatives at 
provincial and national level, preferred solutions and priorities, personal identity within the broader 
group history). Questions also sought to capture information regarding specific indicators selected from 
UNDP’s social cohesion framework (e.g., likelihood of revenge, adequacy of actors providing security, 
trust in formal institutions to resolve disputes, community disenfranchisement, etc.).  

A total of 57 interviews (10 in Rabbia, 14 in Sinuni, 12 in Wana, 21 in Zummar) were conducted in 
northern Nineveh. For each subdistrict, the sampling strategy aimed to gather the insights of all ethnic 
groups currently present: Kurds, Arabs, Ezidis and, in the case of Wana, Turkmen. Therefore, 
interviews took place in several locations aiming to capture this diversity (Table 1) both ethnically and 
tribally, in addition to other social segments such as age (below or above 35 years old), occupation 
(member of security forces, farmer, civil servant, business owner, unemployed, student, retired, 
mukhtar or sheikh), and education level (no education, basic education, high school and above). 

Table 1. Geographical scope of the interviews 

Subdistrict Locations for interview 

Wana Wana Centre, Aski Mosul, Babnet, Tel Adas. 

Zummar Zummar Centre, Abu Wajna, Ayn Zala, Domiz Collective, Domiz Muaskar, Grfir, Mesefna, Tel Mus. 

Rabbi’a Rabbia Centre, Tel Abtah, Jidida, Kalhe, Muthalitha. 

Sinuni Sinuni Centre, Jidida (IDP from Abu Hanai), Khani Sour, Shariya (IDPs from Burk, Gohbal, Khani Sour). 

  

Interview data was collected by Social Inquiry with the support of academics and peacebuilding 
facilitators, coupled with qualified note-takers. In many cases, there was more than one person present 
in the interviews and these people also contributed to answering the questions –it was often the case 
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that relatives and neighbours gathered around out of curiosity. While this was not an ideal research 
situation, it was socially and culturally inappropriate to exclude these other participants from 
contributing to the conversation. This did serve, however, to verify responses within and between 
villages and towns targeted. 

Two large limitations of this research relate to population coverage. First, the research contains very 
few responses from women in the villages and towns targeted. It was not possible to recruit female 
interview facilitators for the research team who were qualified in carrying out qualitative data collection 
in conflict-affected environments and also able and/or willing to travel to the target areas for fieldwork. 
It was also not possible for male enumeration teams to interview women in this context in a safe and 
culturally appropriate manner. Second, the fieldwork did not include interviews with inhabitants of the 
selected areas who are still displaced and/or unable to return. Due to time and access restrictions, the 
research team could not carry out interviews to these internally displaced persons (IDPs), with the 
exception of several Ezidi IDPs from Sinuni currently displaced in Duhok Governorate and one Arab 
IDP also from Sinuni currently displaced in Rabbia subdistrict. 
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3 . S T A T U S  Q U O  O F  W A N A ,  Z U M M A R ,  R A B B I A ,  S I N U N I  
 

The descriptions and analysis in this section combines all interview data collected with information 
gathered from a desk review of literature, which aimed to enrich understanding of findings and put 
facts and perceptions into context –particularly historically. The section starts with an overview of the 
area, with a focus on available indicators of social fragility, continues with an insight into each 
subdistrict, and ends with cross-cutting themes relevant for the area as a whole. 

Figure 1. Location of the towns in the subdistricts of analysis where interviews were conducted (February 2017) 

 
 

3 . 1 .  G E N E R A L  V I E W  O N  N O R T H  O F  N I N E V E H  
 

The four subdistricts, located one after another, are themselves well connected through a narrow 
network of sinuous roads. Travelling through these roads now can be at some points a lonely and bleak 
experience given the magnitude of the physical destruction of the area and the absence of so many 
families. The addition of military outposts with their heavy artillery to the always present road 
checkpoints remind the traveller that the frontline is still not too far away. Wana, Zummar, Rabbia 
and Sinuni all underwent (and are still going through) yet further transformation starting in 2014, 
adding to that from the 1980s, 1990s and early 2000s, but it seems this time, the social changes post-
ISIS have outpaced any previous upheavals. These areas also have in common the following: 

• The four subdistricts are ethnically diverse, with presence of Sunni Arabs, Sunni Kurds, Ezidis and 
Shi’a Turkmen, as well as several Christian families, who had co-existed for decades. It is an area 
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heavily structured according tribal belonging, with residents having a clear identification and 
affiliation towards their tribe and clan. 

• Such diversity has been, in many cases, engineered through Arabization campaigns undertaken by 
the previous regime. This does not mean that the subdistricts were homogeneous before, but 
majority/minority relations were manoeuvred with the intention to shift power relations towards 
the Sunni Arab population at the expense of other ethnic groups. This legacy serves as the 
foundation of many disputes and grievances. 

• Along with most of Nineveh Governorate, the whole area has experienced relative development 
neglect in the past decades. This can be seen in the levels of households living under the poverty 
line, low human capital, subpar public services provision, etc. 

• The subdistricts are part of the so-called “disputed territories” whose official administration is 
contested between the Iraqi central government and the Kurdistan Region Government (KRG). 
This area is listed as disputed under Article 140 of Iraq’s Constitution. Although its status is still 
not resolved, its administration has been controlled de facto by the KRG since 2003 (with the 
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) serving the main decision-making actor), thanks to expanding 
military control over the area as well as a more effective use of clientelism networks than the central 
government. 

Therefore, these subdistricts are relatively fragile areas within Nineveh Governorate, itself one of the 
most fragile and vulnerable governorates in Iraq (Table 2). It was already fragile before the conflict and 
it emerges from it being even more so. In spite of having been freed from the presence of ISIS two 
years ago, conflict dynamics in northern Nineveh are far from resolved and are still subject to heavy 
changes linked to conflict outcomes and subsequent local, regional and national dynamics that follow 
these outcomes. 

Table 2. A snapshot of fragility right before ISIS 

Indicator Sinuni Rabbia Zummar Wana Nineveh Iraq 

% of households below the Iraqi national poverty line 58% 50% 50% 26% 43% 20% 

% of male population between age 16-29 that is 
unemployed or underemployment, but searching for 
work 

10% 24% 30% 11% 24% 26% 

% of people born between 1960 and 1990 with no 
education certificate 28% 50% 31% 30% 30% 30% 

Ratio of individuals working on public services 
(education, health, waste collection) per 100 inhabitants 0.3% 0.3% 0.6% 0.4% 1.0% 1.9% 

% of heads of households, or wives/husbands, that were 
born in a different Iraqi governorate or country 0% 5% 2% 1% 2% 11% 

% of respondents that agree or strongly agree that 
corruption is more extensive now than two years ago 
(district level only) 

67% 59% 59% 77% 67% 53% 
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Indicator Sinuni Rabbia Zummar Wana Nineveh Iraq 

% of adult individuals that express being unsatisfied or 
not at all satisfied with the level of local security 9% 6% 9% 13% 15% 10% 

% of adult individuals that expressed being unsatisfied or 
not at all satisfied with the trust/acceptance felt in the 
community/neighbourhood 

10% 8% 6% 8% 13% 10% 

% of respondents that had either contacted a politician, 
attended a political discussion or attended a 
demonstration (or would have done it), as opposed to 
those that would never do such action 

54% 51% 51% 19% 36% 52% 

Number of forced displaced households hosted between 
2003 and 2008 0 7,500 7,500 15,000 - - 

Confidence score (from 0 = no confidence to 10 = full 
confidence) given to the Government of Iraq, to local 
government village/town, and to tribal leaders (average 
of the three) (district level only) 

5.5 5.5 5.5 6.9 6.2 6.5 

 

 

3 . 2 .  W A N A  S U B D I S T R I C T  
 

This subdistrict used to be formed by a majority of Arab villages, along with several Kurdish villages 
especially in the north and a single Turkmen Shi’a village called Babnet.1 The town of Wana Centre 
was evenly inhabited by Arab and Kurdish populations. Much has changed now as compared to before 
the conflict: in the nearly 80 kilometres of road connecting Tel Adas, the first village of the subdistrict 
coming from the north, with Wana Centre, only two villages are left standing, the rest of the settlements 
being completely destroyed at some point during and after the conflict in the area. 

The whole of the subdistrict is left for the moment vastly desolated due to the conflict, with part of it 
still under the control of ISIS and no large reconstruction efforts taking place. Due to the limited 
geographical scope of movement, therefore, interviews were conducted to the Kurdish and Arab 
populations in Wana Centre, the Turkmen population in Babnet, the Kurdish population in Tel Adas, 
and the Arab population in Aski Mosul (although this latter town administratively belongs to Mosul 
Centre, it is de facto under Wana subdistrict administration at the time of the assessment). 

ARRIVAL AND EXPULSION OF ISIS 

ISIS was able to enter the northern Kurdish villages of Tel Adas and Manara for a brief period of time, 
before finally being blocked close to the Ezidi town of Hatara. Kurds and Turkmen were immediately 
displaced prior to the arrival of ISIS as they had been warned by other IDPs fleeing north that they 
would be at risk. In Wana Centre, however, many Kurdish and Arab families stayed in place and many 

                                                        
1 Christian families also live in the town next to Mosul Dam, but they came from other parts of Iraq in the 1980s to 
work specifically at the dam as public employees and, therefore, they are not fully involved in the district dynamics. 
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suffered mistreatment by ISIS: “I was taken by ISIS, taken out from my house like the other young guys here. They 
killed some of them because they had no loyalty to the group. We were imprisoned and beaten,” (Kurd, Wana Centre, 
Wana, community member, male, 24y). After some weeks, ISIS forced the entire remaining population 
in Wana Centre to leave the town under the threat of using chemical weapons on them. Many people 
left towards Mosul and, from there, fled to Kirkuk or the Kurdistan Region until they could later return. 

Many interviewees described ISIS fighters as “groups of men from the south [of Nineveh and other 
governorates] with black long suits,” suggesting that it was not mostly an external force but rather 
national one. In fact, Turkmen and Kurdish respondents in Babnet and Wana Centre pointed to the 
residents in their directly neighbouring villages as having joined ISIS and being the primary 
perpetrators for the crimes committed. In Aski Mosul, the sheikh mentioned that 17 families out of 
around 7,000 “unexpectedly” join ISIS. As described by respondents in Wana Centre, ISIS arrived 
with a conciliatory narrative that initially appealed to some residents: “When ISIS came, we stayed because 
we didn’t do anything wrong and they seemed ‘fine’. But it was only for one month because, when they first arrived, they 
tried to show us they are good people. With time, we saw their real faces and at last they came asking us to leave or they 
would get us out by force,” (Kurd, Wana Centre, Wana, community member, male, 65y). ISIS also actively 
sought to recruit local youth. 

The armed group stayed for 9 to 10 months in Wana Centre until their expulsion by the Peshmerga 
and Iraqi Army. In the northern villages of Babnet and Tel Adas, the presence of ISIS only lasted for 
two weeks. However, returns did not start until two to three months after the area was retaken in 
summer of 2015, meaning people were displaced for about one year.  

NOTICEABLE DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE 

Both the armed clashes and the process of return have led to a very different demographic composition 
of Wana than before 2014. As mentioned above, most of the villages in the northern half of the 
subdistrict, those being Arab in composition, are either completely destroyed or abandoned; only the 
Kurdish and Turkmen populations are now back. Moreover, many villages in the southernmost part 
of the subdistrict, which was nearly completely inhabited by different Arab tribes, have become “no 
man’s lands” due to being too close to areas still occupied by ISIS and, therefore, too insecure to live 
in.  

This resulted in the vast majority of the rural Arab population becoming displaced and unable to return 
for a variety of factors: some families cannot return because of the widespread destruction of houses 
and lack of permission to rebuild them; other families are not allowed to return by local authorities due 
to alleged ISIS affiliation or cooperation; and finally, others that fled southwards towards Mosul during 
the conflict are now trapped in the city unable to leave or are sheltered in the displacement camps, 
such as Hassan Sham or Khazir, built as part of the Mosul response. For this reason, there is no further 
return process open at present and it is very unlikely that returns will resume before military operations 
in Nineveh cease. 



  
SCENARIOS OF FRAGILITY IN NORTHERN NINIVEH

 

 12 

This has led to the subdistrict being largely depopulated, with few of the original villages having people 
currently living in them. In Wana Centre, which is now the largest inhabited location in the subdistrict 
as a whole, respondents pointed that about 75% of the original population has returned, with the 
remaining 25% missing and corresponding mainly to the Arab population. Most of the Kurdish 
population has moved back to Wana Centre.  

IDENTITIES AND WILLINGNESS TO BELONG 

Due to the heterogeneity of the subdistrict’s population, the different communities had different levels 
of connection with the concept and administration of Wana. The clearest case of this disconnect is with 
the Kurdish population in the north of the subdistrict. The towns of Tel Adas and Manara are 
inhabited by the Kikani tribe; in spite of administratively belonging to Wana, their activities and social 
connections are more linked to Duhok Governorate, sharing little with the villages to the south –and 
this is true for Nineveh as a whole, to which they do not express any belonging or willingness to belong. 

Another case is the village of Babnet, which is formed by three separate compounds inhabited by 
Turkmen Shi’a, Kikani Kurds, and Sunni Arabs (who are currently displaced). Babnet was originally 
located in what now is Mosul Lake; its inhabitants were resettled by the Ministry of Irrigation in the 
1980s to their current location, which brought together the three different communities. Due to their 
being an ethnic and religious minority and constantly at risk or under pressure (see next point), the 
Turkmen community has traditionally sought protection within their own communities and do not 
have a role in local administration. Because of this history of their rights being neither guaranteed nor 
protected, residents now reject any willingness to become further involved in the affairs of Wana or 
Nineveh as a whole. Instead, they note that becoming part of the Kurdistan Region is the only way in 
which their rights can be respected –with one respondent even wanting to start identifying himself as 
Kurd, not Turkmen. 

Finally, Wana Centre, which is a mixed Arab-Kurd community, did not seem to be divided according 
to ethnic lines. On the contrary, some interviewees mentioned how different communities live 
intermingled in the same urban space with mixed identities accepted in the town, though this 
complexity is not understood elsewhere: “I was born Arab but I speak Kurdish as first language; this creates 
confusion to people so that, when I am going to Mosul, they consider me a Kurd, and when I am going to Erbil they talk 
me as an Arab . . . When going through checkpoints of each identity, it creates problems,” (Arab, Wana Centre, 
Wana, community member, male, 24y). While it was common for Kikani Kurds to identify only as 
Kurds or for Turkmen as only Turkmen, a majority of people interviewed in Wana Centre, 
independently of Arab or Kurd, largely identified themselves as just Iraqi (usually from Nineveh or 
from Wana) and explicitly avoided any reference to ethnic grouping.  

EXISTENCE OF CONFLICTS AND DISPUTES BEFORE ISIS 

Interviews held in Tel Adas, Babnet and Wana Centre highlighted that there were experiences of 
localised conflict and violence between the different communities in the subdistrict that stem from the 
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legacy of the Baath regime in the area. Without any real resolution to these grievances pre-2014, ISIS 
was able to grow in these divisions and polarisation in order to obtain allegiance from some of the 
population. 

For instance, there were disputes for land between the Kurds of Tel Adas and the Arabs in the 
neighbouring Mahwayr al Janubiyah (now destroyed). In this case, as part of the Arabization campaign 
during the 1980s, the Arab tribes were granted titles to land that used to be farmed by the Kurdish 
population. In 2003, the Kurds claimed the land back and it was re-granted to them, but the Arab 
population did not abide by the resolution and claimed that the land belonged to them. This escalated 
into regular episodes of violence in the past, with the tribes being unable to settle the issue. Currently, 
with the population of Mahwayr being displaced, Kurds have regained access to the lands.  

A similar case was described for Babnet. With support of the previous regime, Arab tribes from the 
Jazeera area (close to Rabbia) settled on Turkmen land and were given its ownership, sometimes 
through fictitious sales: “Arabs were coming to buy our lands, whether we accepted or not; if we accepted to sell them 
then they would ask for a cheap price; if we refused their offer, then they would destroy the whole land and kill every sheep 
until we accepted,” (Turkman, Babnet, Wana, community leader, male, 55y). Contrary to the case of the 
Kurds, land titles were never restored after 2003 because, “Arabs were still in power in the district and in the 
country,” (Turkman, Babnet, Wana, community member, male, 63y). Over the years, this again caused 
regular violence and displacement as some Turkmen families decided to leave the village due to their 
vulnerable situation. Turkmen indicated that they believe their Arab neighbours supported ISIS so that 
their group would indefinitely be displaced. 

Finally, land disputes also took place between farmers in Wana Centre and in the neighbouring Deer, 
although in this particular case no past violence was reported. 

HEAVY DETERIORATION OF LIVELIHOODS 

Residents in the subdistrict reported that families used to enjoy access to good income sources, either 
as public sectors employees or working in trade. As one respondent put it, “We had a great economic 
interaction with people between Duhok and Mosul due to our strategic location geographically; people were making as much 
money as in governmental jobs and I can say even more,” (Arab, Wana Centre, Wana, community member, 
male, 44y). However, as a result of widespread destruction, movement restrictions, and significant 
subdistrict depopulation, livelihoods have significantly weakened as compared to the situation before 
the conflict. Employment at this moment is heavily restricted and “only governmental employees are living 
properly,” (idem). 

In the most isolated villages, like Babnet, this situation was expressed as a source for further fragility, 
as informal income sources such as fishing, working the land or making gravel are rather temporary: 
“Some jobs have been lost because the stone factory stopped working; we can only work in fishing but this activity will 
cease in April and then we will be sitting in our house doing nothing,” (Turkman, Babnet, Wana, community 
member, male, 35y).  
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SAME BUT WELCOMED GOVERNANCE SETTING 

Wana subdistrict is currently secured by Kurdish Peshmerga and Asayesh, as it was pre-2014. The 
major difference as recounted by respondents refers to the fact that security forces are increasingly 
formed by people recruited locally, which was not the case before. In Wana Centre, for instance, “it is 
a good thing that now we have a new team of Peshmerga formed from Wana’s people and it is responsible to protect people 
here,” (Kurd, Wana Centre, Wana, community member, male, 21y). Residents interviewed 
unanimously stated their feelings of being well protected, even better than before the conflict when 
there was greater instability and risk of terrorism. Even in places such as Aski Mosul, where access back 
and forth is heavily restricted, the leadership showed contentment: “We are proud of the Kurdish forces, they 
are providing the best to secure the area for us. We are and we will be with Asayish to keep the area safe,” (Arabs, Aski 
Mosul, Wana, focus group discussion with community leaders). 

In terms of administration, meetings with the local council revealed that the ultimate authority does 
not rest with the mayor of Wana anymore, but on the KDP representative appointed from Duhok. 
Local political leaders, both Arab and Kurd, have adapted to this new political status quo, although it 
was not clear from the data gathered how permanent it will be. 

SCOPE FOR RECONCILIATION, RETURNS AND REVENGE 

Current relationships are largely not damaged between the Kurdish and Arab returnees who are at 
this moment living together again, especially in Wana Centre. Both groups largely perceive themselves 
as victims of the conflict with ISIS and betrayed by their neighbours, most of whom are still displaced 
elsewhere. 

This implies then that new returns of population are not likely to happen any time soon nor are they 
particularly welcome as the majority of the Arab population still displaced are seen as having supported 
or joined ISIS against the rest of the local Arab, Kurd and Turkmen residents. Returns of these families 
are associated with a return to the previous status quo, which was considerably fragile due to land 
disputes, rivalries and instability as a consequence of insurgency and terror acts. Any consideration for 
these families to return faces the open rejection of the vast majority of respondents: 

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. (Arabs, Aski Mosul, Wana, focus group 
discussion with community leaders) 

I have seen in Rudaw TV, when they were in Hassan Sham, one of those Hadidi Arabs who is living in 
those camps was talking claiming that Babnet is their village and they want to return. Unfortunately, 
they just want to come back and again force people to submit to what they want. Thus we cannot live 
with those Arabs again, the government has to prevent them from returning. (Turkmani, Babnet, Wana, 
community member, male, 35y) 

Therefore, there is little room for reconciliation at this moment between the tribes and families 
displaced and the ones currently residing in the subdistrict, some of whom belong to the same groups. 
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There are wide calls for revenge upon the Arabs displaced that are allegedly linked with ISIS –and this 
comes from all communities regardless of ethnic belonging as they all have family members targeted 
and killed by ISIS fighters or affiliates. 

 

3 . 3 .  Z U M M A R  S U B D I S T R I C T  
 

The subdistrict of Zummar is a historically mixed area, with population demographics before 2014 
relatively evenly split between Arabs and Kurds. While the composition of the Arab population in 
Zummar is fragmented into several tribes (the largest being Ma’amra, Jbouri, Johesh and Tayy), the 
vast majority of Kurds belong to the Gargari (or Jarjari) tribe –only 5% are reportedly from other tribes 
such as the Haseni. Two of the largest towns in Zummar (Bardiya and Tel Mus) were almost completely 
inhabited by Gargari Kurds, while Zummar Centre was largely a mixed town. The majority of the 
other villages were predominantly homogeneously inhabited by one ethnic group, intertwined 
throughout the subdistrict without forming ethnic enclaves –this in contrast to the other subdistricts 
where there is a clear geographical separation between communities.  

Interviews were conducted in different towns and villages covering each of the ethnic groups, including 
a variety of tribes: Gargari towns of Tel Mus and Grfir, the Arab villages of Abu Wajna, Ayn Zala, 
Domiz Muaskar and Mesefna (inhabited by Ma’amra, Jbour and Johesh tribes), and the mixed towns 
of Zummar Centre and Domiz Collective.  

LEGACY OF INEQUALITIES, DISCRIMINATION AND VICTIMIZATION 

Fragility in Zummar is interlinked with larger events stemming from decades ago. The area was 
strongly affected by Arabization campaigns during the Saddam regime, which implied the construction 
of new housing collectives within indigenous Gargari-inhabited territory. During that period, the Arab 
population in Zummar enjoyed relatively better economic opportunities over the Kurds. This 
translated into better access to public sector jobs and housing, as well as control of more farmland in 
rural areas and businesses in the main towns. For instance, the vast majority of shops on the main street 
of Zummar Centre used to be owned by Arabs as a consequence of this privileged position. It was 
common as well for Arab households to own a second or third house in the town. Such opportunities 
were rather limited for Kurds and more or less remained this way post-2003 as well. 

During the former regime, changing identity helped the Gargari tribe avoid open discrimination. This 
still persists and is a key factor to understand current social dynamics in Zummar. All Arab interviewees 
talked about the Gargaris and the Kurds as two different social groups. The fact is that members of the 
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Gargari tribe were registered as Arabs, not as Kurds, which protected them from being punished and 
persecuted, and allowed them to preserve their land, businesses and public sector jobs:2 

Our identity was long taken away from us. We had to change our identity to Arabs when Saddam was 
in power; otherwise they would not let us have anything such as a house or a car . . . They forced us to 
become Arabs and that change had a big impact on our relations with the people around us; even 
psychologically this has affected everyone in the Gargari tribe. Unfortunately, our identity is today still 
registered as Arab. (Kurd, Domiz Collective, Zummar, community member, male, 49y) 

Gargaris are a very different tribe from the rest of the Kurds. When Arabs were empowered by Baghdad, 
it was much easier for us to build houses and open businesses because we learned to disguise ourselves 
in the Arab majority areas. That become into a cultural adoption and transformation generation after 
generation. (Kurd, Zummar Centre, Zummar, community member, male) 

Another element that contributed to instability and victimization of the population is the sectarian 
violence that affected all communities alike. Anti-government, insurgent and terrorist cells (as well as 
criminal networks who took advantage of the chaos) operated in the area and undertook attacks such 
as blowing up houses and kidnapping or assassinating people at informal checkpoints on the road to 
Mosul. Many Arabs were targeted for holding high positions in local councils, for being tribal leaders 
affiliated with Kurds, or for their membership in the government security forces. Gargaris belonging 
to Peshmerga forces were also particularly targeted if they had to move between Zummar and Mosul. 
In no instance, according to the interview data was there justice for the victims of such acts and their 
families, neither through judicial proceedings nor tribal processes. 

OCCUPATION BY ISIS 

The arrival of ISIS and the retreat of the Peshmerga in 2014 triggered a wave of displacement, mainly 
from the population most at risk under ISIS, that is, the Gargaris and many of the Arab families with 
members in security forces or holding government jobs. ISIS established a presence in Zummar Centre, 
where allegedly they had a strong support base, and in Ayn Zala Oil Company. ISIS militants could 
be seen in their regular patrols along the main Zummar-Barzan road and then towards Bardiya. They 
also established checkpoints for entering Zummar Centre to identify those belonging to Iraq’s security 
forces or Peshmerga for further arrest. The Arab and Kurds that remained had to pay tawba 
(repentance for a person who has offended Islam) of up to $1,100 per family according to one 
interviewee, and ISIS visited villages to collect this tax. 

However, as described in the interviews, ISIS failed to create strong institutions in the subdistrict due 
to opposition from some of the tribes there, “I was asked to go to the water department to work but, when I saw 

                                                        
2 Whether the adoption of “Arab ethnicity” was coerced or voluntary is disputed as we gathered contradictory 
responses related to this process. It is probably a mix of both and varied by family situation and need. As one 
interviewee noted, “Saddam had stolen our identity and changed it into Arab. In that time our Agha was Suleiman Gulo. He went to 
Mala Mustafa Barzani and said to him that the government was turning our identity into Arabs; Barzani responded that you are the original 
Kurds and that this will not change your heart’s feeling, that your people just need to be quiet now and act like the government wants because 
you are among Arabs and it is difficult to live among them,” (Kurd, Domiz Collective, Zummar, community member, male, 
51y). 
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who they are, I went back home . . . My feelings were to lose hope. ISIS was here with a purpose of destroying the country 
and kill people. One had to be stupid to think that they came to liberate the country,” (Arab, Mesefna, Zummar, 
community leader, male, 53y). The Ma’amra tribe in Abu Wajna waged active armed resistance 
against ISIS, and were instrumental in helping displaced families, especially the Gargaris, escape: 
“Because we cooperated with the Peshmerga and we put resistance, ISIS punished us with confiscating our properties in 
Mosul. Gargaris from Grfir and Zummar were all displaced; we protected them and we hosted them for two months. ISIS 
shelled us seven times, nobody was killed thankfully,” (Arab, Abu Wajna, community leader, male, 27y). 

As ISIS scaled up their actions against the population, arresting people suspected of working for the 
government and/or blowing up their houses, those who chose to remain or were unable to leave finally 
fled to surrounding villages until the Peshmerga retook control of the area, “Many people were displaced, 
especially those with family members in the security forces. My house was blown up by them because my family is in the 
security forces. Others with no links to security forces, Gargari, Arabs, Kurds, stayed. But not all who stayed are considered 
ISIS . . . many who didn’t have the means to leave, stayed for a bit at first but then slowly did start to displace. The ones 
who finally remained, we consider them ISIS,” (Arab, Zummar Centre, Zummar, community member, male, 
23y).  

Given all of this, the subdistrict suffered significant physical destruction. This came from a combination 
of ISIS targeted destruction as well as the military operations to take over the subdistrict and subsequent 
retaliation by security forces and returning populations.3 A significant number of houses still remain 
visibly destroyed in Zummar Centre and Grfir, while several Arab villages in the road connecting 
Zummar with Wana to the east and Rabbia to the west also lay in ruins. 

We have dealt with [those who supported ISIS] too: you can see all the villages destroyed around us. 
Even in Zummar, many of the houses destroyed are actually destroyed because they belonged to ISIS 
members. These Arabs betrayed us. (Kurd, Grfir, Zummar, community leader, male, 60y) 

There is a huge difference between us and the village of Barzan, where many people joined ISIS as 
fighters. The houses in Barzan were already destroyed when we came back, so we don’t know what 
happened exactly. (Arab, Ayn Zala, Zummar, community leader, male, 29y). 

Peshmerga liberated the area and the people in Abu Wajna provided a lot of information to them; hence 
why nobody was imprisoned here and no retaliation was taken on us. (Arab, Abu Wajna, Zummar, 
community member, male, 50y). 

The point on who is and is not considered ISIS and the blatant admission of village destruction is 
explored in greater detail in the following sections. 

DIFFERENCES IN RETURNS AND TENSIONS OUT OF IT 

Despite drastically improved security conditions reported throughout this sample, authorities in 
Zummar, citing security concerns, are allegedly preventing Arab residents previously living and/or 

                                                        
3 See Human Rights Watch, https://www.hrw.org/report/2016/11/13/marked-x/iraqi-kurdish-forces-destruction-
villages-homes-conflict-isis  
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working in Zummar Centre to return to their houses, reopen their businesses and buy or build new 
houses. Most of these residents remain displaced among their wider tribe living in the surrounding 
villages. While some Arab interviewees tried to minimise the issue, it was the source of frustration and 
discontent for others, though they seem to be willing to wait for now until the retaking of Mosul, when 
they were promised a (positive) resolution to the stalemate: 

We cannot go back to our houses in Zummar, or open our businesses there again as we used to. When 
we ask why, we have no response but that we are Arabs and we have to wait for Mosul to be liberated 
for security reasons. But we do not know what this has to do with our shops and houses. (Arabs, Mesefna, 
Zummar, community members, males, 47y and 60y) 

We have now around 40 families, from the same tribe as us [Ma’amra], from Zummar, that cannot go 
back there. Why not? Zummar is a military area and, for security, the displaced families have to wait 
until Mosul is free. Then, we will see but we hope for the best. (Arab, Abu Wajna, Zummar, community 
leader, male) 

There are some problems with the shops and businesses in Zummar Centre; we are not allowed to run 
the shops anymore. They told us it is because of security reasons, to prevent any conflict between 
communities. And actually, most of the people now in the centre are from outside the town, from other 
Gargari villages. Many people originally from Abu Wajna are now out in Rabbia or Syria, not allowed 
to come back. (Arab, Abu Wajna, Zummar, community member, male, 50y) 

Indeed, Gargari residents have largely returned to Zummar Centre as well as to the other Kurdish 
villages in the area, and very few are still displaced outside of the subdistrict. Community leaders of 
villages like Grfir and Tel Mus confirmed that very few families are still missing. In addition to this, 
several Gargari families, originally from areas south of Zummar Centre still too instable to return to or 
that were previously living in Mosul, are now displaced across Zummar’s more secure towns and 
villages. In some cases, this has meant that the vacant homes of Arabs still displaced are occupied by 
Gargaris. This is again raised as a concern tempered by cautious optimism by some of the remaining 
Arab residents:  

Now, a certain group, the Gargaris, are more than any other group in the village. There are many 
Gargaris coming from other villages and they are displaced here. They are occupying the houses of 
those families trapped in Mosul; in many cases, they have permissions, but not everybody. Whether they 
are going to leave or not when the other people is returning, I reserve myself from responding you. 
(Arab, Domiz Collective, Zummar, community member, male, 58y). 

Now Gargaris have moved forward and occupied most of the place [Zummar Centre] . . . See what is 
happening: some people do have hate, but it will not escalate. The occupiers said that when the owner 
comes back, they will vacate the place. But everybody is aware of how difficult it is for these owners to 
return back to the subdistrict right now, and the occupiers are taking advantage. They do even recognise 
publicly that the house is not theirs. So, we will see. (Arab, Ayn Zala, Zummar, community leader, male).  

While security is the primary reason put forward for this blockage of access, both Sunni Arabs and 
Gargari seem to understand the subtext: “[T]here are people in the subdistrict for whom it is in their benefit if the 
displaced Arabs do not return” (Arab, Ayn Zala, Zummar, community leader, male). The reason for this 
exclusion though is seen differently by both groups. The Arabs see it as related to ISIS: “ISIS created 
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sensitivities between us. Some villages had the entire population supporting ISIS and, for what these people did to the 
Gargaris, Gargaris are now generalizing and treating us all as ISIS,” (Arab, Abu Wajna, Zummar, community 
member, male, 50y). This is a kind of collective punishment, which no one denies per se, but the 
Gargaris look further back for the reasons why:  

I think the reason for these deep conflicts go back to Saddam’s era. (Kurd, Domiz Collective, Zummar, 
community member, male, 49y) 

Gargaris are just taking back what was stolen by Saddam; this is how things are now. (Kurd, Grfir, 
Zummar, community leader, male, 60y)  

And indeed, such taking back of land is seen as “Claiming back our belongings, our rights. This place was always 
ours and it is back to our hands. The majority of the shops in this main street were all owned by Arabs just because they 
had the benefit of the government pre-2003,” (Kurd, Zummar Centre, Zummar, community member, male).4  

SHIFTS IN IDENTITY AND POWER DYNAMICS 

The above are manifestations of how the balance of power has tipped toward the Gargaris and Kurds 
in the aftermath of ISIS in Zummar. This definitely influences the way this population responds to 
questions pertaining to their identity. Gargari Kurds now reassert their identity and ownership of the 
territory, in contrast to a time when they could not fully express their identity and had to officially hide 
behind another so as not to be discriminated against.  

Although day to day, person to person interactions within and between villages is reported by both 
Arabs and Kurds alike as fine, there is a pervasive and generalized distrust of the Arabs in the area 
overall, “As long as the security is under command of KRG, we will stay in Zummar. How is it going to be possible to 
live with those Arabs and have our protection in their hands when they betrayed us after working and living and eating 
with us?” (Kurd, Domiz Collective, Zummar, community member, male, 51y). Some interviewees 
recounted that in the weeks before ISIS’s arrival, some Arab residents would taunt their Kurdish 
neighbours that “they are getting closer.” 

At present, then, the general feeling on the Kurds’ side towards Arabs is cold, even with those families 
that have been allowed to remain in Zummar and are thus seen as respecting the authorities (or, as 
many respondents would put it, the “good” Arabs). There is, indeed, a significant distinction and 
labelling of Arabs:  

Gargaris are now generalising and treating us all as ISIS . . . Gargaris and Arabs used to live together 
and attend to school together and so on. Now, most of my old colleagues don’t even say hello to me. 
(Arab, Abu Wajna, Zummar, community member, male, 50y) 

                                                        
4 One interviewee mentioned that the vast majority of shop owners, who are Arabs, gave their support to ISIS on 
arrival as justification for the current confiscation of these shops. While the reasons for this alleged ISIS support are 
unknown at present, one possibility is that this could have been a reaction related to defending their own interests with 
a new power emerging, just as many Arabs are now giving their support to Kurdish authorities. 
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We have a good relation with the Arabs now here, because we have differentiated between who is bad 
and who is good. But still I cannot say that all the Arabs that remain in Zummar are good, because some 
of them belong to families in which half of their members went to Mosul to join ISIS; in other words, 
half of the family is here with us, half of the family is there with ISIS, being in both sides. (Kurd, Domiz 
Collective, Zummar, community member, male, 51y) 

Now we all live in harmony and peace, without problems. The fact that there are no Arabs left that 
cause concern to us is also helping. There are Arabs who live among us, they are not harmful . . . See 
that even the Arabs here do not want the bad people to live here again, even if these were Arabs too. 
(Kurd, Zummar Centre, Zummar, community member, male, 36y) 

I am hopeful to see Zummar joining the KRG and having a border between us and those Arabs that 
betrayed us. There are good Arabs among us who support us and, at the same time, we support them. 
(Kurd, Grfir, Zummar, community leader, male, 60y) 

In addition, these statements are frequently backed up with a lack of willingness to compromise on 
anything in order to achieve peace. This is stated quite aggressively when speaking in a group, “The 
priority for us to be in an [peace] process is the total rejection of these perpetrators in ISIS. We are not ready to compromise 
on anything at all. All ISIS is a red line. Even those not fighting with them but not saying no to them . . . The Kurds are 
not doing anything wrong. We are the victims,” (Kurds, Tel Mus, Zummar, focus group discussion with 
residents).  

The identification that the Gargari make of themselves as the victims of this current conflict as well as 
their consistent mention of past grievances committed by the previous regime, provides justification at 
the community level here not just for separating out good and bad Arabs, but leaving out Arabs 
altogether. This indicates that there would be at least some popular support for more formal processes 
of demographic engineering or “de-Arabization” by authorities, should they choose to do this. 

THE POSITIONING OF THE ARAB POPULATION  

It is also clear that Sunni Arabs in the area are cognizant of this shift in social and political power, 
based on their own responses to questions of identity. The Sunni Arabs seem to hide their Arab 
ethnicity or mitigate it somehow to better align with the current political and social dynamic. In some 
cases, this means prioritizing their Iraqi identity and, in others, rather surprisingly it means identifying 
as belonging to Kurdistan, which is quite a contradiction and change in such a previously clear-cut 
ethno-religious grouping:  

I am an Iraqi from Kurdistan. I am proud of it; this is what makes me feel more comfortable. In 
Baghdad, you know, they are all Ali Baba. (Arab, Abu Wajna, Zummar, community member, male, 
47y) 

I identify myself as an Arab, but separated: I want to be with the Kurds and to put us into Kurdistan, 
not with the rest of Arabs . . . I am no interested to be an Arab, I want to change my identity. Arabs will 
never love mankind. (Arab, Domiz Muaskar, Zummar, community member, male, 51y) 

I am a human being. I am not even Iraqi. Don’t look at me as an Arab because of my way of dressing. 
(Arab, Ayn Zala, Zummar, community leader, male) 
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I am an Iraqi and I have always been so . . . what I love to happen to me, I wish for the rest of Iraqis. 
(Arab, Domiz Collective, Zummar, community member, male, 58y) 

Such identity realignment likely stems in part from a need to adapt to the new status quo, in which 
Sunni Arabs see their position as “weak,” and the best option is to try to hold good relations with the 
ruling authorities and be accepted by them and the other communities –even though they recognise 
and highlight unfair treatment such as the restrictions on movement and inability to access their houses 
and businesses in Zummar Centre, as explained above. This situation has caused detriment to Sunni 
Arabs because “all Sunni areas have been occupied. Somebody wanted us bad to allow this to happen,” (Arabs, Ayn 
Zala, Zummar, community members, males, 52y and 68y). This suspicion highlights the possibility of 
fault lines for further identity-based tensions and violence given the precarious position the Arabs find 
themselves in now taking into account poor Sunni Arab political leadership and past marginalization 
by Shi’a governments.  

REVENGE AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RETURNS 

While nearly all respondents indicated that likelihood for direct revenge as opposed to mediation has 
not increased particularly post-2014, they make the exception for ISIS-related people, in which revenge 
against them would be “justified.” Nearly all respondents stated that the bulk of those with any ISIS 
link (from ideological affiliation to active membership) are currently displaced outside of Zummar, 
either in camps or in ISIS held territory such as Mosul.  

While this is a common sentiment, there is a significant disagreement across and within groups in terms 
of, first, the possibility of return for families still displaced; second, what constitutes being affiliated with 
ISIS; and, finally, what it means to be a perpetrator. For the Gargari, Kurds, and some Arabs, the 
answers to these questions are pretty clear and apply to both those still displaced and those who have 
returned or never left: 

For now, the situation is not bad but we know this is not going to last long because, after Mosul is 
liberated, those Arabs will come back again. I think the only way that we can live in peace is to have our 
own state. (Kurd, Domiz Collective, Zummar, community member, male, 49y) 

Lasting peace is the non-return of people who joined ISIS. If they are gone, peace continues. (Kurds, 
Tel Mus, Zummar, focus group discussion with residents) 

Lasting peace will be achieved when a big wall is constructed between Arabs and Kurds. Peace will not 
be achieved if Arabs and their radical thinking are back. (Kurd, Tel Mus, Zummar, community leader, 
male, 51y) 

The current situation is what is needed for lasting peace because I feel safe and protected and the bad 
ones are not here anymore. (Arab, Zummar Centre, Zummar, community member, male, 23y) 

The majority of Arabs interviewed in these areas however have a more nuanced view of ISIS crimes 
and victimization, “When the KRG said that ‘those who left with ISIS are ISIS,’ this is not a real portrait of the 
situation: people left toward ISIS territory for different reasons and difference should be made,” (Arab, Ayn Zala, 
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Zummar, community leader, male). They differentiate between those Arabs still displaced and those 
who were ISIS fighters, those who agreed with the ideology but did not commit any crimes, and those 
who were simply trapped with no means to escape. By and large, a key desire for these interviewees is 
the return of their displaced families, particularly those who have been deemed not to have committed 
any crimes: 

Now with Mosul operations ongoing, we hope to see that families will be reunited. (Arab, Abu Wajna, 
Zummar, community leader, male, 27y) 

Being so few families, it sometimes feels boring and we miss the other families still displaced . . . Many 
families are not allowed to return . . . The reason for their inability to return is the security situation in 
the area [this is what the Asayesh tells them]. However, we are hopeful to see that Mosul operations are 
happening and can bring a resolution. . . We need to see all the families here again; this is the most 
important thing. (Arabs, Ayn Zala, Zummar, community members, males, 52y and 68y) 

There is no forgiveness for ISIS members and fighters. But we have to take into account that some only 
supported them; these can be re-integrated back into society. (Arab, Domiz Collective, Zummar, 
community member, male, 58y) 

Whether this will happen or not remains to be seen, with the status quo being held as people await the 
resolution of military operations in Mosul and “hope for the best.”  

SECURITY AND GOVERNANCE 

With regard to security in this new status quo, nearly all people spoken to indicated that the current 
situation is very good, and depending on the location, the best it has been in a very long time, at least 
post-2003, “This is now the optimal security situation. It never felt like this before. Pre-2014, there were many sleeper 
cells in town committing attacks. Both [Arabs and Kurds] here have been attacked by IEDs. There are no sleeper cells here 
now, they have left,” (Arab, Zummar Centre, Zummar, community member, male, 23y).  

At present, while movement to Mosul is blocked due to ongoing fighting between ISIS and Iraqi 
security forces, many Arabs expressed concerns over the strict permissions they needed to move toward 
the Kurdistan Region. They were subject to the same procedures prior to this current conflict, but the 
process is likely to have become more stringent and potentially arbitrary than before. Because Mosul 
and Baghdad are cut off at present, people must go to Duhok or Erbil for certain errands including 
secondary and tertiary medical treatment, causing further strain if this continues.  

These current restrictions on freedom of movement notwithstanding, the overall interview pool in 
Zummar subdistrict agreed that not only is the security situation at present “optimal” but so are the 
forces providing it, predominantly Peshmerga and Asayesh (tribal militias, local police, and Iraqi Army 
have a very minor role).5  

                                                        
5 Within this sample, only one individual, a Sunni Arab male from Domiz Muaskar indicated his preference to live 
under the rule and protection of the central Iraqi government. 
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The overall satisfaction with security belies the fear people still have of a return to violence. For 
instance, a few weeks prior to this fieldwork in Abu Wajna, graffiti with the ISIS flag appeared on a 
school building; some people from the community were arrested but immediately released. At least in 
Mesefna, such fears motivated residents to start their own community policing –whether this is 
happening in other villages or not could not be corroborated.  

 

3 . 4 .  R A B B I A  S U B D I S T R I C T  
 

Rabbia Centre, along with its counterpart Al-Yarubiya in Syria, is a border town founded in the 1970s 
next to the main road connecting Mosul to Syria –therefore, it is a town of great strategic and 
commercial importance. Most of the subdistrict of Rabbia is inhabited by Arabs of the Shammar tribe, 
the same tribe that can be found on the other side of the Syrian border.6 Other Arab tribes such as the 
Johesh are scattered in the southern part of the subdistrict. There are also about 7 Kurdish villages, 
made up mainly of the Mirani tribe, in the north bordering the Kurdistan Region. It is, therefore, the 
most homogeneous subdistrict in the assessment, in the sense that each tribe occupies different 
geographical areas in the territory, without being mixed or intermingled; the Shammar tribe have the 
most prominent role in the whole of Rabbia.  

This assessment included fieldwork in each of these socially differentiated areas, namely, Rabbia 
Centre, the rural villages in the southern part of the subdistrict inhabited by the Shammar and Johesh, 
and the Kurdish village of Kalhe in the north. It is important to highlight that, due to the elements 
described below, the dynamics of Rabbia are closely linked with those of Sinuni subdistrict (and, overall, 
Sinjar district), and both have to be analysed in tandem. 

IMPACT OF ISIS ON COMMUNITIES AND DISPLACEMENT WAVES 

The gradual take-over of the area by ISIS caused relatively little displacement at first –those who did 
leave were mainly members of the security forces who were targeted and threatened. Interviewees 
recounted that ISIS imposed harsh conditions on them, including the payment of fees and the tawba: 

At the beginning, they claimed that there would be some changes, like a revolution, but it came out 
completely opposite. We figure out their intentions. They were not building any infrastructures but 
instead they were damaging what it existed. (Arab, Jidida, Rabbia, community member, male, 25y) 

ISIS was asking all villagers to provide weapons and money. We were charged fines when we refused to 
pledge allegiance and we were asked to pay for ‘tawba’. We even received receipts when we paid, as a 

                                                        
6 Descriptions about the history of the place pointed out that the Shammar Arabs used to be nomadic, traveling for 
seasonal pastures until the previous regime made them settle down in Rabbia Centre and surroundings –the 
construction of the Al Jazeera irrigation project had a prominent role in rooting the population. 



  
SCENARIOS OF FRAGILITY IN NORTHERN NINIVEH

 

 24 

confirmation that we surrendered. But we never trusted to be safe and protected under this people. 
(Arab, Muthalitha, Rabbia, community member, male, 46y) 

Fierce combat between ISIS and the Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK) together with the Peshmerga for 
the control of Rabbia Centre in 2015 triggered a large wave of displacement, mainly southward and 
toward Mosul. Most of the villages around Rabbia Centre hosted many of these fleeing families: “At 
some point, our village of just 85 families hosted almost 500 families that escaped from surrounding towns and villages, 
including those from Rabbia Centre; all were Shammar, with some Jbour, and most of them left towards Mosul after a 
while. We also helped the Ezidis that were escaping too,” (Arab, Tal Abtah, Rabbia, community leader, male, 
47y). 

Indeed, the most significant point to note with regard to the Shammar in relation to displacement 
relates to their role in hosting and helping Ezidis reach safe havens in the Kurdistan Region, “Many 
Ezidi families escaped through our village; we did the best we could to help them get out of the region. We gave them 
transportation to get to Fishkhabour area to be safe,” (Arab, Tal Abtah, Rabbia, community member, male, 
40y). With the Shammar leadership opposing ISIS, Ezidis were smuggled out of Sinjar into the 
Kurdistan Region via Syria. This was possible because of the Shammar’s extensive tribe and network 
which crosses borders. Without the intervention of this tribe, who particularly hold historically tight 
relations with both the Ezidis and Kurds (see point below), the impact of violence and conflict on Ezidis 
would have been even greater. 

Many interviewees in the subdistrict point to ISIS members being from other parts of Tel Afar district 
or outside of Iraq. They also hold the popular perception that the Johesh tribe were tightly linked to 
ISIS, especially in Tel Afar and Sinjar districts.7 It is relevant then to note here that despite this view, 
many Shammar villages in Rabbia are currently hosting a large number of Johesh families who have 
been forcibly displaced from their homes in Sinjar due to retaliation by Ezidi militias for their alleged 
role in persecuting and killing this minority. This is explored in more detail in the next section on 
Sinuni’s dynamics. 

Finally, the Kurdish population in the north of Rabbia actively opposed the advances of ISIS in August 
2014. The first Kurdish village coming from Rabbia Centre, Al-Walid (Guzik in Kurdish), was attacked 
but not taken. The local population in these cluster of villages left for some days towards Duhok but 
came back quickly afterwards, as the male adult population remained armed and secured the position 
with the Peshmerga. 

DIFFERENT DEGREES OF INTERACTION BETWEEN COMMUNITIES 

The Shammar tribe primarily influence power dynamics in the subdistrict and, in effect, are in charge 
of local administration (except for security). This is not only because of their demographic size and 

                                                        
7 Such negative views have strongly affected the relations and interactions of the Johesh with other communities, 
including other Arab tribes, Kurds, Turkmen, and Ezidis, in the rest of the governorate –it should be noted that while 
this is the common sentiment, ISIS links cannot and should not be generalized for the whole tribe. 
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predominance, but also due to historical social and political alliances with their neighbours: Ezidis, 
Kurds and the other Arab tribes such as the Johesh.8 These factors combined prevented them from 
facing any retaliation after the expulsion of ISIS, either by Peshmerga or Ezidi militias, unlike the 
Johesh tribe in Rabbia and Sinjar: “The families in this village didn’t leave with ISIS; we were not afraid . . . 
When Peshmerga came, we had nothing to fear neither, because our sheikh had very good relations with their leadership,” 
(Arab, Tal Abtah, Rabbia, community leader, male, 47y). 

Although relations have been especially strong and tight between the rural Shammar tribesmen in 
Rabbia and the Ezidis, both in terms of trade and blood connections, now they have been negatively 
affected by the conflict in a very significant way: 

Since a long time ago, we have had very good connection with Ezidis in the region; we were good 
friends, we used to go to their events, and they did the same too here. We used to be great friends and 
faithful neighbours. (Arab, Jidida, Rabbia, community member, male, 25y) 

Interactions with our neighbours were much better before, especially with the Ezidis. Relations were 
cordial and many people was ‘crieved’9 with people from the other group. Now, all is coldness and 
distance between us. (Arab, Tal Abtah, Rabbia, community leader, male, 47y) 

In general, this legacy puts the Shammar in a central position to strongly influence and promote local 
dialogues and, therefore, enable peace in the area (the scope for reconciliation is further developed in 
the Sinuni section). 

The Kurdish population, on the other hand, has usually tried to minimize their interactions with the 
rest of the subdistrict, as they largely regard the area as extremely unsafe and limited their travels 
elsewhere to visit government departments or re-stock for trade. The Mirani tribe has been more closely 
linked with Duhok Governorate than Nineveh, where their members have stronger ties (including with 
high-ranking KDP members such as Fazel Mirani). This virtual separation from the rest of Rabbia is 
particularly strong now that there is a clear buffer zone between their land and the beginning of Arab 
tribal land –most of the Arab towns on the road connecting Al-Walid and Rabbia Centre have been 
destroyed as a consequence of the conflict. 

ABSENCE OF PAST LOCALISED DISPUTES BUT EMERGENCE OF NEW ONES 

Based on the interviews conducted, there have not previously been major disputes or sources of conflict 
between the different communities in the subdistrict. The only case mentioned refers to the Kurdish 
population and their forced displacement during the Baath regime and Arabization campaigns:  

                                                        
8 It is a common practice of tribes to have members within the different factions that rule a given area. For instance, 
the Shammars may have some members close to KDP, others to Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), others to various 
Arab parties, etc. This does not mean that the tribe is divided but, rather, that they can manoeuvre for the protection 
and the benefit of the tribe as whole in a very contested environment by pulling the right strings. 
9 Act of male circumcision where a person of the other community holds the child during the process, linking both 
families together. 



  
SCENARIOS OF FRAGILITY IN NORTHERN NINIVEH

 

 26 

The people of this village and other Kurd areas were displaced in the 1970s toward Arab areas; 10-12 
families each were displaced into different Arab villages, among the Shammar, Jbour, Johesh, or Mosul. 
These Arab tribes instead came into Kurd villages too. In 2003, the Shammar left the villages they were 
settled in and the Kurds came back. There were no problems; we basically switched places. (Kurd, 
Kalhe, Rabbia, community member, male, 67y) 

For the other communities, intra- and inter-tribe cohesiveness and tribal law by which all Arab tribes 
are commonly ruled by prevented any major conflict –although this does not mean that there were not 
internal inequalities between subtribes or clans. All tribes, however, were victims of terrorist attacks 
during the last decade: 

We never had security before; it was very unstable when under the responsibility of the Iraqi army. Our 
people within security forces could not wear the uniforms when travelling to their post; they had to wear 
civilian clothes in order to avoid being targeted by unknown terrorists . . . We lost in the past some of 
our members in the security forces while they were on duty in Mosul due to terrorist attacks. (Arab, 
Muthalitha, Rabbia, community member, male, 46y) 

Security was good, but there were some important breaches and, hence, some terrorist attacks would 
happen some times; we do not know whether they came from inside the community or outside. (Arabs, 
Rabbia Centre, Rabbia, focus group discussion with residents) 

As mentioned by some interviewees, the arrival of ISIS failed to incite internal rivalries within the 
Shammar tribe. Therefore, the needs of Rabbia as a subdistrict and the Shammar as a tribe in 
peacebuilding are not so much internal, but with regards to Sinuni and the other communities (i.e., 
Ezidi and the other Arab tribes) –this is further developed when talking about scope for reconciliation 
in Sinuni’s dynamics section. However, the situation is so delicate that incidents are occurring between 
groups that could easily escalate but, for the moment, the Shammar are turning a blind eye to them: 

We, the Shammar, have also been damaged by the Ezidis (not only Johesh). For instance, one shepherd 
from a neighbouring village was kidnapped with his 25 sheep by Ezidi forces; he was in the limits of our 
village lands, close to the Ezidi towns. But we decide to ignore it. We understand that the group that did 
it is just a minority. Otherwise, of course, we have the right to hold Ezidis accountable for this. (Arab, 
Tal Abtah, Rabbia, community leader, male, 47y) 

A year ago, a Ezidi militia took control of the Shor village. They thought it belonged to the Johesh tribe, 
but Peshmerga intervened and did not let that happen because it was not true; the village belong to us, 
Shammar. Only the government can stop the violence. (Arab, Jidida, Rabbia, community member, 
male, 25y) 

LIKELIHOOD OF REVENGE AND IMPACT ON FURTHER RETURNS 

The emerging tensions described above are actually linked with revenge. Indeed, grievances among 
the Shammar have also appeared regarding those from their own tribe as well as other tribes that joined 
or became affiliated with ISIS. There was room to put forward rather extreme claims about the need 
to take revenge on the families that are still displaced in the event of their return: “Future tensions may 
appear with the return of ISIS families . . . If I see one of them, I cannot do anything else but kill him. What could prevent 
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this? The solution is either we kill these ISIS supporters or the government takes them and execute them. We don’t consider 
them as part of any tribe anymore and therefore this cannot be solved through tribal negotiations,” (Arabs, Rabbia 
Centre, Rabbia, focus group discussion with residents). 

At the same time, and as was quoted briefly in the previous section, it is important to highlight the fact 
that most people interviewed are open to intervention from the government to prevent revenge acts 
from actually taking place through a formal justice process against the perpetrators of crimes –which is 
a significant concession due to the strong prevalence of tribal structures and laws in the area. 

DELICATE LIVELIHOODS SITUATION 

The Rabbia subdistrict consists of very extensive farmland connected by the Al Jazeera irrigation 
project. However, since 2003, interviewees noted that agriculture has been significantly neglected and 
its importance as an income source has steadily declined due to the stoppage of the irrigation system 
and the insecurity caused by insurgent groups. This was corroborated through observation during 
fieldwork where only a few of the villages had visible irrigation infrastructure for pumping groundwater. 
The main income source for most rural households then has been in the Federal Police and Iraqi Army, 
“the village was doing very well all this time until ISIS; we had about 100 or 150 tribe members within the Iraqi security 
forces, with good salaries for the families,” (Arab, Muthalitha, Rabbia, community member, male, 46y). 

The situation was slightly different in Rabbia Centre. The main economy focused on trade at the 
border crossing between Syria and Iraq, with substantial daily movement of trucks and goods.10 The 
trade opportunities (both formal and via smuggling) were so large that “people working in non-governmental 
activities were making as much money as public employees,” (Arabs, Rabbia Centre, Rabbia, focus group 
discussion with residents). During farming seasons, hundreds of families from the rural areas would also 
come to Rabbia Centre. The economic impact of this conflict, then, has been significant for many 
families, particularly as the border is now completely sealed for security reasons (despite the fact that 
the same Shammar tribe is living in both Rabbia Centre and Al-Yarubiya on the Syrian side).  

This impact, however, has been mitigated to some extent by the additional recruitment of Shammar 
tribesmen into the different Hashd al-Ashayri (tribal armies) as well as the Peshmerga. In Rabbia 
Centre alone it was mentioned that around 2,000 men have joined these forces. In addition, while the 
payment of salaries to security force members in Nineveh was halted for some months by the central 
government, personnel have recently been readmitted and payments resumed. The general perception 
is that livelihoods are significantly worse than they used to be but, there is slow improvement 
particularly in growing security sector jobs.  

                                                        
10 Before 2003, people and goods were also transported by train, as the railway connecting Syrian and Iraq had a 
station in Rabbia. Now, both the station and the rail infrastructure are in ruins. 
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SECURITY ORGANIZATION 

Perceptions of the current security situation were overwhelmingly positive among interviewees. They 
frequently mentioned that such levels of protection and safety have not been felt since before 2003. 
Security is provided by the Peshmerga and Asayish, both on the roads between villages and within the 
main towns, including Rabbia Centre. A significant portion of the Peshmerga forces in the area are 
formed by the so-called Rojava Peshmerga units (made up of displaced Syrian Kurds) as well as recently 
recruited Arab Shammar tribesmen –all under the control of KDP. 

While new recruitment into tribal militias and the Iraqi Army has been significant, they are not 
deployed in Rabbia, but rather are stationed in frontline areas, combating ISIS. 

It is important to mention, finally, that towns and villages across the border in Syria are under control 
of YPG forces (grouped under the Syrian Democratic Forces). There is no relation or interaction 
between these groups across the border, which remains closed. No mention was made in interviews 
related to any escalating cross-border tensions between communities or their respective security forces. 

 

3 . 5 .  S I N U N I  S U B D I S T R I C T  
 

There is little doubt that the human impact of ISIS conflict on the population of Sinuni has been of an 
extreme magnitude, especially on the Ezidi population. This minority still counts with many people, 
especially women and girls, slaved in ISIS-controlled areas or disappeared. The psychological footprint 
of this suffering on those still displaced and those that have returned or are still sheltered in Sinjar 
Mountain is noticeable. The legacy of ISIS involvement also had a cost on the Arab population, with 
their complete displacement and full destruction of their villages in the subdistrict. 

It is, at the same time, one of the most delicate and fragile areas in the assessment, with important 
internecine rivalries over the control of the place that caused a break of the ceasefire in early March 
2017 and that made Turkish operations against PKK-affiliated groups to be extended in the area.11 
This assessment gathered the testimonies of the different sides of such divisions, in the towns of Sinuni 
Centre and Khani Sour, in addition to Ezidis displaced in the town of Shariya in Duhok Governorate. 
Finally, one Arab family from Sinuni currently displaced in Rabbia could also be interviewed. The 
analysis of Sinuni’s dynamics also drags data from many of the interviews carried out in Rabbia 
subdistrict. 

                                                        
11 It has to be noted that both this baseline and the program for which it was intended were completed two weeks 
before the start of Turkish aviation’s actions in Sinjar. 



SCENARIOS OF FRAGILITY IN NORTHERN NINIVEH
   

 
29 

BEFORE ISIS, GRIEVANCES FROM PRE AND POST-2003 

Sinuni is formed by several large compounds that were constructed in the 70s and 80s by the Baath 
regime to gather together the Ezidi population scattered in different small villages. The vacant space 
created was used to settle Arab tribes coming from other places of Nineveh or further south, in another 
example of engineered demographic composition. The resulting subdistrict was largely split 
geographically and demographically, with a southern half close to Sinjar Mountain inhabited by the 
Ezidi population (along with a minority of Sunni Kurds) and a northern half along the Syrian border 
inhabited by the Arab tribes. 

As in other locations, the Arabization campaign created land ownership disputes. Ezidi population 
could not allegedly register land in their names and parts of it were given to the Arab tribes. This never 
created any open conflict between the communities, as Ezidis mention that they did not have any power 
and had more to lose than to win in an open confrontation. In addition, there were no restitution 
process initiated after 2003. It became common for Ezidis who did not own land to work as seasonal 
employees for the new owners and for the Shammar landowners in Rabbia. 

Ezidi interviewees recounted their feeling of insecurity when having to travel towards the Kurdistan 
Region, as the only road crosses the Arab villages. Several kidnappings and killings took place in the 
past in informal or fake checkpoints, although in most cases no justice or compensation was achieved 
by the tribes. Other attacks towards Ezidis also took place when farming in the areas close to the Arabs 
–therefore, disputed lands: “How scared we were when going to farm! All family had to go to the country houses there 
for the agricultural season, all men armed with weapons for protection until the season was over. Sometimes people was 
attacking us, they did what they wanted, with impunity” (Ezidi, IDP from Burk, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, 
Duhok, male, 58y). 

ARRIVAL AND EXPULSION OF ISIS 

There are many views and narratives regarding the episode of ISIS offensive and subsequent 
occupation of Sinjar that led to a huge human cost for the Ezidi population. The interviews for this 
assessment did not aim to elucidate responsibilities but, in general terms, interviewees pointed out to 
the lack of support that residents received at the first moments of their armed resistance to ISIS. For 
instance, one of them stated that “if only the government had provided us with supplies and munition, we could have 
resisted… but even when we went to the mountain we continued fighting” (Ezidi, IDP from Gohbal, Sinuni, 
displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male, 58y). Thousands of Ezidis that could not leave towards Kurdistan 
in a first instance fled towards Sinjar Mountain upon arrival of ISIS fighters. In spite of the heavy 
weaponry of ISIS, the mountain became a safe heaven for Ezidis although many people died from 
starvation and thirst due to the absence of direct assistance. 

During the four months that Sinuni was under control of ISIS, the PKK/YPG achieved to open a 
channel from the zones they controlled in Syria to supply basic needs to the Ezidi population trapped: 
“There is in the town a recognition that PKK liberated us; PKK used to bring us bags of wheat to the mountains and 
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thanks to them we were able to survive” (Ezidi, Khani Sour, Sinuni, male, 71y). These forces, together with 
KRG’s Peshmerga coming from the east, later expelled ISIS from the Sinuni area. The result, however, 
was that the subdistrict became split between both groups, with delicate political consequences 
(described in next points). 

Finally, with many parts of Sinjar district too insecure or controlled by ISIS, Sinuni Centre and other 
towns in Sinuni are hosting a significant number of Ezidi families still displaced from there. 

DISPLACEMENT OF THE MUSLIM ARAB AND KURD POPULATION 

The arrival of ISIS into the Arab villages in Sinuni also triggered some displacement from some 
families, especially those with members in security forces that could be under threat by ISIS. Most of 
the displacement was short-lived as most families came back after one or two weeks “because we saw that 
nothing happened” (Arab, IDP from Abu Hanai, Sinuni, displaced in Jidida, Rabbia, male, 38y). As in 
other small villages, the payment of tawba was demanded by ISIS.  

However, the complete displacement of the Arab population took place after the Peshmerga retook 
control of the subdistrict. As the Johesh interviewee explained:  

A Ezidi militia came straight after the Peshmerga retook the land, from Gohbal and Uruba; they killed 
three people in our village and then we all left. We went to another town close inhabited also by Johesh, 
and then we came to this Shammar village (Jidida). 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. In total, 17 villages 
of the Johesh have been destroyed in a similar way . . . The Peshmerga were around and we tried to talk 
to them, but they said that they didn’t see anyone and that they knew nothing. (Arab, IDP from Abu 
Hanai, Sinuni, displaced in Jidida, Rabbia, male, 38y) 

Here it is important to also highlight how perceptions differ across communities and even across people 
over the links with ISIS (and therefore responsibility in the crimes committed towards Ezidis) attributed 
to the neighbouring Arabs in Sinuni. Some respondents qualified such responsibility: 

ISIS came from Tel Afar and Ba’aj districts, not from the neighbouring villages . . . Even those 
neighbours that did join ISIS did not harm the people of Gohbal. Relations were so good that a sheikh 
from a neighbouring village refused to accept ISIS and instead left with us, Ezidis. (Ezidi, IDP from 
Gohbal, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male, 58y) 

Historically I cannot point to any issue between Ezidis and Johesh. But now, Ezidis think that those 
Arabs were traitors and helped ISIS to kill them. When Ezidis came to our village, we helped them and 
they told us that the Johesh did not help their families. (Arab, Tal Abtah, Rabbia, male, 40y) 

People in my village saved 62 Ezidi families when ISIS came; we had no issue with them. It is true that 
there were some villages, like Sibaia (right after the checkpoint on the road to Sinuni town), who joined 
ISIS. They were Johesh, true. But now the Ezidis have started to generalize and hate us all equally 
independently of what we did. (Arab, IDP from Abu Hanai, Sinuni, displaced in Jidida, Rabbia, male, 
38y) 
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Currently, all Muslim population from Sinuni is displaced. This includes also a minority of Sunni Kurds 
that were living in some neighbourhoods attached to the Ezidi compounds. While Kurds are displaced 
into the Kurdistan Region, part of the Arab population sought the protection of the Shammar tribe 
and are therefore displaced into Rabbia. Returns of both Sunni Kurds and Arabs are not possible at 
this moment without further steps as discussed in the rest of the section. 

CONTESTED AND FRAGMENTED SECURITY 

Since the expulsion of ISIS, the area has remained divided between different armed forces and heavily 
contested by the political groups. Apart from the presence of local Ezidi Peshmerga forces (both KDP 
and PUK, although the number and real power is significantly larger for KDP), other militias have 
recently spread in the territory seeking to provide protection to the Ezidi population. The local militia 
Sinjar Resistance Unit (YBS) was formed under the direct auspices and control of external PKK/YPG 
leaders present in the region. This group is nominally under Federal Government’s Popular 
Mobilization Units (PMUs), officially a part of the Iraqi Defense System and therefore funded by 
Baghdad. Local leader Hayder Shesho formed and leads the Ezidi Protection Force (HPE), a semi-
autonomous force that is now in the process of integrating into KRG’s Ministry of Peshmerga. In 
addition to these, the so-called Rojava Peshmerga units, formed by Syrian Kurds under the control of 
KDP, are in charge of controlling the main access roads stretching from Rabbia and the checkpoints.  

De facto, KDP-aligned forces control the territory from Sinuni Centre towards the east, while YBS are 
in control from Khani Sour towards the west. However, military posts of each of the groups are 
scattered around: in KDP-controlled areas there are YBS and HPE units, and in Khani Sour there is 
a post with KDP Peshmergas. With each of the armed groups having different political agendas and 
affiliations, this has gradually led to a direct armed clashes on the 3rd of March 2017, as the KRG is 
completely opposed to the presence of PKK-affiliated forces that can hamper its control and 
administration of the whole area. The clashes ended with 5 Ezidi fighters killed. It is important to note 
that the Rojava Peshmerga took part in the fight, not Ezidi Peshmergas.12 

Before the clashes and the deterioration of the security (which took place a week after the interviews in 
Sinuni were completed as part of this assessment), people highlighted the positive change in security 
provision, as compared to the status quo pre-2014, because now it is directly in the hands of the local 
Ezidi population, not depending on external forces or groups: “Security is not a concern anymore; we are in 
charge of it. Everybody is armed, even the women, and we must continue to defend ourselves” (Ezidi, IDP from Gohbal, 
Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male, 58y). Indeed, the principal feeling among Ezidis is that, for 
the first time in history, they are now in a position of power and strength in their territory that they 

                                                        
12 Further information on the events of 3rd March can be consulted in the following news article: “Ezidis who suffered 
genocide are fleeing again, but this time not from the Islamic State” (Washington Post).  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/Ezidis-who-suffered-genocide-are-fleeing-again-but-this-
time-not-from-the-islamic-state/2017/03/21/6392fe26-0353-11e7-9d14-
9724d48f5666_story.html?tid=sm_fb_wd&utm_term=.08c2d54b3563 
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never experienced before –in spite of the power being split in different Ezidi forces with different and 
colliding agendas. 

Finally, such security conglomerate also presents other important challenges. On one side, some 
interviewees warned that the presence of so many armed groups may facilitate acts of revenge between 
families that are confronted, as people will accuse others and take advantage of the lack of clarity in 
terms of security. On the other side, it has been denounced that YBS has been engaging in forced youth 
recruitment in Khani Sour as a way to root loyalty in the population –although none of the interviews 
conducted in this assessment openly mentioned this, the issue was put forward in key informant 
interviews conducted directly by UPP. 

IDENTITIES, HONOUR, ASPIRATIONS AND GAP BETWEEN POPULATION AND LEADERSHIP 

If anything, all Ezidi interviewees, either IDPs or returnees, show an agreement in the way they identify 
themselves. Without exception, they relate as Iraqi Ezidis or, more commonly, as just Ezidi or 
belonging to the Ezidi nationhood. On the contrary, there was no mention across interviews to being 
part of the wider ethnic group of the Kurds as other Ezidis in other areas (such as Sheikhan or Duhok) 
would rather mention. This raise of Ezidism as its own singular identity is related to their condemnation 
of ISIS attacks on them due to their religious affiliation, rather than ethnic divisions or any other factor 
–and the loss of honour that it entailed. For the Ezidi population, the events form yet another attack 
from Islam to Ezidism which adds to previous and numerous waves of attacks recorded in the religion’s 
history: 

The issue is with being Ezidi. It is about identity. Families have been killed in checkpoints, even back in 
the 80s. We did not know whether it was because of our religion or what, but now we do see that it is 
because of who we are. We have been through 74 other genocides, but the one now is the biggest. This 
is the one where we saw that we are alone and nobody is there to defend us. We realized that they do 
not want us here. Who are ‘they’? Islam. We do not know whether this is what Islam is preaching for, 
or it is just people hating each other. (Ezidi, IDP from Burk, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male) 

There were a lot of interactions in the area. Therefore, I see this recent conflict as an attack on our 
religion, nothing to do with ethnic diversity. (Ezidi, IDP from Gohbal, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, 
Duhok, male, 58y) 

What I’m most upset about as Ezidi is what happened with ISIS. What ISIS did to us, it made us forget 
about anything that may have happened in the past. It has been beyond any limits. (Ezidi, IDP from 
Burk, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male, 21y) 

Some agreement was also found in terms of aspirations for peace, which can be summarised in the 
following statement: “A lasting peace means not allowing Muslims back, international protection and self-
administration . . . Without this protection, all will happen again” (Ezidi, Khani Sour, Sinuni, community 
member, male, 71y). The case for self-administration was voiced even from Ezidis belonging to armed 
forces, such as Peshmerga, who may not have such goal in their agenda. Such portrayed scenario also 
passes through a desire to go back to a pre-Arabization situation in order to, according to some 
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respondents, better delimit the borders between Ezidis and Arabs and consequently be ruled by 
different governing bodies. 

The cohesive claims from the ordinary citizens clash with the cacophony of the leadership. The mayor 
of Sinuni (KDP) mentioned ironically that, nowadays, for every two people in the district there is a 
political party. Indeed, tribal and political leaders show major divisions between those that would be 
better aligned with the KRG and those who show a more distant position.13 In the eyes of the 
population, however, such divisions are criticised in the sense that they are not helping to achieve the 
goals above of self-administration and better protection: 

Although security conditions are now stable, the only problem is that we do not know who is ruling the 
area, because there are a lot of political parties around. It would be better if we knew which side is ruling. 
(Ezidi, Sinuni Centre, Sinuni, community member, female, 27y) 

We need religious and tribal leaders to meet and agree for a joint leadership. This would make it easier 
for us to administer ourselves. Not everybody may follow or abide to it, but 10 against 1,000 cannot be 
an obstacle. (Ezidi, Sinuni Centre, Sinuni, community member, male, 24y) 

However, it must be noted that the general Ezidi population agreed that peacebuilding efforts targeted 
at solving division within them are not needed. What they are pointing to is at divisions at the (local) 
top political level, that would require a more top-down reconciliation, not among the ordinary citizens. 
For instance, the funerals for the fighters killed in the clashes were attended by people in all uniforms 
as it is frequent that members of the same family are in different forces. Therefore, without this 
reconciliation, Ezidis are aware they will be the first victims if the conflict escalates. 

ABSENCE OF RETURNS LINKED TO INSECURITY AND LACK OF SERVICES 

Still a majority of the Ezidi population of Sinuni has not returned to the area. The percentage of return 
to the villages ranges between 20% to 50%, according to the estimations of the interviewees. In Khani 
Sour, only 5% of the population is estimated to be back (600 families out of 12,000). Residents still 
displaced in the Kurdistan Region are, however, frequently coming and going from their host location 
to their village in order to check the situation and the status of their properties. 

The main obstacles to return refer to the lack of adequate reconstruction and the unavailability of both 
services and livelihoods. Some IDP interviewees specifically pointed to issues with access to education 
for their kids. Residents of Sinuni and the whole of Sinjar district have long complained about the 
neglect they have been subjected to for the last two years, as neither Baghdad nor Erbil are ready to 
invest in reconstruction when the administration of the area is contested. Such ambiguity affects 
especially Khani Sour –as compared to the other towns, access and programming by NGOs there has 
been restricted by the authorities due to the disputed situation of the town. 

                                                        
13 Information gathered from official project visits to different tribal and political leaders in Sinuni as well as in a 
workshop held in Erbil with representatives of Nineveh peace committees, including the Ezidi community, in February 
2017. 
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In addition to lack of services, doubts about security are desincentivising returns to the area. For 
instance, a month before the clashes between armed groups in Sinuni, other incidents took place in the 
town of Gohbal: “We were making all arrangements to return. All was so encouraging… until heavy firefights took 
place just two days ago, targeting the school and health centre. For us, this is clear sign that we should not return and 
somebody does not want us back. These are attempts to create instability, destroy what we are reconstructing” (Ezidi, 
IDP from Gohbal, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male, 58y). 

SCOPE FOR RECONCILIATION BETWEEN EZIDIS AND ARABS 

The widespread stance of the Ezidi population regarding any future dialogues or tribal settlements is 
to reject any compromise for a solution that can lead to exactly the previous status quo for them. This 
implies especially not accepting any return of displaced Arab population. 

It is very difficult to compromise on anything; we have been oppressed too much. I am sorry for this, 
but it should be others compromising to us. (Ezidi, IDP from Burk, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male, 
21y) 

Material damages and even killings to some extent can be forgiven; but the honour and the women 
being taken, this is not going to be forgotten. We will not accept living together again. (Ezidi, IDP from 
Gohbal, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male, 58y) 

At the personal level, interactions between communities have near completely ceased. This not only 
involves Ezidis and the Johesh tribe, but also between the Ezidis and the Shammar tribe with who they 
used to hold long-standing and tight ties. However, it is known that, at the religious and tribal leadership 
level, mild informal contacts are still held. 

Ordinary Ezidis stopped any contact with Arabs, we are seeing all Arabs the same. But our leadership 
still have contacts and remind us of the Shammar Arabs being friends and their role in protecting us. 
(Ezidi, Sinuni Centre, Sinuni, community member, male, 24y) 

The only emerging issue is the coldness with the Ezidis. We avoid each other now, despite living so close 
one to the other. It is ok for us; they seem to have more power than us at this moment in this part of the 
province . . . We let them be, we don’t want to interfere with their sorrow . . . But there have been some 
attempts to re-establish contact. Myself and sheikh Mohammed (from Jidida), for instance.14 (Arab, Tal 
Abtah, Rabbia, community leader, male, 47y) 

I know that there are some talks between Arab tribes and Ezidis, in which Shammar say that they have 
not killed anybody or damaged anything, in which Johesh points to some elements of their tribe as 
perpetrators but exonerates the rest of the families… but nothing of this is sustainable. (Ezidi, IDP from 
Gohbal, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male, 58y) 

Since [we were expelled from our village] we have had no contact with the Ezidi militia or the 
community as a whole, not even with the 62 families we took care of. We even erased their numbers 

                                                        
14 This has to be put in the context, as well, of some incidents happening between the Ezidis and the Shammar, as was 
explained in the section above on Rabbia’s dynamics. For instance, the case of the Shammar shepherd kidnapped by 
Ezidi militias. 
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from our phones. Our sheikh has the position not to contact with Ezidi leaders anymore: they killed us 
and burned our houses. (Arab, IDP from Abu Hanai, Sinuni, displaced in Jidida, Rabbia, male, 38y) 

This maintenance of contacts across leadership, in some way, creates some room for discussions on a 
durable solution to the conflict in Sinuni, at least affecting Ezidis and Arabs. The Shammar tribe, 
standing from their historically predominant position in that part of the governorate, seems to be the 
group pushing for a solution –especially the local leadership in the most rural areas of Rabbia closest 
to Sinjar. There are calls for dialogue and mediation and it is relevant to see that the calls also request 
the government involvement. This means that there should be representatives from the formal 
authorities leading committees that bring the parts together, as any solution has to be beyond a 
traditional tribal negotiation.  

We need to work on reconciliation. This is totally needed and we would honestly appreciate any external 
effort. I would like to see that we can live as before, that there is co-existence again between Ezidis, 
Johesh and Shammar. And yes, all these tribes should be involved in any peace process. (Arab, Tal 
Abtah, Rabbia, community leader, male, 47y) 

To solve such deep conflict, I think there should be a committee led by the government because I do 
not think the tribes will be able to solve the problem alone. (Arab, Jidida, Rabbia, community member, 
male, 25y) 

In addition, there were clear requests voiced for an accountability and redress process involving both 
sides: 

To solve the conflict between Johesh and Ezidis, I think Arabs need to make some compromise. Also, 
they need to point to those in the tribe who have helped ISIS and hand them to the government to take 
action against them. And Ezidis need to be convinced about this reconciliation, even though everyone 
know that it is not easy for them because they did no just lose their properties, they lost their family 
members. (Arab, Tal Abtah, Rabbia, community member, 40y) 

Those Arabs from Sinjar should return, but it should happen in a fair way. They should do anything 
they need to do to convince Ezidi families that, if they have done anything wrong, they are confessing 
and apologising. I do think Johesh tribe did wrong when they decided not to help security forces. Also, 
they have not respected their Ezidi neighbours. They have been neighbours for a long time and I do not 
know why that tribe acted in that wrong way. (Arab, Jidida, Rabbia, community member, male, 25y) 

We know that some Johesh joined ISIS, but the whole tribe cannot be punished. Therefore, we need to 
see that the Johesh can return. (Arab, Tal Abtah, Rabbia, community leader, male, 47y) 

However, an obstacle to move forward on this topic is, precisely, the fragmentation present within the 
Ezidi leadership, divided in terms of allegiance to different military and political actors. While type of 
solutions highlighted in this section involve mainly tribal mediation with the intervention of the 
government, some of these Ezidi actors, which in effect are those more linked to PKK and related 
groups, are not willing to engage and abide to these ‘tribal game rules’. From the other side of the 
negotiation table, the Arab leadership perceives this as an impossibility to create a connection between 
parts: 
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The problem we see is that some of the Ezidis that are more militant are not part of any tribe; they have 
no tribal leader and they don’t follow any established rule: we have nobody to speak with. We tried to 
speak with Qasim Shesho, Qasim Sumer… but they say that these are groups out of their control. These 
are some independent militias that are present in the mountain. They have been taking and confiscating 
land from the Johesh. We are close to these lands and these Ezidi groups even confiscated some parcels 
that belong to us! But we discussed the matter with them and they gave it back. They know that the land 
they are taking is not theirs; they don’t even claim ownership. (Arab, Tal Abtah, Rabbia, community 
leader, male, 47y) 

Finally, an additional obstacle refers to the fact that any process for mediation or reconciliation 
involving Ezidi and Arab tribes may need to touch also upon the grievances that the Johesh tribe is 
holding after they have been expulsed from their villages. Indeed, the aftermath of ISIS has already 
created a whole new set of grievances and victims. 

To participate in any process, we need the other side (Ezidis) to identify who destroyed our village and 
who killed our people. Then, we can move forward through our existing tribal mechanisms. We want 
to know this not to take revenge, but because of our honour. I do not claim anything else but my right 
to be compensated by the Ezidis (blood money). I can compromise on this. Then, the government should 
compensate us for our village being destroyed . . . If the other people do not want us back, well, then the 
government will have to arbitrate it and decide. We want to return. (Arab, IDP from Abu Hanai, Sinuni, 
displaced in Jidida, Rabbia, male, 38y) 

SIGNIFICANT BURDEN ON LIVELIHOODS 

As with services, livelihoods have been very negatively impacted across Sinuni. Opportunities in the 
governmental sector are scarce and the payment of salaries is frequently delayed. Restrictions in the 
import of supplies through the Sehela checkpoint are imposing a heavy burden to the normal 
development of local businesses and it is forcing the population to smuggle goods through the border 
with Syrian or from Kurdistan –allegedly costing the death of people involved in smuggling. Finally, 
agricultural activities are at minimal level due to a lack of mood likely to be linked to the uncertainty 
of payment by the government as well as to the inability to import equipment and fertilizers through 
the checkpoint. 

Even the lands whose ownership used to be disputed between the Arab and Ezidi population are not 
being reclaimed by Ezidis and put in production; they are left uncultivated. “Only after full liberation of 
Sinjar, and if we have protection, then Ezidis may go back and claim it” (Ezidi, Sinuni Centre, Sinuni, community 
member, male, 24y). 

Some respondents also voiced complaints about the neglect of the place during decades that led families 
already to migrate in the previous years to 2014. The need to redress the development of the area is 
also linked to the ability to live in peace in the future: “To prevent any problem with potential returns, we need 
to prepare the place for a correct return and provide adequate services and jobs so that people can forget about these conflicts 
and go to their normal life; there is a lot of role expected from the tribal leaders to act on this” (Ezidi, Sinuni Centre, 
Sinuni, community member, male, 24y).  
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3 . 6 .  C R O S S - C U T T I N G  T H E M E S  
 

What follows here are themes that emerged from the interview data that are either relatively common 
to all subdistricts or are understood when comparing different narratives and intra- and inter-group 
interactions in the area. 

TIGHT INTRA-GROUP SOCIAL COHESION 

It would be a misnomer to say that there is no social cohesion in northern Nineveh. In some ways, the 
fieldwork suggests that there is too much in that the tribal composition of the towns and villages make 
them extremely homogenous and cohesive. Many of the target locations are almost fully inhabited by 
one single clan stemming from a larger tribe present in the subdistricts and, in many cases, individual 
households are related to each other through direct blood links:  

We are all cousins; I am one of the community leaders and my direct family owns 75% of the houses in 
this village. (Arab, Mesefna, Zummar, community leader, male, 53y) 

We are all from the Shammar tribe here, so interactions are as if we are all one family. (Arabs, Rabbia, 
Centre, Rabbia, focus group discussion with residents) 

There was social cohesion among us, we understood each other very nicely because we were all in the 
same clan and are the same religion. (Kurd, Tel Adas, Wana, community member, male, 53y) 

This has the positive effect of minimizing internal conflict between the people inhabiting the same 
space, and even the typical social frictions within and between families mentioned by nearly all 
interviewees is dealt with through internal tribal problem-solving mechanisms before they escalate. If 
anything, cohesion and unity within some communities has been strengthened as a consequence of the 
conflict and resulting shared experiences of fear, resistance and, in some cases, brief displacement:  

Now our relations between each other are stronger than before, we share our happiness and our sadness. 
(Kurd, Tel Adas, Wana, community member, male, 53y) 

People now [in the village] are much more united after the experience; we feel the need to cooperate. 
(Arab, Abu Wajna, Zummar, community member, male, 47y)  

Our relations with the remaining Arabs are better than before, because all those who helped ISIS are 
now in Mosul. (Kurd, Domiz Collective, Zummar, community member, male, 49y) 

At the same time, however, as hinted at in the last quote above and explained in greater detail in 
subsequent points, such tightly held intra- and inter-group connection may serve to create a “crude” 
form of cohesion that may coexist with norms and values which are hierarchical, exclusionary, and 
even xenophobic, biasing themselves toward, in this case, a newly established social and political order 
and to cultural and social homogeneity.  
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This has the capacity to not only create new tightly held pockets of uniformity, but break apart existing 
ones, allowing for even smaller enclaves of solidarity with hostile goals, enhanced group identity and 
cohesiveness, and the emergence of militant subgroups and leaders, “The thing that my community is doing 
wrong is to be dispersed and divided between us [between Peshmerga and PKK]. We are brothers with the Kurds. Also, 
what are the Ezidis doing fighting in Baiji?” (Ezidi, IDP from Gohbal, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, 
male, 58y). These dynamics are particularly prominent in relation to Sunni Arabs and Ezidis in this 
regard across northern Nineveh.  

PREDOMINANCE OF TRIBAL LAW AND INTERACTIONS WITH THE FORMAL JUSTICE 

Tribal law is the main source of local governance –the way to organise community life and solve issues. 
This law and authority stems from leaders of the tribe and subtribe (sometimes extending over very 
large territories across Iraq), sheikhs, educated people, and members of families who work for the 
government. Across all identity groups and subdistricts in this research, more or less the same practices 
were described regarding how these communities resolve disputes and seek justice for crimes committed 
at the local level. It is also important to note however that the formal justice sector also has a growing 
role in this system as well. The result is that one form of justice does not substitute the other, and both 
tribal and formal rule of law mechanisms work together: tribal law is the one applied first (i.e., discussion 
among the tribal council, not through courts or police, on course of action) and then, where applicable 
and as decided by families, the local authorities are involved to adjudicate any violations of formal law 
committed by the perpetrator: 

Sheikhs, imams, tribal leaders are the ones involved in problem solving. The tribal mechanisms usually 
relied on are blood money, expulsion of the family, and so on. For instance, if blood money is paid, the 
perpetrator is handed over to the local security; if the money is not paid, then the victim still has the 
right to kill the perpetrator if the government does not act before. But, we never let these things reach 
government justice on its own. (Kurd, Grfir, Zummar, community leader, male, 60y) 

[We reach solutions to conflicts] Through tribal discussions and customs. In the past, this used to involve 
the banishment of the whole tribe or clan out of the town, but since the 1990s only the perpetrator is 
punished . . . Even the police give us some time to see whether we can solve it ourselves in a tribal way. 
(Arab, Wana Centre, Wana, community member, male, 24y) 

When we need to solve problems, we go through tribal mechanisms but also involve legal authorities. 
For example, if there is a murder, the perpetrator pays blood money but still needs to be sentenced to 
jail. When that sentence is complete, the problem is resolved. If however, the blood money isn’t paid, 
even with jail time, the perpetrator will be killed by the tribe. (Kurd, Khale, Rabbia, community 
member, male, 67y) 

We don’t have problems and if we have one, we solve it through the council of elders and tribal leaders. 
They sit together and find a way to solve the problem quickly. But we always depend on Baba Sheikh 
[highest religious leader] on solving our problems if they become too big and out of control. (Ezidi, 
Sinuni Centre, Sinuni, community member, male, 50y) 

By and large, most interviewees expressed support for this customary system for local conflict 
resolution, independently of their age, education and/or ethnic/tribal belonging: 
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This system that we use to solve the problem works for us and I do not think it needs to change. (Arab, 
Tal Abtah, Rabbia, community member, male, 40y) 

This way of solving problems is good for us and everyone is fine with it, no change needed. (Turkman, 
Babnet, Wana, community leader, male, 55y) 

This system works fine; religious authority is the highest, followed by tribal authority. (Ezidi, Sinuni 
Centre, Sinuni, community member, male, 24y)  

 Adherence to this system is evident too in the role tribal leaders had in swaying their members to join 
ISIS or not in 2014, “I stayed when ISIS came, because the town had to be defended. We had instructions from the 
Sheikh that ISIS was a disease and whoever wanted to get sick, they could join ISIS but they will have to leave town. 
Nobody lifted a finger. Sheikhs have a lot of influence in preventing people from joining ISIS – that’s why other villages 
had ISIS members,” (Arab, Abu Wajna, Zummar, community member, male, 47y). At the same time, it 
was also noted that, while sheikhs are still very respected and have an important role to play in 
preventing conflict, they do not have the power they once had. 

JUSTICE, REVENGE, PRESUMED GUILT, AND THE COMPARISON OF SUFFERING 

This shift in power of tribal leaders may relate to changing societal norms happening across Iraq, but 
also to the realization that the scale of justice demands in relation to alleged ISIS perpetrators and the 
severity of their crimes is far greater than what tribes are used to dealing with. While some cite tribal 
negotiation as one means to handle any return of the ISIS affiliated, in our sample there were calls for 
the state and formal justice sector to step in, more than would be expected in such a tribal area, 
particularly among Arabs: 

To solve such deep conflict, I think there should be a committee led by the government because I do 
not think the tribes will be able to solve the problem alone. Ezidi groups have been so deeply affected, 
they have been killed and robbed, that now they only look to take revenge. There should be an 
investigation committee with strong power to make both sides [Ezidis and Johesh Arabs] commit to 
solve the conflict. (Arab, Jidida, Rabbia, community member, male, 25y) 

Either [killing perpetrators] or the government provides justice according to the law, whatever that 
means. If it means imprisonment and there is good reason for this, then we would not be happy, but we 
will accept it. To change these feelings, we need to have trust in the government and see how justice is 
applied. (Arabs, Ayn Zala, Zummar, community members, males, 52y and 68y) 

When it comes to perpetrators and fighters, tribes should not intervene. Just leave it all to the police and 
security; it is all about applying the law. (Arab, Domiz Collective, Zummar, community member, male, 
58y) 

Probably the Arabs will return; we can’t do anything about this. It depends on the government. We will 
not be satisfied in this event. We will try to seek justice because the Arabs will keep on oppressing us 
after their return, but because we do not have any representative in the local government, nothing will 
happen in our benefit. If there is a fair government in Nineveh, this can be solved. (Turkmen, Babnet, 
Wana, community members, males, 55y and 63y) 

The problems are quickly escalating while extremist religions remain, not accepting the others. The 
government should find solutions to these problems with the help of the tribal elders and educated 
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people. Why the government? Because the government has more problem-solving mechanisms than 
ordinary people . . . trust between people must prevail in order to avoid revenge. (Ezidi, Sinuni Centre, 
Sinuni, community member, female, 27y)  

As these statements attest, people across northern Nineveh seem to agree that such formal engagement 
would help in preventing further revenge acts than have already taken place. Where differences emerge 
between groups, linked in part to both geography and identity, relates to who is guilty and in need of 
punishment and what guilt in this context actually means.  

Arabs, perhaps unsurprisingly, tend to have a more nuanced view of who is and who is not ISIS, “We 
are proud . . . because nobody from our village joined ISIS. But many have not yet returned. I see this as collective 
punishment –many people in other villages did join ISIS, but we are all impacted by their decision. When the KRG said 
that ‘those who left with ISIS are ISIS,’ this is not a real portrayal of the situation. People left toward ISIS territory for 
different reasons, and a difference should be made,” (Arab, Ayn Zala, Zummar, community leader, male). Other 
groups, as indicated, tend to presume guilt upon anyone not currently able to return: 

Nobody wants those Arabs to come back because we cannot live under their oppression again. 
(Turkman, Babnet, Wana, community member, male, 35y) 

All ISIS is a redline, even those who did not fight with ISIS but did not say no to them. (Kurds, Tel 
Mus, Zummar, focus group discussion with residents) 

One of the important things to bring peace here is that the government prevents the Arabs to come back 
and live in our areas, because they are the reason for the arrival of ISIS to our areas and betrayed us. 
(Ezidi, IDP from Burk, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male, 46y) 

What this points to is the deep-seated nature of the grievances held across within this context (see 
section below for more detail) as well as the seeming internal focus on one’s own group’s suffering and 
victimhood. Nearly all interviewees, when prodded, acknowledged that the Ezidis suffered significantly 
under ISIS during this current conflict. There was also some recognition and solidarity between 
Kurdish and Turkmen interviewees regarding their treatment under the previous regime. Very few of 
these interviewees however recognized any grievances and abuses suffered by the Arabs in the area 
pre- and post-ISIS and made only passing reference to instances when Arabs did help them in fleeing 
ISIS. At the same time, the Arabs themselves made no mention of past rights violations towards Kurds 
and Turkmen.  

LASTING PEACE: RESTITUTION OF PROTECTION, RULE OF LAW, LIVELIHOODS AND SERVICES  

Across the different communities in all subdistricts, a plurality of respondents made reference to the 
restitution of elementary rights (protection, rule of law and better wellbeing) in order to achieve a lasting 
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peace and avoid repeatedly falling into conflict.15 This common claim is well summarised in the 
following quote: “[Lasting peace] is when all communities get back their rights, there is enough employment, rule of law 
and protection for all. ISIS and sectarianism are preventing this right now, as well as all these political actors that only 
seek for their interests and do nothing for people” (Turkmani, Babnet, Wana, community members, males, 55y 
and 63y). Indeed, calls to remove sectarianism from institutions as well as people’s attitude were also 
repeatedly voiced. 

Such claims are embedded in the past experiences of the residents of these areas and in the conflicts 
and tensions at the very local level. All the communities (Kurds, Arabs, Turkmen, Ezidis) have been 
largely affected by the instability pre-2014 and the absence of rule of law –and, therefore, they have 
felt a predominance of impunity, which is also a regular obstacle to peace put forward.  

The village is part of Nineveh and was affected by instability in the last 10 years . . . The brother of the 
old mukhtar was killed in Mosul and we never knew who was the terrorist or group that did it. The man 
was related to the Zummar council, that’s why he was targeted. We did seek justice through the 
government, but nothing was done. (Arabs, Ayn Zala, Zummar, community members, males, 52y and 
68y) 

When I was a policeman in Mosul before 2014, I could see how residents there were telling police that 
this or that man was an ISIS fighter, or at least he was affiliated, but authorities were just asking people 
not to worry, that they would deal with these people later –of course, nothing happened and the problem 
only escalated. All these were ISIS sleeper cells, and the same situation is happening right now in Mosul 
again. Neighbours are not trusting police to act on their behalf, they stop communicating with them, 
and this leads to bigger problems. (Arabs, Rabbia Centre, Rabbia, focus group discussion with residents) 

The main issue that prevents a lasting peace is that, when someone comes and takes whatever you have 
by force, you cannot raise your voice against it; not only this, but also if someone kills somebody, they 
will et him go free just by one call for the tribe leader. (Turkman, Babnet, Wana, community leader, 
male, 55y) 

This shared experience across ethnic and religious lines connects all communities, it remains to be seen 
whether they see this connection as important and seek to foster it collectively to ensure their rights and 
protection. 

SURGE IN THE RECRUITMENT INTO FORMAL AND INFORMAL SECURITY FORCES 

Security forces have always been the main livelihood option in these areas, with the majority of 
households having at least a member in the Iraqi army, Kurdish Peshmerga, or the local/federal police. 
Now, in the four subdistricts, recruitment is more intense. This surge is linked, on one side, to the 
scarcity of alternative livelihood options in the current post-conflict context, and on the other side, to 
the expansion in the number of options: apart from the traditional army, Peshmerga (also increasingly 

                                                        
15 The only exception would be Sinuni, where the majority of interviewees emphatically linked a lasting peace with 
their internal claims commented above, i.e. self-administration and international protection, as well as the bar of 
returns of the Arab population.  
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recruiting Arabs in Rabbia and Zummar) and police, now there are different militias, or PMUs, such 
as Hashd al-Watani, Hashd al-Ashayri or, for Ezidis in Sinjar, YBS and HPE.16 

People are rushing to join security forces. They have to do it for our dignity and protection, this is the 
most important thing. Some of them also need a salary. (Arab, Mesefna, Zummar, community leader, 
male, 53y) 

Young people started joining the Hashd and stopped studying. They say they cannot even afford a piece 
of paper, so how can they continue studying. This makes us sad, but they seem not to have any other 
option. And this trend to join Hashd or other forces is quite general in the whole district, for Kurds and 
Arabs equally. (Arabs, Mesefna, Zummar, community members, males, 47y and 60y) 

Now, around 2,000 of our members have joined the Hashd, the tribal armies and the Peshmerga. (Arabs, 
Rabbia Centre, Rabbia, focus group discussion with residents) 

There are now many military groups in the area, but we do not fear any conflict: they are all Ezidis after 
all, although with different political agendas. People started joining all these groups because they need 
an income. For instance, [only in Khani Sour] around 300 joined PKK and other 300 joined KDP. 
(Ezidi, Khani Sour, Sinuni, community member, male, 71y) 

But take into account also that people is forced to join these forces because there is no other option; 
there are so few job opportunities and you still have to feed your 14-member family. (Ezidi, Sinuni 
Centre, community member, male, 24y) 

Therefore, the chance for a steadier salary and a government job is at this point most easily found 
within the armed groups. While the need to join a group is economic or can be even related to the 
impulse to defend one’s territory after conflict, the main driver behind choosing one group over the 
other is more related to the potential conditions and benefits that one can get from them –even though 
this could lead to belonging to a group that does not fight for your aspiration (e.g. the Ezidi Peshmergas 
interviewed strived for self-administration but belonged to a force that does not share that goal). 

I joined the Peshemerga because I was the right age and also because I feel more comfortable with them 
because I feel they are the best ones protecting my area. Ideology doesn’t play a role in these decisions, 
here it is about who has power and who serves the community best. The KDP were providing everything 
pre-2014. Ideology matters less than who can serve us best. And they are from Zummar, the others from 
outside. [Arab] politicians who only care about elections are not here, they only come to campaign. 
(Arab, Zummar Centre, Zummar, community member, male, 23y) 

Joining one group or another, it depends on every person, on what they do like the most. The benefits 
you can get do play a big role. I joined PUK because I liked what they were offering at that time. (Ezidi, 
Sinuni Centre, community member, male, 24y) 

Indeed, belonging to armed groups plays an important role in generating loyalty towards a faction in 
a heavily disputed environment, and all the different groups are competing for this loyalty and the 

                                                        
16 It has to be noted that the presence of armed Hashd in the subdistricts is minimal. These forces were created to 
combat in the frontline against ISIS, not to provide protection and security into a territory which, in this case, lies on 
the Peshmerga and Asayesh. The only exceptions are the Ezidi militias, who compete with each other for the control 
of the district. 
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influence it entails. This is another element to add to the the patronage system that political groups 
have been creating since 2003 in the region, with parties deciding either directly or indirectly who 
received government jobs and what these jobs were. For instance, KDP’s strategy to open Peshmerga 
ranks to the Arab population in Rabbia and Zummar is part of a goal to ‘win the hearts and minds’ of 
the population. This was not only mentioned by a high-rank Peshmerga during a key informant 
interview, but also by one of the Arab Peshmergas: “The thing that Barzani has done is opening the door for 
Arabs to join the Peshmerga and it makes us feel there are no differences between us and the others” (Arab, Zummar 
Centre, Zummar, community member, male, 23y). 

DE FACTO DE-ARABIZATION 

All subdistricts show a demographic composition significantly different than the one before the conflict 
and it has the risk to become protracted. While, in Sinuni, the whole population of Arabs has been 
expelled and all their towns destroyed, in Zummar and Wana only a small fraction has been allowed 
to return. Rabbia is also affected, in a lesser extent, as several Arab villages between the Kurdish villages 
and Rabbia Centre are destroyed, creating a buffer zone, and no reconstruction is planned after two 
years. The Kurd population and minorities have largely moved back, although less than half of the 
Ezidis have returned to Sinuni. 

That Kurds and Ezidis, on their side, are willing to admit the purposefully destruction of houses and 
villages indicates further that they are currently in power in the area. This can happen given the strong 
support among the majority community and, for now, accountability for the perpetrators seems 
unlikely. 

There were 60 villages in which Arabs were put in and given agricultural land. 20 of them are now 
cleared of Arabs and the rest are on the way. Ezidis still have the property deeds of all these lands and 
any government that is fair would be able to give ownership back to the original dwellers. (Ezidi, IDP 
from Gohbal, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male, 58y) 

We have dealt with [those who supported ISIS] too: you can see all the villages destroyed around us. 
Even in Zummar, many of the houses destroyed are actually destroyed because they belonged to ISIS 
members. These Arabs betrayed us. (Kurd, Grfir, Zummar, community leader, male, 60y) 

This situation, which seems to mix a need for punishment and revenge with a more calculated process 
by authorities, can be directly linked with the Arabization legacy of the previous regime. After 2003, 
there were some attempts to reverse Arabization both via formal processes including the Article 140 
provision in Iraq’s Constitution, that called for a “normalization” processes never fully applied17, and 
informal processes that entailed the expulsion of Arabs. For instance, in Kurdish towns such as Bardiya 
(Zummar subdistrict), Arabs that settled in the 70s were amicably requested to vacate their lands, while 
in other villages such as Kalhe (Rabbia subdistrict), they left in order to avoid retaliation from 
                                                        
17 Article 140 was written to provide a resolution to the disputed territories by holding a referendum among its 
inhabitants by 2007, preceded by a “normalization” process, (e.g., Kurdish victims of Arabization policies under the 
previous regime to return home and Arabs brought into the northern areas to be compensated and returned to their 
places of origin) and a population census. 
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previously displaced Kurds seeking to return. While Article 140 is unviable in practice now, the current 
post-conflict situation can be seen as offering a way forward to demographic re-engineer the north of 
Nineveh through managing the returns process –however, in a clumsier and short-sighted way than 
Article 140 envisaged: it risks to create a whole new group of victims and grievances: “There is people in 
the subdistrict for who it is in their benefit if the Arabs displaced do not return . . . The cause of all this is ISIS, which is 
like a cancer that should be removed. In the process of removing it, there are many victims that had nothing to do with the 
issue. This is how things happen and we accept it,” (Arab, Ayn Zala, Zummar, community leader, male). In 
addition, worryingly, there does not seem to be any strategy from either Baghdad or Erbil regarding 
all the population still displaced and blocked to return. 

FORMAL PEACE PROCESS AND DISTRUST ON POLITICS 

When questioned about knowledge on existing and ongoing formal peace processes either in their 
region or in Iraq, more often than not respondents pointed to a complete lack of awareness of any 
process in this direction. Regarding local level processes, very few people talked about initiatives from 
their community or by NGOs. Also, only a small group of respondents heard any news about Iraq’s 
“historical settlement”18 although they pointed to a lack of knowledge of what it entails as well as to a 
complete distrust over any national process. 

I only heard about some conferences in Baghdad, but the people there actually needs to ‘peace-build’ 
themselves. (Arab, Tal Abtah, Rabbia, community leader, male, 47y) 

I heard about the historical settlement, but no idea about it… it seems just a deal between the political 
elite. (Arab, Wana Centre, Wana, community member, male, 24y) 

I have not heard much about [any peace process]. We know that the central government is doing things 
but they constantly fail in this. Arabs there are constantly in the need of ‘settlements’. (Kurd, Tel Adas, 
Wana, community member, male, 35y) 

For Iraq, at least I heard that there is now some attempt for reconciliation by the Shi’as, Sunnis and 
Kurds, but my expectation is that it will not solve anything because it will not go beyond political 
reconciliation between the elites. The social problems within the communities will remain and will not 
be solved through this effort. (Ezidi, IDP from Burk, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male) 

When talking about the chances to promote peacebuilding for the whole of Iraq, respondents also 
frequently voiced concerns about the Baghdad political leadership, both Shi’a and Sunni, being too 
captured by external interests of neighbouring countries as to be able to jointly walk towards any 
durable solution. As a contrast to that, other international actors were seen as necessary to advance in 
a more optimal political direction. As one respondent put it: “What is going to happen in the rest of the country 
is completely unpredictable. We need a political reform and a real national reconciliation to avoid further problems; this is 

                                                        
18 The “historical settlement” consists of a political initiative launched by the Shi’a political block aimed to open the 
door for reconciliation between the Sunni and Shi’a communities. More information can be found here:  
http://rawabetcenter.com/en/?p=1307 
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only guaranteed with the participation of international actors, guaranteeing commitment by the parts. If this is left to Iraqis 
only, we will never do it by ourselves,” (Arab, Tal Abtah, Rabbia, community leader, male, 47y). 

POPULATION GENERALLY IN ALIGNMENT WITH THE NEW STATUS QUO 

As a final cross-cutting point to describe, there is a quite generalised support from the population 
regarding the new status quo in the region –that is, a de facto control by the KRG of both the local 
administration and the security. This support takes place, importantly, across all religious and ethnic 
groups in the subdistricts, with probably the exception of ordinary Ezidis in Sinuni who would prefer 
self-administration (the majority of their community leaders, however, are vocally pro-KRG, as 
discussed before). Consequences of this can be seen in how people relate to themselves; for instance: “I 
will be proud to introduce myself as a Kurd from now on since they helped us in many ways” (Turkmani, Babnet, 
Wana, community member, male, 35y). 

Part of this realignment with the new authorities follows a pragmatic approach; there is probably more 
to win than to lose by doing so.19 At the same time, the people who are currently living in these areas 
are those who have been able to return through a mainly KDP-controlled security process, with those 
who may be more “belligerent” likely to be screened out. But, as well, an important part of this 
realignment is from what people is experiencing under this status quo, especially when compared to 
unsatisfied needs of protection, rule of law and services. 

Our people will be much better if we stayed under the Kurdistan Region’s military because, after God, 
they are protecting us from every danger . . . Only from Kurdistan, some of their leaders came to us and 
made us feel like one, without criticism or racism. (Turkmani, Babnet, Wana, community leader, male, 
55y) 

I am optimistic about the situation for the next six months. In our region, since it is now belonging to 
Kurdistan, I am sure we will see development and prosperity. (Arab, Jidida, Rabbia, community 
member, male, 25y) 

Whether this is sustainable or temporary, remains to be seen. These calls to the Kurdish authorities 
also speak to the fact that Sunni Arabs as well as Ezidis and other minorities have one of their biggest 
handicaps in a disunited or incapable leadership to satisfy their needs and, overall, in keeping all people 
safe: 

What is making me upset is the Sunni politicians. They are the cause of all problems. Disunity, 
corruption. They created tensions among us [Sunni Arabs] . . . They do not focus on defeating ISIS 
first; they are claiming a region for their own interest and for keeping power. You see instead the leaders 
in Kurdistan, who do not care who you are in order to protect you. (Arab, Abu Wajna, Zummar, 
community member, male, 47y). 

What upsets us the most is all that is happening to the Sunnis. We know that ISIS came in the name of 
Sunnis, but most of the people lost were Sunnis. Our lands were the ground of fights. Then, who 

                                                        
19 An example of this policy can be found in the HPE, the armed Ezidi group led by Hayder Shesho. Starting as an 
independent self-defense movement for Sinjar, it has realigned itself with KRG’s Ministry of Peshmerga (after 
enormous political pressure on its leader). 
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sacrificed the most? Sunnis! All this is happening to us because of our fragmentation. We are not united, 
all Sunnis disunited. Also, we do not have any ‘sunnism’ path to be able to gather all Sunni fragments. 
If you notice, all Kurds have one leader, they all look to their president. And, with Shi’as, they are all 
sectarian and they go back to their one and only leader. If we take Kurdistan as an example, they all 
help the government and their security. (Arabs, Aski Mosul, Wana, focus groups discussion with 
community leaders) 

In our district, we don’t have a single good proposal for the benefit of all because we don’t have one 
leader. We have to eliminate the parties and only have one right voice. Now, each one of these parties 
are following their own interests and seek to care only for their own members and candidates. (Ezidi, 
IDP from Khani Sour, Sinuni, displaced in Shariya, Duhok, male, 46y) 

It also remains to be seen whether this current shifting affiliation, support, and allegiance to Kurdish 
authorities will change if a new and more attractive Sunni Arab leadership (or Ezidi leadership, in 
Sinjar) is able to emerge. This also depends on the post-conflict attitude and approach of the KDP 
regarding the governance of the area (i.e., whether it will be inclusive, trying to gain the support of the 
ethnically-diverse population or if it will hold an ethnically exclusive narrative).  
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4 . S C E N A R I O S  A N D  C O N S I D E R A T I O N S  
 

This assessment has unpacked the numerous and intersecting relationships that bind members of each 
community to each other, the different communities to one another, and the communities to the state 
–and the factors that may pull all of these apart. Roughly speaking, it has explored how social cohesion 
and peacebuilding are central components in not only understanding but reducing fragility. Fragility 
refers to periods when states or institutions lack the capacity, accountability, or legitimacy to mediate 
relations between citizen groups and between citizens and the state, making them vulnerable to (further) 
violence.20 What then do the above findings imply overall for northern Nineveh given its current 
fragility? 

As is clear from the analysis, the current status quo across subdistricts is temporary at best. While many 
interviewees point out that this status quo is optimal and their preferred situation, particularly in 
relation to security provision, everybody seems to be aware of its delicate and fleeting nature over time. 
As communities, at the behest of the authorities, wait for the completion of Mosul operations to see 
where their cards lay in terms of who will govern them and who can return, unease is palpable that the 
relative calm they are experiencing now will not hold in the mid- to long-term. This unease is 
particularly clear when examining identities within this context given that in some cases they are further 
entrenched and, in others, somewhat surprisingly, they are fluid and based on pragmatic understanding 
of the new status quo. What complicates this positioning, from a governance point of view, are the 
competing political interests within the area and the differing rights and protections needs of various 
groups, which are sometimes at odds with one another, opening the door to further instability if not 
managed appropriately.  

Thus, there are a number of precipitating and interrelated factors that could negatively impact the 
current dynamics. The following are a sample of likely, connected “scenarios of fragility” based on the 
data presented and analysis of context, followed by considerations regarding what can be done to 
prevent or mitigate any dip into further fragility that could lead to violence or, at the very least, how to 
help communities adapt to this environment in flux. These considerations below, in any case, have to 
be taken together across the scenarios. 

 

#1. Disappointment and new grievances emerging from the new status quo 

As noted, interviewees across all communities do not reject the new political and security status quo 
but rather express expectation and hope that this will lead to an improvement in their situation in terms 
of civil and human rights, livelihoods, and access to services. People within northern Nineveh seem to 
have placed a great deal of responsibility on the shoulders of the KRG, which is recognized as the actor 
in control of the four subdistricts. This means in practice that people feel the KRG has not only the 
                                                        
20 World Bank (2011). World Development Report: Conflict, Security and Development. Washington, DC: World Bank. 



  
SCENARIOS OF FRAGILITY IN NORTHERN NINIVEH

 

 48 

duty but capacity to lay the basis for lasting peace, including providing protection, rule of law, jobs, 
and adequate services. That is at the core, for example, of the pragmatic realignment on the part of the 
population towards the Kurdistan Region. Indeed, the data collected here indicates that these 
calculations and decisions are not politically or religiously ideological, but rather relate to who can 
provide the most for each group (including those still displaced), particularly in terms of civil rights.  

While expectations and hopes for change may be set too high, other factors can also undermine the 
legitimacy of trusted actors in the new status quo:  

• One issue in this regard relates to the authorities standing for only one or some of the groups or 
communities under their control –or being perceived to do so. This can happen in the event the 
KRG adopts an ethno-centric approach towards the administration of the area, which would likely 
benefit the Kurdish population over others, effectively failing to meet the expectations of those non-
Kurds who see themselves as belonging to Kurdistan and their rights in jeopardy.  

• Another issue linked to the approach taken by authorities and how politicized it becomes is whether 
communities are likely to compete with each other if they view the provision of protection, rule of 
law and services as a zero-sum game –that is, one group must prevail over the others rather than 
all having equal share. 

In other words, as relates to all that is at stake: “No one represents us, nobody is advocating for our rights. Who 
do we belong to? Who should we advocate for rights? Being in Kurdistan now, the KRG should give us the rights. Our 
tribe also fights for our rights, but we do what is in our capabilities,” (Arab, Ayn Zala, Zummar, community 
leader, male). Because such concerns are already being raised, they can further materialize in several 
instances across the subdistricts as follows.  

Many decisions which would lead to significant changes in dynamics, such as allowing the Arab 
population to return or re-access their houses and businesses in Zummar Centre, have been postponed 
until the cessation of military operations in Nineveh. If these issues are not resolved in a timely enough 
manner, they are likely to raise further tensions between the Kurds and the Arabs now displaced in the 
surrounding villages, as was voiced by some interviewees, even though these Arabs recognize they do 
not hold a strong position in the current political landscape. A similar situation could take place in 
Wana subdistrict, as the Sunni Arab population there has been reduced to social and political minority 
given displacement and lack of returns. Finally, in Sinuni, if the current military standoff between the 
KRG and PKK’s affiliates ends in the KRG’s favour as is likely, concessions will need to be made to 
the claims voiced by Ezidis across political affiliation, including not turning a blind eye on their 
expectations for self-administration. 

Preventing or mitigating such risks requires action oriented towards promoting a dynamic civil society 
environment both at the local level and linking it with provincial and national platforms for justice and 
reconciliation. In particular: 
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• Programming should be designed to bring communities and individuals across communities 
together to lobby and influence local authorities for the collective benefit of the population. These 
efforts can benefit from monitoring, reporting and documenting tensions or new emerging fault 
lines within and between groups, how they evolve and manifest, and what commonalities there are 
in needs and demands to resolve them. Community monitoring systems like those planned within 
the UPP program and by other peacebuilding stakeholders can contribute to this. 

• Furthermore, specifically designed social cohesion-oriented programs run in tandem or 
coordinated with the above proposed community organizing can help in preventing zero-sum 
perceptions from prevailing in communities’ relations with one another. This means facilitating 
and sustaining meaningful interactions between individuals within and across communities on a 
level and inclusive playing field. Peacebuilding work here also must focus on understanding needs 
related to victimization and justice on all sides and working toward building understanding of other 
groups and acknowledge each group’s experiences in conflict and grievances 

 

#2. Widening gap between leaders, especially of minorities, and citizens, giving space 
for opposition within an extremely tribal and hierarchical context 

Noting the point above about the need for greater civil society space and community engagement, it is 
unclear within this context the influence of such representatives, who are not mukhtars or sheikhs, can 
immediately have at the local level given the predominance and acceptance of tribal processes. This is 
something to take into account when developing programming (as will be discussed below). At the same 
time, another issue lies in the perceived widening gap between community and tribal leaders and the 
wider community with regards to their expectations, needs and aims. Changing power dynamics in the 
area including the encroaching influence of certain political actors and ascendancy of certain groups 
are having an impact on intra-community relations. For instance, as Sunni Arabs in the area start 
aligning themselves more with Kurdish authorities, it is unclear how much leverage and advocacy tribal 
leadership are willing to hold over these authorities. For most of the Arab local leadership, therefore, 
there seems to be a lot to lose (returns, services, restitution of houses/businesses, recruitment into 
Peshmerga, etc.) if they put too much pressure in holding Kurdish-dominated authorities to account 
for too many grievances, even if their constituencies demand it. This is also exceedingly clear within 
the Ezidi community in Sinuni, with claims from ordinary citizens not captured and advocated for by 
their traditional leadership aligned with the KRG. In both cases, Ezidi and Sunni Arab communities 
suffer from a rather weak political leadership, a factor that can give rise to and support competing 
claims from other factions, highlighting just how tenuous current alignments really are. This is already 
happening in Sinuni subdistrict and Sinjar district as a whole, with the emergence of the PKK-affiliated 
movement.  



  
SCENARIOS OF FRAGILITY IN NORTHERN NINIVEH

 

 50 

Thus, in seeking to expand the role of ordinary citizens in decision-making while also ensuring that 
communities, including leadership, are able to appropriately advocate for themselves and represent the 
needs of their constituents, the following should be taken into account: 

• Working within tribal structures is still necessary to more effectively promote positive change and 
redirect negative outcomes. The tribal organization of communities and their mechanisms for 
handling local and often non-political disputes should not be underestimated or overlooked when 
working to establish new kinds of community structures. As one interviewee mentioned: “We have 
a very good system. Many people coming from Europe or America think that we are uncivilized, that we know nothing 
about how to deal with problems and we just fight each other. We have a [tribal] system and we are happy with it” 
(Arab, Domiz Collective, Zummar, community member, 58y). Therefore, while it is true that tribal 
structures should be aligned more with formal law to reduce parallel governance structures, in the 
current context, it is important to work with them rather than working around them, particularly 
as they are in the end keeping tensions at bay in much of northern Nineveh. This not only is 
important for implementing programming more successfully, but will contribute to further 
reforming such structures toward formal rule of law, toward understanding individual culpability, 
etc. 

• Programming aimed at building greater agency of the local population for civic engagement should 
therefore be accompanied with direct work with tribal authorities in ceding more space and voice 
for ordinary community members for conflict resolution and advocacy toward authorities to better 
align common aspirations within the community. Also, it will be important to ensure that any new 
structures, committees, or teams dedicated to such processes are not made up of only one side of 
the community as a whole, as this may be self-defeating and entrenches not only the current politics 
but current grievances as well. 

 

#3. Armed groups and/or political factions generate more fragility after ISIS 

Across target locations, it is clear that security forces, of all stripes, are once again becoming the main 
source of livelihoods and steady income. While this type of job was the most common in the past, 
recruitment into formal and informal forces has done nothing but increase especially as there are more 
options and opportunities in this sector now from the Iraqi Army and local police forces to the 
Peshmerga (including Arabs) and various militias. These jobs seem to offer for now relatively high 
earnings for a long period of time –especially as certain PMUs have been incorporated under the 
financial umbrella of the central government for the foreseeable future. 

As explained in previous sections, the main driver for recruitment is economic need, and choosing one 
force over the other usually depends less on ideology and more on expected material benefits –at least 
for now. This is not to say however that the formation of the armed groups themselves is not ideological 
or that the groups do not have specific political agendas, because in fact most of their leadership does, 
even if rank and file members do not yet. In the instance that communities feel their rights are not 
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being respected, the possibility of further radicalization then toward political aims of one armed faction 
or another increases especially as more of the civilian population is militarized. The chances for this 
could increase as Mosul operations wind down and residents who fought with militias in that theatre 
of war return home and are not appropriately disarmed, demobilized, and reintegrated into their 
communities or accepted into the security forces operating there. This is particularly concerning in 
terms of stability and the prospects for peacebuilding, given the panoply of actors across northern 
Nineveh. This form destabilization has in fact already begun in Sinuni.  

In front of this scenario occurring across the subdistricts further, the livelihoods opportunities that 
NGOs can provide as part of early recovery programs are not likely to be able to compete with the 
security or high salaries granted in such positions. Trying to prevent mass (and where occurring, forced) 
recruitment should be a desired outcome of any program in the areas, especially when the context is 
still volatile. This may require humanitarian and development stakeholders to potentially explore more 
in the realm of understanding youth recruitment in northern Nineveh, much of which in this context 
is not forced per se, and, along with donors and international actors, to start institutionally scaling 
upwards for the possibility of disarmament, demobilization and reintegration. 

 

#4. Returns (or absence of returns) sparking tensions 

This is perhaps the biggest fault line for conflict in northern Nineveh, depending on if and how the 
returns process takes place. Those who have been able to go back to their homes have been in place 
for the last one to two years. Beyond this, there are currently no active, standard returns processes 
taking place in these subdistricts for the families still displaced (the vast majority of them being Sunni 
Arabs), particularly since many of this group are still in ISIS-controlled areas or in displacement camps 
set up for the Mosul response. Nor are Sunni Arab IDPs displaced within Rabbia and Zummar able 
to return to their homes in north Nineveh in some cases as well.  

These dynamics, while currently on hold as everyone waits for military operations to cease in Mosul, 
have the capacity to very quickly escalate existing tensions currently bubbling at the surface. 
Interviewees within this assessment were split, often but not always along ethnic lines: part of them was 
firmly expecting and hoping to see their wider tribe members return, while the other part was 
completely adamant in refusing to accept any return of these same families, who they believe are all 
linked with ISIS, and would consequently seek to take revenge on them. Given this and the general 
discourse in Iraq from both national authorities and the international community that focuses solutions 
to displacement around returns, the following scenarios are possible in the aftermath of Mosul 
operations:   

• The Federal Government of Iraq, in line with past public statements from its leadership, will be 
pushing for the return of the Sunni Arab IDPs from Wana, Zummar, Rabbia and Sinuni –taking 
into account that most of these IDPs are being hosted in areas under control of Baghdad (including 
Mosul and south Nineveh once retaken). However, without agreement from the Kurdish 
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authorities who are now completely in control of both administration and security in these northern 
areas, it is extremely unlikely that anyone would be able to easily return into the area. On one side, 
at the local level, this could serve to raise and then dash expectations of those wanting to see their 
families and tribe members back, creating tensions between these constituents and Kurdish 
authorities as well as those communities who do not wish to see returns take place. On the other 
side, it could also exacerbate tensions between the Erbil and Baghdad governments, especially if 
resolving displacement is attempted before (or without) addressing the disputed status of the 
territory. Given the proximity of different armed factions operating in the area with strong, 
opposing political aims, this expected stalemate on returns could give space for violent conflict. 

• Alternatively, and more preferably, both governments could come to an agreement on a returns 
process. The focus then must be put on whether it will give room for further violence in the form 
of revenge against those returning. Many people interviewed who were opposed to the return of 
currently displaced Sunni Arabs were also cognizant of the fact that in practical terms this group, 
given its large number, could not be banned indefinitely, and admitted that those still displaced will 
eventually return. In that event, while the desire people have for revenge and their fear of repetition 
cannot be taken out easily, nearly all interviewed indicated that, if authorities came to an agreement 
(in some cases with the participation of the tribes) on who could return and how, they would even 
grudgingly accept it. This acceptance is however predicated on ISIS perpetrators being brought to 
justice in a formal way, before them (as will be discussed in the scenario below) –a process that has 
been missing for the moment. 

Important for any positive advance in returns, it is again critical to note that different communities 
have potentially competing rights demands, based on this conflict and a long legacy of grievances that 
have never been acknowledged or addressed formally. Related to this is a clear indication coming from 
the interview data that there is little recognition of what other groups are or have been upset about. 
While the histories of marginalization and changing identities are similar between groups interviewed, 
none of the people had much to say on this. Whether this is denial to justify each group’s own beliefs 
or just an inward focus on one’s own group suffering remains to be seen, but a continued comparison 
of who is or is not a victim, who has or has not suffered, will invariably lead to greater tensions down 
the line, including how communities view who else “deserves” to return, to be respected, and to be 
protected, particularly in the absence of any further processes aimed at accountability, redress, and 
reconciliation. This translates into the following programmatic considerations: 

• Peacebuilding work here must focus on understanding needs related to victimization and justice on 
all sides and moving toward building understanding of other groups and acknowledgement of what 
they have been through. This type of dialogue activities will necessarily need to take place in 
tandem with other development and recovery work given the fluid context and may need to take 
place between communities who have returned and those still displaced –importantly, it should 
even take place before a returns process is initiated, in order to pave the way for future, peaceful 
reintegration if that is what all sides agree to. 
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• At the same time, this work at the community level must be complemented with advocacy and/or 
more politically oriented work at the higher governance levels (e.g., Nineveh Peace Council or local 
branches of the National Reconciliation Commission) related to the resolution of displacement and 
addressing root causes of conflict (both factors the majority of interviewees indicate are the only 
way to prevent revenge), for which local action can interact. Actors working across these levels must 
coordinate and collaborate in this regard. 

 

#5. Authorities promise justice, but it is inefficient, lopsided, and/or not forthcoming 

Based on the point above, the likely consensus among the population with regards to returns is that a 
justice process needs to be attached to it. In spite of some cases where individuals already have been 
screened and detained, the people of northern Nineveh have not seen alleged ISIS affiliated individuals 
brought to justice. The issue forward is how well equipped the formal justice sector is to try all ISIS 
suspects, allowing them appropriate due process. It is not likely that all alleged perpetrators will be 
punished or even taken to court. In addition, raising this spectre of punitive justice without more 
restorative components will only serve to cause greater distrust between communities and the state 
when these processes fall far short of public expectation. This is particularly important to note, given 
that trust levels among the communities across the board are already significantly low with regard to 
the ability of institutions to perform as needed, given the past history of impunity for crimes linked to 
terrorism and fears that ISIS-linked perpetrators are able to slip away given the corruption inherent in 
the justice system.  

At the same time, focusing only on one set of perpetrators and one set of victims, as is being currently 
promoted by some within the international community, has the potential to further alienate other 
groups who have also suffered during this conflict, particularly those who are victims not to ISIS (or 
not only), but other formal and informal security actors as well. Related to this, such an approach also 
fails to capture the root causes of this conflict and instead may contribute to entrenching them further. 

It is concerning, also, that the nature of this justice seems to be aimed at this moment squarely and 
solely on punishment. This is problematic because at this point, it tends to create an “us vs. them” 
mentality within communities, underestimates the blurry lines between victims and perpetrators, and 
in practical terms, punishing all alleged perpetrators is not possible given the length and brutal nature 
of the conflict and limits of Iraqi and international justice systems.  

In this overall context, the following is worth considering as part of peacebuilding programming: 

• Authorities and peacebuilding actors can take advantage of the willingness of nearly all 
communities and tribes to seek support from the government in carrying out some kind of justice 
and reconciliation process at the local level to settle grievances through compensation or restitution, 
facilitate returns and co-existence, and prevent revenge and further conflict. In some cases, 
community leaders were openly requesting the participation of third actors, such as the call of 
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Shammar leaders in the south of Rabbia to mediate between the Johesh tribe of Sinjar and the 
Ezidi population. Such efforts again include looking to address the root causes of this conflict, which 
is intimately linked to decades of poor governance and inequity (indeed, as one interviewee 
pointedly and rightly noted, authorities also need to “peacebuild themselves”). 

• The notion of justice means should expand to also include more restorative processes at the formal, 
not just tribal level, including reparation and acknowledgement, truth-seeking, memorialisation, 
and institutional reform which could further help in fostering greater connection and 
understanding. An important aspect of this will be outreach to communities on what is possible and 
how restorative processes could work together with more criminal justice oriented ones, particularly 
as these allow for more access and participation by the communities themselves. 

• That being said, such initiatives are particularly fraught and easily manipulated in contentious 
political environments like Iraq, and rather than foster connection, can further codify specific group 
narratives and more hostile objectives if they are carried out hastily, without broad mandate and 
support, limit their scope to particular predetermined perpetrator and victim groups, and do not 
operate in a connected way from the top down and bottom up. As such, this work is highly political 
and requires appropriate coordination between actors at all levels. It means not only slowly 
fostering interaction between groups at the community level, preparing people to be ready to 
compromise and be receptive to the narratives of others, but working with authorities as well in 
understanding how best to intervene as directed by the people, recognizing their rights as citizens 
for acknowledgement, redress, and the chance to exist how they wish where they live. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


