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The findings, interpretations, and conclusions expressed herein are those
of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the

United Nations or its officials or Member States.

Resilience

As a member of the international community based in Irag, I had the
opportunity to visit Sinjar a couple of times. Silent, deserted, destroyed,
its people either dead or scattered.

I have been haunted ever since by my thoughts of what happened
there. On those visits, my mind wandered back to August 2014. I asked
myself how could we have allowed such atrocities to happen and what
have we done since then to rectify and alleviate the situation? Some
lives extinguished in an instant, others perished from neglect. Many
young women taken captive by the killers of their fathers, mothers and
brothers and sold into slavery.

I doubt, that in their place, I could recover from so devastating a
personal loss let alone summon the optimism of those who survived
whose stories follow.

If those who have suffered tragicloss and compromise of their human
dignity can dedicate themselves to healing and sacrifice, should not
persons in high positions with the power to effect change follow their
example? Every story in this book was written by a Yazidi survivor who
has chosen to perform the dangerous task of clearing explosive hazards
from his or her community so to return to a normal life.

Is there a better definition of resilience?

Pontus Melander
Ambassador of Sweden to Iraq

2017-2019



Foreword

As one of the World’s epicenters for economic and social activity, Iraq
has attracted a mosaic of different cultures, religions, and ethnicities,
all who identify as “Iraqi.” Among its sizable minorities, the Yazidi
community in Iraq is one of the largest in the world, and has had
deep roots in the country for centuries. The vast majority of the Yazidi
community in Iraq are based in the Sheikhan and Sinjar districts in the
Ninewa Governorate, one of Irag’s 19' governorates.

In 2014, major protests occurred across many of the Sunni areas
in Iraq. The fierce anti-government sentiment, resulting from years
of perceived oppression and persecution of Iraq’s Sunni population,
created a vacuum for fundamentalist militias to capitalize on the
situation. By then, a little-known extremist group, mingling alongside
the protesters, was able to take advantage of the anti-government
protests, and defeated the Iragi army. They would later move on to
claim other towns and small cities in the country, until conquering
their largest, and most notable, city. The fall of Mosul, the capital of the
Ninewa governorate, greatly enhanced their momentum, providing
them with much-needed confidence to move on to other districts in the
governorate, and to later declare a Caliphate, the so-called Islamic State
of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), also known as Da’esh.

On 3 August 2014, Da’esh attacked the Sinjar District, committing
mass atrocities against innocent villagers, and killing and displacing
thousands of Yazidis. A crisis was declared in Sinjar, with thousands

1 In2014,Halabja split from the Sulaymaniyah Governorate to become its own governorate,
making it the 19" governorate in Irag.

of men, women, girls and boys killed, tortured, and/or sold in human
trafficking. Many young Yazidi women suffered severe sexual assault
and rape, only for some to be killed after. For those who managed to
survive, were able to escape into the autonomous Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) in the north, and are now in need of much needed
psychosocial support to assist them in overcoming, or coping, with
their personal trauma.

Now, more than two years after the defeat of Da'esh, Sinjar continues
to be haunted by their presence, particularly through swaths of
explosive hazard-contaminated land that have yet to be cleared. This
has curtailed the return of more than 49,000 households back to their
communities, and poses a danger to the approximately 9,600 house-
holds who have returned’.

UNMAS Iraq has coordinated a gender-responsive approach that
safeguards and integrates the needs of women, men, girls, and boys
into explosive hazard management activities, among which is the
formation of its first mixed team of searchers in Iraq. Each one of them
brings their own unique story to their job. In this book, you will find

excerpts of their stories.
In line with its policy, UNMAS in Iraq is committed to sharing people’s
stories as is, with minimal changes. While slight grammatical edits have been

made, UNMAS has sought to retain the voice of the author with little alteration.

2 Figures updated as of January 2020.
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Iraq, home to the mighty Tigris

and Euphrates rivers, sits nobly

amongst its neighboring countries.
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Senior Searcher

On 20 July 2019, we went to Sibai. I was happy and sad at the same

time. I was happy because I felt I would probably save a life or more

from destruction and death, and people would be able to return to their
homes. I was sad because I heard that this village has been bleeding for
a long time and they still feel hurt from the events of 2007, when the

catastrophe of the 14 August happened. It destroyed everyone in the

village, the seniors and juniors alike. Hearts were burned with pain and
when I remember those events, I cannot control my tears as I remember

there was a wedding ceremony, which ended with bloodshed and death.

==

14 August 2007, was the date of the bombings in Sinjar,
when four coordinated suicide bomb attacks shook the
Yazidi towns of Al Qahtaniya and Al Jazeera, killing

approximately 796 and wounding 1,500.

=3

Everyone has a story. When we read or hear stories, perhaps we do
not see them as difficult or hard, but in fact if we would have been in
people’s shoes, we would have felt what they went through.

T used to feel sad even before Da'esh, because I lost my mother and many

memories in our home, which we built together despite financial difficulties.

Then, all memories became sad when Da’esh came.




I was born in 1995, but my life ended in 2014 when Yazidi people were
exterminated by the genocide. Although we rise every time we fall,
trust was one thing which toppled and did not rise again.

One day, I heard that a woman and her child who could not stop
crying were captive of Da’esh. Da’esh took her baby and cooked it as food
for her. When she finished eating, they told her she just ate her baby.
How can we imagine the everlasting anger and pain of this woman?
When I think of that, I cannot imagine how I would feel.

This is not my story, but it touches me.

There are many ugly stories about the genocide. I did not see much
compared to others who stayed under the Da’esh rule. Some of them
experienced stories that would shed our tears, even if we only saw them
in movies.

This was the reality they lived and it has many memories that we
will carry deep inside us.

Before 3 August 2014, I was a high school student hoping that I would
finish my final exams to be able to start my studies at the university.

Back in those days, I used to have friends and I was independent.

=3

On 3 August 2014, Da'esh militants attacked and took over
Sinjar and its surrounding areas. Located in northern Iraq,
the Kurdish-controlled town is predominately inhabited by

Yazidis, who were forced to either convert to Islam or be killed.

=3

I was dreaming to live with my friends, study together, work out
together, go the gym and fitness centers, not thinking of anything. But
then, I wish I have never lived those days. What if those days continue
without omnipresent death?

In Shingal, even rocks have stories. In the mountains, rocks helped
and protected the fighters against Da’esh, who were protecting the
people hiding in the mountains. Rocks were the pillows they rested on.

Rocks were also graves for babies who died there and their families
buried them in the mountains. All these things made us lose hope in

life, but we continued to live.
Peace became like a star
You see only its twinkles
Far, far away from us.
We see peace and happiness in the moviesand in other countries only.

When I joined this organization, I learned a new thing. I learned
that we can reach out and embrace peace to rise and rebuild, to bring

back life and remove the remains of death left by Da’esh.
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Maysa Nayef Haji

Medic

The day before the Da’esh’s attack, Yazidis living in the Sinjar district,

northern Iraq, were celebrating the 40" day of summer on August 2014.

==

For Yazidis, the 40™ day of summer marks an end of 40 days
of mid-summer fasting and worship. Yazidis celebrate this
day by making sacrifices and donations to those in need.
Similar festivities are held at the end of the 40™ day

of mid-winter fast.

=3

People were sacrificing sheep, sharing joy with their relatives,
exchanging candies and news. Their happiness was interrupted by a
catastrophe that changed everyone’s life: the Da'esh attack on 3 August 2014.

When Da’esh attacked Sinjar, more than 100,000 people fled their
homes and went to the mountains. The unlucky ones were captured and
many men were executed.

Thousands of Yazidis were executed and thrown in massive ditches.
Some died of thirst or exhaustion in the mountains. The enslavement of
Yazidi women did not catch the world’s attention until later because of
the increasing number of those who had gone missing.

About 6,383 women and children were captured and taken to prisons,

military training camps or Da’esh fighter’s houses, in western Iraq and



eastern Syria. They were exposed to torture, the ugliest kinds of violence
and discrimination, and were then sold.
By mid-2016, 2,590 women and children fled or have been smuggled

outside the Caliphate land, and about 3,893 remained in captivity.

=3

Da'esh established itself as a Caliphate, an Islamic state led by a
group of religious authorities under a supreme leader - the caliph -

who is believed to be the successor to Prophet Muhammad.

>—e—€

LAYLA

Layla is a girl from a Yazidi village with a pale childish face, although
she was 25. She had two younger sisters and three older brothers.

When she was little, she worked on her family farm with her brothers
and sisters. After a series of sheep thefts in the farm, they decided to go
to Kojo village, down the Sinjar mountain.

One of her brothers joined the Peshmerga after the US invasion in
2003. On 2 August 2014, they were attacked by Da’esh in Siba Sheikh
Khadir and they requested assistance.

Siba Sheik Khadir is a Yazidi town in southern Sinjar, near the Syrian
border. The town is composed of hundreds of buildings. In the morning
of 3 August 2014, Peshmerga forces in Kojo fled the area and Layla’s

family fled with other 55 people.

>—e—€

Peshmerga: translates as “those who face death”.

The official name of the military forces of Iraqi Kurdistan.

D——¢€!

However, most of the inhabitants stayed because they were not sure
what was happening.

Layla went north to Sinjar with her family and her uncle stayed to
protect the house.

When they arrived to the town and realized that they were under
attack, they immediately headed to a rural area outside of Sinjar. They
received phone calls telling them that Da’esh controlled the area and
captured its people.

They were all surrounded by a group of Da’esh who approached them
and took their money, gold and cellphones.

The family was taken to one of the government buildings in Sinjar
and thousands of women and girls were imprisoned in the ground floor
of that building and men in the first floor.

In the evening, Da'esh militants holding lanterns came to the
buildings and started to check out the faces of the women and girls
who were hiding behind older women. Layla was so scared when the
militants approached her that she fainted and fell. Her fall saved her
from them, but five girls were not as lucky as she was.

Yazidi women in Sinjar had not yet realized that Da’esh militants

were conducting group kidnapping operations that were premeditated

10



to enslave women. At first they were picking up girls as young as the
age of eight.

Laila was moved to a school that was used as a prison in Tal Afar.
Many women were staying there in lines and the militants were
guarding them. Young girls were taken to be sex slaves. The first hours
of the capture were horrifying and the kidnapping of a girl was accom-
panied by shouting and beating. If any other woman tried to help, she
would also be violently beaten.

Some women and girls intentionally scratched their faces and
deformed their looks to keep Da’esh fighters away. Some women
committed suicide by cutting their hands or throats or throwing
themselves from building roofs.

Girls to be sold were taken to markets or advertised online and on
phone apps. Photos and information such as their bodily measurements
were circulating. Selling deals through intermediaries took place away
from the market and inside the prisons at specific dates. Prisoners were
given as rewards to Da'esh fighters who participated in the Sinjar attack

and some girls were taken to Syria.

11
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Fadia Rashou Yousif
Community Liaison Officer (CLO)

3 AUGUST 2014 - GENOCIDE

Before the disaster, streets in Sinjar were crowded with people. Some
were driving their cars, some were just sitting on their houses’ threshold
looking and smiling to everyone and some were setting fire over a hill
in the village to celebrate light... Children were also celebrating and
happy. Overnight, everything was gone and one thing has remained:
destruction following the attack on 3 August 2014, when Sinjar (a Yazidi
community) was exposed to the most heinous crimes committed by
Da’esh. The genocide was against Yazidis in particular. We were killed,
our women were taken and our children were recruited and brain-
washed. Mass graves became commonplace. We were displaced and
everything that could have saved us was in vein due to the bloodshed.

We were exposed to the most violent crimes against human rights.

I wrote some words on my way to Sinjar:

A CHILD

He died of thirst

Embracing the sky with his hands

Begging God for some water

Should he come back, he would ask everyone:

Why did you let me die?

14



A MOTHER

She was looking for her baby’s dead body
Among mass graves

Gathering the baby’s remains

Lifting a big sign that says:

I want some sky to bury my child near God

A YOUNG MAN

He is carrying a weapon on his shoulder
His beloved girl was kidnapped

He is waiting for a Da'esh militant

To come out of his house

To push a bullet in his chest

In revenge for his beloved’s rape

He is waiting for her to be back to marry her.

15

ME

My heart speaks to me at every step
My steps hold me to avoid walking on the remains in the mass graves
I'write my journey in the book of powerlessness with the title: No Return

The death of my uncle’s wife was the most painful to me. An
explosive device buried on the road exploded and killed her when she
was coming back from Kurdistan to her house. Her face was injured
and she was taken to the hospital. She was fighting death every
minute. Two days later, she had a stroke due to her injury and died,
leaving a husband and 10 children. She left a very painful memory in

our hearts that we will not forget.

16
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Nareen Alou Seydou
Community Liaison Officer (CLO)

DREAMS OF AN INNOCENT GIRL

I do not want to share my short story with anyone.

My dreams were only simple dreams. I do not want to mention anything
before 2014. After 2014, my dreams become my travel to Europe, to live in

peace without fear of the future and away from the terrorist groups.

18
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Hanan Khalaf

Deputy Team Leader (DTL)

MY THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS

Acknowledgements

My name is Hanan, I am an English Teacher, and now I am working
as a Deputy Team Leader with Al-Saqr and G4S companies. My father is
a mechanic, he is very talented in his job and he taught me about a lot
of things in my life. He taught me to take things simply, to overthink,
and to be patient and he also taught me to love everything I do. I owe
him a lot because he worked tirelessly all his life. I would not go without
him, I am grateful for everything he has done and still doing for me, my
brothers and sisters. I hope you will remain proud of me forever because
I will try to never let you down.

My mother is my close friend. She never stopped believing in me.
She was and still is a big support in my life. She never stopped me from
doing the right things in my life. When I made some mistakes, she was
always here to help me. Thanks mom for everything you have done for
me. Words will never be enough to express my feeling towards you.

My brothers and sisters are my strength. I am working and doing my

best so they can live comfortable.

22



WAITING FOR GODOT IN IRAQ/SINJAR

29 July 2019 - 10:30 pm

There is a big similarity between the situation in Iraq and the play of
Waiting for Godot. Thus, similarity had been happening throughout the

amount of what that had happened since 2003.

E—C—3

Waiting for Godot refers to a French play - an expression

used to describe waiting for someone who never arrives.

>—e—€

People in Iraq became just like Vladimir and Estragon.

They are spending their lives waiting for something that will never
happen, waiting for someone to save them and solve their problem, but
everyone who comes is worse than the others.

Lots of people are committing suicide because they have nothing
to do with their lives. They have been waited for a long time but got
nothing so they decided to die instead of having such a miserable life.

Other people are waiting for miracles to happen without doing
anything with their lives.

Some others are doing their best but got no results, graduates who
spent their lives studying to reach their dreams but what they got in the
end of their education journey is waiting for government employment
that takes years to get.

There are also people in Iraq who are just like Pazzo and Lucky.

23

In the play Waiting for Godot, Pazzo is treating Lucky as a slave because
he has power and the money to control people.

Here in Iraq, something is happening. Rich people are using their
power and wealth to treat the others (poor people) as their slaves, and
unfortunately, these poor people have no choice except what their
masters want them to do.

“It’s really a miserable thing that our dreams are just human rights

in other countries.”

12 AUGUST 2019 - 12:12 AM

Even the place where I have been and used to go is not there anymore.
I had a place to go whenever I felt sad and confused about something
but unfortunately the camp where I am living in is very small and I do
not even have my own space to live in. This is one of the reasons why
I decided to take the challenge and work in demining. I want to clear

every single part of my city so I can return to my own place.

13 AUGUST 2019 - 11:00 AM

We don’t belong to the earth
We belong to the planet

of lovers... that imaginary
Planet where there is

no one except

both of us

24



Three years ago, I met the person who changed my life. I felt like
everything became more beautiful the minute he told me by a message
those three magic words. I am still living in that minute. I always feel
like he is a prince from those stories that I heard in my childhood. He is
the most beautiful part of my life. He knows everything about me, as if

we know each other for decades.

14 AUGUST 2019 - 09:00 PM

All the people in this world
have feelings, but

some of them

refuse to appear.

We are living in a society that refuses men’s feelings most of the
time. When men express their feelings and emotions of despair, society
considers them as weak and that’s one of thousands wrong things in
our society. Men are also human, complete feelings and emotions. They

should not feel shy to expressing their feelings of depression.

15 AUGUST 2019 - 10:00 PM

Never stop trying
there is always
a second

chance.

25

Every day is a new day. Life is like a series. There is always a solution,
whether the solution is good or bad. It must happen sooner or later. If we
lost something, it is not the end, it is just the beginning of a new start,

a new day. We should always be patient...

17 AUGUST 2019 - 01:44 PM

I liken myself to a fisherman
who waits patiently

to catch the fish.

I am a patient girl. I never rush to the decision that I make. I never
judge someone from other people’s point of view and that is why I
always get good results. The fisherman waits patiently just like me to

get good results, which is catching the fish.

“Patient people get good results most of the time.”

18 AUGUST 2019 - 01:18 PM

Something unfair continues to happen every day.

Unfair is like a routine in Iraq. It happens every day. Many people
do suffer and work hard to complete their studies and get a university
degree, so they can get a government job. But what happens is that
corrupted people give these jobs to people who do not deserve them and
who get what they want by paying those corrupted people. Thousands of
people have graduated from university and are now unemployed. This is

anormal thing in this country and I am one of those thousands people.

Life is just not fair most of the time.

26



19 AUGUST 2019 - 09:00 PM

Leave the past behind you
What has happened has gone and you cannot change it

Positive thinking is the way to forget the past and go forward. Life
is a journey and we should always try new things. Thinking about past

and bad memories do not belong to this journey.
One thing for sure, if you did not
leave the past behind you.
You can never make room
for the present and future.

If you feel like you are loosing everything, just remember that trees
lose their leaves every year and they still stand tall and wait for better

days to come...

20 AUGUST 2019 - 05:00 PM

Painting makes me feel
that I am home again.
Always find another way to make yourself feel better...

After I lost the place where I have used to go whenever I felt sad or
confused, I found another way, which is painting... So whenever I feel sad

I draw whatever comes to my mind. It makes me feel better and better.

27

21 AUGUST 2019 - 10:00 PM

Live your life
asif

you will never
live it

again.

We should appreciate all the moments we live, because these
moments may not come tOmOrrow...
Those moments that we are going through with our families and

friends, and all the things we love, perhaps tomorrow may not come.

“Appreciate each moment.”

22 AUGUST 2019 - 07:00 PM

It is a normal thing
for human beings
to have flaws.

No one is flawless. All people have flaws. Everyone makes mistakes, that
is a normal thing. It is true that mistakes are painful but they are part of
the experience. No one can reach the top without making some mistakes,

in fact those mistakes may lead us to the path of success.

28



23 AUGUST 2019 - 10:30 PM

You cannot win always
at everything

and certainly you won't
lose at everything.

To lose something does not mean that you will not win again. Take
every loss as a lesson and never give up. If you did not give up, you will

win certainly...
In life there are gains and losses

you are the one who is in control.

24 AUGUST 2019 - 12:00AM

It is your life, do not let
people control you
with their point

of view.

You deserve to live your life based on your own decisions, there is a
big difference between being guided and being controlled. You should
live your life with your own decisions. In that way, you will become
more confident, and also you will not blame the others for your

negative results.
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25 AUGUST 2019 - 08:00 PM

Think with your heart
and
use your mind.

Thinking with your heart and using your mind will always give you
the right decision. There should always be a balance between heart and
mind. They should be at the same level. It is sometimes hard to do that,

but it will lead you to the right things.

26 AUGUST 2019 - 09:00 PM

Following dreams and goals
is not easy.

Sometimes you are tied up not by ropes but by responsibilities,
promises, society and people around you that you cannot leave them
to achieve your own dreams and goals. You feel that if you leave them,
bad things will happen. To be free from those chains and thoughts, you
should follow your heart and think positively. You should follow your

dreams and goals. No one can free you except for yourself.
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27 AUGUST 2019 - 10:10 PM

It is time to make good
memories

because they are the only
thing that

remain...

Having bad memories is something hard for us but it is not the end
of life. We can avoid the bad memories by creating a new way of life
and start getting new, good memories. To achieve that, we should be
patient. When you reach the end of your life, you will pass away with a

big smile on your face.

28 AUGUST 2019 - 07:00 PM

Treat obstacles as a new
start to a better and
brighter future.

Having obstacles on your way to success is not a problem. Do your
best and you will certainly pass them with a bright result. It is true that
it will not be easy but when you get to and achieve your dreams, you

will feel more confidence and you will be stronger...
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29 AUGUST 2019 - 09:00 PM

Do not obsess over anyone.

Sometimes we obsess over a person in our lives. We do not do
anything without them and cannot live without them. That is a very
wrong thing because we are human and we make a lot of mistakes. We
cannot guarantee that this person will stay with us forever. If you are
addicted to him and they leaves you, you will be in a very bad situation.

Be careful not to go that way...

30 AUGUST 2019 - 12:00 AM

Only what is done
with love
will last.

We all have moments full of love that we cannot forget, no matter
how long they were. Love is not forgotten. The people we love will
always remain in our hearts, even if we are not close to them. We still

remember those beautiful times we spent together...
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Monem Salah Mohammed
Improvised Explosive Device Disposal (IEDD), Team Leader (TL)

In the name of Allah, the merciful, the compassionate. Work, and
Allah shall see this work. His Messenger and the believers shall do too.

I work for Al-Saqr Company in cooperation with G4S to remove
explosive hazards. I was in the Iraqi army. When Da’esh entered Mosul
and the army withdrew, I stayed under the control of Da’esh for three
years and suffered a lot from stress. Da’esh killed many men, women and
children, and burnt the houses of those who worked for the Iraqi army.

My tragedy was when Da’esh killed my younger brother who tried
to flee toward the river to take cover with the security forces. When we
heard this news, I lost every hope in life and my thoughts were swaying
between staying alive and avenging the death of my brother. I kept my
balance despite the difficulties we faced under the rule of Da’esh. If I
would have become a killer, I would not be different from Da’esh.

The world was silent as my city was bleeding. When the liberation
operations began, a new life started and I commenced to work in this
field, to help defeating Da’esh and removing their explosives hazards,
which killed and crippled many people.

Iam now working here to bring life back to the people who lost everything.

My story has not yet ended and I am happy to do my duty toward my
country and my people all over Iraq.

Give searchers what they want, because they are already dead.

36
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Hanan Qassim Khalaf

Searcher

TO THE KIDNAPPED GIRL

This drawing represents life. Every part of it represents a part of life
and those birds are the girls who were kidnapped.

There are many stories we saw and can tell. I am writing here the
story of a kidnapped Yazidi girl.

There is an image that keeps popping in my mind. It is as if the
kidnapped girl was asking me if she was okay. Sometimes I deny
such images in my mind. I cannot believe she is okay. She is not okay
because she left our world after the Shinkal disaster, without having
happiness in her life. I do not know if she had a life like any other girls.
Her family, friends and relatives planned her life. However, she did not
have the chance to live any of this. She was kidnapped on that ugly day
of 3 August 2014.

—o—¢
Shingal disaster refers to the Da'esh attack in Sinjar.
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It is the most hated day in the history of every Yazidi. No one will
forget that girl who loved life and had dreams. Da’esh made her hate life
and count the days to finish it because there was no happiness anymore.
That simple girl could not endure what happened to her and what they

did to her. She convinced herself to leave this world. She killed herself.
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But she will never leave our memories and will always stay there. I
wished this never happened to her and she stayed with us, faced this
harsh life, was strong, never broke and faced those beasts who took
everything from her.I wish she faced them and told them that she is a
strong Yazidi girl and she will prevail. This would have been a message
to every Yazidi girl to be strong like her. But the opposite happened and
the girl left our world.

Her name was Jilan, a Yazidi girl who was kidnapped and killed

herself because of Da’esh.
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Khalida Barakat Haji

Searcher

THE IMPACT OF WAR

I do not know where to start and where to end. I am writing here
between the past, present and future of a glorious tomorrow that we aspire to.

Returning to Sinjar after the events of 3 August 2014 had an impact on
people. Many things changed in general and in particular the language
of the youth.

Leaving home, friends, and roots, and living in camps changes a person.

As a minority, it is difficult for us to return to Sinjar completely.
Besides, living in camps is also difficult.

Many negative things appeared after displacement like the marriage
of minors. This is very bad. It has a bad influence on the whole
community because the youth are the people of future and this thing
will directly affect their future.

Also, there are many difficulties having negative effects on us. All Yazidi,
boys and girls, need to work hard for a better future for themselves and their
community.

Additionally, lack of utilities and many other services in Sinjar like
schools and political services are obstacles that impede the return of the
community to Sinjar and other areas.

In the end, everyone has to adapt to the new situation and live.

We all know how difficult it is but hope is here and the young boys and
girls are working hard in all areas to give a better service to the community.

Writing is beautiful thing. I cannot get enough of it.
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Khalaf Hassan Ahmed

Team Leader (TL)

The sad thing.

When the security forces entered my district, Al-Hood village, we
were besieged by Da’esh. We were all in one house and Da’esh militants
surrounded us. There were about 200 of us in the house including
children, women and seniors. It was 12:30 and we were ready for them.
We used our personal weapons to defend ourselves. However, we were
outnumbered and some of us were killed. By 5:00 pm we did not know if
we would be able to live. I was looking at my children and I expected it
to be the last time I was looking at them. The security forces were 2,500
meters away. We thought if they do not arrive within 10 minutes, we
will die. Luckily, they arrived on time and freed us after 20 people were
executed by Da’esh and 100 families taken to Tel Afar, who returned

months later.
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Daoud Suleman Nasser

Searcher

I have nothing to share about my life, I just do not want to. I do not
want to talk about myself or about what happened to us, such as the
displacement, fleeing and killing, which everyone knows about. I wrote
this short story about the life that we all know because it is somehow
relevant to reality.

Now, I look at myself and everything around me now with extreme
calmness and coldness. At this time, two lovers who were tragically
separated. A rich man who used to eat a little bit of his pizza in a fancy
restaurant throws the leftovers in the trash. A very poor man from
Jina Al-Qeeq committed suicide because his female English teacher
got married. Another young man used to stay late to study. Until now,
there is nothing new. The two lovers adored each other for the past five
years and could not live without each other. The rich man’s concern is
his pizza. The teacher got married to her lover after getting divorced for

cheating. The student’s concern is his study...

This is life.
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Najwa Haji Qarou
Community Liaison Officer (CLO)

MY LIFE’S JOURNEY

Before 2014, I was living a happy life with my family. I have two
brothers and five sisters, besides my mother and my father. I was a
student in the sixth preparatory grade and my only dream was to finish
my preparatory education and study in a pharmacy school. Unfortu-
nately, I could not achieve this dream.

On 3 August 2014, Da'esh attacked Sinjar and stole our dreams. We
fled to Kurdistan. We lived in a school, with more than 50 other families,
without anything.

During this same time, I took my exams without having the chance
to prepare myself because I did not have my books to study. Nevertheless,
I passed with a 68% score, but I did not get accepted in pharmacy school,
so I went to a nursing school.

A while later, we moved to a camp in Kurdistan and we are still here.
Despite the poor living conditions in the camp, I had the chance to
study in the medical institute’s nursing department. During the gradu-
ation celebration, I tried to present something simple out of gratitude to

my family, so, I wrote a speech entitled “Wounded Iraq”:
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WOUNDED IRAQ

From the land of beloved Sinjar, I come carrying bandages to ease

your wounds, my Iraq

To stitch your cuts from Zakho to Fao, Oh wounded Iraq!

Peace upon your streets and I hope you accept my medicine,

Oh darling country

My medicine is in a bottle that is made in Basrah

It contains two drops of water

One from Tigris and one from Euphrates

Take your medicine day and night, Oh my home

Put a drop in your right eye, Erbil Citadel, in the morning
Put another drop in your left eye, Ur, at night

A week later, you will heal like a Baghdadi rose

So the sun reflects on your eyes

And shines from Karbala and Najaf

My beloved people, there no difference between Shia, Sunni,

Christians and Kurds

Please accept Yazidis as one of yours, your history
Yazidis are children of Iraqi mothers

Oh Iraq, your suns sacrifice their lives for you
This is my message and duty to you

I hope you heal soon, oh my wounded country.
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Shias are one of the two main branches of Islam. Followed
by about one tenth of Muslims, especially in Iran, they
reject the first three Sunni caliphs and regard Ali, the fourth

caliph, as Muhammad'’s first true successor.

Sunnis are the larger of the two main branches of Islam,
which differs from Shia in its understanding of the Sunna,
its conception of religious leadership, and its acceptance of

the first three caliphs.

Kurds are a member of an Iranian ethnic group native to a
mountainous region of western Asia, which spans south-
eastern Turkey, northwestern Iran, northern Iraq, and

northern Syria.

After graduation, I was unemployed and I wanted very much to have
a job to help my family and people. One day, I received a phone call from
a friend telling me that there was a mine action company working in
Sinjar. I sent my CV and a while later they called me for an interview.
I said to myself that I had no experience. Nevertheless, I was informed
that there would be a training course in Mosul for two months. After
the interview, I asked them to let me work in risk education as I love
this field for humanitarian reasons. I like to be able to help people and
raise their awareness about risks posed by explosive hazards in the area.

I got valuable experience from this training.
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One of the stories happened when I met a Yazidi family that suffered
from the dangers of explosive hazards. It was the family of Husniy S.
Khalaf. She was a 30-year-old woman. When her family returned to
their house, they found an IED in the house. When the husband decided
to move it outside the house, it exploded and injured him very severely.

This thing made me love working in risk education in order to
contribute to people’s happiness and help people to avoid becoming

victims of the explosive remnants of war.
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Shamil Abbas Barjas

Searcher

Before Da’esh, we were a homogeneous tribal community in Sinjar.
My Uncle Omar Barjas had about 1,000 sheep and was living 100
kilometers south of Sinjar with the tribes of Shahr. The rest of my
uncles were farmers and they used to work in Sinjar. We did not have
any problems in our social context.

When Da’esh came, many of my uncles’ friends called us and told us
to abandon the area immediately and not to trust those criminals. So,
we fled in a hurry, but we lost my uncle Saado who had a family of nine
members because he had heart surgery and could not leave, his family
members would not leave him alone.

When we returned, we could recognize the dead bodies of the people
we lost. With G4S and Al-Saqr companies, we started to clear our
villages. We are looking forward to the future with high hopes.

Every dark cloud has its silver lining.
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I would like to begin by thanking all team leaders and trainers
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Ll who taught me in the second team how to detect and clear areas from

o e Bl

explosive hazards and help our areas.

This is a humanitarian job and the company has the very big respon-
sibility to secure and stabilize the area for the return of displaced
communities. We thank all members who participated in this training
course in Bartella on 5 January 2018 by UNMAS and G4S, and we would

like to thank Al-Saqr Company which gave us very useful training and

information about different methods of explosive hazard detection. I
thank all the people who prepared the training in order to make us able
to detect explosive devices outside, in buildings and on roads.

I thank all the people in the Al-Sagr Company and G4S.
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Ghazi Meteb Aldarweesh

Operation Manager

Greetings.

Every Iraqi has their own stories, experiences and tragedies because
of Da’esh. I would like to tell you one of my many stories about them.

On 23 September 2014, I was coming back from Jordan to Mosul
by land through Trebil, and then al-Qaim, on the road through Sinjar
and Mosul.

I was in Sinjar on 23 November 2014 at sunset. The sky was black due
to the smoke Da’esh was using to take cover from coalition air strikes
that were bombing Sinjar to pave the way for the troops to enter the city.

When we arrived to Sinjar, a man from Pleij was with us in the GMC
vehicle my wife and I hired to travel from Amman to Mosul. I forgot
to tell you that the driver told me that there is a man from Al-Khnesi
village with his 11 year old daughter who suffered from facial and body
burns and who was treated in Amman for months on the expense of
the UN. The driver asked me to help them and take them with us and I
agreed and the driver tied their bags on the car’s roof.

We did not make any stop for food or rest on the way as I had already
prepared food and drinks for the trip.

When we arrived to Pleij intersection, the man urged me to make the
driver take them to Al-Khnesi village because it was dark and the air
forces and artillery were bombing Sinjar, so I let the driver take them

home and we could then take the Tel Abta road to Mosul.
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Minutes after the man and his daughter got off, a Da’esh car followed
us, and cut in front of us, blocking our way. One of the men got out
and asked me:

“Are you Ghazi Al-Jarba.” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Follow me,” he said, while pointing his pistol at us.

He forced us into a house with 35 Da’esh militants. The first thing
he said was: “Get out of the car spy! We know you are supplying coordi-
nates to the air forces to bomb us.”

I figured that his information was from the man with his daughter
that we gave a lift to earlier because they knew my name and asked
about our luggage in the car. It is true, I realized, that no good deed goes
unpunished.

The kidnapper told his men to bring a dirty blanket to wrap up my
dead body after they kill me. He refused to listen to me as I tried to tell
him that my passport was proof that I came from Jordan today. He
refused and said that I can forge the stamps and certificates I need.

My wife spoke to him after he asked her about my previous and
current work and why we were in Jordan. She told him that she had
cancer and showed him the reports and x-rays and prescriptions, but it
was all in vain.

Finally, the driver came and swore that we came today from Amman
and even the fuel of the car in Amman smelled different and offered
them to check the luggage and food and water we brought from Amman.
The kidnapper asked his militants if anyone knew me, and someone
told him that he knew that I belong to a family with a good reputation

and that I was not part of the Iragi army at the time.
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Then I showed him my retirement ID card and he went back to the
driver and spoke to him and took his phone number and called the
person who reported me, who I believe was the little girl’s father we
met earlier. He came to us saying that it was our lucky day and that we
could leave.

He could have executed us on the spot with no witnesses because of a
report from a person full of grudge and hate, may God give him his dues.

Thank God we were saved.
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Nisreen Qasim
Non-Technical Survey (NTS)

At the end of this story, you will know the name of the person who
told me this story.

For the people who were going to the Iraqi forces for refuge, the Da’esh
strategy, especially when they felt like they were losing ground, was
to confiscate properties, cars, and animals owned by those fleeing. The
lucky ones were those with no property at all and decided to risk fleeing
at night. Whenever they heard the sound of the Iraqi helicopters, they
felt secure that they arrived to safety.

However, there was a group of about 30 families in the occupied areas.
They were from Al-Baaj and they were the richest group in the area.

So, they had to obey Da'esh, and withdraw with them at every stage
until they reached the Syrian border. They tried more than once to flee
towards the Iraqi forces, but because of the many cars, sheep, agricultural
machinery and other properties they have to take, they were always
busted. The last time they were caught, their ID cards were taken and they
were forced to sign pledges and three of their children were imprisoned
for big ransom that sometimes amounted to $100,000 per child.

On 3 June 2016, the Iraqi helicopters arrived followed by the Iragi
troops to liberate Al-Baaj, and this was the last chance for the group to
return home. So, the storyteller divided the group into two subgroups:
one for women, children and elderly. He put a teenager in every car with

a gun and told them to do something difficult, but necessary in case
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Da’esh caught them... to kill all women in the cars so that Da’esh cannot
take them.

In the second subgroup, our storyteller stayed back with the trucks,
machinery and sheep and headed in the sunset towards the Iraqi forces
about some tens of kilometers away. Thanks to the Iraqi gunships, Da’esh
could not advance towards the convoys of the family in its first and
second part. When he arrived to the Iraqi front the troops shot green
shots in the air as a sign that the front is open and he realized that he
was finally home without any loss.

The storyteller was Ghazi Aldarweesh.
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Fawzia Khalaf Jarout

Searcher

My dream is to get a master’s degree... Simplicity, life, continuity...

A GIRL FROM SAMOOQA

This is the story of my life.

Before Da’esh, we were living in peace just like other Iraqis. I started
school when I was seven. In the summer holiday, we used to plant trees
in the orchards in Rabi’a sub-district and live off of farming. I started
college in 2013 before the Da’esh invasion of Sinjar. In 2014, Da’esh took
over Sinjar and the militants used to take girls and kill men. So, we left
the village on 3 August 2014.

We still live in UN camps in Kurdistan. We do not feel safe in Iraq
because of the unstable security conditions. There are very tense
relations among political parties and militant actors in Iraq in general.
We cannot return home due to that tension among those actors, as well
as some other security events that are still ongoing in Sinjar. Besides,
our house was destroyed by Da'esh.

We live in constant fear when we travel throughout Iragi gover-
norates to look for jobs. There are still active terrorist groups in many
places in Iraq and the threat persists to this day.

I thank the Al-Saqr Company and G4S for this opportunity to serve my
people and I am proud to have this work as serving humanity is my dream.

We are doing great work to clean my town from Da’esh explosives

and remnants of war, and for life to return, so that we can live in peace.
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Berivan Khudr Kun
Community Liaison Officer (CLO)

My name is Berivan Khudr from Iraq (Sinjar District, Talgasab Village).

IThavebeenlivinginthissmall village with my family, which consists
of 12 people. I finished my elementary school, but unfortunately, I was
not able to go to Middle School due to our financial situation. We were
a poor family, and my family was experiencing a difficult situation
because a terrorist group (mafia) had kidnapped my father and they
were asking for ransom in cash. We had given them 50 million Iraqi
dinars in return for releasing my father, and this was one of the reasons
that forced me to quit school. In 2014, we heard that a group of terrorists
(Da’esh) had entered the city of Mosul. We never expected that this
group would enter our small city (Sinjar), but there was a lack of security
forces from the central government and region (Kurdistan Region) to
protect Sinjar. Unfortunately, the security forces withdrew from my
city and this became a good opportunity for the terrorist groups to enter
Sinjar. As a result of the arrival of terrorist groups to the city of Sinjar,
the people of Sinjar and the surrounding villages fled from the atrocities
and became displaced.

On 3 August 2014, my city faced crimes like killing and kidnapping.
Da’esh (ISIL) besieged my village and Kojo village, Da'esh, after six days
of besieging both villages, threatened the lives of my people. My family
and I decided to flee to the mountain before we lost the opportunity.
But unfortunately the people of Kojo village did not get the chance and

opportunity to flee, a group of terrorists went into Kojo and killed the
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young and elderly people, both men and women, and took all the girls.
After our arrival at the mountain, we stayed there for 10 days without
food and water. Many children died due to dehydration and starvation,
mothers were crying and yelling because their children died due to
thirst. Later on, we were able to reach Syria, and then my family and
I went to Kurdistan. After four years of war, destruction, landmines in
the city of Sinjar and surrounding areas, the young people who were
able to join the security forces, joined the Iragi army, and together
with the Popular Mobilization Forces and Peshmerga, they were able to
liberate the city of Sinjar.

On 1 January 2019, I was given the opportunity to work in the field
with both the Iraqi Al-Saqr and the British G4S companies, raising
awareness about the risk of explosive hazards. We were delivering
workshops and seminars to the people about mines, saving and
protecting their lives; I am proud of the work that I am doing right now

because it’s humanitarian work.
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Laila Khalaf Abbas

Searcher

The story I am writing here is a real one.

My name is Laila Khalaf Abbas, from Siba Sheikh Khidri village.
When Da’esh took over, I was with my family which consists of 12
members (six sisters, four brothers and my mother and father), and two
uncles: Merza, an elementary school teacher and Shamo, a border guard
in the Iraqi army.

I am the eldest daughter and I was in the second stage in Sinjar
secondary school.

When I heard Da’esh took over Rabi’a, as Yazidis used to go to Rabi'a
for vegetable farming, my uncle Shamo was in Rabi’a reporting for duty.
Da'esh attacked him and the whole unit and killed many, including
my uncle, who got a bullet in the head. Da’esh then took over their
place and my uncle’s body stayed on the ground for a week because
many people there fled Da’esh, who were killing people in the area and

especially Yazidis.
:5_6_6:

Yazidis are an endogamous and mostly Kurmanji-speaking group of
contested ethnic origin, indigenous to Iraq, Syria, and Turkey. The
majority of Yazidis remaining in the Middle East today live in Iraq,

primarily in the Ninewa and Duhok governorates.

==
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A while later, on 3 August 2014, Da’esh attacked our village and my
father was in the front lines as Da’esh was coming from the Baaj side.

At that time, there were clashes between our people and Da’esh. Our
weapons were very simple and scarce. Da’esh had much better weapons,
so the people in the village could not stand to the next morning. People
started to flee towards the mountain.

My family was waiting for my father who was on the front lines,
fighting Da’esh. In the morning, my father came to us and told us all
to go to the mountain until the arrival of the Kurdish army (It was
the Peshmerga forces who controlled Sinjar. However, at that time

Peshmerga forces fled and left their posts.)
I said to my father: “Will anyone come to save us?”

At this point, I stopped believing that anyone would come to save us.

We remained in the mountain for 12 days without food or water.

In the eighth day on the mountain, my sister Dalo died of heat, thirst,
and hunger.

We saw from the mountain how Da'esh took the families, killed men
and young boys and took the girls.

On the eleventh day on the mountain, my sister Noura also died for the
same reasons.

On the twelfth day, we stepped down from the mountain toward Dookri
(Hitteen) village and went through the village towards the Syrian border.

The PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party) forces helped us with water and
food and took us in their cars to Zakho to the bridge and then we went to

Sharia village in the Duhok Governorate and stayed there for one day.
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The Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) is a Kurdish militant

and political organization based in Turkey and Iraq.

==&

We then stayed in a school in Zakho until 20 November 2014. While
the camps were under construction.

When Pershvi Camp was finished, we went to it, but tents were of
bad quality and not suitable for living.

At that time, families were crossing the border to Turkey.

Seventeen days later in Camp Pershvi 2, we went Camp Mirdeen
in Turkey and we got help from people and organizations in terms of
supplies and living.

This camp was better than the one in Iraq. But, we returned to the
former Camp in Iraq because the schools started as I and two of my
female cousins were in the third stage in the nursing school and we had

to finish our education.
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Madeline Murad Abdo

Searcher

I now go back to writing one more time.
I love writing.
It is like home to me.

This time, I am writing because I was asked to write something about
my life or a story. I thank them and I will start writing without knowing
where this writing will take me. Perhaps it will take me to that place I

always wanted to be in, or it will take me to a place that I do not expect.

I will write about Qamar.

QAMAR

Qamar, which means Moon in Arabic, looks much like her name. She
was mysterious and beautiful. Her eyes were black and her eyelashes
were long as if her eyes were telling her life’s story. Her silky hair was
also long. She lived with her family in a humble house with three
brothers and three sisters. She came third and the rest of her brothers
and sisters were younger than her. They had their grandmother living
with them. She loved her grandmother very much. The grandmother
was very old and her wrinkles showed as if there was a wisdom in every
wrinkle. Qamar loved to take wisdom from her grandmother. Their life

was as simple as the life of children.
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Her father owns a small shop to earn his living. In her spare time,
she helps her father by cleaning the shop and sometimes attending to
customers. Qamar has a very strong personality and, in her persistence,
and does not make compromises. She loves her family more than every-
thing else and her love to her family makes her strong. Although she
lives in a community that prevents women working, she studies and
works with her sister and mother in embroidery and accessories as a
home business and sells them to improve their financial situation. All
of her brothers and sisters are in school and cannot work and they have
only the shop of their father. In the summer holiday, they also work on
farms to make some money. Their life was very simple, but they never
complained. Although most houses in their neighborhood were made
of clay, people are still happy and love prevails in their lives. People in
the neighborhood cooperate in everything even raising kids. In this
community, neighbors come first. Friends in need are friends indeed.
Such wisdom is practiced in this community. However, it all changed
on 3 August 2014. This date took our lives from us. We now remember
this day in everything around us. We remember this day in our joy
and sadness every day like a flashback that keeps repeating itself every
second. We have witnessed many events that we never expected. We
had to flee. My father and brothers on that day were farming, my eldest
brother was at home, and all the men were in the front lines. It was a
scary night.

In August 2014 in the morning, I woke up at 6:55 am and started
to study for my last chance for exams. This was before exams were
postponed due to the security situation. I did some reading despite

power being off. Then my mother woke up and started making bread in
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our clay oven. I helped my mother and we made breakfast. My mother
then woke everyone up to have breakfast. Then my friend Qamar came
and told us that everyone escaped. She then went back home. My
mother, my brother and I went to the crowded street. My brother called
my father. We were afraid because some of the family members were
not with us as my father was somewhere and my three brothers were
somewhere else. We heard the screams of women and children and we
were crying as we had nothing to do. My father was late, but he called
and told us that he was on the way and we felt like it took him forever.
Finally, my father came and we went to Kurdistan.

If 1 talk about every detail when we were on the way, I would need
years, for everything I saw is a story in itself. Da’esh took everything
from our lives. They took our women, men, children and elderly, but
they could not take our kindness and the good in us. Good beats evil
every time. The period of Da’esh ended. I cannot hide the desire to have
them killed or burnt alive, which is the least punishment for what they

did. They are worse than beasts.

COOKING GAS SELLER

Although I have seen many shocking situations, the story of the
gas seller was the saddest. Children lost the most because they did not
understand what was happening. One morning when we were living in
the camp, there was a person selling cooking gas from his pickup truck.
He was shouting: “Gas... gas... gas.” It was not like any other morning.
It was very cold and snow was falling. There was a boy called Omran

and he was the one shouting to sell the gas. He had a friend called Laith
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whom Omran did not see since the displacement. Since then, they did
not know anything about each other. In a moment while Omran was
shouting: “Gas... gas... gas”, his friend Laith recognized his voice and
went to the street running behind the pickup and shouting to Omran
who told the driver to stop the car. Omran got off the car and ran to Laith
and they hugged. I was watching this scene from a corner. It was the
happiest and saddest thing I have ever seen. I realized that kids are like
blank canvases. I cried as I saw this. In the end, everyone hopes to get
the best in life and live peacefully in a country that provides everyone
their rights. We do not want a country in which kids have to work
because their parents died in the war. We do not want to see students
have to leave school to work because their fathers died in the war. We do
not want to see a teacher who has spent a lifetime teaching to have to

leave teaching to sell vegetables because he cannot earn enough.

We only want to live.
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Muath Ismail Ibrahim
Non-Technical Survey (NTS), Team Leader (TL)

A JOURNEY ON THE ROAD OF DEATH

I started working in demining and removing warfare remnants to
save lives and help people return home in March 2017. T applied to an
Iragi demining company, had the interview, and then got accepted

according to the job requirements.

=3

Al-Fahad Iraqi company is a local demining company operating in

Iraq and sub-contracted by UNMAS and Optima.

>—e—€

I started off as a searcher in high risk places. I then began my plan to
improve myself in this humanitarian job.

We celebrated the end of our training and were eager to go to work.
I started working in Mosul, northern Iraq for one year and a half, and
our work coincided with the military operation to liberate Mosul from
Da’esh. I witnessed some harrowing scenes during the operation due
to the destruction resulting from bombing and large-scale booby-traps.

One day, we went to a work site in West Mosul. The area was very
dangerous due to the countless explosive vests and IEDs in the ruins.

We found an eroded explosive vest, which was very dangerous and part
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of it was under the debris. We informed our EOD foreign specialist about

this. He secured the vest and asked us to keep 20 meters away from him.
—6—¢€!

Improvised explosive device (IED) - an explosive constructed
and deployed in ways other than in conventional military
action. Explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) specialists are

responsible for the safe removal of IEDs.

>—e—€

We went back to work with strong spirits to clear the area from those
dangers. We continued to clear the area in Mosul.

We live in danger every day. In the destruction, we sometimes found
dead bodies of women, men and children in the alleys in the old city of
Mosul. We kept deactivating explosive vests from the dead bodies of the
terrorists, although those bodies were here for months. We kept working
and enduring the bad smell of dead bodies and all hazards to make the area
secure for the coming reconstruction and the return of the people.

One of the funny situations was when an employee in the company
wanted to take a vacation and go home, we put rocks or empty water
bottles in his luggage as a joke. When he arrived home and his family
took the clothes to clean them, they checked the clothes first. One time,
I put two eggplants, an empty candy box, and a rock in the luggage
of a colleague who was going on vacation. When my turn came to go
on vacation and after arriving home and being received by my family,
my mother came holding dirty papers, rotten fruits and rocks that she

found in my bag and we all laughed.
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In 2018, my contract with the company expired and the team was
sad I was leaving. Those exciting days were over and we said goodbye to
each other with tears in our eyes. We worked together and developed a
brotherhood. I stayed home for several weeks, but I still miss those days
of work and I miss my friends.

Later, a friend of mine from my old work called Mohamed called me
and told me that G4S Company for demining needed experts in this
field. I delivered my CV and went to the interview with the director
and I was sent immediately to the training course and information
refreshing. I started to feel happy again because I saw some of my old
friends in this new job. I worked in Mosul for several months and then
moved to work in Kirkuk with a few members of this company and the

Iraqi Al-Saqr Company.

>—e—€

G4S Company is one of UNMAS’ contractors

and implementing partners in Iraq.

=3

As usual, we wake up early, prepare our tools and go to the site
according to the orders from UNMAS and DMA. A while later, I went to
Basmaya school with the Iraqi army in Baghdad and took the EOD level
three exam and I got very good results.

Months later, I moved to a new location for the company in Sinjar and
started working with the team there, most of whom were Yazidis. We
worked and helped with a mutual patriotic spirit and brotherhood. We

are still helping and working in this location and I hope the company
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renews my contract as the area is still full with dangerous remnants
waiting to be cleared out.
I write this with tears for the days of my life spent in the service

of people.
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Nadhim Khalaf Murad

Senior Searcher

Greetings.

I would like to introduce myself. I am Nadhim Khalaf Murad. I am
a Yazidi from Iraq. I live in a small village south of Sinjar called Kojo.
Da’esh attacked this village on 15 August 2014 and killed all the men
who were there that day, including my father, mother, and four of my

brothers, and captured all the girls as sex slaves.

==

On 15 August 2014, in the Yazidi village of Kojo, south of
Sinjar, the entire Yazidi population received an ultimatum to
either convert to Islam or be killed. Over 80 men were killed

and more than 100 women were taken captive.

=3

I am from the Yazidi minority, which counts about one million all
over the world, 650,000 of them live in Iraq in Sheikhan, Baasheeqa,
Bahdaii and Shinkal Maaqal. The Yazidi culture and history dates back
for millennia.

This indigenous community was exposed to 74 genocide campaigns,
the last of which unfortunately happened in the 21 century for the
whole world to watch, despite the most advanced technology humanity
has achieved. Yazidi historical sites in Iraq and Syria are also vulnerable

and Yazidi existence in Turkey is only marginal.
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Yazidis speak of having faced 74 genocide

campaigns throughout their history.

H—e—

In the morning of 13 August 2014, the brutal Da’esh attacked my
peaceful and unarmed people only because they belong to a different
religion and tradition. Da’esh killed thousands of Yazidis in a matter
of few days including men, women, boys, girls and elderly in addition
to the kidnapping of women, girls, and children. All Yazidis of Shinkal
were displaced and fled the brutality of Da’esh across borders ending up
scattered in several countries around the world. About 300,000 Yazidis
are still living in refugee camps for the fifth consecutive year in very
poor living conditions.

We are about to enter the sixth year and most of our beloved ones
and friends and relatives are scattered in more than 70 mass graves in
a small territory. These graves are exposed to winds, rain and fires. We
still beg the international community and the national government to
identify the dead bodies of our people in order to grant them a proper

and dignified burial.
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Noura Hussain Haji
Medic

I am Noura from Sinjar, Telqasab village. On 3 August 2014, at 8 am,
my mother, brothers, sisters and uncles went to Zekidkhan village and
stayed in a relative’s house for two hours, waiting for our elder uncle as
he was inside Sinjar.

Da’esh at that time was inside Sinjar and my uncle was still there at
work. After two long hours of waiting and despair, we went to another
area called Quni. On our walk home, we ran into my uncle on the way.
It was an indescribable happiness because he finally joined us.

Then we went to a village near Quni and stayed there until noon and
we had lunch there. Before we could reach the mountain, Da’esh came
and some fled and others were caught like my mother’s uncle. Da’esh
killed the men and took the women and children. We saw this and cried
our hearts out.

We continued our way on foot to Sinjar mountain without food or
water. By the time we reached the mountain we did not have any energy
left. We surrendered to death, but my uncles went down the mountain
to Osfa area to bring food and water. On their way there, my mother
asked me to call my brothers and sisters and help our uncles and I told
her that I was exhausted and they could go and leave me here to have
some sleep. My mother was astonished at my words and said that how
could I sleep while I was hungry and thirsty and that they would lose
me. She said that if I stayed there I would die and I insisted that they go

and leave me. They tried to convince me to go with them as it was only
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a matter of few hours and we could get some food and water. My grand-
mother tried to convince me and said that I was strong and I had to help
her because she was old and tired. When I listened to my grandmother,
I changed my mind and I stood up as if I was not hungry or tired and I
held my grandmother’s hand and I said to her that we had to walk.

Then we headed to Osfa area and after walking for one hour we sat
to rest and suddenly we saw our uncles coming and they brought rice,
water and tea. We had water but spared it because it was not enough and
we had children with us who cannot bear thirst and then we continued
our walk to Osfa.

Finally, we reached there at night and we found houses and people.
We stayed there for three days and then we heard that the PKK and YPG

have opened the road to Kurdistan through the Syrian borders.

=3

The YPG is the People’s Protection Units was formed in 2004 as
the armed wing of the Kurdish leftist Democratic Union Party.
It expanded rapidly during the Syrian Civil War and became
predominate over other armed Kurdish groups. A sister group,
the Women's Protection Units (YPJ), fights alongside them.

The YPG is active in Northern and Eastern Syria.
—e—¢
My uncle said that we had to go to Kurdistan because in short time
everyone would come to the mountain and food and water would finish.

My mother and my grandmother agreed and we headed to Kurdistan

with the remaining food and water we had. One day later, we were out
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of food and water, but we did not stop. On the way, we saw an orchard.
Our uncles rushed there to bring some vegetables and we saw many
people there who were not walking our way. Our uncles brought us
some watermelons and we ate and then we went on walking to the
borders. We were watching the cars on the road coming and going.
We rode camels to Kurdistan and on the way, all of us vomited because
of the watermelon we ate earlier and the dirty water we drank in the
mountain. Hours later, in the afternoon, we reached the Kurdistan
bridge. Then we headed straight to Zakho and there they took us to the
hospital to treat us from malnutrition and dehydration during the week
we spent in the mountain.

Afterwards, thank God we got better and we stayed there until
December. Then, we went to a camp in Duhok and we are still in it. The
fate of some of our family members was still in the hands of Da’esh and

we prayed then that they come back to us safe and sound.
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Hadi Dakhil Khalaf

Searcher

Greetings.
Thank you for the opportunity to be involved in this project.

I work for the Al-Saqr Company as a searcher. At the beginning, was
very hard, but thank God we completed the training course by G4S in two
months with a team from UNMAS and Al-Saqr Company management,
and Mat Cosco school gave us certificates in cooperation with UNMAS.
We learned how to recognize explosive devices and weapons, how to
search for unexploded devices, and relevant safety measures. We also
learned how to clear the site. This was a very special time for me with
the company because we supported the displaced families to return to
their homes. I thank everyone who helped and gave a smile to needy

children and I thank Al-Saqr Company for their help in this matter.

—e—¢
UNMAS stands for United Nations Mine Action Service.

=3
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Hiyam Shafan Hayou

Community Liaison Officer (CLO)
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Community liaison officers (CLO) sometimes referred to as local
liaison officers, communicate and coordinate activities between
an organization and a community. CLOs gather information from
the communities on explosive hazards contamination and deliver

life-saving messages to affected communities.

==

I am from Al-Sandaniyah village that was attacked in 2014, but I
live in a camp because of the military remains in our area, inhabiting

our return.

THE CHILD OF GENOCIDE

Many memories refuse to leave our minds from our childhood, but
in this story I will talk about a child who was burned inside a tent.

This is a tragic story about a child called Khairhat Khairi Hamid and
his family who were in the displacement camps of Kurdistan in the
Tabarto district. He was three and had an innocent face that is foreign
to the hardships of displacement and tough life.

One day, the child was sleeping with his family in a tent that was cold
in winter and hot in summer. An electric shock caused their tent to burn.

Relatives and friends rushed to save them, but he stayed inside because his
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mother did not realize that he was still in the tent. He died in the tent and
burned to ashes. One can only wonder what did these people do to deserve
to be burned in a camp after surviving the hardships of displacement at the
hands of Da'esh.

I summarized this story in just a few lines because all of our stories
and thoughts speak the things we lived and live now. From 2014 until

now, every Yazidi has a story.
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Helia Murad

Searcher

Throughout history, the Yazidis have been subjected to 74 genocide
campaigns for various reasons. These wars and massacres have taken
root in the Yazidi’s social fabric and mentality. But all this did not
prevent the Yazidi intellectuals from establishing cultural and social
centers to introduce their religion to the world and to make the Yazidis
more open to others.

Yazidis have been subjected to violent attacks by Da’esh in the form
of bombings and assassinations in Iraq. These led to the fall of the
city of Sinjar. Da’esh killed hundreds of men, enslaved large numbers
of women and children, and displaced thousands of people from their
cities and villages.

The last genocide of the Yazidis was carried out by Da'esh on 3 August
2014. It enslaved women, slaughtered the elderly and recruited and
trained the youth fight for it, to the extent that they were fighting their
parents. After the release of several children, they did not remember
their native language. Da’esh captured some Yazidi villages and families
and committed not physical, but psychological violence.

Here is one of the stories. There was a mother who was separated
from her son. When she asked Da’esh to return her son, Da’esh told her
that if she wants her son she has to eat first. They gave her meat and
rice. After eating the food, she asked them about her son and they told

her that the meat she ate was her son.
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They raped 14 and 15-year old girls, and then they put them for sale.
They were sold more than 15 times, with the majority getting gang-raped.
This was the most heinous crime against women throughout history.
The families that Da’esh was unable to capture fled to Mount Sinjar and
did not have water and food, and many of them died of thirst and their
families could not bury them so they buried them under rocks.

Da’esh also exploded houses and planted explosives in the territory.
In spite of such hardships, Yazidis did not surrender and after three
years, their territories were liberated. In the first year of liberation, the
Sinjar area was not suitable for living. Lands and houses were planted
with explosives and lacked services. The humanitarian organizations
then assisted people and employed Yazidis to dismantle the explo-
sives. Some organizations provided electricity, water and psychological
support. Later, schools and hospitals opened and half of the population
has returned to the area.

The more Yazidis that are subjected to injustice, the more confident
and strong they become. This is the biggest message addressed to our
enemies. Enemies cannot defeat us. We do not break down. At the same
time, we do not forget what we were exposed to. We take every step
forward by remembering the events of that day, but we do not let this
weaken us. Rather, we derive our strength from these events. Every area
in Sinjar reminds us of our friends who have been victims of war. School
is the first place that reminds me of my friends. I remember our laughs
and at the same moment I remember what happened to my friends in
the war, and so I hear the echo of their cries. I walked the streets, which

were full of smiles of children playing, which have now become empty
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streets that remind us of the tears of those children who were deprived
of their parents.

That day, all our dreams and hopes died. The first time I visited Sinjar
after the war I felt like it was the beginning of many things but at the
same time, it felt like it was the end of many things.

Iwas scared when I went to Sinjar and visited the house where I grew
up in. I felt that I was lost remembering the Yazidis who were killed
and kidnapped. The house is deserted, but despite all those painful
memories and the conditions we lived through, I tried to start over and
I managed to do so when I completed my studies and helped my family.

It was the simplest thing to give me strength and then I came to the
organization and worked in demining in order to give something to my
city, which was destroyed in the war. However, the thing we couldn’t

do, which is our biggest goal, is to free the kidnapped women.
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Noura Saleh Giorgis

Searcher

Before displacement, my life was simple.

After 3 August 2014, life became full of nightmares. My family left
their lives and jobs and focused on enduring the hardships they faced.
I come from a simple family and many friends of mine were captured
by Da’esh. Even now, I do not know what happened to them. Like many
others, I want only one thing. I want to get rid of Da’esh so that my

family can come back, so we can gather around a meal like we used to do.
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Naeemah Kun Khalaf

Searcher

From the beginning till the end, I hope that everyone will share
their point of view about their future, because these incidents will not
be repeated again, and no one with all their empathy, will feel what I
felt. This has made me sad and depressed as a result of what happened
in my childhood. This will make people lose hope and ambition, due
to the great impact in my life that made me feel it has been completely
ruined. I went through stages that I cannot talk about in detail and I
cannot help myself in this matter because hope has become destitute in
my life. I cannot save myself in any way. I wish that I was able to forget
this heavy burden a little bit, but there is no use...

Can’t anyone save me? Do I not have a soul in such a huge amount of
existence? Don’t I have the right to live my life? Whenever I seek to fly,
my wings break. I am being very sincere, in that I cannot forget what
happened to me in this life. I do not want to think, I want to remind
everyone what happened to me in order to be a lesson in this new life.
What happened is not so small, the acts from which my wound opened
will never be healed. I hope with all my heart that no one will get hurt

as I have been hurt.
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Reconciliation

This book came about from discussions related to our so-called
‘mixed teams’ of men and women working together to clear areas in
and around Sinjar of explosive hazards.

The ‘mixed teams’ were never intended to be a social experiment
nor to test acceptance of a new cultural norm but, rather, they emerged
in fulfillment of a practical need for the kind of dedicated, courageous
individual willing, and when trained, to perform a dangerous task.
We wanted to know why. They told us in their own way and in their
own words.

Our contributors, all volunteers, in the course of their work, developed
a professional respect that only can come from confidence and trust in
the other’s abilities, gradually thinking of themselves as more brothers
and sisters than colleagues, equal to, and protective of each other.

I am not surprised that those who have suffered much - as the
Yazidi community has throughout its history and most recently from
the cruelties inflicted by ISIS elements - are so willing to forgive at the
same time. If there is a theme than runs through the contributions to
My Sinjar Reflections, it is reconciliation: a time not for revenge, but for
recovery and healing, along with a plea for acceptance alongside other
ethnic groups in Iraq.

For me, the poem, Wounded Iraq, as delivered by a nursing student
at her graduation who sees as her duty healing her country, says it
eloquently: “My beloved people, there no difference between Shia, Sunni,

Christians and Kurds. Please accept Yazidis as one of yours, your history.”

Indeed, we see this as our duty, too, listening to those who have
found in their own personal tragedy reason and motivation to share our
dangerous mission to help restore their community and recover their

humanity, asking nothing more than acceptance in return.

They have set a high moral standard for the rest of us.

Pehr Lodhammar

Senior Programme Manager

United Nations Mine Action Service (UNMAS)
Baghdad, Iraq

February, 2020



UNMAS Iraq would like to thank all its donors
who contribute to the safe, dignified and
voluntary return of displaced communities
through the provision of explosive hazard
management, training/technical support and

risk education activities in the country.
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