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injar is divided into two 
parts, both dismal with lit-
tle hope for a better future 
for its Yazidi minority pop-
ulation of nearly 100,000 

people who have inhabited the area 
since the 12th century.

One part, estimated by Iraqi Yazi-
di inhabitants at 40%, is controlled 
by Islamic State (ISIS) militants, 
who suddenly captured Sinjar in 
August 2014 and committed atroci-
ties there, including raping and en-
slaving women and children.

The remainder was recaptured by 
peshmerga and Yazidi forces on No-
vember 13th.

There, mass graves holding doz-
ens of bodies, mostly women, have 
been unearthed. Houses and gov-
ernment offices have been either 
demolished or planted with explo-
sives. Some homes are marked as 
belonging to Sunni Muslims and 
are being looted and torched. And 
streets are filled with landmines 
that ISIS left behind.

Following a three-day aerial US 
attack that provided cover for ad-
vancing peshmerga and Yazidi 
forces on the ground, nearly every 
home in Sinjar’s recaptured areas 
had been damaged, roads pock-
marked with craters and power 
lines criss-crossed rubble like fallen 
spider webs.

“People are living in fear, the fear 
of the unknown,” a Yazidi politician, 
insisting on anonymity because of 
safety concerns, said

“Sinjar is home to various eth-
nic groups, each now fears revenge 
from the other,” the politician add-
ed in a telephone interview after 
visiting the recaptured part of the 
city. Sinjar’s population is mainly 
Yazidi, with smaller Arab and Assyr-
ian communities.

Iraqi TV stations have been broad-
casting footage of Yazidis loot-
ing and burning scores of houses 
marked with the Arabic letter س, (S), 
pointing to its Sunni inhabitants. 
In some footage, looters said they 
were getting revenge from Sunnis, 
whom they accused of collaborating 
with ISIS by pointing out Yazidis to 
the militants.

Yazidi activist Shirzad Khalil 
confirmed the looting to The Arab 
Weekly. “I can’t deny that there 

were such actions, yet they are very 
few,” said the activist, one of many 
Yazidis who returned to Sinjar to in-
spect the remains of their destroyed 
property but decided to stay away 
until it is safer to move back in.

“Not many Yazidi families are 
back to live in Sinjar,” he said. “Al-
most all houses are destroyed and 
there are others which ISIS planted 
with explosives.”

He said ISIS demolished the 
mosques of the rival Shia sect in 
Sinjar. However, Khalil dismissed 
Iraqi media reports that the main 
al-Rahman and two other mosques 
frequented by Sunni Muslims were 
damaged by angry Yazidis. “They’re 
intact and guarded by Yazidi fight-
ers,” he said.

Khalil and other Yazidis said 

about 40% of the city remains un-
der ISIS control. “The remainder of 
the city will be liberated when the 
battle to recapture Mosul starts,” 
Khalil said, noting that is analysis is 
based on information from Iraqi of-
ficials and peshmerga forces.

Mosul is Iraq’s second largest city 
to the east, which is linked to Raqqa, 
ISIS’s de facto capital in Syria, to the 
west through a passage, known as 
Highway 47. The route, which cuts 
across Sinjar, had served as a main 
supply line for ISIS.

Iraqi officials, meanwhile, an-
nounced that a handful of mass 
graves were discovered near Sinjar 
containing the remains of hundreds 
of the slain Yazidi men and women. 
The officials said the graves were 
unearthed days after Sinjar was re-
captured.

Yazidi fighter Khudr Ali said he 
saw in one of the graves “80 bodies, 
most of them belonged to women. 
They could be the old people who 
remained behind when ISIS invad-
ed the area in August 2014.”

“Another 110 bodies were found 
in a separate mass grave near Kojo 
village, where ISIS committed mas-
sacres,” Ali said, referring to an area 
where the militants had purported-
ly killed tens of people who refused 
to convert to Islam.

Ali reported “difficulties” digging 
another mass grave, about 10 km 
west of Sinjar, where ISIS is suspect-
ed of having planted improvised ex-
plosive devices.

A witness who visited Sinjar re-
cently said tunnels were discovered 
under the city. He said it was widely 
believed there that ISIS had used 
the tunnels to avoid aerial bombing.

Sinjar had come to define the 
war for northern Iraq since ISIS 
seized it and ultimately ruled it for 
15 months. The militants killed, en-
slaved or kidnapped thousands of 
Yazidis, in cluding women and chil-
dren.

About 50,000 others fled but 
were trapped on Mount Sinjar above 
the city without food or wa ter for 
days until they were rescued by Syr-
ian Kurdish forces. ISIS con siders 
Yazidis infidels who should convert 
to Islam or be killed.

Sinjar’s fall not only laid bare 
ISIS’s depravity but also exposed 
the shortcomings of the Kurdish 
forces, who had been tasked with 
protecting the city but retreated as 
danger neared.

War intricacies aside, ISIS’s occu-
pation of Sinjar had scattered across 
the plains of the northern Iraqi Nin-
eveh province in the Mount Sinjar 
areas minorities that had coexisted 
since the dawn of civilisation. But 
clearly they could not bear the 
thought of living under the invad-
ing militants.

Sameer Yousif, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, is a contributor 
for The Arab Weekly from northern 
Iraq.
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Yazidi drivers in vehicles after looting the area of Sinjar, Iraq, in 
November.
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here have been tentative 
signs that Turkey is trying 
to back away from two po-
tential conflicts largely of 
its own creation that add 

dangerous new complications to 
the all-against-all Syrian war.

The first involves a confronta-
tion with Moscow over Turkey’s 
downing of a Russian warplane on 
November 24th, while Ankara’s de-
cision to send troops and tanks to a 
training base near the Iraqi city of 
Mosul, seized by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in June 2014, has provoked a 
crisis with Baghdad.

The first incident, in which the 
two-man crew of a Russian Su-24 
fighter was said to have ignored 
warnings that the plane was violat-
ing Turkish airspace, brought a new 
element of uncertainty and poten-
tial international conflict related to 
the Syrian crisis.

The risks were amply illustrated 
December 13th when a Russian 
destroyer fired a warning shot at 
a Turkish fishing vessel in the Ae-
gean Sea, ostensibly to avoid a 
collision. Moscow summoned the 
Turkish military attaché to protest 
the “provocation”, while Turkey 
accused Moscow of an exaggerated 
reaction to the naval incident.

Turkey’s military deployment to 
the Bashiqa base near Mosul, said to 
be part of a training programme for 
Kurdish and local Iraqi forces, was 
denounced by the Shia-dominated 
government in Baghdad, whose 
permission had not been sought. It 

submitted a complaint to the United 
Nations demanding a Turkish with-
drawal.

Shia militia commander Hadi al-
Ameri warned somewhat less dip-
lomatically that: “The Iraqi popu-
lar and security forces can raze the 
Turkish troops from the face of the 
Earth completely.”

Although Turkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan said on De-
cember 11th that Turkey would not 
withdraw the troops, by December 
14th some units were reported to 
have been transferred to the semi-
autonomous territory of the Kurdis-
tan Regional Government (KRG) in 
northern Iraq.

That might amount to a first step 
towards easing tensions with Bagh-
dad and it followed talks in Ankara 
several days earlier between Erdog-
an and Masoud Barzani, the KRG 
president.

The crises provoked confronta-
tional rhetoric from all sides, in-
cluding from Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, who warned that 
Moscow will never forget or forgive 
the downing of its jet, with the loss 
of one of the crewmen.

Away from the twin crises, how-
ever, officials met in apparent at-
tempts to cool tensions. At a confer-
ence in Turkmenistan to mark that 
country’s 20-year policy of neutral-
ity, Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu and Valentina Matvi-
yenko, chairwoman of the Russian 
Federation Council, met for an un-
scheduled exchange.

Matviyenko said she had no prior 
plans to meet Cavusoglu but had 
been approached by him. She gave 
no details of the exchange but reit-
erated Russia’s demand that Turkey 
apologise for downing the Su-24.

Also on the margins of the confer-
ence, Iranian First Vice-President 
Eshaq Jahangiri had a meeting 
with Erdogan that focused on the 
rift with Russia. “We’re worried 
about the tension created in rela-
tions between Turkey and Russia 
and… We’re ready to help ease the 

tension,” Jahangiri said, noting that 
he urged Turkey to cooperate in the 
fight against the Islamic State (ISIS).

Erdogan, in remarks on his flight 
home from Turkmenistan, failed to 
offer the apology demanded by the 
Russians but he did say that what 
he termed “a pilot’s mistake” must 
not be allowed to damage Turkish-
Russian ties.

“It is the (Russian) pilots who 
were negligent and did not hear the 
warnings,” he said in a remark that 
seemed aimed at drawing a line un-
der the incident by reducing it to 
a case of pilot error, although that 
was unlikely to satisfy Moscow.

Turkey’s disputes with Moscow 
and Baghdad further increase the 
perception that major players in the 
regional conflict — in which all sides 
are ostensibly focused on crushing 
ISIS — are more committed to con-
fronting each other than the com-
mon enemy.

Turkey is widely seen as having 
actively or passively facilitated the 
rise of ISIS to further its regional 
ambitions. Baghdad and its Iranian 
backers view Turkey’s “incursion” 
into northern Iraq not as an exten-
sion of the anti-ISIS coalition but as 
a Turkish attempt to establish con-
trol in Sunni Arab areas.

The KRG is once again caught in 
the middle. It has become increas-
ingly dependent on its relationship 
with Ankara during its current eco-
nomic downturn but, for domestic 
reasons, Barzani cannot afford to 
be too closely wedded to Turkish 
policy.

Turkey appears more committed 
to attacking its internal enemies in 
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) 
and its offshoot, the Syrian People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) militias, 
than it is in confronting ISIS. The 
Syrian Kurds are hugely popular in 

Iraqi Kurdistan.
Barzani wants greater Turkish 

cooperation in the KRG’s own dis-
putes with Baghdad on oil and oth-
er issues. But he would also like to 
help revive the collapsed peace pro-
cess between Ankara and the PKK.

He certainly has no interest in a 
breakdown in relations between 
Ankara and Baghdad. Although lit-
tle of substance emerged publicly 

from the talks, it is likely Barzani 
encouraged his Turkish counter-
parts to back away from the spat 
with Baghdad.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.
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Iraqi demonstrators gather in the southern city of Basra on December 
12th, to demand the withdrawal of Turkish forces from Iraq.


