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“I
t was too cold — both the 
weather and the people. 
I had imagined that life 
would be different and that 
work would be available as 

well as means of recreation,” says 
Salar Hama.

The 20-year-old Iraqi student is 
among thousands of war-weary 
migrants who made the perilous 
journey to Europe dreaming of a 
better life but who have since re-
turned to Iraq.

“I did not want to stay in Swe-
den, which I reached with the help 
of smugglers. I just could not inte-
grate in an extremely closed and 
aloof society,” Hama said. “I felt 
so homesick and humiliated that I 
decided to return to Erbil,” he said 
referring to the capital of the Kurd-
istan Region in northern Iraq.

Although it cost him about 
$6,000 to get to Sweden, money he 
borrowed from his brother, Hama 
said he did not regret returning to 
Iraq only three months later. “I just 
could not put up with the people 
there, despite the many services 
that were available, and which I 
will miss here,” he said.

Journalist Mohamad Abdallah, 
30, did not have an option except 
to return home after he was denied 
asylum in Germany, which has seen 
an influx of 1.1 million migrants.

Abdallah bitterly complains of 
Germany rejecting him. “I had 
turned my back to everything, in-
cluding a successful job, in order to 
go to Germany to build my future, 
as the situation in Iraq became 
unbearable,” he said. “It was a 

strenuous, life-threatening journey 
through Turkey and Europe that 
led to nothing.”

Abdallah said his asylum appli-
cation was rejected just as he had 
started to adapt to his new life. “It 
was shocking and most distress-
ing. I had gotten used to living 
safely and without fear from the 
unknown,” he said. He did not say 
why he was refused asylum.

A growing number of Iraqi refu-
gees in European countries are 
choosing to return to their war-
torn country, frustrated with a slow 
asylum process, shattered expecta-
tions and ineligibility to file for po-
litical asylum.

Masrour Aswad, of the Iraqi 
Commission of Human Rights, said 
4,000 migrants have returned to 
Iraq over the past six months after 
suffering humiliation in European 
refugee camps.

“Most Iraqi migrants who went 
to Europe live in very bad condi-
tions in overcrowded camps, suf-
fering humiliation and bad treat-
ment,” Aswad said. “We had to 
issue temporary travel documents 
for those who wanted to return but 
had no papers at all.”

He said the commission inter-
ceded with countries along the mi-
grants’ paths to show compassion, 
understanding and respect to refu-
gees who left their homes because 
of life-threatening situations.

“We have also contacted all 
Iraqi diplomatic missions in those 
countries, as well as international 
organisations, stressing the need 
to monitor the conditions of mi-
grants,” Aswad said. He added the 
commission pleaded with asylum 
countries to differentiate between 
people displaced from areas un-
der Islamic State (ISIS) control and 
those seeking asylum for less dan-
gerous reasons.

Still, Hakim Hamdan, who left 

his native Mosul when ISIS seized 
the area, had his asylum applica-
tion in Germany rejected, forcing 
him to return to Iraq.

“I have suffered many calami-
ties. First when I settled in a refu-
gee camp in Dohuk (Iraqi Kurdis-
tan) after fleeing my city and then 
when my application was rejected 
after going through the trouble of 
crossing to Europe,” Hamdan said.

He said the Germans gave no 
reason for rejecting his asylum re-
quest. “They just gave me a short 
notice to leave the country. My de-
sire to live safely without fear from 
ISIS or other militias pushed me 
to leave Iraq. We don’t know what 
will happen to us now,” added 
Hamdan, who is married with two 
children.

ISIS’s seizure of several regions 
in Iraq and the government’s in-
ability to liberate them, in addition 
to lack of jobs and work opportuni-

ties, are driving the young genera-
tion out, Ashwaq al-Jaff, a member 
of Parliament, said.

She acknowledged the govern-
ment’s responsibility in exacer-
bating the Iraqi migration crisis by 
failing to resolve chronic economic 
and political woes. “Iraqi youth 
have become totally disheartened 
by persisting political struggles 
and rampant violence which shat-
tered their hopes for a better fu-
ture,” Jaff said.

While migrants who made it to 
Europe have the option to return 
to Iraq, those who died on the way 
may not be repatriated for burial at 
home, Aswad revealed.

“There are some 400 bodies of 
Iraqi migrants who drowned in the 
Aegean sea in hospital morgues in 
Greek islands,” he said. “Compli-
cated bureaucracy and high cost 
[have] prevented their repatriation 
though it is a very sensitive and 
emotional matter for their fami-
lies.”

European countries, over-
whelmed by the influx of the refu-
gees, have been taking measures 
to stem the migrant flow. The 
harshest measure was adopted by 
Denmark, which approved a con-
troversial law empowering author-
ities to seize cash and valuables 
worth more than 10,000 Danish 
kroner ($1,450) from asylum seek-
ers to help cover expenses.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.
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Iraqi refugees returning from Germany arrive at Erbil airport in Iraq, on January 27th.
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hlam Sahar lost her hus-
band four years ago in 
the sectarian violence 
that has plagued Iraq 
since the US invasion in 

2003. She is among nearly 1 million 
Iraqi widows, with few resources 
to feed and raise young children. 
She had little idea of what to do 
next.

After her husband was killed in 
2012 in an explosion in a Baghdad 
market where he worked, Sahar’s 
life was in total disarray. “The 
loss was devastating for me and 
my four children. I have no skills 
to be able to find a job and had to 
depend on the charity of people,” 
she said.

With the help of her daughter’s 
teacher, the 38-year-old woman 
got in contact with the Hope Asso-
ciation, a local non-governmental 
organisation (NGO) that assists 
widows in setting up small busi-
nesses by securing microcredit 
from charities and international 
humanitarian organisations.

“The idea was that I allocate 
a space in my house to sell baby 
clothes and housewares provided 
by the association. They had me 
sit for training in marketing and 

the administration of small busi-
nesses. After a while, I was able to 
meet the needs of my children… 
I never imagined that I could do 
that,” Sahar said.

Meiad Moayed turned to her 
sewing skills after she was left 
alone to provide for five small 
children when her husband was 
killed in a suicide attack in Bagh-
dad. With no real education to be 
able to find employment, Moayed 
sought, unsuccessfully, to get 
government assistance. She then 
found a local social welfare organi-
sation that donated a sewing ma-
chine and basic materials that al-
lowed her to start a small business.

“I could excel in sewing, which 

I mastered well. Business flour-
ished with time and I was able to 
expand my work to selling cosmet-
ics and women’s wear in addition 
to making dresses to my growing 
clientele,” Moayed, 35, said.

Decades of conflicts followed by 
years of sectarian slaughter in the 
post-Saddam era, resulted in near-
ly 3 million widows, the equiva-
lent of one-quarter of Iraq’s female 
population, according to the Min-
istry of Social Affairs. Almost 1 mil-
lion lost their husbands between 
2003-13. The count does not in-
clude those who were widowed by 
Islamic State (ISIS) violence, since 
the terror group seized parts of 
northern Iraq a year and a half ago.

According to the United Nations, 
at the height of Iraq’s sectarian 
war in 2006, as many as 100 wom-
en were widowed each day. Many 
live in horrible conditions; an es-
timated 25% do not have daily ac-
cess to water and others live on the 
streets or in public parks with their 
children. About 40% can’t afford 
to send their children to school.

The Hope Association is one 
of the few resources available to 
Iraqi widows. Since its inception 
before 2003, the group has worked 
on empowering widowed women 
with few resources and little edu-
cation.

“We have an army of widows 
who are largely neglected by the 
government. It is an alarming situ-
ation and the Iraqi government 
must take responsibility and re-
act urgently to provide monthly 
compensation for them, especially 
under the existing security and 
economic conditions,” Hope As-
sociation President Hana Adroud 
said.

Microcredit programmes by 
NGOs such as Adroud’s are not 
sufficient to address the issue of 
widowhood in Iraq, Adroud says. 
“Ensuring funds for a simple pro-
ject entails the support of foreign 
humanitarian associations,” she 
said. “But the assistance provided 
does not cover the large numbers 
of cases registered with us.

“For instance, we have recently 
secured loans for five widows 
with the support of a Swedish hu-
manitarian group which offered a 
small amount that did not exceed 
$10,000.”

As the number of widows in-
creased, the nominal amount of 

government aid available has been 
stretched thin. Only one-sixth of 
Iraqi widows receive federal aid, 
amounting to $34-$81 a month. 
To receive the benefits, a widow 
must be well-connected, and even 
then, the small amount does not 
come close to covering a family’s 
needs.

Ammar Monem, an official at 
the Ministry of Labour and Social 
Affairs, pointed out that the min-
istry has given more than 10,000 
interest-free, 8-year loans with a 
1-year grace period to fund small 
businesses under the govern-
ment’s strategy to reduce poverty.

“Widows and divorcees head-
ing their households, in addition 
to the poor who are suffering from 
handicaps and the beggars ben-
efited from these loans,” Monem 
said, noting that the allocated 
funds totalled $388 million over 
the past three years.

Nonetheless, needs are huge 
and remedies insufficient, said 
Adroud.

“The government has huge 
means that it should invest prop-
erly in the service of the Iraqi 
people, especially in empowering 
widowed women who are shoul-
dering much bigger responsibili-
ties due to the current situation. 
This is instrumental for the coun-
try’s recovery,” she added.
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Iraqi war widows are offered microcredits by some
non-governmental organisations that help empower them.

The Hope 
Association is one of 
the few resources 
available to Iraqi 
widows.
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