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C
hildren in the Arab world’s war zones and swathes of 
lawless territory live at the mercy of predators, including 
terrorist groups and armed militias.

Jihadist and other terrorist groups such as the Islamic 
State (ISIS), al-Qaeda, the Taliban and Nigeria’s Boko 
Haram have long histories of abducting, training and 
using children in their violent exploits.

Children are more susceptible to jihadist indoctrination and are 
more vulnerable to pressure. They are more difficult to detect by 
security. Children also provide more shock value when they carry out 
their gruesome acts. Last month, ISIS broadcast a nine-minute video 
showing children in military uniforms executing hostages presented 
as “atheist Kurds” and “spies”.

ISIS has developed a programme for training the “Cubs of the 
Caliphate”.

The German weekly Der Spiegel reported that about 1,500 children 
have been drafted by ISIS in Iraq and Syria. The group has deployed 
child suicide bombers to stage attacks in both countries.

In July, security forces in Kirkuk, Iraq, stopped a young boy from 
setting off an explosive device in a residential neighbourhood. The 
12-year-old boy reportedly told police he had been abducted by 
masked men who forced him to wear the explosive vest. A teenager in 
March detonated a suicide bomb at a Baghdad stadium, killing 29 
people and wounding 60.

A report in April by the UN secretary-general noted that groups 
affiliated with ISIS have operated training camps south of Sirte, Libya, 
“with a graduation ceremony for 85 children under 16 years of age 
reportedly held last December”. The report mentioned executions 
and sexual abuse of children.

Children are also at the mercy of militias in war. Human Rights 
Watch has accused Iraqi militias of recruiting children in the battle for 
Mosul.

Bill Van Esveld, senior Human Rights Watch children’s rights 
researcher, called upon “the government and its foreign allies to take 
action now or children are going to be fighting on both sides in 
Mosul”.

UNICEF, the UN children’s agency, warned a few months ago that at 
least 20,000 children in the Iraqi city of Falluja faced the risk of forced 
recruitment into fighting.

The exploitation of children stems from their precarious situation 
resulting from displacement and lack of care. One-in-three children in 
Syria has been born since the start of the war. They have experienced 
only conditions of violence and conflict.

To make matters worse, too many children in the Arab world have 
been deprived of a decent education because of ongoing fighting. 
Across the region, more than 13 million children are unable to attend 
school due to conflicts, especially in Syria, Iraq, Libya, Sudan and 
Yemen.

More than half of Syrian child refugees in five host countries are not 
receiving schooling, according to UNICEF.

Bolstered by international assistance, the Jordanian government 
has pledged to make room for all refugees in its schools. This is a 
welcome development, given that last year no fewer than 90,000 
Syrian refugees in Jordan went without schooling.

Saving children requires action on all fronts. It is a necessity if the 
region is to have any future.

As UNICEF Executive Director Anthony Lake said recently about the 
situation of children in the besieged Syrian city of Aleppo: “Empathy 
is not enough. Outrage is not enough. Empathy and outrage must be 
matched by action.”

Saving children from 
war and terror
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Iraq’s problem
of sectarianism

I
n the 1970s, Iraq witnessed a 
wide-ranging renaissance in 
a number of fields, accompa-
nied by a major expansion in 
its energy sector and a rise in 
its national income. It was 

during this period that Iraq 
opened up to the broader Arab 
labour market, with hundreds of 
thousands of Arab workers 
migrating to the country to work 
in a number of growing industries, 
including building and construc-
tion, services, agriculture and 
manufacturing.

Baghdad seemed like a city 
resurgent, thanks to Iraq’s growing 
economy. There was a genuine 
desire to see progress in Iraq across 
all fields, from higher education 
to health services. In addition to 
welcoming others, Iraqis were 
also travelling abroad to study and 
work.

This situation changed, of 
course, following the 1979 Islamic 
revolution in neighbouring Iran 
and the ensuing Iran-Iraq war. 
The rise of a sectarian regime next 
door at a time when Baghdad was 
seeking to put aside sectarian and 
ethnic considerations represented 

a major threat to Iraq’s 
resurgence.

What we are seeing 
in Iraq today cannot be 
further from this. There 
is no attempt in Iraq to 
build a political system 
that serves a national 
democratic project 
based on respecting 
human rights and equal 

citizenship, away from tribal, 
ethnic and sectarian affiliations.

Iraq, as we knew it, has been 
annihilated, its vital industries 
destroyed. This can be traced to 

the US policy towards the country, 
even dating to the 1991 Gulf war. 
Following this, the UN-imposed 
harsh sanctions on Iraq that 
ensured the country would not be 
able to recover.

The 2003 Iraq war and the 
well-documented mistakes of 
the post-war period, not least 
the United States’ controversial 
de-Ba’athification policy and the 
disbanding of the army, completed 
the job. In the post-war period, 
the United States backed Iraqi 
opposition parties, including Shia 
groups with ties to Iran such as 
former prime minister Nuri al-
Maliki’s Islamic Dawa Party and the 
Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq.

Following a costly eight-year war 
with Iran, it is unbelievable that 
Tehran was allowed such access 
to Iraqi politics. De-Ba’athification 
enshrined sectarianism and 
revenge in Iraqi politics, with many 
Sunni Muslims find themselves 
victim to a policy that even the 
Americans have acknowledged was 
not used correctly.

“The mistake I made was to turn 
this [de-Ba’athification] over to 
a small group of Iraqi politicians 
and they then broadened it. I think 
that hurt us because it gives the 
impression that we were prepared 
to carry out a really wholesale 
de-Ba’athification of the entire 
society and that was clearly not 
our intention,” said Paul Bremer, 
former head of the Coalition 
Provisional Authority, in an 
interview on the tenth anniversary 
of the Iraq war.

When the Americans backed 
the Shia parties and moved 
to internationally protect the 
Kurdistan region, it confirmed 
that the idea of equal citizenship, 
away from sectarian and ethnic 
considerations, was a thing of the 
past.

Today, following the Iran nuclear 
deal, it is clear that there has been a 
major shift in the balance of power. 
America is no longer interested in 
Iraq, beyond how this affects the 
fight against terrorism. It is Iran 
that has taken the lead in Iraq, as 
can be seen in the presence of the 
Iran-backed Shia militias known as 
the Popular Mobilisation Forces.

As for the millions of people who 
have been internally and externally 
displaced and the huge damage to 
the country’s infrastructure, these 
issues have not been resolved. Iraq 
is facing in light of the rise of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) challenges that 
are only exacerbated by the current 
sectarian political situation.

Hamed al-Kilani is an Iraqi writer.

 De-Ba’athification 
enshrined sectarianism 
and revenge in Iraqi 
politics.
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Members of Iraqi Shia Popular Mobilisation Forces march in a 
parade in Baghdad, last July.


