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Iraqi refugees in Finland live in fear of deportation
Nazli Tarzi

London

F 

inland has been home to 
Mustafa, a 38-year-old 
journalist from Iraq’s An-
bar province, for the last 
11 months.

Egypt had been his initial desti-
nation after landing in Turkey after 
fleeing the conflict in Iraq. Three 
months into his stay, however, he 
received an ultimatum: Return to 
Turkey or face imprisonment.

Egypt’s three-year temporary 
residency permit, Mustafa, who 
spoke on condition his surname 
not be disclosed, explained, “is 
attainable if you’re a student or a 
businessman. I’m neither.”

He journeyed to Finland, be-
lieving that his chances of secur-
ing permanent residency would 
be greater than in other European 
countries.

Usama, 30, arrived in Finland last 
October harbouring similar hopes. 
He also did not want his surname 
disclosed. He and Mustafa were in-
terviewed using WhatsApp.

With a trace of anguish in his 
voice, Usama explained how sec-
tarian killings tore his home of 
Diyala apart. “Iraq to me is dead,” 
Usama said. “I came here to act on 
the desire of building a better fu-
ture for my four children and des-
titute wife.”

The hopes of Mustafa and Usama 
for permanent resettlement were 
left hanging by a thin thread fol-
lowing revisions to the Finnish 

immigration law that led to many 
rejected asylum seekers being ush-
ered onto chartered flights back 
home. Finnish authorities cited 
“improved security” in Iraq as the 
motive behind the mass deporta-
tions.

Iraqis to whom return is not an 
option did not remain silent. They 
took to the streets of Helsinki and 
elsewhere, condemning a decision 
they assert is built on false pre-
tences.

“Where do I go?” asked Mustafa, 
whose home in Falluja has been de-
molished.

Usama says he faces a similar 
predicament. He said he had been 
wrongly imprisoned in Iraq for 16 
months based on allegations made 
by a secret informant. After his 
eventual acquittal, a new threat 
confronted Usama: the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

“The threat is not perceived,” 
says Mustafa, “but illogical think-
ing prevails in the portrayal of Iraq 
as safe.”

“For the first year after Daesh 
overran Falluja, I was able to sur-
vive, working as a journalist,” 
Mustafa said, referring to ISIS by 
its Arabic acronym. “One day I felt 
a hand clasp my shoulder. A heavy 
voice followed: ‘Why are you not 
attending prayers?’ I was scolded 
by a member of Daesh’s Hisbe 
al-Dakhilia [special police force] 
convinced that I was deliberately 
avoiding prayer and would only 
settle the matter in court.”

As Baghdad and the northern 
Iraqi provinces closed their doors 
to displaced civilians, Mustafa em-
barked on a perilous journey. After 
travelling for 16 days through eight 
countries and a brief stint in a Hun-
garian prison, he reached Finland.

Not long after settling there, 
Mustafa detected something off-
beat in stories told by other Iraqis. 
Many claimed that battles against 

ISIS in Falluja, Anbar, Ramadi and 
Tikrit had rendered them home-
less.

“The majority were able to pro-
duce adequate documentation in 
support of their tales. While there 
was truth to what they were say-
ing, their dialects exposed their 
lies,” Mustafa said. He said many 
of these people were from south-
ern Iraq and were not in danger but 
had “left voluntarily, exploiting an 
opportune moment”.

“Many fabricated refugee stories 
are not scrutinised,” Usama ech-
oed. “Meanwhile, the fate of us, 
with evidence to substantiate well-

founded fears of persecution, is 
marked by prolonged uncertainty.”

Both men underlined the diffi-
culties in distinguishing the “hon-
est” from the “deceitful”.

“We all heard about the thou-
sands who cancelled their appli-
cation to return home — either be-
cause of false hopes, bad weather 
or family duties,” Mustafa said, 
cautioning that “the reality is far 
more convoluted”.

Further impediments to the 
men’s hopes to remain in Finland, 
which had been fairly hospitable 
for the most part, they say, came 
after the arrest of several Iraqi men 

on charges of war crimes.
Iraqi twin brothers were taken 

into custody in Finland last year 
for alleged involvement in the June 
2014 Camp Speicher massacre in 
which nearly 1,600 Iraqi Air Force 
cadets were killed by ISIS. Also, 
two former Iraqi Shia militiamen 
were arrested in March in Finland 
after photographs of them posing 
with decapitated heads surfaced 
online.

Out of the 3,679 refugees who 
have applied for asylum in Fin-
land in 2016, 815 are Iraqi. Finnish 
magazine YLE reported that 85% of 
the 32,500 applications for asylum 
in the country had been approved. 
However, in June and July, only 
one-in-six applications was ac-
cepted.

Mustafa and Usama, who have 
been sharing an apartment pro-
vided by the Ministry of Economic 
Affairs with seven other Iraqis in 
Kemijärvi, said they feel increas-
ingly threatened by accelerated de-
portations. They want to remain in 
a country that has been providing 
them each with a $314 monthly al-
lowance and hope that their fami-
lies, who are confined to a life of 
deprivation scattered across refu-
gee camps, can join them.

A glimmer of hope still exists 
as Iraqi Ambassador to Finland 
Matheel al-Sabti appealed to Fin-
land to allow Iraqi asylum seekers 
to stay in the northern European 
country “at least some time long-
er”, the Finland Times reported.

Sabti confirmed that “Iraq does 
not accept enforced and involun-
tary reparations of Iraqis to Iraq… 
There are no refugee camps for 
these people to go to if they have 
no work or family.”

Nazli Tarzi is an independent 
journalist whose writings and films 
focus on Iraq’s ancient history and 
contemporary political scene.

Iraqi refugees returning from Finland arrive at Baghdad airport, 
Iraq, last February.Out of the 3,679 

refugees who have 
applied for asylum in 
Finland in 2016, 815 
are Iraqi.

Syrian refugees create 
new community in 
London
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

D 

uring a summer domi-
nated by negative me-
dia stories about refu-
gees heading to Europe, 
those who have already 

arrived have faced a backlash. But 
one online group in London is seek-
ing to provide assistance to this 
new community of migrants and 
demonstrate that they can have a 
positive effect on society.

A Facebook group known as 
Ahlan Wa Sahlan — “welcome” in 
Arabic — that was started by a small 
group of Syrian refugees and others 
has grown into a vibrant commu-
nity of refugees and volunteers in 
London. Providing language class-
es and practical advice, Ahlan Wa 
Sahlan bills itself as a “community 
for volunteers, organisations and 
charities helping Syrian refugees 
feel welcome in our beautiful city, 
London”.

Co-founder Fardous Bahbouh 
said she understood the difficulty 
refugees face when embarking on 
a new life in a new country. A lan-
guage teacher in her 30s, Bahbouh 
was studying for a master’s degree 
in the United Kingdom when the 
Syrian war broke out. She had been 
planning to return home but the 
conflict derailed her plans. “I am a 
refugee but I was one of the lucky 
ones because I was already in the 
UK when the Syrian war started,” 
she said.

Ahlan Wa Sahlan provides a fo-
rum for volunteers and refugees 
to interact and help each other. 

“So many people in the UK wanted 
to help but they didn’t know how. 
When you have a very good-heart-
ed person and they see the war on 
their TV screens, they want to help 
but they don’t know how. So this 
is one of the ways that they can do 
that,” Bahbouh said.

Many British people have volun-
teered their time to help refugees 
learn English. For Bahbouh, a lan-
guage teacher and translator by 
profession, the importance of refu-
gees learning English could not be 
overstated.

“For the people coming to the 
UK, it is so hard to start in a new 
country and especially if they don’t 
speak English… The system here 
does not allow asylum seekers ac-
cess to English classes until they 
are granted asylum in months or 
years. This means they are locked 
away from society because of the 
language barrier until the Home Of-
fice decides on their asylum. And 
then, they are magically expected 
to integrate into society,” she said.

“So you had some people who 
were really motivated to help but 
they didn’t know exactly what was 
the best way to do that and you 
had the newcomers who needed 
help, so we thought if we estab-
lish a group like Ahlan Wa Sahlan 
it would be easy to make the link,” 
Bahbouh added.

“There’s a lot of news about the 
refugees coming to the UK and I 
wanted to be part of making sure 
that the country does actually 
welcome refugees,” said volunteer 
English teacher Caryn Jenner in a 
YouTube video about the group.

Syrian refugee Mohamed said 
Ahlan Wa Sahlan not only helped 

him learn English, it also allowed 
him make new friends.

Ahlan Wa Sahlan is not a unique 
group but it is indicative of the kind 
of grass-roots activism carried out 
by charities and community groups 
to help newcomers adjust to life 
in Britain. The United Kingdom 
has pledged to resettle more than 
20,000 Syrians but it is local com-
munities and the first wave of refu-
gees who have been settled who are 
playing an increasingly important 
role.

But Ahlan Wa Sahlan is more 
than just a disparate group of refu-
gees from across the Middle East 
and volunteers who want to help 
them, it is a real community, Bah-
bouh says.

“Yes, language is important but it 
is also important [for those coming] 
to see people like them who have 
integrated into society. They come 
and they don’t know what’s going 
to happen, so it is good for them to 
see other people who have already 
been through it. It reassures them 
and gives them a feeling that if oth-
er people are surviving, then I also 

can survive,” Bahbouh said.
The group hosts dinners, picnics 

and other social events, allowing 
refugees of different countries and 
backgrounds to get to know each 
other and share the refugee experi-
ence. They are doing more than just 
thinking of the past though. Many 
have volunteered their time and 
expertise to help the local commu-
nity.

“We are here in this country that 
has very kindly welcomed us and 
allowed us to start a new life and 
it’s our responsibility to give back 
to the community,” Bahbouh said.

She spoke of the empowering na-
ture of volunteering, particularly 
for refugees, to be able to give as 
well as receive. “We posted an an-
nouncement seeking volunteers to 

help organise a Syrian dinner as a 
community-building event and so 
many refugees offered to help out, 
more than usually come to ben-
efit from our services. I was deeply 
touched by all the enthusiasm and 
willingness to help and contribute. 
I believe that we need to create 
more opportunities, more ways to 
empower refugees,” Bahbouh said.

Ahlan Wa Sahlan has managed, 
in just a few short months, to create 
a sense of real community among 
refugees in London, not just among 
Syrian refugees, but refugees from 
different communities. “It is more 
than a Facebook group; it is a com-
munity. We are a family here sup-
porting each other,” Bahbouh said.

“It is a Syrian tradition that we 
always welcome refugees in our 
country, like during the Iraq war 
and the Palestinian (refugees). And 
now, even though we are in a very 
bad situation, outside of our coun-
try, it also gives us a sense of con-
tinuing the tradition that we have 
back home of welcoming people. 
Ahlan Wa Sahlan is open for every-
body,” she said.

Ahlan Wa Sahlan has 
managed, in just a few 
short months, to 
create a sense of real 
community among 
refugees in London.

A Syrian refugee accesses Ahlan Wa Sahlan through her mobile phone.

News & Analysis East   West


