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Victimisation of Iraq’s children continues
Tallha Abdulrazaq

London

A 

perennial problem afflict-
ing war zones around the 
world is that the first 
victims of barbarity and 
brutal violence tend to 

be those who are most vulnerable 
and who represent the futures of 
their communities.

Most people are instinctually pre-
disposed to preserving the lives and 
health of children, particularly their 
own offspring, yet too often chil-
dren are targeted by those for whom 
short-term victory trumps the need 
for a more lasting, peaceful future.

Iraq is a glaring example of this 
inhuman treatment of children. 
According to report released by 
UNICEF, the UN children’s agency, 
3.6 million children in Iraq are at 
“serious risk of death, injury, sexual 
violence, abduction and recruit-
ment into armed groups”. It is the 
latter of these crimes against chil-
dren that has reared its ugly head 
again in recent days.

Human Rights Watch (HRW) re-
leased a damning report that ex-
posed how militias aligned with the 
Iraqi government recruited child 
soldiers from the Debaga refugee 
camp south of Kurdish-controlled 
Erbil.

HRW said the child soldiers were 
sent to staging grounds in prepa-
ration for the expected assault on 
Mosul, the Islamic State’s last major 
urban stronghold. Militias responsi-
ble for this egregious crime against 

children’s rights were members of 
Sunni tribal factions that are part of 
the larger Shia-dominated Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF).

Sunni armed factions within the 
PMF command structure represent 
a relatively minor power but the 
Shia militias that comprise the over-
whelming majority of PMF man-
power have a long and shameful 
history of recruiting and using chil-
dren as killing machines and cannon 
fodder.

In July 2015, the Associated Press 
reported that the Iran-backed PMF 
had set up camps to train children to 
take up arms and fight against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS). When asked about 
why they were training to fight, one 
of the children boldly stated: “We’ve 
been called to defend the nation. I 
am not scared because my brothers 
are fighting alongside me.”

These reports were corroborated 
by a UN Security Council report in 
November 2015 that blamed both 
ISIS and the PMF for using children 
as soldiers.

To those familiar with the Iran-
Iraq war, Iranian-sponsored and 
-trained paramilitary units using 
child soldiers should come as no 
surprise. In that brutal eight-year 
conflict, Iranian children were fre-
quently pressed into military ser-
vice and asked to wear necklaces 
bearing the “keys to paradise”.

Iranian Shia extremists were 
promised much the same as their 
more modern Sunni extremist 
counterparts with the mullahs en-
ticing the jihadists of the Iran-Iraq 
war with fantasies of martyrdom 
and being rewarded with virgins in 
heaven.

Therefore, it is only normal that 
the constituent militias of the PMF, 
which is inspired and modelled after 
the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC), should follow 
suit. It seems that in this war there 
are no sides that do not see children 

as a military resource. That includes 
ISIS, which established a “Cubs of 
the Caliphate” youth military wing 
and has forced families to hand over 
children to fight its gruesome wars.

While no one expects ISIS to ad-
here to international standards of 
humanity and basic human rights, it 
is gravely disturbing when the Iraqi 
government seemingly sanctions 
the recruitment and deployment of 
child soldiers across Iraq’s hellish 
battlefields. Indeed, in July, Prime 
Minister Haidar al-Abadi officially 
made the PMF one of Iraq’s formal 
military forces alongside the army, 
much like the IRGC in Iran, and it 
is therefore an official part of the 
state’s organs and institutions.

As such, the Iraqi government is 

directly liable and culpable under 
international law for the PMF using 
child soldiers. Protocols I and II of 
the Geneva Conventions specifically 
ban the recruitment of children into 
armed forces. A statute of the Inter-
national Criminal Court (ICC) con-
siders the recruitment and enlisting 
of child soldiers a war crime.

Although Iraq does not accept the 
jurisdiction of the ICC, it is a party to 
other international laws and should 
be held to account.

Sadly, and tragically for Iraq’s 
children, there is simply no ap-
petite to hold Baghdad to account 
for its complicity in turning Iraq’s 
children into killing machines. The 
international community is so ob-
sessed with the short-term victory 

of defeating ISIS in Mosul that it is 
willing to allow yet another genera-
tion of Iraqi children to be scarred 
by incessant violence and warfare 
rather than giving them a chance at 
a peaceful future.

It is almost impossible to be able 
to accurately predict the long-term 
sociological effects of the use of 
child soldiers but Iraq’s next gen-
eration needs to be sheltered from 
violence and sensitised to its dan-
gers, not desensitised to its ubiqui-
tous presence and taught that it is 
a method for solving political and 
social problems.

Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher at 
the University of Exeter’s Strategy 
and Security Institute in England.

Yazidi child holds a sign that reads, “Let us live in peace” as he stands among colourful pinwheels 
that represent Yazidi women held captive by ISIS militants, near Sharaf Al-Deen temple in Shingal’s 
outskirts, Iraq, last August.
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A 

bdel Aziz Saleh tucked 
his wife and three chil-
dren in the ambulance 
that rushed them to 
hospital and continued 

work with his colleagues in re-
moving the rubble of his collapsed 
building in al-Zarazeer neighbour-
hood in eastern Aleppo.

“What difference would it make 
if I accompanied them to hospital. 
The doctors will take care of them 
there while I can continue work on 
saving people still buried under the 
rubble,” he said after air strikes by 
Russian and Syrian warplanes.

Abdel Aziz Saleh is among 3,000 
Syrians — once shopkeepers, bak-
ers, tailors, engineers and teach-
ers — who make up the Syrian Civil 
Defence. The group, also known as 
the White Helmets, was selected 
among winners of this year’s Right 
Livelihood Award, sometimes 
known as the Alternative Nobel.  
They will share a cash award of 
$350,000 along with activists from 
Egypt and Russia and the Turkish 
independent newspaper Cumhuri-
yet.

An all-volunteer rescue group, 
the White Helmets are credited 
with saving tens of thousands of 
people in opposition-controlled ar-
eas facing bombardment by Syrian 
government and Russian jets. They 
operate in governorates across Syr-
ia, including Daraa, rural Damas-
cus, Idlib, Homs, Hama, Aleppo 
and Latakia. “We have offered 134 
martyrs so far, who were all killed 
while on duty,” said Ammar Aosal-
mo, a senior member of the group’s 
branch in Aleppo.

“When they go out to assist the 
victims, the teams always expect 
that they might become victims 

themselves because the same lo-
cations are often targeted succes-
sively twice and three times after 
the rescuers arrive.”

While a few members had experi-
ence in first aid and rescue work be-
fore the outbreak of the conflict in 
2011, the majority are regular citi-
zens who wanted to help save lives.

“They are university students, 
employees and professionals who 
were driven by humanitarian rea-

sons despite the dangers involved 
in the work. Those who were expe-
rienced among them helped teach 
the others, especially the young 
volunteers,” said Aosalmo, an Eng-
lish-language teacher.

The group’s vehicles and equip-
ment have frequently been dam-
aged or destroyed in bombard-
ments, forcing rescuers to resort to 
almost primitive tools, especially in 
besieged areas.

“Our cars and equipment sustain 
some sort of damage every day. We 
are currently devising a bicycle to 
use in rescue operations in areas 
under siege because it is impossible 
to bring in any equipment,” Aosal-
mo said.

“Our pledge is to assist the 
wounded and alleviate the traces 
of the bombing as much as pos-
sible. We serve all Syrians without 
distinction or bias to any political 
group or military side and cooper-
ate with all those who accept us 
and do not obstruct or restrict our 
work.”

The group, distinguished by the 
white helmets worn by its mem-
bers, came into being spontane-
ously in parallel with the regime’s 
intensive bombing of rebel-held ar-
eas. “The work of civil defence vol-
unteers started at the end of 2013, 
mainly when the regime began us-
ing barrel bombs extensively,” said 
Abdallah Nawlo, the group’s head 
in Aleppo.

“In the beginning, young people 
gathered to search for survivors 
trapped under the rubble using 
simple farm tools. They gradually 
organised themselves into rescue 
teams in every town and city, and 
in early 2014, representatives of 
the different teams got together 
and formed the civil defence body, 
which came to be known as the 
White Helmets,” Nawlo added.

The group soon received support 
from charities and private donors 
in the form of equipment, gear and 
training. “Until late last year, the 
work was completely voluntary, 
but lately we have been assisted 
with heavy equipment like cranes, 
fire trucks and tractors in addition 
to payments of salaries for 300 
members,” Nawlo said.

International organisations and 
charity groups from the United 
States, Canada, Japan and Europe 
have chipped in to support the 

work of the White Helmets.
More than 130 organisations from 

around the world have backed the 
White Helmets’ nomination for the 
Nobel Peace Prize for saving more 
than 60,000 people in the civil war. 
A Facebook campaign in support of 
the nomination carried the group’s 
motto taken from the Quran: “To 
save a life is to save all of human-
ity.”

“The best prize that we can ever 
have is when the fighting and kill-
ing stop and our teams can catch 
their breath and have a respite. 
Long months of non-stop work 
day and night have exhausted and 
drained each and every one,” said 
Aosalmo.

Moataz Abdel Salam, a volunteer 
whose father was killed on duty 
with the White Helmets, said he is 
not discouraged or intimidated by 
his loss. “My father died but I am 
here in his place and if the regime 
kills me, I have many brothers to 
take over.”

“Every single day we face sad sto-
ries of orphaned children, widows 
and people buried under the rubble 
screaming for help. Families come 
to us daily searching for their miss-
ing relatives. They show us pic-
tures, hoping that we would recog-
nise any of them among the victims 
we have rescued, but the victims 
are often dismembered and disfig-
ured beyond recognition,” said an-
other volunteer, Ahmad Abdallah.

Manar Abdel Razzak is a Syrian 
reporter based in the southern 
Turkish city of Gaziantep.

Syrian civil defence volunteers, known as the White Helmets, 
carry a young boy after they dug him out from under the rubble of 
buildings destroyed following reported air strikes on the rebel-
held neighbourhood of Al-Mashhad in the northern city of Aleppo,  
in July.
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