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Baghdad

A 

bdallah, Mariam and 
Rahma are younger 
than 1 year old and their 
identities are unknown. 
They were rescued from 

the rubble as Iraqi forces battled 
to wrest control of Mosul’s old city 
from Islamic State (ISIS) militants. 
The three toddlers were given 
names at the orphanage where tens 
of children left orphaned by the 
9-month-long war to end ISIS’s con-
trol of Iraq’s second largest city are 
harboured.

“Scores of children have lost their 
parents in the intense bombard-
ment or in booby traps and suicide 
bombings perpetrated by ISIS. We 
have given them names to facilitate 
sorting them out until we can estab-
lish their identity and trace their kin 
to hand them over,” said Sukaina 
Mohamad Ali, the head of the Office 
of Women and Children in Nineveh 
province.

Ali, who also runs the biggest or-
phanage in Mosul, said the organi-
sation received children found by 
Iraqi forces in the debris and near 

dead bodies. “Most of them had no 
ID, so we don’t know who they are,” 
she said. “They were in a very pre-
carious state suffering from malnu-
trition and thirst.”

Among Mosul’s orphans, many 
are the children of foreign and lo-
cal ISIS fighters killed in battle. “We 
don’t know their exact number be-
cause they are dispersed in several 
refugee camps but there are at least 
600 of them staying in Hammam al 
Alil camp,” Ali said.

“We received 20 boys who ISIS 
kidnapped from their families to 
recruit in their children’s unit, the 
Fetiyen al Jinneh. They are aged 
8-11 and we were able to iden-
tify them and reunite them with  

their families.”
Some of the children at the or-

phanage were Yazidis held by ISIS. 
Others were Chechen or from dif-
ferent Arab nationalities and were 
taken to Baghdad. The orphanage is 
expecting 1,700 additional orphans 
in the next stage.

In addition, some 1,500 women 
married to slain ISIS fighters, in-
cluding ten who are pregnant, shel-
tered in al-Jadaa refugee camp, fear-
ing reprisals from locals, Ali said.

“The scale of social problems fac-
ing Iraq in post-ISIS areas is over-
whelming. Revenge acts can be ex-
pected by families who suffered at 
the hands of the militants no matter 
how much the government tries to 
prevent such acts,” she said.

While there is no government 
plan to deal with the problem, at-
tempts have been made to identify 
the children by posting photos on 
social media. “We used all possible 
means and we succeeded in iden-
tifying many, especially those aged 
between 6 and 8,” Ali said.

The children are sometimes har-
boured in private homes by fami-
lies, volunteer workers and individ-
uals such as Iraqi soldier Mohamad 
Saleh.

“While we were battling in the old 

city we discovered many children 
alone near the corpses of women. I 
took home a 3-year-old boy called 
Ahmad while his 1-year-old brother 
was transferred to a hospital in Er-
bil,” Saleh said.

“I posted Ahmad’s photo on so-
cial media, which allowed his un-
cles to identify him. They took him 
away after showing me papers prov-
ing their relationship.”

The near total absence of psy-
chological or psychiatric services 
that could treat the myriad traumas 
of war will make Iraq’s children an 
even more vulnerable generation.

Hamida Ramadhani, UNICEF’s 
deputy representative in Iraq, said 
the “children’s deep physical and 
mental scars” would take years and 
strong efforts to heal.

“Some 650,000 boys and girls, 
who have lived through the night-
mare of violence in Mosul, have 
paid a terrible price and endured 
many horrors over the past three 
years. The needs and the future of 
these children must remain a top 
priority in the weeks and months to 
come,” Ramadhani stated.

She said UNICEF has seen a con-
siderable increase in the number of 
extremely vulnerable unaccompa-
nied children arriving at medical of-

fices and reception areas. They are 
referred immediately to humanitar-
ian organisations so they can be as-
sisted and where possible reunified 
with their families.

Abir al-Jalabi, director of child-
care at the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs, said the government 
does not have statistics on or-
phaned children in Mosul because 
of persisting unstable security in 
the city.

“We know for sure that the num-
ber is very big. The ministry has an-
ticipated the needs and equipped 
several orphanages in the city but 
we need to set up new facilities in 
view of the large numbers,” Jalabi 
said.

Khalaf al-Hadidi, a member of 
Mosul’s municipal council, ac-
knowledged that the issue of or-
phans is a complex matter that re-
quires local and international effort. 
“We need to learn from the experi-
ences of other countries that faced 
the same challenge. This necessi-
tates lots of resources, both finan-
cial and human, which Iraq is short 
of,” he said.

Oumayma Omar, based in Baghdad, 
is a contributor to the Culture and 
Society sections of The Arab Weekly.
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I 

raqi officials are taking steps 
to stop sectarian writings from 
appearing in state-sponsored 
media outlets to bridge the 
country’s Sunni-Shia divide.

Lawmaker Haider al-Mawla, a 
member of the Culture and Media 
Committee in the Iraqi Parliament, 
asked the semi-official al-Sabah dai-
ly newspaper to stop commission-
ing authors with a sectarian agenda. 
The newspaper is part of Iraqi Me-
dia Net (IMN), which receives state 
funding.

A parliamentary committee has 
also asked that IMN deal with all Ira-
qis in the same manner, regardless 
of their faith or ethnic background. 
The committee requested that dif-
ferent political blocs and parties 

not interfere in IMN’s policies.
The moves are considered part of 

an effort to curb sectarianism that 
has plagued the country since the 
2003 US-led invasion but the timing 
is meant to capitalise on the mili-
tary victory over the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Mosul. Many Iraqis fear 
that sectarian rhetoric from Sunnis 
or Shias gives ISIS ammunition that 
it needs to survive.

Some Shia writers called for Sun-
ni-majority Mosul to be governed 
locally by a Shia military governor, 
saying Sunni civilian officials are not 
trustworthy. Sunni writers claimed 
that Mosul’s landmark 12th-century 
Great Mosque of al-Nuri and its al-
Hadba (hunchback) minaret were 
deliberately destroyed up by the 
Shia-led Iraqi Army, not ISIS, as was 
reported.

Jumaa al-Hilfy, the editor of al-
Shabaka al-Iraqiya magazine, con-
fronted fellow Shia writers over 

their extremist views on social 
media. “Sectarianism is the most 
dangerous threat that Iraq faces,” 
Hilfy said. “We should confront it 
by legislating laws that criminalise 
sectarianism.”

Hilfy said a nationwide campaign 
against sectarianism was needed, 

one that had the support from the 
media and the clergy. “Sectarianism 
is more dangerous than Daesh,” he 
said, using an Arabic acronym for 
ISIS “because the latter declares 
its aims while sectarianism hides 
them.”

Journalist Nazik al-Arachi said 
she was sceptical that a law stamp-
ing out sectarianism in media plat-
forms would be enacted. “After 
April 2003, Iraqis lost their national 
identity so everybody began look-
ing for another identity, be it con-
fession, religion or tribe,” she said.

The task of combating sectarian-
ism might become even more diffi-
cult if candidates use the sectarian 
card to better their chances in the 
April 2018 election, Arachi said.

Nuha Omer, a Sunni journal-
ist who confronted extreme Sunni 
writers and bloggers online, said the 
problem is widespread. “Iraqi me-
dia outlets have become platforms 

for political and sectarian marketing 
and propaganda,” she said. “Writers 
and the journalists are also using 
social media platforms because of 
their strong effects on people.”

Fadhl Farajallah, a member of 
IMN board of trustees, said sectari-
anism is not widespread in the gov-
ernment-sanctioned body.

“We have no sectarian problems 
in the TV channels and the maga-
zine of IMN,” he said. “There were 
a few extreme sectarian writers and 
journalists who write in al-Sabah 
daily: They published sectarian 
posts on social media and we solved 
this problem by expelling them.”

He said the IMN “should work 
through a national medium to be a 
model in front of other media out-
lets, which are either owned by po-
litical parties or the private sector.”

Nermeen Mufti is an Iraqi journalist 
based in Baghdad.

Oumayma Omar

Precarious state. Iraqi children sit in a vehicle in Mosul’s western industrial district, on July 8.                                                                                                                                                    (AFP)                                   
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