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ales of wartime survival 
and exile have typically 
been communicated by 
displaced individuals 
who lived to tell their 
tale. We have read their 

memoirs, listened to their stories 
and watched their journey to safety 
broadcast live.

With the emergence of satel-
lite television and new media, 
refugees, it seems, are no longer 
guardians of their story or mes-
sage. The scenes of horror many 
fled have inspired a broad range of 
responses and television corpo-
rations recognise these prickly 
subjects are too large to ignore.

Because it is not possible to deny 
the commercial value of televi-
sion news shows addressing the 
refugee crisis, we can question 
their morality. Do they educate, 
challenge, defy misconceptions 
about refugees or normalise the 
permanent state of homelessness 
for these populations?

These are the questions that 
coursed through my mind upon 
watching the second series of the 
BBC “Insider,” which takes viewers 
on a journey to Iraq’s largest refu-
gee camp in Dohuk, Domiz, as told 
by presenter Reggie Yates.

The chosen format is a curious 
one. The host enters the camp 
and undergoes the same vetting 
procedures as refugees. With noth-
ing but a rucksack and the clothes 
on his back, Yates arrives into the 
UN-run encampment as though he 

was displaced by conflict. He then 
trudges through a barren terrain 
in a staged replay of a small part 
of the painful journey walked by 
every refugee.

The documentary cannot be 
critiqued for what it says but for 
what it does not say. Abundantly 
clear throughout the 50-minute 
feature is that no in-depth analysis 
of how the refugees came to be in 
Domiz was intended. By stripping 
away the context, the perilous 
journey refugees embarked 
upon to reach the camp is 
discounted.

Beyond the emergence 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Syria, the audience was 
told little about the people’s 
uprising and the bloody 
crackdown unleashed by 
Syrian tyrant Bashar Assad. 
Viewers were also told 
virtually nothing about 
Iraq’s 3 million internally 
displaced people.

Another dangerous as-
sumption that moves steadily 
throughout is that little is change-
able. The positive image of the 
camp and the UN handiwork 
teaches audiences that life churns 
on in these quasi-cities and the 
economy, as Yates describes, is 
“thriving.”

As we know, however, this is no 
land of milk and honey.

Less apparent to viewers are the 
absence of diverse voices and the 
mono-ethnic make-up of camp 

residents. There is a brief history 
of the camp and the numbers it 
was built to accommodate but not 
much about whom the Kurdistan 
Regional Government (KRG) of 
Iraq accepts to host. The over-
whelming majority of refugees 
who are featured speak Kurdish. 
With surgical attention to detail, 
viewers can also catch glimpses of 
KRG President Masoud Barzani’s 
portrait sneaking on screen.

As informative as it appears, the 
documentary monetises grief, 
even if to deliver messages that 
garner much-needed attention 

while skimming over important 
facts. The BBC is not alone. Other 
broadcasters have rushed to enlist 
celebrities to shine the stage light 
on refugees while denying them 

the microphone.
The privileged status celebri-

ties have is what provides the 
access to a space no person has 

settled into wittingly. If this ap-
proach encourages positive images 
and participation in humanitarian 
efforts, no harm can be done but, 
lest we forget, the primary pur-
pose of these shows is to entertain. 
Education comes second to that.

The existence of the camps is a 
phenomenon necessary to explore 
but humanitarian reality television 
may not be the answer.

The lasting damage is when 
programmers design shows that 
abandon the promise of change, 
when the populations themselves 
refuse to let up.
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raqi forces have retaken Hawija 
in Kirkuk province from Is-
lamic State (ISIS) control but 
the victory was overshadowed 
by disputes between the cen-

tral government in Baghdad and 
the Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) in Erbil.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi announced the “liberation of the 
city of Hawija” while in Paris, calling 
the military success a “victory not 
just of Iraq but of the whole world.” 
Abadi said the next focus would be 
on ISIS positions on the Syrian bor-
der. Militants still hold a few towns 
in Anbar province.

Abadi urged Kurdish peshmerga 
forces to continue working with 
Iraqi forces to defeat ISIS, despite 
Baghdad’s tensions with Erbil, 
stressing that “we don’t want armed 
confrontation” with the KRG.

Relations soured after KRG Presi-
dent Masoud Barzani went ahead 
with a referendum on Kurdish inde-
pendence, in which more than 90% 
of Kurds voted “yes.” That vote took 
place despite objections from Bagh-
dad, which considered it illegal. 
“Iraq belongs to all Iraqis,” Abadi 
said, stressing that “separatism is 
unacceptable.”

Abadi said that only the central 
government should be allowed to 
receive income from the country’s 
oil fields. “Federal government con-
trol of oil revenues is in order to pay 
KR (Kurdistan Region) employee 
salaries in full,” he said in a tweet.

Baghdad took retaliatory meas-
ures after the vote, including an in-
ternational flight ban on the north-
ern region and financial restrictions, 
although the latter has been eased.

The central government has de-
manded that the KRG hand over 
control of the border crossings 
manned by peshmerga forces. It has 
asked for control of areas that were 
previously in central government 
hands before being captured by ISIS 
militants, who were kicked out by 
peshmerga with the help of the US-
led coalition.

KRG spokesman Safeen Dizayee 
said peshmerga forces have the right 
to be in areas outside the Kurdistan 

region, which includes the provinces 
of Erbil, Duhok and Sulaimaniyah.

“The Kurdistan region’s military 
forces, the peshmerga, have been 
protecting, since ISIS attacks, all 
people of these areas, regardless 
of their ethnic or religious back-
grounds, from terrorists,” said Di-
zayee. “The Kurdistan region’s 
peshmerga are not foreign forces 
that came to invade these areas. 
They are integral to Iraq’s defence 
system as clearly stated in the Iraqi 
constitution.”

The inclusion of non-KRG areas 
in the referendum — most notably 
the disputed oil-rich, ethnically 
diverse Kirkuk — inflamed the cri-
sis, prompting critics to accuse the 
KRG of carrying out an expansionist 
land-grab under the guise of self-
determination.

Members of non-Kurdish com-
munities in the disputed areas ex-
pressed alarm over the prospect of 

living under an independent Kurd-
istan.

It appears that the KRG had mis-
read its allies, including Turkey and 
the United States.

“In the run-up to the referendum, 
there was no shortage of warnings 
from the Trump administration 
that Iraqi Kurds would not enjoy US 
government support… yet, Kurdish 
leaders repeatedly told Kurds and 
Kurdish journalists that the state-
ments opposing the referendum 
were pro forma and that, behind 
the scenes, they had guarantees of 
American support,” wrote Michael 
Rubin, a former Pentagon official, 
on the website of the American En-
terprise Institute, a US think-tank. 
“That was wishful thinking at best 
and, at worst, an outright lie.”

Turkey announced that it would 
suspend its training of peshmerga 
fighters and has instead been in-
volved in a joint military exercise 

with Iraqi government forces.
A year ago, Turkish forces, at the 

invitation of KRG, helped peshmer-
ga fighters recapture Bashiqa from 
ISIS. At the time, Turkish presence 
on Iraqi soil was branded by Bagh-
dad as an “invasion.”

The referendum has moved Tur-
key closer to its regional rival Iran. 
Ankara, Tehran and Baghdad are 
mulling sanctions against the KRG 
and military action — if needed — to 
keep Iraq from breaking up. Such an 
alliance would have been unlikely 
before the referendum.

During a historic visit to Moscow, 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud told Russian President 

Vladimir Putin that the territorial 
integrity of Iraq must be preserved. 
There has been a warming of ties 
between Riyadh and Baghdad, amid 
a wish by some Iraqi politicians to 
break away from Tehran’s orbit.

Observers said the threat of Kurd-
istan seceding would ensure that 
Iraq remain under greater Iranian 
influence as Iran would be invited 
to play a bigger role in the affairs of 
its neighbour.

Even within KRG-controlled are-
as, there has been growing dissatis-
faction. Kurdish opposition figures 
condemned the newly formed body 
named the “Political Leadership of 
Kurdistan-Iraq” as a ploy to keep 
Barzani in power following the KRG 
presidential and legislative elec-
tions scheduled for November 1.
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Swift victory. Fighters from the Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) advance through a street in Hawija, on October 5.             (AFP)
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Uncertain future. A displaced 
Iraqi woman stands with her 
child at a camp for internally 
displaced persons (IDP) in the 
Sharia area, 15km from the city 
of Dohuk.                                                   (AFP)


