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Iraq: fate of the Yezidi community 
In the areas seized by ‘Islamic State’ fighters on 3 August 2014 in north-west Iraq, including the city 
of Sinjar, non-Muslims refusing to convert have been slaughtered or forced to flee, members of the 
Yezidi, Christian, Shabak and Turkmen communities being among the victims of this ‘cleansing’ 
operation. 

Background 
The Yezidis before the Islamic State attacks 
It is estimated that there are between 500 000 and 700 000 Yezidis in the world. Before the arrival of the 
Islamic State fighters, most of them were to be found in Iraq (mainly Sinjar). Elsewhere, they have formed 
communities in Syria, Turkey, Armenia and Georgia. Germany appears to be the EU Member State with the 
largest Yezidi population (40,000).   

One of the central figures of the Yezidis pantheon is the peacock angel Melek Taus, an intermediary between 
God and mankind revered by the Yezidis for his independence but equated by the Muslims with Satan 
(Shaitan). Yezidi religious practices also appear to resemble those of certain Shi’ite sects, yet another heresy 
in the eyes of those advocating a Sunni caliphate. 

Although the Iraqi constitution guarantees religious freedom and freedom of worship for minorities, acts of 
violence against Yezidis are not just the result of the emergence of the Islamic State in Iraq. Their history is 
one of persecution and discrimination, forcing them to seek refuge in remote and inaccessible mountain 
areas. The Kurdish Yezidi population is settled in the Ninewa Governorate officially ruled by the central 
government but effectively controlled since 2003 by the Kurdish forces. They are an undeniable asset for the 
regional government of Kurdistan should there be a referendum regarding effective the annexation of the 
province. However this has not saved them in the past from persecution, particularly during the 2007 
massacres. 

Fate of the Yezidi community after the fall of Sinjar 

At the beginning of August 2014, the Islamic State troops defeated the Kurdish army (‘Peshmerga’) in several 
areas of north-west Iraq, closing in on or taking Kurdish oil fields. Although it is extremely difficult to 
estimate how many have been affected, tens of thousands of the 200,000 who fled Sinjar are believed to be 
still trapped in the nearby mountains, despite Iraqi evacuation operations and American airstrikes to break 
the siege of Mount Sinjar. A number of exiles have taken refuge in the autonomous region of Kurdistan and 
in neighbouring countries, including  Turkey and the  Kurdish areas of Syria, further swelling the wave of 
refugees in the region. 

Position adopted and action taken by the European Union 
On 12 August 2014, Kristalina Georgieva, Commissioner for international cooperation, humanitarian aid and 
crisis response ‘strongly condemned’ attacks deliberately targeting Iraqi civilians and announced that the 
Commission would increase by EUR 5 million its humanitarian aid  to Iraq, bringing the total to EUR 17 
million in 2014.  

At the meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers of 15 August, the EU reiterated its firm commitment to 
Iraq’s unity and territorial integrity and welcomed the nomination of Mr Heider Al Abadi as Prime Minister-
designate. It endorsed the supply of arms by certain Member States to the Kurdish fighters with the approval 
of the Iraqi authorities. Support for the Iraqi Government and the need for coordinated action in the region 
was reaffirmed at the special European Council meeting of 30 August 2014.  

http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/07/19/iraq-isis-abducting-killing-expelling-minorities
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=15902860&site=ehost-live
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=14564218&site=ehost-live
http://www.iraqinationality.gov.iq/attach/iraqi_constitution.pdf
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/08/140809-iraq-yazidis-minority-isil-religion-history/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2009_2014/documents/d-iq/dv/05unpodiqbriefingnote_/05unpodiqbriefingnote_en.pdf
http://www.cairn.info/resume.php?ID_ARTICLE=ETRU_186_0101
http://religion.info/french/articles/article_633.shtml#.U_81y2OLLy9
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+WQ+P-2007-4381+0+DOC+XML+V0//FR
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+WQ+P-2007-4381+0+DOC+XML+V0//FR
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28761383
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/iran-at-saban/posts/2014/08/11-pollack-isis-offensive-against-iraq-kurds
http://www.unocha.org/top-stories/all-stories/iraq-communities-and-aid-groups-respond-sinjar-emergency
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/12/world/middleeast/iraqi-relief-flights-rescue-dozens-but-leave-thousands-behind.html?_r=0
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/08/14/statement-president
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/08/14/statement-president
http://www.lemonde.fr/proche-orient/video/2014/08/14/en-irak-la-situation-des-refugies-est-insoluble_4471909_3218.html
http://www.irinnews.org/fr/report/100517/les-d%C3%A9plac%C3%A9s-y%C3%A9zidis-cherchent-refuge-en-turquie
http://www.lemonde.fr/proche-orient/article/2014/08/12/la-syrie-en-guerre-accueille-1-000-familles-de-refugies-fuyant-l-irak_4470547_3218.html
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/fr/news/update-iraq-eu-increases-humanitarian-aid
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-14-510_en.htm
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/144311.pdf
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/usappblog/2014/08/19/it-is-politically-and-morally-right-for-western-countries-to-support-kurdish-forces-in-iraq/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/144538.pdf


  
 

 

Members' Research Service 04/09/2014 

PE 538.875 Page 2 of 2 
 

The President of the European Parliament, addressing the meeting, stressed the urgent need to mobilise 
rapidly and without bureaucratic complications substantial aid for displaced persons. 

Positions adopted and action taken by the United Nations 
The Security Council, at an emergency session on 7 August, expressed its ‘deep outrage’ and, on 15 August, 
adopted Resolution 2170 (2014) ‘condemning widespread abuse of human rights by extremist groups in Iraq 
and Syria’. In a  joint statement  the Special Advisers on the Prevention of Genocide and on the 
Responsibility to Protect expressed alarm at the risk of genocide, arguing that acts of violence by the ‘Islamic 
State’ might amount to war crimes and crimes against humanity. The United Nations High Commissioner for 
Human Rights condemned the ‘ethnic and religious cleansing’ perpetrated by the Islamic State against the 
Yezidi and other minorities. A level 3 humanitarian emergency has been declared for Iraq (as for the crises in 
Syria, South Sudan and the Central African Republic) and most of the UN humanitarian agencies have been 
mobilised.  

Position adopted by NGOs 
Humanitarian organisations already providing aid to Syrian refugees in Kurdistan and redeployed towards 
Sinjar have found themselves unequal to the magnitude of the task facing them. It is extremely difficult to 
ensure that airdrops of humanitarian aid in the form of food and equipment reach their intended recipients.  

Human rights organisations such as Amnesty International or the International Federation for Human Rights, 
alarmed by the mass slaughter, have called for mobilisation of the international community on a larger scale.  

 

Source : United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.  
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