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EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT 2009 - 2014

Delegation for Relations with Iraq

D-IQ_PV(2013) 0917 1

MINUTES
of the meeting of 17 September 2013, from 11.30 to 12.30
Brussels

The meeting opened at 11.35 on Tuesday, 17 September 2013, with Struan Stevenson (Chair)
in the chair.

1. Adoption of draft agenda (PE 514024)

Draft agenda was adopted.

2. Approval of minutes of the meetings of 20 June 2013 (PE 514021)

Minutes were approved.

3. Chair’s announcements

Mr Stevenson welcomed the guest speakers and once again strongly condemned the
continuous terrorist attacks in Iraq, expressing condolences to the families of the victims.

He made the following shorter historical digression:

The Christians of Iraq are considered to be one of the oldest surviving continuous Christian
communities in the world. At the present time, most Iraqi Christians are Chaldeans, Eastern-
rite Catholics who are autonomous from Rome but who recognise the Pope's authority.
Chaldeans are an ancient population, some of whom still speak Aramaic, the language of
Jesus.

The other significant community is made up of Assyrians, the descendants of the ancient
empires of Assyria and Babylonia. After their empires collapsed in the 6th and 7th Centuries
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BC, the Assyrians scattered across the Middle East. Later on, they embraced Christianity (in
the 1st Century), with their Ancient Church of the East believed to be the oldest in Iraq.

Other ancient Churches include Syriac Catholic, Syriac Orthodox, Armenian Orthodox and
Armenian Catholic Christians, who fled from massacres in Turkey in the early 20th Century.

There are also small Greek Orthodox and Greek Catholic communities, as well as Anglicans
and Evangelicals.

This rich mosaic of ancient Christian confessions numbered over 1.4 million people in 1987,
or 8% of the population; in 2003, after more than a decade of international sanctions on Iraq,
the Christian presence has dropped to 5% of the Iraqi population. Nowadays, Christians in
Iraq are less than 500,000 (some people say as few as 250,000) - corresponding to around
only 1.5% of the total population of the country. If this trend continues, there will soon be no
Christians in Iraq anymore. Continuous harassment, violence, threats, killings, rapes,
psychological and physical terror and every-day targeted deadly bomb attacks by groups of
especially Sunni extremists linked to Al-Qaida have caused this drastic decrease of Christian
peoples.

Many Christians left the country, while an estimated 65,000 of them fled to the safer Iraqi
Kurdistan or to the Ninewa plain.

Mr Stevenson continued by asking the guests about how to determine the quickest and most
efficient ways to stop and reverse this trend of violence against Christians and other
minorities in many parts of Iraq today - and what they expect Europe and the European
Parliament in particular could contribute to that end.

Subsequently, the Chair passed the floor to the keys speakers, starting with Dr Hamoudi.

4. Debate on "Situation of minorities in Iraq, with focus on Christian religious groups"

Dr Hamoudi started by thanking the EP Committee on Foreign Affairs (for a previous
invitation). He also thanked the EP Delegation for Relations with Iraq for the opportunity to
discuss about the component parts of Iraq, some of which might indeed be considered
minorities.

He believes Iraq is the land of the profits. Many religions were born there. Adam and Noah
are both buried in Iraq, while Abraham was born and lived there before he emigrated. All
component parts of Iraq are sacred. They have coexisted and cooperated for generations.
Historically, there has never been any division along the lines of religion. The society was
interconnected with personal (mixed marriages), commercial, social and any kind of other
ties.

Afterwards, there was a period of nationalism, which caused, for the first time in the Iraqi
history, some divisions of the Iraqi society along religious lines, and even prohibition of some
cults.

The new government tried to transcend this and to give equal rights to every Iraqi citizen. As
a matter of fact, Article II of the Iraqi Constitution stipulates that all Iraqis have full religious
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rights, including freedom of religious practice, of denomination, etc. Iraq is, and wants to
remain, a multi-confessional and multi-religious country. Article IV speaks about languages,
and enshrines the principle of majority language, which means that if a language of a
component is predominant in a province, that language will become an official language for
that province and will be taught at school and used in the Public Administration and judiciary
branch, if the people of the concerned province decide so in a referendum. For the time being,
Arab and Kurdish are the two official languages of Iraq. The right of Iraqis to educate their
children in their mother tongue, such as Turkmen, Syriac and Armenian is guaranteed.

Moreover, Art. XLI guarantees the right of Iraqis to live their personal lives according to the
religion they practice.

For example, the President of the Republic is not obliged to be a Muslim, which is a unique
situation among Arab states. Also all the other Public Administration posts are open to all
citizens, therefore Christians are living in a golden age. If they leave Iraq they will loose this
opportunity.

Dr Hamoudi continued by saying that Iraq is crossing a transitional period: there are ancient
costumes, sometimes difficult to overcome. But efforts have been made to make the new,
more inclusive and democratic order to prevail.

With regard to religious property, Dr Hamoudi pointed out that the religious sites are under
the jurisdiction of the Prime Minister. Some income from oil extraction is allocated for
construction of religious sites for all confessions. Indeed, Iraqi budget has budget lines for
constructing worship places for other religions.

Dr Hamoudi concluded that all Iraqi people have been victims of terrorist attacks, not just the
Christian component. The Shia component was the one which suffered the most, but also the
other components suffered. He strongly underlined that it would be a pity if Christians leave
Iraq, since they are considered like brothers and they could be the Iraqi bridgehead towards
the West.

Mr Matti Hadaya started by saying that under the former regime, Christians were for many
aspects in a better position than now, and more involved in public affairs. They lived in their
ancestral villages and towns, they were not forced to emigrate, not intimated by Governments
or Ministers, and that there was no discrimination.

Today, the rights of Christians are guaranteed by the Constitution, but unfortunately the real
situation on the ground is very different, the law is not being applied at all. Moreover, the
overall security situation is getting worse. Therefore, many articles of the Constitution cannot
be applied.

The situation for Christians is especially critical in the Ninawa Valley, continued Mr Hadaya,
where there is a strong tendency towards a forced demographic change. As a matter of fact,
Shabaki population has been forced to relocate to the traditionally Assyrian areas, but in this
way the Christian population there is obliged to sell their lands, their properties and to go
elsewhere, often out of the country. Some Christians are even happy with that situation,
because they esteem their chances of living peacefully are better abroad. But in this way the
demography of the region, with all its historical value, will be changed forever. This kind of
process is especially visible in the village of Bartalla.
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Finally, Mr Hadaya called to hold a broad Conference on the situation of Eastern Christians.

Mr Khalis Isho started by bringing greetings from the Chaldean Syriac Assyrian people in
Iraq.

He continued by explaining that Christians have always served honourably their country.
Despite this, during the former regime they were victims of passive policies and demographic
change, which were implemented in order to hide cultural specificities within Iraq.

When freedom finally dawned there was hope for Christians. However, kidnappings, murders,
and in general widespread violence soon killed these hopes. Nowadays, more than 60% of
Christians live outside Iraq, while some people want to seize Christian-owned land and
properties left in the Valley of Nineveh, even if Art. XXIII of the Iraqi Constitution clearly
forbids demographic change. There had been a very enlightened judgement by the Federal
Supreme Court, stating that land cannot be seized: it is a revolutionary sentence, compared to
former regime practices. But this judgement will not be effective if not executed...

Mr Isho consequently asked for the EP, EU and wider international community support in the
following issues:

1. Establishment of a Governorship in the Valley of Nineveh on geographic and
administrative basis, which would preserve Christian peculiarities and allow Christians to
better serve Iraq;

2. Call for Christian right to self-determination in the Autonomous Region of Kurdistan;

3. Stopping of the policy of demographic change, on the basis of the above mentioned
judgement by the Iraqi Federal Supreme Court;

4. A civil registry for Christians should be established;

5. Iraqi Government should revise curricula for Iraqi schools in order to promote differences.
Iraqi children are still not taught to be tolerant;

6. Systematic and radical fight against terrorism;

7. Clear support to the Christian people of Iraq by promoting employment perspectives and
well-being of the community on the spot, thus encouraging Christians not to emigrate
from the country;

Mr Vidal Quadras asked Mr Isho if violence against Christians is not a specific problem, but
part of a general violence atmosphere, which unfortunately reigns in the country, or instead if
it is true that Christians are particularly vulnerable in this situation?

Mr Isho agreed entirely with Dr Hamoudi that everybody in Iraq is in a difficult situation
today, but he disagreed about the level of persecution of Christians: according to him it is
greater than the average, and this is demonstrated by the fact that there is more Christian
emigration from the country: 60% of them are now abroad. Attacks and murders are every-
day attempts to eradicate Christians, and their reaction is to emigrate. This, in turn, nurtures
the actions of extremists. Mr Isho foresaw that in 10 years there would be no Christians in
Iraq at all anymore. Therefore, he suggested that the Iraqi Government should demand
assistance to the West in order to ensure the Rule of Law and get rid of the extremists. Iraqi
Constitution must be applied effectively.

Dr Hamoudi commented on the current situation in the area of Bartalla and Ninawa Valley.
He said Shabaki community relocated to Bartalla because the previous Christian inhabitants
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had left that rich, services-endowed area; this has been seen by the Christian community as a
demographic change process.

He concluded by saying that it is important to recognize the importance of all the components
of Iraqi society; he repeated, agreeing in this point with the other speakers, that it would be a
pity if Christians go away. He exhorted not to encourage Iraqi Christians to do so.

5. Any other business

Mr Stevenson mentioned that the Delegation for Relations with Iraq asked authorization to
the Conference of Presidents to travel to the Iraqi Kurdistan Region in late November in order
to participate, among other things, to a Conference on Christian minority in Iraq.

Moreover, D IQ Chair received a symbolic gift from Dr Hamoudi, an art work representing a
bird flying through the Valley of Ninawa.

6. Date and place of next meeting

D IQ will tentatively host the 5th Interparliamentary meeting EP - Iraqi CoR, on 7th
November 2013 in Brussels. In alternative, a normal Delegation meeting will take place on
the same date.
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