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Summary 
 
Between the Millstones: The State of Iraq’s Minorities Since the Fall of Mosul aims to 
document the plight of Iraq’s minorities most affected by the violence that has 
gripped northern Iraq since June 2014. This report, based on extensive interviews, 
field work and research, seeks to complement other human rights reporting to 
highlight the situation of Iraq’s minorities in light of the violence that has 
pervaded northern Iraq since June 2014. This publication is the product of a 
partnership of four organizations: the Institute for International Law and Human 
Rights (IILHR), Minority Rights Group International (MRG), No Peace Without 
Justice (NPWJ) and the Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization 
(UNPO). 
 
While the Western press seems to be focused on military events in Iraq and the 
campaign to defeat the Islamic State of Iraq and al Sham (ISIS) itself, the victims of 
the conflict need urgent help. It is hoped that this report reinforces the many 
voices calling for support and rights for Iraq’s minorities. 
 
Even before ISIS’s depredations, the situation of Iraq’s minorities was precarious, 
particularly for those living in the Ninewa plain and the territories disputed 
between the Kurdish region and the federal government. Before the fall of Mosul, 
more than half of Iraq’s religious and ethnic minorities had fled the country since 
2003, and those who remained were at risk of targeted violence, arbitrary arrest 
and detention, torture, harassment, intimidation, displacement, political 
disenfranchisement, and social and economic marginalization. For example, Iraq’s 
Christian community reportedly numbered around 1.4 million or even more in the 
1990s. Today, Christian leaders put the size of their community at approximately 
350,000.i 
 
Iraq’s minorities have been steadily targeted over the years, but with ISIS’s ruthless 
advance there appears to be a new mindset. Since June 2014, many thousands 
belonging to minorities have been murdered, maimed or abducted, including 
unknown numbers of women and girls forced into marriage or sexual enslavement. 
Based on the information captured in this report, it appears that ISIS forces and 
commanders have committed war crimes, crimes against humanity and the crime 
of genocide, including summary executions, killing, mutilation, rape, sexual 
violence, torture, cruel treatment, the use and recruitment of children, and 
outrages on personal dignity. Cultural and religious property dating back centuries 
has also been destroyed, while property and possessions have been systematically 



looted. These abuses are ongoing at the time of writing and appear to be part of a 
conscious attempt to eradicate Iraq’s religious and ethnic diversity.  
 
The violence has also caused a wave of displacement as entire communities have 
had to flee ISIS forces. As a result, as of 29 January 2015, the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) had identified around 2,255,148 Iraqis who had 
lost their homes, dispersed across 2,412 distinct locations in Iraq.ii Many have little 
or no possessions and are living in temporary camps or settlements spread across 
the region, particularly in the Iraqi Kurdish Region’s Dohuk and Irbil governorates. 
Displaced persons are scattered across the towns and countryside, living under 
bridges and squatting in abandoned, unfinished housing. Conditions in the camps 
are also poor. Limited winterization of tents and failure to appropriately lay the 
ground for rain and snow, for example, has meant that those in camps have seen a 
difficult winter.  
 
International standards, such as the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, 
are clear that responsibility for internally displaced persons (IDPs) rests primarily 
with the government of Iraq, with the assistance of international humanitarian 
organizations and other appropriate actors. Yet current support to IDPs is grossly 
lacking: Iraq has neither a legal framework addressing the rights and entitlements 
of IDPs, nor any policy or strategy clarifying the GoI’s role and responsibilities. All 
IDPs are struggling under this gap in law and policy, and displaced minorities are 
particularly vulnerable – especially minority women. Significant shortfalls in 
international humanitarian aid are also apparent, with only 36.5 per cent (US$814.6 
million) of the estimated US$2,230.3 billion in identified support requirements for 
UN agencies and assistance providers allocated, as of February 2015.iii   
 
Consequently, many minority groups are now seeking to leave the country 
outright rather than return to their communities. This perspective is rooted both 
in a sense of hopelessness about the prospect of return and frustration with the 
continued deterioration of humanitarian conditions. There is a lack of trust that 
the government will provide the necessary support to facilitate returns, locate 
missing persons and ensure the return of looted possessions. As one Christian 
leader phrased it, ‘it’s a feeling that we are no longer welcome in our own home’.iv 
 
While ensuring basic security and humanitarian assistance to the displaced and 
vulnerable is an immediate priority, there also needs to be a sustained process of 
reform to end the broader context of discrimination against minorities. This has 
contributed significantly to continued human rights abuses against these groups 
after 2003, including the recent violence documented in this report. If Christians, 
Kaka’i, Shabak, Turkmen, Yezidis and other communities are to have a future in 
Iraq, authorities and other stakeholders must commit to a comprehensive process 
of legal, social and political reform. 
 



With this in mind, the report makes 38 key recommendations to alleviate the 
humanitarian burden, prevent further human rights abuses, promote 
reconciliation and foster institutional change. These recommendations include: 
 

1. additional, urgent assistance to the humanitarian effort to protect the 
displaced through the immediate 2015 winter and onwards; 

2. investigation and prosecution of corruption in the delivery and 
procurement of humanitarian assistance; 

3. prosecution of crimes by the International Criminal Court; 
4. adherence of militias, Popular Mobilization Units (PMUs) and Armed 

Forces of Iraq, the Iraqi Kurdish region, and coalition actors to international 
humanitarian law and international human rights law; and 

5. long-term protection and resettlement of minority displaced persons. 
 
Based on the facts uncovered in this report, it appears that:  

 

 ISIS forces and commanders have committed most of the war crimes 
prohibited under international law applicable in Iraq at the relevant time, 
during which there was an armed conflict that was non-international in 
nature;  

 ISIS forces and commanders have committed almost all of the underlying 
acts for crimes against humanity; and  

 information exists which would support a prima facie case that ISIS forces 
have committed the crime of genocide against religious minorities in 
northern Iraq, in particular against the Yezidi minority. 

Finally, the report stresses the need to immediately begin planning for the post-
ISIS era. Planning should include the following elements: 
 

 agreements on plans and authorities between the Iraqi government, the 
Iraqi Kurdish region, international actors and minority communities; 

 establishment of secure areas to allow for the return of inhabitants 
(including the potential establishment of an international police force to 
protect returnees); 

 missing persons and property restitution processes; 

 establishment of reconciliation processes to address conflict between 
returnees, those who remained in ISIS-controlled areas and other parties; 
and 

 economic investment and reconstruction plans.  
 

 

 



                                                 
i Puttick, M., From Crisis to Catastrophe: The Situation of Minorities in Iraq, London, MRG and Ceasefire 
Centre for Civilian Rights, October 2014, London, p. 5.  
ii IOM, ‘Displacement Tracking Matrix I DTM: Round XIII – January 2015’, January 2015, retrieved 10 
February 2015, iomiraq.net/dtm-page. 
iii OCHA, ‘Strategic Response Plan(s): Iraq 2014-2015 - Table D: Requirements, 
commitments/contributions and pledges per cluster’, retrieved 10 February 2015, fts.unocha.org.  
iv IILHR/UNPO interview with Christian representative, November 2014.  


