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Religious Minorities’ Fight to Remain in Iraq
On September 26, 2019, the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom 
(USCIRF) held a hearing in the U.S. Senate on Religious Minorities’ Fight to Remain 
in Iraq to discuss conditions in Iraq that would enable religious minorities to return 
to and flourish in their communities. The hearing, led by USCIRF’s Chairman, 
Tony Perkins, convened an array of witnesses that highlighted U.S. policies and 
programs in Iraq that confront religious freedom-related challenges in the country, 
such as discrimination, security, and economic development.

The Senior Deputy Assistant Administrator for the Middle East Bureau at the U.S. 
Agency for International Development (USAID), Hallam Ferguson, testified at length 
about how USAID has ramped up its aid to religious minorities in northern Iraq who 
were targeted in the 2014 genocide perpetrated by ISIS. 
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USCIRF’s Mission

To advance international 
freedom of religion or 
belief, by independently 
assessing and unflinchingly 
confronting threats to this 
fundamental right.
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�� USAID and the Department of State have contributed a 
total of $380 million in assistance through partnerships 
with 57 local, 13 faith-based, and 35 international 
organizations. Funds are going toward rebuilding 
infrastructure, shopping centers, homes, and the 
education and healthcare systems. Nevertheless, 
incredible challenges remain.
�� Mr. Ferguson stated, “Decades of government neglect 

and discriminatory policy in Iraq have marginalized 
members of religious minorities and more than 15 years 
of almost constant sectarian strife have driven hundreds 
of thousands from their homelands.”
�� Communities continue to emigrate from Iraq each 

month driven by a severe lack of security, particularly 
from Iranian backed elements of the Popular 
Mobilization Forces (PMF) and other local militias. In 
the Nineveh Plains region, an estimated 927,000 people 
remain displaced as of August 31, 2019.

The Director of the Free Yezidi Foundation, Pari Ibrahim, 
made an impassioned plea on behalf of Yezidi 
communities in Iraq calling on the U.S. government to 
address the root causes of discrimination, ignorance, and 
hatred that led to the genocide in the first place. 
�� Ms. Ibrahim laid out five areas of concern that are of 

the greatest necessity to ensure the sustainability and 
survival of Yazidis in Iraq: 1) opportunity for education 
and employment; 2) security; 3) political representation; 
4) justice; and 5) diverse religious education.
�� Ms. Ibrahim also lamented that there has not been a 

single indictment anywhere in the world for the sexual 
violence and slavery perpetrated against Yazidi women 
and girls. 

Reine Hanna of the Assyrian Policy Institute discussed 
how religious freedom violations in Iraq are a symptom of 
failed governance and asked for support for the Nineveh 
Plain Governorate in order to defend the religious 
freedom of Assyrian Christians. 
�� Prior to 2003, the Assyrian population in Iraq was 

approximately 1.5 million, but today the number has 
dropped to less than 200,000. Assyrians have endured 
persecution both for their Christian faith as well as for 
their distinct ethnic identity. 
�� Speaking about the Nineveh Plain Governorate, Ms. 

Hanna concluded, “Such a province would enable the 
various communities of the Nineveh Plain to develop 
sustainable, functional, and democratic forms of local 
administration within the framework of the united, 
federal, Iraqi state, in order to preserve the continuity of 
groups like Assyrians within their homeland.”

Aaron Ashoff, the Deputy Director for International 
Projects at Samaritan’s Purse, addressed the enduring 
effects of the atrocities that religious communities have 
suffered in northern Iraq. 
�� Samaritan’s Purse has set up services for displaced 

families in the country, including livelihood trainings, 
trauma counseling and medical clinics. 
�� Following extensive surveys from internally displaced 

persons (IDPs), Mr. Ashoff shared that minorities desire 
to remain in the country and return to their homes, 
but that they face three main barriers: 1) economic 
opportunities, 2) shelter, and 3) security. 
�� In 2019, returnee numbers are triple that of IDPs across 

the country, whereas in 2018 they were roughly equal. 
This shift in a positive direction has only been possible 
by concerted efforts by the U.S. government and the 
international community.
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�� Mr. Ashoff concluded, “To ensure their long-term 
survival in Iraq, Christian, Yazidi, and Muslim 
minorities need a commitment that the U.S. will stay 
engaged in Iraq for the next five to ten years, promoting 
restoration efforts and religious freedom.”

Heartland Alliance International’s Director of the Middle 
East and North Africa, Scott Portman, agreed with the 
other witnesses that security threats are of primary 
concern in the minds of many Iraqis, but that other issues 
such as land return and accountability for atrocities are 
also key. 
�� Communities need secure control over the jurisdiction 

of their land and also titles documenting that their 
land belongs to them. Mr. Portman stated, “Religious 
and ethnic minorities are under severe and sustained 
pressure over access to their land.” The myth of 
abandoned land has encouraged outside communities to 
come in and take over land from Christian communities 
who were forced to flee and have not yet been able 
to return. Iraqi law provides for the compensation of 
destroyed property, but compensation payments from 
the Iraqi government have not been issued. 
�� Ethnic and religious minorities want justice for the 

crimes committed against them. Members of ISIS are 
being prosecuted in Iraq for crimes against the state and 
for membership of ISIS, but they also need to be tried 
for crimes of rape, murder and mass killings so that a 
public record can be created. Minorities need a system 
of accountability to keep these kinds of crimes from 
happening again.

Chairman Perkins summed up the hearing by saying, 
“Diversity brings stability to Iraq, and Iraq brings stability 
to the Middle East… Security is at the top of these 
concerns and economic opportunity follows right behind 
that. But economic opportunity is not going to come 
without security... The Iraqi government needs to use 
its influence to be a full partner in this work.” USCIRF 
recommends: 
�� The U.S. government to rein in PMF factions that 

represent direct obstacles to the return of minority 
communities to the Nineveh Plain and Sinjar, through 
means such as adding to targeted U.S. sanctions on 
additional militia leaders and increasing pressure on the 
Iraqi federal government to implement its own decree 
regarding the integration of the PMF into the command 
structure of the Iraqi military. 
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