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Dear supporters,
Dear friends,

from THOMAS VON DER OSTEN-SACKEN

N
ext summer will mark 
the tenth anniversary of 
the unspeakable massa-
cres committed by the 
Islamic State against Ya-
zidis in Iraq in 2014. 
These crimes have now 

been classified, unanimously, by the Ger-
man Bundestag as genocide. A decision 
that would certainly have been in the 
spirit of Raphael Lemkin, the man who 
almost single-handedly managed to get 
the then young United Nations to adopt 
the “Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide” in 
the 1940s. The Polish-Jewish lawyer 
Lemkin, who fled the Nazis to the USA, 
regularly listened to the famous radio 
speeches of British Prime Minister Win-
ston Churchill. In one, he described the 

“barbaric rampage of the Nazis” as “a 
crime without a name.” Lemkin not only 
wanted to give this crime a name, name-
ly genocide, but also to ensure that so-
mething similar would never happen 
again.

The UN convention was correspondingly 
ambitious; it was less concerned with re-
trospectively recognizing crimes as geno-
cides, but rather with making sure that 
the oft-used “never again” was transla-
ted into internationally valid law and 
that all those who those who are suspec-
ted of planning genocide can be preemp-
tively targeted, because, as Lemkin once 
stated in a speech, genocide is even wor-
se than war.

As is well known, history has continued 
since then as Walter Benjamin’s angel of 
history has always experienced it, name-
ly as a “catastrophe that continually piles 
rubble on top of rubble and hurls it at his 
feet”. Whether in Cambodia, Rwanda or 
the Sinjar Mountains in Iraq, genocides 
took place again in full view of everyone, 
without anyone stopping them. Instead, 
after each of these crimes against hu-
manity, there were only vows that somet-
hing similar should never happen again. 
Vows that lasted exactly until the next 
one took place.
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What also distinguishes the genocide 
from other massacres, wars and crimes is 
that the genocidal murderers, no matter 
what happens to them later, always 
emerge as victors. This fact is so terrible 
that one usually fights it off and repres-
ses it, and yet it has to be expressed 
again and again. This is also the case 
with the Yazidis in Iraq: the Islamic State 
has not achieved its goal, they have not 
been completely annihilated or destroy-
ed, but there will no longer be a status 
quo ante for them. Hundreds of thou-
sands now live in Europe and other Wes-
tern countries, although most are still in 
so-called camps for internally displaced 
people in Kurdish northern Iraq. There is 
little hope for them of returning to the 
Sinjar Mountains, as various militias are 
still in charge there and large parts of the 
area remain in ruins.

It’s hard to realize, but in the camp 
schools where our Yazidi employees 
work as part of Wadi’s anti-violence cam-
paign, all primary school students were 
now born in the camps. They don’t know 
any other reality. And if nothing funda-
mental changes, which is unfortunately 
expected at the moment, then they will 
also be able to graduate from school as 
Internally Displaced Persons (IDP, as in-
ternally displaced persons are called in 
UN jargon) in these camp schools. (Inci-
dentally, IDP is a neologism from the 
times when the UN Convention was ad-
opted and referred to millions upon mil-
lions of people who had become home-
less as a result of the “barbaric rampage 
of the Nazis” and were now wandering 
around Europe.)

„There is a painting 
by Klee called 
Angelus Novus. 
An angel is depicted 
there who looks as 
though he were 
about to distance 

himself from something which he is 
staring at. His eyes are opened wide, 
his mouth stands open and his wings 
are outstretched. The Angel of History 
must look just so. His face is turned 
towards the past. Where we see the 
appearance of a chain of events, he 
sees one single catastrophe, which 
unceasingly piles rubble on top of 
rubble and hurls it before his feet. He 
would like to pause for a moment so 
fair [verweilen: a reference to Goethe’s 
Faust], to awaken the dead and to 
piece together what has been smashed. 
But a storm is blowing from Paradise, 
it has caught itself up in his wings and 
is so strong that the Angel can no 
longer close them. The storm drives 
him irresistibly into the future, to 
which his back is turned, while the 
rubble-heap before him grows sky-
high. That which we call progress, is 
this storm. “. 

Walter Benjamin,  
On the concept of history
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The fate of these students is just one 
example among many of what it means 
to be a victim of genocide. We should 
also remember everyone who was ab-
used as so-called sex slaves by IS fighters 
and those whose family members were 
exhumed in one of the countless mass 
graves in recent years.

As important as it is that what happened 
to them is now recognized as genocide 
by the German and other parliaments, it 
would have been even more important 
in 2014, when it was so clear what was 

going to happen, that the act should be 
carried out with everyone at the disposal 
means to prevent. Because this tragedy 
could have been prevented if only there 
had been the will to implement the Con-
vention for the Prevention of Genocide. 
So the only consolation is that those who 
are caught and charged in Europe must 
expect high penalties. However, jurispru-
dence, which fortunately is now taking 
place again and again against them, is 
not reparation, because what was de-
stroyed back then can never be even par-
tially remedied.

Immer wieder 
sind wir über-
rascht, auf welche 
Resonanz unsere 
Umweltprojekte 
selbst in Grund-
schulen stossen.

HELPS TO COPE WITH TRAUMA: A YAZIDI‘S DRAWING 
ON ISIS TERROR SHE EXPERIENCED
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It should be all the more important to 
support the survivors in every way possi-
ble, to help them in the truest sense: to 
survive and, wherever possible, to start a 
new life. This is not only the imperative 
of humanity, but also the strongest sign 
that we can send together to the perpe-
trators: You may have thought you won, 
but you did not succeed in destroying 
this group that you wanted to destroy . 
Every girl who returned from the clut-
ches of ISIS and was taken back in, who 
now perhaps, and there are many such 
examples, goes to college, opens a hair 
salon or helps others, is a victory over 
those who wanted to destroy her. Our 
partner organization in Dohuk, the Jinda 
Center, has helped hundreds of girls with 
their reintegration, most recently in the 
now successful recycling center in the 
Khabatoo camp, just as other organizati-
ons have done the same with hundreds 
of other girls.

Such small success stories should not 
hide the fact that the fate of the Yazidis is 
slowly but surely being forgotten inter-

nationally. Other disasters continually 
pile up rubble on top of rubble and domi-
nate the headlines and we are often as-
ked, almost astonished: What, hundreds 
of thousands of them are still living in 
camps? Yes, they do, and the fact that 
this is forgotten can unfortunately be 
seen as another and late victory for those 
who wanted to wipe them out back then.

What is happening in Germany these 
days is just as frightening: Yazidis who 
had made it to Germany as refugees at 
the time and were only tolerated under 
Section 51 or Section 53 of immigration 
law are increasingly receiving deportati-
on notices. The first ones were even “de-
ported” to Iraq against their will, as it is 
called in the cold official language. Tens 
of thousands of people who could also be 
affected by such decisions are watching 
this development with growing horror, 
and Yazidi organizations have sounded 
the alarm, some even organizing a hun-
ger strike in Berlin.

We too couldn’t believe our eyes or ears 
when we found out about these decisi-
ons, and then we took action together 
with other organizations and individuals. 
Together we wrote an open letter to all 
members of the German Bundestag to 
remind them that just a few months ago 
they had recognized the crimes of IS as 
genocide. At page 6 are some excerpts 
that speak for themselves.

We hope that this letter, supported by 
many well-known initial signatories, will 
have an impact and we will continue to 
do everything we can to prevent further 
deportations.

…OUR PARTNER 
ORGANIZATION JINDA 
HAS HELPED 
HUNDREDS OF GIRLS 
WITH THEIR 
REINTEGRATION
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“Dear Members of Parliament,

We are writing to you with this letter be-
cause we receive new messages about de-
portations of Yazidis and many desperate 
cries for help every day.

Less than a year ago, on January 19, 
2023, you all voted - unanimously, wit-
hout any party pressure and only commit-
ted to your conscience - for the “recogniti-
on of the genocide against the Yazidis” 
(printed matter 20/5228). In doing so, 
you have awakened the hopes and expecta-
tions of people who have fled death and 
oppression and found a new home in Ger-
many. People who relied on the implemen-
tation of strong statements. (…)

In doing so, Germany stood unwaveringly 
on the side of the Yazidis. Disenfranchised 
people, all of whom had to experience 
murders, forced conversions, hostage-ta-
king and countless rapes of close relatives 
in their families, were given the certainty 
that they could start a new life, with all 
the rights and obligations, a fair life in the 
new hometown.

This certainty is being turned into the op-
posite by the deportations that have now 
been carried out and are still planned. By 
returning, the Yazidis are threatened with 
a continuation of the genocide. Don’t allow 
the so-called “Islamic State” to win in the 
end. Show that Germany stands firmly on 
the side of the victims and bring the oft-
quoted “Never Again” to life.

The Yazidi community, which is just begin-
ning to come to terms with its trauma, at 
least in the diaspora, is deeply unsettled by 
the recent deportations. Almost all federal 
states are increasingly deporting “tolera-
ted” Yazidis back to their country of origin, 
Iraq. These deportations contradict the re-
quest of their decision from January and 
also the agreement reached by the Confe-
rence of Interior Ministers in 2019 to only 
deport Yazidis to Iraq if they have commit-
ted serious crimes.

Traumatized people are sent back to the 
country of the perpetrators. Their brothers 
and sisters are still living in completely in-
adequately equipped and overcrowded re-
fugee camps; there is currently no place in 
Iraq where these people can live.”

The full text of the open letter is available here: 
 https://wadi-online.de/2023/11/15/offener-brief-abschiebung-
von-jesidinnen-und-jesiden-sofort-stoppen
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The letter concludes with the following 
words: “Let us all show together that 
Germany is no longer the country for 
which the legal term of genocide was 
found, but a country that stands on the 
side of the weak and those in need of 
protection.”

That is the minimum that could be ex-
pected or hoped for. After all, “never 
again” isn’t far off. These days there are 
again increasing warnings that there 
could be another threat of genocide in 
Sudan, where a bloody civil war has 
been raging for months and from which 

seven million people have fled so far, na-
mely in the Darfur region - carried out by 
the successors of the notorious Janja-
weed. Militia groups there have previ-
ously committed such massacres and 
crimes against civilians that prompted 
the International Criminal Court to file 
charges of alleged genocide.

This is the bitter reality in the region 
where we have been working for over 
thirty years. There are many reasons 
why such crimes keep happening. One 
thing is certain: to this day, far too little 
is remembered about what happened in 

 A SEMINAR WITH CHILDREN ABOUT THEIR RIGHTS
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the past. That’s exactly why we support 
various projects that deal with remembe-
ring and coming to terms with the terrib-
le crimes of the Saddam regime in Iraq. 
Most recently, we were able to design a 

“memory trail” through Halabja together 
with our local partners, which will be in-
augurated next year. This time only our 
employees from Kurdistan and Iraq will 
have their say. We had a lengthy conver-
sation with two of our teams and transla-
ted this for you.

This impressively expresses the difficult 
conditions under which the work of Wadi 
and our partner organizations takes pla-
ce on site, but also that in the midst of all 
the horror there is hope, change is possi-
ble and giving up is not an option.

As we write year after year, this is 
our maxim, and in 2023 we were 
able to remain true to it, of 
course thanks to your solidarity 
support, and we want to do the 
same next year.

On behalf of all of our employees, 
I would like to thank you very 
much for your help and wish you 
a happy holiday and a happy new 
year.

…THIS IS THE BITTER 
REALITY IN THE 
REGION WHERE WE 
HAVE BEEN WORKING 
FOR OVER 
THIRTY YEARS



9

A
n interview with the long 
term team members from 
Wadi, Layla Ahmed 
and Payam Ahmad, 
who have been working 
for years in the regions of 
Germanian and Erbil 

share their thoughts and experiences. 
These projects are supervised by Shokh 
Mohammed and Isis Elgibali.

Isis: Can you introduce yourself 
and tell me a little bit about what 
you do at Wadi?

Layla: Hi! My name is Layala Ahmed, I 
am from Garmian Kurdistan, my work 
with Wadi is focused on various projects 
with women and children in the area. 
Our playbus project brings awareness for 
children on various topics like health and 
environment. We also provide awareness 
seminars for women on their health and 
we are working on the living with FGM 
program which focuses on women who 
are cut to to provide support. 

We have a project specifically for the en-
vironment where we discuss the global 
and local environmental issues and what 
solutions locally can be found for some 
of these problems. This is a very inclusive 
project because we work with men and 
with boys and women and girls in the 
community to find the best solutions for 
the environmental projects. Another pro-
ject that we are working on is the topic of 
raising awareness on social and legal le-
vels on social issues that are taking place 
in the society and giving legal advice on 
laws that are available here in the count-
ry. 

Isis: As a follow up to that ques-
tion, what are some issues that 
people come to you about time 
and time again through your 
work? How would you define the 
big issues in your region?

Layla: Overall right now what we are 
observing is that the situation is not good  
because there are alot of financial diffi-
culties – people are not being paid their 
wages and that naturally contributes to 
how the social situations are going. Even 

Projects in Germian 
and Erbil
Interview with Layla Ahmed 
And Payam Ahmad
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on a farming level, people that live in vil-
lages are not making any money, and 
they are thinking of leaving their farms 
and going to the cities to try to make mo-
ney. 

One of the most common issues that af-
fects women is that they ask about medi-
cal information, because they have lack 
of access to doctors, so they always ask if 
our teams can bring doctors:

Isis: Speaking of women and 
information about their bodies, 
you mentioned that you have 
been working with the FGM pro-
ject, what are some of the strug-
gles and successes that you have 
personally encountered through 
this project?

Layla: So yes indeed there have been a 
lot!  I have worked on the FGM project 
since 2005 so I have seen so many things, 
however in the past two years with the 
Living with FGM program I have seen 
that things have been more difficult than 
all the years that I have been working on 
prevention and awareness. The differen-
ce is that in the ‘Prevention Seminars’ we 
don’t go into all the details because there 
are many people participating so we 
keep the discussion at a specific level. 

In the ‘Living with FGM’ sessions its to-
tally different and a new experience for 
us as well because we are trying to find 
ways to address deeper issues and to 
especially when it comes to intercourse 
and sexual relations and one of the big 
issues that we came across in the groups 
was  that there were women who were 

WADI STAFF ON THE GROUND: 
AWARENESS ON WOMEN‘S RIGHTS
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married and those who were not mar-
ried. Those that were married were refu-
sing to share any details about sex with 
those that were unmarried due to deep 
cutting social pressures. They did not 
want the unmarried girls to be ‘corrup-
ted’ or to be taught everything about sex 
before marriage. So this was really a 
struggle. 

Isis: Hi Payam, so glad the inter-
net finally worked! Can you tell 
us a little bit about yourself and 
what you do at Wadi?

Payam: Hello! I am Payam Ahmed. I am 
from Erbil, and I am a lawyer. I have 
been working with Wadi since 2018. Our 
work is very versatile as we work to pro-
vide awareness seminars in the city. We 
focus a lot on school areas and we also 
work in remote areas and villages. We 
can tell from all our work in Erbil city 

and the villages that surround it that 
FGM is unfortunately still going on. The-
re are many other issues especially this 
year we highlighted the issue of cyber-
bullying and mental and psychological 
violence much more than previous years, 
on a positive note we started the Playbus 
Project which was really well received 
and the teams love this project as well.

Isis: Speaking of violence, can we 
talk a little bit about the follow 
up to the ‘No to violence’ Project?

Layla: In Garmian we are still running 
the project on social media, but even 
though the school year has started, peop-
le are protesting and not going because 
they are not receiving their wages.So un-
fortunately we have not been able to do 
any activities. 

Payam: We are also in good contact 
with the schools that we were working 
with before, there is a lot of demand 
from the schools, but we are trying to 
find ways to still stay active on this topic. 
The situation in schools right now is real-
ly bad, and the issue of violence online 
and cyber bullying is really affecting the 
kids. We would really like to get this pro-
ject running more actively. 

Isis: Yes, it's a great project and 
we are actively looking for funds, 
because there is a really big need 
for this project. 

Shokh: Each school needs to have a 
council and they are always asking Wadi 
to join but right now it's not possible for 
us to join and participate. 

Payam Ahmed Hawez 
(34) IS A LAWYER 
FROM ERBIL AND HAS 
BEEN A MEMBER 
OF THE WADI TEAM 
FOR FIVE YEARS.
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Isis: Let’s switch gears a little  
bit, can you share some of your 
experiences with the citizenship 
approach in  some  concrete 
examples?

Layla: I can give you the examples of 
two villages that we worked with, they 
both used to be clean and not have 
issues with trash being collected. But 
lately there was a big decline and there 
was tons of trash everywhere, so we as 
teams asked around what is the prob-
lem why is the trash not being collected. 

People explained that the municipality 
stopped collecting the trash, so it just 
stayed there making the environment re-
ally horrible for everyone. We as a team 

decided that we will visit the municipali-
ty if the people are ready to work with us 
as a community to clean the village. 

The municipality was happy that wadi 
was initiating the first contact to help out 
this village, and go back to the village 
and choose a place where we can set up 
a trash collection point for the village, If 
people abide by the rules and don’t throw 
their trash everywhere then the munici-
pality will continue to work and pick up 
the trash. 

Wadi also made a big billboard explai-
ning the collection point and the new 
system for everyone so it was really clear. 
It was such a small thing, and it had a big 
effect on not just these two villages but 
on the neighboring 7-8 villages that also 
decided to participate and clean up their 
areas. 

Shokh: Yeah just to add to that, the mu-
nicipality also agreed to provide contai-
ners for more remote villages, so everyo-
ne can put their trash in them and they 
can pick it up regularly. We don’t have 
the containers yet, but they have been 
ordered for 2024. 

Payam: Unfortunately in Erbil the awa-
reness about what it means to be a citi-
zen is very low. One time we tried to 
make a similar project in a village, peop-
le were throwing trash right outside their 
door, we tried to explain how dangerous 
and unhealthy that was, and we tried to 
talk to people asking them if we work 
with the municipality to set up a trash 
collection point, will you participate and 
take your trash there? 

Layla Ahmed Wali
HAS BEEN ADVISING 
PEOPLE IN THE 
REMOTE VILLAGES 
OF THE GARMIAN 
REGION FOR TEN 
YEARs.
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It seemed like there was some communi-
ty will so we went ahead and made con-
tact with the municipality and set everyt-
hing up. But once things got going so 
many people were just complaining that 
the trash truck was not coming close 
enough to their house. So they refused to 
take it to the collection point. So it was 
really frustrating to see that people just 
don't care about their health and their 
environment. So I think there is a real 
need to talk about citizenship and what 
does it actually mean in practice? 

Shokh: I would like to add that right 
now we are in a shifting situation becau-

se right now the whole society is kind of 
changing and there is the question of in-
tegrity, the question of do we really need 
the government to tell us not to throw 
away this bottle on the street? 

What is our responsibility as citizens to 
our place? The government is not sitting 
here, I am! So it's a question of responsi-
bility to your area as a citizen and also 
being able to organize yourself, like the 
example from Layla, how do we organize 
ourselves to do something that is good 
for our community, but without expec-
ting something in return?

 THE PLAYBUS: HELP THAT BRINGS JOY 
AND HAS AN IMMEDIATE IMPACT
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When we do something it's for the whole 
community. I’ll give you another exam-
ple; there is a river and a lot of people 
die in this area as its dangerous, and the 
government set up a diver’s team, but 
they did not give them any equipment, 
nothing. So they cannot really function. 
But on a volunteer basis 150 men who 
had trained to be divers on their own, 
they set up their own community group 
and they are helping out, and they crow-
dfunded and got diving equipment, a 
boat and oxygen, and now they help out. 
The concept of citizenship is extremely 
novel, and very strange, because you are 
used to just blaming the government 
here, but it's like taking revenge on your 
land because the government is not ta-
king care of you. This is why we are real-
ly considering on how to integrate this 
approach into all our projects at Wadi. 

… IT‘S A QUESTION 
OF RESPONSIBILITY 
TO YOUR 
AREA AS A CITIZEN.
Shokh Mohammed

PRODUCTS MADE IN THE HALABJA RECYCLING CENTE
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…PEOPLE REALLY 
LIKE WORK THEY CAN 
SEE! FOR EXAMPLE 
THE PLAYBUS, IT‘S 
SOMETHING THEY CAN 
IMMEDIATELY SEE 
THE EFFECTS OF.
Payam Ahmed Hawez

Isis: Thank you all, I have a small 
question for Payam who was not 
able to answer before because of 
the poor internet, but what are 
some issues that people are 
coming to you in your area of 
work in Erbil and surrounding 
villages?

Payam: From our side people really like 
work they can see!  For example the play-
bus it's something they can immediately 
see the effects of. However it's a bit more 
tricky with things like the awareness se-
minars, because sometimes we have dif-
ficulty getting women to come, but once 
they start they become really engaged 
with the topics and they don’t want to 
leave and they do come back. It's the 
same thing with men, when we approach 
them they say ‘what do you have to say 
to me??’ But when they sit down and 
they talk about their issues, and they en-
gage with the awareness topics they real-
ly see the value, and say ‘this was really 
good, please come back’. So it's a lot of 
the time like that. The projects that start 
with awareness, might be more compli-
cated for people to understand, but peo-
ple really get a lot out of it and it increa-
ses their participation and their desire 
for information. 

Isis: Just a quick final thought 
from Layla and Payam is there 
something you would like to 
share with the supporters of 
Wadi?

Layla: Thanks to all the donors and sup-
porters of Wadi, we have been working 
on social awareness in various sectors 

within this society for many years, but 
after the pandemic things have really 
gone down well for our communities. 
The declining economic situation has 
contributed to the increase of violence. 
Every year its rising more and more and 
people are becoming desensitized to the 
violence, and even when it comes to the 
environment there is not enough awa-
reness for people to realize oh things are 
falling apart around us, and we really 
feel that there is constant work and we 
really want to make our society a better 
place for everyone and we hope that peo-
ple keep supporting us so we can do that. 
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Even nowadays we are seeing a new type 
of violence in Garmian, something that 
we have never seen before, now it's slow-
ly becoming a phenomenon that people 
are selling their kids. Last week we had a 
case where a mother and foather sold 3 
of their kids each one for 1,500 USD, we 
never had that before. Even typical do-
mestic violence was much lower, and 
now its so high, its really shoking, even 
rape and sexual harrasement has gone 
up and its a huge concern for us. 

Payam: We really really need long term 
support. In Erbil there are many many 
NGOs but very few  of them are working 
for the host community, most NGOs are 
working to help refugees and IDPs, and 
although they need help, this has created 
a huge gap in services for the host com-
munity and Wadi is one of the very few 
who are focused on helping the local 
community.  

Also with regards to FGM it has decrea-
sed quite a bit in Erbil, before when we 
did our awareness seminars people were 
so convinced that FGM was a good thing. 
But now there are much fewer people 
doing it, and people know that it's illegal, 
and we think that they are doing it in se-
cret now. 

It's really important for the environment 
to understand that people only care ab-
out the state of their own house, everyt-
hing inside the house is clean and that is 
the boundary where they stop and they 
don’t feel responsible about anything 
outside of that. So yes, Erbil looks mo-
dern and progressive, but the mentality 
really needs a lot of work to change. This 
is a good chance now to do this work. 

Isis: Thank you all for sharing 
your insights and experiences 
and thoughtful responses and 
thank you for all that you are 
doing. 

… WE HAVE NEVER 
SEEN THIS BEFORE, 
NOW IT‘S SLOWLY 
BECOMING 
A PHENOMENON 
THAT PEOPLE ARE 
SELLING THEIR KIDS.
Layla Ahmed Wali
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T
his interview is carried out 
with the purpose of providing 
details and insight to our  
Documentation project that is 
currently running in Cham-
chaml, and the coordinator 
for this project is Mamosta 

Hemn, we wanted this interview to ser-
ve as a general update and also showcase 
the citizenship approach in which this 
project is based on.

Shokh: Can you Introduce  
yourself and your projects?

My name is Hemn Abdullah I was born in 
Goptapa village in 1984, my family by 
chance escaped the Anfal Campaign and 
we went to live in Ranya. In 1992 we 
came back to Goptapa, I was in 2nd gra-
de. I finished the other stages of school in 
the town of Koya and other districts be-
cause my village did not have the other 
facilities beside primary school. It was 
very challenging to finish school and 
continue learning but we did our best to 
learn as much as we can, to be of service 
to our areas.

In 2008, I graduated from the Teaching 
institute and then I returned back to my 
village (Goptapa) and worked as a tea-
cher in one of the schools. As for my 
work with WADI, back in 2009, we wor-
ked together on building a public library 
in Goptapa village. We formed a team of 
youth with the support of Dr. Taha Rasul 
by the name “Goptapa Committee for de-
velopment”, I was responsible for its pu-
blic relations and head of the group. Due 
to this work, I formed many contacts 
with people and organizations outside 
my village and area.

Later, I got introduced to Jalal Moham-
med who was the Editor in chief for An-
falstan newspaper, he also became the 
link that introduced us to WADI who 
came to the village and managed to do 
some projects in the area which was very 
warmly received by the people. From the 
beginning, Wadi was very happy to sup-
port a pre-established group of youth like 
we had in the area. They helped the 
group to grow more and become a group 
that works on more than one village and 
one area.

DOCUMENTATION 
PROJECT in Chamchamal
Interview 
with Mamosta Hemn 
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Through Wadi we managed to learn 
more about the other areas who were af-
fected by the chemical bombs and work 
with them through forming Spi Organi-
zation which focused on areas affected 
by the chemical weapons. For several ye-
ars, we worked on these areas and our 
representative met the German consula-
te and we went to many other places in 
Kurdistan.

Another project with Wadi that I am very 
proud of is our work in Aghjalar sub-dis-
trict and the surrounding villages, one is 
supporting students’ transportation 
through a bus for villages where their 
schools were shut down. The govern-
ment was supposed to open a better and 
bigger school in the area, but it never 
happened. They also did not provide any 
way of transportation for students. 
Thankfully, in 2009, Wadi with my coor-
dination we managed to arrange trans-
portation for students in Tutaqal, Dar-
aquta and other villages around Mamlese 
area; through the bus students were 
being collected and transported to a 
school closer to their area.

This project was so great because we 
were also working on supporting the pa-
rents in order to send their children to 
school. I don’t think even the govern-
ment can do a job like Wadi did because 
this project was so effective. Now, all the 
students who Wadi supported are univer-
sity graduates and some are working as 
teachers in their areas. This is a great ho-
nor and the effects can be seen.

In here, two things are very much neglec-
ted which are education and public 
health. I have data that shows of all the 
63 registered villages in the area, there 
are 5 health clinics and one health cen-
ter.

Furthermore, another project I am cur-
rently doing with Wadi is the documen-
tation of the unseen pictures of the vic-
tims of Anfal Campaign in the area. For 
people this is a great historical project. I 
can say Aghjalar, Askar, Jalamord, Gop-
tapa, Kani Hanjer have the largest histo-
rical archives in Kurdistan because back 
in the days, there was a famous photo-
grapher here named Haji Kaka Aulla. 
This work started through a friend of 
mine his name was Jauhar Kani Hanjere, 
he informed me that there are important 
materials to archive since I was already 
working in media and photography, he 
suggested for me to do the archiving.

Now, we are actively working through 
Wadi’s support and coordinating with 
authorities and relevant departments 
and universities.

I believe we have now reached a crucial 
point where the project has passed be-
yond the local frame and is heading to-
wards an international level. So far, we 
were able to create a number of good 
quality documentaries like “The Unseen 
Pictures of Anfal Campaign” that has 
won 16 awards. Currently I am working 
on 3 other documentaries. For now, a 
Brazilian team has contacted us to trans-
late our work to Portuguese, French and 
Spanish and this team soon will visit 
Wadi.
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Shokh: thank you for that infor-
mation, I really want people to 
know the details of the documen-
tation project I hope you can 
elaborate later. I really see so 
much power and will in your 
activities, why are you so passio-
nate about this work?

I have a lot of passion and love for this 
work, because I am a photographer and, 
I am also a history teacher, I understand 
and value the importance of documenta-
tion. I remember when I first saw the old 
picture of my grandfather, I felt so much 
joy. Imagine how nice it would be for so-
meone who took a photo at the age of six 
and then seeing that picture again when 
they turn 30 or 40.

In the future these people would pass 
away and all their stories would remain 
along with the tradition and culture of 
the area. For example, if you look at an 
old photo of a Kurdish lady wearing the 
Kurdish clothes, you won’t see any traces 
of Arabic or Western type of influence. I 

believe there are many angles of this pro-
ject that can be worked on using many 
mediums. Although this is a slow pro-
gressing project, each step we take is a 
milestone.

Recently, a British university also showed 
interest in supporting me to study this 
work on academic levels in the UK. Only 
due to the language limitations I am un-
able to take the offer. I do think in the 
future it is important for wadi to take 
some archiving trainings on academic le-
vels to further develop the project.

Shokh: So, would you please  
tell us how do you work on the 
documentation project?

Like I said, this is a long-term project. We 
currently are working with six villages 
Goptapa, Askar, Kani Hanjer, Gilnaghaj, 
Jalamord and Tutaqal. Archiving has 
been completed for three villages. Usual-
ly in every house it takes time to scan 
everyone’s photos because the equip-
ment (scanner/computer) are limited 
and they take 3 to six minutes to be pro-
cessed and sometimes the families have 
many members.

My purpose for this project is for people 
to know that this project belongs to 
them, not to me or wadi or anyone else.  
Let me tell you, many times when people 
bring me their photo albums, beneath 
the new photos there are so many old 
photos. Believe me, there are people 
whose entire family fell victim to the  An-
fal-Campaign, but they still trust me to 
scan their pictures and documents. That’s 
why creating trust is vital for this project.

…THIS IS A LONG-
TERM PROJECT. 
WE CURRENTLY ARE 
WORKING WITH 
SIX VILLAGES.
Mamosta Hemn
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…BECAUSE WADI 
WORKS IN REMOTE 
AREAS IN GARMIAN, 
RANYA AND OTHER 
DISTRICTS AND SUB-
DISTRICTS, THE EFFECT 
CAN BE SEEN. 
Mamosta Hemn

I also never separated myself from the 
people. Although I currently live in Su-
laymaniyah however I return back to 
Goptapa at least one or two times in a 
week. Furthermore, I have a good relati-
onship with relatives of those who are in 
the photos, and have good coordination 
with relative authorities and education 
departments. I have explained to them 
the importance of this project. Fortunate-
ly, they are helpful and we have all the 
needed coordination to implement this 
project. Additionally, there is the house 
of someone named Jalal who have many 
victims of Anfal in their family, he is rea-
dy to specify and donate a land for this 
project if we could use it as monument in 
the future. This is all due to people view-
ing it as their own project.

Another important point is that right 
now there are some media outlets who 
understand and know the importance of 
these projects like Rudaw, whom I select 
various stories for and they make docu-

mentary out of it. So far, we did two fea-
tures in Goptapa and Jalamord and next 
work will be in Askar. Hence, it is very 
important to relay those stories through 
cinema because it is a universal langua-
ge.

Nowadays I am trying to establish a good 
connection with some educational insti-
tutes within Kurdistan especially the his-
tory departments in various universities.

Shokh: Mamosta Henm, from 
what we see now within the 
youth, there is little interest 
about history and past, they 
maybe more interested in new 
innovations and future outlooks. 
In your opinion how important is 
it to involve the youth in such 
projects to divert their attention 
back to history?

I believe this project transcends addres-
sing just history and archiving, it addres-
ses environment too. When the Anfal 
campaign happened, it did not just kill 
people. It killed animals, plants, conta-
minated water sources, in Goptapa we 
used to have a large green space and all 
of them were affected. In Goptapa village 
we have a statue named “Scream” that 
showcases all the animals who were also 
affected by the chemical weapons. That’s 
why, we can work on ideas like when 
those archived pictures are returned to 
their families and homes, we also plant a 
tree in their homes signaling the return 
of their loved one(s).  

Through projects like these, we will be 
able to bring back prosperity to these 
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areas and improve their environment 
too. We can create individuals who feel 
responsibility to not harm their environ-
ment and keep it clean. We must work on 
influencing a generation to feel accoun-
table and responsible towards their ho-
mes, streets, towns and villages. I am 
emphasizing on towns and villages be-
cause unfortunately in the cities you see 
many places for example like bus stati-
ons that are all damaged. That’s why we 
need to work on creating responsible in-
dividual from primary stages in schools. I 
want to encourage every single child in 
my area and teach them to respect the 
facilities that they have, despite all the 
shortcomings that there are.

Like the people my age, we all finished 
school with much hardships and now we 
work as teachers. So, we really need to 
teach children now to be better and he-
althier people and improve their envi-
ronment and situations. From my obser-
vations, there is a lot of man power and 
desire to work and learn in this area 
especially when it comes to voluntary 
work.

For example, in Goptapa we have a group 
of 150 young volunteers, who are ready 
to work on anything that is benefiting 
the village and the area, they really ex-
ceed expectations with how active they 
are.

WADI MEMBERS HEMN ABDULLAH AND SHOKH MOHAMMED



22

It is also the same reason I am here today 
because I want to help and encourage 
many people like me who can represent 
their areas and work for them. Last week 
I asked Wadi if they can support a small-
scale football championship, but my re-
quest was not only from Wadi and thank-
fully we managed to get good funds for it 
somewhere else.

Shokh: As Wadi all our projects 
are people-centered (from people 
to people) because we believe a 
responsible individual would turn 
in to a good citizen. I want to ask 
what do you think of when you 
hear the term citizenship?  

There is a huge difference between those 
who work on volunteer bases and those 
who work as job in a governmental sec-
tor. In a job, you do your duties and you 
get paid. But with volunteer work, you’re 
not bound by time, place or specific du-
ties. For example, our team of divers, 
when someone drowns in the river, the 
team is there from dusk till dawn, but as 
a job one might just leave after their wor-
king hour is finished. This is the differen-
ce between being a citizen and an emp-
loyee.

That is why our project with Wadi always 
had a citizenship approach because we 
never stopped working despite not ha-
ving funds and we continued and endu-
red harsh conditions. Also, by day people 
support this project more and more and 
it makes me very happy when we work 
with a citizen mindset to serve our socie-
ties.

Shokh: My next question is rela-
ted to volunteering, what do you 
think is need to be done as civil 
society organizations or in gene-
ral to increase and encourage the 
youth for voluntary work?

I would say is it important to mingle with 
people in the area, get to know their cul-
ture, religion, get an understanding of 
their situations on social levels. Unfortu-
nately, if you look at the data from direc-
torate of non-governmental NGOs, you 
will see there are hundreds of NGOs who 
are nothing but a name or have been 
created for specific purposes and intents. 
Of course, I don’t mean to belittle their 
work because I think the work NGOs do 
is good. However, they are not focusing 
on the remote areas. Unlike Wadi as they 
have the least amount of activity within 
the city-centers. This is really important. 
With Anfalstan, we used to say we work 
around the year for the case of Anfal 
Campaign, however on the 16th of 
March (the day it happened), we will be 
silent. In contrast, all the NGOs who wor-
ked on Anfal case were silent throughout 
the year but were active on that day.

That is why the fact that Wadi works in 
remote areas in Garmayn, Ranya and ot-
her districts and sub-districts, their effect 
can be seen. Back in the days, I spoke to 
five children and they were asking for 
toys to play with. Based on their requests 
we were able to set up a small playg-
round in the area. That is why this pro-
ject was considered as people’s project.

In Kurdistan there are so many active 
people but they need to assembled in an 
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association. In my area, I can create good 
teams of young people in each village. 
Again, I emphasize that Wadi needs to 
increase their activities in Chamchamal 
area especially in the education and 
health sector, mainly focusing on raising 
awareness on health topics like women’s 
health. It is really important to empower 
women and girls in our area. I believe 
women live in much harder conditions 
than men in this society

Shokh: Mamosta Hemn it feels 
like you know my next question 
already, I want to ask from a 
man’s perspective what do you 
think is needed to be done by 
women for developing the area 
and how to increase their partici-
pation?

Well, the standards are very different 
from city centers to remote area. For 
example, if you go out in the morning 
and return back home at 4pm it would be 
okay, but for women in villages they can-
not leave their houses for an hour wit-
hout permission. Awareness raising is 
very needed in this area. I believe before 
even working with the women, a team 
needs to first address awareness raising 
with men especially in regards to wo-
men. Because there are so many men 
who never once read or watched a pro-
gram about women’s health or reproduc-
tive health. That’s why I think a mobile 
health team is much needed to inform 
men about the physical and psychologi-
cal aspects of women.

Women have a very difficult job, with 
house work, child rearing despite all that 
work there are men who beat their wi-
ves. I suggest to involve even the religi-
ous leaders and use Friday speech for 
awareness in regards women’s rights and 
environment. I don’t think we did enough 
work to empower women in the villages. 
For example: there women in my village 
who love sports and they have the physi-
cal abilities and talents to do it. but there 
are no opportunities to pursue this desi-
re. So, they just leave it. I think we should 
also think about creating female volun-
teer groups, there are good conditions 
for it.

… IT‘S IMPORTANT 
TO MINGLE WITH 
PEOPLE IN THE AREA, 
GET TO KNOW THEIR 
CULTURE, RELIGION, 
GET AN UNDERSTAN-
DING OF THEIR 
SITUATIONS ON SOCIAL 
LEVELS. 
Mamosta Hemn
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Shokh: Mamosta Hemn you are 
definitely trying to be an exem-
plary citizen, I want you to share 
with us a success story in your 
area, how did you solve a prob-
lem or managed to assist your 
community in a specific situa-
tion?

In Chamchamal we created a group of 
young volunteers called “RA” (meaning 
opinion) they also work on managing a 
page of Facebook. In this group there are 
representatives from Chamchamal, Ta-
kya, Shorish, Aghjalar and other districts. 
Through this group we gathered the in-
puts and needs of these areas and pre-
sented them to relevant parties and aut-
horities. We recently met with Qubad 
Talabani and we took with us the mana-
ger of Goptapa library who was the only 
woman in the group and presented the 
needs of the area. Soon after, they came 
to help with the needs and they are now 
at final stages. Had we not gone there 
and asked for the support, the govern-
ment would not have initiated the con-
tact. So, it is really important for the 
youth to take their needs to relevant par-
ties and to keep trying even if their re-
quests got rejected.

In Goptapa village, we have a group of 
volunteers specific for the village and we 
have a social media page for the activi-
ties of the village. Many media outlets 
contact us through the page if they can 
reuse our materials. Similarly, there is a 
huge working force in this village becau-
se we have many farming fields and on 
daily based the youth who work there 
make videos and they send it to the page. 

We also have a section to introduce acti-
ve people within the area. In this way we 
encourage these people to stay active in 
their respective fields. I hope other villa-
ges and area take these ideas from Gop-
tapa and implement them in their own 
villages.

Another example would be the Goptapa 
bridge. It was constructed back in 2013-
2014. However, there were no facilities 
like electricity and it was not even dyed. 
But through a request from our social 
media page, within two days, we mana-
ged to bring the relevant authorities on 
board and we used their equipment to 
clean the bridge, provide electricity and 
dye the bridge. So, it really is our at-
tempts that brings prosperity and de-
velopment to our villages.

… WE HAVE A SOCIAL 
MEDIA PAGE FOR 
THE ACTIVITIES OF THE 
VILLAGE. MANY MEDIA 
OUTLETS CONTACT 
US THROUGH THE PAGE 
IF THEY CAN REUSE 
OUR MATERIALS. 
Mamosta Hemn



25

Shokh: like you said these activi-
ties are useful indeed. Do you 
think these activities will help 
making responsible individuals 
on a long run?

Yes indeed. We have many examples. 
Like our divers’ team. In our Area, there 
is a governmental divers’ team that has 
been established four years ago in Aghja-
lar, but they don’t have a boat even, yet 
their main job is to save people in the ri-
ver. For our volunteer group of divers, we 
used our social media page to request for 
support as they had no equipment and 
still, they were assisting people. Thank-
fully, we managed to get them the nee-
ded support. We even managed to get a 
boat for the Aghjalar’s diver team. That’s 
why I believe even a small comment on 
Facebook is a huge support for those 
young men.

I believe this is a great example. We real-
ly need to go beyond the complains ab-
out political parties, shortcomings from 
government, we as citizens must not lack 
when it comes to caring for our areas. It 
is me who lives in my village and if it has 
a good environment and clean air, I am 
the one benefiting from it. if I supported 
the school in my village, my kids will get 
the benefit and not the government. 
Hence, we need to build accountable in-
dividuals who feel responsible towards 
their society.

Shokh: What are the challenges 
you faced doing this work?

On personal levels, I gave a lot of time 
for this project and not given enough 

time to my family. However, it is a great 
honor because history will tell my chil-
dren about what their father has done 
for his community. I know I may not re-
ceive the deserving compensation for all 
the work I do, but I know how proud my 
children would be of me when people 
know who their father is and for me this 
respect is priceless. There were times 
where I was arrested too. One time I was 
arrested for doing a photography work 
and thankfully Wadi and Omer Moham-
med, managed to intervene and then I 
was released and I received an apology.

 So naturally every job has its own chal-
lenges but at times for me it feels harder. 
Because I am a father, a teacher and I de-
voted my time to serve the youth in my 
area and I feel responsible to support 
their growth. Kurdistan is also unstable 
and the conditions of work keep on chan-
ging. However, I am very proud of the 
little services that I managed to do for 
my community. I can only hope people 
are satisfied with the work that I do.

Shokh: What are your suggesti-
ons for projects and works that 
would further develop the area?

I believe focusing on two major areas like 
education and public health is vital for 
this area to develop. If we have a good 
education, we would have healthy indi-
viduals mentally and physically. They in 
turn would be able to do good work, and 
by contrast, if they are not well educated 
or healthy, they cannot do a good job. 
That is why I believe any society that has 
a good education system is a healthy so-
ciety.
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If possible, I suggest to set up mobile 
health awareness team and to consist for 
example of one Wadi staff and two other 
local staff from the area itself and take 
their activities to the villages, out of the 
63 villages in the area 40 of them are ha-
bitant and active. For all these villages 
there are only 6 health clinics and 1 
health center. What about everyone else?

If these teams are trained academically, 
they would be able to train workers at 
the health clinics, they would be able to 
address farmers on the effects of pestici-
des and fertilizers on their health and 
crops.

Furthermore, it would be great to do pro-
jects that is focusing on children. Here 
children up to age of six all they see of 
amusement park is in form of advertise-
ment on TV, which is a huge psychologi-
cal torture for children in villages. If you 
ask children in villages, where do they 
want to go in the city, the first thing they 
say is the amusement park. That is why it 
is important to pay extra attention to 
children’s needs before the age of six.

I think what Wadi is currently doing with 
the PlayBus project is so great because 
the bus takes the toys and the projects to 
them aiming for villages that are remote 
and have no services, there is really not 
enough praise to this project that I can 
give.

I am representing my area because I have 
visited every village. For example, in Ja-
lamord village that has around 150 fami-
lies 478 people of them were victims in 
Anfal Campaign. They have the largest 

number of victims for one location in 
Kurdistan. This village used to have a 
health clinic and school which both are 
closed currently. There are no more faci-
lities to encourage living in this village 
anymore, and few houses and families 
are left in the village. Despite this, there 
are people who say even if they die, they 
would not leave the village. There is an 
old lady in Goptapa village, Aunt Aish, 
who lost 19 members of her family in An-
fal campaign. The government gave her 
a land in chamchamal, but she rejected 
and said “even if they gave me the whole 
of Chamchamal, I won’t leave Goptapa 
till I die”.

… HERE, CHILDREN 
UP TO AGE OF SIX, ALL 
THEY SEE OF THE 
AMUSEMENT PARK IS 
IN FORM OF ADVERTISE-
MENT ON TV, 
WHICH IS A HUGE 
PSYCHOLOGICAL 
TORTURE FOR THEM. 
Mamosta Hemn
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It is really unfortunate so many people 
left their villages, because the govern-
ment built residential units for them in 
the cities. As a result, a huge decrease of 
man power occurred and the loss of busi-
ness of farming and cattle and local pro-
ducts. They made people into only con-
sumers with no production.

Now, there are too many people in the 
towns and cities, the government cannot 
provide enough electricity, services or 
even enough water sources. Last year, in 
Chamchamal, every 15 days water was 
provided to people.

Officially Goptapa is one of very few vil-
lages that has a reversed migration. Peo-
ple are returning from the cities to the 
village, because Goptapa has vast lands 
suitable for farming. We have people 
who are living in Erbil and Taqtaq and 
Koya, who own fishing fields in Goptapa 
or bought a land and created jobs for se-
veral young men to work on the farming 
fields.

I believe the more we invest in the 
youth’s skills and abilities the better.
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