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M
arch always holds a great signif-

icance for the Kurdish people, 

as it commemorates historic 

agreements, political shifts, and events of 

deep cultural importance. This year is no 

different, but it is amplified by numerous 

political developments that are reshaping 

the outlook for Kurds.

Perhaps the most groundbreaking devel-

opment is the recent agreement between 

Damascus and the administration in 

Western Kurdistan (northern Syria), also 

known as Rojava. For the first time since 

Syria’s inception, Kurdish rights have been 

officially recognized. While this milestone 

has been met with widespread optimism, 

questions remain: will the Syrian regime 

under Ahmad al-Sharaa genuinely uphold 

these rights in a post-Assad future?

Meanwhile, in Türkiye, the peace process 

has taken a dramatic turn. On February 

27, Abdullah Ocalan, the imprisoned PKK 

leader, called on the Kurdistan Workers’ 

Party to disarm and dissolve. His message 

has sparked cautious optimism among 

officials in Turkiye and the international 

community.

As these events evolve, the Kurdistan 

Region remains committed to working 

toward peace and dialogue with both na-

tions. Recent meetings held by President 

Masoud Barzani with Syrian Democratic 

Forces Commander Mazloum Abdi and a 

delegation from Turkiye have reinforced 

the call for dialogue and reconciliation. 

As regional tensions fluctuate, the Kurdish 

leadership remains committed to fostering 

peace through negotiation and support-

ing talks between Kurds, Turkiye, and the 

emerging Syrian administration.

In Iraq, political and economic dis-

putes are intensifying. The dispute 

over Kurdish oil exports has drawn 

international attention, with U.S. 

officials urging Baghdad to strike a 

balance between sovereignty and eco-

nomic pragmatism. If Iraq intends 

to maintain strong bilateral relations 

with the United States, it must navi-

gate these tensions carefully and limit 

external influence.

Another dramatic event occurred on 

March 14, when a U.S. airstrike exe-

cuted with Iraqi and Kurdish support 

eliminated ISIS’s second-in-com-

mand, Abdullah Makki Muslih al-Ri-

fai, also known as Abu Khadijah. 

U.S. President Donald Trump took 

to Truth Social, declaring, “PEACE 

THROUGH STRENGTH,” while 

commending U.S., Iraqi, and Kurdish 

forces for the joint operation.

Against the backdrop of these trans-

formative events, this issue of Kurd-

istan Chronicle explores a range of 

topics – art, mythology, music, craft-

manship, refugee support, sports, and 

the enduring legacies of influential 

Kurdish and American leaders – the 

entire spectrum of the rich cultural 

life of the Kurdish people is on dis-

play.

Key March events in Kurdish 
history 

March 1: Kurds honor the legacy of 

General Mustafa Barzani, the father 

of the Kurdish revolution and a cen-

tral figure in modern Kurdish politics. 

Barzani passed away on this day in 

1979 in Washington D.C. 

March 5: The 1991 uprising against 

Saddam Hussein’s Ba’athist regime 

began on this day in Ranya. Spreading 

rapidly, the peshmerga and hundreds 

of thousands of Kurdish men and 

women reclaimed nearly all major cit-

ies, paving the way for the Kurdistan 

Region’s first democratic elections in 

1992 and the establishment of the 

Kurdistan Regional Government.

March 11: This day marks the 

Iraqi-Kurdish Autonomy Agreement 

of 1970, also known as the March 

Accord, when Baghdad formally 

recognized the political and cultural 

rights of the Kurdish people for the 

first time.

March 14: This date commemorates 

the 122nd birthday of General Mus-

tafa Barzani, a key architect of the 

modern Kurdish struggle for libera-

tion, democracy, and self-determina-

tion.

March 16: In a single attack using 

chemical weapons, the Ba’athist re-

gime killed 5,000 innocent Kurdish 

men, women, and children in what 

is known as the 1988 Halabja massa-

cre. This atrocity was part of the An-

fal Campaign, which took the lives of 

182,000 Kurdish people.

March 20: The 1991 uprisings culmi-

nated in the liberation of the oil-rich 

city of Kirkuk, a defining moment in 

the Kurdish revolutionary movement.

March 21: Newroz! The Kurdish 

New Year brings joy, color, and tra-

dition, as families gather to partici-

pate in vibrant festivities and rituals. 

Coinciding with the vernal equinox, 

it is a public holiday in the Kurdistan 

Region observed over three days.

Nahro Zagros

is the Editor-in-Chief of 
Kurdistan Chronicle.

March
A Defining Month for the Kurds

76



Publishers: Botan Tahseen

Marewan Nasraddin Hawramy

Editor in Chief: Nahro Zagros 

Managing Editor: Shamal Abdulla

Editors: John Bowlus

Geoffrey Ballinger

Board Member: Jan Dost

Senior Reporter: Sardar Sattar 

Graphic Designer: Hilal Çelik 

Features: Qassim Khidhir

Photograph Editor: Safin Hamid 

Photographers: Sabr Dri

Mohammed Dargalayi

Liaison: Aveen Howrami

US Desk: Goran Shakhawan

info@kurdistanchronicle.com

Kurdistan Chronicle                    Kurdistan Chronicle                     Kurdistan Chronicle                     Kurdistan Chronicle                     Kurdistan Chronicle     

Dreaming Big
Kurdistan at the World Governments Summit
8-13

Ministry of Peshmerga Aims to Increase Female 
Participation
14-17

Kurdistan Still Home to a Quarter of a Million 
Refugees
18-21

Challenges Facing the Kurdistan Regional 
Government in 2025
22-27

The Photographer Who Witnessed Halabja’s Horror
28-31

A Son, a Father, and the Inspiration of General 
Mustafa Barzani
32-37

Strengthening Partnership Between Kurdistan and 
Armenia
38-43

Kurdistan’s Pension Reforms
44-49

A Christian Village in the Heart of Kurdistan 
Mountains
50-53

Olivier Weber’s Reflection on Kurdistan
54-57

An American Craftsman’s Love for Kurdistan
58-63

Rising from the Ashes
A Tobacco Factory Becomes a Creative Hub
64-67

Jimmy Carter’s Legacy of Peace, Human Rights, and 
the Kurds
68-71

Crossing from Hell
Surviving Sednaya Prison
72-77

12 Years in Kurdistan
78-81

Zagros Mountains
Decoding the Earth’s Interior
82-85

Kurdish Survival Vocabulary
86-89

Illustrations Inspired by Kurdish Culture
90-93

A Journey Through Kurdish Mythology
94-97

Origins of Kurdish Melody in Oriental Music
98-101

A Kurdish Tale of Beauty and Tragedy
102-105

Klash
A Cultural and Creative Footwear Made to Last
106-111

Musician Defends Her People
112-115

How a Kurdish Club is Redefining Iraqi Football
116-121

The Kurdish Wheatear
122-125

Poetry 
126-127

Wildlife
128

CONTENTS

Wildlife 128
Bla挀欀-Wing攀搀 K椀琀e

(Elanus Caeruleus)

98



DIPLOMACY

W
idely seen as the beacon of hope 

in a volatile region, the Kurd-

istan Region keeps dreaming 

big for a brighter future. Its leadership 

embraces learning from others’ success 

stories without merely copying them. To 

understand better what that might entail, 

it is useful to look at the engagement of a 

high-level Kurdish delegation during the 

three-day World Governments Summit in 

Dubai.

Held annually in February, the summit 

brings together governments, interna-

tional organizations, thought leaders, 

and private sector leaders from around 

the globe to foster international coop-

eration and identify innovative solutions 

for future challenges, ultimately inspiring 

and empowering the next generation of 

governments. The 2025 event convened 

under the theme Shaping Future Govern-

ments.

On February 10, Kurdistan Regional 

Government (KRG) Prime Minister Mas-

rour Barzani arrived in Dubai. Accom-

panied by a high-level delegation, the 

Kurdish leader focused on strengthening 

diplomatic and economic ties between 

the Kurdistan Region and participating 

countries, exploring new opportunities 

for cooperation in trade, investment, eco-

nomics, and addressing key regional and 

international developments.

Learning from each other 

Through his participation at the World 

Governments Summit, Prime Minister 

Barzani intended to demonstrate his gov-

ernment’s commitment to international 

engagement and to reinforce the Kurdis-

tan Region’s position as a key and reliable 

partner on the global stage, as reported by 

the Prime Minister’s Office.

As part of the summit’s program, the 

Kurdish leader participated in a special 

panel discussion titled “Navigating Chal-

lenges, Embracing Opportunities,” em-

phasizing the importance of international 

cooperation and the exchange of success-

ful experiences between countries to ad-

dress common challenges and achieve 

sustainable development.

Prime Minister Barzani also reiterat-

ed how the Kurdistan Region’s security 

and stability have played a crucial role in 

attracting investment and driving eco-

nomic growth. He emphasized the gov-

ernment’s ongoing efforts to diversify 

revenue sources and boost the private sec-

tor to create job opportunities for young 

people and reduce over-reliance on public 

sector employment. 

“In order to create jobs, you always need 

to look at the middle class, you always 

need to look at the entrepreneurs because 

these are the people who are providing 

the greatest number of jobs for those who 

are looking to work. I don’t intend to 

make the government the only platform 

to create employees. The private sector 

can, in fact, help the government reduce 

the size of the public sector,” Prime Min-

Dreaming Big
Kurdistan at the World 
Governments Summit

Sardar Sattar

is a translator and 
journalist based in the 

Kurdistan Region. He has 
translated several books 
and political literature 

into Kurdish and English. 
He writes regularly for 
local and international 

newspapers and journals.
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Kurdistan Regional Government Prime 
Minister Masrour Barzani meeting with UAE 
President Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan in 
Dubai (February 12, 2025)
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ister Barzani told the panel moderated by Abdulla Lootah, Direc-

tor-General of the UAE’s Federal Competitiveness and Statistics 

Authority.

Digitization

Regarding digital governance, Prime Minister Barzani under-

scored that the KRG is committed to digitizing public services to 

improve transparency, combat corruption, and streamline admin-

istrative procedures, ensuring better services for citizens.

“We have a very aggressive reform program for digitalizing our 

systems, whether it’s public services, the economy, financial insti-

tutions, business-to-business commerce, or tradition small busi-

nesses,” he stressed. “We are looking at how best we can create 

systems where citizens can easily deal with life’s daily tasks and 

obtain the services they need, even in their interactions with the 

government, without having to go through cumbersome bureau-

cratic procedures.”

Prime Minister Barzani also emphasized the importance of build-

ing a resilient and flexible economy that can adapt to global 

changes. In this goal, diversifying the Kurdistan Region’s reve-

nue sources and enhancing the private sector are key pillars of the 

KRG’s long-term economic strategy.

Addressing the Erbil-Baghdad relations, Prime Minister Barzani 

stated that the KRG is committed to resolving political disputes 
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Kurdistan Regional Government Prime 
Minister Masrour Barzani arriving in Dubai 
to take part in the World Governments Summit 
2025 (February 10, 2025)

Kurdistan Regional Government Prime Minister Masrour Barzani and UAE Minister of Cabinet Affairs Mohammad al-Gergawi signing an 
MoU on the sidelines of the World Governments Summit 2025 in Dubai (February 12, 2025)

KRG Prime Minister Masrour Barzani meeting with Odile Renaud-Basso, President of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
(February 11, 2025)
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with the federal government. He reiterated that 

dialogue and negotiations are the best options 

for achieving stability and prosperity in Iraq.

Reflecting on the future of the Kurdistan Region, 

he reaffirmed that despite challenges, the Kurd-

istan Region remains on a path of progress and 

prosperity.

Relations with the UAE

While in Dubai, Prime Minister Barzani was also 

welcomed by Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, 

President of the UAE. According to the official 

readout of the meeting, both sides emphasized 

the importance of strengthening bilateral co-

operation and further enhancing friendly KRG-

UAE relations across various sectors.

The Kurdish leader later also met with other 

UAE leaders and regional political figures, in-

cluding Hamdan bin Mohammed bin Rashid 

Al Maktoum who serves as the Crown Prince 

of Dubai, the UAE Deputy Prime Minister, and 

the Minister of Defense. Prime Minister Barzani 

also met with the health, investment, and interior 

ministers, as well as the Secretary General of the 

Gulf Cooperation Council and the President of 

the European Bank for Reconstruction and De-

velopment. 

Before his departure, Prime Minister Barzani also 

joined the UAE Minister of Cabinet Affairs Mo-

hammad Al Gergawi to oversee the signing of a 

memorandum of understanding (MoU) between 

the KRG and the UAE. 

The KRG said in a statement following the cer-

emony that the MoU aims to enhance cooper-

ation through knowledge exchange and gov-

ernance modernization. The agreement builds 

upon an existing MoU between the two sides, 

which is now extended for another five years. It 

focuses on sharing expertise in governance, lever-

aging the UAE’s advanced experience to improve 

government affairs, strengthening institutions, 

and developing human capacity.

“I’m pleased to announce that today at the World 

Governments Summit 2025 with His Excellency 

Mohammad Al Gergawi, we renewed the MoU 

between the Kurdistan Region and the UAE for 

another five years, to apply their expertise in re-

form, public sector, and human resource devel-

opment,” Prime Minister Barzani said after the 

signing ceremony. 
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Kurdistan Regional Government Prime Minister Masrour Barzani during an exclusive interview with Al-Arabiya TV 
on the sidelines of the World Governments Summit 2025 (February 14, 2025)

KRG Prime Minister Masrour Barzani at the World Governments Summit (February 13, 2025) 

1514



DEFENSE

Ministry of Peshmerga Aims to 
Increase Female Participation

I
n a farewell interview on Septem-

ber 27, Dutch Colonel Walter van 

Bijlevelt told Kurdistan Chronicle 

that the Ministry of Peshmerga Affairs 

(MoPA) aims to increase female par-

ticipation in the MoPA from 1% to 

6%. 

“I can live with that aim, because 

that means that they have to increase 

at least from 1% to 6%, which is an 

enormous amount. So if they man-

aged that I would be very happy and 

impressed.” 

“I’m convinced that 50% of all the 

intellect and knowledge in the Kurd-

istan Region is kept by women. Ev-

ery organization should realize that 

women have a lot of potential, and 

you have to use that in a proper way. 

Unfortunately, the MoPA has only 

1% female participation. The Ministry 

realizes this and is willing to work to 

increase the number of female pesh-

merga.”

The Netherlands, Italy, France, Ger-

many, the UK, and the United States 

are part of the Multinational Advisory 

Group (MNAG), which supports the 

unification of the partisan Patriotic 

Union of Kurdistan’s ‘70s’ peshmerga 

units and the Kurdistan Democratic 

Party’s ‘80s’ units under the com-

mand of the MoPA.

One key focus of the Dutch military 

advisor is gender equality in line with 

the aims of the Consulate-General 

of the Netherlands in Erbil, as stated 

in their four-year plan. “In gener-

al, people are very supportive of the 

idea of male-female equality and of 

more women participation within the 

MOPA.” 

The Kurdistan Regional Govern-

ment’s High Council for Women and 

Development (HCWD) announced 

on X that it had discussed boosting 

female participation with the MOPA 

on July 19, led by HCWD Secre-

tary-General Khanzad Ahmad.

Promoting gender equality

“Almost everyone is supportive of 

gender equality, but in reality women 

still make up just 1% of the peshmerga. 

Fortunately, there is a program to in-

crease that number to 6%. The plan is 

not bad but the tempo is, I think, too 

slow,” said van Bijlevelt.

“My job as a military advisor and as 

part of the MNAG is to look for op-

portunities to speed it up a little bit. 

By law there is no difference between 

men and women within the MoPA, 

but in reality we all know we are not 

there yet. My experience with female 

peshmerga is that they are mostly very 

motivated to serve their country, bet-

ter educated, and very disciplined. I 

even spoke to a young and inspiring 

female officer who graduated at the 

top of her class at the academy.” 

Van Bijlevelt also said that female re-

cruitment is challenging because the 

70s and 80s are independently adding 

personnel to the MoPA. This unco-

ordinated influx makes it difficult to 

implement a structured recruitment 

program, especially for women. The 

activities of the MoPA’s four recruit-

ment centers are still on hold as long 

as the ministry does not know what 

troops the 70s and 80s will deliver to 

the MoPA. Additionally, it faces bud-

getary challenges because many pesh-

My experience with female 
peshmerga is that they are 

mostly very motivated 
to serve their country, 

better educated, and very 
disciplined
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Wladimir van 
Wilgenburg

is a seasoned reporter and 
analyst who specializes

in Kurdish affairs, and 
holds a Master’s degree 
in Kurdish studies from 
Exeter University, UK.

A female peshmerga officer during 
her graduation ceremony
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merga need to retire to make space 

for the new generation.

Van Bijlevelt mentioned that the 

Netherlands’ Consulate-General has 

begun efforts to support the creation 

of a female formation in the MoPA 

and to integrate a female unit from 

the 70s into this unit. The history of 

the Kurdistan Region demonstrates 

that female participation in combat 

has remained high since the begin-

ning of the 20th century. A good 

example is the so-called “Sun Bat-

talion,” a 100%-female fighting unit 

lead by Khatoon Khider during the 

war against ISIS. “So, don’t tell me 

women should not be in a fighting 

unit,” van Bijlevelt said. 

He said the goal is to make a regi-

ment where there would be space for 

women who want to serve in a female 

unit. “We had to start somewhere, 

and so we started with this unit lo-

cated in Sulaymaniyah. Of course, we 

also created the possibility for women 

in units in Duhok and Erbil to join 

the same regiment. So we end up with 

units in Erbil, in Sulaymaniyah, and 

in Duhok. We started with a battalion 

staff with enough positions for wom-

en all over the Kurdistan Region.” 

He underlined that the idea is to al-

low women to work in female regi-

ments or choose from various other 

jobs within the MoPA. In this way, 

they can choose a safe, all-women 

unit or pursue other roles. The female 

regiment serves as a framework to 

build an operational force of peshmer-

ga women.

He added that the gender equality 

project is part of the 28 reform proj-

ects being undertaken by the MoPA 

and sponsored by the MNAG.

“It’s project number 12. There is a 

project plan that is not yet signed off 

on, but basically the ideas are okay. 

I’m very curious about what will hap-

pen then, but unfortunately my tour 

is ending.”

Dutch focus on Baghdad

Last year, the Dutch military deployed 

approximately 250 soldiers to Bagh-

dad for the NATO mission and is set 

to take command in May. Meanwhile, 

120 Dutch troops previously in Erbil 

have left, leaving only five Dutch sol-

diers in the Kurdistan Region.

“Most of the participation in Iraq 

from the Netherlands is now focused 

on Baghdad, so we do not have many 

trainers from the Netherlands here,” 

van Bijlevelt said. “But sometimes we 

ask trainers from the Netherlands to 

come over and conduct training ses-

sions.”

He added that last September a train-

ing session on project management 

was held in order to help the MoPA 

staff with decision-making processes.

The Wall Street Journal reported on 

September 20 that the United States 

and Iraq have reached an agreement 

for the withdrawal of U.S. and other 

foreign troops from Iraq by the end 

of 2026, although a small number of 

U.S. troops will stay, most likely in the 

Kurdistan Region.

“We have a new situation in the up-

coming few years. We now have six 

contributing countries in the Kurd-

istan Region: Italy, France, Germany, 

the UK, the Netherlands, and the 

United States, as well as a seventh 

entity within the MNAG, which is 

Operation Inherent Resolve, or the 

U.S.-led coalition.”

Bilateral agreements

Van Bijlevelt emphasized that this 

anti-ISIS coalition will gradually be 

phased out and replaced by bilateral 

agreements between countries. “That 

means that, if the Netherlands thinks 

they should stay in the region, that 

should be because of a bilateral agree-

ment with Baghdad.” 

“Every country now is thinking about 

what would be the best agreement to 

make with Baghdad,” he said. “The 

new reality demands that there still 

be some kind of coordination be-

tween countries; otherwise, we will all 

try to do the same thing, or we will 

have gaps in our information. So that 

means the MNAG remains necessary 

as a coordinating group.” 

“If you ask me, my advice to the 

Netherlands’ government would be 

to stay in the Kurdistan Region be-

cause of the strategic importance in 

the Middle East and the good rela-

tionship that we have built with the 

Kurds over the last five decades.” 

He added that, during his six-month 

tenure, he saw many people who were 

willing to contribute to peshmerga re-

form. “Although the tempo is slower 

than what we would like to see, I’m 

convinced that we are working in 

the right direction together with our 

Kurdish comrades.”

However, he said there’s a lot of mis-

trust among several groups within 

the Kurdistan Region, and within the 

MoPA. “When politics interferes in an 

army, it’s never a good thing. I hope 

that the people within MoPA and the 

70s and 80s try to keep politics out of 

the army.”

Van Bijlevelt said that he especial-

ly enjoyed Kurdish hospitality and 

friendship with locals. “In a way, the 

Kurdistan Region is under my skin, 

meaning part of my heart is now 

Kurdish, and I consider that a compli-

ment. I will really miss the wonderful 

people, their hospitality, the region, 

and the traditions and culture of the 

Kurdish people. These are the things 

to remember, rather than focusing on 

politics. Normal people are great, but 

politicians often have their own agen-

das, which can be difficult to handle 

for us as military advisors.”
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Female peshmerga officers during their graduation ceremony.

A female Peshmerga in the Kurdistan Region.
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A camp for refugees and IDPs in 
the Kurdistan Region. 
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Riyadh Al-Hamadany

is journalist and author 
who has worked at many 
local and international 

media institutions.

HUMANITARIAN
I

n his humble office in Erbil, Jalal 

al-Abdullah, a Syrian-Kurdish lan-

guage professor, tells Kurdistan 

Chronicle about his inspiring journey 

from Qamishli to Erbil, the capital of 

the Kurdistan Region. A success story 

that started from scratch, al-Abdullah 

is a living example of the ability of ref-

ugees and their will to rebuild their 

lives under challenging circumstances.

“I ran a language institute in Qamishli 

for more than seven years before seek-

ing asylum here,” al-Abdullah recalls 

in a tone that mixes the bitterness of 

separation with the hope of a new be-

ginning. The institute offered cours-

es in six different languages: Arabic, 

Kurdish, German, Turkish, English, 

Russian, and Farsi.

2015 was a turning point in al-Abdul-

lah’s life, as that was the year he was 

forced to take refuge in Erbil. “The 

first challenge was purely bureaucrat-

ic,” al-Abdullah explains, referring to 

his struggles with identification papers 

and registration with the UN High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UN-

HCR). But his extensive academic 

experience quickly paved the way for 

him to find opportunities teaching at 

language institutes for two and a half 

years, before he decided to switch to 

private teaching and focus on Arabic 

language teaching.

Kurdistan: A haven for 
286,000 refugees

According to figures published by 

the UNHCR in December 2024, the 

Kurdistan Region hosts 286,171 ref-

ugees, which constitutes 85% of the 

total refugees in Iraq.

According to the UNHCR’s demo-

graphic classification, they are dis-

tributed as follows: 147,972 males, 

138,199 females, 11,101 elderly, and 

49,116 youth (15-24 years old), while 

Kurdistan Still Home to 
a Quarter of a Million Refugees 

The Kurdistan Region is a model for hosting 
refugees despite economic challenges. 

We need greater international support to 
continue providing essential services
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Land of refuge

“Here I feel safe for the first time in 

years,” says Sara Ahmed, a Syrian ref-

ugee living in Dara Shakran camp in 

Erbil. Despite the difficulty of life in 

the camp, she notes that the Kurdish 

people have embraced the refugees as 

though they were part of their family.

Mohammed Ali, a refugee who works 

in a small shop in Duhok Governor-

ate, also praises the treatment of the 

Kurdish people. “I lost everything in 

Syria, but I found a new opportunity 

here. I was able to start my own busi-

ness, and my children go to school. 

We are grateful to the Kurdistan Re-

gional Government.”

In Sulaymaniyah, an Iranian refugee 

named Bahar Hussein tells a similar 

story: “When I arrived two years ago, 

I was scared and alone. Today, I work 

as an English teacher and help new 

refugees adapt.”

In Domiz camp in Duhok, Abu 

Karam, 65, says: “Despite the finan-

cial challenges facing humanitarian 

organizations, the people of Kurdis-

tan have never abandoned us. We feel 

like we are in our second home.”

At the end of our field tour, a UN-

HCR official confirmed that “the 

Kurdistan Region is a model to be 

emulated in hosting refugees despite 

the economic challenges. We need 

greater international support to con-

tinue providing basic services.”

These humanitarian stories embody 

the numbers and statistics, and con-

firm the humanitarian role of the 

Kurdistan Region in embracing and 

welcoming hundreds of thousands of 

refugees seeking a dignified and safe 

life.

The UNHCR explained in its report 

that the majority of refugees and asy-

lum seekers in the region came from 

Western Kurdistan (northeastern Syr-

ia) and other parts of Syria, number-

ing some 266,605 people, followed 

by 9,183 people from Eastern Kurd-

istan (northwestern Iran) and the rest 

of Iran, 8,116 people from Türkiye, 

1,037 people from Palestine, and 

1,230 people from other countries.

Statistics indicate that 20,141 out of 

85,142 refugee families reside in the 

region’s camps. The report revealed 

that the UNHCR requested $203.6 

million to deal with the crisis of dis-

placed persons and asylum seekers in 

Iraq and the Kurdistan Region but 

received only 44% of the requested 

amount.

women and children constitute the 

largest segment, at 203,447 people.

Regarding geographical distribution, 

Erbil tops the list of the host cities 

with 152,535 refugees, followed by 

Duhok with 91,845, then Sulaymani-

yah with 41,791.

What distinguishes Al-Abdullah’s ex-

perience is his ability to build bridges 

of communication with his students 

from different backgrounds. “I suc-

ceeded in forming strong relation-

ships with both Arab and Kurdish 

students,” he says, noting that these 

relationships contributed to enhanc-

ing his understanding of the local 

community as well.

Regarding the refugee experience in 

the Kurdistan Region, al-Abdullah 

offers a striking comparison. “Our sit-

uation as refugees here is much better 

than in neighboring countries,” he 

says, praising the services provided in 

the camps, especially in allowing the 

teaching of the Syrian curriculum, 

which helped preserve the education-

al identity of many refugees.

Al-Abdullah presents a positive per-

spective on integration into Kurdish 

society. He states that the beginning 

was difficult, but with time, many 

refugees around him became part of 

the social fabric of the community. He 

mentioned that the language barrier, 

which was a challenge at first, was 

gradually overcome as the refugees 

learned the Sorani Kurdish dialect: 

“Our children who were born and 

raised here have become fluent in the 

local dialect,” he adds with a smile, 

estimating the lingual integration rate 

to be around 50%.

Regarding his future aspirations, 

al-Abdullah emphasizes his ambition 

to continuously develop his educa-

tional capabilities, especially in light 

of the sharp decline in the level of 

education in Syria. He acknowledges 

that the future holds challenges, but 

also opportunities.

An influx of refugees escaping ISIS.
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Saman Shali

is a Political and Economic 
Analyst based in the 
Kurdistan Region. 

OPINION
T

he Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) has 

faced many political, economic, military, and social 

challenges since 1992, overcoming some of them 

and failing to resolve others. In 2025, it faces many inter-

nal problems in forming its new government and solving 

constitutional disputes with the federal government in 

Baghdad while also managing significant external pres-

sures. 

However, the Kurdistan Region remains a focal point for 

Kurdish aspirations of self-determination and regional in-

fluence. With its autonomy underpinned by Iraq’s feder-

al system, the KRG faces pivotal political, economic, and 

diplomatic choices that will shape the region’s trajectory 

and role in an increasingly unstable Middle East.

Political choices: form a new government, 
deepen federalism, or revisit independence?

Since its establishment in 1992, the KRG has worked to 

solidify its autonomy within Iraq based on the new Iraqi 

constitution. The aftermath of the 2017 

independence referendum, 

which saw over-

whelming support from Kurdistani voters but fierce op-

position from Baghdad and neighboring countries, un-

derscored the limits of pursuing full sovereignty without 

international backing. In 2025, the KRG must decide 

whether to:

1. Pursue power sharing: Negotiations are ongoing fol-

lowing the October 2024 parliamentary elections. The 

Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) secured 39 seats, while 

the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) obtained 23 seats. 

Despite these results, both parties disagree on the positions 

to be filled in the new government and thus have delayed 

its formation. The two parties must work harder to achieve 

an agreement in 2025, as the delay will cause Kurdistan’s 

people to worry about their choices in the parliamentary 

elections. Sources indicate that cabinet formation could 

be postponed until after Iraq’s federal elec-

tions in late 2025, reflecting the 

complex politicaldy-

namics 
Challenges Facing the Kurdistan 
Regional Government in 2025
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Success will depend on visionary leadership, 
pragmatic decision-making, and the ability 
to navigate the delicate balance between 

preserving Kurdistani identity and adapting to 
a rapidly changing world
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A large flag of Kurdistan being 
carried by a group of people towards 
Erbil Citadel during Kurdistan 
Flag Day
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4. International trade: The KRG 

must attract international partners 

to invest in its diverse economy and 

modernize its industry, agriculture, 

and tourism sectors. The United 

States, UK, France, and Germany can 

play a significant role in rebuilding 

the region’s infrastructure. The KRG 

also intends to build a closer partner-

ship with the United States, and has 

reached out to members of the in-

coming Trump administration.

Internal challenges

The KRG’s political system has been 

plagued by division, particularly be-

tween the two dominant parties: the 

KDP and the PUK. This division un-

dermines governance and weakens 

the region’s ability to present a united 

front. To strengthen the unity within 

the new government, it must work to 

address the following points:

1. Abolish the two regions: The 

new government must work harder 

to end the yellow (KDP) and green 

(PUK) regions so that one strong ad-

ministration represents the Kurdistani 

people.

2. Unifying the peshmarga forces: It 

is a critical challenge for the new gov-

ernment to have one force to protect 

and defend the achievements of the 

KRG and the peshmerga’s sacrifices to 

protect the region. 

3. Annual budget: The KRG must 

start providing an annual budget to 

the Kurdistan Parliament to ensure 

transparency and trust between the 

people and the government.

4. Employees salaries: The govern-

ment must solve this issue with the 

federal government because it affects 

the performance of employees and 

the trust between the government 

and its employees.

5. Fostering internal unity: 

Strengthening institutions, resolving 

disputes between the KDP and PUK, 

and ensuring equitable distribution 

of power and resources are critical to 

maintaining stability and public trust.

6. Maintaining status quo: Con-

tinuing with the current peshmarga 

division risks perpetuating inefficiency 

and eroding public confidence in the 

KRG’s ability to govern effectively.

7. Public services: The new govern-

ment must improve and strength-

en public services such as electricity, 

health, education, and higher edu-

cation, making such services acces-

sible to those with middle and low 

incomes.

Diplomatic choices: balancing 
regional and global alliances

The KRG’s geopolitical position is 

both an asset and a challenge. Sur-

rounded by powerful neighbors with 

competing interests, the KRG must 

navigate its relationships carefully 

along the following lines:

1. Strengthening ties with the 

United States: The United States has 

been a key ally of the KRG, particular-

ly in the fight against ISIS. Maintain-

ing this alliance is crucial for security 

assistance and political support. How-

ever, reliance on the United States 

carries risks if U.S. regional interests 

wane.

2. Engaging regional powers: Tür-

kiye, a vital trading partner, and Iran, 

a powerful neighbor, have significant 

influence over the KRG. Balancing 

these relationships without compro-

mising federalism remains a delicate 

task.

3. Pursuing multilateral diploma-

cy: Broadening diplomatic engage-

ment to include European and Gulf 

countries could provide the KRG 

with additional leverage and resourc-

es. Building partnerships through cul-

tural and economic initiatives may re-

duce dependency on any single actor.

Social and cultural 
aspirations 

The region’s identity as a Kurdish 

stronghold has been central to its 

appeal and legitimacy. However, ad-

dressing social issues such as youth 

unemployment, gender inequality, 

and brain drain is crucial to its future. 

The choices here include:

1. Investing in education and in-

novation: Prioritizing education, 

technology, and cultural development 

would empower the next generation 

and preserve Kurdish identity while 

enabling the region to adapt to global 

changes.

2. Maintaining traditional struc-

tures: Upholding traditional social 

hierarchies and norms might appeal 

to conservative factions. However, 

it risks alienating younger and more 

progressive segments of society. 

3. Investing in the health sector: 

The government must give the ut-

most attention to the public health 

sector to serve the needs of its con-

stituents.

4. Prioritizing human rights: It 

is critical to invest in human rights, 

especially those of women and the 

youth, who represent two-thirds of 

the population, to ensure a brighter 

future for our nation.

The KRG faces daunting challeng-

es and rebuilding opportunities. Its 

choices – whether to deepen auton-

omy or revive independence, diversi-

fy its economy or rely on oil, foster 

unity or maintain factionalism, and 

balance alliances or expand its diplo-

matic horizons – will determine the 

region’s future. Success will depend 

on visionary leadership, pragmatic 

decision-making, and the ability to 

navigate the delicate balance between 

preserving Kurdistani identity and 

adapting to a rapidly changing world. 

Internal unity remains one of the top 

priorities of KRG, as such moves will 

help to gain the people’s support and 

trust. Whatever its path, the KRG will 

remain a pivotal player in the Middle 

East’s complex political and econom-

ic tapestry.

in the region. This will be devastating for the 

Kurdistan Region and the allies.

2. Deepen federalism within Iraq: The KRG 

could strengthen its position by working within 

Iraq’s federal framework. This position would 

involve renegotiating revenue-sharing agree-

ments, securing recognition of disputed terri-

tories like Kirkuk by implementing Article 140, 

and leveraging alliances within Iraq’s parlia-

ment. This path promises stability in the long 

run.

3. Reignite the push for independence: 

While risky, a renewed push for independence 

could align with shifting regional dynamics or 

weakened central authority in Baghdad. This 

path requires careful preparation, international 

lobbying, and addressing internal divisions to 

ensure a united front.

Economic strategies: diversification 
or continued reliance on oil?

The KRG’s economy has long depended on 

oil exports, which constitute a significant por-

tion of its revenue. This reliance has made the 

region vulnerable to price fluctuations and 

disputes with Baghdad over revenue-sharing 

agreements. In 2025, the KRG faces the fol-

lowing economic choices:

1. Diversification of the economy: Devel-

oping sectors like agriculture, industry, tour-

ism, health, education, and renewable energy 

could reduce dependency on oil. Initiatives to 

attract foreign investment and support local en-

trepreneurship would strengthen the economy 

and provide job opportunities for the region’s 

youth.

2. Optimizing oil revenues: The KRG could 

focus on maximizing its oil sector efficiency 

through better management and negotiations 

with Baghdad to secure a more favorable reve-

nue-sharing deal. However, this strategy leaves 

the economy susceptible to global oil market 

volatility.

3. Regional trade integration: Establishing 

stronger economic ties with neighboring coun-

tries, particularly Türkiye and Iran, could open 

new markets for KRG goods and services. This 

approach requires balancing geopolitical con-

siderations and securing trade agreements that 

do not undermine the KRG’s autonomy. P
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Omer Aziz

is a journalist and 
videographer from 

Halabja, specializing in 
Kurdish media since 2012. 
With a media degree and 
a passion for storytelling, 

he captures impactful 
moments and sheds light on 

important issues through 
his work. 

PHOTOJOURNALISM

E
zzat Shafiq pondered the photo-

graphs, remembering the scenes 

he had witnessed and documented 

37 years ago. These photos carry signifi-

cance for the Kurdish people, for him, and 

for Halabja, reminding us of the genocide 

of the Kurds.

As 62-year-old Shafiq shares, the chemi-

cal attack on March 16, 1988, on Halabja 

was especially painful, as he crossed many 

of the city’s streets on that day using his 

small handheld camera to capture the 

scenes of the crime committed against the 

Kurds. 

On that harrowing day, the Iraqi Ba’athist 

regime bombed Halabja with banned 

chemical weapons, killing 5,000 civil-

ians and wounding hundreds more. The 

chemical attacks were such an unprec-

edented crime that many international 

photographers and journalists flocked to 

covered them. 

But no photographer was more import-

ant than Shafiq, who recalled some of the 

events leading up to the Halabja massacre. 

“In 1987, the Ba’ath regime bombed the 

neighborhood of Kani Ashqan in Halabja. 

We were displaced and went to Iran after 

this. We stayed there until the day of the 

chemical attack on Halabja,” he said.

The Photographer 
who Witnessed 

Halabja’s Horror 

The chemical bombardment of Halabja through the lens of a Kurdish photographer
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Ezzat Shafiq showing a photo of the 
aftermath of Halabja massacre 

Ezzat Shafiq at the Halabja Cemetery
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Returning to Halabja

During these years, Shafiq was a pesh-

merga and worked in the media, so 

he had some experience with photog-

raphy. On March 16, 1988, the day 

Halabja was bombed, he bought a 

small camera and several rolls of film 

in Iran and tried to sneak back into 

Halabja to document the genocide 

unfolding before the world.

On March 17, 1988, he succeeded, 

reaching the village of Biyawella, a 

few minutes from the center of Hal-

abja. The scenes he discovered were 

too shocking to process; it was his 

first time seeing bodies lying lifeless in 

the streets of a newly bombed town. 

The deaths of people and livestock 

and the destruction and desolation of 

the town were overwhelming. 

Although he was unable to cap-

ture any photos on the first day, he 

eventually began snapping pictures. 

“The pictures I took were mostly of 

houses, streets, and even the cemeter-

ies of the martyrs. I can say that all 

of them…they were full of pain, but 

some of them were especially tragic 

and traumatizing—like the image of a 

child on the stairs of their house. The 

child ran, put their foot on the first 

step, and fell against the door, dying 

there,” he said. 

He also remembered another scene in 

which a mother held her child tightly, 

and they remained inseparable even in 

death.

The tragedy he witnessed was un-

thinkable. “Everywhere we went, 

the streets were full of bodies. Some 

were half buried in the sand, oth-

ers half exposed, because the planes 

had bombed their homes,” he said. 

“There was not a single street without 

bodies. People had run in all direc-

tions to escape but were all cut down 

by chemical weapons. The scenes 

were deeply moving.”

What distinguishes Shafiq’s work 

from that of foreign photographers 

and journalists is that he was more 

personally affected by the scenes be-

ing from Halabja. “When I returned 

to Halabja, I had no protective equip-

ment or knowledge of the chemicals 

involved, but I went anyway. Once I 

arrived, I tried to adapt to the situa-

tion. Eventually, they gave me special 

clothes and gloves,” he said.

Providing historical proof

Shafiq stayed in Halabja for 18 days. 

In addition to recording the tragic 

scenes, he and others collected peo-

ple’s bodies and buried them. How-

ever, his health deteriorated because 

of the effects of the chemical gas, and 

he returned to Iran. “While we were 

in Halabja, we went to the village of 

Ababayli during the day and stayed 

there at night. It was a few minutes 

from the center of Halabja,” he ex-

plained.

Although Shafiq’s camera was not 

high quality, it became an invaluable 

tool for Halabja. As the only Kurd 

from Halabja to photograph the af-

termath of the attacks, he was able 

to document the scenes and preserve 

them as historical evidence for the 

future. “The camera I had was small, 

so it was easy to use. It required film, 

and I had four 36-exposure rolls and 

two 12-exposure rolls. I filled them all 

quickly,” he recalled.

He also mentioned that there were 

many places that he could not access 

due to the number of bodies and dif-

ficult conditions.

Many remains of the martyrs of Hal-

abja, as well as documents, cameras, 

and photographs of other photogra-

phers and journalists who recorded 

the crimes of the chemical attack have 

been preserved. Similarly, Shafiq kept 

his camera and most of the images he 

has captured over the past 38 years, 

preserving this documentation of the 

chemical attack on Kurdish civilians 

with the intention of eventually using 

it as historical proof for the Kurdish 

nation. “I have taken about 150 to 

165 photos, most of which I have not 

published. Some of them, however, 

have been published,” he said.

The work of all the photographers 

and journalists who came to Halabja 

in the aftermath of the chemical at-

tack and recorded the scenes is vital 

for the history of the Kurdish people. 

In recognition of their efforts, a stat-

ue has been placed inside the Halab-

ja Monument as a symbol, honoring 

their work and ensuring they are 

not forgotten. “It is important for 

us Kurds to preserve the camera and 

photos because they are crucial to the 

history of our people. They are an ar-

chive of our people and our city.”

Everywhere we went, 
the streets were full 

of bodies. Some were 
half buried in the sand, 

others half exposed, 
because the planes had 
bombed their homes
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A view of the Monument of Halabja Martyrs
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MEMOIR

M
y father became fascinated by 

the Kurds after reading an ar-

ticle by Archie Roosevelt, the 

only American to visit Qazi Muhammad 

and the short-lived Republic of Mahabad.

My father was a young diplomat when he 

began his direct involvement with Kurd-

istan. After his first posting to Damascus 

in 1950, he was sent to Beirut to study 

Kurdish dialects in preparation for an as-

signment Kirkuk (1954-1955), where he 

ran a U.S. interests’ section and its library. 

He spent much of his time exploring the 

Kurdistan Region, with its wealth of an-

cient culture and tribes.

In those days, the life of a young diplo-

matic officer mostly involved visiting local 

peoples, learning about their ways of life, 

and gaining as much knowledge as possi-

ble about the land they were sent to. 

As my father said to me several times, 

A Son, a Father, and the 
Inspiration of General Mustafa 

Barzani

Richard Eagleton

is the son of the esteemed 
late US ambassador, 
William Eagleton. 

William was renowned 
for his fervent leadership 
and staunch advocacy for 

Kurdish Rights. 

Richard Eagleton, his father and Nephews (2005)

Richard Eagleton’s family includes 
Hobart Bosworth, who made the first 
movie in Los Angeles. 
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1961. It was a pivotal time for the 

Kurds, as Barzani was seeking U.S. 

support for Kurdish rights after the 

many hardships that had begun in the 

wake of World War I. These struggles 

had forced the Kurdish people into 

resistance out of necessity. They had 

no other choice but to fight for sur-

vival.

My father respected Barzani and his 

careful planning against impossible 

odds. When he spoke of him to me, 

it was clear he saw him as an extraor-

dinarily courageous leader, one with 

charisma and a righteous cause, but 

also one who lived simply among 

his people, noticing and caring for 

even the most humble around him. 

This is the image of the mythical 

hero who puts the fate of his com-

panions before his own.

My father researched the Kurdish 

Republic of Mahabad and gathered 

whatever photographs and evidence 

he could find, often hiding them 

from authorities who would have 

destroyed both the images and their 

carrier. During our visits to Ma-

habad, we slept on iron beds in the 

garden of the Habibi home, where 

General Barzani’s peshmerga had 

also stayed in 1946. I gazed up at 

the immense sky of diamonds, filled 

with natural, wild wonder.

My father’s first contact with Gen-

eral Barzani came in the early sum-

mer of 1961 when he was preparing 

to leave Tabriz. “A Kurd in Ma-

habad with whom I had discussed 

the Kurdish Republic of 1946 in-

formed me that he had a message 

from General Mustafa for the U.S. 

Government. He wanted us to 

know that he would be taking mil-

itary action against the Qasim re-

gime in Baghdad. This would not 

affect U.S. interests,” he said.

The years that followed inevita-

bly brought enormous challenges 

and divisions, even between friends, 

but Barzani was always ready to face 

them.

A special visit in America

When Barzani traveled to the United 

States in 1976 – where he remained 

until his death in 1979 – he visited my 

father with his sons Idris and Masoud. 

I asked him about that meeting, the 

photos from which are familiar to so 

many in Kurdistan. 

These were difficult times for the 

Kurdish cause, and my father was sad 

that he could not alter the policies 

that were in place. The visit included 

an evening at my father’s home where 

he and my stepmother Kay hosted 

these friends and shared memorable 

moments. Barzani gifted a beautiful 

precious stone ring to Kay, which now 

proudly adorns my sister Mary Lou-

ise’s hand.

My father never recorded more about 

this visit and what Barzani and his 

sons discussed, although he later told 

me that he did not like the attitude 

of then-U.S. Secretary of State Hen-

ry Kissinger toward the Kurds. Af-

ter having supported their cause for 

some years, even providing weapons 

for their struggle, he later betrayed 

them, when U.S. interests shifted with 

the wind!

I spent the last week of my father’s life 

sharing his bedroom in his home in 

Taos, New Mexico. I had prepared to 

return to Erbil that very day in January 

when I accompanied him on yearly 

visits to Kurdistan as well as Baghdad 

between 2002 and 2006: “Our abili-

ty to study a country through direct 

contact with the locals was an essen-

tial part of our training and is now 

sadly lacking. In situations where se-

curity considerations prevent officers 

from learning directly, they are kept 

as virtual prisoners behind high walls 

and locked gates.”

This advice was fundamental to my 

own explorations, which have allowed 

me such a richness of contact that I 

can count many friends and brothers 

in Kurdistan. The Kurds’ special qual-

ities of warmth, humor, and depth 

of humanity have so easily integrat-

ed with my own experiences of the 

world.

Encountering Mahabad

When our family lived in Tabriz, Iran, 

from 1959 to 1961, my father trav-

eled frequently among the Kurds, 

particularly to Mahabad, the town 

where the Kurds had declared their 

republic in 1946. I was fortunate to 

accompany him several times at the 

ages of six and seven, and that experi-

ence remains vividly memorable.

My father became in direct contact 

with General Mustafa Barzani in 

These were difficult 
times for the Kurdish 
cause, and my father 
was sad that he could 
not alter the policies 

that were in place

Richard Eagleton’s maternal great-grandfather Daniel Perkins Bosworth and family (1860s) 
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General Barzani left 
behind a great legacy, 

one of lifelong struggle 
and sacrifice

2011, knowing my father was close to 

leaving the Earth. When I reached 

Albuquerque airport, my stepmoth-

er called to say he had just passed. I 

had said my farewell and knew that he 

would have wanted me to keep going 

without any further delay.

I know that, after 22 years of visits 

and integrating into Kurdish society 

and culture, my father was happy that 

my life was so closely intertwined with 

those of the Kurds. 

For his part, General Barzani left the 

Earth at his appointed hour in 1979. 

He left behind a great legacy, one of 

lifelong struggle and sacrifice. He was 

faithful to the Kurdish cause right to 

the end, maintaining his sense of pur-

pose and continuing to encourage all 

others with his vision of dignity and 

freedom from oppression.

General Mustafa Barzani remains a 

great inspiration to those who he left 

behind in whatever challenges they 

face. His closest family carries much 

of this noble responsibility and care 

for their Kurdish identity, which has 

been shared with so many of their 

talented and ingenious brothers and 

sisters, all moving forward into a new 

world environment. He reminds us 

also to respect our forefathers, so as 

to build a more vitally meaningful 

world, one that Barzani and all who 

have died for it would be proud of!

Richard Eaglton in Kurdish 
clothes, with a photograph behind 
him showing his father with a 
Kurdish tribal chief in 1954.
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DIPLOMACY

F
rom October 25 to November 8, 2024, a delegation from the 

Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) participated in an in-

tensive diplomatic training program in Yerevan, Armenia. Or-

ganized by the Diplomatic School of Armenia in collaboration with 

the KRG’s Department of Foreign Relations, the program under-

scored the growing political and strategic relationship between the 

two regions. Focused on the political history, security challenges, and 

geopolitical intricacies of the South Caucasus, the training provided a 

platform for advancing the KRG’s diplomatic engagement in a region 

defined by its historical volatility and strategic importance.

The program aimed to refine the KRG delegation’s diplomatic exper-

tise by examining Armenia’s geopolitical approach, its foreign policy 

priorities, and the enduring influence of historical events, such as the 

Armenian Genocide, on its modern international relations. Sessions 

explored Armenia’s delicate balancing act in managing relations with 

neighboring Turkiye and Azerbaijan, and its strategic partnerships 

with Russia, Iran, and other international actors. Through this lens, 

the KRG delegation gained a deeper understanding of how a small 

nation, constrained by geography and regional hostilities, leverages 

diplomacy to safeguard its sovereignty and assert its influence.

History, politics, and diplomacy

At its core, the training emphasized diplomacy as both an art and 

a strategic necessity in regions with complex power dynamics. The 

curriculum delved into Armenia’s multilateral strategies for address-

ing territorial disputes, managing regional security threats, and nav-

igating international forums. By studying Armenia’s approach to the 

Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and its broader geopolitical struggles, the 

KRG delegation drew parallels to its own challenges in advancing 

Kurdish interests within Iraq and the wider Middle East.

Strengthening 
Partnership Between 

Kurdistan and Armenia 

Sliva Hassan

is Head of Scandinavian 
Division, Directorate of 
European affairs at the 
Department of Foreign 
Relations, Kurdistan 

Regional Government.
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The program also underscored the 

critical intersection of history and 

politics in shaping diplomatic strat-

egies. Armenia’s ability to transform 

the memory of historical trauma into 

a unifying narrative for its foreign 

policy resonated deeply with the 

KRG delegation, whose own history 

of struggle for autonomy informs its 

regional and international engage-

ments. The discussions provided valu-

able insights into the use of historical 

legacy as a tool for political legitimacy 

and as a means of building alliances 

rooted in shared experiences.

From a diplomatic perspective, the 

program highlighted the importance 

of resilience and adaptability in nav-

igating a rapidly shifting global or-

der. Armenia’s strategic foresight in 

managing external pressures while 

maintaining internal stability served 

as a case study in effective diploma-

cy under challenging circumstances. 

This balancing act – between secur-

ing national interests and engaging in 

regional collaboration – offered key 

lessons for the KRG delegation in ad-

vancing its own diplomatic objectives.

The insights gained from the training 

will notably enhance the KRG’s abili-

ty to engage in complex negotiations, 

build strategic alliances, and contrib-

ute to regional stability. This program 

marked a significant step in strength-

ening the KRG-Armenia partnership, 

further demonstrating the role of di-

plomacy as a bridge between shared 

histories and future aspirations. By 

cultivating mutual understanding and 

synergy, Armenia and the KRG reaf-

firm their commitment to navigating 

the complexities of international pol-

itics with strategic vision and a shared 

purpose.

The relationship between KRG and 

Armenia is grounded in shared ex-

periences of struggle for self-deter-

mination. Both regions have faced 

displacement, oppression, and the 

ongoing pursuit of recognition. For 

Armenia, the history of the Armenian 

Genocide deeply influences its foreign 

policy and relations, particularly with 

Turkiye. Similarly, the KRG’s fight for 

autonomy within Iraq resonates with 

Armenia’s struggle, creating a natural 

solidarity between the two peoples. 

This shared history has fostered a 

strong diplomatic bond, built on em-

pathy for each other’s challenges and 

aspirations.

The Diplomatic School 
of Armenia: A bridge for 
engagement

The Diplomatic School of Armenia, 

formally known as the Diplomatic 

School of the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the Republic of Armenia, 

was established in September 2009 

by a decree of the government of Ar-

menia. Located in Yerevan, it serves 

as a hub for fostering expertise in di-

plomacy, international relations, and 

global engagement.

The school has three primary 
objectives:

1. Training junior diplomats: Pro-

viding specialized training for aspiring 

diplomats with a university education, 

preparing them for roles in the Minis-

try of Foreign Affairs.

2. Mid-career development: Offer-

ing advanced courses and workshops 

to enhance the skills of diplomats and 

government officials engaged in inter-

national relations.

3. Collaborative research: Partner-

ing with international counterparts 

to conduct research in areas such as 

global diplomacy, regional coopera-

tion, and conflict resolution.

The Diplomatic School is central to 

the growing partnership between the 

KRG and Armenia. By organizing 

tailored training programs and work-

shops, the school equips diplomats 

from both regions with the skills nec-

essary to address shared challenges in 

security, economic development, and 

international diplomacy.

In addition to training, the school fa-

cilitates high-level political consulta-

tions, business forums, and dialogue 

on critical regional priorities such as 

sustainable economic growth, en-

ergy collaboration, and democratic 

governance. These initiatives foster 

alignment with shared goals, enabling 

the KRG and Armenia to collaborate 

effectively on areas of mutual interest.

Through its efforts, the Diplomatic 

School has become a cornerstone of 

the KRG-Armenia partnership, pro-

moting not only diplomatic expertise 

but also mutual understanding and 

collaboration. By bridging cultures 

and perspectives, it ensures that both 

regions are well-prepared to engage 

in a rapidly evolving global landscape.

High-level diplomatic 
engagements and strategic 
alliances

High-level diplomatic engagements 

between KRG and the government 

of Armenia have shaped the strategic 

direction of their relationship. These 

discussions have covered political, 

economic, and security matters, re-

sulting in formal agreements that ad-

dress both regions’ shared challenges 

and promote greater regional peace 

and stability.

Several strategic areas of partnership 

underpin the KRG-Armenia alliance, 

ensuring mutual prosperity and long-

term stability.

The KRG and Armenia 
are forging a future 
defined by peace, 

mutual respect, and 
regional harmony
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Economic diplomacy and investment
 

Economic collaboration stands as a cornerstone of the relation-

ship between the KRG and Armenia. Both parties share a com-

mitment to diversifying their economies by prioritizing strategic 

sectors such as energy, agriculture, technology, and infrastruc-

ture.

The Diplomatic School serves as a key facilitator in advancing 

this vision by organizing trade delegations and business forums 

that connect Armenian and Kurdish enterprises. These initia-

tives foster mutual investment opportunities, stimulate eco-

nomic growth, and promote long-term sustainability in both 

regions.

Cultural diplomacy and people-to-people 
relations

Cultural diplomacy is a cornerstone of the KRG-Armenia re-

lationship. Both regions celebrate their rich cultural heritage, 

and through academic exchanges, art exhibitions, and cultural 

performances, promote mutual understanding and strengthen 

social ties. These cultural exchanges play a significant role in 

building trust and solidarity, which are essential for long-term 

diplomatic success.

Security collaboration 

Armenia and the KRG also face common security challenges, in-

cluding terrorism, political instability, and external interference. 

Security engagement, therefore, remains a critical component of 

their partnership. The Diplomatic School facilitates cooperation 

on counterterrorism, intelligence sharing, and border security, 

ensuring regional stability and addressing shared vulnerabilities.

Diplomatic milestone: The opening of 
Armenia’s consulate in Erbil

A key diplomatic milestone in the KRG-Armenia 

relationship was the opening of Armenia’s con-

sulate in Erbil on February 25, 2021. This event 

marked Armenia’s clear commitment to deepening 

its ties with the KRG. The consulate serves as an 

operational hub for continued collaboration in po-

litical, economic, and security matters, reinforcing 

Armenia’s long-term strategic interest in the Kurd-

istan Region and its position as an active player in 

Middle Eastern geopolitics.

Looking ahead: A future of partnership 
and growth

As KRG and Armenia continue to strengthen 

their diplomatic and strategic ties, the future looks 

promising. Opportunities for collaboration are ex-

panding in areas such as infrastructure, trade, and 

diplomacy. The Diplomatic School of Armenia will 

continue to play a central role in nurturing this re-

lationship, ensuring that both regions are equipped 

with the diplomatic tools necessary to address 

emerging challenges.

With growing collaboration, Armenia and the 

KRG are not only enhancing their own prosper-

ity and security, but are also contributing to the 

broader stability of the Middle East. The partner-

ship between Armenia and the KRG is a testament 

to the power of shared history, mutual respect, and 

strategic diplomacy.

Conclusion: A powerful example of 
regional engagement

The partnership between Armenia and the KRG 

stands as a significant example of regional engage-

ment, grounded in shared history and mutual as-

pirations. Both regions, shaped by their struggles 

for autonomy and recognition, are collaborating 

to strengthen their economic, cultural, and securi-

ty ties. The Diplomatic School of Armenia plays a 

crucial role in facilitating this evolving relationship, 

equipping both regions with the tools necessary to 

navigate global challenges and ensure long-term 

stability.

Together, the KRG and Armenia are forging a fu-

ture defined by peace, mutual respect, and regional 

harmony. Their strengthening partnership serves 

as a model of constructive engagement among na-

tions united by shared values and aspirations. With 

a collective vision, they are committed to fostering 

a more prosperous and secure Middle East.
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OPINION

A 
clear victory by the incumbent 

government in the October elec-

tions reflects public confidence 

in the Kurdistan Regional Government’s 

(KRG) vision for a better future. In its 

previous tenure, the government initiated 

several economic reforms aimed at revi-

talizing and diversifying the economy, re-

ducing dependence on oil, and establish-

ing a digital one-stop solution to attract 

both domestic and foreign investment. 

This article, however, explores one eco-

nomic reform that is featured less often in 

public discourse: pension reforms.

To create a robust labor market – and 

make private sector jobs attractive – the 

government initiated consultations to 

adopt legislation that would be modeled 

after the Iraqi federal government’s So-

cial Security and Pension Law (No. 18 

of 2023), which mandates compulsory 

retirement benefits for private sector em-

ployees. While pension benefits are not a 

new phenomenon in the Kurdistan Re-

gion, private and foreign companies are 

Kurdistan’s Pension Reforms 

Making retirement 
benefits obligatory is a 

win-win economic model 
for all stakeholders

Cevendra Kumar 

is an Indian associate 
professor and the head 

of the research center at 
British International 

University, Erbil.
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84,466

165,627

2018 2023

42,500 85,000 127,500 170,0000

Kurdistan Regional Government
Local and foreign employees enrolled

in social security and pension plans

only requested to provide them on a voluntary basis. 

Nevertheless, there has been a significant surge in pri-

vate sector participation in recent years. According to 

the latest available information in the public domain 

provided by the KRG Ministry of Labor and Social Af-

fairs, the number of local and foreign employees en-

rolled in social security and pension plans doubled from 

84,466 in 2018 to 165,627 by 2023.

A large, young population

Financial security in old age is essential to ensuring 

that retirees can have similar living standards as they 

did during their active working lives. There are multiple 

economic models for financing old age living expen-

ditures. Ideally they fall into three categories: partially 

or fully employee-sponsored, government-sponsored 

social security, and self-financed. 

The Kurdistan Region has a predominantly young pop-

ulation. While recent statistics from the 2024 Iraqi cen-

sus are still being counted, data from 2009 indicate a 

median age of approximately 20.65 years. At the same 

time, the region has experienced an average birth rate 

of 2.5 children per woman – a level of 2.1 is needed 

for an existing population to be replaced – which will 

ensure that a large, young population will be available 

to join the labor force in the coming years. 

Pension reforms and the provision of compulsory re-

tirement benefits can serve as a strong incentive for the 

younger population to join the private sector, which 

typically favors public sector jobs due to their job se-

curity and additional benefits, particularly pensions. 

However, the experience of countries in Africa, Latin 

America, and parts of Asia highlights that a significant 

challenge in expecting the private sector to offer pen-

sion benefits to employees is the issue of underreport-

ing. Furthermore, without appropriate incentives for 

the private sector, there is little justification for disclos-

ing accurate information.

To address this, we need a multi-pronged strategy. To 

begin with, first and foremost we need an awareness 

campaign to explain the importance of retirement plan-

ning. Introducing retirement planning concepts at uni-

versities can effectively prepare the future workforce to 

understand its importance and ask for such benefits in 

their employers. Awareness is responsible for creating 

demand, with initiatives in countries such as Australia, 

Malaysia, and Tanzania serving as key case studies. 

Second, private sector employees typically have high-

er mobility than public sector employees. Facilitating 

the seamless transfer of retirement accounts between 

employers is essential to enhancing their attractiveness. 
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Simply put, people are rarely keen to man-

age multiple retirement accounts. 

Another important issue is the option for 

emergency withdrawals from retirement 

accounts, which is normally only possible 

at a given age, usually around 60. Coun-

tries like India have addressed this issue 

by introducing a two-tier system, allow-

ing flexibility through Tier 2 accounts for 

emergency withdrawals while maintaining 

long-term savings in Tier 1. This option 

provides a notional cushion during an 

emergency. 

The supply challenge

The features discussed above are essential 

for addressing demand. However, to make 

the model workable, it is equally important 

to address supply-related issues.

On the supply side, mandating private 

organizations to offer retirement benefits 

without appropriate incentives may deter 

compliance and discourage job creation. In 

fact, stringent measures may lead organi-

zations to avoid creating jobs or to create 

exploitative jobs.

Considering the economic structure of the 

region, motivating the private sector to 

extend retirement benefits to employees 

will not be straightforward. Drawing les-

sons from other countries, the Kurdistan 

Region will need to undergo significant 

economic reforms. One possible incentive 

could be providing tax credits for contri-

butions to employees’ retirement accounts. 

However, to offer such incentives, the tax 

system needs to be reformed, with clear tax 

brackets introduced. Additionally, the tax 

system must be transparent and digitized.

Making retirement benefits obligatory is a 

win-win economic model for all stakehold-

ers. It will create a robust labor market, 

generate more quality jobs, and motivate 

the young population to join the private 

sector. Additionally, it will improve job 

security, which is expected to increase em-

ployee productivity. On the other hand, the 

accumulation of savings will provide the 

government with resources to fund large-

scale infrastructure projects. 

P
ho

to
: 

M
oh

a
m

m
a

d
 M

a
ji

d
 /

 U
n

sp
la

sh

Two Kurdish men relaxing.

5150



HERITAGE

B
edyal (also spelled Bediyal), a small village 

in the Mergasor District in the Erbil Gov-

ernorate, is one of the oldest Christian 

settlements in the Barzan area. Its residents, all 

Christians, have lived in harmony with the pre-

dominantly Muslim communities of the area for 

centuries.

Nestled beneath Shreen Mountain, Bedyal offers 

striking landscapes and is home to two churches: 

a modern one built by the Kurdistan Regional 

Government in 2016 and the historic Mar Geor-

gis (Saint George) Church, which has been a cor-

nerstone of village life for generations.

The wider Soran area also has a significant Chris-

tian population, particularly in the Diyana sub-

district and in villages such as Hawdiyan, reflect-

ing the region’s religious and cultural diversity.

Georges Yohenna, 86, a lifelong resident, said 

that the village’s origins remain unclear. “Our 

ancestors spoke of Bedyal’s long existence, but 

it’s true history has been lost to time,” he said, 

encouraging historians to work on shedding light 

on the village’s past.

A Christian Village in the 
Heart of Kurdistan Mountains

Despite its hardships, 
Bedyal remains a village 
of resilience and cultural 

unity
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Forced displacement and 
survival

Bedyal’s history includes notable pe-

riods of suffering and displacement. 

The displacement of Bedyal’s resi-

dents began in 1975, following the 

collapse of the Kurdish revolt, known 

as the Eylul Revolution, and contin-

ued into the late 1980s. Many were 

relocated to Diyana, Goratu, and oth-

er areas.

In one particularly cruel episode, 

Odisho Yohenna and Khoshaba Yo-

henna, two residents of Bedyal, were 

arrested in August 1983 and later 

buried alive in a desert in southern 

Iraq. Their only offense, according to 

villagers, was wearing the red turban, 

a symbol of the Barzani tribes.

During the Ba’ath regime’s genocidal 

campaigns against the Kurdish pop-

ulation and the Kurdish liberation 

movement between 1986 and 1988, 

many villagers were also forcibly re-

moved from their homes.

Music, dance, and shared 
traditions

Despite its hardships, Bedyal remains 

a village of resilience and cultural uni-

ty. Its people maintain close ties with 

neighboring Muslim villages, includ-

ing Kani Bot, Biye, and Bekhshash, 

celebrating religious and cultural oc-

casions together, such as Christmas, 

Ramadan, and Eid al-Adha.

Community traditions are deeply 

rooted in music and dance. The shim-

shal, a traditional flute, plays a central 

role in burial ceremonies that are of-

ten performed by musicians like Mam 

Safat from Kani Bot and Benyamin 

from Bedyal. At weddings, villagers 

join in the halparke, a Kurdish dance, 

and exchange gifts with the newly-

weds.
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The entrance to Mar Georgis Church Bedyal

Inside Mar Georgis Church in Bedyal
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REVIEW

Olivier Weber’s Reflection 
on Kurdistan 

F
rench writer and novelist Olivi-

er Weber’s Si je t’oublie Kurdis-

tan is a treasure, a meticulously 

crafted work of nonfiction that ana-

lyzes the Kurdish people’s struggle 

for freedom amid the wider move-

ments of democratic transformation 

in the Middle East. 

During his field research in Syria 

and Iraq, Weber met with numerous 

members of the peshmerga forces, 

describing them as freedom fighters 

and so-called ‘death fighters’ – the 

term can best be translated as “those 

who face death” – and providing an 

in-depth and comprehensive account 

of their experiences of the struggle for 

Kurdish freedom, particularly in the 

recent fight against ISIS. 

In addition to highlighting the role 

of the peshmerga, the book also sheds 

light on the wider spectrum of re-

sistance forces. Weber characterizes 

Kurdish society as a “laboratory” for 

human rights in the Middle East, due 

to its efforts to champion democracy, 

minority rights, and gender equali-

ty. He also underscores the frequent 

abandonment of the Kurdish people 

by the international community, em-

phasizing the imperative of granting 

them the recognition and support 

they rightfully deserve on the global 

stage.

The monograph pays particular at-

tention to the Kurds’ epic resistance 

against the terrorist group ISIS. We-

ber provides a detailed account of the 

critical role played by the peshmerga 

and the People’s Protection Units 

(YPG) in the fight against ISIS in the 

Kurdistan Region, Syria, and Iraq – a 

fight that has cost the lives of 13,700 

Kurdish fighters. The author places 

this heroic resistance in a historical 

and social context and analyzes it 

through a global lens.

A struggle grounded in 
universal values

Published in November 2020 by Edi-

tions de l’Aube, Si je t’oublie Kurd-

istan is 128 pages long. Written in 

French, the book is available in both 

print and digital formats, and serves 

as a valuable reference for scholars 

and readers seeking to understand the 

Kurdish people’s struggle for free-

dom, democratic aspirations in the 

Middle East, and processes of social 

transformation.

In Si je t’oublie Kurdistan, Weber 

conducts an in-depth analysis of the 

Kurds’ struggles for identity, free-

dom, and international recognition, 

masterfully interweaving historical 

context with personal narratives. 

Drawing on his experiences as a war 

correspondent, Weber vividly portrays 

the resilience of the Kurdish people 

and the challenges they have faced. 

In doing so, the book transcends the 

perception of Kurdistan as merely a 

geopolitical issue, instead presenting 

it as a reflection of universal values 

such as human rights, democracy, and 

equality.

Weber frames the Kurdish struggle 

not solely as a regional issue, but as an 

international human rights concern, 

enriching his narrative with observa-

tions and interviews. In the process, 

he highlights the Kurdish efforts to 

develop a social model grounded in 

universal values, including respect for 

minority rights, gender equality, and 

democratic values. The role of wom-

en in this struggle stands out, demon-

strating Kurdish society’s unwavering 

commitment to freedom and equality. 

By placing the Kurdish struggle with-

in a universal framework, the work 

posits that Kurdistan could function 

as a “laboratory” for democracy and 

human rights in the Middle East.

“A cry for freedom”

The Kurds’ efforts to reconstruct the 

historical memory of Mesopotamia 

The book invites 
readers to bear witness 
to the resilience of the 
Kurdish people and to 

reassess their cause

Kurdistan Chronicle 
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reflect not only their desire to preserve their identity, but 

also their aspiration to contribute to a vision of a peace-

ful Middle East. Weber critiques the inconsistent support 

from the West for the Kurdish cause, referencing a Kurd-

ish proverb: “We have no friends but the mountains.” In 

this context, he scrutinizes the West’s failure to provide 

sustainable support to the Kurdish people, while simulta-

neously highlighting their steadfast determination in pur-

suing self-determination. Weber poignantly describes the 

Kurdish efforts as a “cry for freedom” in the face of vio-

lence and oppression.

In addition to focusing on the Kurdish people’s politi-

cal struggles, Weber’s monograph offers an in-depth ex-

amination of their rich cultural heritage and practices of 

social solidarity. The traditional values, art, and collective 

resilience of the Kurdish people emerge as fundamental 

elements in understanding their endurance in the face of 

adversity. In this respect, the work transcends the bound-

aries of a mere documentary, becoming a tribute to the 

historical memory and cultural heritage of the Kurds.

Si je t’oublie Kurdistan is an indispensable resource for 

those seeking to understand the historical and contempo-

rary struggles of the Kurdish people. Olivier Weber demon-

strates that the Kurds’ fight is not only for a geographical 

identity, but also for universal values such as democracy, 

equality, and human rights. The book invites readers to 

bear witness to the resilience of the Kurdish people and to 

reassess their cause and, with his sensitivity and powerful 

narrative, Weber transforms this work into an emotional 

and intellectual journey.
Olivier Weber. 

A man holding the flag of Kurdistan.
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COMMUNITY

F
or Andrew Billy, a 46-year-old 

craftsman from the U.S. state of 

Georgia, life took an unexpected 

turn when his destiny directed his path to 

the mountains of Kurdistan. What began 

as a leap of faith has become a five-year 

chronicle of discovery, meaningful rela-

tionships, and a deep sense of belonging 

to none other than Rawanduz, a city in 

the Soran District.

“I remember being in prayer one day, and 

I felt the Lord speak to my heart,” Bil-

ly recalls. “He said, ‘I want you to go to 

Iraq.’ At the time, I didn’t know much 

about the region, but I started research-

ing and discovered Kurdistan. It felt like 

a door opening to a place I was meant to 

be.” 

A new home in Rawanduz
 

Billy’s first encounter with Kurdistan 

came from a photograph he found online 

of a group of elderly Kurdish men sitting 

on a stone wall, framed by the breathtak-

ing mountains of Rawanduz. “The beau-

ty of the landscape spoke to my heart,” 

he says. “When I saw the caption ‘Kurd-

ish men in Rawanduz,’ I knew that was 

where I needed to go.” 

An American Craftsman’s Love 
for Kurdistan 

Since arriving in 2020, Billy has built a life engrossed in crafts-

manship and community. Drawing on skills he inherited from 

his father, he runs a woodwork shop where he creates cus-

tom pieces and mentors local apprentices. “My father was a 

craftsman, and I think I inherited his gift for working with my 

hands,” Billy explains. “It’s a blessing to be able to pass that 

on to others here.” 

His shop has become a hub of creativity and cultural exchange 

helped by locals Steeve and Danial, who have worked along-

side him for years. “We’ve built more than furniture here,” 

Billy says. “We’ve built relationships. These aren’t just co-

workers – they’re lifelong friends.” Another coworker and 

friend, Dawud, runs a second shop in Erbil.

Billy’s journey has not been without its ups and downs. Run-

ning a business in a foreign country requires adaptability and 

patience. “Some days, we don’t get a day off,” he admits. “But 

it’s worth it. At the end of the day, when a customer smiles 

and says, ‘This is better than I imagined,’ it’s incredibly re-

warding.” 

Mohammad Dargalayi 

is a journalist and 
photographer with 14 

years of experience. He is a 
member of IFJ Global.
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Embracing Kurdish culture
 

Billy’s journey has been marked by a deep respect for Kurd-

ish culture. From learning the language to trying tradition-

al dishes like kebab, kifta spi, and dolma, he has immersed 

himself in the rhythms of daily life. “I believe it’s important 

to speak the language of the place you live in,” he says. “It 

shows respect and helps you connect with people on a deep-

er level.” 

His efforts to learn Kurdish have been supported by friends 

and language teachers. “At first, I had a language teacher 

who taught me the basics,” Billy shares. “Then I took a 

crash course in Erbil. But the best lessons come from daily 

conversations with the guys at the shop and the people I 

meet on the street.” 

One of his fondest memories is hosting a Thanksgiving din-

ner for his Kurdish friends. “I told them, ‘My family is far 

away in America, but here in Rawanduz, you are my fami-

ly,’” Billy shares. “We had a big meal together, laughed, and 

gave thanks for the blessings in our lives. It was a special 

moment.” 
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Challenges and hope for the 
future

While Billy’s experience in Kurdistan 

has been overwhelmingly positive, he 

acknowledges the challenges faced by 

many young Kurds. “A lot of young 

people feel discouraged because of the 

lack of opportunities,” he says. “They 

want to build families, buy homes, and 

pursue their dreams, but they often feel 

stuck.” 

Billy encourages them to look for op-

portunities closer to home. “Kurdistan is 

a beautiful place to live and raise a fam-

ily,” he says. “Sometimes, when you’re 

surrounded by beauty, you forget to 

see it. But if you take the time to look, 

you’ll find that there’s so much potential 

here.” 

He also emphasizes the importance of 

faith and patience. “I believe that when 

we align our lives with God’s plan, things 

fall into place,” Billy reflects. “It’s not 

about doing what we want – it’s about 

doing what He wants. That’s where true 

peace and purpose are found.” 

A heart divided between two 
worlds

As Billy approaches his 47th birthday, 

he reflects on the unique bond he shares 

with both the US and Kurdistan. “I of-

ten tell people that half my heart is in 

America, and half is here in Kurdistan,” 

he says. “It’s like I’ve found a second 

home – a place where I feel loved and 

accepted.” 

Billy’s appreciation for Kurdish culture 

goes beyond its strong family values. “In 

America, there’s been a lot of confusion 

around gender and family roles,” he ob-

serves. “But here in Kurdistan, there’s a 

clear structure that prioritizes family and 

respect. I really admire that.” 

He also notes the warmth and hospital-

ity of smaller communities like Rawa-

nduz. “In bigger cities, people might 

pass you on the street without saying a 

word,” Billy says. “But here, everyone 

greets you. They say, ‘Bayani bash, cho-

ni?’ It’s so welcoming.” 

 

A life of service and purpose

For Billy, his work is more than a busi-

ness – it is a way to serve others. “I’m 

not here to chase money,” he says. “I’m 

here to share the love of Christ and help 

people in whatever way I can. That’s 

what gives my life meaning.” 

His faith is the cornerstone of his jour-

ney. “I believe God brought me here for 

a reason,” Billy explains. “He gave me a 

specific love for the Kurdish people, and 

I feel blessed to be able to share that love 

through my work and relationships.” 

Billy’s story is a testament to the trans-

formative power of stepping outside 

one’s comfort zone and embracing a 

new culture. His journey highlights the 

importance of cultural understanding 

by building bridges between different 

worlds through respect and curiosity, 

in addition to how faith and service can 

lead to finding purpose in serving others 

and trusting in a higher plan.

 

The journey has also given Billy resil-

ience and hope, with which he encour-

ages others to see the beauty and oppor-

tunity around them, even in challenging 

circumstances. 

Toward the future
 

As he looks to the future, Billy remains 

hopeful about finding a life partner 

who shares his values. “I’m still single, 

but I believe God has someone special 

for me,” he says. “Kurdish women are 

respectful, kind, and family-oriented. 

Those are qualities I admire.” 

For now, Billy is focused on living in the 

moment and cherishing the relation-

ships he has built. “Life is about more 

than money or success,” he reflects. “It’s 

about love, service, and making a differ-

ence in the lives of others. That’s what 

I’ve found here in Kurdistan.” 

For Andrew Billy, Kurdistan is more 

than a destination – it is a testament to 

the power of faith, friendship, and the 

beauty of finding family in unexpected 

places.
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Andrew Billy in his workshop in Rawanduz Andrew Billy in his workshop in Rawanduz
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CULTURE

S
prawling across 25 acres in the heart 

of Sulaymaniyah, the cultural capital 

of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, the 

Sulaymaniyah Cigarette Factory has been 

transformed into a creative space for art-

ists and emerging talents who dream of 

a brighter future for arts and culture in 

Kurdistan.

Established in 1956, the Sulaymaniyah 

Cigarette Factory, or Tobacco Purifying 

Factory, became fully operational in 1961, 

providing jobs for nearly 2,500 families. 

After producing cigarettes and purified 

tobacco for over 40 years and having a 

significant economic impact on the city, 

it was closed in 2003 due to an increase 

in foreign products entering the market. 

Since closing, the factory’s buildings were 

under threat of being acquired by private 

commercial interests, until artists and in-

tellectuals in Sulaymaniyah united to pre-

serve this historic site in 2019. Thanks 

to their efforts, the factory was officially 

transferred from the KRG’s Ministry of 

Industry to the Ministry of Culture (Ro-

shnbiri) that year and has since been oper-

ated as a nonprofit under the name Sulay-

maniyah Culture Factory. 

Today, the Culture Factory stands as a 

foundation for arts and culture in the city.

Collaboration across the arts

Stepping into this historic space, visitors 

are greeted by a relaxing atmosphere, 

distinct from the city’s daily hustle. The 

beauty of its buildings, the wide alleys that 

make it perfect for strolling, small art stu-

dios to explore, and a cozy café for a cup 

of coffee or tea all create a welcoming and 

inspiring space for creativity and ideas.

Chenar Nzar, an artist and head of ad-

ministration at the Culture Factory, shares 

how he helped develop the factory’s artis-

tic alleys and create a peaceful space for 

young artists to establish their studios.

“When I first came to the factory, I was 

given a space to work on my artistic proj-

ects,” Nzar said. “I personally funded the 

renovation of three art studios. Later, I 

was invited to join the board of manage-

ment. Since then, we have been working 

collectively to advance this cultural proj-

ect. Our fight was to turn this place into a 

reality. Now that it is, it needs continuity.”

The Cultural Factory aims to transform 

this Sulaymaniyah landmark into an eco-

nomically viable center for culture and 

creativity, bringing together the city’s ar-

Rising from the Ashes
A Tobacco Factory Becomes 

a Creative Hub 

Savan Abdulrahman

is the editor-in-chief
at DidiMn, a Kurdish 

cultural website. 
Concurrently, she is 

engaged in a research 
project on the origins of 

masculinity in her role as 
a research assistant at the 
American University in 

Iraq, Sulaymaniyah, and 
also collaborating on this 
project with the London 

School of Economics 
(LSE).

The Sulaymaniyah Culture 
Factory envisions itself as 
a revolutionary cultural 

alternative
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A wall of the Sulaymaniyah Cigarette Factory 
after being transformed into a creative space for 
arts and culture
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tistic and cultural communities under 

one roof.

International artists and organizations 

have collaborated with the factory on 

various occasions. Currently, the fac-

tory hosts exhibitions, a filmmaking 

space, an indoor rock-climbing facil-

ity, climate change initiatives, inno-

vation hubs, seminar halls, handicraft 

workshops, photography studios, and 

heritage centers. Additionally, the 

public can use the space for theater 

performances, festivals, concerts, film 

productions, and more.

“Aside from the ongoing projects, 

there are 47 artistic proposals that are 

waiting for space,” Nzar remarked.

Connecting Sulaymaniyah to 
the world

Despite political upheavals and the 

displacement of communities due 

to decades of dictatorship, war, and 

conflict, Sulaymaniyah has proven re-

silient. The city has successfully main-

tained its diversity and championed 

peaceful coexistence, as it is home to 

various religious, ethnic, and migrant 

communities. The Culture Factory 

aims to reflect and elevate cultural 

productions that represent this mosa-

ic of Kurdish society.

Artists are at the heart of the factory. 

The process of joining the communi-

ty is smooth, supported by an admin-

istrative board dedicated to helping 

artists stand on their own two feet. As 

Khabat Marif, the general manager of 

the factory, often says, “own an artis-

tic project, and we’ve got your back.”

“This space must be actively used by 

artists and creatives,” Nzar said. “If 

not, in the future, the project could 

be auctioned off for residential devel-

opment. However, as long as artistic 

activities continue here, no one can 

take it away.”

At the beginning of 2019, a collab-

orative effort among Sulaymaniyah’s 

artists led to the creation of a master 

plan for the future of this historic site. 

The plan carefully outlined potential 

developments, including an informa-

tion center, a library, multiple exhibi-

tion halls, a cinema, artist residencies, 

music and festival venues, central 

parks, and a museum. 

“If this master plan is realized, the 

factory will become one of the most 

unique cultural projects of all time,” 

Nzar added.

The Sulaymaniyah Culture Factory 

envisions itself as a revolutionary cul-

tural alternative. “Ultimately, our goal 

is to transform the Culture Factory 

into a space that inspires both estab-

lished and emerging artists, creatives, 

and innovators to produce high-cal-

iber work,” Nzar said. “This can be 

achieved by networking regionally 

and internationally, connecting Sulay-

maniyah with the rest of the world.” 

Every creative and tourist is wel-

come to visit the factory and immerse 

themselves in its artistic atmosphere. 

Together, the people of Sulaymaniyah 

are working to build an artistic com-

munity in what was once an aban-

doned tobacco factory and announce 

the future of culture rising from the 

ashes.

P
ho

to
: 

N
a

sh
 A

li
 X

a
ya

t 

Sulaymaniyah Cigarette Factory after being transformed into a creative space for arts and culture
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LEGACY

T
he passing in late December of 

Jimmy Carter, the 39th President 

of the United States, resonated 

deeply in the Middle East, where his ’un-

wavering dedication to resolving conflicts 

and championing the oppressed has left 

an indelible mark. For the Kurdish peo-

ple, Carter’s advocacy for human rights 

was a profound source of inspiration for 

their struggle and a beacon of hope in a 

turbulent Middle East.

Carter’s presidency came during a trans-

formative period 

in regional politics, 

which included 

upheavals in Af-

ghanistan, Pakistan, 

and Saudi Arabia as 

well as the second 

oil-price spike fol-

lowing the Iranian 

Revolution, all amid 

the U.S.-Soviet 

geopolitical rivalry 

known as the Cold 

War. Despite these 

challenges, Carter’s crowning achieve-

ment, the Camp David Accords of 1978, 

led to the historic peace treaty between 

Egypt and Israel in 1979. Through tire-

less mediation, Carter brought together 

Egyptian President Anwar Sadat and Is-

raeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin, fa-

cilitating bold concessions on both sides. 

Post-presidential legacy

Carter’s activities after leaving the pres-

idency reflect a similar commitment to 

peace. In a speech delivered on the 20th 

anniversary of the Accords at the Univer-

sity of Maryland in 1998, he articulated 

his enduring optimism for the Middle 

East. “Anyone dealing with the Middle 

East has to be an optimist. I know that 

Israeli mothers want peace, and Palestin-

ian mothers want peace. The obstacles are 

the politicians who lack the courage to 

honor the prayers of the mothers. Those 

of us who have demonstrated interest in 

the peace process must remain involved, 

whether mighty or 

not. All of us have 

some degree of in-

fluence.”

“He is a great man. 

His legacy after 

the presidency far 

outweighs his four 

years in office,” 

said Professor Saad 

Eddin Ibrahim 

during an interview 

in 2023 before he 

passed away. Ibrahim was a renowned so-

ciologist and human rights advocate from 

the Ibn Khaldun Center for Development 

Studies in Cairo. 

Ibrahim emphasized Carter’s unparalleled 

contributions to humanity. “After leaving 

the White House, Carter dedicated his life 

to fighting disease, fostering peace, and 

advocating for democracy. This determi-

nation cemented his place as a transforma-

tive figure. The Camp David Accords, an 

 Jimmy Carter’s Legacy 
of Peace, Human Rights, and 

the Kurds

Ronahi Hasan

is an award-winning 
bilingual journalist and 
documentary filmmaker 

based in the UK. She 
has worked with BBC, 
Channel 4, and major 

Western and Arab media 
outlets.

Both leaders have shown 
an ability to turn adversity 

into opportunities for 
harmony and progress

Portrait of former U.S. President Jimmy Carter
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achievement ahead of its time, faced 

criticism but laid the groundwork 

for future peace efforts in the Mid-

dle East. Great men like Carter and 

Sadat may be misunderstood in their 

lifetimes, but history will honor their 

achievements.”

Ibrahim’s respect for Carter was ev-

ident in a selfless act during his own 

imprisonment in Egypt. While incar-

cerated, Ibrahim learned that he had 

been nominated for the Nobel Peace 

Prize. However, upon discovering 

that Carter was also a candidate, he 

requested the withdrawal of his nom-

ination. “Carter was far more deserv-

ing,” Ibrahim said. “His dedication 

to eradicating diseases and promoting 

peace speaks louder than words.”

Connection to the Kurds

For decades, the Kurds have exem-

plified resilience in their struggle 

for autonomy and recognition, and 

Carter’s unwavering commitment to 

human rights resonates deeply with 

their fight against oppression and ter-

rorism, particularly in Syria and Iraq. 

The Kurds’ valiant resistance against 

threats to their autonomy – often at 

great personal cost – embodies the 

democratic values that Carter cham-

pioned. His legacy serves as a remind-

er of the moral imperative to support 

such efforts.

Ibrahim’s advocacy for peace extend-

ed to addressing the rights of ethnic 

minorities in the Middle East. At a 

conference hosted by the Ibn Khal-

dun Center, he brought together 

Kurdish leaders, including Kurdistan 

President and leader of the Kurdistan 

Democratic Party Masoud Barzani 

and the leader of the Patriotic Union 

of Kurdistan and former Iraqi Presi-

dent Jalal Talabani, to discuss these 

challenges. Reflecting on the event, 

Ibrahim advocated for Kurdish rights, 

even supporting their right to an in-

dependent state.

Kurdistan President Masoud Barza-

ni has continually worked to bridge 

divides among Kurdish factions. No-

tably, he recently invited Mazloum 

Abdi, the commander of the Syrian 

Democratic Forces, to Erbil to fos-

ter conciliation with other Kurdish 

parties. This initiative underscores 

Barzani’s commitment to unity and 

stability within the Kurdish region, 

reflecting his broader vision for peace.

In a recent interview with Shams TV 

in Erbil, President Masoud Barzani 

delivered a message of reassurance 

to the Kurds in Western Kurdistan 

(northeastern Syria) and across the 

broader region. Emphasizing his role 

as a stabilizing force, Barzani’s leader-

ship mirrors Carter’s in that he evinc-

es a steadfast commitment to peace 

and coexistence in one of the world’s 

most volatile regions. Both leaders 

have shown an ability to turn adversi-

ty into opportunities for harmony and 

progress.

Carter’s deep interest in the Middle 

East stemmed from his belief in the 

transformative power of diplomacy. 

Ibrahim recounted how Carter, upon 

hearing Sadat’s speech expressing 

a willingness for peace, personally 

reached out to Begin, initiating the 

journey to Camp David.

“Carter ensured the agreement was 

equitable,” Ibrahim noted. “He fos-

tered collaboration despite immense 

challenges, creating a working peace 

camp of Egyptians, Israelis, and 

Americans. This legacy continues 

through initiatives like the Anwar Sa-

dat Chair for Peace and Development 

at the University of Maryland, where 

Carter’s and Sadat’s contributions are 

celebrated.”

Humanity and humility 

Ibrahim also shared a touching mem-

ory of Carter’s respect for family. “At 

the Carter Center, every meal saw his 

mother seated at the head of the ta-

ble. As an Arab, this gesture resonated 

deeply with me, reflecting Carter’s 

humility and values.” Ibrahim also 

praised Carter’s wife Rosalynn for her 

unwavering support and warmth.

As the world confronts rising author-

itarianism and threats to democracy, 

Carter’s life serves as a guide for to-

day’s leaders. His tireless work for 

peace and human rights underscores 

the necessity of international solidar-

ity, particularly for the Kurds, who 

continue to uphold shared values that 

stand in opposition to terrorism and 

extremism.

Ibrahim had kind words for this 

great leader. “I hope the last weeks 

or months of Carter’s life will be cel-

ebrated. The world carries immense 

appreciation and gratitude for his role 

as a public figure and a man of peace 

and democracy,” he said.

As the Kurds honor Carter’s legacy, 

they remind the world of the timeless 

importance of justice, peace, and hu-

man rights. It is a call to action for 

leaders to uphold these principles 

and support those who fight for free-

dom and equality – just as Carter did 

throughout his remarkable life.

As the Kurds honor 
Carter’s legacy, they 
remind the world of 

the timeless importance 
of justice, peace, and 

human rights
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U.S. President Carter addressing a Joint Session of the U.S. 
Congress (September 18, 1978)

President Masoud Barzani meeting with then-U.S. President George W. Bush 
at the White House (October 25, 2005)
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Jan Dost 

is a prolific Kurdish poet, 
writer and translator. 

He has published several 
novels and translated a 

number of Kurdish literary 
masterpieces. 

SURVIVAL
T

he regime of Bashar al-Assad has 

fallen, marking the end of a dark 

era in Syria’s modern history un-

der the Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party. TV 

screens broadcast chilling scenes of fight-

ers smashing the locks of the most noto-

rious prison Syria has ever known – Sed-

naya. 

Often referred to as the “human slaugh-

terhouse,” Sednaya held thousands of Syr-

ian citizens from all backgrounds, as well 

as detainees from neighboring countries. 

Survivors have recounted horrifying sto-

ries about this Ba’athist prison, which was 

no less brutal than Nazi camps or the in-

famous prisons of the former Iraqi Ba’ath 

regime, such as Abu Ghraib Prison.

Early days of the revolution

“When the revolution in Syria broke out 

in 2011, we mobilized to ensure that the 

first demonstrations took place in Qa-

mishli, Amuda, or Afrin. We wanted them 

to start in Kurdish areas due to the Kurds’ 

deep-seated resentment toward Assad’s 

regime,” says activist Shibal Ibrahim, who 

endured months of brutal detention in 

the infamous Sednaya Prison.

“Even before the revolution, there was 

immense pressure due to the heavy pres-

ence of Syrian security forces in the gov-

ernorate, including elements dispatched 

from Damascus to the Kurdish regions of 

Syria. Regime officials met with various 

Kurdish figures, tribal leaders, and polit-

ical parties that played a role in mobiliz-

Crossing from Hell
Surviving Sednaya Prison
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Families with missing relatives searching inside 
Sednaya Prison after the fall of the Assad regime 
(December 9, 2024).
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ing the Kurdish street,” he explains, 

recounting the early days of the Syr-

ian uprising and the involvement of 

Kurdish youth. 

Ibrahim clarifies that the security 

forces that arrived in the Kurdish ar-

eas carried two messages: the first was 

a veiled threat warning Kurds against 

organizing protests or taking any ac-

tion against Assad’s regime, and the 

second, according to him, was an at-

tempt to appease the Kurds, a tactic 

the regime often resorted to when 

feeling threatened.

Having endured harrowing days of 

torture after his arrest in 2011, the ac-

tivist shares his account with Kurdis-

tan in Arabic through a series of voice 

messages detailing the early Kurdish 

youth movement against the regime. 

“On March 15, 2011, after the sit-

in organized by families of detainees, 

civil society activists, and artists in Da-

mascus, we began to sense the winds 

of change. On March 18, the first 

demonstration erupted in Daraa, and 

soon, protests started spreading. In 

Newroz in 2011, the regime attempt-

ed to win over the Kurds by sending 

a security delegation to extend holi-

day greetings,” he recounts. Howev-

er, Ibrahim insists that this move was 

nothing more than “a cheap political 

ploy by the Assad regime.”

Discussing the early days of the rev-

olution, including the formation of 

coordination committees – youth 

groups organizing anti-regime pro-

tests – he clarifies: “I wasn’t among 

the founders of these committees, 

but on my own initiative, I invited 

many to join a gathering scheduled 

for March 25, 2011, to announce the 

‘March Coordination Committee.’ 

Unfortunately, very few attended.”

The former activist and political pris-

oner adds that from that day forward, 

he never missed a protest, eventually 

being assigned the role of General Su-

pervisor of Kurdish Youth Coordina-

tion Committees in Qamishli. Syrian 

Kurds embraced the new movement 

and integrated it into their cities, 

aligning with the broader Syrian rev-

olutionary movement. According to 

Ibrahim, this was due to “the years 

of suffering under the regime’s op-

pressive policies toward the Kurds in 

Syria.”

The arrest

Shibal Ibrahim recalls the circum-

stances of his arrest due to his ac-

tivism, describing it as a kidnapping 

without any legal warrant: “The Air 

Force Intelligence arrested me in Qa-

mishli on September 22, 2011.”

From Qamishli to al-Hasakah, then to 

Deir ez-Zor, Mezzeh Airport, the Air 

Force Intelligence Directorate, Bab 

Tuma (also controlled by Air Force 

Intelligence), Qaboun Military Police 

Prison, and finally, Sednaya –  Ibra-

him endured a nightmarish journey 

through the hands of the regime’s 

brutal enforcers.

The treatment was, unsurprisingly, 

extremely harsh. The torturers “took 

pleasure in tormenting detainees 

through every imaginable method... 

They even competed to see who 

could inflict the worst forms of tor-

ture, proving their loyalty to Assad’s 

regime.”

“The prison guards had absolute au-

thority to carry out any form of tor-

ture,” Ibrahim says. “If a detainee 

died under their hands, there was no 

accountability – on the contrary, they 

were often rewarded.”

Regarding the number of detainees, 

Ibrahim estimates that “more than a 

thousand people were arrested dai-

ly. The security branches became so 

overcrowded that there was no space 
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him. It offers a glimpse into the in-

humane and terrifying conditions en-

dured by detainees in Sednaya Prison 

– conditions the world only became 

fully revealed after the regime’s fall on 

December 8 last year.

“I recounted my personal experience 

in Crossing from Hell to draw the 

world’s attention, particularly human 

rights organizations, to the extent of 

the torture taking place inside these 

prisons,” he says.

The book was published long after 

Ibrahim’s release. “I didn’t want to 

cause the mothers of detainees ad-

ditional pain by revealing the brutal 

conditions inside these prisons,” he 

explains. “However, years later, after 

the release of the Caesar photos and 

other evidence, I decided to docu-

ment my experience in this novel.”

“They never stopped torturing me 

from the moment of my arrest until 

my release,” he asserts. He also re-

veals that General Suhayl al-Hasan, 

who was then the head of Air Force 

Intelligence investigations, personally 

oversaw interrogations. Known as one 

of the regime’s most ruthless enforc-

ers, al-Hasan was responsible for the 

Ghouta massacre and has a history of 

crimes against humanity.

“The Air Force Intelligence branch 

is like a five-star hotel compared to 

Sednaya Prison,” he continues with 

anguish. “People thought I was ex-

aggerating when I described what 

happens in Sednaya, but after the 

regime fell and prisoners were freed, 

the world was shocked by the horrors 

they witnessed. What people saw on 

their screens – I lived through it, in all 

its terror, for a year and a half.”

left for the swelling numbers of de-

tainees.”

According to his testimony, which 

aligns with numerous other accounts, 

the Assad regime resorted to placing 

detainees in public spaces such as 

sports stadiums and even candy facto-

ries, giving security forces free rein to 

act as they pleased.

Crossing from Hell

Crossing from Hell is a narrative doc-

umenting the harrowing experience 

of Kurdish youth activist Shibal Ibra-

I recounted my personal 
experience in Crossing 

from Hell to draw 
the world’s attention, 

particularly human 
rights organizations
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EXILE

S
ookie Hong never imagined that a trip to Syria in 

2008 would change the course of her life. While 

exploring Damascus and Aleppo, she encountered 

Kurdish people for the first time. Over cups of tea, laugh-

ter, and heartfelt conversations, a deep connection was 

forged.

  

“We didn’t share the same language, but we communicat-

ed heart to heart,” she recalls. “I felt an immediate connec-

tion between Koreans and Kurds, as both have histories of 

struggle, resilience, and longing for independence.”

  

This sense of kinship stayed with her even after she re-

turned to the United States, where she spent two decades 

studying and later working at Samsung and Korean Air. 

However, over time, she and her husband began to ques-

tion their daily routine.

“Life in America was work, sleep, repeat. We wanted some-

thing more meaningful,” she says.

  That longing for purpose led them to make a bold deci-

sion—to leave behind their stable corporate jobs and move 

to the Kurdistan Region for what was supposed to be a 

two-year volunteer program. But fate intervened in an un-

expected way.

  

Just before their departure in 2013, Sookie’s husband, Jay, 

underwent a routine health check. The results were shock-

ing: he had colon cancer.

  

“Because of our decision to move to Kurdistan, we caught 

the cancer early. That decision saved his life,” Sookie re-

flects. What was meant to be an act of giving turned into 

an act of receiving – Kurdistan, in a way, had already given 

them a second chance at life.

  

Despite the health scare, they followed through with their 

plans and arrived in Erbil in August 2013. Their first im-

pression? “It was too hot,” she laughs. But the warmth of 

the people soon outweighed the heat of the summer sun.

12 Years in Kurdistan Sookie Hong, a Korean-American university lecturer, businesswoman, and promoter of 

Korea-Kurdistan relations, shares her journey of living and working in the Kurdistan 

Region for 12 years.

Kurdistan Chronicle 
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Determined to immerse themselves 

in Kurdish culture, they chose to live 

in a traditional neighborhood rather 

than an expatriate community.

  

“We wanted to experience Kurdistan 

fully, not as outsiders,” she explains.

  

Their neighbors welcomed them 

with open arms, bringing them food, 

checking in on them, and treating 

them like family.

  

Immediately, Sookie started teach-

ing economics at SABIS University 

in Erbil and later at the University of 

Kurdistan Hewler.

Her two children, who were nine 

and ten years old at the time, quick-

ly adapted to life in Kurdistan. They 

attended local schools, made lifelong 

friendships, and embraced the cul-

ture.

  “They felt at home here, playing in 

the streets, learning Kurdish words, 

and forming bonds with neighbors,” 

Sookie recalls. Even after they moved 

abroad for university, Kurdistan re-

mained close to their hearts.

  

“When Jay and I visited San Francisco 

to see our children, we all went out for 

brunch. My son ordered shawarma at 

a brunch cafe. There were plenty of 

fancier options, but that was the only 

thing he wanted,” she laughs. “That’s 

how much this place shaped them.”

Connecting Kurdistan with 
Korea
  

What started as a temporary move 

gradually evolved into a long-term 

mission.

  

Today, Sookie is the founder and 

CEO of Global Expert, a compa-

ny that imports high-quality Korean 

food into Kurdistan. The venture was 

born almost accidentally.

  

“I was organizing a Korean festival, 

and I realized there was a demand for 

authentic Korean food,” she recalls. 

“One conversation led to another, 

and before I knew it, I was importing 

Korean goods.”

  

Her business, which distributes prod-

ucts to major supermarkets across 

Kurdistan and Iraq, has faced nu-

merous challenges, from bureaucratic 

hurdles to strict import regulations. 

However, Sookie remains hopeful 

about the future of commerce in the 

region.

  

“Kurdistan has a strong, young work-

force. With the right policies, it could 

attract more international compa-

nies,” she says.

But Sookie’s contributions to Kurd-

istan extend far beyond business. She 

also founded the Center for Korean 

Studies in Kurdistan, a hub for aca-

demic exchange between Kurdish and 

Korean institutions.

  

Through the center, she has facilitat-

ed student exchange programs, cul-

tural events, and online lectures from 

Korean professors. She is particularly 

touched by the growing enthusiasm 

among Kurdish students for learning 

the Korean language.

  

“They don’t learn Korean for job op-

portunities – they learn it out of pure 

passion, their love for Korea,” she 

notes.

  

For her, the deep cultural connection 

between Koreans and Kurds goes be-

yond language.

  

“Both our people have a concept of 

jeong – a deep, unspoken warmth that 

connects hearts beyond words,” she 

explains.

  

She also sees parallels in their histo-

ries. “Like the Kurdish peshmerga, 

Korea had its own righteous army 

fighting for independence. We un-

derstand what it means to long for a 

homeland.”

  

Her experience in Kurdistan has only 

deepened her appreciation for the re-

gion’s beauty and heritage. She has 

explored the mountains of Barzan, 

the monasteries of Nineveh, and the 

ancient town of Amedi.

“People should know Kurdistan is not 

just history and politics – it is breath-

takingly beautiful,” she says.

Despite the challenges of running a 

business in Kurdistan, from regulato-

ry complexities to bureaucratic inef-

ficiencies, Sookie is here to stay. She 

envisions expanding her educational 

initiatives and mentoring the next 

generation of Kurdish entrepreneurs.

  

“My goal is to return to teaching eco-

nomics full-time and shape the young 

generations of Kurdistan,” she says.

  

Looking back, what started as a two-

year mission has now turned into a 

lifelong calling. She remains deeply 

committed to her adopted homeland.

To the young people of Kurdistan, 

she offers one powerful message: “Do 

not leave Kurdistan. If you cannot 

succeed here, you will not succeed 

anywhere. Build something meaning-

ful in your own land.”

  

For Sookie Hong, Kurdistan is no 

longer just a place she moved to – it 

is home.

We wanted to 
experience Kurdistan 
fully, not as outsiders
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GEOLOGY

B
eneath the rugged peaks of the 

Zagros Mountains in the Kurd-

istan Region of Iraq, a dramatic 

geological process is unfolding – one 

that connects the Earth’s surface to its 

deep interior. 

An international research team led by 

Renas Koshnaw has uncovered evidence 

that the Neotethys oceanic plate, which 

once lay between the Arabian and Eur-

asian continents, is breaking apart sever-

al hundreds of kilometers below the sur-

face. This discovery sheds light on how 

mountain ranges form and could help 

locate valuable natural resources and 

understand earthquake risks in a broad-

er context. The findings were recently 

published in the European Geosciences 

Union’s journal Solid Earth.

Zagros Mountains
Decoding the Earth’s Interior

Dr. Renas Ismael 
Koshnaw 

is a postdoctoral 
researcher at Georg-
August-University 

Göttingen, Germany.
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Subduction and sinking 
plates

When continents collide over millions 

of years, the oceanic plate between 

them is forced downward into the 

Earth’s mantle. This process, known 

as subduction, eventually leads to 

the formation of towering mountain 

ranges as the edges of the continents 

crumple and rise.

The Zagros Mountains, stretching 

across Kurdish areas in Iran, Iraq, 

and Turkey, are a product of the on-

going collision between the Arabian 

and Eurasian plates. Over time, the 

immense weight of these mountains 

causes the Earth’s surface to bend 

downward, creating depressions that 

fill with sediment eroded from the 

peaks. This is how regions like Mes-

opotamia, the fertile plain between 

the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, were 

formed. 

The research team found that the 

weight of the Zagros Mountains 

alone cannot explain the unusually 

deep depression – at a depth of 3 to 4 

kilometers – of Mesopotamia that has 

formed over the past 20 million years.

“Given the moderate topography in 

the northwestern Zagros, it was sur-

prising to find such a thick accumu-

lation of sediment in the southeast, 

suggesting that something else is 

pulling the region downward,” said 

Koshnaw, the lead author of the study 

and a researcher at the University of 

Gottingen, who is currently work-

ing at the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology in the United States.

The team’s research revealed that the 

additional downward force comes 

from the sinking Neotethys oceanic 

plate, which is still attached to the 

Arabian plate. As this dense ocean-

ic plate descends into the mantle, it 

pulls the overlying crust downward, 

creating space for more sediment to 

accumulate. 

However, in the northwestern part 

of the study area, in Turkey, the de-

pression becomes shallower, indicat-

ing that the oceanic plate has broken 

off in this region. This detachment 

relieves the downward pull, allow-

ing the Earth’s surface to rebound 

upward. “When the oceanic plate 

detaches, the surface above it rises, 

while areas where the plate is still at-

tached continue to sink,” explained 

Koshnaw.

A dynamic planet
The study of the Zagros Mountains 

provides a rare glimpse into the dy-

namic processes occurring hundreds 

of kilometers below the Earth’s sur-

face. By combining geological evi-

dence from the Zagros Mountains 

with deep-earth imaging techniques, 

the researchers were able to recon-

struct the configuration of the Ne-

otethys oceanic plate and gauge its 

influence on surface geology. This ap-

proach explains the unusual thickness 

of sediment in the region and high-

lights the deep connection between 

the Earth’s interior and exterior. 

“This research shows how dynamic 

our planet is. The processes happen-

ing deep below the surface have a di-

rect impact on the landscape we see 

today,” said Koshnaw.

Understanding the relationship be-

tween the Earth’s interior and surface 

has practical applications. For exam-

ple, the study’s findings can help sci-

entists better assess earthquake risks 

in the Middle East. Earthquakes oc-

cur when rocks along faults – fractures 

in the Earth’s crust – shift suddenly. 

By mapping the large-scale geologi-

cal configuration of the region deep 

inside Earth, researchers can identify 

areas where significant faults are likely 

to form. 

The research also has implications 

for locating natural resources. The 

thick sediment deposits in the south-

eastern Zagros region could serve as 

reservoirs for geothermal energy, but 

taking more geological factors into 

consideration is necessary before rea-

sonable conclusions can be reached.

A methodological 
breakthrough

The study’s approach, combining sur-

face geology with deep-earth imag-

ing, can be applied to other mountain 

ranges around the world. Similar pro-

cesses of plate detachment have been 

suggested beneath the Alps and the 

Himalayas, but these hypotheses are 

primarily based on deep-earth images. 

The Zagros Mountains, with their 

well-preserved rock record, provide 

a unique opportunity to study these 

processes in detail. “Our research can 

serve as a roadmap for detecting slab 

detachment in other regions,” said 

Koshnaw. “By understanding how the 

Earth’s rigid outer shell functions, we 

can unlock new insights into the plan-

et’s evolution and its resources.”

The breaking of the Neotethys oce-

anic plate beneath the northwestern 

Zagros Mountains is a reminder of 

the dynamic forces shaping our plan-

et. This research not only deepens our 

understanding of Earth’s geological 

processes, but also provides valuable 

tools for addressing practical chal-

lenges, from earthquake prediction to 

resource exploration. 

As scientists continue to unravel the 

mysteries of the Earth’s interior, stud-

ies like this one will play a crucial role 

in shaping our understanding of the 

planet we call home.
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LANGUAGE

H
ave you ever traveled to a place 

where they speak a language 

that is entirely unfamiliar to 

you? A language that sounds like a series 

of connected sounds because you don’t 

understand it? How did that make you 

feel? Now imagine how much easier and 

more rewarding your experience would be 

if you knew even a few basic expressions 

– greetings, common phrases, or names 

of everyday items – in the local language. 

These simple words can open doors, 

earn smiles, and perhaps even get you a 

discount. The answer to the question of 

whether such knowledge makes a differ-

ence is often a resounding “yes.”

Survival vocabulary includes essential ex-

pressions and words that allow visitors, 

foreigners, or expatriates to communi-

cate basic ideas in a local language with 

minimal effort. Paul Nation, a prominent 

linguist and emeritus professor at Vic-

toria University of Wellington in New 

Zealand, has contributed significantly to 

developing survival vocabulary lists. His 

specialization revolves around vocabulary 

acquisition, teaching, and learning. The 

university has dedicated a whole platform 

to display Nation’s resources and publi-

cations, including survival vocabulary for 

approximately 20 languages.

As an English teacher, I always find myself 

utilizing Nation’s resources in my classes. 

One day, while exploring them, the idea 

of adding survival vocabulary for Sora-

ni Kurdish crossed my mind. Kurdistan, 

with its breathtaking nature, unparalleled 

hospitality, and rich cultural heritage, 

draws countless tourists every year. Addi-

tionally, many foreigners and expatriates 

live and work in Kurdistan for multiple 

purposes and interact daily with native 

Kurdish speakers. Therefore, this realiza-

tion inspired me to take action to ensure 

that visitors to Kurdistan have a resource 

they can use to learn the language.

An exceptional team

In July 2024, I assembled a dedicated 

team to create a Kurdish survival vocabu-

lary syllabus. After receiving confirmation 

from Nation, the work began in earnest. 

The team included my current supervisor 

at Amideast Iraq in Erbil, Khalid Ibrahim, 

as a project supervisor; my former college 

professor, Twana Hamid, as a phonetic 

Kurdish Survival Vocabulary 

Safin Mohammed 

is an English Language 
Instructor currently 

working for Amideast 
Iraq/Erbil. He has over 

three years of experience in 
teaching English.

The Kurdish survival 
vocabulary syllabus 

offers learners not only 
a practical tool, but also 
a way to connect more 
deeply with the culture 
and people of Kurdistan
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transcription editor; my former supervisor, Ghareeb Salih, 

as a translation editor; two of my colleagues, Ali Yaseen 

and Shad Mahmood, as proofreaders; one of my students 

at the Catholic University in Erbil, Darya Dilshad, as a voi-

ceover artist; and me, as the writer.

For approximately five months, we worked tirelessly to en-

sure the syllabus was both professional and user-friendly. 

What we believe sets it apart is its inclusion of audio re-

cordings for each Kurdish expression. This feature address-

es the challenges posed by 

the Sorani Kurdish script, 

which might be unfamil-

iar to many learners with 

no prior knowledge of the 

Arabic alphabet. The au-

dio tracks feature native 

Kurdish speakers to enable 

learners to hear correct 

pronunciation and practice 

effectively. Each expression 

is also hyperlinked to its 

corresponding audio track, 

meaning that individual au-

dio tracks can be accessed 

by clicking on the Kurd-

ish expression. To further 

enhance accessibility, we 

included visual support, 

cultural expectations and 

explanations, and phonetic 

transcriptions that mainly 

rely on a PhD dissertation, 

The Prosodic Phonology of 

Central Kurdish, written 

by the same scholar who 

was responsible for edit-

ing the phonetic transcrip-

tions of the syllabus: Twa-

na Hamid. The syllabus 

is generally designed for 

learners with little or no 

prior knowledge of Kurd-

ish, making it an excellent 

starting point.

“It looks like you have 

done a very careful and thorough job on this,” Nation 

remarked when reviewing the completed syllabus. Today, 

the Kurdish survival vocabulary syllabus can be accessed, 

free of charge, on Nation’s Resources platform on Victoria 

University of Wellington’s website. The QR code provided 

at the bottom of the page will take the reader directly to 

the syllabus after scanning it. 

One effective technique for mastering these expressions 

is the Vocabulary Flashcard method. Learners can create 

small cards, writing the Kurdish expression on one side – 

perhaps accompanied with a drawing or putting the Kurd-

ish word in a sentence for context – and the translation 

on the other. It does not matter what other language the 

learner translates the Kurdish expression to, what matters 

is that the learner will remember the meaning of the Kurd-

ish expression, or know how to say it. After creating some 

cards, it is important to practice regularly by first looking 

at the Kurdish expression and then the translation – if the 

learner was not sure about the meaning – until the learner 

has acquired the word or 

expression. This method 

aids memory retention and 

helps learners recognize 

and use new words confi-

dently.

Talking to the heart

The publication of a proj-

ect that makes the Kurd-

ish language so accessible 

brings us immense joy. 

Now, visitors and learners 

have a reliable resource 

through which they can ac-

quire basic Sorani Kurdish 

expressions. Whether they 

are exploring Kurdistan’s 

vibrant markets, nature, 

cities, or simply greeting 

locals, they can now con-

nect more meaningfully 

through language.

Furthermore, one of my 

lifelong goals is to try to 

make education accessible 

to all, especially where and 

when it is most necessary. 

This project, made possible 

by the exceptional team I 

was fortunate enough to 

work with, exemplifies my 

commitment to that mis-

sion. I remain steadfast in 

expanding educational ac-

cess and promoting the Kurdish language.

As Nelson Mandela once said, “If you talk to a man in a 

language he understands, that goes to his head. If you talk 

to him in his language, that goes to his heart.” The Kurd-

ish survival vocabulary syllabus offers learners not only a 

practical tool, but also a way to connect more deeply with 

the culture and people of Kurdistan. It can make their 

journey richer, more enjoyable, and perhaps even more re-

warding – with occasional discounts along the way!
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EDUCATION

Illustrations Inspired 
by Kurdish Culture 

Della Murad 

is the artistic director of the 
Gulan Charity.

G
ulan, a UK-registered charity 

founded in 2008 to promote 

Kurdish heritage and culture, has 

recently launched two innovative coloring 

books for children. Developed by Della 

Murad (Artistic Director), Mariwan Jalal 

(Art Consultant), and Richard Wilding 

(Creative Director), the books aim to 

foster a deeper connection to Kurdish 

history, art, and traditions among young 

readers.

The first book features illustrations in-

spired by iconic Kurdish landmarks and 

traditional Kurdish costumes. Landmarks 

include the historic Erbil Citadel, the De-

lal Bridge in Zakho, and the sacred Yezidi 

shrines at Lalish. Each illustration is ac-

companied by descriptions in both En-

glish and Kurdish, helping children and 

their families become familiar with some 

of the most significant sites in Kurdish 

culture while also learning about tradi-

tional Kurdish attire.

Inside pages of the Kurdistan Colouring Book
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The second book highlights the work 

of talented Kurdish artists, showcasing 

their personal interpretations of Kurd-

istan. By sharing these unique artistic 

visions, Gulan aims to celebrate Kurdish 

artistry and offer children an opportuni-

ty to view their cultural heritage through 

the eyes of these creative individuals.

The books have been warmly received, 

becoming popular resources in Kurdish 

language schools in both the UK and 

the Kurdistan Region. They have also 

been used in workshops across the UK, 

engaging children in a hands-on explo-

ration of Kurdish culture.

To the best of our knowledge, no similar 

coloring books focusing on Kurdish her-

itage and culture have been produced 

for children before. Gulan is proud to 

lead this initiative, blending education, 

art, and cultural preservation in a way 

that resonates with young minds and 

their families.

Children coloring drawings from the Kurdistan Colouring Book.

Children coloring drawings from the Kurdistan Colouring Book.
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LITERATURE

K
urdish-Dutch author Shad 

Raouf Qazaz has broken new 

ground in the world of Kurdish 

literature, publishing his novel, Children of 

Zagros, in Sorani Kurdish this summer. The 

book was previously published in Dutch in 

December 2023, coinciding with the ancient 

festival of Shab-e Yalda, celebrated annually on 

the winter solstice, when Qazaz visited Sulay-

maniyah and Erbil to promote the book.

“The story is a specific drama that explores Kurdish folk-

lore and mythology,” Qazaz explained. “But I couldn’t 

write it in Kurdish, because I grew up in the Netherlands, 

and my language skills weren’t sufficient for research or 

writing in the language. However, it’s important that the 

story returns to the Kurdish language and can reach Kurd-

ish people in Kurdistan. This is the goal of my return to 

Kurdistan – to bring the story home.”

Children of Zagros is a captivating story that brings Kurd-

ish culture, myths, and folklore to life. This epic journey 

of self-discovery also reveals a world of dark secrets and 

dormant powers.

“I’ve read a lot about who the Kurds are and their his-

tory. My father, Azad Qazaz, is a well-known author on 

Kurdish psycho-politics, but when I was young, I wasn’t 

really interested in Kurdish history,” Qazaz said. “As I 

grew older, however, my curiosity grew, 

especially after having spent my early years 

in Kurdistan. Many Kurds in the Netherlands 

see themselves as Kurdish-Dutch, but I felt 

more Kurdish than Dutch, except for the fact 

that I lived there and spoke the language.”

Unearthing myths and folklore

Untangling the origins of stories and beliefs becomes 

challenging in a part of the world where ethnicities have 

blurred and narratives have intermixed over millennia. 

“Over the years, I investigated and researched Kurdish his-

tory and mythology. At first, I was motivated by the goal 

of finding an original Kurdish mythology or cosmology, 

but this was quite naive, as I discovered that the further 

one goes back in time, the more difficult it becomes to 

separate Kurdish mythology and folklore from those of 

other ethnicities. For instance, terms like azdiha, meaning 

dragon, can be found in Pakistan, while stories from Ana-

tolia aren’t necessarily sourced to being Kurdish,” he said. 

Qazaz’s drive to unearth stories about Kurdish culture and 

history has propelled his journey as an author. “When I en-

countered these stories and myths, I thought I could cre-

ate something meaningful from them or reveal something 

that had been forgotten. In general, people are becoming 

more interested in mythology – Norse mythology, for ex-

A Journey Through Kurdish 
Mythology 

Kurdistan Chronicle 
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ample – so why not in Kurdish my-

thology? I wanted to present our my-

thology in a new form, as a modern 

story for adults. This was a journey to 

my roots and an attempt to give old 

stories a fresh look.”

During his visit to the Kurdistan Re-

gion, Qazaz met with Jort Posthumus, 

Deputy Consul General of the Neth-

erlands, on August 18. “We discussed 

the complexities of the region and 

the importance of the Netherlands’ 

continued support for the Kurdistan 

Region to flourish,” he posted on X.

“The Dutch Consulate was very sup-

portive and appreciated the novel. 

They saw it as a sign of the strong 

relationship between the Netherlands 

and the Kurds,” Qazaz said. 

“The Netherlands has been active in 

the Kurdistan Region for a long time, 

and as a Kurd in the Netherlands, hav-

ing the opportunity and knowledge 

to research and write this book is a 

testament to that strong relationship. 

I gifted a Dutch copy and a Kurdish 

copy to the consulate in Erbil,” he 

told Kurdistan Chronicle.

Qazaz also noted that after the Kurd-

ish versions are published and avail-

able in stores, he will work on an En-

glish version, which he plans to finish 

this year or by early 2025.

“There are many Kurds who don’t 

speak Dutch well, and I want to 

reach not only Kurds, but also peo-

ple worldwide who love folklore. The 

plan is to start with English, followed 

by Kurdish Kurmanji, Turkish, Ara-

bic, and Persian.”

Children of Zagros is available for pur-

chase at zarokanizagros.com.

Shad Rouf gifting copies of his book to Jort-Pieter Posthumus, Deputy Consul General of the Netherlands in Erbil.

A screenshot of the Children of Zagros website.

A mockup of the Dutch edition 
of Children of Zagros.  
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MUSIC

T
he path to musical fame was not always clear to 

Mustafa Abbas Ali, a renowned conductor and mu-

sic teacher in Iraq. Grewing up in an artistic family, 

he developed a passion for drawing at a young age, leading 

to numerous exhibitions. However, a pivotal moment oc-

curred during his middle school years when many of his 

paintings mysteriously vanished from an exhibition. Later, 

he discovered that some of these works were being dis-

played at the Ministry of Culture and Information, with 

one even gracing the office of the 

minister. 

The living dead

The first twist of fate saw him enroll 

at the Institute of Musical Studies in 

Baghdad, where he simultaneously 

became both a student and a teach-

er. This unique position enabled him 

to hone his skills and eventually rise 

to prominence as a distinguished 

musician, leading numerous orien-

tal ensembles and orchestras. A sec-

ond, more harrowing, twist occurred 

when Mustafa was kidnapped by a 

militia group. He was held captive 

for an entire year, enduring severe torture that left him 

with broken bones and a dislocated shoulder. His family, 

believing him lost forever, even posted his obituary on the 

wall of their home in Baghdad in Al-Jidida, a neighbor-

hood in the southeastern part of the capital.

A third twist came when a former acquaintance, visiting 

the prison to secure the release of his brother, was stunned 

to find Mustafa alive. His acquaintance was so surprised to 

see Mustafa, who looked as if he had emerged from the 

wild, that he fainted. Upon regaining consciousness, he 

exclaimed, “Aren’t you dead? Your obituary still hangs on 

the wall of your home.” Mustafa was eventually released 

after a ransom was paid.

The fourth and final twist of fate occurred in 2005, when 

the same militia group attacked his home once again, of-

fering him a grim ultimatum: death for him and his fam-

ily or exile. Mustafa chose to leave, seeking refuge in the 

Kurdistan Region. This area – a sanctuary for hundreds 

of thousands of Iraqis escaping the sectarian violence and 

brutal militias of central and south-

ern Iraq – became his new home. 

He settled in Sulaymaniyah, where 

he began a new chapter in his life, 

almost entirely from scratch.

In Sulaymaniyah, Mustafa experi-

enced yet another fateful encounter 

– this time on a public bus – with his 

former teacher from the Institute of 

Musical Studies, Majid Abdul Raz-

zaq. Astounded by Mustafa’s story, 

Majid invited him to teach at the In-

stitute of Fine Arts in Sulaymaniyah.

Today, Mustafa Abbas Ali is a cele-

brated musician, composer, and or-

chestra conductor. We met him at 

Mali Muzik, the House of Music, where he recounted his 

extraordinary journey in the world of music.

The Kurdish roots of Eastern musical terms

Maestro Mustafa Abbas Ali began his tenure at the Institute 

of Fine Arts in Sulaymaniyah in 2006, leading the Sulay-

maniyah Orchestra from 2006 to 2016. During this time, 

he conducted both Eastern and Western compositions and 

led several other musical ensembles. “It was during this 

period that I delved deeply into Kurdish music, uncovering 

Origins of Kurdish Melody 
in Oriental Music

The illustrious musician 
Ziryab, often celebrated 
for his contributions to 

Andalusian music, was of 
Kurdish origin, born in 

Mosul

Kurdistan Chronicle 
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the Kurdish origins of many musical 

terms previously believed to be Turk-

ish or Persian,” Mustafa said. “For 

instance, I noted that the term dad 

bi dad, used in maqam to describe an 

unjust ruler, is distinctly Kurdish.” 

This revelation sparked his curiosity 

about the origins of maqam and ori-

ental instruments, prompting him to 

learn the Kurdish language in its var-

ious dialects. He points out that the 

first step in this regard “was to study 

the origins of Arabian music and oth-

er musical sources.” 

One of his key discoveries was the 

Kurdish origin of many terms thought 

to be Persian. The word basta, tradi-

tionally interpreted as “link” in Per-

sian, actually holds a more accurate 

meaning in Kurdish, where it refers to 

a song or tune. Similarly, the maqam 

suznak, often translated as “burnt” 

in Persian, more accurately signifies 

“affection” in Kurdish. Additionally, 

while some Arabs claim that the word 

rast, referring to a maqam in music, is 

of Persian origin, meaning “straight,” 

and others suggest it derives from the 

Arabic word rasd, which was later sim-

plified by the Turks to rast, the term 

carries a different meaning in Kurd-

ish. In Kurdish, rast means “truth,” 

and some sources even trace it to the 

word ra, meaning “the beginning of 

the path.” In oriental music, the rast 

maqam is considered the foundation-

al or starting point, making the Kurd-

ish interpretation – ”truth” – more 

closely aligned with its musical signif-

icance.

The Kurdish Ziryab

Mustafa also posits that the illustrious 

musician Ziryab, often celebrated for 

his contributions to Andalusian music, 

was of Kurdish origin, born in Mo-

sul. The name Ziryab, he explained, 

means “golden water” in Kurdish. 

Ziryab’s teacher, Ibrahim al-Mawsili, 

was also Kurdish and is credited with 

founding the first music institute in 

Islamic history, as documented in the 

book Collecting Jewels in Salt and An-

ecdotes by Abu Ishaq Ibrahim bin Ali 

al-Husri al-Qayrawani. 

Mustafa further theorizes that “any 

instrument with three strings in the 

oriental tradition likely has Kurd-

ish origins. The tanbur, the oldest 

stringed instrument in Mesopotamia, 

originally featured three strings. The 

Kurds later developed another instru-

ment, the barbat, which had a larger 

soundbox and a skin-covered resona-

tor. Ziryab, in a significant innovation, 

added a fourth string and replaced 

the skin with wood, thus creating the 

oud. When he introduced the oud to 

Andalusia, Europeans adapted it into 

the lute, an instrument that played a 

crucial role during the Baroque peri-

od. This eventually evolved into what 

we now recognize as the modern gui-

tar.”

Zoroastrianism and the 
significance of three strings

Discussing the significance of the 

three strings in instruments such as 

the tanbur, Mustafa traced their ori-

gins to Zoroastrianism, a religion that 

revered music and espoused a triadic 

principle of good deeds, good words, 

and sound thoughts. He mentioned 

that the spike fiddle invented by the 

Kurds, initially had three strings be-

fore a fourth was added. Traditionally, 

the spike fiddle was crafted from wal-

nut wood, and its Kurdish name, ke-

wan, means “bow.” In ancient sourc-

es, the instrument was referred to as 

kewan ja, meaning “the instrument 

played with a bow.”

The distinctiveness of 
Kurdish music

Exploring the differences between 

Kurdish, Arab, and Western music, 

Mustafa highlighted that Eastern mu-

sic typically includes quarter tones, in 

contrast to the half tones characteris-

tic of Western music. Eastern music 

comprises seven main scales, each of 

which branches into over a hundred 

sub-scales, while Western music fea-

tures only two main scales, further 

divided into three sub-scales, totaling 

five.

He emphasized that the uniqueness 

of Kurdish music lies in the quarter 

tones, or koma, of its sounds. Kurdish 

music is “remarkably diverse, reflect-

ing the variety of Kurdish regions and 

dialects, each with its unique musical 

influence.” Pure Kurdish music is rare 

and is primarily employed in tradi-

tional dances. Kurdish singing, which 

includes forms such as Lauk, Hairan, 

Bayt, Siya Chamaneh or Siya Jamana, 

and Horeh, serves to narrate epic or 

emotional tales, thereby preserving 

Kurdish cultural heritage.

Mustafa also noted that Kurdish mu-

sic is distinguished by its fast rhythms 

and complex meters, which differ 

significantly from other musical tra-

ditions. Some of these rhythms, such 

as georgina 5/8, and the 7/8, 6/8, 

5/8, and 9/8 meters, have been ad-

opted by Arab, Persian, and Turkish 

music but are of Kurdish origin.

New endeavors 

Discussing his current projects, Mus-

tafa revealed that he is working on 

recording Kurdish and Arabic com-

positions on the violin, accompanied 

by an orchestra. He also hinted at an 

ambitious project that seeks to blend 

the voice of a renowned, late Iraqi 

singer with Kurdish music – a vision 

he is determined to bring to fruition.

Currently, Mustafa is teaching music 

at the British International School of 

Sulaymaniyah. He also manages the 

Mali Muzik Center, the House of 

Music, located in the Al-Raya area in 

central Sulaymaniyah, where he teach-

es both Eastern and Western music. 

As the conductor of the Mali Muz-

ik Orchestra, he has arranged several 

Kurdish musical works for orches-

tral performance. His compositional 

achievements include soundtracks for 

various Iraqi and Kurdish produc-

tions, such as the series Love and War, 

Zaman Haeran, Awlad Al-Hajj, and 

the Kurdish short film Tony Baba.
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FOLKLORE
I

n Kurdistan, where the mountains 

whisper ancient tales and the rivers car-

ry the echoes of history, people still tell 

the story of a young girl whose life became a 

symbol of beauty, tragedy, and the enduring 

spirit of the Kurdish people. Known as Kchi 

Kafirros, or “the Straw Seller,” her story has 

been etched into the collective memory of 

the Kurds, not just as a tale of sorrow, but 

as symbol of the resilience of a people who 

have faced countless adversities.

In the 1930s, a young Kurdish girl’s life was 

forever changed when she was abducted by 

a British soldier in Erbil, Kurdistan. Her 

story, shrouded in mystery and intrigue, has 

captivated the imaginations of Kurds for 

generations.

The enigmatic figure of Kchi 
Kafirros

Kchi Kafirros, whose full name was Xecic 

Jum’a Mevlud Sekak, was born in 1920 in 

the village of Gangachin, in Eastern Kurd-

istan (northwestern Iran). By the age of 12, 

she had already become a figure of fascina-

tion all around. Her story, often shrouded 

in mystery, has been passed down through 

generations, each retelling adding layers of 

depth and emotion to her legacy; a woman 

like no other, whose beauty had no match 

anywhere in the world, captivating the 

hearts of locals, foreigners, and colonizers 

alike.

The name Kchi Kafirros was not just a nick-

name; it was a reflection of her family’s live-

lihood. Her father, Jum’a, ran a small shop 

in Erbil where he sold straw and other basic 

A Kurdish Tale of Beauty 
and Tragedy Zagros Nanakali 

is a writer and sports 
journalist based in the 

Kurdistan Region. With 
over three decades of 

experience, he has authored 
four books on sports and 
contributed numerous 

articles to the field.

A rendition of Kchi Kafirros by an unknown artist.
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goods. The family – having fled their 

village due to political turmoil and 

the aftermath of the execution of the 

Kurdish leader Simko Shikak – settled 

in Erbil, where they struggled to re-

build their lives. Kafirros, along with 

her twin brother Mahmud, became 

the center of her father’s world.

The abduction: A tale of 
injustice

In 1934, tragedy struck. Kafirros 

was abducted near the lodge (tekiye) 

of Sheikh Abdulkerim in Erbil. Wit-

nesses reported that she was taken by 

British officers who were stationed in 

Iraq during the British Mandate. The 

abduction was not random; it was a 

calculated act of power and control. 

Kafirros’ beauty had caught the atten-

tion of a high-ranking British officer, 

who had repeatedly attempted to per-

suade her family with offers of wealth 

and status. When her father, Jum’a, 

refused to trade his daughter’s dignity 

for material gain, the officer resorted 

to force.

The abduction of Kafirros sent shock-

waves through the community. Her 

father, devastated and powerless, 

sought justice through the local au-

thorities, but to no avail. Months lat-

er, he was informed that Kafirros had 

been taken to Britain, far beyond his 

reach. The loss of his daughter broke 

Jum’a, and he passed away five years 

later, his heart heavy with grief and 

unanswered questions.

The symbolism of Kchi 
Kafirros

Kafirros’ story transcends her indi-

vidual tragedy. She became a symbol 

of the Kurdish struggle against op-

pression and injustice. A photograph 

of her circulated widely in Kurdistan 

following her abduction. The pho-

tograph, which depicted her in tradi-

tional Kurdish attire, with her striking 

features and bright eyes, became the 

epitome of beauty, mystery, and resil-

ience.

Her story also highlights the inter-

section of gender, power, and colo-

nialism; a female underage colonized 

‘subject’ being harassed and kid-

napped by their colonial occupiers. 

Kafirros’ abduction was not just a 

personal tragedy; it was a reflection of 

the broader struggles faced by Kurd-

ish women, who have often been 

caught in the crossfire of political and 

social unrest at a time when maps 

were drawn to serve the ethnic groups 

loyal to colonial powers. Her story re-

sembles the experiences of countless 

Kurdish women who have struggled 

and fought to preserve their dignity 

and identity in the face of occupation 

and colonization of their homeland.

The legacy of Kchi Kafirros

Kafirros’ legacy lives on in the hearts 

and minds of the Kurdish people. Her 

story has been often reflected upon in 

various Kurdish literary works, as well 

as in art and folklore. In 2012, a play 

titled Bent Meidi (The Daughter of 

Meidi) was performed, drawing inspi-

ration from her life. The play, while 

fictionalized, captured the essence of 

her story and the broader themes of 

love, loss, and resistance.

Her family, too, has kept her memo-

ry alive. Sherzed Mahmud, Kafirros’ 

nephew, shared detailed accounts of 

her life, painting a vivid picture of a 

young girl who was full of life and 

promise. In particular, she worked to 

help her father, through whom she 

hoped for a better life and protection; 

a father who chose displacement and 

dislocation to provide for his family 

and protect them from persecution. 

Mahmud spoke of her love for tra-

ditional Kurdish foods like kifte, her 

preference for red dresses decorated 

with gold needlework, and her rest-

less and determined spirit in the face 

of difficulties the family had faced.

A call for remembrance

Today, Kchi Kafirros remains a touch-

ing symbol for the Kurdish people. 

Her story is a call to remember the 

countless individuals who have suf-

fered in the pursuit of justice and 

freedom under occupation and col-

onization. It is also a call to honor 

the women who have shaped Kurdish 

history, often at great personal cost, 

reiterating how difficult it is to have 

individual sovereignty without ethnic 

and national sovereignty.

According to Mahmud, “Kafirros was 

a symbol of our people’s strength and 

beauty.” Her story is our story, and it 

should never be forgotten.

As we think about Kafirros’ story, we 

are reminded of the necessity of con-

serving our cultural legacy and the 

stories that define us. Her legacy calls 

us to address historical injustices and 

work toward a future in which such 

tragedies do not occur again. 

We still know nothing about her per-

spective in the story. No trace remains 

of her whereabouts. Her destiny and 

aspirations were silenced by the in-

justices of humankind, byproducts of 

colonialism and patriarchy, and the 

intersection of a hellish experience of 

being in the wrong place and time.

Her story resembles the 
experiences of countless 

Kurdish women who 
have struggled and 

fought to preserve their 
dignity and identity in 
the face of occupation 

and colonization of 
their homeland

A rendition of Kchi Kafirros by an unknown artist.
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CULTURE

Klash
A Cultural and Creative 
Footwear Made to Last

Peshraw Mahdi 

is a freelance journalist 
and photographer with 

substantial experience in 
the field, having worked for 
numerous media agencies 
over several years. He has 
won multiple awards in 

photojournalism.
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Kurdish women knitting klash, traditional Kurdish footwear
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T
he Hawrami klash, a traditional Kurdish shoe, is more than 

mere traditional footwear. Shaped by Kurdish people’s 

deep-rooted connection to their environment and nature, the 

shoe has evolved into a modern fashion choice and an enduring sym-

bol of Kurdish cultural heritage, craftsmanship, and identity. 

Originating from the Hawraman region in Eastern Kurdistan (north-

western Iran), the history of klash making reaches back over 1,500 

years. Historically worn by males and females alike, over time the 

klash has become a symbol of both local and national pride when 

paired with traditional Kurdish clothing during festivals, weddings, 

and other cultural events. Additionally, klash have become the symbol 

of local entrepreneurship and a good source of income. Its multi-pur-

pose use and durability have made it a mainstay in the daily lives of 

the Kurdish people throughout the four seasons of Kurdistan.

To Hawrami locals, klash production is not simply labor, business, 

and craft; it is an art form passed down from one generation to anoth-

er. Each pair tells a story of the region’s history, the skill of its makers, 

and the resilience of its people. Surprisingly, despite the challenges of 

modernization, the klash has local and internation markets, with it 

even being sold in large international bazaars in the Kurdish diaspora.

Traditional and modern, local and international

The klash stands out from contemporary shoe brands and footwear 

because of its distinctive ambidextrous design and functionality. Not 

having a left or right side allows the wearer to use either shoe on 

either foot, making it incredibly versatile and practical – and more 

importantly, feet-friendly.

Additionally, the klash has elements that are made entirely from 

eco-friendly natural materials, such as wool, cotton, and leather. Bio-

degradable and eco-friendly, there materials make the klash an envi-

ronmentally sustainable choice.

The shoes are also comfortable and durable. While soft and flexible, 

they are also sturdy and withstand years of use. They also easy to 

clean, making the klash a practical choice for everyday wear.

Culturally and aesthetically, the klash reflects rich artistic traditions 

of the Kurdish people. Even though it remains deeply rooted in tra-

dition, it has evolved to meet the demands of modern fashion. It is 

available in a wide range of colors and designs that match various 

tastes and preferences. From classic white and blue to bold reds and 

yellows, there is now a klash for every occasion, as modern trends have 

increased the popularity of the traditional Hawrami design.

Wasta Abubakr Tawellayi, an experienced klash-maker from Hawra-

man, was an innovator in klash design. In the early 20th century, 

Abubakr (1901-1984) revolutionized the craft by introducing new 

techniques and materials, such as silk thread and reinforced soles. His 

designs not only enhanced the shoe’s durability, but also elevated its 

aesthetic appeal, making it a sought-after item both locally and inter-

nationally.
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A labor of love

The process of making the shoe is 

complex and time-consuming, re-

quiring exceptional skill and patience. 

Each pair goes through several stag-

es of production, involving multiple 

shoe-makers that each handle a spe-

cific aspect of the process.

The material preparation first consists 

of dying and preparing the wool and 

cotton for weaving, which requires 

precision as well as attention to detail 

to make sure the colors match. The 

upper part of the shoe is woven by 

hand using a traditional loom, which 

involves creating unique shapes and 

designs. The shoe’s sole, on the oth-

er hand, is made from layers of com-

pressed wool or leather, which are 

stitched together to create a durable 

base. The finishing touches – deco-

rative needlework and stitching – are 

then added to the upper part to the 

sole. 

The entire process can take about one 

week to complete, depending on the 

complexity of the design and the ex-

perience of shoemaker. Despite the 

difficulties of this hand-woven and 

handmade shoe, the shoemakers take 

great pride in their work, knowing 

that each pair is a testament to their 

skill and dedication.

A symbol of Kurdish identity

The klash has gained popularity be-

yond the borders of Kurdistan in 

recent years, and globalization has 

made it easier to reach markets be-

yond the region. With its expand-

ed reach, it has become a symbol 

of Kurdish identity and pride, with 

many Kurds living abroad wear klash 

during cultural events and celebra-

tions, showcasing their heritage to 

the world. This has led to increased 

popularity and demand as well as the 

emergence of new designs and styles, 

blending traditional footwear brands 

with contemporary fashion trends. 

Modern designs often incorporate 

elements such as metallic threads and 

even modern fabrics, making them 

suitable for a wider audience. Despite 

these innovations, the essence of the 

klash remains unchanged, as it contin-

ues to manifest the spirit of Kurdish 

culture and tradition.

Nevertheless, the craft faces several 

challenges, including the decline in 

the number of skilled shoemakers and 

the rising cost of materials. These fac-

tors are directing younger people to 

pursue more profitable professions. 

There is, however, hope for the future 

as several organizations and individu-

als are working to preserve and pro-

mote the art of klash making through 

workshops, exhibitions, and cultural 

festivals, aiming to raise awareness 

about the cultural and historical sig-

nificance of the klash and to inspire a 

new generation of klash makers.

Social and economic impact

The cultural significance of the klash 

means that it is frequently worn at sig-

nificant life events, including national 

holidays, religious ceremonies, and 

marriages. Since the shoe represents 

luck and prosperity, it is also a com-

mon gift among Kurds. 

At the same time, its durability makes 

it common choice for people in rural 

areas. Its natural materials offer com-

fort in a variety of weather conditions 

and its robust shape makes it perfect 

for lengthy walks. Many young peo-

ple in urban areas have even made the 

klash a fashion statement by adding it 

to their contemporary collections.

In the Hawraman area, production is 

a significant economic activity. Sales 

provide livelihoods for many families 

and, since both men and women can 

find work in the trade, the communi-

ty as a whole has become more eco-

nomically empowered. 

However, klash makers have faced 

difficulties due to the growing cost 

of materials as well as the drop in 

demand for handcrafted goods. As a 

result, some have begun looking to 

establish new domestic and foreign 

markets, aiming to increase sales and 

guarantee the sustainability of the 

craft by positioning the klash as a dis-

tinctive and superior product.

The future of the klash

As the klash evolves, it is essential to 

strike a balance between innovation 

and tradition. While new designs 

and approaches can help it reach a 

larger audience, preserving the an-

cient techniques and principles that 

define its uniqueness is equally im-

portant. One way to achieve this is 

by integrating the klash into modern 

fashion while maintaining its cultural 

significance. For example, designers 

can work with traditional artisans to 

create contemporary renditions that 

appeal to younger generations. At the 

same time, efforts should be made to 

chronicle and preserve the traditional 

skills and stories behind the shoe, so 

that they are not lost to history.

Hawrami klash is more than a shoe; 

it represents resilience, ingenuity, and 

ethnic pride. From its humble origins 

in the mountains of Kurdistan to its 

place on the global stage, the klash has 

withstood the test of time, adapting 

to changing trends while remaining 

true to its roots. As we celebrate the 

shoe’s artistry and craftsmanship, we 

also honor the rich cultural heritage 

of the Kurdish people, ensuring this 

timeless tradition continues to thrive 

for generations to come.

Whether worn during a celebratory 

event or as a symbol of ethnic identity, 

the klash exemplifies the Kurdish peo-

ple’s enduring spirit and unwavering 

commitment to their homeland and 

traditions. By preserving and promot-

ing this unique craft, we not only sup-

port artisans in sustaining their live-

lihoods, but also safeguard a cultural 

history as vibrant and enduring as the 

people who created it.
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MUSIC

I
t is perhaps no surprise that Narin Feqe, who has family 

ties to Cizre in eastern Turkey but was born in Derik, 

Western Kurdistan (northern Syria), has become a cel-

ebrated Kurdish singer. After all, Feqe comes from a family 

deeply rooted in music, with her grandfather Ehmed and 

father Judi both possessing powerful and melodious voices 

and becoming renowned for their renditions of Kurdish 

folk songs. 

Feqe’s deep love for Kurdish folk music stems from her 

upbringing in her family home, where music was an in-

separable part of life. The melodies and artistry resonated 

through every room and echoed off the walls, creating an 

atmosphere where music was always present.

Cizre: a musical place

Feqe’s life follows a similar path as that of many Kurds 

who were forced abroad during the harrowing events of 

the late 1980s and early 1990s. Despite moving from 

Western Kurdistan (northern Syria) to Stockholm, Sweden 

in 1990, she carries on a family tradition of preserving and 

passing down the folk songs of Cizre, where her grand-

parents were from. As part of a campaign carried out by 

Turkey that targeted Kurds and Christians in 1940 amid 

World War II, they were pushed to migrate to Western 

Kurdistan, where Feqe was born. Her family was later able 

to return to Cizre. 

Feqe’s father Judi was profoundly influenced by a woman 

named Miriama Gewre, who had an exceptional voice and 

sang an extensive repertoire of ancient Kurdish folk songs. 

Gewre had fled Northern Kurdistan (southeastern Tur-

key), and Feqe’s grandparents had taken her in, offering 

her a home for many years. Her presence left a significant 

impact on Judi, inspiring him to begin singing old Kurdish 

folk songs at the age of 11 with Gewre’s encouragement 

and support.

Cizre has long had a profound influence on Kurdish folk 

music, culture, and literature. Feqe’s grandfather, Ehmed 

Feqe, and Miriama Gewre introduced renowned folk 

songs to Derik, leaving behind a musical legacy that en-

dures. While her grandfather has passed away, the tradition 

lives on through Feqe’s father, who continues to perform 

both traditional and contemporary Kurdish folk music.

In fact, Judi often reminisces about the memorable eve-

nings in Derik, where celebrated singers such as Mihemed 

Arif Ciziri, Hesen Ciziri, Mihemed Sexo, and Seid Yusif 

gathered with him and his father, filling the air with their 

enchanting music.

Key moments
 

From a young age, Feqe has held a deep love and passion 

for her Kurdish identity and the Kurdish language, but she 

shares two vivid memories that shaped her music career 

and identity – stories she recounted publicly for the first 

time for Kurdistan Chronicle. 

One of her earliest memories is being struck on the hands 

Musician Defends Her People 

Feqe has produced 
numerous songs throughout 

her career, and owns the 
rights to nearly 40 of her 

self-produced works

Kurdistan Chronicle 

Narin Feqe
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with a ruler by Syrian teachers after 

she had whispered in Kurdish at her 

school desk. She still recalls the pain 

of those punishments, but they also 

became a source of resilience, shaping 

her into the strong individual she is 

today. Moreover, she continued to 

speak Kurdish with her friends during 

recess and after school. At home in 

Derik, her family made it a point to 

ensure that Kurdish was the only lan-

guage spoken, reinforcing the impor-

tance of their mother tongue.

Another powerful memory Feqe 

holds close is from Newroz (Kurd-

ish New Year) in 1986 in Ain Diwar, 

when her grandmother whispered in 

her ear, “Narin, we are Kurds, and 

we are proud of our identity. Don’t 

forget it.”

These two pivotal moments – the 

harsh lessons at school and her grand-

mother’s heartfelt words on Newroz 

– have deeply shaped Feqe’s spirit, 

inspiring and guiding her throughout 

her musical journey.

Music as resistance

At the age of seven, Feqe began to de-

velop her love for music and singing 

– her father had already discovered 

her talent for music as a child. Com-

ing from a musically talented family, 

she managed to capture the hearts of 

the Kurdish people with her beautiful 

voice. Since the start of her career in 

the early 2000s, her father has been 

her unwavering pillar of support. 

Feqe sang her first song, Dilbere, 

alongside her father. 

Following the song’s breakthrough 

success, Feqe continued studying mu-

sic and piano. She won a Kurdish song 

competition in 2003 in Stockholm, 

securing first place among Kurdish 

youth. The jury, which included the 

renowned Kurdish artist Sivan Perw-

er, Dilshad Mihemed Said, and the 

artist Leila Fariqi, selected her as the 

winner.

After this success and receiving tre-

mendous support from her commu-

nity, her career took off. From the 

outset, Feqe decided that her mu-

sic would center on supporting the 

Kurdish people through powerful 

lyrics and captivating melodies. Thus, 

music has become a form of resistance 

– a means to highlight the oppression 

of the Kurds, to advocate for the right 

to speak the Kurdish language, and to 

champion women’s rights. Her music 

has always been a vehicle for convey-

ing powerful messages, particularly 

when addressing significant social and 

political issues.

Adjacent to her musical career, Feqe 

also studied law, earning her master’s 

degree in International Public Law in 

2008 in Stockholm. The messages in 

her songs are thus deeply influenced 

by her academic background, as well 

as by the injustice and the struggles 

faced by the Kurdish people. In Feqe’s 

view, music should evoke emotions, 

resonate deeply, and guide its listen-

ers. Throughout her life, during her 

education, and in her current role as a 

case officer at the Swedish Migration 

Agency, she has witnessed moments 

of both profound sorrow and joy.

A distinctive style

Feqe highlights traditional Kurdish 

music, blending it with modern sen-

sibilities through powerful lyrics and 

messages addressing oppression, free-

dom for Kurds, the right to speak the 

Kurdish language, women’s rights, 

and love. For her, music has always 

been a medium for spreading import-

ant messages. Her best-known songs 

include “Hevi” (“Hope”), “Zimane 

Daye” (“Mother’s Language”), and 

“Jin Jiyan e” (“Woman is Life”), as 

well as many others about Kurdistan.

Her approach to art has always been 

to forge her own path, developing a 

distinctive style that sets her apart. 

With modern musical technology and 

the creation of music videos, she has 

managed to accomplish what the leg-

endary Kurdish artists Meryem Xan, 

Ayse San, and Gulbahar could not, 

particularly to deliver a clear message 

about women’s rights to a Kurdish 

audience. This is especially evident in 

“Hevi,” released in 2009 with lyrics 

and melody by Memo Seyda, and “Jin 

Jiyan e,” written by Edib Chalki and 

released in 2020.

Feqe has produced numerous songs 

throughout her career, and owns the 

rights to nearly 40 of her self-pro-

duced works. Many of these songs are 

accompanied by meaningful music 

videos. 

Connecting with her 
homeland

One of the biggest challenges of 

pursuing a music career in Europe is 

being far from one’s homeland and 

community, which engenders a sense 

of grief. Additionally, before embark-

ing on major music projects, financial 

challenges have proven to be a signif-

icant hurdle.

Two significant milestones in Feqe’s 

career include her performance in 

Shingal, a symphony composed by 

the renowned Kurdish composer Dal-

shad Mihemed Said. This remarkable 

piece was performed in 2015 with the 

Czech National Symphony Orches-

tra and featured Kurdish artists from 

across all parts of Kurdistan. The text 

for Shingal was written by the song-

writer and author Edib Chalki. The 

second milestone was Welat, writ-

ten by Selahattin Demirtas and ar-

ranged by the World Orchestra led by 

Grzech Piotrowski in Poland in 2024. 

Feqe was invited to represent West-

ern Kurdistan alongside artists from 

across Kurdistan.

With over 20 years of active involve-

ment in music, Feqe’s goal has always 

been to offer her audience the very 

best – to advance music with heart-

felt lyrics, captivating melodies, and 

meaningful music videos. Her love 

for Kurdish identity, her dedication 

to preserving and promoting the 

Kurdish language, and the unwaver-

ing support of her people and listen-

ers continue to inspire her to create 

music that resonates deeply with her 

audience.

Narin Feqe
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Qassim Khidhir 

has 15 years of experience 
in journalism and media 
development in Iraq. He 
has contributed to both 
local and international 

media outlets.

SPORT

T
he atmosphere at Zakho Inter-

national Stadium was electric. 

Though the stadium officially has 

20,000 seats, nearly twice that number of 

fans were packed together to watch their 

team face Al-Najaf Sports Club. A sea of 

red and white erupted as Gustavo Hen-

rique scored in the 41st minute. The roar 

echoed through the mountains, a sym-

bol of Zakho FC’s incredible rise in Iraqi 

football. 

For the fans, this was more than just a 

goal – it was another step toward cement-

ing Zakho FC’s place among Iraq’s foot-

ball elite.

As of the end of February, Zakho FC was 

at the top of the Iraq Stars League, main-

taining a strong lead over its competitors.

A river runs through it

Match days in Zakho are nothing short 

of a festival. Hours before kick-off, the 

streets fill with supporters chanting and 

waving flags. 

The club claims that between 40,000 and 

60,000 fans attend each match – some-

times triple the stadium’s capacity. The 

passion and energy of Zakho’s fans have 

drawn comparisons to some of the most 

dedicated football communities in the 

world.

How a Kurdish Club is 
Redefining Iraqi Football

We’re not just building 
a strong first team; 

we’re creating a legacy
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Talal al-Bloushi, the Qatari coach of Zakho FC
Zakho FC fans
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2024–25

Last 5 matches

Win

Draw

Loss

MP W D L GF GA GD Pts Last 5

23 13 7 3 40 19 21 46

23 13 7 3 31 17 14 46

20 11 8 1 34 14 20 41

22 11 5 6 24 20 4 38

19 10 4 5 26 17 9 34

21 10 4 7 17 13 4 34

22 9 5 8 26 26 0 32

22 8 8 6 24 21 3 32

22 9 5 8 31 34 -3 32

22 8 6 8 27 22 5 30

22 7 9 6 13 12 1 30

22 8 6 8 29 26 3 30

23 8 5 10 23 27 -4 29

23 7 8 8 24 19 5 29

23 6 9 8 19 23 -4 27

23 6 6 11 21 27 -6 24

21 6 4 11 16 27 -11 22

22 3 7 12 12 29 -17 16

23 2 8 13 18 39 -21 14

22 4 1 17 22 45 -23 13

Club

1 Zakho

2 Al-Zawraa

3 Al-Shorta

4 Al-Quwa Al-J…

5 Duhok

6 Al Talaba

7 Naft Maysan

8 Al-Qasim

9 Erbil

10 Al-Karma

11 Al-Naft

12 Newroz

13 Al-Karkh

14 Al Najaf

15 Al-Kahraba

16 Al-Mina'a

17 Naft Al-Basra

18 Karbalaa

19 Diyala

20 Al-Hedood

Iraq Stars League
As of March 2025
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Founded in 1987 in the Kurdistan 

Region of Iraq, Zakho FC is known 

as ‘The Sons of Khabur,’ named after 

the Khabur River running through 

the city. Once a small regional club, it 

has grown into a powerhouse in Iraqi 

football. 

The man leading this transformation 

is Talal al-Bloushi, the first-ever Qa-

tari coach in Iraq. Since taking over, 

he has guided Zakho FC to the top of 

the Iraq Stars League.

Zakho’s fan dedication is legendary. 

Just a few months ago, two die-hard 

supporters walked 65 km to attend 

an away match against Duhok. Their 

devotion has deeply impressed al-

Bloushi, who turned down interna-

tional coaching offers to stay in Zak-

ho.

“I’m honored to be Iraq’s first Qatari 

coach,” he told Kurdistan Chronicle. 

“The energy in this stadium is unlike 

anything in Iraqi football.”

Al-Bloushi, a former Qatari national 

team player, was appointed as Zak-

ho’s head coach in August 2023 on 

a two-season contract. He has fully 

embraced the city and its fans. “I feel 

their love everywhere I go, whether 

in the market or on the streets. I will 

fight until the last moment to make 

these fans happy.”

He admitted receiving two coaching 

offers from international clubs but 

chose to stay in Zakho because of the 

deep bond he has formed with the 

team and the city. “I decided to stay 

because I felt great love in my first 

year. I can’t walk away from this love. 

I want to achieve something special 

for this club and this city.”

Iraqi football on the rise

Since arriving in Iraq, al-Bloushi 

has seen major improvements in the 

country’s football scene.

“When I first came, the facilities were 

different from what I was used to in 

Qatar,” he said. “But I’ve seen great 

progress. Referees are improving, 

organization is getting better, and 

under Federation President Adnan 

Dirjal, Iraqi football is moving in the 

right direction.”

He believes the growing number of 

foreign coaches in the league is help-

ing its development. “This season, 

we have coaches from different Arab 

and European countries, which is a 

good thing. The more diverse ideas 

we have, the more the league will im-

prove,” al-Bloushi noted.

With Zakho’s rapid rise, every team in 

the league now sees them as a serious 

threat.

“The competition is tough. From first 

to eighth place, the points difference 

is small. Every team considers beat-

ing Zakho a huge achievement,” al-

Bloushi said. “The challenges are in-

creasing, but that’s football. The key 

is to turn pressure into motivation.”

Al-Bloushi’s ambitions go beyond 

short-term success. Together with 

Zakho FC Director Ammar Ab-

dul-Hussein, he is working on build-

ing a youth development program 

that could shape the future of Kurdish 

football.

“We’re not just building a strong 

first team; we’re creating a legacy,” 

he said. “Young players need proper 

training, and we’re laying the founda-

tion for that.”

The club is investing in scouting, 

training, and infrastructure to ensure 

Zakho FC remains a strong force for 

years to come. 

Zakho’s rise is about more than just 

football – it represents the growing 

football culture in the Kurdistan Re-

gion. Fans see the club’s success as 

a source of pride for their city. One 

passionate supporter, Himdad Bosali, 

summed it up best: “We were born to 

be in high places.”

As for his message to the fans, al-

Bloushi was clear: “Zakho fans are 

number one, and I have great love for 

them.”
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Elif Gün

is a PhD student at 
National Institute for 
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Civilizations(Inalco), 

Partis.

REVIEW

The Kurdish Wheatear (Le Traquet kurde) 

by Jean Rolin is an impressive work. Pub-

lished in January 2018, the book begins 

with the unexpected observation of the 

Kurdish wheatear (Oenanthe xanthoprym-

na) at the summit of Puy de Dome in 

France during the spring of 2015. This 

event profoundly affects the narrator – the 

bird is rarely seen in that part of the world 

– leading him on a journey to trace the 

story of this rare bird.

The story spans from the meadows of 

Hertfordshire in England to the moun-

tains of northern Iraq. Along the way, the 

narrator recalls notable figures of the Brit-

ish Empire, such as T. E. Lawrence (pop-

ularly known as Lawrence of Arabia), St. 

John Philby (the father of spy Kim Phil-

by), and explorer Wilfred Thesiger. Thus, 

the book merges ornithology, history, and 

geopolitics, offering a richly reflective nar-

rative shaped by serendipity while explor-

ing the author’s intellectual world.

Rolin’s vivid descriptive abilities power-

fully draw readers into this extraordinary 

journey, presenting a multi-layered narra-

tive based on birdwatching but enriched 

with profound historical, geographical, 

and political dimensions. The central 

premise of the novel is the observation of 

The Kurdish Wheatear 

A mockup of the book Le traquet kurde.

Kurdish wheatear.
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the Kurdish wheatear, typically native to Kurdish geogra-

phy, on Puy de Dome. This remarkable incident transcends 

a mere ornithological discovery, enabling the author to 

construct a narrative enriched with field research into the 

bird’s natural habitat and historical inquiries.

The first dimension of the work 

focuses on the Kurdish wheatear’s 

biological and geographical context 

– that is, Eastern, Northern, and 

Western Kurdistan – which functions 

not only as the bird’s habitat, but 

also as a symbolic representation of 

the Kurdish geography. As the au-

thor examines the bird’s presence in 

these regions, he simultaneously asks 

questions about the region’s social 

and political structures. For instance, 

the author’s use of the term “Eastern 

Anatolia” instead of “Turkish Kurd-

istan” highlights the ongoing politi-

cal debates over the nomenclature of the area.

The second dimension of the work interrogates the re-

lationship between ornithology and colonialism. While 

examining British ornithological collections, the author 

adopts a critical perspective on how the British Empire 

reinforced its dominance through the study of birds. In 

this context, the acquisition of rare species like the Kurdish 

wheatear for scientific collections is portrayed not merely 

as a scientific endeavor, but as an epistemological tool of 

the colonial era. For instance, the 

fact that Iraq’s first British governor, 

Percy Cox, was an ornithologist, or 

that General Allenby engaged in 

birdwatching demonstrates how the 

collection and documentation of 

such species could also be read as a 

display of power.

Another noteworthy aspect of the 

work reevaluates the historical sig-

nificance of ornithology through 

the roles of individual figures in the 

narrative. Characters such as Major 

Richard Meinertzhagen, who stood 

at the intersection of science and 

colonial representation, unveil the connection between 

ornithology and violence through colonialism. Meinertz-

hagen’s presence in the narrative highlights the intersec-

tion of science and power, while intersecting accounts of 

historical figures like Lawrence of Arabia reveal that orni-

The bird’s habitat, unique 
to Kurdish geography, 

becomes an allegory for 
the region’s cultural and 

political context

thology was not merely a natural science, but also a colo-

nial practice.

Le Traquet kurde uses the unexpected appearance of the 

Kurdish wheatear in France as a starting point to offer a 

multi-layered analysis integrating natural science, histo-

ry, geography, and politics. The bird’s habitat, unique to 

Kurdish geography, becomes an allegory for the region’s 

cultural and political context, while the practice of orni-

thology is scrutinized at the crossroads of imperialism and 

scientific knowledge. In this sense, the work is not merely 

a story about birdwatching, but a multifaceted cultural and 

historical examination.

Kurdish wheatear.
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Translated by Nahro Zagros

Today is the new day of the year, Newroz is here,
An ancient Kurdish celebration, full of joy and cheer.

For many years, the flower of our hope had wilted until last year,
When the blood of youth bloomed, a spring rebuilt.

That red hue rose high in the hills of Kurdistan,
Carrying a message of hope to both far and near lands.

Newroz sparked a fire that lit up our hearts,
The youth marched with love, towards death.

From the land’s peaks, the sun shines bright,
The blood of martyrs paints the sky at twilight.

Until now, no history has told such a tale,
Where women’s chests become shields against bullets’ hail. 

No tears are needed for the martyrs of the land,
They do not perish; they live in the people’s hearts.

ئەم ڕۆژی ساڵی تازەیە، نەورۆزە، هاتەوە

جەژنێکی کۆنی کوردە بەخۆشی و بەهاتەوە

چەند ساڵ گوڵی هیوای ئێمە پێ پەست بوو تا کو پار

هەر خوێنی ل�وەکان بوو گوڵی ئاڵی نەوبەهار

ئەو ڕەنگە سوورە بوو کە لە ئاسۆی بڵندی کورد

مژدەی بەیانی بۆ گەلی دوور و نزیک ئەبرد

نەورۆز بوو ئاگرێکی وەهای خستە جەرگەوە

ل�وان بە عەشق ئەچوون بە بەرەو پیری مەرگەوە

وا ڕۆژ هەڵ�ت لە بەندەنی بەرزی وڵ�تەوە

خوێنی شەهیدە ڕەنگی شەفەق شەوق ئەداتەوە

تا ئێستە ڕووی نەداوە لە تاریخی میللەتا

قەڵخانی گوللە سنگی کچان بێ لە هەڵمەتا

پێی ناوێ بۆ شەهیدی وەتەن شیوەن و گرین

نامرن ئەوانە وا لە دڵی میللەتا ئەژین

POETRY

Tawfeq Mahmoud Hamza

known as Piramerd (1867–1950) was a 
Kurdish poet, writer, novelist and journalist. 
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T
he Kurdistan Region is a fabulous 
place for birdwatching, as its diverse 
landscapes and mixed climates sup-

port a wide range of bird species. This is 
especially the case for birds of prey, which 
can be seen hunting across Kurdistan. The 
region is also rich in “four-season” birds, 
those that reside in their environs through-
out the year. 

One such bird in Kurdistan is the black-
winged kite (Elanus caeruleus), which is 
sometimes called the black-shouldered 

kite. It is truly a beautiful and striking bird 

of prey! Relatively small, with a distinctive 

black wing pattern and a pale gray or white 

body, black-winged kites are found in var-

ious parts of the world, including Africa, 

Asia, and Europe.

Known for their agility and speed, black-

winged kites feed on small mammals, in-

sects, and other invertebrates and are rec-

ognized by their shrill, high-pitched calls. 

They can live around 15 years.

Length: 30-35 cm. 

Wingspan: 77-92 cm. 

Weight: male 205-285 g, female 220-340 g. 

Domain: Eukaryota 
Kingdom: Animalia
Phylum: Chordata
Class: Aves 

Order: Accipitriformes
Family: Accipitridae
Genus: Elanus 
Species: E. caeruleus

Scientific classification

Bla挀欀-Wing攀搀 K椀琀e
(Elanus Caeruleus)




