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FOREWORD OF THE YAZIDI SURVIVORS NETWORK?

The topic of missing persons is very important to us as survivors of the Yazidi genocide and survivors of ISIS captivity,
and for all the victim’s families. It gives us the hope that some long overdue attention will be brought to this issue. VWe
demand to know the fate of our loved ones, so we can have peace of mind, and that our concerns need to be prioritized
and supported by the government.

Ve have received promises for 8 years, now it is time to see some action and results. VWe cannot continue to be neglect-
ed; it is unbearable. Each year that passes we lose more hope. We need to know the fate of our loved ones: are they
alive, are they still in captivity, or are they laying in unexhumed graves? The uncertainty is excruciating and robbing us of
our dignity. Additionally, the exhumation process is too slow and lacks transparency. Ve need urgent action to exhume
all mass graves and provide answers to victim's families.

We are hoping that this report will trigger more concerted advocacy and action to shed light on the missing person
issue, something we have been asking for and hoping for many years now. We hope that this report will be the starting
point for more serious efforts from the governments and international community to search for our loved ones. The
governments and international community must take our pleas and demands seriously before momentum is lost. We are
running against the clock. Not knowing what happened to our loved ones means that this genocide continues 8 years on.

ABOUT YAZDA

Yazda is a global organization that strives to bring justice, sustenance, healing and rejuvenation to Yazidis and other vulner-
able ethno-religious minorities who have suffered under or are affected by the ISIS genocidal campaign in Iraq and Syria.
Yazda was founded by Yazidi students and professionals in the US and Europe in response to the genocide that began on
August 3, 2014. Yazda is a registered as a nonprofit in the United States, Germany, Irag, Sweden, the United Kingdom.
Since its establishment in 2014, Yazda continues to be the central engine of raising awareness and advocating for the rights
of victims of a 2014 genocide perpetrated ISIS. Yazda implements a multidisciplinary approach to support ISIS victims.

Yazda documents the genocide through various means and provides immediate and long term support; including support
to undertake international and national awareness and advocacy campaigns. Yazda has sponsored and supported several
survivors to undertake their international advocacy campaigns, including Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Nadia Murad and
Farida Abbas Khalaf, author of the book “The Girl Who Escaped SIS’ Yazda’'s advocacy contributed to the formal rec-
ognition of genocide by the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, Armenia, Canada, France, and Scotland, the
European Union, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe and the United Nations Independent International
Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic.

Yazda's advocacy campaign further led to the passage of UN Security Council Resolution 2379, which allowed the cre-
ation of a team to investigate ISIS and collect evidence of international crimes. In addition, Yazda and its legal counsel Amal
Clooney are seeking to hold ISIS accountable for the crimes committed against the Yazidi community in Irag and Syria.
The crimes include genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity; including mass executions, sexual enslavement and
trafficking, recruitment of child soldiers, destruction of cultural heritage and forced displacement.

Yazda's humanitarian mission is to provide trauma counselling, case management, health and medical care, livelihood
and emergency support, education. To this end Yazda is works with many UN, International and local NGOs to provide
necessary services to survivors, IDPs, refuges and other vulnerable groups.

1 A Yazidi survivor who participated in a focus group discussion conducted for the purposes of this report (see methodology section).

2 The YSN was launched by Yazda in February 2020, to raise awareness of survivors on transitional justice issues in Irag and empower them to advocate
for their rights: Yazda, Yazda Launches the Yazidi Survivors Network to Advocate for the Rights of Survivors, 3 February 2020.



https://www.yazda.org/yazda-launches-the-yazidi-survivors-network-to-advocate-for-the-rights-of-survivors
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

On August 3, 2014, the so-called Islamic State attacked Sinjar, launching a campaign of genocide against Yazidis and other
minorities in northern Irag. In the aftermath of the attack, the Yazidi community has suffered devastating consequences.
It is estimated that 6,417 Yazidis were abducted, women and girls were sold into sexual slavery, and young Yazidi boys
were captured and forced into re-education camps and ideological schools. Searching for and identifying Yazidis who have
gone missing since 2014 is one of the biggest challenges facing the Yazidi community. It is estimated that 2,763 Yazidis
remain missing.

This report examines local, national, and transnational initiatives addressing the issue of missing Yazidis and discusses the
shortcomings of these efforts. It identifies several problems associated with projects and efforts aimed at addressing the
issue of missing Yazidis. These include the lack of a clear understanding about the scope and impact of the issue, inade-
quate responses to the issue of missing Yazidis, and insufficient support for survivors and their families.

The case of missing Yazidi has created an existential crisis for the community and survivors. This report concludes with a
few recommendations to facilitate the development of an advocacy strategy on the issue of missing Yazidis.

Photo1: Genocide Commemoration Ceremony, Hardan, Sinjar, 2019 © Yazda
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INTRODUCTION

The attack by the so-called Islamic State (henceforth ISIS) on
Irag’s Sinjar Region and on the Yazidi community on 3 August
2014, resulted in the mass killing and kidnapping of almost
12,000 Yazidis? The ISIS attack, also known as “The Black
Day” (Roja Res), is inscribed in Yazidi lore as the 74th geno-
cide against the community. In the wake of the attack, ISIS
systematically targeted Yazidi families and villages, destroyed
Yazidi homes and places of worship, and kidnapped Yazidi
women and children. Yazda estimates that on the first day of
the attack, ISIS killed more than 1,200 Yazidis. In early 2021,
the UN team investigating ISIS atrocities established “clear and
convincing evidence” of genocide against Yazidis.

Eight years after the genocide, many Yazidis remain stranded
in camps throughout the Kurdistan region and other coun-
tries, and thousands are still missing. The Yazidi community
is still haunted by painful memories and other effects of
the Yazidi genocide. The search for and identification of
Yazidis who have gone missing since 2014 is among the
major challenges facing the Yazidi community. It is estimated
that there are still 2,763 Yazidis missing. °

This report examines local, national and transnational initiatives
addressing the issue of missing Yazidis and discusses the short-
comings of these efforts. It highlights how the case of missing
Yazidi has created an existential crisis for the community and
survivors. Based on focus group discussions with survivors and
families of missing Yazidis, along with interviews with national
and international stakeholders, the study concludes that de-
spite grand promises from national and international organiza-
tions, the responses to the issue remain inadequate. Eight years
after the genocide, as momentum to support Yazidi survivors
wanes, the issue of missing Yazidis is a particularly painful ex-
ample of the lasting injustice faced by the community.

The August 2014 attack on the Sinjar Region was unprece-
dented in its scope and scale, leaving local and international
authorities unsure of how to respond. The Iragi Army and
Kurdish Peshmergas were unable to stop the ISIS attack,

and it took three days for the United States government to
authorize airstrikes to avert an all-out massacre. ©

One of the first grassroots organizations formed after the
genocide was the Sinjar Crisis Management Team, which was a
coalition of Yazidi activists from Europe, the US, and Irag. This
organization was tasked with organizing humanitarian cam-
paigns providing critical services to affected Yazidis. Displaced
Yazidis faced a variety of challenges. Several emergency needs
had to be addressed, including shelter provision, medical and
psychosocial support, as well as rescuing and finding missing
Yazidis, which were clearly beyond Sinjar Crisis Management's
capabilities. Nevertheless, the founders and volunteers of this
grassroot organization were among the first to initiate a coor-
dination between government and non-governmental stake-
holders aimed at locating missing Yazidis and rescuing those
kidnapped. Later, members of the Sinjar Crisis Management
Team formed Yazda Organization, which has taken several ini-
tiatives to support survivors and document the 2014 genocide.

In addition to Yazidi grassroot organizations, Kurdistan Re-
gional Government officials and Yazidi volunteers facilitated
a few rescue missions as well. 7 These efforts, however, were
largely unorganized, and there was no clear leadership to
coordinate stakeholders. Families of missing persons did not
know where or how to seek assistance, and rescue missions
were conducted on an ad hoc basis. Prior to Mosul's liberation
in 2017, forensic investigations were nearly impossible in the
Sinjar Region, and rescue operations were extremely chal-
lenging. Families of the missing Yazidis were forced to find and
save their loved ones through every possible route, including
contacting smugglers and mediators with access to ISIS de-
tention facilities and asking old neighbors and friends. ®

Following SIS territorial defeat in Irag, more governmental
and non-governmental organizations became involved in the
issue of missing Yazidis. ? In addition to the efforts of the fam-
ity members, currently, locating, and collecting information
on missing Yazidis, as well as supporting the survivors, are
undertaken at three levels: First, through a few Yazidi-led or-
ganizations such as The Yazidi House in Al- Jazeera. " Given

3 Cetorelli, Valeria, et al. “Mortality and kidnapping estimates for the Yazidi population in the area of Mount Sinjar, Iraq, in August 2014: A retrospective

household survey.” PLoS medicine 14.5 (2017): €1002297.

4 Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab epublic, “They Came to Destroy: ISIS Crimes Against the Yazidis”, 15 June 2016.

5 Ewelina U. Ochab, “The Missing Yazidis Women and Children Must Be Located And Rescued,” Forbes, 25 September 2021.

6  United Nations Human Rights Council, “They came to destroy”: ISIS Crimes Against the Yazidis.

AHRC32/LRP2, 15 June 2016.

7 Remote interview with a Yazidi activist conducted in May 2022.

8  Remote interview with a Yazidi activist conducted in May 2022. Also, a few Yazidi survivors mentioned that they had to be in contact with smugglers at
Al-Holl camp to rescue their siblings and family members. FGD conducted in April 2022 in Dohuk, KRG.

9  FGD conducted in April 2022 in Dohuk, KRG.

10 The Guardian, ‘Still going through hell’ the search for Yazidi women seven years on, 3 August 2021,



https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/843515?ln=en
https://www.forbes.com/%20sites/%20ewelinaochab/2021/09/25/the-missing-yazidis-women-and-children-must-belocated-and-rescued/?sh=b7a23501697f.
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/CoISyria/%20%20A_HRC_32_CRP.2_en.pdf%20(\“UNHRC%20Report\”)
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/CoISyria/%20%20A_HRC_32_CRP.2_en.pdf%20(\“UNHRC%20Report\”)
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2021/aug/03/still-going-through-hell-the-search-for-yazidi-women-seven-years-on

that these organizations are composed of Yazidi activists and
spiritual persons, they are often the most trusted sources of
support for the families of missing persons and the survivors.
Second, on the national level, the organizations that are directly
working on this issue are The Office for Rescuing Yazidi Ab-
ductees Affairs (commonly known as ‘the Office of the Kid-
napped’) in the Kurdistan Region, and The Martyrs Foundation
based in Baghdad. The last is a governmental institution of the
Iragi Council of Ministers created in 2005, whereas the Office
of the Kidnapped was created after the Sinjar attacks, specifi-
cally for the purpose of looking for Yazidis. Third, transnational
organizations, such as the International Commission on Missing
Persons (ICMP), International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC), International Organizations for Migration (IOM), and
the United Nations' Investigative Team to Promote Account-
ability for Crimes Committed by Daesh/ISIL (UNITAD) have
taken initiatives in addressing the issue of missing Yazidis.

As will be discussed in this report, despite some progress,
these organizations have not been able to adequately ad-
dress the multifaceted nature of this existential crisis for
a variety of reasons. In this study, the shortcomings of
initiatives relating to the missing Yazidi case are examined,
and several recommendations are made for how such ini-
tiatives could be improved in the future.

METHODOLOGY

Primary sources of data for this study have been obtained
through unstructured and semi-structured interviews, focus
group discussions (FGD), and secondary data analysis. These
methods were used to collect data from the relevant parties
and stakeholders, which were divided into three main types.
First, Yazidis personally subjected to ISIS brutalities (hence-
forth Yazidi survivors), second, activists within the Yazidi
community, and finally, national, and transnational organiza-
tions involved in addressing the case of missing Yazidis. The
main method used to identify research participants within
these three groups was purposive sampling, which involved
selecting a research sample of individuals and institutions that
have been directly involved with the issue of missing Yazidis.

Data analysis was conducted on an ongoing basis during
the data collection and involved three procedures: logging,
transcription, and synthetic analysis of findings. Data logging
was undertaken during the research to generate a database
of persons interviewed, categories of identification, and key
themes of conversations. To analyze the data collected during
the research, interviews and FGD transcripts were reviewed
to identify potential themes and then coded to identify gen-
eral patterns. After transcribing interviews and coding tran-
scripts, recurrent concepts and themes were identified with a
special focus on the stakeholders’ perspectives on the issue of
missing Yazidis and on the way this issue has been addressed.
Inductive coding then was used to identify and evaluate po-

tential analytical themes as part of the data analysis process,
and using the software. Lastly, responses were sorted accord-
ing to their similarity and organized in piles according to differ-
ent themes. Initial findings were used to refine observations
and questions asked during the later portions of the research.

During the analysis process, collected data was stored in
accordance with ethical research standards. Participants in
the research gave informed consent and were informed
they could withdraw their participation at any time. As per
Yazda's protocol, data collected during the study was kept
confidential, and pseudonyms were assigned to all notes
and reports immediately upon recruiting participants.

Despite considerable efforts to recruit as many participants
as possible, the research has faced a few limitations. One of
the main challenges facing the data collection was the gender
imbalance of the research participants. As shown in the figure
1, the majority of survivors who participated in focus group
discussions were Yazidi women. As it will be highlighted in
the report, the portrayals of the issue of missing Yazidis and
the suffering of the Yazidi community have been affected by
a highly gendered narrative, which has silenced the complex-
ity of Yazidis’ experiences and subjectivities in post-genocide.
It is important for future research to have a more holistic
view of the challenges and problems faced by Yazidi survivors
and individuals across gender and political spectrum.

Female Male

The second limitation of this research was that the Yazi-
di participants were mostly men and women currently
living in Irag. Given that many survivors of the genocide
were resettled abroad through humanitarian programs,
it is important that future studies consider the insights of
experiences the Yazidi diaspora as well.



SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS

The study highlights several problems faced by projects
and efforts to address the issue of missing Yazidis. They
are grouped under the following categories:

1. The lack of a clear understanding about the scope and
impact of the issue

2. Inadequate responses to the issue of missing Yazidis
3. Insufficient support for survivors and their families

The sections below detail the challenges faced by Yazidi
survivors and stakeholders in each of these categories.
The report highlights that in the absence of a clear defini-
tion of the issue and inadequate national and transnational
support, the Yazidi community has been left on its own to
deal with this existential crisis.

1. DEFINING THE SCOPE OF
THE ISSUE

The Yazidi community and stakeholders face a number of
challenges, including a lack of clarity about the scope of
the issue of missing Yazidis, and what that means for the
survivors and their families. ICMP defines a missing person
as “anyone whose whereabouts are unknown and who is
being sought by another person.” ™ Nevertheless, this con-
ventional definition, shared by other organizations as well, is
very broad and does not take into account the complexities
of the challenges that the Yazidi community and survivors of
the genocide face. The general category of “missing person”
does not adequately reflect the highly intricate reality faced
by thousands of Yazidis. During focus group discussions and
interviews, it was clear that Yazidis who went missing fol-
lowing the genocide represent a heterogeneous group of
people, which can be categorized as follows:

1. Missing people whose families have not been able to
locate them since the 2014 genocide.

2. Several Yazidis, who went missing after the 2014
genocide, and were either temporarily identified by their
family members or informed of their captivity by other
rescued individuals. However, their location and survival
status are unknown at the moment.

11 _ICMP_“Who are the Missing?”.

3. There are missing people whose families or authorities
know their whereabouts but rescuing them has not
been possible due to financial or security reasons.

It is important to note that the above categories are not
mutually exclusive, and do not comprehensively reflect
all possibilities. It is possible that a missing person could
fall under more than one of these categories. For exam-
ple, according to secondhand accounts and testimonies
of rescued individuals, some Yazidis left their village, but
their fates and whether they were moved again remain
unknown. 2 Despite this, these categories are significant
because they emphasize the complexity of the missing
Yazidi case, and the necessity of a thorough investigation.

Among the many implications of the lack of a compre-
hensive understanding of the case of missing Yazidis is
the lack of a database of those affected. Eight years after
the genocide, there is no comprehensive database that
contains updated information about those who disap-
peared during the genocide. Several national and inter-
national organizations have compiled lists with limited
biographical information. As an example, the Office of
the Kidnapped in the Kurdistan Region has attempted
to compile a detailed list. However, as mentioned during
the interviews with different stakeholders from local and
transnational organizations, there are many gaps in these
lists, as well as outdated and insecure methods of storing
data. It was found in our study that there is no clear pro-
tocol for protecting missing Yazidis' data. Even though
these lists contain sensitive information, they are often
stored in spreadsheets without any security measures. **

Photo2: Burial Ceremony, Kocho, Sinjar, 2021 © Yazda

12 _Survivors recounted stories of their captivity and identified other prisoners who were captured with them during the FGDs. However, it is unknown what

happened to some of those individuals. FGDs conducted in Dohuk in April and May 2022. _

13 _Remote interviews conducted with ICMP in June and July 2022,
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The lack of resources and staff have been among the main
reasons that have hindered these agencies from updating
their databases and launching investigations to gather
new information on a regular basis. It is, however, im-
portant to note that the investigation into crimes against
Yazidis is ongoing, and every finding could reveal more
about the perpetrators. Several national and international
organizations, including the Commission for Investigation
and Gathering Evidence (CIGE), UNITAD, and ICMP,
are gathering evidence of ISIS’ crimes against Yazidis. It
is possible to gain new insight into missing Yazidis' fate
by combining survivors’ testimonies with these investiga-
tions. Also, focus group discussions stressed the need for
stakeholders to stay in constant contact with survivors
and the families of missing Yazidis to collect updated data,
a step that has not been taken so far. " %

A second problem associated with a lack of a compre-
hensive understanding is that the case of missing Yazidis
is often framed as an individualistic issue, meaning it only
concerns the missing individuals or their families. Yazidi
survivors and their families repeatedly stressed that the is-
sue of missing Yazidis has affected the entire community. ™

Approximately 2,763 Yazidi individuals are missing, but the
issue is not limited to them or their immediate families. At
least 2,763 extended Yazidi families are suffering from the
uncertain fate of their loved ones.

The case of missing Yazidis has transformed the social
fabric of the entire community in different ways. A large
number of Yazidi families have lost at least one member,
and without information about what happened to them,
there is no closure and the whole family is in perpetual
pain. From the FGDs with Yazidi survivors, it was evident
that the genocide had a significant impact on their ex-
tended families. A Yazidi survivor said that her husband
and 18 family members are still missing, and another sur-
vivor mentioned that she was unaware of what happened
to her two uncles and six cousins. ' There have also been

14 FGDs conducted in April and May 2022 in Dohuk, KRI.

other ramifications facing the Yazidi community, including
the birth of children in captivity, providing spiritual sup-
port for the survivors, and providing social and financial
assistance for those torn away from their communities
and traumatized during and after the genocide. '

2. RESPONSES TO THE ISSUE
OF MISSING YAZIDIS

The second section discusses the shortcomings of proj-
ects implemented by governments and non-governmen-
tal organizations. In addressing the issue of missing Yazidis,
four issues are evident:

+  First, despite occasional efforts, the Iragi and Kurdistan
Regional governments have not devised a comprehen-
sive and systematic program to assist missing Yazidis, their
families, and Yazidi survivors over the past eight years.

+  The second problem is the absence of a mechanism that
would allow both government agencies and non-gov-
ernmental organizations to coordinate their activities.

+ The third problem is the legal challenges facing the
Yazidi community, which neither the Iragi or Kurd-
ish governments nor the international community
have fully addressed to facilitate the rescue of missing
Yazidis and provide them with support.

*  Finally, the problem of the politicization of the Yazidi
plight amid the sectarian tensions in Irag, which has
hindered the recovery of the community and the
development of a national strategy to address the
issue of missing Yazidis.

The current responses of the Iragi and Kurdistan govern-
ments in addressing the issue of missing Yazidis were key
themes in the focus group discussions and interviews with
Yazidi survivors, activists, and families of missing persons.
With a few exceptions, most of the search and rescue efforts
have been undertaken by the families of missing Yazidis, with

15 Agencies involved in addressing the issue of missing Yazidis could also benefit from the research conducted in other contexts. For example, an analysis
of the ISIS detention facilities conducted by Syria Justice and Accountability Center (SJAC) highlights that the detainees (including kidnapped Yazidis) were
frequently transferred in between different facilities. A detailed analysis of the patterns and methods of these transfers, as well as the testimonies of the

rescued detainees, could provide new information on the fate of the missing persons for authorities and their families.

16  FGDs conducted in April and May 2022 in Dohuk, KRI.

17 _FGD conducted in April 2022_in Dohuk, KRI.

18 _Yazda, Challenges & Solutions for Administration, Security, Safe Return, and Justice: Voices of the Yazidi Community, 9 September 2020,

19 A few survivors mentioned difficulties they have faced due to the precarious legal status of the missing family member. FGDs conducted in April and May

2022 in Dohuk, KRI.
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humanitarian organizations and volunteers providing occa-
sional support. In light of the passing of the Yazidi Survivors
Law?, the government appears to be taking steps to address
the issue of missing Yazidis more urgently (see below).

Although national authorities frequently promise to ad-
dress this issue and support Yazidi survivors, little has been
accomplished, and the empty promises of governmental
organizations have increased frustration among Yazidi
survivors and their families. 2" 22 In the focus group dis-
cussions, Yazidi survivors and family members repeatedly
asserted that they have not seen positive actions from the
government. As one of the survivors put it: “So far, we
have only heard words, and seen no action.”

Iraq has recently taken a few initiatives through the Di-
rectorate for Survivors Affairs 2* and the Martyrs Foun-
dation, respectively. The Directorate was established
under the umbrella of the Ministry of Labor and Social
Affairs (MoLSA) to implement the Yazidi Survivors Law
which was passed in March 2021?° and aims to provide
comprehensive reparation to Yazidi survivors as well as
survivors from the Turkmen, Christian and Shabak com-
munities. The Yazidi Survivor Law was one of the most
important — and long overdue — steps in addressing one
of the most challenging ramifications of the 2014 geno-
cide. Article 5.7 of the law provides that:

“The Directorate undertakes the following means to
achieve its goals [...] searching for the kidnapped of
Yazidis, Turkmen, Christians, and Shabaks men, wom-
en and children, whose fate is still unknown. This work
shall be done in coordination with the competent au-
thorities inside and outside Iraq and the victims’ fami-
lies, treating their conditions legally and granting them
benefits and compensating them or their families in
accordance with the relevant laws.” %

In her interview, the Head of the Directorate ex-
plained that the agency has been involved in pro-
viding psychological and health services to survivors,
supporting the excavation of mass graves, identifying
remains and following up on their IDs. Other activi-
ties of the Directorate will include sharing survivors’
testimonies with authorities for prosecution of ISIS
members, assisting in commemoration practices, and
opening an orphanage?’.

The Martyrs Foundation has also been in charge of ex-
huming mass graves in Irag. Solely in Sinjar; the Foun-
dation has exhumed approximately 17 mass graves in
Kocho®, one in Solagh®, four in Hardan®®, and six in
Qiney?*!. To date the remains of 145 Yazidi victims have
been identified and returned to the families for burial®%.
Some of those remains were returned to Yazidi families
who were able to organize burials®. It seems however
that these number do not affect the total number of
missing persons, which again poses the questions of its
definition. In an interview with the Martyrs Foundation,
it was also noted that the agency faced multiple chal-
lenges, including a lack of resources, staff shortage and a
lack of necessary infrastructure for the rapid excavation
of killing sites and mass graves™.

It is important to note once again that the Yazidi Sur-
vivors Law provides that the Directorate for Survivors
Affairs has a coordination role with the Martyrs Founda-
tion. Article 5.8 states that the Directorate must coor-
dinate “with the Martyrs Foundation / Department of Mass
Graves' Affairs and Protection in relation to mass graves to
complete all procedures related to searching and investi-
gating, opening mass graves, revealing the identity of the
remains and return them to their families in order to bury
them in @ manner befitting their sacrifices.”

20 lIraq passes law addressing women survivors of Yazidi genocide, Al-Monitor, March 2022,

21 _FGD conducted in April 2022_in Dohuk, KRI.

22 _Also see: Yazda, Interim Relief Program for CRSV in Iraq: Survivors’ Grant Scheme in practice and recommendations for its improvement, March 2021,

23 FGD conducted in April 2022 in Dohuk, KRI.

24 _The Directorate was established under the umbrella of the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs (MoLSA) to implement the Yazidi Survivors Law.

25 _Al-Monitor, Iraq passes law addressing women survivors of Yazidi genocide, 1 March 2022,

26 _Yazidi Female Survivors Law, English translation, C4JR.

27  In-person interview conducted in Mosul in August 2022.

28  Yazda, Yazda welcomes and supports the exhumation of the last Mass Graves in Kocho and the exhumation of Mass Graves in Solagh-Sinjar, 23 October 2020.

29 Idem.

30 Yazda, Yazidi survivors, Yazda and Amal Clooney welcome the start of exhumation activities in Hardan, Sinjar, 21 February 2022.

31 Yazda, Yazidi survivors and Yazda welcome the start of the exhumation activities in Qiney, Sinjar, 27 June 2022.

32 Yazda, Yazidi Survivors, Yazda and Amal Clooney welcome the start of exhumation activities in Hardan, Sinjar, February 21, 2022.

33 Yazda, Qutreach video of the Second Kocho Burial Ceremony, 9 December 2021.

34 Remote interview conducted with the Martyrs Foundation in August 2022.
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In spite of the slow and uncoordinated response to the
issue of missing Yazidis, the passing of the YSL and the
coordination role it gives the Directorate may have cre-
ated momentum, creating potential for the Directorate
to take the lead on this issue in addition to all the work
it must do to implement the law.

As mentioned earlier in the report, the responses to the
issue of missing Yazidis have been mostly uncoordinated
and conducted on an ad hoc basis. A Yazidi activist stated
in his interview that a large number of rescue missions
have been undertaken by the family members. According
to him, it is mostly the Yazidi community that should be
credited for rescuing and locating nearly 4,000 individuals
by 2022, bringing the number of missing persons down
from 7,000 to less than 3,000. > The families of missing
Yazidis are rarely provided with adequate financial and le-
gal assistance during these difficult and dangerous rescue
missions. The more active coordination between these
organizations and the passing of the YSL could help ease
the challenges facing families of missing Yazidis.

In addressing the issue of missing Yazidis, bureaucratic
complexity and poor cooperation among stakehold-
ers have all posed major obstacles over the last eight
years. ** Due to tensions between Erbil and Baghdad,
governmental organizations have been unable to coor-
dinate their support for families of missing persons. ¥ In
addition, transnational organizations have had difficulty
developing a coordinated framework for addressing the
issue of missing Yazidis. Cooperation between nation-
al organizations is primarily a political challenge in Iraq,
while transnational organizations are reluctant to coop-
erate because they compete for donor funding and must
define their projects independently. %

In light of the political tensions and competition between
Baghdad and Erbil, government organizations have been
reluctant to cooperate and share their resources. In
the last few decades, Sinjar Region, one of the historical
homelands of the Yazidi community, which is part of the

35 Remote interview conducted with a Yazidi activist in the U.S. in May 2022.

Nineveh Governorate, has fallen under the category of
“disputed territories,” and a source of conflict between
the Kurdistan Regional Government and the Iragi Federal
Government. Prior to and after the genocide, tensions
between the two governments have directly affected the
Yazidi community. It continues to be a major challenge
for the two governments in developing a comprehensive
strategy to address the issue of missing Yazidis after the
genocide. Baghdad and Erbil refuse to cooperate on the
excavation of mass graves and the exchange of informa-
tion about Yazidis who are missing. ** Additionally, both
governments have failed to acknowledge the deteriorat-
ing security situation in Sinjar following repeated Turkish
airstrikes, which has made it difficult for local and trans-
national NGOs to document ISIS crimes and collect fo-
rensic evidence that may reveal the fate of missing Yazidis.

Meanwhile, securing funds and competing for resourc-
es have been major obstacles to the development of
comprehensive strategies for transnational NGOs. Most
organizations, regardless of their size, struggle to collab-
orate with others and prefer to carry out their own proj-
ects. The institutional logic of NGOs dictates that they
develop independent projects to compete for funding.
Additionally, they lack the resources and logistics needed
to develop productive partnerships with other agencies.
40 The issue of missing Yazidis is a complex one, requiring
expertise beyond the capacity of any one organization.
NGOs have failed to establish a coordination framework
to support the Yazidi community and families of missing
Yazidis over the last eight years.

The lack of coordination has not only negatively af-
fected the efforts to rescue and find missing Yazidis,
but also created significant hardships for survivors and
their families. An increased cooperation of national
and international stakeholders with the Directorate
for Survivors Affairs could significantly improve the
responses to the issue of missing Yazidis on different
levels. The political will of Baghdad and Erbil to support
the families of missing persons who are fighting against
the clock to rescue their loved ones is at the core of
any comprehensive plan.

36 _Yazda, Challenges & Solutions for Administration, Security, Safe Return, and Justice: Voices of the Yazidi Community, 9 September 2020,

37 Ibid

38 _For a more detailed analysis see: Weiss, T. G. (2013). Humanitarian Business, John Wiley & Sons. And Dunn, E. C. and J. Cons (2014). “Aleatory Sovereignty

and the Rule of Sensitive Spaces.” Antipode 46(1): 92-109.

39 _Remote interview conducted with ICMP in June 2022,

40 _Remote interview conducted in June 2022,



https://www.yazda.org/publications/voices-of-the-yazidi-community

Since the 2014 genocide, the Yazidi community has faced a
variety of legal challenges. An ineffective and complicated le-
gal system has caused many Yazidis to struggle with gathering
forensic evidence, prosecuting ISIS members, and retrieving
their identification documents. In the last eight years, there
has been no attempt to provide a legal framework for fami-
lies of missing Yazidis and survivors to deal with their difficul-
ties. The scope of this report does not allow it to explore all
legal shortcomings, but these are only a few examples.

In the interviews and focus group discussions, Yazidi ac-
tivists spoke extensively about the legal challenges facing
Yazidi child survivors and their families. *' There is no clear
outline or legal backing for the process of obtaining civil
documents for abducted children. Application for identity
cards, residence permits, and birth certificates is com-
plicated and uncertain. Without such documents, these
children are deprived of their right to education, legal
identity, and family unity. * Besides the harm caused to
these children, their precarious legal status and unknown
fate have had other consequences, including making res-
cue missions emotionally - and at times logistically - chal-
lenging for the families of missing Yazidis. **

A further challenge for Yazidi survivors and families of
missing persons is that no clear legal provision has been
developed to provide meaningful support for them. Al-
though the Yazidi Survivor Law was ratified in 2021, it
has not yet been fully implemented (see below for fur-
ther information). The legal status of missing Yazidis is also
not clearly defined, leaving their families in legal limbo. In
one of the focus group discussions, a Yazidi survivor in her
mid-twenties explained that her husband’s ambiguous legal
status as a “missing person” caused her significant difficul-
ties. The government has not issued a death certificate for
her husband, despite his disappearance since 2014. There-
fore, she has not been able to file for any compensation. *

Another major challenge facing the Yazidi community in
addressing the issue is the uncertain legal basis of rescue
missions. The Iragi government and other countries do

41 _FGD conducted in May 2022_in Dohuk, KRI.

not have a clear legal provision to support Yazidi survivors
and families of missing persons. * Many kidnapped Yazidis
have been taken to other countries like Turkey and Syria.
% According to interviews and focus group discussions,
many missing Yazidis are believed to be located outside
of Irag, primarily in Syria, in camps set up for ISIS fami-
lies. #/ Several kidnapped Yazidis have also been rescued
from Turkey in the past. * Even though a large number of
missing Yazidis are located outside of Iraq, there is no legal
process that would allow transnational rescue operations
to take place. Families of missing people are often forced
to use extralegal means to rescue their loved ones, which
is financially and legally burdensome. Because ISIS has been
designated a global terrorist organization, it is forbidden
to communicate with anyone affiliated with the terrorist
group. When dealing with designated terror groups, it is
unclear what consequences such contacts could have on
the victims and their families. Ransom payments are also
illegal in Iraq and many other countries, making the rescue
of missing Yazidis impossible with the assistance of the
Iragi government or foreign governments.

As mentioned earlier in the report, in the years following
the fall of Saddam Hussein, the Sinjar Region has been
the arena for competition between several major politi-
cal players, primarily the Kurdistan Regional Government
and the Iragi Federal Government. The tension between
these factions has hindered the recovery of the Yazidi
community following the genocide and has also directly
affected the case of missing Yazidis. Several stakeholders
have pointed out that the conflict between Erbil and
Baghdad has overshadowed initiatives and projects aimed
at rescuing Yazidis and supporting their families. Politiciza-
tion of the missing Yazidi case has hindered the ability of
Erbil and Baghdad to cooperate.

In addition, conflict over security and control in the Sinjar
Region has slowed the excavation of mass graves. Inter-
national and local organizations face significant challenges

42 _Amnesty International, Iraq: Legacy of Terror: The Plight of Yezidi Child Survivors of ISIS, 30_June 2020._

43 _Van Zoonen, Dave, and Khogir Wirya. The Yazidis: Perceptions of Reconciliation and Conflict. Middle East Research Institute., 2017.

44 _FGD with Yazidi survivors in May 2022, Dohuk, KRI.

45 _Remote interview conducted in June 2022,

46 See eg. Yazidi Justice Committee, State Responsibility and the Genocide of the Yazidis, July 2022.

47 _FGD conducted in April 2022; and the interview with the Office of the Kidnapped conducted in July 2022,

48 _Al-Monitor, Online ‘auctions’ of Yazidi captives speak of ongoing Islamic State activity in Turkey, 5 March 2021.
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https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/03/turkey-syria-yazidi-captives-speak-of-isis-ongoing-activity.html

in collecting forensic evidence and supporting the families
of missing Yazidis in this conflict-ridden area. Ongoing mil-
itary operations and deteriorating security conditions also
interrupted data collection for this research on numerous
occasions. * Our interviews also revealed that the ongo-
ing conflict and volatile situation in Sinjar could damage
the killing sites, making it difficult - and even impossible
- to collect reliable evidence. *°

The politicization of the issue of missing Yazidis also man-
ifests itself in the way Yazidi survivors are treated as polit-
ical pawns. Generally, missing Yazidis are rescued by their
own families, who search for them selflessly and raise
funds to bring them home. One of the survivors stated
during focus group discussions that Arab channels were
prohibited from covering her story after she was rescued,
and only Kurdish media were allowed to film her. *'

Using these rescue missions for the benefit of Iragi or
Kurdish officials could be damaging to families and survi-
vors who might be deemed to support a particular po-
litical party.

3. SUPPORTING SURVIVORS
AND THEIR FAMILIES

The third section discusses the inadequate support
given to Yazidi survivors and families of missing Yazidis.
The international community is growing increasingly
indifferent to the ongoing suffering of Yazidis. A large
number of Yazidis, including survivors, remain strand-
ed in IDP camps without a clear future. Furthermore,
Yazidi survivors and families of missing persons are
rarely consulted on projects that directly affect them.
> Yazidis suffering has become a protracted issue, and
many are concerned that the momentum for helping
missing Yazidis is waning. >

Despite the genocide’s eight-year mark, Erbil and Baghdad
have not adequately helped Yazidi survivors and families.
The impact of the Yazidi Survivors Law, passed by the Iraqi
Parliament in 2021 to provide assistance to Yazidi survi-
vors of ISIS atrocities, has been challenged by Irag’s deep-
ening economic woes and political instability. ** Although
the Yazidi Survivor Law represents a promising step to-
ward reparation, its limited scope and lack of institutional
infrastructure have hampered its full implementation. As
stated in an interview with the Directorate for Survivors
Affairs, the organization lacks resources and staff to pro-
cess all requests quickly, leaving survivors and their families
frustrated and unwilling to cooperate®. The frustration
was reflected in focus group discussions as well where
participants complained about not receiving government
financial assistance. They mentioned that even though they
have gone through the difficult — often retraumatizing —
process of filing for reparation, none of the Yazidi survivors
has received financial assistance in the last year. >

Aside from providing financial assistance, Yazidi survivors
and their families face mental health and psychosocial chal-
lenges. As many of them continue to suffer from chronic
trauma, short consultations and temporary visits cannot
meet their psychological needs. Long-term solutions are
needed to address the trauma they have experienced.
There has not been enough investment in mental health
and psychosocial support (MHPSS) for rescued Yazidis
over the last eight years. The interviews also revealed that
the MHPSS offered is of low quality because specialists
often do not understand the language or cultural nuances
of the Yazidi community and are not particularly trained
in overcoming these cultural barriers. *’

49 _As a result of the unstable security condition in Sinjar in May 2022, Yazda’s research team had to delay the FGDs for a few weeks.

50 _Yazda, Yazda Documentation of the Wildfires Currently in Sinjar and Recommendations to the Authorities, 27 June 2019,

51 _FGD conducted with Yazidi survivors in May 2022.

52 _FGD conducted with Yazidi survivors in May 2022,

53 _Remote interview with IOM conducted in June 2022,

54 Yazda, Interim Relief Program for CRSV in Iraq: Survivors’ Grant Scheme in practice and recommendations for its improvement, March 2021,

55  In-person interview conducted in Mosul in August 2022.
56 FGD with Yazidi survivors conducted in May 2022.

57 _Remote interview with IOM conducted in May 2022,
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The focus group discussions and interviews revealed
that, in many instances, there is a lack of communication
between the agencies dealing with the missing Yazidi
issue and the Yazidi community. There are two major
problems resulting from this lack of communication.
First, Yazidi survivors and families of missing persons are
not consulted in the development and implementation
of projects directly affecting them. Most projects are
developed from a top-down perspective by both inter-
national and national organizations.

Second, the lack of communication has resulted in the
growing mistrust between Yazidi survivors and gov-
ernment and non-government agencies. Participants in
focus group discussions repeatedly complained about
not being informed about the process of identifying
genocide victims and excavating mass graves. Several
national and international organizations collect infor-
mation (blood samples, testimonies, etc.) from Yazidi
survivors and families of missing persons. However,
Yazidi survivors mentioned that they are not informed
of what steps are taken after samples are collected
and they are left in the dark for an extended period
of time. In some cases, the result of the investigations
and information about their loved ones were not even
shared with them, but rather with their village leaders
(Mukhtars), which is ethically and legally irresponsible.
%8 Because of the unclear process of gathering and an-
alyzing data collected from Yazidi survivors, as well as
the lack of protection for sensitive information, many
survivors are skeptical as to whether these agencies
can provide meaningful assistance to them, and they do
not wish to cooperate with their projects. *

58 _FGD with Yazidi survivors conducted in May 2022_in Dohuk, KRI.

There has been a significant decrease in support for sur-
vivors and families of missing Yazidis in recent years. The
issue of missing Yazidis has become yet another unre-
solved crisis among many, and the momentum for action
is rapidly ebbing away. With transnational solidarity and
compassion waning, and with Irag’s political stability at
risk, 60 the Yazidi community has mostly been left to deal
with the trauma of the 2014 genocide on its own. There
are numerous challenges faced by families of missing
persons and survivors of Yazidi genocide, and agencies
that provide assistance to survivors have limited resourc-
es to address these challenges. As stakeholders noted
in the interviews, the protracted nature of the missing
Yazidi issue has made receiving funding for new projects
increasingly difficult. 61 Getting government agencies and
international organizations to act immediately to resolve
the issue of missing Yazidis is becoming increasingly dif-
ficult. In their own words, Yazidi survivors say they feel
forgotten by both the Iragi and Kurdish governments, as
well as by the international community. 62 63

The feeling of abandonment that is prevalent among the
survivors and families of missing Yazidis represents one
of the biggest failures of humanitarian and government
organizations in addressing the crisis that Yazidis are ex-
periencing. Governments and non-governmental organi-
zations view Yazidi suffering as a temporary problem, so
they only meet short-term needs rather than addressing
the long-term challenges of the community. The repre-
sentation of the issue of missing Yazidis in the media also
suffers from the same shortsightedness. Participants in
the focus groups repeatedly suggested that media outlets
in Iragq and abroad should do more to cover the issue of
missing Yazidis and urge the authorities to act. ©*

59 _Several stakeholders also noted in their interviews that the process for collecting blood samples had been unsatisfactory.

60 The instability of Irag’s politics and the inability to form a government over the past year have made addressing the needs of Yazidis a major challenge for national and international

organizations.

61 _Remote interview with IOM in May 2022, Also, Interview with Office of the Kidnapped in July 2022,

62 _FGD with Yazidi survivors in May 2022,

63 _In the focus group discussions, Yazidi survivors mentioned that they only received meaningful support in the first two years after the genocide, and that their suffering has been mostly

ignored thereafter.
64 lbid.




Survivors and family members of missing persons have been
troubled by media coverage of Yazidi suffering. Yazidi survi-
vors' stories are rarely reported according to clear ethical
and security guidelines; interviews are conducted by people
who are not trained to deal with traumatized or rescued
individuals; and the privacy and dignity of rescued Yazidis are
often neglected. ¢ In many cases, media outlets publish pho-
tos of rescued people without protecting their privacy, which
could have serious security repercussions, endangering future
rescue missions. VWhen rescued individuals are reunited with
their families, it is also common for media outlets to broad-
cast the moment of reunion without their permission.

Media coverage has been also dominated by heavily
gendered narratives regarding the missing Yazidis and
their ongoing suffering. Reports on Yazidi issues often
depict graphic details of sexual violence and use dehu-
manizing terms like “sex slaves” to refer to Yazidi sur-
vivors. °¢ Additionally, national and international media
has focused primarily on Yazidi women and children
in recent years, leaving out hundreds of missing Yazidi
men. The gendered representation of missing Yazidis
has largely silenced not only male survivors, but also
those who do not fit the stereotype of a victim. Pro-
viding a simple, yet distorted media narrative of Yazidi
suffering could have severe psychological implications
for the survivors and families of missing Yazidis.

4. RECOMMENDATIONS

The case of missing Yazidis has been a long and painful
aspect of the genocide against the Yazidi community.
This report has provided an overview of the way this
issue has been addressed and the failure of national
and international authorities to provide meaningful as-
sistance over the past eight years. As a result of Irag’s
volatile economic and political climate, as well as limited
resources of the international organizations, the issue
of missing Yazidis has made minimal progress. Searching
for those who went missing under ISIS and providing
support for the survivors are long-term processes that
requires the support of multiple stakeholders and co-
ordination between different agencies. Below are the
primary recommendations from Yazda to strengthen
efforts aimed at addressing the case of missing Yazidis:

1. Itisimportant to highlight the fact that Irag’'s government
has the primary responsibility for addressing the issue of

missing Yazidis. Nearly 3,000 Iragi citizens are missing,
and the Iragi government is obligated to provide
meaningful support for the survivors and families of the
missing Yazidis, and to prioritize rescue missions. It is
long overdue for Iragi politicians to frame the issue of
missing Yazidis as a national issue, and as one of the
highest priorities for the government.

Among the main problems identified by this study was
the lack of coordination and the scattered nature of
efforts to address the issue of missing Yazidis. National
and transnational agencies have not been able to form
a coordinated framework so far. A more active role
of national organizations such as the Directorate for
Survivors  Affairs, composed of representatives of
different political parties and of the Yazidi community,
could pave the way to address the case of missing Yazidis
more effectively. The leadership of such an organization
could facilitate better coordination between stakeholders
on different levels, as well as the depoliticization of the
issue of missing Yazidis. At the moment, the issue is
being addressed by separate agencies both in Erbil and
Baghdad. This approach has proven ineffective so far and
needs to be overhauled.

2.1. A nationally led organization could also facilitate
rescue missions outside of Irag. The Iragi State is an
internationally recognized entity and can sign treaties
with other countries to exchange information and
lead a global campaign for identifying and rescuing
missing Yazidis.

22. The leadership of the Directorate for Survivors
Affairs could also increase the effectiveness of
government and non-governmental cooperation in
addressing the missing Yazidis issue. As highlighted in
the report, coordination has been one of the biggest
obstacles in devising a comprehensive initiative. A
national organization can assist in collecting data and
identifying missing people more effectively. Currently,
there is no database with updated information
on missing Yazidis. A national organization could
encourage stakeholders to share information and
facilitate the creation of such a database.

2.3. A clear protocol is also needed to protect the
data collected and the privacy of individuals when
agencies gather information on missing Yazidis.
The leadership of a unified authority, such as the
Directorate for Survivors Affairs, could help establish
clear guidelines to protect data confidentiality.

Yazidi survivors expressed concern about not being
consulted by national and international agencies, as
well as not knowing how projects are developed

65 _See The Murad Code by Nadida’s Initiative, and the forthcoming Charter of Yazidi Survivors Network (YSN) on Ethical Standards for Interviewing Survivors and

Documenting Conflict Related Sexual Violence.

66 For a more detailed discussion of the gendered representations, see: Buffon, Veronica, and Christine Allison. 2016. “The Gendering of Victimhood:

Western Media and the Sinjar Genocide.” Kurdish Studies Journal 4 (2):176-196.


https://www.muradcode.com/home

and implemented. Stakeholders should devise plans
to receive feedback from Yazidi survivors and their
families as part of the initiatives addressing the
issue of missing Yazidis. Assuring survivors and their
families that progress is being made on the excavation
of mass graves and killing sites, the collection of DNA
samples, and the rescue of missing Yazidis can reduce
the psychological toll that they have endured. A
survivor-based approach is essential in enhancing the
implementation and creation of projects related to
the missing Yazidis.

Another major challenge facing the Yazidi community
has been the inadequate legal framework for
addressing the multiple challenges they face. Legal
initiatives are most urgent and necessary in the
following three areas:

4.1. Creating a legal mechanism that can protect
individuals who need to be in contact with those
affiliated with ISIS. In light of ISIS’ global designation
as a terrorist organization, any contact with
people affiliated with the group could have severe
legal repercussions for families of missing persons,
both in Iragq and globally. For Yazidi survivors and
their families to be fully protected, the Iraqi state
and international community must address the
shortcomings in the current legal system.

4.2. As discussed in the report, the Iragi legal system is
unable to deal with the multifaceted issues families of
missing Yazidis and survivors face. Irag’s government
needs to take legal initiatives to address issues such
as children born in captivity, retrieving identification
documents, and prosecuting ISIS members.

4.3. Afurther area of improvement for the current legal
system is how the Yazidi community is supported.
Expanding previous legislation such as the Yazidi
Survivor Law is necessary to assist Yazidi survivors
and families of missing Yazidis.

Another major issue that needs immediate action is
the way Iragi and international media report on the
issue of missing Yazidis. There are serious ethical and
security concerns regarding the way in which the issue
of missing Yazidis has been covered in the media, as it
frequently violates the dignity and privacy of survivors
and their families. It is imperative that media outlets that
choose to discuss this issue establish a clear code of
ethics, or strictly follow the existing code of conducts,
such as the Murad Code or the Charter of Yazdi
Survivors Network. Reporters who work with Yazidi
survivors and families need to get explicit consent for
their interviews. Additionally, journalists interested in

covering this issue and interviewing the survivors should
undergo a series of training sessions to ensure they do
not retraumatize the individuals they are reporting on.
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