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Spearheading a new era of auto-
motive experiences, Sardar Trading 
Agencies, the o�cial distributor of 
Jaguar Land Rover in Kurdistan, 
embodies the brand’s philosophy 
of Modern Luxury, Electrification, 
and Sustainability.

For over 15 years, Sardar Trading 
Agencies has cultivated a deep un-
derstanding of the Kurdish market. 
This expertise ensures exceptional 
service that upholds the rigorous 
standards of Jaguar Land Rover 
dealerships worldwide. Their com-
mitment fosters a thriving com-
munity of auto enthusiasts, confi-
dent in the future of mobility with 
Sardar Trading Agencies at the 
helm.
 
Aligning with JLR’s Reimagine vi-
sion, Sardar Trading Agencies pri-
oritises sustainability. They are 
actively transforming their oper-
ations to be cleaner and more ef-
ficient, while collaborating with 
suppliers to build a future-proof, 
electric ecosystem. This dedica-
tion extends beyond vehicles, en-
compassing responsible business 
practices and social engagement.

Electrification is at the heart of 
this vision. With the launch of the 
all-electric Jaguar in 2026 and a 
fully electrified future on the hori-
zon, Sardar Trading Agencies is 
poised to introduce a new era of 
luxury in Kurdistan.

Imagine unparalleled refinement, 
exhilarating performance, and cut-
ting-edge features, all delivered 
with a sustainable conscience.
 
Sardar Trading Agencies’ mission 
is clear: to be the leader in Kurdish 
automotive luxury, driven by ethi-
cal practices and a commitment to 
progress.

Our vision for sustainable growth 
extends beyond the company. We 
are actively contributing to Kurd-
ish society through continuous 
business development initiatives. 
Sardar Trading Agencies believes 
in treating all stakeholders with 
respect, regardless of background 
or community.

We foster a culture of humanity 
within our team, providing em-
ployees with opportunities to build 
their skills through corporate train-
ing and education.
 
This is a future where luxury and 
sustainability go hand-in-hand. 
A future where innovation meets 
tradition. A future driven forward 
by Sardar Trading Agencies.



EDITORIAL
MAY 2024 

Celebrating Resilience, 
Discovery, and Identity

May 1
On Labor Day, Prime Minister 
Barzani highlighted the role of 
workers in rebuilding Kurdis-
tan.

May 3
Production was fully restored at 
Khor Mor gas field after drone 
attacks.

May 4
A delegation led by U.S. Sena-
tors Ted Budd and Joni Ernst 
visited the Kurdistan Region to 
discuss bilateral ties and expand 
cooperation. 

The Philippines’ newly appoint-
ed Ambassador to Iraq Charlie 
Manangan met with Kurdish 
leaders in Erbil for a courtesy 
call.

May 5
The Jordan-Kurdistan High-
er Education Forum was held 
in Erbil to enhance academic 
partnership between the two 
nations. 

May 6
A fire burned over 220 shops 
at the famous Qaysari Bazaar 
in Erbil.

The Head of the International 
Operations at the Medical Aid 
Initiative Norway Geir Fjeld 
visited Erbil.

May 7
Prime Minister Barzani received 
Spain’s Ambassador to Iraq Pe-
dro Martinez Avial to discuss 
bilateral ties.

May 8
Peshmerga forces defused three 
bombs remaining from a bat-
tle with ISIS in Chamchamal 
District, Sulaymaniyah Gover-
norate. 

May 9
U.S. Undersecretary of State for 
Civilian Security, Democracy, 
and Human Rights Uzra Zeya 
met with Prime Minister Barza-
ni in Erbil. 

May 11
Christians formed a new alli-
ance in preparation for the up-
coming Kurdistan parliamenta-
ry elections. 

The KRG announced two new 
tourist visa categories. 

May 12
Prime Minister Barzani received 
Iraq’s President Abdul Latif 
Rashid in Erbil, where they dis-
cussed Erbil-Baghdad 
relations. 

Speaking 
at an interna-
tional symposium in 
Erbil, Prime Minister Barzani 
warned of the threat of climate 
change to the region. 

The Supreme Council of the 
Board of Trustees of Education 
and Higher Education Institu-
tions and Programs held its first 
meeting, overseen by Prime 
Minister Barzani. 

May 13
Notorious human smuggler 
“Scorpion” was arrested in 
Kurdistan after the issuance of 
multiple international arrest 
warrants. 

May 14
The Vatican’s Ambassador to 
Iraq Mitja Leskovar met with 

Kurdish leaders in Erbil and 
praised Kurdistan for promot-
ing peaceful coexistence. 

Kurdistan Region President 
Barzani visited Baghdad to dis-
cuss outstanding disputes. 

May 16
U.S. Assistant Secretary of State 
for Energy Resources Geoffrey 
Pyatt visited Erbil, where he 
discussed energy cooperation 

with Prime Minister 
Barzani. 

May 17
The Kurdistan Re-

gion Security Council an-
nounced the capture of a senior 
ISIS member in Erbil. 

May 21
A top Kurdish delegation at-
tended the funeral of Iran’s 
former President Ebrahim Raisi 
in Tehran.

The elections branch of Iraq’s 
Supreme Judicial Council or-
dered its electoral commission 
to allocate five quota seats for 
minorities in the Kurdistan Re-
gion Parliament. 

May 22
First death from Crimean-Con-
go hemorrhagic fever con-
firmed in the Kurdistan Region. 

Iraq’s Parliament declared 

Kurdish Newroz and the anni-

versary of the Halabja attack as 

national holidays. 

May 23

Prime Minister Barzani and Ku-

wait’s Ambassador to Iraq Tariq 

Abdullah al-Faraj met to discuss 

strengthening bilateral ties. 

May 26

Joined by a senior delegation 

from Doha, Prime Minister 

Barzani opened the Consulate 

General of Qatar in Erbil.

The Kurdistan Region com-

memorated the 48th anniver-

sary of the Gullan Revolution. 

May 27

Romania’s Ambassador to Iraq 

Radu Octavian Dobry visited 

Erbil and discussed strengthen-

ing bilateral ties with Kurdish 

leaders. 

May 28

Outgoing UNAMI head 

Jeanine Hennis-Plasschaert 

visited Erbil to bid farewell to 

Kurdish leaders. 

May 29

In a meeting with South Ko-

rea’s Ambassador to Iraq Choi 

Sung-soo, Prime Minister Bar-

zani stressed that the KRG 

seeks South Korea’s experience 

for development. 

Australia’s Ambassador to Iraq 

Glenn Miles met with Prime 

Minister Barzani to discuss a 

range of issues, including bi-

lateral relations and upcoming 

elections in Kurdistan. 

May 30 

Prime Minister Barzani met 

with Iraqi Prime Minister Mo-

hammed Shia’ Al Sudani in 

Baghdad, where they agreed 

on finding a solution to the 

outstanding disputes centered 

around the Iraqi Constitution.

I
n this issue of Kurdistan Chronicle, we bring 
you stories of incredible resilience, ground-
breaking discoveries, and profound reflections 
that highlight the rich tapestry of Kurdistan’s 

past, present, and future. Among the fea-
tured articles, the story of Shireen Khe-

ro stands out as a testament to the 
indomitable spirit of the Yezidi 

people. Khero, a survivor of the 
ISIS genocide, has triumphed 

over unimaginable adversity 
to graduate with a degree in 
business management from 
the American Universi-
ty of Kurdistan (AUK). 
Her journey, culminat-
ing in being awarded 
the Honor of Resilience 
by Kurdistan Region-
al Government Prime 
Minister Masrour Bar-
zani, is a powerful re-
minder of the strength 
and courage that define 
the Kurdish people.

Another article, “Kurd-
istan: A New Frontier for 

Archaeology,” delves into 
the exciting developments in 

the field of archaeology in the 
region. With eleven Italian ar-

chaeological expeditions unearth-
ing historical insights that date back 

thousands of years, Kurdistan is proving 
to be a veritable treasure trove of historical 

significance. Dating from the Neolithic Age to 
the Islamic Golden Age, these sites are shedding 

light on the complex and rich history of the region. The 
collaboration between local authorities and international 
experts highlights the global importance of Kurdistan’s 
long heritage and its potential to attract academic and 
touristic interest alike.

In “Reimagining the Kurdish Question: Identity, Diver-
sity, and Solidarity,” Stephen Fox offers a thought-pro-
voking exploration of the intricate dynamics of Kurdish 

identity, both within the traditional boundaries of Kurd-
istan and among its vast diaspora. Fox’s reflections on 
the diversity and resilience of Kurdish culture provide a 
nuanced understanding of the factors that shape Kurdish 
identity and the challenges faced by Kurds globally. His 
insights into the processes of identity negotiation and the 
importance of cultural solidarity offer a compelling per-
spective on the ongoing quest for Kurdish self-determi-
nation and unity.

We also highlight the groundbreaking article “Rediscov-
ering Kurdistan’s Cultural Heritage,” which explores ef-
forts to preserve and promote the region’s rich cultural 
heritage. This piece underscores the importance of pro-
tecting Kurdistan’s diverse historical and cultural assets, 
from ancient artifacts to traditional music and dance. By 
safeguarding these treasures, we ensure that future gener-
ations can appreciate and learn from the region’s storied 
past.

Meanwhile, in “Empowering Women: A New Chapter 
for Kurdish Society,” we examine the strides being made 
towards gender equality in Kurdistan, highlighting the 
initiatives and organizations dedicated to empowering 
Kurdish women and providing them with education, vo-
cational training, and opportunities for leadership. The 
stories of women who have broken gender and profes-
sional barriers and achieved success in various fields serve 
as powerful examples of the transformative effect they can 
have on human society.

Lastly, “The Future of Kurdish Education: Innovations 
and Challenges” offers an in-depth look at the evolving 
landscape of education in Kurdistan. From advancements 
in technology and curriculum development to the chal-
lenges of accessibility and quality, this article provides a 
comprehensive overview of the steps being implement-
ed to equip Kurdish youth with the knowledge and skills 
they need to thrive in a rapidly changing world.

These articles, along with other insightful contributions 
in this issue, celebrate the resilience, cultural richness, and 
intellectual curiosity that define the people of Kurdistan. 
Whether through the triumphs of individuals like Shireen 
Khero, the discoveries of ancient civilizations, or the on-
going discourse on identity and solidarity, the spirit of the 
Kurdistani people shines brightly, inspiring us all.
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RELIGION

Chaldean Patriarch 
Commends Kurdish Support 

O
n June 22, follow-

ing his return to 

Baghdad, Chaldean 

Patriarch Cardinal Louis Ra-

phael Sako published a letter 

extending his thanks and ap-

preciation to the Kurdistan 

Regional Government (KRG) 

leadership, praising President 

Masoud Barzani, Nechirvan 

Barzani, and KRG Prime Min-

ister Masrour Barzani in par-

ticular for their support.

On July 3, 2023, Iraqi Presi-

dent Abdul Latif Rashid re-

voked a decree recognizing 

Cardinal Sako as the Patri-

arch of the Chaldean Catholic 

Church. Moreover, on No-

vember 14 of that year, the 

Federal Supreme Court of Iraq 

rejected a complaint by the Pa-

triarch against the decision.

In protest, Cardinal Sako 

moved to Erbil on July 21, 

2023, where he was warm-

ly welcomed by KRG Prime 

Minister Barzani and other 

top Kurdish leaders. The top 

Kurdish leaders expressed 

hope that the decision would 

be revoked and justice would 

prevail. 

On July 18, U.S. State Depart-

ment spokesperson Matthew 

Miller expressed his concern 

that the cardinal’s position as a 

respected leader of the church 

was under attack and called for 

his return to Baghdad.

He also referred indirectly to 

The Christians consider the 
Kurdistan Region a secure haven 
amid the political and religious 

conflicts entangling Iraq
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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.

President Masoud Barzani (right) and Cardinal Louis Raphael Sako (left), Patriarch of the Chaldean Church in Iraq and the World (July 23, 2023)
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Rayan al-Kildani, the leader of a Christian Popular Mobi-

lization Forces faction known as the Babylon Movement, 

who was sanctioned by the U.S. government in 2019 and 

has aimed to undermine Patriarch Sako. Al-Kildan has re-

portedly attempted to seize Christian properties, parlia-

ment seats, and endowments of the Church.

On April 12, 2024, after much public pressure, Cardinal 

Sako returned to Baghdad on invitation from Iraqi Prime 

Minister Mohammed Shia’ Al Sudani. His visit to Baghdad 

came two days ahead of Iraqi Prime Minister Sudani’s trip 

to the United States. 

Later, on June 5, Iraqi Prime Minister Sudani reinstated 

Cardinal Sako as the patriarch of the Chaldean Catholics 

in Iraq and the World.

“The decision to return the seat of the Chaldean Catholic 

Patriarch of Iraq and the World is a right and appropriate 

step and I praise [Iraqi Prime Minister Sudani] for this 

decision,” President Masoud Barzani said in a post on X 

on June 12.

“I also appreciate their standing by truth and what is right 

in how they dealt with the matter,” Cardinal Sako said 

about the top Kurdish leaders in the June 22 letter. “Praise 

be to God that matters were eventually set straight by an 

initiative of his eminence, [Iraqi Prime Minister Sudani].”

“I think there is a very great need for 

a clear national vision for the stability 

of the country, and there is no path to 

rectify the crises and fix matters cor-

rectly except through civilized, peace-

ful, wise and courageous dialogue 

upon which all can agree,” he added.

In an interview in August 2023 with 

Kurdistan Chronicle, Cardinal Sako 

also expressed gratitude for the re-

spect and appreciation shown by the 

people of the Kurdistan Region to-

wards religious figures of different 

faiths and expressed his appreciation 

for the culture of coexistence in Kurd-

istan.

“The Christians consider the Kurdis-

tan Region a secure haven amid the 

political and religious conflicts entan-

gling Iraq, prompting them to choose 

to relocate there,” he said. “We, in the 

Kurdistan Region, promote peaceful 

coexistence and wish for it to be a ha-

ven for every individual, irrespective 

of their religion.”

Mohammed Salih, a senior fellow 

at the U.S.-based Foreign Policy 

Research Institute, told Kurdistan 

Chronicle that the decision to rein-

state Cardinal Sako as the Chaldean 

Patriarch was a “blow to both the 

Federal Supreme Court and Iraqi 

President Rashid, who had earlier re-

moved Cardinal Sako from that posi-

tion.”

“This order is important as it seeks to 

appease Cardinal Sako, the Vatican, 

and Iraqi Christians, and is another 

example of circumventing the Federal 

Supreme Court,” Salih said.

P
ho

to
: 
Sa

fi
n

 H
a

m
id

Cardinal Louis Raphael Sako Christians celebrating mass at a church in Erbil, Kurdistan Region
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AGRICULTURE

Transforming Agriculture 
in Kurdistan

T
he Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) has 

embarked on an ambitious journey to revitalize 

its agricultural sector, positioning it as a key driver 

of economic growth and sustainability. With agricultural 

reform as a top priority, the current cabinet has imple-

mented a series of strategic initiatives aimed at boosting 

investment, modernizing infrastructure, and promoting 

local produce. These efforts are reshaping the agricultural 

landscape of the Kurdistan Region, paving the way for a 

more prosperous and self-sufficient future.

Under the leadership of the current administration, the 

allocation of funds to agriculture has seen an unprecedent-

ed rise. Historically, only 1.5% of the government’s bud-

get was dedicated to this vital sector but, recognizing its 

untapped potential and importance, the government has 

increased this figure to nearly 10%. This substantial boost 

in funding has enabled the implementation of numerous 

projects designed to enhance agricultural productivity, sus-

tainability, and profitability.

Multifaceted strategy

A key aspect of the KRG’s agricultural reform strategy is 

the licensing of new companies focused on various facets 

of agricultural production and processing. These new en-

The KRG’s commitment 
to agriculture reform is a 
testament to its vision for 
a diversified and resilient 

economy

Marewan Hawramy 

is a writer and has master’s 
degree in diplomacy and 
international relations.
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Prime Minister Barzani delivering a speech at a ceremony to lay the foundation stone for a new wholesale 
market in Akre
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terprises cover a wide range of activities, 

including the packaging and production 

of eggs, yogurt, milk, and olive oil. By 

fostering the growth of these businesses, 

the government aims to create a more 

self-sufficient agricultural industry. This 

not only reduces the region’s reliance on 

imports but also ensures that high-qual-

ity, locally produced goods are available 

to consumers.

The government’s efforts to promote 

local produce have yielded significant re-

sults, with some of Kurdistan’s finest ag-

ricultural products gaining recognition 

and market presence in the Gulf region. 

High-quality pomegranates, apples, and 

honey from Kurdistan have made their 

way onto the shelves of Gulf markets, 

showcasing the region’s agricultural 

prowess. These initiatives are opening 

new markets for Kurdish farmers, en-

hancing the global reputation of Kurdis-

tan’s agricultural products and providing 

a boost to the local economy.

Infrastructure development is a corner-

stone of the KRG’s agricultural reform 

agenda. Prime Minister Masrour Barzani 

has been a vocal advocate for these re-

forms, highlighting their importance in 

various public statements. One of the 

flagship projects under his administra-

tion is the new $22-million wholesale 

market in Akre, which is nearing com-

pletion and aims to support local farmers 

and traders by providing a central hub 

for agricultural trade.

Prime Minister Barzani recently empha-

sized the significance of this project in a 

post on X: “Akre’s new wholesale mar-

ket will be completed soon. With this 

$22-million investment, we are support-

ing our farmers and local traders on one 

hand and boosting the local economy 

with new jobs on the other.” The mar-

ket is expected to facilitate the efficient 

distribution of local produce, improve 

access to buyers, and stimulate economic 

activity in the region.

The KRG is also focused on improving 

agricultural practices to ensure long-

term sustainability. This involves the 

adoption of modern farming techniques, 

investment in research and development, 
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Prime Minister Barzani visiting farmers in Bardarash District, Duhok, on June 11, 2024

1514



and the promotion of environmental-

ly friendly practices. By supporting 

initiatives that promote water con-

servation, soil health, and sustainable 

farming methods, the government is 

working to secure the future of agri-

culture in the Kurdistan Region.

Empowering local farmers is at the 

heart of the KRG’s agricultural re-

form efforts. The government has in-

troduced various programs to provide 

farmers with access to better resourc-

es, training, and technology. These 

programs aim to increase crop yields, 

reduce production costs, and improve 

the overall quality of produce. Addi-

tionally, by offering financial support 

and incentives, the KRG is encourag-

ing more people to engage in agricul-

tural activities, thereby strengthening 

the rural economy.

Future prospects and vision

The KRG’s commitment to agricul-

ture reform is a 

testament to its 

vision for a diver-

sified and resilient 

economy. By prior-

itizing this sector, 

the government is 

not only address-

ing immediate 

economic chal-

lenges, but also 

laying the founda-

tion for sustainable growth and de-

velopment. The reforms are expected 

to create numerous job opportunities, 

enhance food security, and improve 

the standard of living for the people 

of the Kurdistan Region.

As these initiatives continue to take 

root, the Kurdistan Region is poised 

to become a model of agricultural ex-

cellence and innovation. The ongoing 

efforts to modernize infrastructure, 

promote local produce, and empow-

er farmers reflect a forward-thinking 

approach that promises to bring long-

term benefits to the region. With 

continued support and investment, 

the future of agriculture in Kurdistan 

looks brighter than ever.
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INSPIRATION

The Inspiring Journey of 
Shireen Khero

Qassim Khidhir 

has 15 years of experience 
in journalism and media 
development in Iraq. He 

has contributed to both local 
and international media 

outlets.

During my captivity, I 
was judged, cursed, and 

tortured
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hireen Khero, a 30-year-old Yezidi 

survivor of the genocide perpetrat-

ed by ISIS, defied all odds to find 

a way forward. In June 2024, she gradu-

ated with a business management degree 

from the American University of Kurdis-

tan (AUK) and was awarded the Honor 

of Resilience by Kurdistan Regional Gov-

ernment Prime Minister Masrour Barzani.

On graduation day, Khero felt immense 

happiness standing before hundreds of 

people, including her sister, brother, 

and friends. “I felt very proud,” she told 

Kurdistan Chronicle. “Finally, my dream 

came true with an extra bonus: the Hon-

or of Resilience from the Prime Minister, 

which I did not expect.”

Khero was in her last year of high school, 

preparing for final exams, when ISIS at-

tacked her village, Hardan, in the Sinjar 

District of Nineveh Governorate. Cap-
Shireen Khero in her traditional Yezidi attire 
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Khero has joined the Nether-

lands-based organization SEMA, the 

Global Network of Victims and Sur-

vivors of Wartime Sexual Violence. 

In addition to pursuing a career in 

business management, she has de-

cided to dedicate her life to advocat-

ing for the rights and protection of 

the Yezidi community.

Khero does not like the label of 

“victim,” either for herself or oth-

er Yezidi women survivors. “Life is 

not easy, and it’s true that I went 

through a bad experience,” she said. 

“However, I want people to see me 

as Shireen, not as a victim. I’m not 

comfortable when people identify us 

only as victims.”

AUK President Randall Rhodes be-

lieves it is crucial for vulnerable pop-

ulations to have access to higher ed-

ucation. He joined AUK four years 

ago from the American University of 

Armenia, where he served as provost.

“Education is the pathway to success 

in life,” President Rhodes believes. 

“Without education, you’re going 

to continue the cycles of poverty and 

victimization.” 

Rhodes holds a Ph.D. in art history 

from the University of Chicago.

He explained that when AUK nego-

tiates funding with the U.S. Depart-

ment of State to establish scholar-

ships, they try to identify those most 

in need and those who would benefit 

most – in short, the candidates who 

are most motivated to take advan-

tage of education to break the cycles 

of violence that have gripped the 

Middle East for so many years.

“For Khero, it’s very important that 

she moves forward and believes there 

is a next chapter, more to come in 

her life,” Rhodes added. “The great-

est mission on Earth is to help oth-

ers, to make sure they don’t suffer, 

they don’t become victims, that the 

chains of victimization are broken.”

According to AUK, over 72% of its 

students are on scholarships. The 

university is committed to providing 

access to an American-style educa-

tion for the people of the Kurdistan 

Region, regardless of ethnicity, reli-

gion, family name, or ability to pay.

Rhodes would like to get scholarship 

support for Kurds living in Europe, 

the United States, or Canada to re-

turn to Kurdistan and study at AUK.

“By studying at AUK, members of 

the Kurdish diaspora will be recon-

nected with their homeland and 

won’t lose their language or cul-

ture,” Rhodes said.

Rhodes concluded by proposing 

that, if every Kurd living in Ger-

many, Sweden, the Netherlands, or 

the United States were to sponsor 

one person to study in Kurdistan, 

it could dramatically change the 

global perception of the Kurdish 

people. This, he believes, could be a 

path toward ending persecution and 

preventing future genocides against 

Kurdish people, as people in all these 

countries will come to understand 

the realities of the past and present 

in Kurdistan.

tured with her family, she made a 

daring escape in February 2017 to 

Duhok. 

Her life took an unexpected turn 

when she was accepted into the busi-

ness management program at AUK. 

This opportunity marked a fresh start 

for her. Both the faculty and her fel-

low students welcomed her warmly, 

offering the support and inspiration 

she needed to continue her educa-

tion.

“During my captivity, I was judged, 

cursed, and tortured,” said Khero. 

“But at AUK, everyone was nice to 

me. They made me feel safe.”

Since graduation, Shireen’s phone has 

not stopped ringing. Friends and fam-

ily call to congratulate her, and other 

members of the Yezidi community 

have asked about scholarships and 

studying at AUK.

“Khero truly embodies resilience,” 

said Khidher Domle, a friend of Khe-

ro who attended her graduation. 

“There are three reasons why she 

deserved the Honor of Resilience. 

First, after escaping ISIS, Shireen 

didn’t let the trauma define her. She 

found the strength to continue her 

education. Second, she tirelessly used 

all her connections to rescue her sis-

ter and family, who were also cap-

tured by ISIS. Third, Shireen bravely 

raised her voice. She traveled to cities 

like Baghdad to speak out about the 

crimes committed by ISIS and advo-

cate for the rights and protection of 

the Yezidis.”

“Every university in the Kurdistan 

Region and Iraq has a duty to sup-

port Yezidi women survivors,” Domle 

added. “I urge all institutions, in-

cluding private universities, to grant 

scholarships to these women. Educa-

tion empowers them to become sym-

bols of resilience for others and build 

a brighter future.”

In 2014, the Yezidi people in Iraq 

faced a horrific genocide perpetrated 

by ISIS. Thousands of Yezidi men 

were massacred for refusing to con-

vert to Islam, while women and girls 

were abducted and enslaved. This 

brutal campaign forced hundreds of 

thousands to flee their homes.

In 2022, a mass grave containing 60 

people, including Khero’s father, was 

discovered in Hardan. After two years 

of digging and DNA testing, Khe-

ro received her father’s remains last 

January and buried him in the same 

place.

“I am working to turn the location 

of the mass grave into a cemetery as 

a testament to the Yezidi genocide,” 

she said.

Shireen Khero holding her university certificate after graduation 
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EDUCATION

Enabling Refugees 
in Kurdistan’s Education System

Alan Hama Saeed Salih

Kurdistan Regional 
Government Minister of 

Education.

Jean-Nicolas Beuze

UNHCR Representative 
to Iraq.

H
ere in the Kurdistan Region of 

Iraq, people know what it means 

to flee one’s home to escape vi-

olence and persecution. Every Kurdish 

family has experienced firsthand what it 

means to be a refugee. This is why when 

Kurds living in Syria, Türkiye, or Iran 

have sought refuge in the Kurdistan Re-

gion, authorities and communities, as well 

as the international community through 

the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), 

have joined forces to welcome them.

Many in the Kurdistan Region received 

their education abroad, during years when 

numerous Iraqi Kurdish families lived in 

exile. Now, it is our turn to give refugee 

children a chance to access quality educa-

tion – on equal footing with Iraqi Kurdish 

children. Without such opportunities to 

learn, interact, and play with their peers, 

and develop into responsible adults, ref-

ugee families would be left without hope 

for their future, including the hope of 

eventually returning to their homes and 

rebuilding their communities.

In most countries, refugee children are al-

lowed to enroll in public schools, a widely 

accepted practice that is both cost-effec-

tive and encourages knowledge sharing. 

The same principle applies here. Why es-

tablish separate schools for refugees with 

dedicated teachers when we can invest 

in enhancing the capacities of our exist-

ing schools? By doing so, we can educate 

both communities side-by-side, fostering 

improved learning outcomes and brighter 

futures for all. Unlike constructing new 

facilities only for refugee children, this 

approach underscores the Kurdistan Re-

gion’s vision for sustainability and inclu-

sivity. As refugees eventually return home, 

our schools will remain.

A social transformation

In alignment with global practices, ref-

ugee children are welcomed in public 

schools across the Kurdistan Region 

through the Refugee Education Inte-

gration Policy, a policy developed by the 

Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) 

with support from UN agencies. The pol-

icy allows refugee children to attend the 

same schools as Kurdish children, learn 

the local language by following the same 

curriculum, foster relationships, and pur-

sue equal opportunities. By educating 

children to comprehend and appreciate 

each other, we are laying the foundation 

for a future generation that will construct 

a better world in Iraq and in the region. 

But what about qualified refugee teachers 

left without a job after fleeing their home 

countries? This is where the KRG has in-

troduced a groundbreaking decision. We 

have allowed these educators to teach 

both refugee and local children in public 

schools in the Kurdistan Region, so long 

as their diplomas and professional expe-

rience met the requirements of the KRG 

In alignment with 
global practices, refugee 
children are welcomed 
in public schools across 
the Kurdistan Region
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Ministry of Education, in an effort to 

maintain the quality of teaching in 

public schools. 

This is more than just an education-

al shift; it is a social transformation. 

It provides qualified refugee teach-

ers with the chance to contribute to 

the communities that have embraced 

them, an opportunity to make a pos-

itive impact on children from their 

communities and the children of 

neighboring communities.

Moreover, we are creating livelihood 

opportunities for refugees by promot-

ing a more sustainable and inclusive 

environment. “Being able to work as 

a teacher has been a substantial op-

portunity in my life here,” Parveen, a 

refugee teacher, notes. “In the school, 

you see teachers from the refugee and 

local community working together 

and supporting each other.”

Addressing concerns and 
capacities

Certainly, there were initial concerns 

with such a policy, notably the lan-

guage difference. In Syria, teachers 

adhered to an Arabic curriculum 

with students learning in Arabic, de-

spite speaking the Kurdish Kurmanji 

dialect at home and in their Kurdish 

communities. In public schools in the 

Kurdistan Region of Iraq, the teach-

ing language is Kurdish, following 

either the Sorani or Bahdini dialect 

(southern Kurmanji). The question 

arose: can refugee children adapt to 

this shift and can refugee teachers ef-

fectively teach in a different dialect?

Recognizing the legitimacy of these 

concerns, the KRG Ministry of Ed-

ucation and UNHCR proactively 

addressed them. Kurdish language 

classes were provided for children, 

teachers, and parents, whereas new 

teachers underwent training, and 

learning materials were supplied to 

facilitate a smooth transition for ev-

eryone involved. 

In addition, by getting addition-

al funding to rehabilitate existing 

schools and build new classrooms, 

the KRG Ministry of Education and 

UNHRC have enhanced the quality 

of the teaching environment for ev-

eryone. Some 400 qualified full-time 

teachers and some 700 lecturers 

were hired from the Syrian refugee 

community. Meanwhile, the overall 

number of children enrolled in public 

schools increased to 50,000, includ-

ing 70% of school-aged Syrian refugee 

children, in grades one to 12, includ-

ing pre-school, for the academic year 

2023-2024. An additional 21,000 

refugee children await their inclusion. 

“It is disheartening to witness valu-

able knowledge go to waste due to 

conflict,” Layal, a refugee parent from 

Syria, emphasizes. “We have been 

here for ten years and do not know 

when we will return home. We want 

our children to integrate and have the 

same opportunities as Iraqis.”

The journey continues and, for the 

sake of the local and refugee commu-

nities, their children, and their teach-

ers, the international community 

must continue providing support to 

the KRG Ministry of Education. Let 

us remember that it not only takes a 

village to raise a child, but also teach-

ers and a collective group of individ-

uals dedicated to fostering inclusion. 

This model, supported by national 

and international commitment, en-

sures that refugees can take part in 

national systems and become invalu-

able contributors to local economies 

and societies.P
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EDUCATION

Reforming Accreditation 
in Educational System

T
he Kurdistan Regional Govern-

ment (KRG) has embarked on a 

transformative journey to elevate 

the quality of education in the Kurdistan 

Region. The establishment of the Kurdis-

tan Accrediting Association for Education 

(KAAE) signifies a crucial turning point in 

this endeavor, aiming to propel the educa-

tion sector toward excellence and equity.

The KAAE’s primary mission is to es-

tablish and enforce rigorous quality as-

surance standards for K-12 and higher 

education institutions. These standards 

will serve as benchmarks to evaluate the 

effectiveness of schools and universities, 

ensuring they deliver high-quality edu-

cation that aligns with international best 

practices. This will, in turn, necessitate 

a comprehensive review of current prac-

tices, followed by the development of 

standards encompassing various aspects 

of education, including mission-driven 

planning for their alignment with clear 

educational goals and objectives, effective 

governance and organization, curriculum 

alignment with 21st-century skills devel-

opment, student-centered learning with 

the focus on promoting active learning 

and student engagement, effective and 

innovative teaching approaches, and edu-

cational evaluation that assesses the ability 

of institutions to achieve desired learning 

outcomes.

The Kurdistan Region, like many devel-

oping parts of the world, faces numerous 

hurdles to achieving education-related 

goals. Outdated curricula, insufficient re-

sources, and a lack of a unified framework 

hinder progress. Additionally, the absence 

of a robust culture of assessment and eval-

uation leaves the system devoid of reliable 

data to guide informed decision-making. 

Recognizing the critical role that edu-

cation plays in overall development, the 

KRG has prioritized educational reform, 

making the KAAE’s establishment not 

only timely, but also essential for long-

term prosperity.

One of the most significant advantag-

es of the accreditation process lies in its 

objectivity. Standardized and measurable 

benchmarks empower the KRG to ob-

jectively assess the performance of educa-

tional institutions and implement sustain-

able corrective actions. This objectivity is 

crucial for pinpointing areas for improve-

ment and allocating resources strategi-

cally. Without such a system, educational 

reform efforts risk being subjective and 

inconsistent, leading to uneven progress 

across the region.

Honar Issa

 is the Secretary-General 
of Kurdistan Accrediting 
Association for Education.

A key aspect of accreditation involves 

revising curricula to ensure align-

ment with established standards. This 

translates to developing curricula that 

equip students with not only essen-

tial knowledge and skills, but also the 

critical abilities needed to thrive in 

today’s workforce. These crucial skills 

include entrepreneurship, leadership, 

problem-solving, professionalism, 

teamwork, effective communication, 

and lifelong learning.

By creating a culture of continuous 

improvement, schools and universi-

ties will be encouraged to regularly 

review and update their curricula, en-

suring it remains relevant in preparing 

students for the future workforce.

Sustainability and 
transparency

Teachers and faculty members are the 

Recognizing the critical 
role that education plays 
in overall development, 
the KRG has prioritized 

educational reform, 
making the KAAE’s 

establishment not only 
timely, but also essential 
for long-term prosperity
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pillars of quality assurance within aca-

demic institutions. Through the stan-

dards developed by KAAE, educators 

will be exposed to professional devel-

opment programs that enhance their 

skills and equip them to effectively 

support the attainment of learning 

outcomes. Having a strong and qual-

ified teaching force is essential for the 

sustainable development and effec-

tiveness of academic institutions.

Transparency is another crucial com-

ponent of the accreditation process. 

Making shared and informed deci-

sions within academic institutions 

will strengthen their governance and 

organization and foster a collabo-

rative environment that promotes 

progress. Publicly sharing institu-

tional data and accreditation review 

results raises accountability among 

educational institutions. Schools and 

universities, aware that their progress 

is transparent, will be motivated to 

elevate their performance and meet 

established standards. This transpar-

ency also builds trust with students, 

parents, and the broader community 

by providing them with access to reli-

able information about the quality of 

education being provided.

The accreditation process has the 

potential to revolutionize resource 

allocation within the education sec-

tor. Currently, resource allocation in 

Kurdistan can be influenced by fac-

tors beyond actual needs and perfor-

mance. With a clear set of standards 

and regular assessments, resources 

can be directed toward areas demon-

strating the greatest need and poten-

tial impact. This targeted approach 

ensures that all students, regardless of 

their background, have equal access 

to a high-quality education.

Sustainable development hinges on a 

robust educational system. Education 

serves as the foundation upon which 

all other sectors, such as healthcare, 

industry, and social development, 

are built. However, meaningful ed-

ucational reform is a long-term en-

deavor requiring sustained effort and 

commitment. The full impact of the 

accreditation process may take 12-15 

years to fully materialize. Neverthe-

less, starting now lays the ground-

work for a brighter future.

The establishment of the KAAE 

marks a significant milestone in the 

KRG’s educational reform journey. 

By creating a culture of continuous 

improvement, quality assurance, and 

transparency, the KAAE sets the stage 

for an education system that is effec-

tive, equitable, and well-equipped to 

meet the needs of the 21st century. 

While the process requires time and 

dedication, initiating it now ensures 

that the education system in the 

Kurdistan Region is well-equipped to 

shape a brighter future for all its citi-

zens. Through these efforts, the KRG 

is demonstrating its commitment to 

providing high-quality education for 

all, laying the foundation for sus-

tainable development and long-term 

prosperity.

The establishment of 
the KAAE marks a 

significant milestone in 
the KRG’s educational 

reform journey

P
ho

to
: 
Sa

fi
n

 H
a

m
id

P
ho

to
: 

Sa
fi

n
 H

a
m

id

2928



HEALTHCARE

Improving Mental Health 
in Kurdistan and Iraq

Chris Bowers 

is a former UK Consul 
General in Erbil, has 
been involved in KRI 

since 2009 and now is a 
psychotherapist in UK.

Dr. Chinar Osman

 is a Consultant 
Neurologist at the Wessex 
Neurological Centre in 

Southampton, UK.

T
he importance of tackling mental 

health problems in the Kurdis-

tan Region, and indeed globally, 

is obvious – these challenges have sim-

ply not received enough attention in the 

Kurdistan Region, as in many parts of the 

Middle East. That, however, is beginning 

to change and, in Kurdistan, the Oxford 

Cognitive Therapy Center (OCTC), 

which is part of Oxford University, is lead-

ing the charge. 

Mental health issues pose a significant risk 

to one’s physical health, educational and 

work prospects, likelihood of committing 

a crime, and even longevity. In post-con-

flict zones, this is particularly acute. In ad-

dition to the personal impact on individ-

uals, their families, and caregivers, mental 

health concerns come at a very high cost 

to economic well-being. A hallmark of a 

resilient community is the ability to deal 

with and respond effectively to peoples’ 

mental health challenges and manage the 

disruption caused by them. 

World Health Organization figures sug-

gest that depression and other mental 

health issues are an increasing burden on 

societies as communicable diseases gradu-

ally recede; communities recovering from 

conflict are also especially vulnerable in 

this regard. 

These factors are as prevalent in the Kurd-

istan Region and Iraq as elsewhere in the 

world, but there are other issues that com-

pound the mental health situation. The 

Kurdistan Region and Iraq have faced de-

cades of trauma and violence, with entire 

communities engulfed by armed conflict, 

extreme political violence, and genocide. 

Forced migration within, into, and out of 

the country has been a feature for several 

decades, another significant contributor 

to trauma and depression. 

Addressing the issue

The Kurdistan Regional Government has 

been fully supportive of the OCTC’s ef-

forts. Kurdish society is noted for its tol-

erance and willingness to help those who 

are suffering now or who have suffered in 

the past from the travails that have rained 

upon the region and its people. 

The need in Iraq contrasts sharply with 

the provision and conception of mental 

health services. Only a small number of 

psychiatrists offer medicalized solutions, 

while primary health care workers receive 

insufficient training to detect mental 

health issues. This is compounded by a 

profound stigma that is associated with 

mental health in Iraq. 

However, there is evidence to suggest 

that targeted training in cost-effective 

’talking cure’ therapies can begin to ad-

dress the gap in Iraq and create a more 

’stepped’ approach, enabling a reliable 

referral process.

Through a project initiated and coordi-

nated by KR-UK-IMPAKT, a UK-based 

non-governmental organization (NGO) 

of interested mental health profession-

als, the OCTC is training 30 Iraqi Kurds 

to deliver cognitive behavioral therapy 

(CBT) to other Kurds. The OCTC, which 

is both a part of Oxford University and P
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the Oxford branch of the UK’s National Health Service, is 

a leading trainer in the UK. Conducted in teaching blocks 

across a calendar year, the training, much of which is done 

online, includes extensive ongoing supervision for trainees 

and is already exceeding the OCTC’s expectations.

The first cohort of 30 Kurdistanis – who speak excellent 

English, have a background in psychology, strong inter-

personal skills, and access to clients – should finish their 

training. What has the experience been like for them so far? 

“From day one, the first benefit was getting to know ev-

eryone, forming a community. Then, we were exposed to 

an incredible wealth of knowledge. Initially, we just heard 

the name ’Oxford’ and thought the training would be very 

hard – but no. They’re working with us to make difficult 

material more approachable. It’s not easy, but they make 

it easy. The trainers are so kind with us, and we are very 

grateful to them.”

Efficiently building foundations

The OCTC trainers are delighted with the project so far 

and are eager to enact the five-year goal of building the 

foundations of a modern mental health service in a part of 

the world that desperately needs it. Included in this goal is 

creating a regulatory framework and a market for psycho-

therapists in the Kurdistan Region.

The project depends on the services of the European 

Technology and Training Center, an experienced training 

organization based across Iraq, to recruit candidates, en-

sure good trainer-trainee liaison, and to manage relations 

with the authorities, who have been supportive. The wider 

team, led by KR-UK-IMPAKT, have worked pro bono so 

far to help negotiate any cultural issues that emerge. 

Online training sharply reduces costs and exposure to se-

curity issues while enabling more equitable working ar-

rangements. The project is relatively cheap – at a cost of 

around £250,000 per annum – targeted, and involves a 

multi-year commitment of up to five years. Funding for 

the first two years so far has been provided by a private do-

nor with a long-standing commitment to Iraqi Kurds, par-

ticularly those who helped journalists during the difficult 

times in the early 1990s. The project is seeking funding for 

years three to five.

The project is eminently replicable, and its project coordi-

nators are ready to bring their experience into other set-

tings. 

CBT, a highly effective treatment for most common men-

tal health issues, also provides an entry point to a range of 

situations and areas of focus. 

Initial discussions suggest that a CBT training intervention 

could prove a useful, targeted tool in Iraq, particularly in 

areas liberated from ISIS. For instance, CBT training can 

help the families of missing persons and those searching 

for or who have found the remains of loved ones. It can 

also help those suffering from ambiguous loss and trau-

matic memories. 

There can be a wide variability in people’s ability to cope 

with, and adjust to, the absence or death of someone close 

to them. This includes a constellation of beliefs: a griever’s 

thoughts about the circumstances of the death, their feel-

ings about the person who died, their reflections on the 

relationship with that person, and their assessment of their 

own ability to survive the loss. Uncertainty adds another 

complicating dimension to adaptation that needs careful 

and qualified help.

Taking a step-back, the Yezidi geno-

cide crisis marked an inflection point 

for the global humanitarian com-

munity. ISIS’s rape and torture of 

women and young girls meant that 

the victims’ needs were as much psy-

chological as they were physical. The 

responses of the UN and NGOs in 

providing food and shelter for the 

Yezidis were necessary, but insuffi-

cient. Many NGOs struggled to find 

Kurds who had the right language 

skills, experience, training, and exper-

tise to address the deep trauma that 

many Yezidis were suffering from and 

continue to suffer from to this day. 

This is ultimately because psychother-

apeutic techniques are in their infan-

cy in Kurdistan, Iraq and the Middle 

East. There is no qualified wellspring 

of expertise to draw upon from the 

host community – itself bereft of 

talking cure therapists. 

In short, there is no health without 

mental health. The OCTC has started 

to deliver CBT training in the Kurd-

istan Region with best-in-class UK 

trainers cheaply and effectively, thus 

laying the foundations for a compre-

hensive and resilient system for the 

treatment of mental health issues in 

the region and beyond. 
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ARCHAEOLOGY

Kurdistan
A New Frontier for 

Archaeology 

A
n exhibition in Erbil organized 

by the Consulate of Italy in Erbil 

showcased11 Italian archaeologi-

cal excavations in the Kurdistan Region, 

demonstrating the region’s potential for 

rich discoveries and highlighting sites that 

date back thousands of years.

Archaeologists working on these projects 

emphasize that the Kurdistan Region of-

fers considerable opportunities for archae-

ological excavations, as much of the area 

remains unexplored.

“The Kurdistan Region has huge poten-

tial because it only opened to archaeolo-

gy 10 years ago,” Paola Sconzo, Assistant 

Professor of Near Eastern and Phoenician 

Archaeology at the University of Palermo 

in Italy, told Kurdistan Chronicle. 

“So, there are areas like the area north of 

Erbil immediately north of Duhok that 

have been explored only recently. What 

we have been doing in recent years is re-

ally pioneering work in areas that were 

unreachable by foreigners before. It’s a 

playground for us.”

Sconzo is part of the ReLand project, 

formed in January 2023 through collabo-

ration between the University of Palermo 

and the General Directorate of Antiquities 

of Duhok, focusing on the on the impact 

of water level fluctuations on archeologi-

cal sites in the Mosul Dam basin, which 

counts over 275 archaeological sites.

“We began just last year. It’s a new project. 

Within a year, Mosul Dam experienced a 

40-meter fluctuation in water levels. This 

means sites are mostly submerged in Jan-

uary and fully submerged now, causing 

damage and erosion,” said Sconzo. 

“We are working together with the Di-

rector General of Antiquities of Duhok to 

try to establish a protocol for monitoring, 

safeguarding, and recording all of the her-

itage that is being lost year by year.”

Sconzo noted that she has never felt un-

safe in the Kurdistan Region, adding that 

it is a very nice place to work. 

“I have been working in Kurdistan for 

10 years. I was working with the German 

Mission before in this region and regular-

ly participate in surveys. I have always felt 

safe. I trust the people who are guiding 

me, and the Director General of Antiqui-

ties is taking care of everyone.”

Luca Peyronel, Professor at the University 

of Milan in Italy, who is involved in 

an Italian archaeological expedition in 

the Erbil Plain, highlighted that most 

archeological projects started in the 

Kurdistan Region around 2010. 

“The Kurdistan Region is almost un-

known in terms of ancient history. We 

currently have many expeditions here, 

at least 11 Italian expeditions, but 

there are also expeditions headed by 

other countries. They cooperate with 

local archaeologists, especially on the 

Erbil Plain.”

In this capacity, Peyronel has partici-

pated in excavations at sites like Hela-

wa and Aliawa, situated in the south-

western region of the Erbil Plain.

These excavations offer insights into 

complex relationships between hu-

man communities and the natural 

environment, from the emergence of 

the first settled villages in the Neolith-

ic and Chalcolithic periods (5th and 

4th millennia BC), then in the Bronze 

Age (3rd and 2nd millennia BC) as 

well as the era of the great empires in 

the 1st millennium BC, and beyond 

into the Islamic period.

“The plain is very important be-

cause of its crucial strategic position 

between the Tigris Valley and the 

Zagros Mountains. Important trade 

routes crossed in this region. We also 

discovered the region’s first Neolithic 

population here,” Peyronel added. 

“The first signs of agriculture in the 

region date to the 6th and 5th mil-

lennia BC. That’s important to know 

when first surveying the region. Later 

we see traces of initial socio-economic 

complexity of the world’s first cities in 

northern Mesopotamia and how they 

developed into regional kingdoms 

during the Bronze Age.”

 

Valentina Vezzoli, faculty member 

Kurdistan Chronicle 

Italian Archaeological Exhibition in Erbil
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with a focus on Islamic archeology at 

the University of Udine, is studying 

the site of Bazhera near Akre. The site 

is part of a three-year project that fea-

tures the remains of a structure used 

as a secure facility for merchants and 

travelers to rest and trade (caravanse-

rai), the excavation of which will shed 

light on the settlement of this region 

during the Islamic period.

“Islamic archaeology is a field not yet 

well studied in the region, although 

it is really rich in that regard. Inter-

national archaeological projects in the 

region show that there are many ru-

ral and urban sites with tremendous 

potential from the Islamic period. It’s 

very interesting.”

She added that the Consulate of Italy 

in Erbil and the Kurdistan Regional 

Government (KRG) General Direc-

torate of Antiquities and Heritage 

were very supportive of these archae-

ological missions. “We are collaborat-

ing with them on various projects.”

Her team lives in Akre. “It’s a very 

nice city, with great food and very 

nice people. We really love the area,” 

she said.

Jesper Eidem, Associate Professor at 

the University of Pisa in Italy, works 

on the Tell Shemshara site in Ranya 

Plain near Lake Dokan, which is one 

of the most famous archaeological 

sites in the Kurdistan Region.

Danish and Iraqi excavations car-

ried out in this area in the 1950s 

unearthed the remains of an ancient 

Babylonian palace, including import-

ant cuneiform tablets dating back 

4,000 years.

Eidem said before 2003 that it was 

impossible to work in the Kurdistan 

Region due to a civil war that began 

in the 1990s. “However, in recent 

years, the KRG has been very active in 

promoting archeology.”

“We must continue our efforts to find 

more. It’s very important because the 

lake’s water level goes up and down 

every year and eats away at the site, so 

every year some of it is lost. It’s a race 

against time.”

Italian Consul in Erbil Michele Cam-

erota told Kurdistan Chronicle that 

the Italian archaeological missions 

represent the “best example of cultur-

al and scientific collaboration with the 

Kurdish Region and with the whole 

of Iraq, of which Italy holds the re-

cord.”

He noted that the Italian Agency for 

Development Cooperation has also 

provided a grant in Faida and Khinis 

in Duhok Governorate, “where the 

team from the University of Udine 

discovered some Assyrian rock reliefs 

of immense value along the irrigation 

system dated to the time of King Sen-

nacherib.”

 

“In recent years, Kurdistan has 

emerged as a new frontier of the 

world archaeology itineraries, thanks 

to both the warm hospitality of the 

locals and for the general conditions 

in the field. We believe, in agreement 

with the Kurdish authorities, that pre-

serving and enhancing the legacies of 

the different eras and civilizations has 

the ultimate purpose of affirming the 

value of culture as a driver for tourist 

attraction,” Camerota said. 

“Moreover, the local population 

is already involved in various ways 

with the activities carried out by the 

archaeologists, which creates job op-

portunities for the community. Our 

final aim is to further promote local 

awareness to contribute to the en-

hancement of this priceless universal 

heritage.”

Italy’s Consul General Michele Camerota and KRG Minister of Municipality and Tourism Sasan Othman Awni Habib at the Italian 
Archaeological Exhibition in Erbil

3736



Bachelor of Science in chemical engineering from Malar-

dalens University in Eskilstuna, Sweden, and then went on 

to receive two master’s degrees: one in quality assessment 

in pharmaceutical sciences/biotechnology and another in 

cancer prevention and pharmacy design. 

Later, he earned a doctorate in cellular sig-

naling pathway and epigenetics from the 

Karolinska Institute in Solna, Sweden, 

where he worked as a postdoctoral re-

searcher in environmental toxicology. In 

2017, he received an offer from Harvard 

Medical School for a second postdoctor-

al fellowship in oncology and cancer bi-

ology. Four years later, he was promot-

ed to the faculty at Harvard, where he 

began focusing on research concerning 

brain cancer in children and aggressive 

prostate cancer. He remains an assistant pro-

fessor at the Karolinska Institute. 

I met Ghalali at Boston’s Children Hos-

pital in May 2024, and he accompanied 

me across the street to the hospital’s 

lab, where he spends most of 

his time researching 

and conducting 

scientific ex-

periments. 

Before 

jump-

ing 

into questions related to his homeland and being a Kurd, I 

wanted to know more about his vascular biology research. 

After explaining cometabolism and drug development 

for late-stage forms of cancer, Ghalali mentioned several 

interesting findings that he hopes will make a 

difference for patients.

For example, new diagnostic biomarkers 

could be used to determine whether a 

patient has a particular medical con-

dition for which treatment may be 

indicated, such as for different brain 

vascular abnormalities or diseases. 

Ghalali is also in the process of pub-

lishing his latest findings on the most 

aggressive form of medulloblastoma, 

a type of childhood brain cancer. This 

study examined hundreds of patients, 

finding a protein that can be targeted by a 

new medication that might lead to a better 

prognosis. 

His team at Harvard also studies the deadli-

est form of brain cancer in children – dif-

fuse intrinsic pontine glioma – and 

has made notable strides. Gha-

lali works on several other 

projects as well, including 

developing alternative ther-

apy options and new treat-

ments.

Scientific research 
on Halabja

Shifting to more personal 

matters, I wondered how 

Ghalali felt as a stateless 

Kurd teaching at one of 

the best universities in 

the world. “Statelessness 

is a strength, not a weak-

ness,” he said. “The polit-

ical condition and de facto 

statelessness of the Kurds 

is proof of their resilience, 

emphasizing the contin-

ued survival of the Kurd-

ish people. Therefore, 

there is nothing too spe-

cial about a Kurd being 

able to reach Harvard. 

Kurds can reach any place 

of excellence if the oppor-

tunity exists. I am honored 

to represent my nation in 

a positive way. My Kurdish 

ACHIEVEMENT

Acclaimed Harvard Oncologist 
and Defender of Kurdish 

Resilience

D
r. Aram Ghalali, a distinguished 

oncologist and biotechnolo-

gist at Harvard Medical School, 

was honored earlier this year in Marquis 

Who’s Who as one of 2024’s Top Educa-

tors and Top Scientists for his “dedication, 

achievements, and leadership in surgical 

instruction,” according to the company’s 

website. These recognitions underline not 

only Ghalali’s contributions to the field of 

medical education, but also the resilience, 

determination, and talent that he has 

demonstrated to reach this point.

Born in Sulaymaniyah in the Kurdistan Re-

gion, Ghalali has faced adversity through-

out his life. When Ghalali was nine years 

old, his father, who had dedicated his life 

to serving the people of Kurdistan, was 

tragically assassinated. When he was 14, 

he and his family made the difficult deci-

sion to leave Kurdistan behind and seek 

refuge in Sweden amid a civil war.

The arduous journey to Sweden took two 

years, with the family making the journey 

across Europe largely on foot. At one 

point on the journey, they were separat-

ed from each other, and Ghalali arrived 

in Sweden at the age of 16 not knowing 

where his family members were. Fate, 

however, smiled upon him, and he was 

soon reunited with his loved ones. It was 

during his time in Sweden that his pas-

sion for medicine and scientific research 

began to blossom. Inspired by his expe-

riences and driven by a desire to make a 

difference, he embarked on a remarkable 

academic journey. 

Substantive research

As a child, Ghalali was placed in a voca-

tional school. He had missed schooling 

for several years, but his strong desire to 

learn was quickly recognized. He earned 

a Bachelor of Arts in biotechnology and a 

In 2017, he received 
an offer from Harvard 
Medical School for a 
second postdoctoral 

fellowship in oncology 
and cancer biology
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will always be a part of us. As we have 

been away from Kurdistan for many 

years, physically speaking, we have left 

Kurdistan, but emotionally, Kurdistan 

will never leave us,” he said.

He underscores how Kurdish identity 

has had a tremendous impact on his 

personality and career. “Whatever I do, 

I always make sure to do it to the best of 

his abilities, so that my actions represent 

Kurdistan in a noble way,” he said. 

Despite his feelings and intentions, un-

fortunately, he has not been able to de-

velop good collaborative relationships 

with universities in Kurdistan. He has 

attempted to reach out to them to es-

tablish connections and provide access 

to state-of-the-art courses to Kurdish 

students, but has only managed to se-

cure access to Harvard courses for a few 

students at the University of Sulaymani-

yah. 

 

Aside from his academic career, Ghalali 

is passionate about wildlife conserva-

tion and environmentalism. In his spare 

time, he enjoys attending musicals and 

classical music concerts and reading, 

mainly applied history, art, and geopoli-

tics. He is also physically active, playing 

sports and hiking. Most of all, he loves 

spending time in nature; the closer he 

is to nature, the more at peace he feels. 

He concluded our conversation with a 

couple pieces of advice for the younger 

generation in Kurdistan. “In a nutshell, 

society is organized by rights and re-

sponsibilities,” he said. “It is saddening 

that many young people today often 

demand more rights without enough 

consideration of their own personal 

responsibilities. Rights are given, but 

responsibilities are taken. That is, you 

give when your opponent is weaker,” 

he said.

“However, strong individuals do not 

wait for things to be delivered. No mat-

ter the obstacles, they take command of 

their own lives and become masters of 

their own destinies. One should com-

mit oneself to one’s own promises and 

goals, then apply discipline and consis-

tency to achieve one’s vision.” 

background has been and will always be a source of deter-

mination and perseverance,” he said.   

 

One way that he has tapped into this background is by 

harnessing his skill and experience in the medical field to 

study the long-term effects of the 

chemical weapons that were used on 

the Kurds at Halabja in the 1980s. 

”The harmful effects of these weap-

on have been studied in relation to 

the immediate attack or a short time 

after, but study of the long-term ef-

fects has been neglected,” Ghalali 

observed.

“For instance, in the case of Halab-

ja, it has been 36 years and nowhere 

in the world are the long-term ef-

fects of chemical weapons being 

researched in detail. Therefore, the 

work in Halabja is truly a very spe-

cial case when viewed from a sci-

entific perspective. Currently, the 

Halabja attack is remembered as simply a humanitarian 

question, but I am aiming to make it one of genuine scien-

tific inquiry,” he noted. 

“There is no knowledge regarding treatment of the long-

term damage caused by these weapons,” he continued. 

“There is an urgent need for reliable and solid research 

about this important matter. There is a plethora of health 

consequences suffered by those in Halabja, including an 

observed increase in cancer case rates, severe respiratory 

problems, and neurological and 

psychiatric problems.” 

Ghalali is spearheading a group 

of internationally recognized 

multi-disciplinary experts from var-

ious institutes. “We are analyzing 

environmental samples from Hal-

abja for chemical weapons agent 

degradation products and mapping 

the cellular toxicity profiles of the 

extracts found in the surrounding 

environment. With this research, 

we hope to build public awareness 

about the Halabja massacre, which 

remains tragically unrecognized in 

the international scientific commu-

nity,” he said.

“Rights are given, responsibilities taken”

Being a Kurd is Ghalali’s greatest pride, no matter how 

far away he is physically from his homeland. “Kurdistan 

His team at Harvard also 
studies the deadliest form 
of brain cancer in children 
– diffuse intrinsic pontine 
glioma – and has made 

notable strides

Goran Shakhawan (right) with Dr. Aram Ghalali (left) at his laboratory
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IDENTITY

Reimagining the Kurdish Question 
Identity, Diversity, and Solidarity

W
hen I was invited to contribute 

an article for Kurdistan Chron-

icle, I spent several hours in 

deep reflection. Over the last ten years, I 

have written hundreds, perhaps thousands 

of pages for my anthropology classes, my 

master’s thesis, and most recently, my 

Ph.D. dissertation. How do I choose a 

topic from among them to share? Equally 

challenging is the nervousness I feel when 

sharing my work with Kurdish people. 

Although I love to speak publicly, teach 

anthropology, and present my findings, 

I am, above all, a student of the Kurdish 

Stephen Fox 

earned a Bachelor of Science 
in Anthropology from 

Oregon State University, 
a Master of Arts in 

Anthropology from the 
University of Idaho and 
is now a 3rd Year Ph.D. 
student of Anthropology 

at the University of 
Kentucky. As a Cultural 
Anthropologist, Mr. Fox’s 
primary interests include 

Kurdish culture and history, 
the anthropology of policy, 
migration, anthropology of 
the Middle East, identity 

negotiation, conflict 
negotiation, and the human 
impacts of climate change.

people. I do not dare attempt to tell 

Kurds what it means to be Kurdish. 

After much contemplation, I remem-

bered the words of one of my Kurdish 

friends,

“Whenever people research Kurds, 

it’s always along the lines of should 

Kurds have statehood or do they 

deserve independence? But nothing 

really about the dynamics of what 

makes us the way we are. Why are we 

so scattered? Why have we relocated? 

So your research is definitely some-

thing that’s going to be very import-

ant in understanding the trajectory of 

Kurds everywhere.”

Understanding the trajectory of 

Kurds everywhere. This profound 

statement hints at a remarkable as-

pect often overlooked in discussions 

about Kurdish people: the diversity 

of Kurdish identity. Its complexity 

goes far beyond political aspirations. 

It encompasses the intricacies of their 

linguistic diversity, religious plurality, 

and cultural traditions. Understand-

ing the Kurdish experience involves 

a comprehensive examination of 

the nuanced, multifaceted nature of 

Kurdish identity across different re-

gions of Kurdistan and in the diaspo-

ra.

Kurdish communities across the four 

regions of Kurdistan each contribute 

unique elements to a vibrant and en-

during Kurdish identity. This diversity 

is evident in their various linguistic 

dialects, including Kurmanji, Sorani, 

and Pehlewani. The religious land-

scape is equally rich, encompassing 

Islam, Judaism, Yezidism, Christiani-

ty, Alevism, and Zoroastrianism. Po-

litically, while the vision for Kurdish 

autonomy differs by region, Kurds 

are united in their pursuit of self-de-

termination. Culturally, the distinct 

traditions, music, dance, and cuisine 

of each Kurdish area underscore both 

their individuality and shared heri-

tage. Together, these elements form 

a resilient and dynamic identity cel-

ebrated by Kurds around the world.

Identity negotiation

For my master’s research, I explored 

how Kurds express their identities 

differently within Kurdistan and in 

the diaspora. In anthropology, this is 

known as “identity negotiation” – a 
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dynamic process where individuals 

and groups continuously define their 

identities through interactions with 

others and in varying social con-

texts. With respect to how migration 

shapes and influences identity ne-

gotiation, anthropologists observe 

how people assimilate, integrate, or 

isolate in their adoptive countries. 

Assimilation refers to the process by 

which migrants gradually accept the 

cultural norms, values, and practices 

of the host society, often losing their 

native cultural identity in the pro-

cess. Integration involves migrants 

maintaining their distinct cultural 

identity while also participating in 

the social, economic, and political 

life of the host society. This process 

emphasizes mutual accommodation 

and acceptance between migrants 

and the host population. Isolation 

occurs when migrants remain sep-

arated from the host society, often 

maintaining economic, social, and 

linguistic separation.

In both Kurdistan and the diaspora, 

Kurds navigate multiple, intersecting 

identities such as ethnicity, gender 

roles, and nationality. In anthropol-

ogy, these labels are known as “iden-

tity markers,” which can sometimes 

conflict or require prioritization 

depending on the context. Power 

dynamics significantly influence this 

negotiation process, especially be-

tween dominant and marginalized 

groups. Marginalized groups often 

must negotiate their identities in en-

vironments that devalue or stereo-

type them. This process is dynamic, 

evolving as individuals encounter 

new experiences, relationships, and 

environments. This evolution leads 

to the integration of new aspects 

into one’s identity or the redefini-

tion of existing ones.

Seeking validation and acceptance is 

a crucial part of identity negotiation, 

as it helps individuals feel secure and 

authentic in their self-presentation. 

Overall, identity negotiation is es-

sential for personal well-being and 

social cohesion. It enables individu-

als and groups to navigate complex 

social landscapes, fosters under-

standing and acceptance in diverse 

societies, and allows for the devel-

opment of a coherent and resilient 

sense of self.

Extensive interviews for my re-

search suggest that in the Middle 

East, Kurdish culture and identity 

are shaped by social, linguistic, re-

ligious, political, economic, and 

geographical conditions. Türkiye, 

Iran, Iraq, and Syria each reflect a 

diverse set of cultures, traditions, 

and ideologies in their national con-

texts. Relationships between Turk-

ish Kurds and Syrian Kurds do not 

resemble those between Iraqi Kurds 

and Iranian Kurds. The absence of 

a common language, along with 

competing economic and political 

interests, make Kurdish identity an 

ambiguous and fractured concept 

within Kurdistan. Furthermore, the 

denial of Kurdish ethnic identity by 

dominant Middle Eastern nations, 

with only sparse acknowledgment 

from nations outside the region, has 

further complicated the issue. The 

construction of identity without 

collective agreement is problematic. 

Nevertheless, Kurdish people have 

endured violent opposition to assert 

their unique place among world cul-

tures.

For many Kurds, the challenge of 

identity negotiation is a reconcilia-

tion between the past and the pres-

ent, between aspirations and reality. 

Their initial cultural spaces – homes 

and birthplaces – are extraordinarily 

dissimilar and cannot be neatly en-

capsulated under a single label. One 

person I interviewed described this 

struggle, saying, “I feel like the cul-

ture repels me, and I repel the cul-

ture … it’s a very conflicting feeling. 

I don’t think it’s just me. I found 

that a lot of people who are in my 

position, who come to a Western so-

ciety at a young age and have grown 

up there, have this sort of a conflict 

where they can’t find peace … I’m 

not this, but I’m not that either.” 

Another person shared, “I am a 

prisoner of my culture.” These 

reflections suggest profound in-

ternal and external obstacles faced 

by Kurds in the diaspora as they 

navigate a sense of belonging and 

identity in host countries. They are 

caught between the pull of their 

cultural heritage and the push of 

their adopted societies, highlight-

ing the complexity and emotional 

weight of forging an identity that 

encompasses both worlds.

In the diaspora, the shared iden-

tity among Kurds becomes more 

cohesive, overshadowing the divi-

sions that exist in Kurdistan. Hav-

ing been targets of oppression for 

so long, values such as fairness and 

equity hold profound significance 

for the Kurdish people. Kurds are 

deeply committed to their families 

and are known for their creativity, 

entrepreneurship, ambition, and 

patriotism. Despite thousands of 

years of history, it is only recently 

that Kurds are beginning to ex-

press who they are fully and freely.

It is both fascinating and perhaps a 

cruel irony that the full realization 

of Kurdish solidarity and identity 

is being achieved in multicultural 

environments, where Kurds adopt 

a shared language that is not a 

Kurdish dialect. While the social, 

political, linguistic, and religious 

differences present in Kurdistan 

also exist in the diaspora, they do 

not result in significant conflict. 

The history of the Kurdish people 

represents millennia of struggle, 

survival, and the quest for an in-

dependent Kurdish state where 

Kurdish culture and identity can 

be fully expressed, free from any 

debate over their personhood or 

right to exist. My deepest hope is 

for a unified Kurdish people, both 

in Kurdistan and in the diaspora, 

to find strength, solidarity, and 

peace in their shared heritage and 

aspirations. 
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NATIONALISM

Nationalism in Kurdistan
A Historical and 

Sociopolitical Prespective

İbrahim Gürbüz

is the head of the Ismail 
Beşikci Foundation.

T
o comprehend the historical tra-

jectory of the Kurdish intellectual 

heritage, it is imperative to under-

take a brief retrospective historical analy-

sis. Beginning from the late Ottoman Em-

pire period, we will examine the impact of 

colonial-assimilation policies implement-

ed during the Committee of Union and 

Progress (CUP) and Kemalist eras on the 

development of the intellectual potential 

underpinning national and historical con-

sciousness. Subsequently, we will attempt 

to elucidate the intellectual and cognitive 

consequences on Kurdish society and its 

intelligentsia of the displacement of Kurd-

ish elites and intellectuals from Kurdistan, 

illustrating this impact with examples. Be-

fore delving into the devastation wrought 

upon the intellectual accumulation in 

Kurdistan, we will also touch upon the 

concept of nationalism. In this context, 

we will explore themes such as diaspora 

nationalism, ethnic nationalism, and terri-

torial nationalism, providing an outline of 

the main contours of the issue.

To facilitate a deeper understanding of 

these subjects, it is advantageous to first 

examine the observations of two eminent 

theorists of nationalism: Benedict Ander-

son and Anthony D. Smith. 

Benedict Anderson was a renowned polit-

ical scientist and historian of Anglo-Irish 

descent. His 1983 book Imagined Com-

munities: Reflections on the Origin and 
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izing the society in which they reside 

as their homeland. For instance, the 

sentiments of some Kurdish intellec-

tuals in Sweden are grounded in these 

principles. The concept of the “shared 

homeland” represents a much earlier 

stage in this context.

British historical sociologist Antho-

ny D. Smith, meanwhile, categorized 

nationalisms into two primary types: 

“ethnic” and “territorial.” According 

to this classification, territorial na-

tionalism is distinguished from ethnic 

nationalism, which emphasizes ethnic 

continuity, by its attribution of sanc-

tity to a specific piece of land and its 

identification of the community’s ex-

istence with that territory. Territorial 

nationalism is, by nature, focused on 

founding a nation-state. On the oth-

er hand, ethnic nationalism does not 

focus on territory and, therefore, does 

not entail demands for independence 

and statehood; instead, it expresses 

the desire to exist culturally within 

the country in which it resides.

Considering this theoretical frame-

work, when we examine the concept 

of Kurdistan and Kurdish national-

ism, we observe how the social fab-

ric and intellectual accumulation of 

Kurdish society have been devastated 

through processes of exile, plunder, 

denial, and assimilation. The cen-

tralization policies initiated by the 

Ottoman Empire in the first quarter 

of the 19th century, particularly the 

Tanzimat reforms launched by the 

1839 Edict of Gulhane, aimed to 

abolish the administrative and polit-

ical status of the Kurdish emirates. 

This was a maneuver to re-colonize 

and annex Kurdistan. To achieve this, 

efforts were made to dismantle politi-

cal and administrative structures such 

as Kurdish mirs and the emirate sys-

tem, as well as to persecute Kurdish 

intellectuals.

The operation initiated with this ra-

tionale was concluded in the mid-

19th century. Kurdish mirs and their 

families were exiled from Kurdistan 

and relocated to Istanbul and oth-

er regions of the Ottoman Empire. 

Emergent Turkish nationalism, root-

ed in the late Ottoman period, per-

petuated its colonial policy towards 

the Kurds and Kurdistan during the 

era of the CUP. The resolutions made 

at the secret CUP congress held in 

Salonica in 1911 were meticulously 

implemented, resulting in the con-

tinuation of policies of exile, demo-

graphic restructuring, and colonial 

assimilation.

Additionally, the development of 

land-based nationalism was hin-

dered by the displacement of Kurd-

ish intellectuals from their ancestral 

lands. Turkish nationalism has large-

ly achieved its goals by leaving the 

Kurds leaderless and devoid of intel-

lectuals, and by relentlessly pursuing 

Spread of Nationalism has since be-

come a seminal text in the field of 

nationalism studies. According to 

Anderson, the formation and dis-

semination of nationalism transpired 

through elements such as the mod-

ernization process, the development 

of the press and printing technolo-

gies, and language standardization. 

Particularly, the role of language and 

printing presses was pivotal in the 

emergence of modern nation-states.

An essential aspect of Anderson’s the-

ory of nationalism is diaspora nation-

alism. Diaspora nationalists harbor the 

desire to maintain their national iden-

tity while simultaneously not wishing 

to sever ties with the society in which 

they live. In other words, this type of 

nationalism functions as a “phantom 

foundation” for individuals who seek 

to experience a national connection 

but do not actually wish to detach 

from diaspora communities. This na-

tionalism encompasses a longing for 

a lost homeland while also internal-
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