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AGRICULTURE IN THE FERTILE CRESCENT

Farming for the future

Replacing old techniques and equipment
will raise the yield from Kurdistan’s farms

Jamil Haider, KRG Minister of Agriculture and Water
Resources, describes the Region’s five-year strategy
for modernizing its farming sector

The KRG Ministry of Agriculture and Water Resources is
implementing a strategically significant plan in producing and
preserving the arable land within the Kurdistan Region. The land
is ideal for the agricultural sector and is capable of supporting
food production for the Region’s population and generating
income from exported sales to the surrounding area. The
agricultural sector is the backbone of our economy and is one
of the most important factors in the current socio-economic
development of the Region.

The Kurdistan Region is renowned for its arable land, fertile
soil, ideal climate, and abundance of water resources, all of which
are perfect for the agricultural sector. In 2009, a five-year
strategic plan was initiated to achieve food security and
self-sufficiency, with the main focus being the preparation and
production, marketing and distribution of agricultural goods, and
for the KRG to provide assistance to local farmers in getting the
goods out to the market for consumers.

Firstly, the aim of the plan is to better prepare a new
generation of farmers through returning the lands to them and
changing their traditional role. The KRG assures farmers of
ownership of their land and provides support in legal procedures.
It also provides training and guidance in implementing strategically
suitable plans for their land, as well as promoting methods of
farming using modern technology.

Secondly, we wish to attract foreign investors toward the
agricultural sector and water wealth in the Kurdistan Region
through Investment Law No 4 of 2006, which grants foreign
investors great privileges, such as providing land for agricultural
usage. With this initiative, we want to improve the capacity of
agricultural projects and increase the number of research centers,
in terms of experimental laboratories and institutions, for both
organic and chemically enhanced products.

The people of this land are connected by their ambition to
provide and secure food requirements for the Region. With proper
planning, the intervention of experts, and the incorporation of
modern technology, such goals are within the KRG's reach.
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The KRG supports and welcomes experts to the
Region to develop new technological projects
and assist the agriculture sector

This five-year strategic plan, implemented by the Ministry
of Agriculture and Water Resources, will assure local farmers of
interaction and partnership with foreign companies, opening
doors for further partnership and, perhaps, global investment
opportunities for local farmers.

While realizing that our mission is quite simple, the more
complicated factor of the equation is implementing better
farming practices and encouraging consumers to buy the locally
harvested produce. Pricing of produced goods is a huge factor,
and we hope to establish a balanced set system for this challenge.

How does KRG address some of its agricultural challenges?
Perhaps a practical solution would be to examine the agricultural
practices of the international community and encourage foreign
companies to invest and provide expertise to local farmers.
International companies can assist in finding solutions to current
agricultural problems, as well as implementing better agricultural
practices and initiating a producer/consumer relationship, which
can contribute to the improvement of the current economic
situation, both domestically and internationally; a ‘from-farm-
to-fork’ strategy to complete the cycle.

Since agriculture is a vital factor in our economy, the KRG
aims to eliminate old-fashioned agricultural practices and will
focus on providing regional growers and the new generation of
farmers with modern equipment and technology. Once this vision
has been realized by local farmers, the proper usage of arable
land will translate into improved farming opportunities. Thus far,
the five-year plan has been aimed at targeting the planning,
preservation, production, and promotion of locally harvested
goods over imported produce.

CURRENT STRATEGIC PROJECTS OF THE MINISTRY OF
AGRICULTURE AND WATER RESOURCES

1. Establishment of fruit orchards, cultivation of olive
and pistachio trees;

2. Cow-breeding and construction of dairy projects, and,
when necessary, establishing partnership with farmers in
order to provide forage;

3. Expanding pastry factories and the preserving and drying
of fruits and vegetables; establishing partnerships with
local producers to provide factories with initial produce;

4. Post-harvesting guidance, including advice on
grading, canning, marketing, necessary machinery,
and storage requirements;

5. Establishment of irrigation projects, including the
building of dams and irrigation channels, investment
in machines to implement new irrigation systems, and
pumps for agriculture projects.

With proper planning and the implementation of new
agricultural practices, the KRG aims to achieve self-sufficiency
and food security in the agricultural sector, which is playing a
leading role in the socio-economic development in the Kurdistan
Region. The KRG supports and welcomes experts to the Region
to develop new technological projects and assist the agriculture
sector with aspects in which it is lacking. Such projects can
generate great commercial success for interested investors.
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Resurrecting agriculture

Improving and managing Kurdistan’s abundant
water supplies is a key part of revitalizing rural areas,
explains Professor Gareth Stansfield

Kurdistan is a fertile land. With its rich soils, abundant winter
rainfalls, and significant groundwater reserves, Kurdistan has often
been described as a breadbasket capable of not only feeding the
population of the Region, but also exporting to her neighbors.

Yet this represents only potential and not the reality.
Currently, Kurdistan remains a net importer of products. Rural
areas are still recovering from the legacies of conflict since the
1970s, which saw the systematic destruction of the rural
environment by the Ba'ath regime. Combined with the effects of
the embargoes and economic emergency management of the
1990s, which resulted in a collapse of the domestic agricultural
sector following the emergency import of foodstuffs implemented

Kurdistan has a range of initiatives in place
to optimise the Region’s agricultural sector

by the UN, Kurdistan’s agriculture sector remains very much a
work in progress. However, it is a crucial factor in the Region'’s
future development. It should also be a straightforward one, as the
raw materials of a vibrant, successful agricultural industry are all
present: fertile soils, good water supplies, extensive local knowledge
and, just as importantly, the political desire to succeed.

Visitors flying into Kurdistan cannot fail but be impressed
by their first view as they descend towards Erbil. Snow-capped
mountains falling into green hillsides, interspersed with broad
rivers, and opening out into wide agricultural plains, all point to
what should be a prosperous, extensive agricultural sector. No less
than five major rivers flow through Kurdistan, each of them joining
the Tigris as it flows south. The Great Zab, Khabour, Lesser Zab, Awa
Spi, and Sirwan rivers are all significant resources in their own right,
with each flowing through a different part of the region. Three
major dams—Dohuk, Dukan, and Darbandikhan—control and



regulate these rivers, and there are a further eight dams under
construction or being planned: Basra (in Kurdistan, not in the
south of Iraq), Tag Tag, Kheawata (Qalacholan), Gomaspan
(north-west of Erbil), Mandawa, Bakorman, Dewana, and Ashi
Baram. Water is everywhere in Kurdistan, and is soon to become
much more accessible to the agricultural sector.

With these developments and others in mind, the Ministry of
Agriculture and Water Resources has embarked upon an extensive
five-year plan, with the aim of bringing as much agricultural land
into production as possible. The plans for the development of
water resources have high targets. The Ministry aims to
supplement the current 5,000 small earth canals that exist with
a further 650 concrete irrigation projects, built to the highest
international specifications. A total of 15 large irrigation projects
are also being commissioned to complement the three already in
place. Five hundred ponds will be made, and 19 new small dams will
be constructed to bring the total to over 30. In addition, the
Dohuk, Dukan, and Darbandikhan dams will be recommissioned to
provide water for irrigation projects. Through this plan, the amount
of irrigated land is expected to at least quadruple from 283,400 to
1,195,400 donums (a donum measures 2,500 sq m).

Why does Kurdistan, with its population of 4.9 million, need
this amount of land devoted to the agricultural sector? The answer
is simple: the KRG aspires to self-sufficiency of the food basket for
the entire Region, with the agricultural sector also playing a
leading role in the socio-economic development of Kurdistan. This
aim requires the Ministry to formulate detailed plans for managing
the Region’s water resources (surface and subsurface),
coordinating agricultural water usage with domestic supply,
ensuring that groundwater supplies are managed in a sustainable
manner, and putting into place measures to resurrect the
agricultural sector, before developing it into a vibrant, sustainable,
and extensive feature of Kurdistan’s economy.

The Kurdistan Region clearly has a long way to go to fulfill its
agricultural ambitions, but there is confidence locally that, with
political support and the involvement of foreign investors and
skilled advisors, its vision has every chance of being realised.
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Kurdistan has often been described
as a breadbasket capable of not only
feeding the population of the Region,
but also exporting to her neighbors

Plans to produce everything that Kurdistan needs require
an exponential increase in the yields of the Region’s crops across
the board—and initiatives are in place to double the vegetable
yield from 300,000 to over 600,000 tonnes, and the fruit yield
from 53,000 to 250,000 tonnes by 2013. The KRG’s plans also
envisage a significant increase in meat, dairy, and poultry
production—enough to satisfy local demand and even to export.
All of these advances require an equal development in food
processing, and the plans call for an additional 33 large processing
factories to be built by 2013. Agriculture is of great importance to
the Region, and will be even more so as the years go on. m

There is no shortage of
water for crops in Kurdistan

m
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HEALTH

Working towards a citizen-
centered healthcare system
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Vian Rahman interviews Dr Taher A Hawrami,
KRG Minister of Health

For readers who are new to Kurdistan's healthcare system, can you
give an overview of how it works?

The healthcare system of the Kurdistan Region, and of the rest of
Irag, is divided between public and private doctors, clinics and
hospitals. Public and private healthcare have operated in parallel
for many years, so this is a well-established feature of our system.
Public healthcare is free of charge. Private healthcare is paid for at
the point of use, as there is almost no private health insurance.

Each governorate has its own Directorate of Health. The
governorates are divided into districts, which are in charge of
hospitals, primary health centers, and secondary and tertiary
centers in their areas.

How is public healthcare funded?
The Kurdistan Region as a whole receives 17 percent of the Iraqi

budget—though, in reality, we often receive less than this—and the
KRG decides how much of our share to spend on health. So we have
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Kurdistan aims to offer the best possible healthcare within its budget

quite a degree of independent decision-making over our health
expenditure and planning. However, we have less control over
medicines, as we receive about 40-50 percent of our medicine
needs directly from the Federal Ministry of Health in Baghdad.

How would you rate the state of your healthcare system?

It's a mixed picture. If we compare it to the 1990s and early 2000s,
when we were under a double embargo and the economy was in
very bad shape, our system today is much better. Now we can
spend more on health and, with a better security situation, the
number of beds per population and hospital visitor rates in
Kurdistan are higher than in the rest of Irag. We also have enough
doctors, nurses, paramedic staff and non-medical staff, so there
isn’'t a shortage of personnel.

However, we have some basic problems that we are trying to
address. We need to move the focus towards primary healthcare
and preventive medicine. We have a patient-centered system,
which needs to become a citizen-centered system. On average,
there is one primary health centre (PHC) per some 5,700 people.
While this is much better than in the rest of Irag, many patients
still go straight to hospital for primary needs, partly because of



Healthcare is split between the private and public sectors

old habits and partly because some PHCs are not offering the
level of care that they should.

How do the private and public sectors work together?

Both systems have operated simultaneously in Irag for many
years. On the one hand, private hospitals, and doctors in their
private practices, offer efficiency, speed and quality, and help to
take the pressure off the national healthcare system. And,
recently, some new joint public-private initiatives have been
benefiting both. For example, the construction of the Medya
Diagnostic Center and the Erbil Cardiac Center were funded by
the KRG, but they are operated by the private sector and take
both private and national health cases.

However, there is also conflict between the two systems, and
this has to be tackled. Many doctors work in both the public and
private sectors, and this sometimes causes a conflict of interest.
There is a shortage of public-sector doctors, particularly in family
medicine. They have a heavy workload and very full clinics. Given
the benefits and rewards that they find in their private practices,
it's not surprising that many of them dedicate fewer hours to the
public sector, which inevitably suffers.

The conflict is symptomatic of an over-reliance on doctors,
when many of their tasks can, and should, be done by nurses,
paramedics, occupational therapists, physiotherapists and
mental-health workers. This would take the pressure off doctors.

So why aren’t the other healthcare workers doing those tasks?

Because of the skills gap. I'm very pleased to say that, in Kurdistan,

nursing has now become respected, and we have roughly equal
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Erbil Hospital

numbers of men and women in the profession. However, very few
of our nurses have done four years of study at the College of
Nursing. Most have only had some training straight after middle or
secondary school, or two years at a medical institute. Bridging the
skills gap for all healthcare workers is one of our priorities.

What are your main policies?

Our aims are to have a healthier population, and to offer the best
possible healthcare that we can with our budget. This means
strengthening preventive and primary healthcare, improving
management and infrastructure, and providing continuous
professional development to our doctors, nurses and other
healthcare workers.

What opportunities exist for foreign organizations or companies
to work in Kurdistan’s health sector?

Foreign universities and training institutions can help us a great
deal with ongoing training and education, not only for medical
staff but also for our managers, administrators and data
controllers. There may also be opportunities for public health
experts who can advise us on cost efficiencies, drug-supply
management, and data-management systems. We have already
run some training programs with Jordanian institutions, and we are
in discussions with British universities, teaching hospitals and the
Royal Colleges. But we need to overcome the problem of the UK
visa-application process. In the private sector, foreigners who
wish to set up private hospitals, clinics or other health services
could qualify for incentives under the Kurdistan Investment Law.
Those opportunities are certainly worth exploring. |
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Investing in the future:
a commitment to education

The Region is making rapid progress in this area, writes
Safeen Dizayee, KRG Minister of Education

The KRG will find no better investment than the education of the
Region’s children. No capital investment can, in the long run,
match the returns that will be achieved from an educated
population, capable of competing in the global economy.

My colleagues have presented articles outlining the visions
and plans of their ministries and departments, and | believe the
accomplishments of the KRG over the past few years prove that we
are, indeed, on the right track for development. There is ample
reason for optimism. The role of the KRG Ministry of Education,

I believe, is to facilitate system-wide improvements in teaching
capacity and methodology, but also to inspire a culture of learning,
to nurture an appreciation of knowledge, and to encourage the
spirit of teamwork and partnership. The success of our programs
will benefit KRG initiatives in various sectors, from agriculture to IT,
and will provide capable and eager students ready to engage in
higher education and energize our workforce.

Because our children will guide us in the years to come,
education reaches across all industries and services in the public
and private sectors. Creating an integrated, modern educational
infrastructure is an enormous task, requiring the combined efforts
of thousands of dedicated teachers, administrators, and experts.

The cost, however, pales in comparison with the benefits. The
knowledge absorbed by our children does not fade, unlike buildings
orroads. The investment of resources in the education of our
children is far more sustainable. Also, it allows younger generations
to capitalize upon their knowledge and skills to contribute to our
Region and create better, more efficient, more innovative
solutions. Itis the sustainability, and the universal application and
utility, of education that makes our task so important.

Thankfully, the KRG has proved forward-looking in this
regard, and has committed itself fully to the importance, and
necessity, of providing the educational skills required to compete
in today’s economy. | will outline briefly some of our most
important initiatives, focusing chiefly on primary education.

In any society such as Kurdistan'’s, with its history of
underinvestment and conflict, literacy is a major concern. Over the
past decade, we have worked hard as a government to reduce
illiteracy rates, particularly between the ages of six and 15. Qur
efforts have been successful. In 2000, the illiteracy rate in
Kurdistan was an unacceptably high 37 percent. This has been
reduced to 17 percent in 2010—still far from acceptable, but
clearly improving. We also prioritize not only the teaching of
English alongside Kurdish, but also, as our society is multi-ethnic,
the teaching of Assyrian, Aramaic, and Turkmen for those
particular communities, which we have introduced.

We have also striven to ensure that boys and girls are given
equal opportunities to realize their own potential in a supportive
environment. This is an important fact to emphasize—in Kurdistan,
boys and girls are equal in their rights and in how they are taught.
To achieve this supportive environment, we aim to train our
teachers to the highest standards and ensure they have the
appropriate skills for them to best develop our children’s potential.

There remains much more to be done. In the past, our
people were deprived of a proper system for educating and
nurturing our children. We have worked fervently to create an
atmosphere of learning—and to build enough schools in which to
train our young students. The coming years will see further
improvements and more steps forward.

Investors and entrepreneurs who are exploring opportunities
naturally consider the quality of labor skills available in the local
market—whether in the Kurdistan Region or elsewhere. Each year,
we will produce graduates with a more robust knowledge base,
sharper skills and greater global awareness.

I do not claim that our education system is on a par with
those of the most advanced nations in the world, but we are
improving rapidly. | am confident that private companies, both
local and international, will find thousands of talented, capable,
and willing young men and women eager to explore employment
opportunities and put their skills to work. In the meantime, our
schools will grow, our programs will develop, and Kurdistan will
continue investing in the future by investing in its children. m
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Jniversities In
Kurdistan: developing
he tertiary sector

Reliable, high-speed internet connectivity is one of
the targets of the Region’s investment in universities

Professor Dlawer Ala’Aldeen highlights the programs the Middle East, and the world. To ensure this vision, the Ministry
designed to improve the prospects of the Region’s has begun the transfer of power to university administrators so
students and provide benefits for global partners that they can control their own institutions financially and

academically. The Ministry’s role will focus on strategic planning,
The Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research (MHE-KRG) funding, and auditing, while ensuring quality and equality. To

has initiated a major reform program for modernizing and stabilize the vision, laws relating to higher education will soon be
decentralizing the higher-education system. It is the vision of the realigned in collaboration with KRG parliamentary officials.
people of Kurdistan, including government officials, administrators, Several mechanisms enabling partnering relationships to
and faculty members to improve the quality of the institutions of improve and develop human capacity through higher education

higher education and have them counted among the best in Iraq, have been put in place:



e THE NEW PHD PATHWAY calls for split-site PhD supervision in
which doctoral students from Kurdistan will complete their
research with a professor in a foreign centre of excellence, in
collaboration with a professor from Kurdistan;

e THE HUMAN CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM (HCDP) is @
major scholarship initiative that was launched this year for
students from the Kurdistan region to study in foreign
countries. HCDP is committed to providing S1 million a year in
scholarships to send Kurdistan Master’s and Doctoral students
to the best universities around the world;

e STUDENT AND FACULTY EXCHANGE PROGRAMS are ready to be
instituted now that Kurdistan enjoys a stable environment and
daily flights from Europe;

e TEACHING OPPORTUNITIES for expatriates in Kurdistan abound
in both public and private universities;

e SABBATICALS TO TEACHING STAFF will be offered by the Ministry
to allow them to collaborate and carry out joint research with
international university colleagues.

Programs such as these will ensure rapid improvement in
research production, teaching methodologies, and curriculum
content, all of which are critical for the rapid improvement of
higher education. Kurdistan is also making a major investment
in higher education, totaling nearly $2.3 billion with the
construction of campuses.

Despite massive expansion of its communications
infrastructure, Kurdistan has yet to realize the goal of constant,
dependable, high-speed internet connectivity—absolutely
necessary for academic growth and a modern requirement for
research activity. Kurdistan's universities will require laboratories
and equipment with all the accoutrements of modern technology,
as well as the ability to apply new knowledge and skills.

The Ministry of Higher Education is looking for solutions,
joint ventures, and outsourcing from global partners to provide
the mutual benefits of the high demand and inadequate provision
of post-secondary education; an environment where there are
more students than the universities can accommodate.

Encouraging branch campuses of selected international
universities brings an immediate increase in the quality of higher
education. In Erbil, the private French-Lebanese University has
met with major success and is in the process of expansion.

Twelve private universities have been established since
2006, the year in which the Ministry of Higher Education and
Scientific Research was established by the KRG. In addition,
private universities are investing in Kurdistan; these include the
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American University of Irag in Sulaimania, which has raised over
S100 million to complete a new campus and serve its current
enrolliment of 500 students.

The Ministry is committed to these goals, and hosted an
annual international conference in December 2010 that brought
together ministers, presidents, and professors of higher education
from around the world to enable collaboration, networking, and
opportunities of mutual benefit.

Kurdistan is experiencing an educational boom fueled by an
economic boom, evidenced by S5 billion spent in construction
over the last five years. Opportunities exist for investors to install
systems, centers, and campuses. We remain confident that, with
global partners, we can manifest the highest quality for higher
education for the people of the Region. m

ESTABLISHED UNIVERSITIES

» Hawler Medical University
« University of Dohok

» University of Koya

= University of Salahaddin
= University of Soran

= University of Sulaimania

NEW UNIVERSITIES OPENING 2010-11
»  University of Garmian

= University of Halabjah

= University of Raparin

« University of Zakho

THE VISION FOR SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

« Connecting scientists of the Region with the world;

= Sending professors on scientific scholarships;

« Establishing an international system for PhD degrees;

» Hosting annual international conferences for
scientific research

THE VISION TO INCREASE THE QUALITY OF HIGHER EDUCATION
= Quality-assurance systems;

« (Continuing education programs for academics;

= Broad curriculum upgrades;

« Undated Master's degree programs;

« English-language programs;

» New student-admission systems

17
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Kurdish culture:

modernity versus tradition

After generations of suppression, Kurdish culture is
changing due to the combined effects of technology
and global influences, says Hashem Ahmadzadeh

As a people existing in a varied land and with many neighbors, the

Kurds have a rich and varied culture, imbued with deep traditions
and now colored increasingly by the impact of modernity. Far from

Traditional aspects of Kurdish culture
coexist alongside modern forms of
artistic expression and entertainment

the influences of modern lifestyles, the cultural productions of
Kurdish societies were mainly oral. Ballads and songs reflected
the various aspects of Kurdish social and cultural peculiarities,
while poetry was, until the 19th century, the only manifestation
of Kurdish culture in the field of written literature. The rich oral
literature, alongside the classical poetry, promoted the
distinctiveness of the Kurdish ethno-linguistic group.




Owing to various geographical, political and cultural reasons,

the Kurds were not radically affected by the modernization policies
adopted by the Ottoman and Qajar empires that governed
Kurdistan in the 19th century, and traditional ways of life continued
uninterrupted. But this was to change in the early decades of the
20th century. The formation of the new nation states of Iraq,
Turkey, and Syria, alongside Iran, caused a spread of nationalism
among the Kurdish elite, who also demanded a new Kurdish state.

REGIONAL RESISTANCE The aim of the new states was to
establish ethnically based nations at the expense of denying other
ethnic groups, including the Kurds, and their linguistic and cultural
features. This caused a backlash, paving the way for radical
changes in Kurdish cultural life. Kurdish journalism, modern poetry,
short stories and novels were among those cultural productions
that demonstrated the arrival of a new era in the Kurdish societies.

But the oppressive palitics of the new states did not allow
harmonious development of the new Kurdish culture. In fact, the
policy of modernization conducted by these highly centralised
states, especially in the field of culture, made the Kurdish language
a political phenomenon that was considered a threat against the
center. After being banned from the field of education and
administrative departments, the Kurdish language struggled to
survive and reach the late decades of the 20th century.

CULTURAL REAWAKENING The political changes in the
Middle East towards the end of the 20th century contributed to
the modernization of Kurdish culture more than ever before. The
1991 Kurdish uprising in Iraqgi Kurdistan, and, consequently, the
establishment of a de facto independent entity, radically changed
presuppositions for the resurgence of Kurdish culture.

Having now been the language of education and
administration for about two decades, the Kurdish language has
reached an unprecedented level in its development. The presence
of five daily newspapers, numerous weekly and monthly journals,
and more than 20 satellite TV channels both in Kurdistan and in
diaspora have modernized Kurdish culture significantly. The
existence of advanced publishing houses in Kurdistan and their
prolific publication of books, the increasing number of universities

LIVING IN AND VISITING KURDISTAN | 119

Profound changes in the social life of
the Region and the ambitions of a highly
educated and modernized society have
opened new horizons for Kurdish culture

The Region’s burgeoning media
sector produces a wide variety of
Kurdish-language publications

with their tens of thousands of students, alongside modern means
of communication, have all helped to transform Kurdish culture.

The growing expectations in social and cultural life, due to
greater security in Kurdistan and the economic development of
the Region, have opened new cultural horizons. This modern
culture, having absorbed many global influences, has challenged
Kurdish traditions. However, the traces of traditional culture,
especially in the social domain, are in their turn a challenge to the
effects of modern culture. The heavy presence of the latest
communication technology in Kurdistan, and its conflict with
traditional values, requires well-planned social and cultural
engineering to provide a more harmonious way of life.

The profound changes in the social life of the Region and
the ambitions of a highly educated and modernized society have
opened new horizons for Kurdish culture, which is in search of
new ways of being articulated. This new situation encourages
investment in various fields of cultural life, such as modern
technologies of language-teaching, publishing, translation,
education, film and television, sports, and tourism. The rapid
modernization of the Kurdish societies is not only challenging
traditional collective cultural patterns, it is promising an exciting
future for all those involved in Kurdistan. m
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Kurdistan’'s multi-ethnic society

Hamit Bozarslan, director of studies at EHESS in Paris,
explains how and why differing communities have
brought religious and linguistic plurality to the Region

The overwhelming majority of Kurdistan’s inhabitants are
Kurdish-speaking Muslims; still, Arab and Ottoman imperial
pasts—as well as the mandate, Republican and Ba'athist
legacies—have shaped a religiously and linguistically diversified
“Kurdistani” society, a term which is often used by Kurdish
intellectuals and politicians. These different groups have
complementary, yet specific, historical trajectories, group
identities and memories, and, naturally, also distinct religious
hierarchies or secular representatives.

With the maijority of the population being
Muslim, mosques are a frequently seen
feature of Kurdistan’s landscape

As Ora Shwartz-Be’eri's magnificent book The Jews of
Kurdistan: Daily Life, Customs, Arts and Crafts (Jerusalem, The
Israel Museum, 2000) attests, historically, the Jews constituted
one of the most important components of the Kurdistani society,
before their migration from Iraq in the 1950s and 60s. Many of
them kept alive the nostalgia of their original home, and some
members of this diaspora realized an emotional pilgrimage to
Kurdistan after the fall of the Ba'ath regime in 2003.

The material collected by Mirella Galletti (Cristiani del
Kurdistan, Rome, Jouvence, 2003) shows that the Assyrians and
Chaldeans, who belong to the oldest Christian communities in the
world, have always occupied an important place in Kurdistan’s
urban and rural landscapes. Many members of these communities,



which were victims of massive repressions during the late
Ottoman period and in the aftermath of Irag’s independence in
1932, have participated in the Kurdish struggles. The legendary
peshmerga fighter Margaret George, who was killed in the 1960s,
and Francois Hariri, who perished in a terror attack in 2001, are
remembered as important patriotic figures of Iraqi Kurdish history.
Today, these communities have become theaters of a genuine
cultural and intellectual renewal.

One should also underline the importance of the Kurdish
Shi'a minority, known as Faylis. Barely exceeding 250,000 people,
this community was among the first victims of Saddam Hussein’s
presidency, which started in 1979, and many were deported to
neighboring Iran shortly before the 1980-88 Iran-Irag War. Some
members of this community remained in Iran after the 2003
Gulf War; the others came back to Irag and decided to live either
in Baghdad or in Kurdistan.

The Yezidis constitute yet another distinct religious
community, in spite of the fact that they are exclusively Kurdish
speakers. Although Yezidism has existed as a separate religion
only since the 12th century, many scholars consider that its
Manichean sources go back to pre-Islamic periods. Historical
documents attest that they were sporadically repressed under the
Ottoman rule and sold as slaves, and their participation in the
1932 revolt alongside the Christians cost them dearly. This
community, whose picturesque shrine in Lalish is known worldwide,
has been recently been the victim of terror attacks, the most
dramatic being those during summer 2007 in Sindjar, their second
most holy place, which killed some 500 people.

Finally, the Kurdish society is also a linguistically plural one,
a feature that one can explain by a conflicted, yet shared, legacy
of different empires, but also by the evolution of recent decades.
Many Arabs sought a de facto asylum in Kurdistan after the
2003 war in order to escape from violence in the Arab parts of
Irag. But the Kurdish-Arab coexistence is mainly visible in Kirkuk,

a city and a governorate that was Arabized under Ba'ath rule
through deportation of Kurdish inhabitants and, in some cases,
forced installation of Arabs in the south.
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Arab and Ottoman imperial
pasts have shaped a religiously
and linguistically diversified
“Kurdistani” society

Obviously, relations between the two communities, Arabs
and Kurdish returnees, have not always been easy. However, in
spite of many predictions—made mainly by the International
Crisis Group, which feared large-scale inter-communitarian
conflict—Kirkuk suffered much less than Mosul, Basra and
Baghdad from the Irag-wide violence.

The tensions between the Kurds and the Turcomans, yet
another linguistic component of Kurdistan’s demographic
landscape, have been rather well managed through skillful
mechanisms of mediation. The Turcoman Front’s pan-Turkist and
pro-Ankara strategy has produced rather poor results, both in
Kirkuk and in Erbil, capital of Kurdish Region. In fact, many
Turcoman politicians have decided to cooperate either with the
Kurdish political parties or with the Irag-wide political forces. This
Turkish-speaking community has its own political parties, as well as
primary and secondary schools and a de facto cultural autonomy.

The multi-confessional and multi-ethnic features of
Kurdistan have contributed to the very shaping of the political
class of Iragi Kurdistan. In the 2005-2009 Regional Assembly,
religious minorities and Turcomans were offered eight seats. Of
those elected in 2009, five Turcomans have been elected as
representatives of their community, and the religious communities
have been offered six seats out of 111. m

Yezidis from all over the
region gather and picnic
around the Lalish temples
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LIVING IN AND VISITING KURDISTAN

‘The other Irag’: an area of

peace and stability

Kurdistan may not seem like an obvious place for a
vacation, but the Region has much to offer the
international traveler, as Karen Dabrowska reports

Magnificent mountain scenery, even the possibility of skiing;
ancient historical sites, some dating back to Alexander the Great;
and one of the world's longest-inhabited settlements, with a fort to
prove it. Add to these a vibrant and unique culture, delicious food,
and genuinely welcoming people, and the Kurdistan Region of Iraq
has enough attractions to satisfy even the most discerning traveler.

But its most endearing feature is safety in a country where
the threat of violence has made tourism virtually impossible. A
thin, relatively peaceful crescent around the upper rim of the
country, extending from Dohuk to Erbil and Sulaimania, has
allowed Iragi Kurdistan to continue as a traditional area of refuge
from the heat of the plains for foreigners, including troops,
business people, and locals. The Region has been referred to as
‘the other Iraq’, an area of peace and stability where signs of
development and construction are everywhere.

The Minister of Municipalities and Tourism, Mr Samir
Abdulloh Mustafa, is fostering the development of the fledgling
tourist industry by encouraging direct investment in the Region’s
infrastructure. He had discussions with UAE investors about
tourism projects in Jebel Sven and the green belt that surrounds
the city of Erbil. Habitat is constructing 10 public paths in the towns
and villages that will be turned over to the ministry for leasing to
entrepreneurs to operate as small businesses.

UK-based Geoff Hann of specialist adventure travel
company Hinterland Travel (www.hinterlandtravel.com) is running
tours to Iragi Kurdistan, London-based IKB Travel and Tours can
arrange flights, and the major local hotels—such as the Jiyan in
Dohuk, the Sheraton in Erbil, and the Ashtiin Sulaimanic—can
help with sightseeing. Recent road-building is opening up many
places of scenic beauty, and a frenzy of speculative chalet- and
hotel-building is taking place in Shaglawa, Rwanduz, and Dukan.

There are airports operating to international standards
in Erbil and Sulaimania, and 10-day Iraq Kurdistan entry permits

The splendid mountain
scenery at Rwanduz
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Kurdish identity and culture close up
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Tours to Kurdistan
Kurdistan is a door to various countries,
nationalities and cultures. It borders Turkey,
Syria, Iran and Iraq.

Its religious population is diverse. While
the main religion is Islam, Christianity and
Yezidism are important, too. Assyrian and
Chaldean Christians make up a large minority,
not least because here lies the home of the
origins of Christianity. There is also a small
group of Kurdish Jews living in the province.
The different religious communities live
together in peace.

With their own geographic and spiritual
home, Kurds are now working hard to
preserve their culture and share what their
province has to offer with visitors.

What does Kurdistan have to offer?

Geologically, the province has much to offer.
Southern Irag and Mesopotamia consist
of a flat desert, but Kurdistan has not only
deserts, but also 2,000m-high mountains.

Visitors can pass from one type of scenery to
another in just a day.

Kurdistan is largely mountainous. The
highest point, at 3,611m, is known as Cheekah
Dar (black tent). These mountains are part of
the Zagros range, which continues on into Iran.
There are also many rivers flowing through
them, including the Zab, which flows from the
east to the west, and the Tigris, which runs
through Kurdistan from Turkey and on to Iraq.

Spectacular tours
Visitors to the province enjoy a mix of culture,
religion and scenery. An eight-day tour from
Terre Entiere, the Kurdistan tour specialists
with its subsidiary Babel Tours, provides a rich
variety in what is a very human experience.
You will discover landscapes of breathtaking
beauty, from the deserts in the south to the
mountains in the north and east. You will
see the Kurdish identity and culture close
up — and learn of the often painful and tragic
history of a people that has withstood repeated

repression. You will encounter the minorities
who inhabit these lands and who form part of
a magpnificent human tapestry.

More than 4,000 years ago, Assyria began
a process that was to leave its imprint on the
Middle East as a whole. Fourteen centuries
later, Medes, Babylonians and Scythians
opened a new chapter. During the tour, you will
follow in the traces of a forgotten history and
discover the signs of a cultural renaissance.

About Iraqi Kurdistan

By the end of the first Gulf War, the Allies had
established a haven in northern Iraq. After the
withdrawal of Iraqgi forces from three northern
provinces, Kurdistan emerged in 1992 as
an autonomous province with its own local
government and parliament. It has since
gained official recognition internationally as
an autonomous federal entity. -

Terre Entiére, Paris

Cultural and spiritual tours
Phone: +33 (0) 1 44 39 03 03
www.terreentiere.com

(@ TERRE ENTIERE

Babel Tours, Erbil

Subsidiary of Terre Entiére in Iraq
Phone : + 964 (0) 750 719 68 01
www.habel-tours.com




are granted on arrival. After that, foreigners must register with
the authorities. Kurdish is spoken throughout the Region, and
Arabic is understood, but young people generally prefer to
speak English. Going on an organized tour or hiring a guide will
help solve communication problems. Shared taxis and taxis for
sole hire are available.

In Iraqgi Kurdistan, the scenery is magnificent: sometimes
wooded and watered by turbulent streams, sometimes gaunt and
bare, but always dramatic and awesome. In spring, the dazzling
colors of tulips, roses, hyacinths, gladioli, and daffodils are
reflected in the women’s costumes. The fruits are wonderful,
especially cherries and pomegranates, and the rivers are home to
40 different types of fish. Wild boars, bears, hyenas, ibexes, hares,
and lions were hunted in the mountains.

Visitors entering the Kurdistan Region via road through
Turkey can get a minibus or taxi to the town of Zakho with its
magnificent, ancient Abbasid bridge. The growing city of Dohuk is
an hour away and can be used as a base for visiting the Yezidi
temple of Lalish. It is also reasonably close to the Bavian gorge,
which was constructed by the Assyrians in the seventh century BC
to transport water to their orchards. The gorge is lined with
outstanding Assyrian reliefs.

LIVING IN AND VISITING KURDISTAN

In Iraqi Kurdistan, the scenery is magnificent:
sometimes wooded and watered by turbulent
streams, sometimes gaunt and bare, but always
dramatic and awesome

Visitors can enter the picturesque
Kurdistan Region via road

Erbil—one of the world’s oldest inhabited cities, first
mentioned in the 23rd century BC—is, today, the seat of the
Kurdistan Regional Government. It is dominated by an ancient
citadel that has been declared a Unesco World Heritage Site, with
a museum of Kurdish textiles. The Greeks, under Alexander the
Great, defeated the Persian King Darius Il in the Battle of
Gaugamela in 331 BC, fought 100km west of Erbil. Excursions from
the city to the fourth-century Christian monasteries of Der Mar
Matti and Mar Behnam are possible.

Sulaimania, a modern city with elegant suburbs, chic shops,
and tree-lined boulevards, is a two- to three-hour journey from
Erbil. En-route is Jarmo, one of the earliest villages known to man,
dating back to 6000 BC. Its once-dreaded red security building
has been turned into a museum that is a reminder of the worst
excesses perpetrated against the Kurds by Saddam’s regime, as is
Halabja, the site of the chemical weapons attack in 1988.

Despite their often tragic history, the Kurds have never lost
their love of celebrations. Nawruz, the new year festival, is usually
a week-long affair with bonfires to signify the end of the winter
season. Tourists are honored guests at the festivities, and the
greeting extended to visitors wherever they travel is always
“welcome, welcome, welcome”, and it comes from the heart. |
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