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On 10 October 2019 

 journalist and writer Adnan Hussein,  

extensively interviewed for this book, passed away. 

He was 71 years old. May he rest in peace. 
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intRODuCtiOn

The text of this book had been finalized already when in early October 2019 

unrest broke out in Iraq. It wasn’t unexpected, since already last year people 

had taken to the streets of Baghdad, Basra and other cities to protest against 

sub-standard living conditions, the impossibility of making a normal living 

and the immense corruption of the ruling political class. The media came 

under attack too, not from protesters but from authorities. One Saturday 

evening in Baghdad, masked men attacked the prominent dissenting 

channels NRT, Al-Arabiya and Dijlah TV, all three around the same time, 

suggesting it was a coordinated attack. Journalists were assaulted, leaving at 

least one person injured, equipment was destroyed, mobile phones damaged 

and buildings set on fire. The perpetrators and those ordering the attacks 

will remain unknown because attacks on the press always happen with 

impunity in Iraq. 

Iraq’s history is full of stories of such physical attacks on media. This is often 

tied to the fact that hardly any TV or radio station, newspaper or internet 

news portal is independent, as shown by an incident one summer ago, on 9 

June 2018. In the dead of night, TV journalist Mostafa Hamed was arrested 

in his home. The police did not inform him of any charge against him. Three 

days later, he was released again, without charges being pressed. Hamed 

was investigating corruption, which is always tricky for an Iraqi journalist, 

but the details of the local situation make it an even more typical Iraqi media 

story. Hamed worked for Sharqeya in the city of Fallujah, in Anbar province. 

City hall leaders in Fallujah were allegedly involved in a real estate scandal. 

But Sharqeya is not an independent channel: it is owned by a businessman, 

who is the political rival of the governor of Anbar province. This governor 

had earlier tried to close Sharqeya.
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The case of Mostafa Hamed is just as typical of media in Iraq as the attacks 

of autumn 2019. Almost all media outlets are owned by either political 

parties or influential business people, and are consequently mere tools in 

the hands of their owners striving for political and economic power. The few 

independent media that do exist are struggling to survive, with budgets that 

leave them in no position to compete with the partisan media.

Threats, arrests, intimidation and even murder of journalists are common 

in Iraq. Last year, 2018, was an exception, since no journalist died because 

of his or her profession, but in the sixteen years between the US invasion of 

Iraq in 2003 and today, a staggering 185 journalists were either murdered, 

died in crossfire or didn’t survive a dangerous assignment. Rock-bottom was 

reached in 2006 and 2007: in both years, thirty two journalists lost their lives.

Non-lethal attacks that individual journalists face are so widespread that no 

count is available. Any count would be unreliable anyway, since many threats, 

intimidations and other assaults remain unreported.

Besides the threats individual journalists face, the profession as a whole is in 

just as dire a situation. Journalists are often blocked from reporting on major 

events in various ways: they are blocked from reaching the destination of the 

intended reporting subject (for example demonstrations), their equipment 

is confiscated or destroyed, they are detained and sometimes forced to sign 

documents stating they won’t cover protests again.

The latter happened for example at the end of March 2018 in Erbil, the 

capital of the autonomous Kurdistan Region in the north of the country. Civil 

servants – mostly teachers and health care workers – were protesting about 

unpaid salaries. Four journalists (and more than eighty protesters) were 

detained by the security forces in the city, which are under the control of the 

political party that governs the Erbil region, the KDP (Kurdistan Democratic 

Party).
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In similar protests in the town of Akre, also under KDP control, four 

journalists were obstructed from doing their work and detained by security 

forces. They gave their testimonies to Human Rights Watch. One said videos 

taken with his phone were deleted, after which he was told he was not 

allowed to film the protesters. ‘If you do it again, it won’t be good for you’, the 

security forces reportedly told him. Another journalist in Akre was ordered 

to stop filming, despite him having a press card. When he filmed anyway – 

encouraged by members of parliament – security officers started beating him 

and took him to their station. A doctor later diagnosed a broken nose.

Later that year, in September, things got out of hand in Basra, southern 

Iraq, in a huge protest against the government over a lack of services. Basra 

is scorching hot in summer yet the government seems unable to provide 

24/7 electricity, leaving people without air conditioning most of the day and 

night. Water in the south of Iraq has become so polluted due to the lack of 

maintenance of the system that people get sick. Journalists reporting on 

the protests were among those attacked by security and military forces, as 

reported by the independent Journalistic Freedoms Observatory (an Iraqi 

organization cooperating with Reporters Without Borders). They were literally 

chased by security forces and when caught were taken into detention or beaten 

up, verbally assaulted, pepper sprayed and tear gassed. Some journalists had 

their photos deleted or equipment destroyed.

But not only the security forces targeted the media, angry protesters did too: 

the offices of three TV channels and one radio station were set on fire. It 

concerned Al-Iraqiya (one of Iraq’s biggest government-owned channels), 

Al-Ghadeer (owned by the Badr Organization, which is part of Fatah, the 

second biggest alliance in parliament), Al-Furat (owned by Ammar al-Hakim, 

a veteran in Iraqi politics and currently leader of the National Wisdom 

Movement) and the radio station Al-Nakheel. This made it clear that many 

Iraqi citizens are fed up with media that are mouth pieces of the powers that 

be.
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The problematic situation of journalists in Iraq is directly linked to the 

political situation. Al-Iraqiya, Al-Ghadeer and Al-Furat, attacked in Basra, 

are no exceptions. The majority of the media in the country are tied to 

political parties, which are engaged in a game of ever-changing alliances 

that are in general not formed according to ideology but to loyalties to tribes, 

religious paths or militias. The media outlets, whether they are newspapers, 

websites or TV channels, spread the message that is politically relevant for 

the owner. Journalists working for these media have no choice but to adhere 

to that political line.

And then there is the law. Most of the laws covering the media still date back 

to the reign of Saddam Hussein, between 1979 and 2003, and some date 

back to even before that. One of Saddam’s laws that still hinders journalism 

forbids any official to share any information whatsoever about his or her job. 

Civil servants, afraid to lose their position, obey that law. Attempts to abolish 

the law and replace it by a freedom of information act have all lead nowhere.

Even after the US invasion in 2003 and consequent occupation of Iraq, 

which lasted until 2011, regulations and institutions were introduced that 

still hinder journalists from carrying out their profession to this day. One 

such institution is the infamous Communications and Media Commission 

(CMC), the body that is officially responsible for regulating broadcast media. 

It arbitrarily imposes all kinds of restrictions on journalists and acts as a 

judge as well, leaving reporters no space to defend themselves against both 

accusations and penalties.

All in all, it is no surprise that Iraq hasn’t been scoring well on the World 

Press Freedom Index of Journalists Without Borders. On that list, in which 

188 countries are ranked, Iraq swings between place 155 and 160. In the most 

recent ranking, announced in April 2019, Iraq ranked 156, four places up 

since a year earlier. It is impossible to predict if this improvement will persist 

in the years to come.
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Hope in the Iraqi media landscape comes from individuals and independent 

initiatives that are dedicated to non-partisan journalism. They try to guard 

journalistic principles within the boundaries of the paper or station they 

work for, they try to get financial and journalistic support from press 

freedom organisations abroad to set up websites that follow journalistic 

rules and ethical codes, and they report via social media, sometimes as an 

evening activity besides an office job that pays the bills.

Another sign of hope is that the general security situation in Iraq has been 

improving for a couple of years now. Most of the journalists who lost their 

lives on the job in the last five years died on dangerous assignments or in 

crossfire, for example in the war against ISIS. Since ISIS holds no territory 

anymore and the big battles to regain control over Iraqi lands are now 

fought, the death rate in the profession is expected to go down. However, 

as long as the freedom of the press and the freedom of expression are not 

securely rooted in Iraqi law and in the minds of those in power – and it 

doesn’t look like they will take decisive steps in that direction any time soon 

– new violence, new restrictive laws and new intimidations can never be 

ruled out. 
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CHAPtER 1
LifE in COnstAnt DAnGER

In the spring of 2019, the young journalist Naveen Rasho was released from 

ISIS captivity. She had been kidnapped by the group in the summer of 2014, 

when ISIS was advancing in both Syria and Iraq. They also brutally took over 

the historical homeland of the Yezidis, a religious minority, in the region of 

Shengal, where Rasho lived. Thousands of Yezidi women and children were 

taken hostage by ISIS in early August and thousands of Yezidi men were 

murdered and buried in mass graves.

 Naveen Rasho was 19 years old when ISIS took her. For two years she had 

been working for a Yezidi radio station called Voice of Shengal Mountain as 

a journalist and presenter, Kurdish news website Rudaw reported after her 

liberation. She chose not to reveal to ISIS that she was a reporter, afraid she 

would instantly be murdered if her captors knew she might one day report 

in the media about the fate of her people and her own experiences. She tried 

to escape several times. Only after ISIS had lost all territory under its control 

and what remained of its female members (and their children) ended up in 

Al-Hol camp in the north of Syria, did she dare to step forward and reveal her 

identity as a Yezidi woman. She was re-united with her family and aspires to 

work as a journalist again.

Naveen Rasho survived. In the same year that ISIS captured Naveen Rasho, 

but earlier, in June, ISIS kidnapped another journalist. His name was 

Kamaran Najm, a Kurdish photographer who had founded Metrography, 

the first Iraqi photo agency, in 2009, together with his American friend and 

journalist Sebastian Meyer. Najm was on assignment in the Kirkuk region 

that day. First, it appeared that he had been shot by an ISIS sniper, but the 

next day it turned out he had been kidnapped. His friends and family tried 
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everything to find and free him, but in vain. The chances that he is still alive 

now, in 2019, are slim.

ISIS has been one of the more recent threats to the lives of journalists. But 

Iraq has already been an extremely dangerous place for journalists ever 

since the late 1960s, when the rule of the Ba’ath Party started. During the 

Ba’ath years, and especially when Saddam Hussein was in power, dozens 

if not hundreds of journalists were tortured to death or executed. The exact 

numbers will never be known, nor will their families ever know where the 

bodies of their loved ones were buried or dumped.

 Since 2003, the year the US invaded Iraq and Saddam’s rule came to 

an end, international press freedom organisations have had a clearer view 

of the fate of journalists in Iraq. And it is not a pretty picture. The invasion 

lead to occupation, civil war and chaos, with journalists – mostly Iraqi but 

foreigners too – being one of the groups targeted. Dozens if not hundreds 

of journalists have been the victims of abduction by various groups – exact 

numbers remain unclear – and a staggering 185 journalists were killed, 

either by murder, in crossfire or while working on a dangerous assignment. 

Quite a few were foreigners, among them, for example, Michael Kelly, 

who worked for the Atlantic and the Washington Post, Kaveh Golestan, a 

cameraman and photo journalist for the BBC, and Julio Anguita Parrado, 

working for Spanish El Mundo. But most of the dead were Iraqi citizens, not 

infrequently hit by the US army or the Iraqi forces it cooperated with. Of the 

185 deaths, a hundred and eleven of them were murdered, sixty five died in 

crossfire and the remaining nine died on a dangerous assignment. The chart 

below provides more insight. An international perspective is useful too, so 

let’s mention the statistics of other war- torn countries. In Syria, during the 

ongoing civil war that started in 2011, up until the spring of 2019 a total of 

126 journalists lost their lives. In Afghanistan, between 2003 and spring of 

2019, 37 journalists were killed. In Somalia, 56 journalists lost their lives 

between 2003 and spring of 2019.
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Journalists killed in the line of duty, 2003 – (Summer) 2019

Who is killing journalists? The basic answer is: everybody who has 

the power to get away with it. During the occupation, which lasted 

until 2011, American soldiers (knowingly and unknowingly) targeted 

journalists, but the Iraqi army, cooperating with the US army, has also 

done so. Militias too, especially the ones opposing the US presence 

in Iraq, have murdered journalists who worked for media that 

supported the invaders or for media that were financially supported 

by the Americans. As well, there were murders ordered by powerful 

politicians and businessmen and carried out by hit men, for example 

against journalists who publish about corruption and crime. Between 

2014 and 2019, ISIS has been a serious threat to journalists: the group 

has abducted, tortured, executed and beheaded dozens of journalists, 

especially in the first years of its rule.

TOTAL: 185

murder: 111

crossfire: 65

dangerous assignment: 9

source: committee to protect journalists
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Over the last couple of years the general security situation in Iraq has been 

improving. In 2018, no journalist was killed because of his or her work, and 

so far in 2019 the same applies. Let it be noted though, that occasionally 

there is some debate about the death of a journalist. The Committee to 

Protect Journalists only includes in its statistics those journalists who have 

been identified and who they are sure were killed because of their work. In 

early January 2019 there was a case that didn’t make it to the tally. It involved 

Samer Ali Shakara, who worked for Al-Hura in Baghdad. He is not in the 

database because, after investigation, the CPJ concluded that Shakara’s death 

was the result of a robbery getting out of hand, so not related to his work. 

Some people who knew Shakara say his death must have been related to the 

subject he was working on: oil smuggling by militias in Iraq, one of the most 

risky investigations a journalist in Iraq can be involved in. And he didn’t have 

a posh car, they claim, so why would anybody rob him? Such discussions will 

from time to time continue to occur.

Factions and rivalries
The high number of journalists killed in Iraq is partly connected to the war. 

But the statistics already show that more journalists have died as a result of 

murder than in crossfire or while being on a dangerous assignment. Why is 

that?

 Murders of journalists in Iraq are a direct consequence of the way 

political life in Iraq is organized and of the way it is entwined with its 

media landscape. There is a web of factions, militias and tribes, woven 

in a complicated and ever-changing pattern of loyalties, alliances and 

dependencies. The web is often described as having three main structures: 

Shia, Sunni and Kurds. It is more complicated than that though. For 

example, many Kurds are Sunni as well, and there are factions and rivalries 

within the groups.
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 Then there are the militias. Some of them have significant support from 

abroad, like Hashd Al-Shaabi, a group operating under the Iraqi army and 

supported by Iran. Others are now seated in parliament, like the Integrity 

Party, which has its roots in the Sadrist movement, which opposed Saddam 

Hussein in the 1990s and the US occupation after 2003. Another influence 

that shouldn’t be underestimated is that of the tribes of Iraq. They are 

powerful and forge links with parties and alliances that best serve their 

interests.

 The media landscape changes with the changes in politics. Sometimes, 

newspapers or TV channels cease to exist after elections in which the party 

owning the media hasn’t made it to parliament, and is therefore cut off from 

important financial gains, or just feels owning media doesn’t serve its goals 

anymore. It’s also not unusual for a channel to change its political line after 

the party which owns it splits up, and does or does not follow the people 

founding a new party.

 Mix that with rampant corruption and clientelism, and it is basically 

impossible for any media organisation to be independent in name or in 

practice.

How this relates to murders of Iraqi journalists is explained by Dhea 

Subhee, who works as a public information officer for UNESCO, the UN’s 

educational, scientific and cultural organization, in Baghdad. He has 

professionally followed the media in Iraq since 2009 and advocates on behalf 

of journalists and journalism. He said in a phone interview: “The party 

leaderships are all corrupt and they are not just each others’ opponents but 

each others’ enemies. Since they cannot give orders to kill the leaders of 

enemy parties, they resort to killing the journalists working for their enemy’s 

media.”
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What heightens the risk of journalists being murdered even further is that 

murderers and their patrons get away with it. The so-called ‘impunity rate’ 

in Iraq is high, the Committee to Protect Journalists calculated; all but one 

of the hundred and twelve journalists who were murdered in Iraq since 1992 

were murdered with impunity. On the list of countries where impunity is 

high, Iraq ranks third, only leaving Syria and Somalia in worse situations. 

The list, to be clear, calculates the impunity rating based on unsolved 

murders in the past ten years as a percentage of that country’s population.

It is important to mention that the journalists doing the daily work on 

the ground and in the editorial offices usually don’t have much to do with 

internal and external party politics. They just want to work and provide for 

their families. Interviews with several journalists in Baghdad in November 

2018 also showed that there is usually a lot of diversity within the media 

organisations. Sunni channels also employ Shias, and vice versa, and Arab 

journalists can just as well work for media affiliated with Kurdish parties, 

just as Kurds work for Arab media. As long as everybody follows the editorial 

line of the paper, news website or TV channel, their religious or ethnic 

identity doesn’t matter so much.

Two spheres of influence
The situation in the Kurdistan Region in the north of the country is 

somewhat different from the circumstances in the rest of Iraq. While 

Iraq has countless parties and factions, the Kurdistan Region is basically 

divided into two spheres of influence. The north, around the capital city of 

Erbil, is controlled by the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), ruled since 

its foundation in 1946 by the Barzani family. The southern part, around the 

second biggest city of Kurdistan, Sulaymanya, is dominated by the Patriotic 

Union of Kurdistan (PUK), in which the powerful Talabani family and its 

entourage pull the strings.
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 The Kurdistan Region has been a safe haven for both international and 

Iraqi journalists since the 1990s. After the First Gulf War, in 1991, a no fly 

zone was established over the Kurdish areas of Iraq, after which the KDP and 

PUK installed the Kurdistan Regional Government. The autonomy of the 

Kurdistan Region was eventually rooted in Iraq’s new constitution, which 

was written after the US invasion and the end of the Saddam dictatorship, 

and adopted by parliament in 2005.

 The Kurds managed to keep the war that raged in the rest of Iraq mostly 

outside its borders. From the early years of the US occupation and civil war, 

Erbil and Sulaymanya were the cities where journalists in danger could hide, 

recover or take a rest. To this day, journalists for whom the Baghdad ground 

is getting too hot to walk on can find refuge in Kurdistan – see for example 

the interview with Jumana Mumtaz on page 93.

However, Kurdish journalists have never been able to work freely in their 

own region. They know exactly which topics to avoid to make sure they 

remain safe: corruption and nepotism. The KDP and the PUK fought a war in 

the 1990s, resulting in the current two spheres of influence. The established 

and always shaky power balance between both parties defines how freely 

journalists can do their work. You could say that what happens in Iraq 

with journalists being the victims of the way politics, media and judiciary 

are intertwined occurs in exactly the same way but on a smaller scale in 

Kurdistan.

Interestingly, despite the perception that the Kurdistan Region is more 

democratic than the rest of Iraq, the smaller number of parties makes the 

media landscape a lot less pluralistic as well. While in Iraq dozens of parties 

and groups have set up media outlets, in Kurdistan since September 2019 

there is basically only one voice left, namely the media owned by the Region’s 

biggest party, the KDP. There is one big counter voice left, the NRT, but two 

other channels stopped all their broadcasts in late September 2019: Kurdsat 
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(owned by Kurdistan’s second party PUK), and KNN (owned by political 

party KNN). The closures are indicative of the diminished power of both 

parties. 

 What it boils down to is that journalists of the assorted media in 

Kurdistan can only work in the area where their affiliated party holds power. 

Over the years, there have been countless incidents of assorted levels of 

violence against journalists working outside their ‘territory’. The parties in 

power, but mostly the KDP, have denied journalists from opposition parties 

access to KDP areas, their offices have been closed repeatedly and there 

have even been offices set on fire. Of course, the political parties which hold 

power always say they are not involved, but it is at least remarkable that 

culprits are never found or brought to justice. 

Victims are to be mourned. In 2010, the 22-year-old student and journalist 

Sardasht Othman was murdered. He had been writing about corruption 

in the KDP and had criticized (then) President Massoud Barzani in several 

(mostly online) articles, parts of which were published under a pseudonym. 

He had received death threats but decided to keep on writing. On 4 May 

2010, as he left the building of the College of Arts in Erbil, where he studied 

English, he was kidnapped in a white minibus with concealed number 

plates. Two days later, his body was found outside Mosul, some eighty 

kilometres west of Erbil. There were two bullets in his head.

The murder sent a shock wave through Kurdistan, as it had been years since 

a journalist had been murdered within the borders of the Kurdistan Region. 

Every politician that mattered spoke out against it, but it all remained lip 

service since the murderers and the masterminds behind it were never 

caught, let alone brought to trial. The same goes for the perpetrators of the 

murder of Soran Mama Hama in 2008 in Kirkuk, a city over which authority 

is disputed between the Kurdistan Region and the central government 

in Baghdad. After Othman, two other journalists were murdered. Kawa 

Garmyane was shot to death in front of his house in December 2013 (see 

interview with his widow on page 52), and Wedat Hussein was tortured 
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and murdered in the northern Kurdish city of Duhok in 2016. None of the 

murders has been solved.

 Diyaree Muhammed is the general director of Metro Center, an 

independent advocacy group for press freedom based in Sulaymanya. In 

an interview in the office of Metro, Muhammad stated that the safety of 

journalists has not improved since Metro was founded in 2009. He said: 

“The situation was better in 2018 than in 2017, but over a longer stretch 

of time we see no progress. What we see is that the safety of journalists is 

directly connected to the political situation. The more tension between KDP 

and PUK, the more journalists are in trouble.”

Permission from security forces
With so many journalists killed on the job, reporters are under a constant 

threat when they do their work. Every story could be their last, every story 

could be the one that incites those opposing their work or their channel or 

their paper to kill them. Several conversations with journalists in Baghdad 

and in the Kurdistan Region illustrated how there are certain topics that 

must at all times be avoided. Religion and sexuality are not accepted by 

anybody as an appropriate subject –not even by the general public – but 

corruption and nepotism, which the public does want to read and hear 

about, are extremely dangerous. Another important no-go: misbehaviour of 

militias, more specifically their involvement in crime.

 One journalist in Baghdad, who asked to remain anonymous, explained 

that he had investigated drug trafficking by ‘a militia’ but eventually decided 

not to publish his findings. “They would not accept it”, he said. He refused 

to name the militia, but from his description and the area where they were 

active, it was clear that he was referring to Hashd al-Shaabi, the Iran-backed 

militia operating under the Iraqi army’s command. Another journalist said 

he had published incriminating stories about ‘a militia’, but left its name out 

of the report. “In general”, he said, “people know which militia you mean 
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because they know which militias are active, and where. But naming them is 

out of the question.”

How suffocating threats can be is shown in the experiences of Firas Al-

Dulaime, a TV reporter working in Baghdad. He started working for 

Baghdad Channel in 2008. The channel was connected to an Islamic party 

but it targeted a general Sunni public. In those violent years, he said during 

an interview in Baghdad, many colleagues opted out of working in front of 

the camera, but he was willing, despite the higher risks any fame could bring 

upon him. He studied theatre at Art Academy and admitted: “I wanted to be 

famous and performed well in screen tests, so I took this role.” He had done 

media work before, but he was trained on the job and aspired to learn as 

much as possible from his more experienced colleagues.

 Then one day a house in the Sunni neighbourhood where he lived was 

attacked and several people were kidnapped. Neighbours called him and 

said he had to come and report the story. It was unclear who was behind 

the kidnapping and even the security forces that were supposed to protect 

that part of the city hadn’t been able to counter the attack. Al-Dulaime: 

“We hesitated, but since nobody reported the events I decided to go with a 

cameraman. The neighbourhood had only one entrance and one exit but we 

were not stopped and our car was not searched because the guards knew I 

was a resident.”

 The small team filmed the house that was attacked and some of 

the women whose relatives were taken and several eye witnesses. After 

finishing the filming, they removed the memory card from the camera. The 

cameraman left his camera at the scene and jumped in a taxi to deliver just 

the memory card to the TV channel. Later, Al-Dulaime followed with the 

camera in his own car. The item was edited and broadcast.

 Then the trouble started, as Al-Dulaime explained: “The same day, 

I received a telephone call. Not much was said but I knew it was the 
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intelligence service. They confronted me with the report we made and I 

didn’t deny it. They ordered me to come to an office of the intelligence 

agency. If I didn’t come, they would do the same to my house as they had 

done to the house we had reported about, they threatened. I knew they would 

if I didn’t obey and that they could take my mother and sister as well.”

 He did go but not without giving his colleagues the address of the 

security forces office he was told to go to. The channel reported that their 

journalist was being detained with a report and a news ticker (a continuous 

headline on the screen). Al-Dulaime said: “Yes, I was afraid when I got 

to the security services. I was being questioned. Why did I go to that 

neighbourhood? I told them that reporting about people’s suffering is my 

work. They asked me all kinds of details about my work and my life.”

 The intelligence officers ordered him to tell his boss to remove the 

ticker on the channel’s screen with the news that he was being detained, 

but he refused and told them that ‘that’s not how it works’. They dropped 

the issue, but then forced him to sign a document that he wouldn’t cover 

any news anymore without prior permission from the security forces. Al-

Dulaime consulted with his channel and was advised to sign. He explained: 

“They wouldn’t have released me otherwise.” Wasn’t it impossible to report 

any sensitive story after that? Al-Dulaime said it wasn’t, because he simply 

continued reporting without permission. He explained: “This document 

basically concerned just one neighbourhood and if I was careful there, all 

was okay.”

 Has he been in trouble since then? He cites several occasions, like 

covering demonstrations in the city centre where he was threatened by 

the police with a gun, but always managed to get away. Baghdad Channel 

eventually ceased to exist due to economic difficulties. Now he works two 

jobs: one at Al-Fallujah and one at Saoudin News. “It’s hard to combine 

two jobs”, he said, “but I have to because I have a family with two children 

now.” Both channels are Sunni and there are several Shia militias that ‘make 
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life harder’ for Sunni Muslims. Besides that mere fact, he could be a target 

because he specializes in militias, and because Saoudin News is financed 

by Saudi Arabia, which is, as Al-Dulaimi put it, ‘hated by the government 

and much of Iraq’s population’. “You know”, he said, “the problem for 

journalists in Iraq is not the law. It is mainly people that restrict us.”

Begging for a living
Journalists living and working in cities and towns taken over by ISIS after 

2014 could simply not continue their work in any way. Many left their home 

towns as ISIS was approaching; others initially tried to stay but fled soon 

after the group had established its rule. Journalism was simply impossible 

under ISIS. Fleeing to elsewhere in Iraq didn’t always make the journalists’ 

lives easier, as the stories of two journalists from Mosul, Jala’a Adnan Al-

Abadi and Yahya Al-Khatib, clearly show.

Photo journalist Jala’a Adnan Al-Abadi initially decided to stay in Mosul 

after ISIS took over Iraq’s third biggest city in the early days of June 2014. 

That very month, ISIS abducted him for the first time, his colleague Yasser 

Al-Hamdani told an Iraqi media organisation after Al-Abadi’s death. The 

two had met in Duhok in the Kurdistan region. They were both from Mosul 

and had both found refuge in Kurdistan. They used to talk about what had 

happened to them. Al-Hamdani said: “Jala’a suffered various types of torture 

at the hands of ISIS over three days. On the fourth day, he appeared in the so-

called ISIS Sharia Court, which released him after his pledging not to work 

with the media again.”

 Al-Abadi tried to settle in Erbil after that, but in vain. He told Al-

Hamdani that he was close to desperation, as he could not find a job 

to support his wife and two children. He felt he had no support from 

journalists’ organisations in Baghdad and Kurdistan, which he said didn’t 
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help him. He felt he had no choice but to return to Mosul, despite being 

aware of the danger.

 He matched his actions to his words and returned to the city. The only 

way to reach Mosul was via Syrian territory. Four months later, on 16 July 

2015, ISIS militants broke into his house, blindfolded and abducted him and 

confiscated his mobile phone and computer. He was taken to a downtown 

detention centre, where he was immediately executed. His family was 

summoned to the forensic unit of a local hospital to receive his body.

Yahya Al-Khatib’s story ended exactly one month later, on 16 August 2015, 

in exactly the same way. Al-Khatib was a sports reporter and TV presenter at 

Al-Mosuliyah and Nineveh Al-Ghad satellite channels, until Mosul fell into 

the hands of ISIS.

Khatib had left Mosul at the end of 2014 and tried to settle in Baghdad. 

After three months of struggling to find support or a job, he decided to 

move to Erbil. But in Kurdistan too, he felt he received no moral support 

and a job in media turned out to be impossible to find. After half a year, 

he gave up. A colleague told an Iraqi journalists’ organisation that al-

Khatib had told him, before his return to Mosul, that he ‘preferred facing 

ISIS knives rather than begging for a living elsewhere.’ Al-Khatib did not 

survive the return to his home city.

Source: Journalistic Freedoms Observatory, Iraq

ISIS was eventually kicked out of Mosul by the Iraqi army, Kurdish 

peshmerga forces and international support in July 2017.

The violence of ISIS attracted attention because it was so exceptionally 

brutal. But the difference with earlier murders of journalists wasn’t so much 

the brutality of it, but the way the group made propaganda with its brutality 

and didn’t try to hide it. The truth is that Iraq’s recent history is full of brutal 

murders of those working in the media. Pick any year since 2003 and you 
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can find an example. The most violent years were actually not when ISIS held 

territory in parts of Iraq, between early 2014 and late 2017, but during the 

American occupation of the country between 2003 and 2011. Especially in 

the early years, dozens of journalists lost their lives every year, most of them 

murdered.

Two random picks from the list of murdered journalists in Iraq.

One. Abdul-Rahim Nasrallah al-Shimari, killed on 12 October 2006 

in Baghdad. What happened? Al-Shimari worked for a TV station, Al-

Shaabiya, that hadn’t yet started broadcasting but was running test 

transmissions. That day, at 7am, a group of masked gunmen entered the 

premises of the station and gunned down eleven people, five of whom 

were journalists. The station was owned by the National Justice and 

Progress Party, which had run in the elections but failed to win seats. 

Some of the gunmen, one of the eye witnesses told an Iraqi local press 

freedom group, wore police uniforms. News reports said the gunmen’s 

cars resembled police vehicles. The attack on Al-Shaabiya was, according 

to the Committee to Protect Journalists, the deadliest single assault on 

the press in Iraq since the U.S.-led invasion in March 2003.

Source: CPJ

Two. Ahmed Wael Bakri, killed in Baghdad on 28 June 2005. Bakri 

worked as director and news producer for Al-Sharqiyah. He was killed 

by U.S. soldiers as he approached U.S. troops while on the way to visit 

his in-laws. The soldiers fired at the car fifteen times. Bakri was taken 

to hospital, where he died of his wounds. The Associated Press, citing 

a colleague and a doctor who treated the journalist, reported that Bakri 
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failed to pull over for a U.S. convoy while trying to pass a traffic accident.

Source: CPJ

Little value
What is not always recognized by press freedom organisations, or others 

who advocate for journalists’ safety, is the responsibility of the media 

outlets the journalists work for. In a war-ridden country like Iraq where 

the competition between several channels to get the footage that attracts 

the most viewers, hostile environment training is not always high on the 

priorities list. Journalists may be described as ‘courageous’ after their deaths, 

but what is courage worth when it leaves you buried and unable to tell the 

story? It also shows when you check the dozens of stories of journalists who 

were murdered. Most of them worked for partisan media – since most media 

in Iraq are partisan – but none of them seemed to get any protection, but 

could just be murdered on the street or in front of their house or be pushed 

into a car to be murdered later. In other words, media owners and executives 

of the party or militia behind the media outlet, leave underpaid journalists to 

get the partisan stories to serve their bosses’ interests but attach little value 

to the reporters’ lives.

Media owners don’t always fulfil their responsibility and neither do 

combating groups who agree to take journalists with them on their 

missions. In the campaign to drive ISIS out of Mosul in 2017, six journalists 

(of whom two were foreigners) died from ISIS sniper shots or improvised 

explosive devices. All of them were embedded with the combined Iraqi army 

and Kurdish peshmerga forces when they lost their lives. The stories never 

reveal whether they were taken to too dangerous areas, whether they were 

directly or indirectly pressured to take too many risks, whether they had 
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special training to report on wars, made proper risk assessments or wore 

protective gear (a flak jacket and helmet) while on assignment.

In a cafe in Erbil, the capital of the Kurdistan Region, journalist and lawyer 

Dlovan Barwari explains how he tries to protect the journalists he works 

with. Barwari is one of the founders of the Network of Iraqi Reporters for 

Investigative Journalism (NIRIJ), a network of investigative journalists 

committed not only to detailed investigative reporting but also to improving 

the skills of Iraqi investigative journalists and spreading the investigating 

culture in Iraqi journalism. He himself works in the Kurdistan Region but 

has recently worked on many projects in Mosul too. He even has a team of 

reporters in the city that was re-taken from ISIS in 2017.

The interesting thing is that hardly anybody knows who the members of his 

team in Mosul are. He can’t say too much about them, but does reveal that he 

recruited them via countless workshops he has given over the years in both 

basic journalistic skills and advanced and investigative reporting. Barwari 

actually does explain how the journalists gather their stories in the city, but 

only after he has asked us not to write anything about it: “We also never 

expose their names, they get no by-lines. Only very few people know who 

they are.”

 All the stories without exception are sensitive, and definitely ones that 

people in power or Daesh sleeper cells could retaliate for with murder. 

Barwari shows several examples on the NIRIJ website, one of which is about 

women in families who had ties to Daesh and who are now raped and forced 

into prostitution. Another story is about teenagers in the ranks of Hash Al-

Shabbi, the Iran-backed militia fighting under the command of the Iraqi 

army. Indeed, some stories on the website mention just ‘Mosul team’ in the 

by-line, without names.

What is remarkable about the stories on the NIRIJ website is that they 

deal with topics that hold authorities accountable, regardless of who the 
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authorities are. If NIRIJ’s reporters have a lead on corruption, they will 

investigate it, whether it’s ISIS doing it, the Iraqi central authorities, the 

Kurdish ones or local administrators. “Usually”, Barwari says, “there is no 

platform for such journalism, since all media are partisan.”

Barwari will never ever take a risk with his reporters, he said. Their safety 

comes before any story. He was reporting on the liberation of Mosul 

himself as a freelancer for a foreign outlet. He suddenly found himself in a 

dangerous situation and contacted his editor abroad. He recalls: “I explained 

the situation and she ordered me to leave the area immediately and without 

delay. She ordered me to contact her again in fifteen minutes and I would 

have to send my GPS location, proving to her that I was on my way out. 

Of course I jumped in the car and drove away to save my life, and could 

soon send her a safe GPS location. If I hadn’t done that, she wouldn’t have 

worked with me again. That’s how it should be. Journalists’ lives should be 

considered that important.”

His experience in Mosul happened not long before the death of Shifa Gardi, 

a journalist and anchor working for Rudaw, the biggest channel in the 

Kurdistan Region and connected to the Kurdistan Democratic Party. Gardi 

had been reporting daily on the battle for Mosul and on 25 February 2017 she 

went to investigate a mass grave of civilians from Mosul allegedly murdered 

by ISIS. She was accompanied by Kurdish peshmerga forces. At the site, a 

roadside bomb exploded. Shifa Gardi died of her wounds later in hospital 

and five peshmerga also lost their lives. The explosion injured eight people, 

among them Gardi’s cameraman.

 Barwari said Gardi’s death both saddened and angered him, as he 

claimed that Rudaw had not taken proper precautions to make sure their 

anchor woman was working as safely as possible. Whatever the precise 
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circumstances, Gardi has grown to be a symbol for Rudaw, which honours 

her legacy and her work on the front line every year on the date of her death. 

A ceremony to award a female journalist with the Shifa Gardi International 

Award is always part of the commemoration.
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CHAPtER 2
WHERE jOuRnALisM in iRAq is COMinG fROM

“In 1992, I went to Baghdad College, a former Jesuit high school in Iraq. A 

freshman then, I was full of ambition and interest in writing. So I decided 

to create the first school newspaper since the Jesuits were expelled in 1969”, 

Bassam Sebti tweeted on World Press Freedom Day, 3 May 2019. Sebti is a 

journalist who was born and grew up in Iraq but eventually moved to the US, 

where he now works in the media. After this initial tweet, he went on to share 

his memories of his earliest experience in producing a paper. At the time, he 

was twelve years old.

 Sebti tweeted how he pitched his idea to start a school newspaper to 

three of his friends, who loved and supported the idea. He continued: “Roles 

were discussed: I was the main reporter, editor-in-chief and calligrapher; 

Haider was a reporter; Ali was the producer and Ahmed was in charge 

of production, finances and distribution. We took the idea to the deputy 

principal, Mr. Usama Al-Douri, who agreed on condition that the paper 

would provide only educational information and nothing else. Right after 

that, we gathered at the tennis court and brainstormed what to call the 

newspaper.”

 Haider proposed the name Al-Ashabal for the paper. That is Arabic 

for ‘Lion cubs’, in reference to youth and the school students, their main 

audience. Abti: “We all agreed. It was the perfect name to resonate with 

the right audience. We took the plan home where we all got our families’ 

blessings. I remember I couldn’t sleep that night, thinking about the 

inception of my idea. My dream was about to come true.” Throughout the 

next week, the four students had several meetings during class breaks. 

Sebti: “We interviewed students, created a spreadsheet for finances, 

chose a printing house and started producing the first edition. We hung 
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posters everywhere in the school, advertising the launch. I was the school 

calligrapher, so I created what was back then considered revolutionary, 

the newspaper title with the tagline: A weekly informative newspaper for 

Baghdad College.”

 The school was abuzz, Abti tweeted, and they were approached by so 

many students praising and showing their interest in buying the paper. All 

proceeds went to financing the paper. It was a non-profit project. “The first 

edition was a killer”, Sebti tweeted. “All hundred copies were sold out on day 

one. For the next two weeks, we had to increase it to 150 to meet demand. 

We were over the moon. We were doing something creative, fun and 

informative.”

 But three weeks later, the four of them were summoned to the principal’s 

office. Sebti: “We had no idea what had happened. We were scared as hell. 

Why did the all-powerful, black-moustached, scary man want to see us? It 

had never happened to us before. It meant we were in trouble.” They got 

to his dark office which dated back to1920. “I still remember the smell of 

the worn wooden furniture”, Sebti recalls. “He took off his glasses and 

raised a copy of the first edition of our newspaper and screamed without 

any warning: ‘Whose idea was this?’ I was shaking like I was on death row. I 

raised my hand without uttering a word. Inside of me, I was disoriented and 

confused. Why was he angry? I got the permission from the deputy principal 

and was highly encouraged by almost everyone. He raised the paper higher 

and tore it to pieces. ‘No more bullshit like this from now on,’ he screamed. 

‘Don’t you know that such acts need to be approved by the Ministry of 

Information?’”

 Sebti: “And then it hit me. My heart sank. Of course it did. We were living 

under the Saddam Hussein tyrannical regime. All I could think of then was 

if I was going to be the reason for having me and my entire family hanged in 

one of the Ba’ath Party prisons. The principal tore the two other editions and 

threw the pieces in our faces. ‘You’d better burn them all before they reach 
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the ministry,’ he shouted. ‘I will not report you or punish you for this because 

you’re good students with high grades.’”

And just like that, their project was crushed and the foursome went back 

from being a group of pioneering young student writers to just students 

following the regime propaganda. Sebti: “That day marked how much I 

realized that there was no press freedom. I was only twelve and it hit me 

hard.”

Years passed and Sebti couldn’t write anything other than school material 

for exams. He continued: “I read a lot though. My father never stopped 

encouraging me and taking me with him to bookstores and libraries. I fell in 

love with the English language and went through years of inner conflict on 

what I wanted to be. I dropped out of engineering school to study English, 

and so I went to a private school. I got a full tuition scholarship every year for 

being the top of my class.”

 After his graduation in 2003, Sebti joined The Washington Post, where he 

started as an interpreter and then a special correspondent in Iraq, where he 

covered the war along with his American colleagues. Years passed and from 

one job to another, to moving to the US, he set his own career path. He ended 

by stating: “In celebration of World Press Freedom Day, I wish I could see my 

school principal again to tell him that tearing up my newspaper did not stop 

me from being who I wanted to be. Against all odds, I became a journalist, a 

writer and now an editor, and I couldn’t be prouder!”

(Used with permission.)

When looking at the current Iraqi media landscape, what must never 

be forgotten is that it comes from a very dark age. Saddam Hussein’s 

dictatorship lasted from 1979 to 2003. In the ten years before that, since the 

beginning of the Ba’ath Party rule, the pressure on the press had already 

started to intensify gradually. Saddam’s control over the country’s media is 

infamous. Journalists were appointed by the state and every journalist had to 
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be a member of the Ba’ath Party and of the Iraqi Journalists Union. No paper, 

magazine, TV or radio broadcast escaped censorship. Basically, in those 

years, journalism didn’t exist. Those journalists who did want to follow their 

profession properly – reportedly a few hundred – had fled the country.

In the first half of the 20th century, the press in Iraq was vibrant and mostly 

free. A report by Reporters Without Borders titled ‘The Iraqi media: 25 years 

of relentless repression’, published in February 2003 and updated in 2016, 

describes how during the final years of the Ottoman Empire (whose rule 

over Iraq ended in 1920) until the overthrow of the Monarchy in 1958, Iraq’s 

media landscape was one of the freest in the Middle East, comparable with 

the press in Egypt and Lebanon.

 At the end of the 19th century, four papers were published in Iraq, with 

Az-Zaoura (one of the names for Baghdad) considered to have been the first. 

At the turn of the century, with the Ottoman Empire in decline, newspapers 

got more space, and no less than sixty one newspapers, weeklies, literary 

magazines and one satirical paper (Habez Bouz) were established in the 

country within a five year time span, not only in Baghdad but also in Basra 

and Najaf (both in the south of Iraq) and Mosul (in the north). Among them 

were not only publications in Arabic, but in Turkish and French as well.

Research by Hana Noor al-Deen, published online under the title ‘Changes 

and Challenges of the Iraqi Media’, shows that after Iraq came under British 

rule, in 1920, the number of media further increased and reached more than 

a hundred publications.

 There was a broad variety of perspectives, but most called for a sovereign 

democratic Iraqi state and therefore for the end of the British occupation and 

the expulsion of British troops. Some papers became remarkably powerful, 

for example Dijla (Tigris), Alam al-Arabi (The Arab World), al-Misbah (The 

Light) and al-Sahifa (The Newspaper). Censorship started to sneak in, but 

with it came resilience: media that were closed by the authorities often re-

opened under a different name. 
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 On 13 October 1932, Iraq became independent from Great Britain. Media 

could work freely, although for security reasons they were banned during the 

Second World War, as was most political activity during those years. The first 

radio broadcaster dates from 1936 and was state owned.

Papers were read aloud
After World War II, in 1946, people could organize again, and did. Many 

new political parties started their own publication, researcher Al-Deen 

writes. Among them were Sawt al-Ahali (Voice of the People) of the National 

Democratic Party, al-Istiqlal (The Independence) of the Independence Party, 

the Ittihad al-Sha’b (Union of the People) of the Iraqi Communist Party, 

and al-Afkar (Ideas) of the Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party. Noor al-Deen writes: 

“Although the primary target audiences for the political press were the Iraqi 

literates, their messages were disseminated among the illiterate as well, who 

often frequented coffee houses. The newspapers were read aloud for such 

people. So, the newspapers played a significant role in the lives of the Iraqi 

society, the literate as well as the illiterate.” The monarchy closely monitored 

these critical publications and punished journalists who became too critical 

with short imprisonment or shutting down their newspapers.

 After 1955, TV was added to the broadcast media and was state owned. In 

the early years, TV was only affordable for the upper class elites in Baghdad.

TV ownership rapidly broadened though, as even poorer people tried to save 

up as much money as possible to get a set. In practice, ‘state owned’ was an 

ever-changing concept, because after the 1958 revolution, which ended the 

monarchy and turned Iraq into a republic, there were five coups in just ten 

years. Every new government quickly took control over the broadcast media 

to help spread the message that power had changed hands again.

This turmoil (and violence) had a big impact on the print media. Depending 

on their affiliation with leftist parties or the Islamists, Kurds, Democrats 
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or Ba’athists, they were either closed or allowed again with every change 

of power in Baghdad. One Iraqi journalist told Reporters Without Borders: 

“Even before the Ba’athists took power in 1968, the ruling regimes were 

closing down newspapers whenever they pleased. It is an old habit!”

As of 1968, Reporters Without Borders writes, the Ba’ath Party had spared 

only one paper, the Al-Thawra (‘The Revolution’), which became the Party’s 

official publication. Tariq Aziz, who later became Saddam Hussein’s Deputy 

Prime Minister and Foreign Minister and who was also a close advisor 

to Saddam, was its editor-in-chief for many years. During the 1970s, for 

political reasons the Ba’ath party allowed two other papers: Tariq Al-Shaab 

(Path of the People) of the Communist Party and El-Taakhi (The Conciliation) 

of the Kurdistan Democratic Party.

 Tariq Al-Shaab and El-Taakhi faced restrictions though. When the 

communists started to resist these restrictions, Tariq Aziz decided to 

combine his role as editor-in-chief of Al-Thawra with that of spokesman 

for Saddam Hussein. In the paper, he declared: “There is no place for a 

Communist Party in our country.” Not much later, in 1979, the year that 

Saddam Hussein officially became the most powerful man in the country 

with his appointment as President, both Tariq Al-Shaab and El-Taakhi were 

closed. No papers remained other than those affiliated with the Ba’ath Party.

From that year on, the situation only deteriorated further. Several reports 

about those years mention judicial harassment against journalists, arrests, 

threats, long-term detentions, torture, disappearances and executions. From 

1980 to 1988, Reporters Without Borders writes, the war with Iran served as 

a pretext for a complete take-over of the Iraqi media by the state. In 1986, the 

Revolutionary Command Council (RCC) passed an order signed by Saddam 

Hussein himself, which imposed the death penalty on any person who 

insulted or criticised the President, his entourage, the Ba’ath Party, the RCC, 

or even the government. And from bad it went to worse after Saddam’s son 

Uday was put in charge of media in 1991.
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The dictator’s son held a list of all the journalists who had left the country. 

He became the head of the Iraqi Journalists Union and editor-in-chief of 

several daily papers, among which Babil and al-Ba’ath al-Riyadi, weekly 

papers such as al-Zawra, Nabd al-Shabab, Sawt al-Talabah and al-Rafidayn 

and the most listened-to and watched broadcast media, Voice of Youth Radio 

and Youth TV. In 2001, he was ‘elected’ Journalist of the Century.

 Hundreds of journalists fled Iraq during Saddam’s rule. Anyone who 

tried to do real journalism inside Iraq’s borders paid the highest price. There 

are no statistics about that and to this day it remains unknown where the 

remains are of the journalists and writers who ‘disappeared’ and who were 

executed.

Samples of the soil
Rarely does the brutal treatment of journalists who crossed the line come out 

into the open. One such rare occasion was the case in 1989 of Farzad Bazoft, 

an Iranian-born freelance journalist who lived in the UK and worked mostly 

for the Observer.

 Bazoft had been to Iraq several times to report from the front line of 

the Iran-Iraq war, invited by Saddam Hussein’s regime. Bazoft had moved 

to the UK with his parents when he was sixteen years old to complete his 

education, but stayed when in 1979 the rule of the shah came to an end. 

Bazoft had grown up to be an opponent of Iran’s new ruler Khomeini, and 

was therefore accepted by the Iraqi regime, especially during the Iran-Iraq 

war between 1980 and 1988.

 In 1989, Bazoft had a lead on a story that wasn’t favourable to the 

Iraqi authorities. There had reportedly been a huge explosion in a military 

complex where chemical weapons were allegedly manufactured. Up to 

possibly seven hundred people were rumoured to have died. Bazoft wanted 

to confirm the story on the spot, so when an invitation came from the Iraqi 
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authorities to, along with a group of other foreign journalists, report on the 

upcoming elections, he accepted.

The military complex that Bazoft planned to visit lay south of Baghdad. He 

wasn’t secretive about his plans and had informed his contacts in Hussein’s 

administration, including the deputy Foreign Minister, Nizam Hamdoun, 

and employees of the information ministry. Eventually, he went secretly, 

together with an English nurse who had lived in Iraq for quite some time, 

Daphne Parish. Bazoft took photographs and gathered samples of the soil to 

have them analysed for possible chemical traces.

 When, back in Baghdad, he informed some of his colleagues about 

what he had been doing, they urged him to get out of the country as soon 

as possible. He knew they were right, but as he waited at the airport for 

his plane back to London, the Iraqi intelligence service arrested him. He 

was held in Abu Ghraib prison, in solitary confinement, and was brutally 

interrogated and tortured. Internationally, a campaign started to free him. 

Not only many press freedom and journalists’ organisations called on the 

Iraqi regime to let Bazoft go, but the UK Foreign Office and the European 

Commission also did so.

 Nobody heard anything from him for six weeks, until he eventually 

appeared on Iraqi state TV, according to people who knew him emaciated, 

‘confessing’ that he had worked as a spy for the Israeli intelligence service 

Mossad. He was put on ‘trial’. Behind closed doors, he was sentenced to 

death by hanging. On 15 March 1990 he was hanged. A week later, his family 

in the UK received his body, packed in a rough wooden box.

How many journalists were murdered during the dictatorial rule of Saddam 

Hussein remains unclear. That explains why in official tallies by journalists’ 

advocacy groups no murdered journalists are counted before 2003, the 

year in which Saddam Hussein’s rule came to an end: these tallies count 
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journalists only when the circumstances around their deaths are clear and it 

is confirmed that they died because they were a journalist.

After 2003, the confirmed number of journalists killed in Iraq started to 

surge. Fourteen were killed that year, rising to twenty four and twenty three 

in 2004 and 2005, up to a staggering thirty two in both 2006 and 2007. The 

specific causes of death are best illustrated with a chart.

Journalists killed in Iraq 2003-2007

The year 2003 was of course a turning point in the history of Iraq. The US 

invasion, justified by the lie that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass 

destruction at his disposal, lead to the end of Saddam’s rule and marked 

the beginning of decades of violence, continuing to this very day. The media 

TOTAL 2003-2007: 125

crossfire: 46

murder: 79

source: committee to protect journalists
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landscape that emerged after 2003 and the influence the US tried to impose 

on it, still have their repercussions today.

The Coalition Provisional Authority and the Media
For fourteen months starting in April 2003, Iraq was ruled by the so-called 

Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA, the US-led transitional government 

of Iraq between April 2003 and June 2004). It ruled by regulations and 

orders, of which several concerned the media. On paper, the CPA strived 

for a free and independent media in Iraq, but soon it turned out that they 

themselves couldn’t deal with press freedom and freedom of speech. Orders 

that arranged the set-up of independent media bodies were soon overtaken 

by reality, another order (vaguely) defined ‘prohibited media activity’ and 

gave the Americans the authority to fine, suspend or even close down media. 

Also, the CPA started resorting to buying its views and convictions into the 

editorial pages of the biggest media themselves – in other words, it resorted 

to plain propaganda under the guise of independent media.

 Especially influential were Order 14 and Order 65, introduced shortly 

after the US invasion.

 Order 14 was introduced in June 2003 and was called ‘Identifying 

Prohibited Media Activity’. In it, Paul Bremer, the administrator of the CPA, 

stated that he was ‘determined to prevent the misuse of media to promote 

violence or undermine public security generally’. The order went on to 

promulgate that media organisations were prohibited from inciting violence 

against any individual or group, including racial, ethnic or religious groups 

and women, from inciting civil disorder, rioting or damage to property, 

violence against Coalition Forces or CPA personnel, advocating alterations 

to Iraq’s borders by violent means, or the return to power of the Iraqi Ba’ath 

Party or making statements that purport to be on behalf of the Iraqi Ba’ath 

Party.
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 The order gave the CPA wide authority to carry out on-site inspections 

of media at any time without prior notice, to seize prohibited materials and 

production equipment and to seal off any operating premises. Penalties for 

not complying with the rules ranged from detention, arrest and prosecution 

with possible convictions of up to one year imprisonment or a fine of a 

thousand US dollars. Also, a license could be withdrawn, an operation 

closed, property confiscated and premises sealed.

Even before the invasion of Iraq, the US started to draw a picture of the new 

media landscape they would help to create after decades of dictatorship 

under Saddam Hussein. As can be read in the report entitled ‘Iraq’s 

news media after Saddam: liberation, repression and future prospects’ 

by journalist and researcher Sherry Ricchiardi, minutes from meetings 

in Washington DC described how policy makers envisioned a ‘post-

invasion Iraq where the U.S., in cooperation with a friendly Baghdad 

government, could monopolize information dissemination’. A researcher 

who had obtained the minutes commented: “They did not account for the 

independent media outlets, the Internet, and all the other alternative sources 

of information that are available in the modern world.”

 Those media that could not be controlled so easily or not at all, started 

to emerge overnight after the end of the Saddam era. Iraqi citizens were so 

hungry for news that they rushed to invest in a satellite dish. Al-Jazeera and 

Al-Arabiya instantly became the most watched channels. Iraqi journalists 

and businessmen quickly started a wide range of daily, weekly, monthly 

and irregularly published publications. None of them suited the plans of 

the US authorities. The authorities therefore decided to start what they 

tagged ‘public media’. They named it the Iraqi Media Network (IMN) and it 

consisted of a TV network (Al-Iraqiya), two radio stations and a daily paper, 

As-Sabah. Only in February 2004 was a satellite channel added, broadcasting 

from the US and aimed at the whole Middle East, called Al-Hurra (The Free 

One) – but it was basically too late then to alter the message that privately 
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owned pan-Arab channels were spreading, which wasn’t a pro-American 

one.

The IMN was supposed to mirror public media like the British Broadcasting 

Corporation (BBC) and the American Public Broadcasting Service (PBS). 

Part of its assets had been transferred from the Ba’ath Party’s Ministry 

of Information, which had been responsible for the dystopian flow of 

information during the Saddam years and was dismantled as soon as the US 

took control of the country. An enormous amount of money was pumped 

in: by the end of 2003, more than 80 million US dollars had already been 

spent. But the IMN didn’t resemble the BBC or PBS in any way. There had 

been indications that the project couldn’t result in anything but failure. 

For example, the company in charge, Science Applications International 

Corporation (SAIC), researcher Sherry Ricchiardi writes, had no experience 

in media development and relegated the duties to media consultants. 

Another indication: the Pentagon was in charge. In 2004, after the SAIC’s 

contract expired, another company, the Harris Corporation, took over with 

a contract of $96 million. In June 2004, the Coalition Provisional Authority 

was dissolved and its authorities transferred to the Interim Government of 

Iraq. This new government took over the network and used it to its advantage 

– about which more in chapter 3.

Temporarily banned
Order number 14 turned out to come in handy against channels that didn’t 

serve the Pentagon’s objectives, which, besides protecting its soldiers, could 

be generously summarized as ‘win over the hearts and minds of the Iraqi 

people’. There was, in short, no place for media that put too much emphasis 

on the increasing violence and chaos under the US invasion and subsequent 

occupation, nor for media that actively opposed the American presence in 

the country or gave a voice to Saddam Hussein or made ‘propaganda’ for the 
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Ba’ath Party. In other words: the Pentagon was not interested in balanced 

and truthful reporting.

 Order number 14 came in handy in the attempt to silence assorted media, 

among which Al-Jazeera. The channel had aired a tape in which a senior Al-

Qaeda ideologue called on Muslims to rise up against the American presence 

in Iraq and elsewhere in the Middle East and attack western embassies and 

interests. A few months later, both Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiya (which had 

aired an old speech from Saddam Hussein) were temporarily banned. Since 

especially Al-Jazeera received many ‘exclusive’ videos from Ba’ath Party 

members – both with messages from insurgent leaders and showing the 

aftermath of bombings – in the years in which the insurgency intensified, 

the US military increasingly harassed, beat up and arrested Al-Jazeera 

journalists.

 Another paper, Al-Hawza (the paper of Shia cleric, politician and militia 

leader Muqtada al-Sadr, the fiercest critic of the American occupation), faced 

a sixty day closure in March 2004. As this was announced, demonstrations 

broke out in Shia parts of the country.

 Besides being repressive, Order 14 was enforced arbitrarily. The CPA 

reacted quickly and sometimes violently against media outlets that, in their 

eyes, harmed American interests and endangered its soldiers, but didn’t 

act when assorted media aired or published hate and incitement towards 

different groups, sects and religions in Iraqi society.

Order 65, introduced in 2004, arranged for the foundation of the 

Communications and Media Commission (CMC). The CMC was meant as 

an ‘independent and not-for-profit administrative institution’, responsible 

for licensing and regulating telecommunications, broadcasting, information 

services and other media in Iraq, ‘committed to the principles of objectivity, 

transparency, non-discrimination, proportionality and due process in 

carrying out its duties’. The commission was set up to act as an advocate 

for media freedom and independence and to work closely with the 
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journalists and journalists’ associations, international media development 

organizations and other relevant bodies in advancing professional standards 

and ethics. With the transfer of power from the CPA to the interim Iraqi 

Government, in June 2004, the CMC also came under government control. It 

still exists and plays a problematic role, as chapter 3 will show.

The Americans, in short, found themselves confronted with media 

that didn’t follow the standard rules of western journalism. Besides by 

repression, they tried to influence the narrative about their presence in Iraq 

by introducing The Mosquito, a daily brief of the news and rumours buzzing 

around in Iraqi media, collected and rebuffed by public affairs experts and 

military intelligence agents. Later, throughout 2004 and 2005, they resorted 

to setting up a costly campaign to plant paid propaganda in Iraqi media, 

carried out by a PR firm based in Washington DC.

More than one opinion
Journalist Zuhair al-Jezairy rushed back to his home country in the spring 

of 2003, after Saddam’s rule had come to an end. He had left in 1979 after 

receiving death threats for openly criticizing Saddam’s regime. He had found 

refuge in London, where he had continued his work. In a park in Baghdad 

where a small journalism festival was held in November 2018, he recalled the 

media landscape that started to bloom and blossom in 2003, after all those 

decades of deprivation. He said: “Do you know how many papers started in 

the first months of 2003? Two hundred and sixty eight. Most were opened 

by businessmen, who aspired to be editors-in-chief as well. There was a lack 

of everything. There was not a big enough market for so many papers, there 

was no functioning post office to distribute, there were no businesses to 

advertise, there were not enough printing houses to print all these papers.”

The paper he started, Al-Mahda, was the third or fourth independent paper 

post-Saddam, financed by a businessman. Al-Jezairy recalled that because 
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of the lack of distribution systems, the editors were going out on the streets 

to sell the paper themselves. The people were thirsty for news, but also for 

opinions, Al-Jezairy remembered: “We had no leading article in our paper. 

Everybody wrote under his or her own name and could share his or her 

own opinion. We had Ba’athist people writing for us, I had my roots in the 

Communist Party, we had Arab nationalists, Kurds, everybody. Our readers 

liked that because they had been hearing only one opinion their whole lives.”

One of the writers hadn’t written for a few decades and was reluctant to try 

again, afraid that she wouldn’t be able to do it anymore, said Al-Jezairy: “But 

her first writing turned out absolutely beautiful.”

There was news in abundance, of course, including what you could call 

old news. Al-Jezairy: “Iraq had a lot of hidden history and people wanted 

to know about it. For example, I had left Iraq in 1979, but two of my nieces 

didn’t know why I had to leave, they didn’t know what had been going on in 

the country during Saddam’s rule.”

 Soon after Saddam’s rule crumbled, the offices of his Secret Service were 

looted: people wanted to know what was archived there to help them shed a 

light on all these years of dictatorship. Files ended up at markets in Baghdad. 

Al-Jezairy said: “We had to buy files to be able to publish about it. I stumbled 

upon my own file as well.”

 The paper’s biggest scoop concerned the Oil for Food Program, which 

had been set up by the United Nations in 1995 and enabled Saddam Hussein 

to sell oil on the world market in exchange for food, medicine and other 

necessities for the Iraqi population. Al-Mahda’s team started digging into 

it. “We discovered”, Al-Jezairy said, “that it had turned out to be an ‘Oil for 

Loyalty Program’, in which mainly western business people and influential 

policy makers were involved in corruption. We didn’t make friends abroad 

with that story.” An investigation by the UN followed, in which it was 

confirmed that the corruption in business and within the UN had been 

enormous and that Hussein had stuffed his coffers with as much as $1.7 
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billion through kickbacks and surcharges, and $10.9 billion through illegal 

oil smuggling.

But it wasn’t all hardcore politics that filled the pages of the paper. Daily 

life played an important role, Al-Jezairy explained: “It was important for us 

to support the democratic process that had started and to criticize the new 

government and the US. But we had to provide a service to the people as well. 

They needed information with which they could make decisions for their 

everyday lives. Do they need to stockpile food? What is the safety situation in 

which part of the city, and does that mean I should keep my children home 

from school or is it safe for them to go? We handled other subjects too that 

could help Iraq to become a healthy democracy. For example, we wrote about 

how to struggle against corruption, how to educate people, and how to heal 

psychologically after thirty five years of dictatorship.”

 Since many of his reporters had not had any formal education in 

journalism, training them was also a big part of Al-Jezairy’s job. They had 

grown up learning that news always came from the top, and now instead had 

to learn not to take the words of officials for granted, but to search for the 

other side of the story. “We taught them that every human being is a story 

teller”, Al-Jezairy recalled. “We told our young reporters to go out on the 

streets and talk to people to find stories.”

 One reporter learned an important lesson when she followed the trial 

of Saddam Hussein, which concluded with a conviction for crimes against 

humanity and a death sentence. Al-Jezairy: “She reported that Hussein had 

stated that he had been physically forced to attend the trial. Was this true? 

Details can reveal a lot, so I asked her whether he wore his pyjamas or a suit? 

A suit, of course.”

In the time between the end of Saddam’s rule in spring 2003 and his capture 

in December that year, Al-Mahda had many headlines around the Big 

Question: where is Saddam? They reported where he and his notorious sons 
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Uday and Qusay had allegedly been seen, where they were rumoured to have 

gone to a mosque, etc. The rumours were, actually, a journalistic challenge 

in themselves in those days, about every possible subject, from safety issues 

to food prices. Most rumours were impossible to check. Al-Jezairy: “So 

we couldn’t present them as news but what we could do, and what helped 

people deal with them, was to write about the impact they had on people’s 

lives and communities.”

Did he feel free as a journalist in those early post-dictatorship years? “I felt 

free”, Al-Jezairy replied, “but afraid. I had covered seven wars in the Middle 

East and in Africa, I know about safety precautions, I know where and how 

to hide, but in Iraq I didn’t know where my enemy was. This was a problem 

for all journalists. We operated in a minefield where not only newly emerging 

political parties had their own militias but rich businessmen as well. They all 

profited from the free market in ammunition. Many papers and TV stations 

were hit.”

 The threats he received, often but not always related to his daily column, 

became part of life. They sometimes came via text message, sometimes by 

phone. One instance was particularly worrying, Al-Jezairy recalled: “We had 

written an article about a militia and one of its leaders called to say they were 

very angry. We had to declare in the paper that our report wasn’t true and 

if we didn’t do that, he wasn’t sure whether he could stop his supporters 

from coming to the newsroom. I told him he was free to give us a statement 

regarding the article, but that we would not retract it because I trusted my 

reporter. Soon after that, my sister called me. A man with a turban had come 

to her house to act as a middleman between the paper and the militia leader. 

I went to get his statement, which we published.”

The militia left it at that. Which was a relief, not least because the paper had 

just three guards at its entrance, which wouldn’t be enough if any group 

wanted to attack the premises. Al-Jezairy laughed: “And one of those three 
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guards wasn’t even concentrating on the job because he was in love with the 

girl from one of the neighbouring houses.”

Even ten guards wouldn’t have helped against the rocket that hit the office 

once. The incident was never cleared up, Al-Jezairy said: “It could be that we 

were the target, or the office behind ours. Or they aimed at the Green Zone, 

the high security area where the Americans and other international forces 

and groups were located.”

 One of the biggest assaults at Al-Mahda however, was an invasion by a 

team of armed Americans, with three helicopters flying over the building. Al-

Jezairy recalled: “They searched the whole building and left again. After that, 

we received a phone call in which we were told that our building was not 

well secured. It turned out they were from Blackwater [the American private 

military contractor]. We had published a long article about how Paul Bremer 

[the Director of the Coalition Provisional Authority] had sold the Baghdad 

airport to a private company. They wanted information from us. Did we 

know who in the US was corrupt? Who had been the sources for our article? 

We couldn’t give such information of course, and we didn’t.”

 Al-Jezairy and his colleagues naturally felt intimidated. He said: “But 

we tried not to be influenced by it too much. We’d keep a low profile for two 

days and then would continue again. You know, the US claimed to want a free 

press in Iraq, but they did not want a press that would expose them. There 

was no official censorship, it was easy to criticize the government, but still, 

they were part of the minefield we operated in.”

Cultural renaissance
The overwhelming number of papers shrank pretty quickly again, as many 

who had worked as ‘journalists’ under Saddam or who had no experience in 

the media business at all, found out that producing a paper every day wasn’t 

all that easy. Besides, in 2005 and 2006 the security situation deteriorated so 
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much that people were reluctant to leave their house if it wasn’t absolutely 

necessary, and going out to get the daily news was just not an option 

anymore. Three major papers closed down because the political parties 

they were affiliated with didn’t make it into parliament after the first post-

Saddam elections in January 2005. TV became the main source of news for 

most Iraqi citizens.

 One of the papers that didn’t make it was Al-Nahda, named after 

the cultural renaissance that started in Egypt and swept over many Arab 

countries in the late 19th and early 20th century. There had been a paper by 

the same name in the early 20th century, when it was founded by Ibrahim 

Hilmi Umar and Muzahim Al-Pachachi (who would be Iraq’s Prime Minister 

in the late 1940s). The Al-Nahda of 2003 was founded by Adnan Al-Pachachi, 

Muzahim’s son, a veteran politician and diplomat born in 1923 and still alive 

at the time of writing this book in the summer of 2019. When the Assembly 

of Independent Democrats failed to win any seats in the 2005 elections, Al-

Nahda was shut down. Journalist Al-Jezairy called Al-Nahda ‘the paper with 

the best editorial staff ’ in those post-Saddam days.

Al-Jezairy worked at Al-Mahda till 2010, when he left because of a conflict. 

He said: “A problem with the head of the board emerged. He wanted a top-

down structure, while I was working on creating a team to make the paper. 

Let’s say they wanted me to wear a suit and a thick moustache instead of 

jeans.”

Journalism in Iraq hasn’t recovered from the Ba’ath times and Saddam 

Hussein’s dictatorship, or from the US invasion and occupation. How 

the latter still influence journalists and their profession in Iraq today, is 

elaborated on in the next chapters.
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Shirin Amin, widow of murdered journalist Kawa Garmyane:

“For KAwA, JournALISM wAS 
  ABouT FreedoM”

Two new born chicks are scratching around right at the exact spot where 

journalist Kawa Garmyane was shot to death in December 2013. In the 

walls surrounding the small patio several bullet holes are visible. The wall 

separating the patio from the street has been heightened after the murder. 

It is no longer possible to look over that wall and shoot, as was done on that 

rainy December evening. The murder ended the life of one of the bravest 

journalists that the Kurdistan Region had seen in a long time. His widow, 

Shirin Amin, now continues his endeavour.

 Kawa’s son Ahmed carefully held one of the chicks in his hands. He was 

born seventeen days after his father was murdered.

Shirin Amin is still dressed in black, more than five years after the mourning 

of her husband started. Wearing black is no longer required after the 

official mourning period of forty days is over, but for Amin, this has become 

political. In an interview in the house of her late husband’s family in the 

town of Kalar, she said: “I will keep wearing black until corruption is rooted 

out. Only on the day the perpetrator behind my husband’s murder is caught, 

I will wear red.”

She cried a few times during the interview as she remembered the evening 

her life changed. It was 5 December, a dark and rainy day. “We had a small 

house”, Shirin said. “Because of the rain there was no electricity, so we 

decided to go to Kawa’s family’s house to spend the night. We had guests 

that night, but they left around a quarter to nine. Then, Kawa went to another 

room to work. He was always busy on his laptop, writing or updating his 

website.” His mother went to the kitchen, which was outside the house 
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in a corner of the patio. Somebody shouted over the low wall around the 

house. Could Kawa come out? His mother wasn’t suspicious, as friends and 

colleagues were coming over all the time to chat or to talk about the stories 

they were working on.

 Shirin said: “It was two minutes past nine when he went out. He didn’t 

even have his slippers on yet and the shooting started. Two in his chest, of 

which one in his heart, and one in his back as he struggled to turn around to 

get back into the house.”

 Nine more bullets were shot, leaving marks on the walls and floor. 

Shirin said: “I didn’t immediately realize what happened. I thought maybe 

the sound was caused by damage because of the rain.” She rushed outside 

though as soon as she heard her mother in law scream, only to find her 

husband beyond help, lying there in a pool of blood. It was no use anymore 

to take him to the nearby hospital.

 The funeral next morning was crowded. Shirin said: “The people came 

from everywhere. It was like it was everybody’s funeral.”

determined
Don’t be fooled though. Shirin Amin is not one to stay at home sobbing 

over her loss. While naturally remembering that the evening it happened 

triggered the rawest of emotions, the most accurate words to describe her are 

‘determined’, ‘fearless’ and ‘unstoppable’. It is corrupt politicians that her 

husband was and she is after – and she’ll get them.

Kawa Garmyane wrote for newspaper Awene, but more importantly, he had 

started his own magazine, Rayal. It was published fourteen times and usually 

distributed by Kawa and his family and friends. They would just go to the 

city centre of Kalar, a town in the south of the Kurdistan Region close to the 

border with Iraq proper, with a pile of papers and sell them for 1,000 Iraqi 

dinar (€0.75) per piece. Rayal was popular, since it was the only publication 
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that not only dared to write about corruption, but to name the culprits as 

well.

 Kawa’s younger brother Karwan, who works as a teacher, often helped 

selling the paper. During the interview, he remembered that time when the 

security services blocked the sales. Karwan said: “So we had to distribute it in 

secret, which we of course did.”

There was enough material for every issue of Rayal, since corruption comes 

in many forms and shapes. For example, there was the story about people 

who worked for the government but who also had a fountain in their 

garden, a structure that is not allowed in private gardens. Or the story about 

corruption in the municipality, which caused trouble for Shirin, who worked 

at the municipality at the time. Karwan explained: “Since Shirin worked 

there, they assumed that she had leaked information to Kawa. This was not 

true. Luckily Kawa could prove with a recording that it was a man who had 

leaked, not Shirin. The man who had leaked was a PUK member [the party 

that holds power in the part of the Kurdistan Region where Kalar is located, 

FG) and he faced no consequences. Still, Shirin was transferred to another 

job. You know, she studied business administration, but her successor didn’t 

even finish secondary school. This is also corruption.”

 Karwan laughed when he suddenly thought about a personal 

consequence he himself faced because of his brother’s journalism. That 

was when he was getting married and went to a local administration outside 

Kalar, with Kawa as one of the witnesses. The civil servant tasked with 

registering marriages and carrying out the ceremony simply refused to do his 

job. They had to go elsewhere to make their commitment official.

Amplifier
Which doesn’t mean that the citizens of Kalar and the wider Sulaymanya 

province didn’t approve of Garmyane’s work, as the civil servant obviously 
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did. On the contrary, Shirin said that in the course of time, more and more 

people contacted Kawa to share their tips about corruption with him. This is 

why she said that her husband’s funeral felt like ‘everybody’s funeral’: Kawa 

brought out the stories of misuse of power by the people whose duty it was to 

work not for themselves but for the people. In a land with a lack of jobs and 

a lack of proper basic services like 24/7 electricity and clean running water, 

citizens needed somebody to bravely scrutinize authorities. With Kawa’s 

death, they all lost a piece of themselves. The amplifier of their voices.

When Shirin thinks of her husband, she pictures him working on his laptop. 

But of the last days of his life she holds very dear memories, as he prepared 

for the biggest change of his life: becoming a father. He had just made the 

final arrangements at the hospital where his child would be delivered. His 

journalistic work was eventually about his fatherhood, Shirin explained: “For 

many journalists in Kurdistan, journalism is a job, a way to earn money. For 

Kawa, it was about freedom. A freedom he wanted for his son. You know, 

sometimes he said that he would make his son the smallest journalist. He 

imagined him giving a helping hand, like carrying the laptop.”

But Kawa also knew that his life was in danger. He didn’t say it explicitly, 

but his friends said that Kawa had mentioned to them that he hoped to see 

his child. To understand this, it must be explained that the murder didn’t 

come out of thin air. Kawa had worked as a journalist since 2003 and the 

authorities had tried every trick in the book to make him stop revealing 

corruption. He was prosecuted twice and spent two years in prison because 

of his journalism. A salient detail: one conviction was handed down by a 

judge about whom he had reported in a corruption case. During an uprising 

mainly in Sulaymanya city in 2011 against corruption, nepotism and injustice, 

he had been in trouble. Three times, he was beaten up, with a broken nose as 

a result.
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 Shirin spoke of other intimidations as well. “Sometimes”, she said, “the 

police would stop him on the street and take him, only to show him to the 

public as somebody in trouble with the police, to harm his reputation.” And: 

“The PUK [Patriotic Union of Kurdistan, the party in control in Sulaymanya 

province] offered Kawa money to stop publishing Rayal and they offered to 

buy the magazine. Also, they offered him all kinds of positions in the PUK 

and they even said that if he wanted to live abroad, they could take him to any 

country in the world he wished to live in. He did not bow. So the only way 

that remained to silence him was murder.”

exonerated
In 2012, Kawa had been threatened over the phone by a PUK peshmerga 

general – the PUK has its own peshmerga force, as does its rival party KDP 

(Kurdistan Democratic Party) ruling in the northern part of the region. This 

man, Mahmoud Sangawi, was detained for two weeks in January 2014 but 

released for lack of evidence. He was detained again in December 2014, 

a year after the murder. In a court hearing in January 2015, Sangawi was 

exonerated. Kawa’s brother Karwan Ahmed told the Committee to Protect 

Journalists (CPJ) at the time that the family would continue their quest to 

find justice. Rahman Gharib, at the time the general coordinator for the local 

Metro Center to Defend Journalists, told the CPJ that the court decision was 

‘dubious’ because the Kurdistan Region’s justice system was politicized. 

Gharib added that questions about Sangawi’s threats to the journalist had 

not been properly addressed by the court.

 Also in January 2015, the court in Kalar upheld the death sentence 

against Twana Khaleefa, who had been sentenced to the gallows several 

months earlier, after he had admitted to the crime. The Kurdistan Region 

imposed a moratorium on the death penalty in 2003 (except for terrorism 

and for ‘exceptionally heinous’ crimes) and Khaleefa remains in jail. The 

PUK has condemned the murder of Garmyane and denied any involvement. 
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Since January 2015, there have been no significant developments in the 

investigation.

Although there have not been any developments in the investigation, in the 

last months of 2017 Shirin Amin’s life did take a new turn. The political 

party Gorran (Change), a breakaway from the PUK, and the PUK’s most 

important competitor in the PUK-controlled area, asked the families of three 

murdered journalists to propose a member of their family as a candidate 

MP for the general elections in September 2018. Besides Kawa’s family, they 

asked the families of Zardasht Othman (from Erbil, murdered in 2010) and 

Wedat Hussein (from Duhok, murdered in 2016). Together they decided to 

nominate Shirin. She was highly motivated, well educated and determined by 

nature. Who would be more fit than her? In September 2018, she was elected 

as an MP. She is now the head of the anti-corruption commission.  

 The work in the parliament hasn’t really started yet in the spring of 

2019, since the government has not yet been formed, but Shirin has started 

on her job already. As an MP, she has better access to places where she 

suspects corruption. She said: “The commission has met already. I pointed 

out that I find it very important to leave party politics out of the fight against 

corruption. We investigate regardless of whose party is suspected, and that 

of course includes Gorran, the party I ran for.”

 During the interview, Shirin and Karwan mentioned a small museum 

they had put together in the house where Kawa was murdered, and where 

Karwan now lived with his wife and two children. It was a few streets from 

the house where Shirin lived, which is the house of her parents-in-law. We 

drove to the house with the wall that is now higher than before, with behind 

it the patio where the murder happened. In the room of some eight square 

meters, the fourteen issues of Rayal were pinned to a few lengths of thin 

rope hanging in the window frame. On the longest wall some thirty small 

shelves were fixed, together forming the basic shape of a flying bird. On the 

shelves were all kinds of items that belonged to Kawa. Several press cards for 
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example, pens he used, a photo camera, old mobile phones, a framed school 

diploma, books. In the middle was a huge painted portrait of Kawa. Red 

T-shirt, press card around his neck, the bag on his shoulder. Friendly eyes. 

Frowning eyebrows.

 The edges of the shelves are all decorated with short pencils with 

sharpened points, altogether hundreds of them in all colours. Karwan said 

they spent evenings with packs of pencils that they broke in three and then 

sharpened and glued to the shelves. Only the pencils’ grey shadows gave 

away what they meant: they had the shape of bullets. The pen was Kawa’s 

weapon.

Outside on the patio again, where Kawa’s life ended, Karwan wanted to 

state that, as a family, they found it important to break a tradition. He said: 

“In Kurdistan, if you become a widow you are supposed to return to your 

parents’ house, where you mainly stay inside and weep. Shirin had already 

decided to stay with her husband’s family after Kawa was killed. Her life had 

not ended. Now she can work in a place where she can serve Kurdistan.” 

Shirin nodded and said: “Kawa and I were one. We shared a dream of 

freedom. I continue that dream now.”
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CHAPtER 3
PARtisAn MEDiA in iRAq AnD kuRDistAn

License number 1. Dlovan Barwari smiles when he thinks of the license 

number allotted to the paper that he set up with a couple of friends in Mosul, 

Iraq’s third biggest city. It was 2003, Saddam Hussein’s regime had just 

been toppled and media started popping up all over the country. Their paper, 

Wadi al-Rafidayn (‘Mesopotamia’), was the very first in Mosul, hence license 

number 1. Dlovan said: “I had a car that I sold, so I had some money to 

invest in the paper. My friends had some money too and it was enough to get 

started. We made fifty-four weekly editions. We wrote about the new life that 

had started, about problems in Mosul and stories related to the American 

forces, we wrote about human rights. Then our money was finished. Some 

factions were interested in investing money in it, but we refused. We didn’t 

want to be part of the partisan media. We closed the paper.”

The end of Wadi al-Rafidayn was not necessarily a sad thing for Barwari. 

On the contrary maybe, since closing it was fully in line with his journalistic 

principles. He and his friends moved on to other projects and other stories. 

The short history of Wadi al-Rafidayn does explain something though about 

the big boom that media experienced in Iraq right after the all-encompassing 

censorship under Saddam Hussein came to an end. Journalistic pioneers 

like Barwari and his friends set up local papers, but (international) NGO’s 

also entered the media landscape, just as did political parties and business 

people. But in the end, a free and independent media landscape did not 

emerge. Instead, the seeds were planted for the almost hundred percent 

partisan media that Iraq has today.
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US policies contributed greatly to that. The Iraqi Media Network (IMN) 

was founded with the formal intention of creating BBC-like independent 

public TV, radio and newspapers, but was flawed from the beginning (see 

page 44 for details about the foundation). The Pentagon was responsible 

for it and therefore the IMN didn’t have a journalistic goal. It was supposed 

to contribute to a successful US mission in Iraq by helping to win the 

Iraqi citizens’ hearts and minds. After investing millions of dollars in it, 

the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) – the transitional government 

that ruled Iraq in the first fourteen months after the invasion in March 

2003 – handed over the IMN to the Iraqi Interim Government. The IMN’s 

daily paper As-Sabah, its two radio stations and its TV Channel Al-Iraqiya, 

instantly turned into a mouthpiece of the Shia-dominated government.

To this day, the IMN still exists and remains the mouthpiece of whoever is 

in power in Baghdad. The paper ‘Iraq – Media Landscape’ by Andrea Glioti 

and Hussein Dawood, mentions an interesting example. In 2012 and 2013, 

thousands of Sunnis protested in the streets of Ramadi and Falluja, in 

Iraq’s biggest and Sunni-dominated governorate, Anbar, against what they 

perceived to be marginalisation by the central Shia government. As-Sabah’s 

coverage was biased, portraying the protesters collectively as hardcore 

Ba’athists. Glioti and Dawood noted that As-Sabah remained a popular news 

outlet, ‘not by virtue of its objectivity but because of the significant size of 

the electoral base of the ruling parties’. As-Sabah is, in fact, still the most 

widely read paper in Iraq. A Gallup survey from 2014 showed that TV channel 

Al-Iraqiya, like As-Sabah from the IMN stable, is the most watched in Iraq: 

68.8% of the respondents said they had watched the channel in the last week, 

the highest score of all the available channels.

The Communications and Media Commission (CMC), whose foundation 

under CPA rule is also described in chapter 2, followed the same path. It was 

designed as a regulatory body tasked with media licensing and, for example, 

distributing broadcasting frequencies. Also, the CMC was supposed to 
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define the boundaries of the freedom of speech by combating hate speech 

and incitement to violence. In cooperation with journalists, an ethical code 

for the media to comply with was to be set up. With the transfer of the CMC 

to the Iraqi Interim Government, however, it became a tool in the hands 

of those in power. A non-partisan ethical code, set up in consultation with 

media, was never introduced.

In 2014, when the war against ISIS started, the CMC published nine 

‘guidelines’ that all licensed and unlicensed media had to follow, at the 

risk of losing their license or facing other repercussions. The guidelines 

essentially made partisanship obligatory. One of the guidelines pointed 

out that it was ‘absolutely forbidden, under any circumstances and even 

accidentally, to broadcast the messages of armed groups or their savage 

acts, to interview their members or to use material taken from international 

agencies with similar content’, adding: ‘Do not seek a scoop at the expense 

of your country and its security.’ Another guideline urged media to ‘focus 

in news coverage on professionalism and patriotism, and to broadcast 

programs that spread enthusiasm and a fighting spirit against terror, in 

addition to patriotic anthems and the broadcasting of teeming crowds, and 

the heroic deeds of our security forces’.

 Two more? Guideline 2 urged the press to ‘focus on the security 

achievements of the armed forces, by repetition throughout the day, and 

highlighting them in special newscasts and coverage, praising the heroic 

acts performed by security personnel. And also to broadcast material 

showing the brutality of the enemy, and genuine news of the desperation and 

bankruptcy of the armed terror groups.’ Guideline 8 ordered journalists to 

‘hold on to the patriotic sense, and be careful when broadcasting material 

that may harm that sense, abiding by professional balance in cases where 

angry mobs, or program guests, may express insulting sentiments.’

 It seems slightly surreal to add, as a final instruction, that journalists 

should fulfil the ‘requirements of professionalism, independence 
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and positive neutrality’, while all the guidelines clearly contradict any 

professional journalistic standard.

Pride and national unity
It is interesting to ask how the general Iraqi public would assess such 

guidelines. Would they be outraged at such state interference in the way the 

media report? Maybe not, as some research suggests. In the afore-mentioned 

paper ‘Iraq – Media Landscape’, a BBC Action survey is mentioned that was 

conducted in the Shia-majority provinces in the south of Iraq, in which 97% 

of the respondents turned out to believe that the media should contribute to 

creating a sense of pride and national unity. As the writers of the paper note: 

“A legacy of 45 years of multifaceted totalitarianism (1958-2003) has not 

faded away with the downfall of Saddam, but left its trademark on the way 

most Iraqis perceive the role of media (as a propaganda tool).”

The USAGM (United States Agency for Global Media) also researched trust 

in the media in Iraq. The report was published in March 2015, so after the 

start of the war against ISIS. Iraqis living in the governorates of Anbar 

(predominantly Sunni) and Nineveh (mostly Sunni, but also known for 

its diversity, with for example Christian and Yezidi communities), which 

are also the governorates where ISIS was mainly advancing, were more 

likely to ‘strongly distrust’ news from TV or radio than those living in areas 

consisting mostly of Shia Arabs or Kurds.

Which leads to the question of how media are being used in Iraq. The same 

USAGM report of 2015 showed that 97.3% of households had satellite TV 

at home, 35.1% owned a radio and 50.4% had access to internet. The report 

further found: “Half of the respondents to the survey (49.5%) reported 

following current events in the country ‘a lot’, while an additional 21.5% 

follow them ‘somewhat’. The vast majority of Iraqis (82.8%) indicate that 
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they access some type of news at least daily, and a similar proportion (80.3%) 

say they discuss or share news with others weekly. Most Iraqis (57.0%) 

access news and share it with others every day. Weekly users of international 

news media are even more likely to access and share news daily.”

 The usage of newspapers is hardly even mentioned: it says that one in 

five people in Iraq get their news from radio or print media at least weekly. 

A survey in 2012, carried out by IREX (a global development and education 

organization), found that ‘about two thirds of the population (61%) do not 

bother to read a newspaper’.

Especially the access to internet varied widely across the country, with 

only a fifth of households in Anbar governorate (the largest territory-wise, 

the eighth biggest in population out of nineteen governorates) having 

internet access. Also education level matters: of the Iraqi citizens with an 

intermediate education level or less, internet access stood at 37.7%. Mobile 

phone ownership turned out to be very high at 92%, with, however, only 35% 

of those having had access to mobile internet in the past week.

 The ongoing and at times intensifying conflicts in Iraq have a big 

influence on access to media. In the USAGM report of 2015, 27% of Iraqis 

said they had been displaced in the past year because of instability, which 

affected their access to all media. This probably explains the low internet 

access in Anbar households that was found in the research: Anbar, Nineveh 

and Salahaddin governorates had the highest number of displaced people. 

More specifically – and this is a quote from the report: “The instability 

has disrupted many Iraqis’ access to TV and internet, in particular, with 

31.5% saying instability is hindering their access to TV frequently (12.0%) 

or occasionally (19.5%); 38% say it is hindering their access to the internet 

frequently (19.9%) or occasionally (18.3%) and 15% say it is hindering their 

access to radio frequently (4.9%) or occasionally (10.1%).”

 It is important to mention that the literacy rate in Iraq in 79.7%. Since 

conflict flared up and more people became displaced, the literacy rate is in 
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decline. Displaced people have less access to education, and schools have 

been both targeted in the war and (by ISIS) been used as a military base or 

armoury.

A bleak fate
Not only IMN media set up during the first years of the American occupation, 

which were supposed to be independent, have become partisan now, or 

ceased to exist at all. Worth a mention are news agency Iraqi Voices, and 

the National Iraqi News Agency (NINA). They were both funded by the 

UNDP, the UN’s development programme. NINA was founded in 2005, Iraqi 

Voices a year later. Iraqi Voices was truly independent, it held workshops for 

journalists and the international news agency Reuters helped run it. Also 

NINA had a good reputation.

 Iraqi Voices was closed after a few years, when UNDP funding ended. 

NINA’s fate was bleak as well. It was put on the market, and since the long-

term and until then unachieved goal of the Iraqi Journalists Union was 

to operate a news agency, the union bought it. But the union is partisan 

and close to the government, so NINA has lost its professionalism and 

independence.

Besides the media that are controlled by the government, there are media in 

Iraq in the hands of the numerous political parties and ‘blocks’ (coalitions 

in parliament). For example, the ISCI (Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq) 

publishes the paper Al-’Adalah and runs three local TV channels too: Al-

Furat in Baghdad, Al-Nahrayn in Al-Kut and Al-Ghadir in (the holy city 

of ) Najaf. Other Shia papers are Jaridat ad-Da’wah (owned by ad-Da’wah), 

two papers of the Sadrist movement (Ishraqat as-Sadr and Al-Hawzah al-

Natiqah) and Al-Bayyinah al-Jadidah (owned by Hezbullah of Iraq, closely 

linked to Iran).
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Sunnis have fewer media at their disposal. The most important Sunni TV 

channel is Baghdad and it is funded by the Iraqi Islamic Party. It cannot 

operate free from government pressure, as was shown in 2007 when their 

studios were temporarily closed down by the authorities because they 

mourned the death of former (Sunni) dictator Saddam Hussein. The same 

party, which is the Iraqi branch of the Muslim Brotherhood tree, runs Dar as-

Salam, a paper that was set up in exile in London in the 1970s. Another one is 

Al-Basa’ir, the paper of the Association of Muslim Scholars in Iraq.

Finally, the Iraqi Communist Party shouldn’t be ignored either, if only 

because the communists are part of the biggest block in the current Iraqi 

government. The party was founded in 1934 and is one of the oldest, if not 

the oldest political party in Iraq. Its paper, Tariq ash-Shaab (Path of the 

People), has been published on and off for decades already.

 The party papers sometimes cease to exist for political reasons, for 

example when a party doesn’t make it into the parliament and no longer has 

enough funding.

Besides these government media and the media of political parties, there are 

the papers, TV channels and radio stations of wealthy business people. One 

of the most prominent is Saad Bazzaz, who owns a whole media empire. Part 

of it is the Pan Arab paper Az-Zaman, founded in exile in the UK in 1997 and 

still going strong: it is, after As-Sabah, the second most widely read paper 

in Iraq. Saad Bazzaz also owns TV channel Ash-Sharqiya, which, in a Gallup 

survey in 2014, turned out to be the second most watched in the country: 

65.2% of the respondents said they had watched it in the past week. Most 

watched of all is (IMN’s) Al-Iraqiya, watched by 68.8% of the respondents, 

and third on the list is As-Sumaria, with 58.1%. The latter broadcasts from 

Beirut and is supposedly the most objective among Iraqi channels, as 

aforementioned researchers Andrea Glioti and Hussein Dawood write: “The 

channel refrains from using emotional and politically charged terminology, 

referring to fallen security members as ‘dead’ and not as ‘martyrs’, while 
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using the term ‘armed men’ for those branded as ‘terrorists’ on other 

channels.”

 Many of those media often referred to as ‘independent’ are influenced 

by political parties or other political entities as well. Az-Zaman was, due 

to financial difficulties, at some point funded by Saudi Arabia. TV channel 

Al-Baghdadiya is based in Cairo and owned by businessman Aoun Hussein 

al-Khashlok, known to be a former Ba’athist. Another business-owned 

TV channel, Ad-Diyar, started as independent but was eventually, due to 

financial problems, sold to a businessman close to the government.

(Part of this information about media ownership was taken from the detailed paper 

“Iraq – Media Landscape”, by Andrea Glioti and Hussein Dawood)

Limited media landscape
The sheer number of media in Iraq – and we haven’t even mentioned the 

pan-Arab satellite channels yet, like Al Jazeera, Al-Arabiya and BBC Arabic, 

which also have quite an audience in Iraq– makes it in theory possible to 

be broadly informed about what’s going on in the country and get assorted 

perspectives on it. A somewhat different picture emerges in the Kurdistan 

Region,where there is much less diversity Not only are there basically only 

two or three parties that own the most-watched media, but also businessmen 

who aspire to add an independent channel to the landscape are usually close 

to one of the political parties.

 You could of course say that the Kurds can watch the Arabic-Iraqi and 

the pan-Arab channels too, but that is less and less often the case. The 

older generation, born and raised under Saddam Hussein and the Ba’ath 

dictatorship, was forced to learn Arabic and often didn’t know their mother 

tongue very well, but now language skills are shifting. Ever since the 

Kurdistan Region got its de facto independence in 1991 and its constitutional 

autonomy in 2005, the number of young people speaking and understanding 

Arabic is rapidly going down. Most young people don’t know English either. 
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Result: the Kurds are mostly confined to the limited media landscape of their 

Region.

 The main TV channels in Kurdistan, which broadcast mostly in the 

Sorani dialect of Kurdish but have programmes in the Kurmanci dialect as 

well, are Rudaw, Kurdistan TV, Kurdsat1 and NRT. A Gallup survey in 2016 

showed that Rudaw was watched by 76% of the Kurds in the week previous 

to the survey, NRT by 70%, Kurdistan TV by 53% and Kurdsat bij 51% of the 

respondents. Rudaw and Kurdistan TV are connected to the most powerful 

party in the Kurdistan Region, the KDP (Kurdistan Democratic Party), while 

Kurdsat is owned by the PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan). The KDP 

politically controls the northern two governorates of the Kurdistan Region, 

Erbil (with the capital city Erbil) and Duhok, while the PUK holds sway in 

the southern two governorates, Sulaymanya and Halabja. The third biggest 

party in the Kurdistan Region, Gorran (Change), has its own news channel 

too: KNN (Kurdistan News Network)2, but it is not as widely watched as the 

others.

 NRT (Nalia Radio and Television, named after the media empire of the 

owner) was founded in 2010 by businessman Shaswar Abdulwahid Qadirin. 

It maintained an independent stance for years, but Abdulhawid became 

increasingly involved in politics. When the Kurdistan Region voted in a 

referendum on independence from Baghdad, in September 2017, he started 

a campaign against the referendum and used NRT to spread his message. 

He now leads the New Generation Movement, a party that was founded 

in 2018 and won eight seats (out of a total of 111) in the Kurdistan Region 

parliament. NRT is increasingly seen as a channel that promotes the New 

Generation’s agenda.

There are other political/ideological players in the Kurdistan media 

landscape, namely the media aligned with the Kurdish armed movement 

1 Kurdsat was owned by the PUK, the second biggest party in the Kurdistan Region, and stopped its 
activities after twenty years in September 2019.
2 KNN started as an independent channel in 2008 but became affiliated with political party Gorran 
in 2014. It ceased all its activities in September 2019.
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that has its roots in the PKK. The PKK has its headquarters in the mountain 

ranges in the north of the Kurdistan Region and reporters attached to 

the movement roam the region reporting to several of their news outlets. 

Examples are MedNûce (a satellite TV channel broadcasting from Belgium), 

news agencies Mezopotamya and RojNews. These media are not among the 

ones that reach a wide general audience in the Kurdistan Region in Iraq, but 

have a larger viewer base in Kurdistan in Turkey.

 Journalist Roza Tatani works for one of these media, which tend to call 

themselves ‘free’, and they are in the process of setting up a new channel. 

They are free in what way? The way Tatani explains it, reporters from media 

attached to the Kurdish movement try not to be lead by any dynamics that 

make media within the capitalist system tick, but by journalistic choices that 

put the interest of the people first. While she sits in the meeting room of the 

building where a new channel is being set up on the outskirts of Sulaymanya, 

she says: “We try not to be guided by capitalism.”

 Tatani was born and raised in Sulaymanya in a leftist family, with a father 

who was active for the party that was the predecessor of the current power 

holder in the city, the PUK. Encouraged by him, she started to read books at 

a young age. Born in 1990, part of her youth was in the Saddam Hussein era 

but as the Kurdistan Region has had de facto autonomy since 1991, as a little 

girl she experienced a fair amount of freedom. She remembered going to 

Mosul with her family when she was fifteen years old, two years after the US 

invasion of Iraq. She remembered an old castle, and added: “And the Tigris, 

of course, flowing through the city. The river was so silent but somehow, 

it wasn’t beautiful. There were so many traces of violence, so many bullet 

holes in the walls. You know, Mosul has always been a city of philosophy 

and literature but not much was left of it. With the explosions, knowledge 

disappeared.”

It made her sad, but at the same time it taught her a life truth that also as a 

journalist she tries to abide by, she said: “We have to make ourselves free and 
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freedom has to come from within ourselves. It is very concrete work. It is no 

use to sit and look at the sky and wish for freedom.” In her daily journalistic 

practice, it means that they don’t make any stories in which authorities play 

a role. They try to find stories on the street, fully in line with the old and 

still true journalism paradigm that the stories are on the streets, and that 

journalists should be out there and not in the office.

 She didn’t learn that in journalism school, by the way. She studied Media 

at Dicle (‘Tigris’) University in Diyarbakir, the biggest city in the Kurdish 

southeast of Turkey. “There we mostly learned about techniques”, Tatani 

said. The key techniques of writing journalistic stories, she meant, but also 

the technical side of computers and editing programmes used by journalists. 

Real writing she learned by herself. She may be 29 years young, but she has 

been writing for at least some ten years already, she explained: “I have been 

writing stories and articles since I was fifteen or sixteen years old. I am also 

very interested in philosophy, religion, culture, but I can read and educate 

myself on those topics, and I have done and continue to do that. Journalism 

is a craft and that’s what I wanted to learn at university.”

The media of the Kurdish movement have a fragile position in the Kurdistan 

Region. The Region is economically dependent on Turkey and especially 

the party that controls the northern part of the region, the KDP, has good 

relations with the Turkish government of President Erdogan. He considers 

the movement’s media as mouth pieces for terrorism. When there are 

tensions between Turkey and the Kurdistan Region, the movement’s media 

notice it immediately: their journalists are harassed more often or even 

detained. Tatani: “We are not harassed on a daily basis, absolutely not; we 

can in general do our work. But the truth is, the authorities can shut us down 

any time.”

 This political dynamic is the reason why the Kurdish movement’s media 

all have their editorial offices in Sulaymanya, not in Erbil. The authorities in 

Sulaymanya, lead by the PUK, are less inclined to crack down on them. But 
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for Tatani and her colleagues, freedom to work as a journalist doesn’t come 

from authorities but from themselves. The starting point for Tatani’s stories 

is always the value of the people of the Middle East, she said: “My uncle, who 

was a peshmerga during the reign of Saddam, was sentenced to death and 

executed in the electric chair. The family received the bill for the electricity. 

There is a lot of death in this country and in the whole region, but we should 

not get used to that. We, the children of the Middle East, are not ants, we 

have value just as people elsewhere in the world. That is what I always keep 

in mind when I work.”

 It may sound big, but it leads to so-called ‘small’ stories. Tatani: 

“For me, a mother who sits at home is news. She has a story, she has her 

difficulties. Also, a mad man on the street is news. How did he end up that 

way? What is his background, which dynamics in society played a role?” She 

criticizes the mainstream media in the Kurdistan Region and in Iraq: “They 

blow up the news like you can artificially blow up a melon or a flower. That’s 

not natural, that’s not showing truth.” She got a bit angry when she said: 

“We try to bring good stories about sexuality too. That is very uncommon in 

Iraq and in Kurdistan. You know which stories average media make about 

the topic? On one of the websites, I saw a report about a man who had 

had sex with a goat. Why is that published? To make people laugh and get 

aggravated, to score clicks. If this is the kind of news you get about sexuality 

and you secretly watch porn as well, what image of sex are you going to 

develop? A very unnatural one, because in our society good information 

about this topic is hard to find. So we try to provide it sometimes.”

 Of course, all the media of the Kurdish movement write about the 

struggle too, but never is the aim to write ‘pro’ Kurds and ‘against’ for 

example Arabs or other groups in society. Tatani, again poetic: “The Kurds 

are the people of the mountains, the Arabs are the people of the deserts. If 

we get together, we can accomplish a lot.”
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Kirkuk now
This extremely politicized media landscape, both in the Kurdistan Region 

and in Iraq proper, makes it virtually impossible to practice independent 

journalism. Corruption cases, for example, cannot be reported on in a cross-

party manner, since the news outlet will always be connected to somebody 

with political and/or economic power and make sure its own corruption 

will not be exposed. The journalists pay the price twice. First, they are not 

able to report on important issues in an independent, unbiased way, and 

second, any possible threats following reports on corruption or other crimes 

will be directed at them directly, since the men in charge are well protected. 

Eventually, of course the public also suffers, since they never get a full story 

that informs them properly about issues going on in the country.

There are several initiatives to break this cycle of partisan media. Since 

2011 there has been a news website called Kirkuk Now, www.kirkuknow.

com, currently supported journalistically by the Independent Media Centre 

Kurdistan in cooperation with international press freedom advocacy group 

Press Now. Kirkuk Now started as a website bringing news mostly from 

Kirkuk, a so-called ‘disputed city’. There is an ongoing debate in Iraq and the 

Kurdistan Region about who controls oil-rich Kirkuk, historically a Kurdish-

majority city but intentionally Arabised by Saddam Hussein. According to 

Iraq’s constitution, a referendum should be held on Kirkuk’s future, but it is 

long overdue already.

 The goal of Kirkuk Now was to bring the news and background stories 

from the city independently. It needed financing from abroad, because 

Kirkuk is so politicized that it wouldn’t be possible to find independent 

funding domestically. Ever since Kirkuk Now was re-launched in 2017 after a 

two year absence due to financing difficulties, the site has expanded. It is not 

just reporting about Kirkuk anymore, but about all ‘disputed areas’ in Iraq. 

The seventeen freelance journalists are reporting from disputed territories 

in the governorates of Ninova, Salahaddin and Diyala and from the cities 
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of Kirkuk, Sulaymanya, Erbil and Baghdad. Besides Free Press Unlimited, 

other western organizations started contributing, among them Deutsche 

Welle (Germany’s public international broadcaster), Hivos (a humanist 

organization for social change) and Wadi (an association for crisis assistance 

and development cooperation).

Salam Omer became the editor-in-chief of Kirkuk Now in 2011 and continues 

to lead the website, as he said in an interview at Kirkuk Now’s editorial floor 

in Sulaymanya, the second city of the Kurdistan Region. “We are all proud 

to work here”, he said of himself, the ten people crewing the office and the 

seventeen freelance contributors.

 ‘We all’ is a very mixed pool of journalists. There are four women and 

six men at the office, representing different ethnic groups: Arabs, Kurds and 

Turkmen, and also Sunnis, Shias and Christians are represented. Kirkuk 

Now publishes stories in four languages: Kurdish, Arabic, Turkish (the 

language of the Turkmen community) and English. Every day, fifteen pieces 

are published in Kurdish and Arabic and four or five in Turkish and English. 

As well, video reports are published regularly.

Omer believes that especially in the disputed areas independent, high quality 

journalism can have an impact. He explained: “Media can be a tool to help 

people live in peace and co-existence.” Initially, the audience hesitated 

to believe that Kirkuk Now would be truly independent and would not be 

favouring any group in the several areas it reported from. “But over time”, 

Omer said, “readers saw that we don’t forget to serve anybody. For example, 

we report about the festivals of all religious denominations. Also, we criticize 

everybody. Now we are increasingly trusted.”

 Omer has also had to take drastic measures to make sure Kirkuk Now 

doesn’t contribute to tensions and incitement between different groups. For 

example, the opinion section of the website was abolished. Omer: “It was 

rubbish. I remember we received pieces stating that Kirkuk has never had 
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an Arab population, or that it is actually a Turkmen city. We don’t want lies 

on our website.” Also, Kirkuk Now is very meticulous in its wording. For 

example, it doesn’t mention somebody’s ethnicity when it is not relevant to 

the story. Omer: “We write ‘emir’, not ‘Arab emir’, because what does his 

ethnicity matter? Wording is important.”

Still, the issue is of course that there are deeply rooted tensions in the areas 

that Kirkuk Now writes about. How to make sure you report about those in a 

balanced way? Omer talked about the biggest and most controversial story in 

Kirkuk in the last couple of years, which happened on 16 October 2017.  

On 25 September 2017, there had been a referendum about the independence 

of the Kurdistan Region, and in Kirkuk too people had had the chance to 

vote. Baghdad, but also several international actors like the US, the EU 

and Turkey, had warned Kurdistan about the vote and the consequences 

it might have. All kinds of consequences were possible, since there are 

decades old disputes between the Kurdistan Region and Baghdad, not only 

about the borders of the Kurdistan Region but also about oil revenues and 

the percentage of the budget that Baghdad has to allocate to Kurdistan. 

Administratively, Kirkuk had been under Kurdish control since 2014, when 

the Iraqi army fled as ISIS advanced on the city and the Kurdish peshmerga 

troops managed to keep ISIS at a distance and take charge.

 On 16 October, the post-referendum tensions escalated. The Iraqi 

army and Hashd i-Shaabi (a Shia militia under Iraqi army command, and 

supported by Iran) pushed forward to regain control over Kirkuk from the 

peshmerga from Kurdistan. Most of the peshmerga were from the PUK (the 

biggest parties in the Kurdistan Region, the PUK and KDP, both have their 

own peshmerga forces) and they retreated. Iraq regained control over the 

city, much to the anger and despair of the Kurds, who consider Kirkuk as one 

of the most important Kurdish cities in the whole of Kurdistan.
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How to report on such dramatic events in a balanced way? What do you 

report, what not? Editor-in-chief Omer took a firm decision: they would 

publish no editorial opinions or commentaries but only factual stories from 

the ground. Omer: “Many media left Kirkuk but we stayed. Our reporting 

reached 700 to 800 thousand people.” That Kirkuk Now could stay was also 

due to its independence, which is widely recognized by political parties and 

armed factions after all the years that the website has been active.

 Kirkuk Now rose to its potential, but at the same time the reporters 

and editors were forced into modesty by the sheer hugeness of the task. 

Omer: “We made a count of the number of armed groups that were active 

in the city, and counted twenty. How could one freelance journalist cover 

that? Impossible.” Also, there were reports of houses being burned after 

the referendum in the town of Tuz Khurmatu, a mixed ethnicity town south 

of Kirkuk. Omer: “We could not report it because there was not enough 

evidence that it happened and we didn’t have somebody there to check it. 

Also, the safety of our reporters is important.”

 With the last comment, he meant that some stories are so sensitive that 

Kirkuk Now decides not to report them. The story in Tuz Khurmatu was an 

example, but in general, crime by militias and corruption are also tricky, just 

as for any media outlet in Iraq. Omer remembered a case in Kirkuk: “We 

had a story about money that had disappeared from the Kirkuk Provincial 

Council. A member of the council threatened our freelancer who had written 

the story and demanded the story be deleted from the website. Of course, we 

couldn’t do that. Still, we had to protect our reporter, so we decided to move 

him from Kirkuk to Sulaymanya for some time. He was safer there and we 

could wait until the storm around the story passed.”

An emotional day
The post-referendum developments in Kirkuk in 2017 had their ramifications 

on the editorial team of Kirkuk Now as well. “It was an emotional day”, 
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Omer recalled. “Some people in the newsroom were happy that the central 

government had reclaimed the city but the Kurds were devastated, one was in 

tears. The day after the events, we decided to have breakfast with the whole 

team. The Kurdish editor couldn’t eat anything, he was too sad.”

That his team is proud to work for such an independent website, aimed 

at contributing to peace, co-existence and stability, is something that the 

editor-in-chief cherishes. Not only for journalistic reasons, but also very 

clearly to hold on to his people. This has everything to do with the salaries he 

can pay his editors and freelancers. The salaries vary, but the English editors 

earn $700 a month. Kirkuk Now just can’t pay more, said Salam Omer: “At 

one of the media belonging to a political party, an English editor can earn 

$2,500. That makes it hard for us to find people who want to work for us, or 

who can afford to work for us.”

Kirkuk Now isn’t the only independent outlet that is struggling to compete 

for good journalists and editors with TV stations and news websites that 

are financed by political parties, which devote a lot of money to their 

media machines and can easily buy good personnel away from elsewhere, 

even if only to render them ‘harmless’. The website Niqash.com, a news 

website founded in 2005, is also dealing with this problem, as is every truly 

independent news outlet. Niqash has been lauded for its in-depth, unbiased 

and high quality journalism on political, social and cultural issues, often 

in stories about topics that other media never cover. Niqash had to halt its 

reporting for some time in 2017 due to financial difficulties, but has started 

to publish again. They can reportedly pay $100 for a piece, which is too low 

but they just can’t pay more. The contributors don’t have many other outlets 

to go to with their non-partisan stories.

Dlovan Barwari, an investigative journalist and also a lawyer handling many 

press freedom cases, doesn’t blame partisan media alone. In an interview 
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in a cafe in Erbil, he said that he had given media training to countless 

journalists, both aspiring and experienced ones, and is angered by the low 

level of education that many of his colleagues have, even the ones who went 

to media faculties at Iraqi universities. He said: “Recently, I gave a short 

journalism workshop at the University of Mosul. Afterwards, the students 

thanked me and said that they learned more in my workshop than in the four 

years of media studies they were about to finish.”

 It is widely known that the curricula at the media and journalism 

faculties are seriously outdated, stretching back to the 1970s. Dlovan Barwari 

exclaimed: “Do you know what they teach? They teach about psychological 

warfare. Students learn how they can use the media against the enemy. Can 

you believe it? In journalism, there is no such thing as an enemy! You report 

the truth!”

 Since there are so many interests involved, it turned out to be extremely 

difficult to professionalize the curriculum and adjust it to modern times. 

Times in which Saddam Hussein and his close circle aren’t in charge of 

media anymore. Then again, cynically speaking, such a partisan way of 

looking at media and journalism of course actually does still reflect the 

current landscape in Iraq. The words that Dlovan Barwari spoke before echo 

again: “Political leaders want to be like Saddam. They don’t say it out loud 

of course, but they don’t change laws because they want to use them to their 

advantage.” Just replace ‘laws’ with ‘journalism curriculum at universities’ 

and the statement still rings true.
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CHAPtER 4
tHE tiGHt GRiP Of OLD LAWs

Why is it that laws concerning journalism and freedom of speech have hardly 

or not at all changed since the dark days of Saddam Hussein? The dictator’s 

rule already came to an end in 2003 and now, some twenty years later, the 

media in Iraq are still crippled and it has a lot to do with his laws. You could 

argue that the law-changing process is slow and gets stifled further by ever-

changing coalitions in Baghdad, or that good laws protecting the freedom 

of expression are voted out by opposition parties just to deny those in charge 

a victory, but journalist and lawyer Dlovan Barwari brings it down to one 

reason: “Political leaders want to be like Saddam. They don’t say it out loud 

of course, but they don’t change laws because they want to use them to their 

advantage.”

A striking example comes from Barwari’s own journalistic work. He was 

one of the journalists involved in skimming through the so-called Panama 

papers, the documents leaked in 2015 that revealed financial information 

about wealthy individuals and public officials. It soon turned out that not 

much info about Iraqi officials could be found. “International colleagues 

asked me why that was the case”, Barwari recalled. “I answered that it’s very 

simple: the Iraqi bureaucracy and government work manually, not digitally. 

The result is that corrupted money can’t easily be tracked down, since money 

and documents are piled up in locked rooms. Every now and then, fires erupt 

in rooms, and it’s always the rooms where contracts are kept.”

 Barwari cynically adds that, for the same reason, it is useless for him to 

follow a so-called Follow the Money course by any international journalistic 

foundation, in which journalists are trained in online techniques to track 

down corrupt and criminal money.
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Some laws have been passed though, both in Iraq since 2003 and in the 

Kurdistan Region since 2005, the year in which the autonomy of Kurdistan 

was included in the Iraqi constitution. The new laws have not necessarily 

improved the position of journalists, but rather complicated or even 

worsened it. Let’s unwrap that.

In Iraq in 2011 the Journalist Protection Law was passed by parliament. This 

was after two years of heavy debate about the law. The resistance against the 

legislation had not only erupted domestically; international press freedom 

organisations, like the Committee to Protect Journalists, also voiced their 

opinions. The latter concluded in its review of the draft that it didn’t offer 

meaningful protection, was ambiguous and fell short of international 

standards. The most fundamental problem with it was, and still is, that it just 

added to old laws restricting press freedom. The law further complicates and 

therefore obscures the legal environment in which journalists in Iraq work.

Which influential old laws are still in place? For example, the penal code 

of 1969, which criminalizes defamation, and the Publications Law of 1968, 

which can send journalists to jail for up to seven years for insulting the 

government. Article 38 of the constitution of Iraq does guarantee freedom of 

expression using all means and freedom of the press, printing, advertising, 

media and publication, but then adds: ‘this shall be regulated by law’. These 

accompanying laws have never been written, leaving journalists subject to 

the penal code. As a result, journalists resort to self-censorship. They don’t 

have the financial means to stand up against corrupted people in power who 

sue them for what could be ‘libel, slander or defamation’. They may even get 

murdered with impunity – see chapter 1.

 Another gap in the law causes journalists even more trouble when they 

are convicted for anything they have written. When they are unable to pay 

their fines, their property can be confiscated, including their journalistic 

equipment. The result: without camera, laptop or other equipment, the 
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journalist cannot do her or his job anymore and will only sink deeper into 

financial hardship or will have to leave journalism altogether.

Problematic definition
Some of the protection that the Journalists Protection Law does offer is 

hollow, said lawyer and journalist Dlovan Barwari: “For example, it states 

that journalists have the right to work under a contract. This is a general 

right for all employees, so this doesn’t grant journalists any right they didn’t 

already have.”

 Also, there is an article that states that journalists who become injured or 

who die in bomb attacks will be compensated by the state. This too counts 

for every citizen of Iraq, so it doesn’t add anything. The law does grant 

journalists an additional right though: they also get compensated when 

injured or killed while on assignment, so not only when they are victims of 

a bomb attack. Great, but then another issue emerges: according to the law, 

who is a journalist, and who is not?

This issue was intensely debated after the draft of the Journalist Protection 

Law was first sent to parliament in 2009. The draft defined a journalist as 

somebody who is a member of the Iraqi Journalists Union. A problematic 

definition for two reasons. One: not all journalists are or want to be members 

of the Union, and two: such a provision indirectly violates the freedom of 

association, since that freedom also means that nobody can be forced in 

any way to be a member of any organisation. So, when the law was passed 

through parliament two years later, this definition was replaced by a more 

vague one, which remained problematic because it stipulated that journalists 

should ‘have a contract’ (which many journalists lack) and work ‘full time’ 

(which not all journalists do, since it’s not easy to make a living from 

journalism alone). In practice, that new definition turned out not to have 

solved the problem: journalists who are not official Union members have 

less privileges than those who are.
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Another article that makes journalists take to the woods is the one referring 

to the availability of government information. Journalists around the world 

use their national so-called Freedom of Information Act as a tool to obtain 

government information, since that information has to be open to the 

public. Iraq doesn’t have a Freedom of Information Act.

 The Journalist Protection Law contains several articles that could 

function as a Freedom of Information Act. All the good things are 

mentioned: journalists can obtain information, they cannot be questioned 

about their opinions, and civil servants have to facilitate journalists’ right to 

view reports, information and official data. Unfortunately all these articles 

are rendered ineffective by the proviso ‘within the limits of the law’, ‘unless 

[it] breaks the law’ or ‘as long as what he does is not against the law’. Most 

of the laws that apply were introduced by Saddam Hussein, who put the 

death penalty on breaking these laws. Even though opponents holding a pen 

are not hanged anymore, they are being prosecuted by the authorities and 

can get high fines. The laws, in other words, didn’t lose their intimidating 

effect. Or, to cut a long story short: the law gives rights and immediately 

nullifies them.

 A striking example is the case against Montadhar Naser, who worked 

for both the state-owned Iraqi Media Network and the independent news 

site Al-Aalem al-Jadeed (as editor-in-chief ). In 2016, he was prosecuted for 

defamation over a story he had written about alleged corruption in Iraq’s 

telecommunications regulatory body. Naser was asked to disclose the 

source for the article but refused. Consequently, he was fired from his job 

with the Iraqi Media Network, found his personal website blocked and was 

blacklisted by the government.

But even if there were a Freedom of Information Act, it wouldn’t actually help 

journalists much, lawyer and journalist Dlovan Barwari said: “From which 

database or archives can we get information? There are hardly any. Officially, 

we don’t even know how big the population of Iraq is. Governing is done 
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mostly manually in order not to leave traces of corruption. This of course 

also counts for financial transactions.” To stress his point, Barwari refers 

to an incident in December 2014, when Ahmed al-Maliki, the son of former 

Iraqi prime minister and current vice president Nouri al-Maliki, was arrested 

in Lebanon’s capital city Beirut in possession of more than $1.5 billion 

($1,500,000,000) in cash.

Instrument of oppression
It seems good news that the Iraqi parliament has been working on a proper 

Freedom of Information Act. But guess what? Journalist organisations 

object to the draft because it doesn’t provide freedom at all. The proposed 

freedom in the draft is undermined by an article that actually increases 

the punishment for using the information in a way that ‘negatively affects 

the country’. A conference of the Iraqi Women Journalists Forum in 2017 

concluded that the law ‘threatens to become an instrument of oppression 

rather than freedom’. The minutes from the meeting state: “Voices and 

research deemed to be ‘adverse to the country’ might be deliberately silenced 

by those in power, if seen as a challenge to the status quo.”

Dhea Subhee has been working as a public information officer for UNESCO 

in Baghdad since 2009. Ever since, he has closely followed developments in 

press freedom in the country. He tries to work with as many stakeholders as 

possible to push draft laws in the right direction, to campaign to get laws 

either accepted or rejected by the parliament and to try to get assorted parties 

and organisations to care for the freedom and safety of all journalists in the 

country, instead of just for those of their own group. He said in a phone 

interview: “Sometimes we are successful in getting draft laws that are bad for 

press freedom rejected by parliament, but not always for the right reasons. 

In 2012, for example, the al-Maliki government wanted to pass several 

problematic draft laws through parliament. The parties that voted against 
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them, like liberal, Sunni and Shia parties, didn’t do so because of objections 

to the law, but because they didn’t want the government to succeed.”

He explained that the road to drafting and passing a new law is a long one: 

“First, draft laws are sent to parliament and the president. Then MPs can give 

their comments and then in a hearing civil society and NGO’s can give their 

opinions. Next step is that a new, amended draft is presented, after which the 

parliament votes. We try to keep a close watch on press freedom laws during 

every step of the way.”

 Subhee wants to get rid of the laws from the Saddam era, but added: 

“We want laws to protect the media and to respect press freedom, but 

we don’t want bad laws. We analyze every draft, we compare it to laws in 

other countries and check if they are in line with international standards. 

We translate our findings into advice to political parties and to Iraqi civil 

society.”

One law Subhee has persistently opposed – as have many other domestic 

and international stakeholders – is the Cyber Crime Law, which was first 

tabled in 2012. It restricted internet freedom so much that authorities would 

be able to randomly prosecute basically anything happening on computers. 

According to those reviewing the draft, it limited important rights like the 

freedom of expression and the freedom of information. For journalists, 

another problem emerged: the law would hinder their right to protect their 

sources, an internationally acknowledged principle that enables journalists 

to do their work.

Consider, for example, two articles from the draft. One ‘restricts the use of 

computers in any way that affects the independence of the country, its unity, 

its integrity, and its safety, or any of its higher economic, political, social, 

and military interests’, while another imposes a fine of 10-30 million Iraqi 

dinars (roughly $8,000-25,000) on ‘anyone who violates religious and moral 

values through the use of information networks and computers’. The united 
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and overwhelming international rejection of the law had its effect: in 2013 

parliament revoked it.

 A few years later, in 2015, the government tried again with a new 

proposal. This one made it through the first two hearings in parliament but 

was eventually rejected in 2016, again after a domestic and international 

outcry. As Dhea Subhee said: “In the years after the Saddam era, many laws 

were written by security forces and therefore didn’t take fundamental rights 

as their starting point.”This practice may have changed now, but many drafts 

still prioritise state security instead of rights.

Morals of society
The current Journalists Protection Law was amended and some of the worst 

aspects, like journalists’ obligation to be a member of the Iraqi Journalists 

Union to draw any benefit from the law, were amended, but the eventual 

result didn’t satisfy Subhee in any way. He pointed to the Iraqi judicial 

system, which doesn’t strive to build up proper jurisprudence: “There is no 

law enforcement in Iraq. Several courts are organized along political party 

lines so they are not independent. Then there is the CMC, whose places are 

also distributed among the political parties in power.”

 By CMC, Subhee was referring to the Communications and Media 

Commission, a body that oversees Iraq’s radio and TV. It can implement 

regulations that channels have to abide by. And can also punish them if they 

break the rules. In late 2018, journalists campaigned against the introduction 

of a rule that banned ‘insulting national symbols’. It reminded journalists 

of Saddam’s ban on insulting a range of people and concepts, among which 

the president himself, ‘moral’ and the ‘principles’ of both the Ba’ath Party 

and the ‘revolution’. In post-Saddam Iraq, ‘morals of society’ and ‘religion’ 

were already legally protected against insults, and ‘national symbols’ are, 

according to the CMC, in need of the same treatment. As expected, the 

CMC rule didn’t define ‘national symbols’, but journalists suspect that the 
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president of the country is included, as well as religious authorities. The 

CMC can impose all kinds of sanctions, from fines to temporary or indefinite 

publication bans. A targeted radio station or TV channel can appeal against a 

CMC decision by going to court, but since the courts are organized along the 

same political lines as the CMC, it is hardly any use doing so. Besides which, 

the procedures are endless.

It is important to mention that Iraq’s obligation to solidly root freedom 

of expression and freedom of the press into its laws did not emerge with 

the post-Saddam constitution, which was adopted in 2005. Iraq signed 

and ratified the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights in 

respectively 1969 and 1971, and thereby obliged itself to anchor its content, 

including press freedom and freedom of expression, in the law. In 1968, 

the Ba’ath party had come to power in Iraq via a coup, or revolution if you 

will, and although Saddam Hussein only formally became president in 

1979, his star and accompanying power started to rise in the 1970s. Rooting 

fundamental rights in the judicial system was low on his list of priorities; 

they would only stand in his way.

 It is unfortunate indeed that this mentality doesn’t seem to have changed 

half a century later.

Kurdistan Press Law
The most important law for journalists in the Kurdistan Region is the 

Kurdistan Press Law, which was adopted by the Kurdistani parliament 

in 2007, two years after the Region’s autonomy was secured in the Iraqi 

constitution.

 The good thing about the Kurdistani law, as opposed to the Iraqi one, 

is that when a journalist is sued for defamation, libel or slander, the press 

law is applicable and not, as in Iraq, the penal code. In other words: a sued 

journalist in Kurdistan remains a journalist, while a journalist sued in Iraq 
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becomes the suspect of a crime. Also, the definition of ‘journalist’ is much 

better in the Kurdistani law. A journalist is simply and correctly defined 

as ‘someone practicing the journalism profession’, with journalism being 

defined as ‘the practice of journalistic work through various media’. The law 

itself, on the other hand, only explicitly speaks of ‘journals’, excluding TV 

channels, radio stations and online publications. In case a journalist has to 

prove his profession, for example in a court, she or he will have to provide a 

letter from the media she or he works for. Those working freelance are left 

empty-handed.

 The Kurdistan Press Law contains clear statements about press freedom. 

Article one states: “The press is free and no censorship shall be imposed on 

it.” Followed by a list of exceptions punishable with fines of up to 50,000 

Iraqi dinar (almost €38,000) for journalists, to up to 200,000 Iraqi dinar 

(€150,000) for journals. For example, it is forbidden to ‘sow malice and 

foster hatred, discord and disagreement among the components of society’, 

to ‘insult religious beliefs and denigrate their rituals’, and to publish ‘libel, 

slander and defamation’. Especially the libel, slander and defamation article 

has been used against writers and journalists, not uncommonly by influential 

people accused of corruption. How can you defend yourself in court as a 

journalist with a budget that can never beat that of a powerful businessman 

with connections in the legal system? Journalist and lawyer Dlovan Barwari 

pointed to the consequence: “It leads to self-censorship.”

 Also explicitly banned by this Kurdistani law is the violation of the 

Bordeaux Declaration. This is a set of ethical principles for journalists 

adopted by the International Federation of Journalists in the 1950s (and 

amended several times since). Every professional journalist in the world 

knows these principles and abides by them, but the Bordeaux Declaration 

was never meant to be – and is hardly ever used as – part of a press law. It is a 

self regulatory guideline.
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It is clearly a cynical practice, in the light of Kurdistan’s hard-won autonomy, 

that in Kurdistan sometimes the Iraqi defamation law is used instead of the 

Kurdistani law, resulting in higher punishment for the journalist concerned. 

Three journalists from the TV channel KNN (Kurdistan News Network) 

experienced this in 2018. KNN’s director, the correspondent for the city 

of Ranya and a news room editor were taken to court by a member of the 

leadership of the PUK, the leading party in the southern part of Kurdistan. 

Note that KNN is the channel of Gorran, a party that challenges the leadership 

of the PUK in the city where both parties have their home base, Sulaymanya. 

He asked for damages of 1 billion Iraqi dinars (€752), according to the 

yearly report on the state of press freedom in Kurdistan by Metro Center, 

an independent press freedom advocacy group in the region. The case was 

ongoing at the time of completion of this book.

When it comes to the Kurdistan Region, the most active advocate for the 

rights and protection of journalists is the Metro Center, based in Sulaymanya, 

the second largest city in the region. It was founded in 2009 by a group of 

journalists and human rights advocates, and was initially financed by the 

Institute for War and Peace Reporting. Ever since, several international NGO’s 

have kept the Metro Center financially on its feet. It has grown to be the most 

trusted press freedom and journalists’ safety monitoring and advocating 

group in the Kurdistan Region.

 Every two years the Metro Center elects a new director, always a lawyer. 

In an interview at his office, the current director, Diyaree Muhammed, looked 

back at the legislation that affects press freedom in the first decade of Metro 

Center’s existence. It turned out that the centre itself also has some legal 

trouble, as Muhammed explained: “We have received a formal license from the 

Kurdistan Regional Government. We also applied for official permission to do 

our work, but we have been waiting since 2013. The result is that they could 

close us. They won’t, because we are well established now and internationally 

supported, so there are people covering our backs, but they could.”
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The most important law to enable journalists to do their work that was 

implemented in the Region in the first decade of Metro Center’s existence is 

the Right to Access Information Law. It was passed in 2013 and is generally 

considered a reasonably good law. To improve it, as experts claimed around 

the time the law was passed, the procedures need to be clearer, punishments 

must be introduced for officials obstructing a request for access to 

information, and an oversight body for appeals must be created. Diyaree 

Muhammed said that, in practice, obstruction by officials in particular is a 

problem: “The government abuses the right to classify information. This 

problem needs to be addressed for the law to properly work for journalists.”

A development of the last decade that worried him is that more politicians 

have started to complain about journalists in court. That should of course 

already be unheard of in a region where politicians often beat their chest 

about the level of democracy in the Kurdistan Region. Muhammed explained 

the practice and the consequences of the law as follows: “For example, say I 

have 500,000 Iraqi dinar ($416) in my pocket as a journalist, and a politician 

sues me for libel or defamation and he asks for twice that much money. I 

will not be able to pay, so what will happen? In practice, either the judge 

leaves the case lingering, or the journalist says that he is sorry and won’t do 

it again and is then no longer obliged to pay the fine. Such a deal is made via 

a lawyer. What is the obvious result? The journalist will have to comply and 

not ‘insult’ that politician again, because if he does he will have to pay even 

more. You know, the economic situation in Kurdistan is fragile; journalists 

have families and can’t take big risks. So there you have it: self-censorship.”

A lucrative position
It raises a question. Don’t journalists’ unions do anything to defend the 

rights of media workers?
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For the Iraqi Journalists Union, the answer is simple: no. The Union was 

founded in 1969, a year after the Ba’ath Party came to power. Throughout the 

Ba’ath Party era and Saddam’s dictatorship the Union has been connected 

to the state. Under Saddam’s rule, there was no other way than to be loyal, 

but after 2003, when Saddam was gone, the Union has remained tied 

to the powers that be. Being the head of the official union is a lucrative 

position, since the head is part of the governing circles, where corruption is 

widespread and of impressive proportions.

 It is a telling detail – well, not so much of a detail – that the head of the 

Union since 2003 is Muayad al-Lami, who was a member of the Fedayeen 

Saddam, ‘Saddam’s Men of Sacrifice’, a paramilitary organisation comprised 

of thousands of Saddam’s most loyal men. They were willing to die for 

Saddam and were meanwhile busy with all kinds of criminal activities 

like smuggling, extortion, property theft, and suppressing and torturing 

Saddam’s opponents.

 Fedayeen Saddam was founded in 1995 by Saddam’s son Uday, who 

happened to be in firm control of Iraq’s media during his father’s rule. He 

directly controlled at least a dozen newspapers and the most influential radio 

stations of the country. No publication in the country escaped his control. In 

2000, Uday Hussein was elected ‘Journalist of the Century’. After Saddam’s 

fall, Muayad al-Lami became the deputy head of the Union and proceeded to 

be the leading man after in 2007 the Union’s head, Shihab al-Tamimi, was 

murdered. The murder was never solved.

 Many journalists in Iraq who take their profession seriously don’t 

consider becoming members of the Union. Non-journalists, on the other 

hand, can become members if they want to and have the connections to 

make it happen. A press card from the Union gives access to all sorts of 

gatherings and meetings for journalists, or in other words you become part 

of the state’s circles, which is beneficial. For Muayad al-Lami, these loyal 

members are important because they guarantee his re-election as the union’s 

chairman. Press cards given out by media organisations are in general not 



89

recognized. So, who is a journalist in Iraq? Despite laws vaguely suggesting 

that journalists are those who work in the media, in practice a journalist is 

somebody who is a member of the Iraqi Journalists Union.

 It is remarkable that the Union did not seriously object to fundamental 

flaws in the draft law for the protection of journalists at the time when it was 

debated and eventually voted into law, between 2009 and 2011. International 

organisations for press freedom and specialized lawyers lodged all sorts of 

objections, most of which were ignored.

There is another journalist’s union, however. It was founded by, among 

others, veteran journalist Adnan Hussein, out of dissatisfaction with the 

highly politicized policies of the official union. The new body was named 

National Union of Journalists in Iraq (NUJI). In an interview in Baghdad that 

took place both at a small journalism festival in a park alongside the Tigris 

river and in the office of Al-Mada (the Times), the paper of which he is the 

editor-in-chief, Hussein explained that the two main goals of the NUJI are 

to defend the rights of journalists and the freedom of the press and freedom 

of expression, and to help journalists and media organisations to become 

more professional. He said: “These two work together. We need laws, not to 

limit us but to organize the profession. Without political reform and good 

laws, it is impossible to professionalize journalism in this country.” One 

of the important things the NUJI strives for is a solid code of journalistic 

ethics, but Hussein also believes this can only be properly debated, written 

and implemented within a framework of laws that reflect fundamental 

democratic rights.

The foundation of the new kid on the unions’ block in January 2013 

immediately triggered opposition. The official Iraqi Journalists Union 

claimed the new union was illegal because the law allows for only one 

union per profession. That it was a law from 1970 was irrelevant, the official 

unionists said. Hussein argued, however, that the absence of a law does not 
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imply that the law passed during the reign of the former totalitarian regime 

is still in force. Hussein: “The draft law for associations and unions has been 

pending in parliament since 2008. The main idea is to respect the people’s 

fundamental right to organize. But subsequent parliaments haven’t passed 

the law because the majority prefers to have one umbrella union so they can 

keep it under control.”

 That renders the NUJI illegal to this day. That’s problematic, but on the 

other hand, when you start digging, you find that a tremendous number of 

organisations exist in a legal limbo. For example, if you want to start a radio 

or TV station, you have to apply at the Ministry of Culture, because there is 

no official body that issues licenses. The main channels in Kurdistan, Rudaw 

and Kurdsat, lack official registration in Iraq. But that’s peanuts compared 

to the fact that even the country’s highest court, the Federal Supreme Court 

of Iraq, has no legal mandate. The court operates under legislation at least 

half a century old and although Iraq’s constitution of 2005 stipulated that 

parliament has to write new legislation, it never happened.

The NUJI now has around seven hundred members, which is, Adnan 

Hussein estimates, some ten percent of the total number of journalists in the 

country. It is a paltry number compared to the alleged ten thousand members 

of the official Union, but then again, the official one also admits people who 

are not working as journalists but have the right connections to become 

members. But Hussein and his fellow unionists try to do what they can: they 

accept invitations from political parties to speak in parliament, they talk with 

Baghdad University to improve its journalism curriculum, they try to raise 

public awareness about press freedom.

 When the author of this book visited the building in central Baghdad 

where Al-Mada is produced every day, it was well secured: a heavy gate at 

the entrance was opened by security personnel. The editorial floor was still 

empty when Hussein arrived, at around 10 in the morning. Some of the 

journalists were out reporting stories, others would start producing next 
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day’s paper in the afternoon for the paper to be sent to the printing house in 

the evening. Hussein’s office was classic: a small room – or maybe it looked 

smaller than it was because it was piled up with papers and books –with 

glass windows overlooking the newsroom. He was pondering the topic of his 

daily column, called ‘Shanasheel’. Asked what the word meant he said: “It’s 

a special kind of window or balcony, a classic one in Iraq from which you can 

observe your surroundings well.”

 Hussein considers writing about the death of thousands of fish in 

the Tigris, a story that has made headlines both inside Iraq and abroad. 

Investigations are ongoing into the cause of death, but Hussein claims that 

either way, the Ministry of Agriculture is responsible. Hussein explained: 

“The ministry could take me to court for saying that, claiming it’s an ‘insult’ 

or ‘defamation’, but I will write it anyway.” He has been prosecuted and 

sentenced before, for example in 2014, after he criticized Muayad al-Lami, 

the head of the Iraqi Journalists Union. Al-Lami had called on journalists to 

go and vote (for prime minister al-Maliki) and said the Union would punish 

journalists who didn’t. Hussein: “In Shanasheel I wrote that you can’t talk 

to journalists like that, as journalists are not pupils in primary school. I had 

to pay a five million dinar [€3,750) fine. Al-Lami was loyal to al-Maliki and 

friends with the judge, so what could I do?” Mind you, that was the head of a 

journalists’ union suing a journalist for a column he wrote.

 Eventually, Hussein was able to defend himself, he admitted, but not 

in court. He has been sued three or four times by the Ministry of Planning 

and casually said: “But the general editor-in-chief of al-Mada was the 

advisor of President Talabani so he could make some phone calls to stop 

the legal proceedings.” Asked about the earlier remark he made referring 

to the independence of al-Mada and how this relates to an editor being the 

president’s advisor, he said: “That doesn’t stand in the way of our editorial 

freedom. We are journalistically independent, we can write whatever we 

want.”
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Still, even Hussein chooses his words carefully. One of the absolute no-go 

areas in Iraqi journalism is the power of militias, who have, since the 2018 

elections, even managed to win seats in the parliament. One of the most 

influential militias is backed by Iran. Hussein explained: “I don’t hesitate to 

write that the real problem in Iraq is Iran, but I won’t mention the militias 

by name.” He didn’t elaborate, but it is widely known that militias don’t go 

to court when writers and journalists cross the line. They threaten them and 

wouldn’t hesitate to carry out their threats.

And the Journalists Union in Kurdistan? It is connected to the Kurdistan 

Democratic Party of the ruling Barzani family and will primarily protect the 

interests of the KDP, just like the Iraqi Journalists Union in Iraq defends the 

interests of the ruling power. Metro Center, mentioned above, is, however, 

an actor that does truly stand up for journalists’ rights, so in this respect, the 

Kurdistan Region seems reasonably lucky after all.
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Baghdadi TV journalist Jumana Mumtaz:

“woMen hAVe To TAKe TheIr PLACe 
  In JournALISM”

During a journalism festival in a park alongside the Tigris in November 2018, 

Jumana Mumtaz is one of the women speaking on a panel about women in 

journalism. The tent is full, she catches everybody’s attention with the anger 

she expresses. Afterwards, while having a cup of tea on the grass, she says 

she spoke out about the harassment women face every day. She said: “Not 

just in journalism but everywhere, especially when she produces something 

or shows her creativity. Society doesn’t trust a woman who lets herself be 

heard. Society approaches her aggressively or she faces violence.”

Mumtaz is talking about herself as well. She started working as a journalist 

in 2013 for TV channel Al-Rasheed, owned by the leader of the Republican 

Party, which is currently part of the biggest alliance in the parliament, the 

Alliance Towards Reforms. “Initially”, Mumtaz explained, “I could not yet 

write stories about the subjects that I was interested in. But as I built up 

experience and became better known and more popular, I took control. I 

became a reporter all over Iraq on subjects that I find important and that 

were underreported. Violence against women and children and the absence 

of shelters for them, corruption, topics like that.”

 She knows these are sensitive issues, especially corruption: a few times, 

the channel refused to broadcast her material about it. So she changed her 

strategy. Mumtaz: “The key is to find angles to tell the story without making 

the corruption explicit. For example, I write a story about children who 

don’t get education because there are not enough schools. The problems in 

education are due to corruption but I just show the problems that the people 

have. Also for example with water pollution, or with health care.”
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She remembers that time when she did an item about traffic accidents. 

Mumtaz: “The angle of the story was: how is it possible that in Iraq more 

people die from traffic accidents than from war? The minister was in shock 

that I actually asked that question.”

Another no-go area, topic wise, is religion. Mumtaz quickly gathered a 

huge following on social media, especially on Facebook, where she also 

published columns and articles. The comment section exploded with some 

two thousand comments when she wrote about the headscarf. Mumtaz: “I 

wrote that, personally, I don’t wear the hijab, but that I believe that everybody 

should be free to wear it or not. That’s all I said. This was months ago and 

still I get comments. It is not a word you can use, ‘hijab’, it’s just not up for 

discussion. Everybody attacked me, from every section of society.”

With ‘every section’, she does not just mean religiously, ethnically and 

politically, but all different classes as well. “Part of society”, she explained, 

“is living in ignorance. They are uneducated and believe whatever political 

and religious leaders tell them. They attack people like me easily. Then there 

is the category of people with power and money. They are all corrupted and 

just care about their positions. Whenever they feel threatened, especially by a 

woman speaking out, they will attack.” The result”, she concluded, ‘You get 

attacked both from below and from above.”

Something similar happened during the final battles over the city of Mosul, 

in the spring and summer of 2017. She decided to write some stories about 

the operations of the Iraqi army and the Kurdish peshmerga forces. Mumtaz 

was born and raised in Mosul, and not only ISIS’ rule over the city itself had 

bothered her a lot, but also the effect this had on the perception of Mosulians 

among the general population of Iraq. Mumtaz: “The Mosulians were more 

often considered terrorist and that made life harder for them, also for the 

people who had fled the city. So while I was reporting I decided to challenge 
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both ISIS and the perception that people had of people from Mosul. I 

arranged for a bicycle and made a short video of me cycling in Mosul. I put it 

on Facebook. This must have been the most commented Facebook post ever, 

with both good and bad reactions.”

She shows the footage on her phone and laughs, but it is clear that her years 

of reporting have taken their toll. She has written stories about important 

topics, but even at the channel they often don’t see the journalistic value, 

she said. She remembered, for example, a reportage she made about Roma 

and the difficulties they face because of discrimination. Mumtaz: “While I 

was writing the story, the governor tried to bribe me with 500 dollars. I told 

him he had come to the wrong person, and that as a journalist it was my 

responsibility to show the bad situation of the Roma people. The channel 

didn’t hesitate to broadcast the item. You know, it scores high ratings and 

that counts. I don’t think they broadcast it because they care about the 

Roma.”

 The longer Jumana Mumtaz talked about her work, the more serious 

and sombre she became. She fell silent after sharing what she saw in the 

city of Ramadi, after it had been in the hands of ISIS between March and 

December 2015: “I had seen the city before ISIS took it, and when I came 

back to write stories after ISIS was gone again, I found the city largely 

destroyed. There were not many people on the street, just soldiers, and the 

provincial administration had returned. I walked in a neighbourhood around 

the historic market. I saw children, they were from one of the first families 

that had returned to the city. The children were alone, carrying empty plates 

and trying to find food to put on the plates. It broke my heart. With all the 

technology in the world, people face real hunger.”

At the beginning of the interview, Mumtaz strongly declared that the 

harassment on Facebook doesn’t really touch her. She said: “I have a 

personality that can face anything.” But it turns out to be not true. The online 
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harassment may be easily brushed off, but the realities of her country do 

get to her. She said: “After doing interviews in Mosul after the liberation, 

I became emotional. I locked myself in a room and I cried. Yes, I am a 

journalist, this is my job, but I am also human. I cannot bear to see the 

constant human suffering, all the victims of war, of corruption.”

She felt ill. She withdrew into herself. When she slept, she saw the victims 

in her dreams. Mumtaz: “My mother asked me what was wrong. I got angry 

with her. When I was just a girl, my mother always said that she pictured me 

as a TV journalist when I grew up. Maybe I became a journalist because of 

that vision of hers, you know?” Then she realized she needed to recuperate.

Her performance at the journalism festival in Baghdad was, she said at 

the time, one of her last in the capital city: she was about to move to Erbil, 

the capital of the Kurdistan Region. There, the Institute for War and Peace 

Reporting would give her shelter. She started writing her second novel – the 

first was about sectarianism, domestic violence and migration. “This one”, 

she said, “will be about women in journalism, about the victims we meet. It’s 

an important story. You know, media are a power and women have to take 

their place in them, have to be given space to take their roles in them. But 

also, I will write the book as a way to deal with my sadness.”

She planned to stay in Erbil for some time but just three months later she 

packed her bags again and returned to Baghdad. “It is too quiet for me here”, 

she explained via private messages on Facebook. Back to work.
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The EvaTasFoundation encourages publication 
and promotion of texts that are, no matter where 
and no matter how, subject to censorship.


