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Introduction

This report is a narrative account of a campaign of extermination against the Kurds of
northern Iraq. It is the product of over a year and a half of research, during which a team of
Middle East Watch researchers has analyzed several tons of captured Iraqi government
documents and carried out field interviews with more than 350 witnesses, most of them
survivors of the 1988 campaign known as Anfal. It concludes that in that year the Iraqi regime
committed the crime of genocide.

Anfal--"the Spoils"--is the name of the eighth sura of the Koran. It is also the name given by
the Iraqis to a series of military actions which lasted from February 23 until September 6,
1988. While it is impossible to understand the Anfal campaign without reference to the final
phase of the 1980-1988 Iran-Iraq War, Anfal was not merely a function of that war. Rather,
the winding-up of the conflict on Iraq's terms was the immediate historical circumstance that
gave Baghdad the opportunity to bring to a climax its longstanding efforts to bring the Kurds
to heel. For the Iraqi regime's anti-Kurdish drive dated back some fifteen years or more, well
before the outbreak of hostilities between Iran and Iraq.

Anfal was also the most vivid expression of the "special powers" granted to Ali Hassan al-
Majid, a cousin of President Saddam Hussein and secretary general of the Northern Bureau of
Iraq's Ba'ath Arab Socialist Party. From March 29, 1987 until April 23, 1989, al-Majid was
granted power that was equivalent, in Northern Iraq, to that of the President himself, with
authority over all agencies of the state. Al-Majid, who is known to this day to Kurds as "Ali
Anfal" or "Ali Chemical," was the overlord of the Kurdish genocide. Under his command, the
central actors in Anfal were the First and Fifth Corps of the regular Iraqi Army, the General
Security Directorate (Mudiriyat al-Amn al-Ameh) and Military Intelligence (Istikhbarat). The
pro-government Kurdish militia known as the National Defense Battalions, or jakhsh, assisted
in important auxiliary tasks.1 But the integrated resources of the entire military, security
andcivilian apparatus of the Iraqi state were deployed, in al-Majid's words, "to solve the
Kurdish problem and slaughter the saboteurs."2

The campaigns of 1987-1989 were characterized by the following gross violations of human
rights:

- mass summary executions and mass disappearance of many tens of thousands of non-
combatants, including large numbers of women and children, and sometimes the entire
population of villages;
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- the widespread use of chemical weapons, including mustard gas and the nerve agent GB, or
Sarin, against the town of Halabja as well as dozens of Kurdish villages, killing many
thousands of people, mainly women and children;

- the wholesale destruction of some 2,000 villages, which are described in government
documents as having been "burned," "destroyed," "demolished" and "purified," as well as at
least a dozen larger towns and administrative centers (nahyas and gadhas);

- the wholesale destruction of civilian objects by Army engineers, including all schools,
mosques, wells and other non-residential structures in the targeted villages, and a number of
electricity substations;

- looting of civilian property and farm animals on a vast scale by army troops and pro-
government militia;

- arbitrary arrest of all villagers captured in designated "prohibited areas" (manateq al-
mahdoureh), despite the fact that these were their own homes and lands;

- arbitrary jailing and warehousing for months, in conditions of extreme deprivation, of tens of
thousands of women, children and elderly people, without judicial order or any cause other
than their presumed sympathies for the Kurdish opposition. Many hundreds of them were
allowed to die of malnutrition and disease;

- forced displacement of hundreds of thousands of villagers upon the demolition of their
homes, their release from jail or return from exile; these civilians were trucked into areas of
Kurdistan far from their homes and dumped there by the army with only minimal
governmental compensation or none at all for their destroyed property, or any provision for
relief, housing, clothing or food, and forbidden to return to their villages of origin on pain of
death. In these conditions, many died within a year of their forced displacement;

- destruction of the rural Kurdish economy and infrastructure.

Like Nazi Germany, the Iraqi regime concealed its actions in euphemisms. Where Nazi
officials spoke of "executive measures," "special actions" and "resettlement in the east,"
Ba'athist bureaucrats spoke of "collective measures," "return to the national ranks" and
"resettlement in the south." But beneath the euphemisms, Iraq's crimes against the Kurds
amount to genocide, the "intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or
religious group, as such."3

E L

The campaigns of 1987-1989 are rooted deep in the history of the Iraqi Kurds. Since the
earliest days of Iraqi independence, the country's Kurds--who today number more than four
million--have fought either for independence or for meaningful autonomy. But they have
never achieved the results they desired.

In 1970, the Ba'ath Party, anxious to secure its precarious hold on power, did offer the Kurds
a considerable measure of self-rule, far greater than that allowed in neighboring Syria, Iran or
Turkey. But the regime defined the Kurdistan Autonomous Region in such a way as
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deliberately to exclude the vast oil wealth that lies beneath the fringes of the Kurdish lands.
The Autonomous Region, rejected by the Kurds and imposed unilaterally by Baghdad in
1974, comprised the three northern governorates of Erbil, Suleimaniyeh and Dohuk. Covering
some 14,000square miles -- roughly the combined area of Massachusetts, Connecticut and
Rhode Island -- this was only half the territory that the Kurds considered rightfully theirs.
Even so, the Autonomous Region had real economic significance, since it accounted for fully
half the agricultural output of a largely desert country that is sorely deficient in domestic food
production.

In the wake of the autonomy decree, the Ba'ath Party embarked on the "Arabization" of the
oil-producing areas of Kirkuk and Khanaqin and other parts of the north, evicting Kurdish
farmers and replacing them with poor Arab tribesmen from the south. Northern Iraq did not
remain at peace for long. In 1974, the long-simmering Kurdish revolt flared up once more
under the leadership of the legendary fighter Mullah Mustafa Barzani, who was supported this
time by the governments of Iran, Israel, and the United States. But the revolt collapsed
precipitately in 1975, when Iraq and Iran concluded a border agreement and the Shah
withdrew his support from Barzani's Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP). After the KDP fled
into Iran, tens of thousands of villagers from the Barzani tribe were forcibly removed from
their homes and relocated to barren sites in the desert south of Iraq. Here, without any form of
assistance, they had to rebuild their lives from scratch.

In the mid and late 1970s, the regime again moved against the Kurds, forcibly evacuating at
least a quarter of a million people from Iraq's borders with Iran and Turkey, destroying their
villages to create a cordon sanitaire along these sensitive frontiers. Most of the displaced
Kurds were relocated into mujamma'at, crude new settlements located on the main highways
in army-controlled areas of Iraqi Kurdistan. The word literally means "amalgamations" or
"collectivities." In their propaganda, the Iraqis commonly refer to them as "modern villages";
in this report, they are generally described as "complexes." Until 1987, villagers relocated to
the complexes were generally paid some nominal cash compensation, but were forbidden to
move back to their homes.

After 1980, and the beginning of the eight-year Iran-Iraq War, many Iraqi garrisons in
Kurdistan were abandoned or reduced in size, and their troops transferred to the front. In the
vacuum that was left, the Kurdish peshmerga--"those who face death"--once more began to
thrive. The KDP, now led by one of Barzani's sons, Mas'oud, had revived its alliance with
Teheran, and in 1983 KDP units aided Iranian troops in their capture of the border town of
Haj Omran. Retribution was swift: in a lightning operation against the complexes that housed
the relocatedBarzanis, Iraqi troops abducted between five and eight thousand males aged
twelve or over. None of them have ever been seen again, and it is believed that after being
held prisoner for several months, they were all killed. In many respects, the 1983 Barzani
operation foreshadowed the techniques that would be used on a much larger scale during the
Anfal campaign. And the absence of any international outcry over this act of mass murder,
despite Kurdish efforts to press the matter with the United Nations and Western governments,
must have emboldened Baghdad to believe that it could get away with an even larger
operation without any adverse reaction. In these calculations, the Ba'ath Party was correct.

Even more worrisome to Baghdad was the growing closeness between the Iranians and the
KDP's major Kurdish rival, Jalal Talabani's Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). The Ba'ath
regime had conducted more than a year of negotiations with the PUK between 1983-1985, but



in the end these talks failed to bear fruit, and full-scale fighting resumed. In late 1986
Talabani's party concluded a formal political and military agreement with Teheran.

By this time the Iraqi regime's authority over the North had dwindled to control of the cities,
towns, complexes and main highways. Elsewhere, the peshmerga forces could rely on a deep-
rooted base of local support. Seeking refuge from the army, thousands of Kurdish draft-
dodgers and deserters found new homes in the countryside. Villagers learned to live with a
harsh economic blockade and stringent food rationing, punctuated by artillery shelling, aerial
bombardment and punitive forays by the Army and the paramilitary jahsh. In response, the
rural Kurds built air-raid shelters in front of their homes and spent much of their time in
hiding in the caves and ravines that honeycomb the northern Iraqi countryside. For all the
grimness of this existence, by 1987 the mountainous interior of Iraqi Kurdistan was
effectively liberated territory. This the Ba'ath Party regarded as an intolerable situation.

* k%

With the granting of emergency powers to al-Majid in March 1987, the intermittent
counterinsurgency against the Kurds became a campaign of destruction. As Raul Hilberg
observes in his monumental history of the Holocaust:

A destruction process has an inherent pattern. There is only one way in which a scattered
group can effectively be destroyed. Three steps are organic in the operation:

Definition

|

|
Concentration (or seizure)

|

|

Annihilation
This is the invariant structure of the basic process, for no group can be killed without a
concentration or seizure of the victims, and no victims can be segregated before the

perpetrator knows who belongs to the group.4

The Kurdish genocide of 1987-1989, with the Anfal campaign as its centerpiece, fits Hilberg's
paradigm to perfection.

L

In the first three months after assuming his post as secretary general of the Ba'ath Party's
Northern Bureau, Ali Hassan al-Majid began the process of definition of the group that would


http://www.hrw.org/reports/1993/iraqanfal/ANFALINT.htm

be targeted by Anfal, and vastly expanded the range of repressive activities against all rural
Kurds. He decreed that "saboteurs" would lose their property rights, suspended the legal rights
of all the residents of prohibited villages, and began ordering the execution of first-degree
relatives of "saboteurs" and of wounded civilians whose hostility to the regime had been
determined by the intelligence services.

In June 1987, al-Majid issued two successive sets of standing orders that were to govern the
conduct of the security forces through the Anfal campaign and beyond. These orders were
based on the simple axiom on which the regime now operated: in the "prohibited" rural
areas,all resident Kurds were coterminous with the peshmerga insurgents, and they would be
dealt with accordingly.

The first of al-Majid's directives bans all human existence in the prohibited areas, to be
applied through a shoot-to-kill policy. The second, numbered SF/4008, dated June 20, 1987,
modifies and expands upon these orders. It constitutes a bald incitement to mass murder,
spelled out in the most chilling detail. In clause 4, army commanders are ordered "to carry out
random bombardments, using artillery, helicopters and aircraft, at all times of the day or
night, in order to kill the largest number of persons present in these prohibited zones." In
clause 5, al-Majid orders that, "All persons captured in those villages shall be detained and
interrogated by the security services and those between the ages of 15 and 70 shall be
executed after any useful information has been obtained from them, of which we should be
duly notified."

Even as this legal and bureaucratic structure was being set in place, the Iraqi regime became
the first in history to attack its own civilian population with chemical weapons. On April 15,
1987, Iraqi aircraft dropped poison gas on the KDP headquarters at Zewa Shkan, close to the
Turkish border in Dohuk governorate, and the PUK headquarters in the twin villages of
Sergalou and Bergalou, in the governorate of Suleimaniyeh. The following afternoon, they
dropped chemicals on the undefended civilian villages of Sheikh Wasan and Balisan, killing
well over a hundred people, most of them women and children. Scores of other victims of the
attack were abducted from their hospital beds in the city of Erbil, where they had been taken
for treatment of their burns and blindness. They have never been seen again. These incidents
were the first of at least forty documented chemical attacks on Kurdish targets over the
succeeding eighteen months. They were also the first sign of the regime's new readiness to kill
large numbers of Kurdish women and children indiscriminately.

Within a week of the mid-April chemical weapons attacks, al-Majid's forces were ready to
embark upon what he described as a three-stage program of village clearances or
collectivization. The first ran from April 21 to May 20; the second from May 21 to June 20.
More than 700 villages were burned and bulldozed, most of them along the main highways in
government-controlled areas. The third phase of the operation, however, was suspended; with
Iraqi forces still committed to the war front, the resources required for such a huge operation
were notavailable. But the goals of the third stage would eventually be accomplished by
Anfal.

In terms of defining the target group for destruction, no single administrative step was more
important to the Iraqi regime than the national census of October 17, 1987. Now that the
springtime village clearances had created a virtual buffer strip between the government and
the peshmerga-controlled zones, the Ba'ath Party offered the inhabitants of the prohibited
areas an ultimatum: either they could "return to the national ranks"--in other words, abandon



their homes and livelihoods and accept compulsory relocation in a squalid camp under the eye
of the security forces; or they could lose their Iraqi citizenship and be regarded as military
deserters. The second option was tantamount to a death sentence, since the census legislation
made those who refused to be counted subject to an August 1987 decree of the ruling
Revolutionary Command Council, imposing the death penalty on deserters.

In the period leading up to the census, al-Majid refined the target group further. He ordered
his intelligence officials to prepare detailed case-by-case dossiers of "saboteurs' families who
were still living in the government-controlled areas. When these dossiers were complete,
countless women, children and elderly people were forcibly transferred to the rural areas to
share the fate of their peshmerga relatives. This case-by-case, family-by-family sifting of the
population was to become a characteristic feature of the decisions made during the Anfal
period about who should live and who should die.

Last, but not without significance, the census gave those who registered only two alternatives
when it came to declaring their nationality. One could either be Arab or Kurdish--a stipulation
that was to have the direst consequences for other minority groups, such as the Yezidis,
Assyrians and Chaldean Christians who continued to live in the Kurdish areas.5

L

The Anfal campaign began four months after the census, with a massive military assault on
the PUK headquarters at Sergalou-Bergalou on the night of February 23, 1988. Anfal would
have eight stages in all, seven of them directed at areas under the control of the PUK. The
KDP-controlled areas in the northwest of Iraqi Kurdistan, which the regime regarded as a
lesser threat, were the target of the Final Anfal operation in late August and early September,
1988.

The Iraqi authorities did nothing to hide the campaign from public view. On the contrary, as
each phase of the operation triumphed, its successes were trumpeted with the same
propaganda fanfare that attended the victorious battles in the Iran-Iraq War. Even today, Anfal
is celebrated in the official Iraqi media. The fifth anniversary in 1993 of the fall of Sergalou
and Bergalou on March 19, 1988 was the subject of banner headlines.

Iraqi troops tore through rural Kurdistan with the motion of a gigantic windshield wiper,
sweeping first clockwise, then counterclockwise, through one after another of the "prohibited
areas." The First Anfal, centered on the siege of the PUK headquarters, took more than three
weeks. Subsequent phases of the campaign were generally shorter, with a brief pause between
each as army units moved on to the next target. The Second Anfal, in the Qara Dagh region,
lasted from March 22 to April 1, 1988; the Third, covering the hilly plain known as Germian,
took from April 7 to April 20; the Fourth, in the valley of the Lesser Zab river, was the
shortest of all, lasting only from May 3 to May 8.

Only in the Fifth Anfal, which began on May 15 in the mountainous region northeast of Erbil,
did the troops have any real difficulty in meeting their objectives. Encountering fierce
resistance in difficult terrain from the last of the PUK peshmerga, the regime called a
temporary halt to the offensive on June 7. On orders from the Office of the Presidency
(indicating the personal supervisory role that Saddam Hussein himself played in Anfal), the
operation was renewed twice in July and August, with these actions denominated Anfal VI
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and Anfal VII. Eventually, on August 26, the last PUK-controlled area was declared "cleansed
of saboteurs."

By this time, Iran had accepted Iraq's terms for a ceasefire to end the war, freeing up large
numbers of Iraqi troops to carry the Anfal operation into the Badinan area of northern Iraqi
Kurdistan. The Final Anfal began at first light on August 25, and was over in a matter of days.
On September 6, 1988, the Iraqi regime made its de facto declaration of victory by
announcing a general amnesty for all Kurds. (Ali Hassan al-Majid later told aides that he had
opposed the amnesty, but had gone along with it as a loyal party man.)

Each stage of Anfal followed roughly the same pattern. It characteristically began with
chemical attacks from the air on both civilian and peshmerga targets, accompanied by a
military blitz against PUK or KDP military bases and fortified positions. The deadly cocktail
of mustard and nerve gases was much more lethal against civilians than against the
peshmerga, some of whom had acquired gas masks and other rudimentary defenses. In the
village of Sayw Senan (Second Anfal), more than eighty civilians died; in Goktapa (Fourth
Anfal), the death toll was more than 150; in Wara (Fifth Anfal) it was thirty-seven. In the
largest chemical attack of all, the March 16 bombing of the Kurdish town of Halabja, between
3,200 and 5,000 residents died. As a city, Halabja was not technically part of Anfal--the raid
was carried out in reprisal for its capture by peshmerga supported by Iranian Revolutionary
Guards--but it was very much part of the Kurdish genocide.

After the initial assault, ground troops and jahsh enveloped the target area from all sides,
destroying all human habitation in their path, looting household possessions and farm animals
and setting fire to homes, before calling in demolition crews to finish the job. As the
destruction proceeded, so did Hilberg's phase of the "concentration" or "seizure" of the target
group. Convoys of army trucks stood by to transport the villagers to nearby holding centers
and transit camps, while the jahsh combed the hillsides to track down anyone who had
escaped. (Some members of the militia, an asset of dubious reliability to the regime, also
saved thousands of lives by spiriting people away to safety or helping them across army
lines.) Secret police combed the towns, cities and complexes to hunt down Anfal fugitives,
and in several cases lured them out of hiding with false offers of amnesty and a "return to the
national ranks"--a promise that now concealed a more sinister meaning.

L

To this point, Anfal had many of the characteristics of a counterinsurgency campaign, albeit
an unusually savage one. And captured Iraqi documents suggest that during the initial combat
phase, counterinsurgency goals were uppermost in the minds of the troops and their
commanding officers. To be sure, Irag--like any other sovereign nation--had legitimate
interests in combating insurgency. But the fact that Anfal was, by the narrowest definition, a
counterinsurgency, does nothing to diminish the fact that it was also an act of genocide. There
isnothing mutually exclusive about counterinsurgency and genocide. Indeed, one may be the
instrument used to consummate the other. Article I of the Genocide Convention affirms that
"genocide, whether committed in time of peace or in time of war, is a crime under
international law." Summarily executing noncombatant or captured members of an ethnical-
national group as such is not a legitimate wartime or counterinsurgency measure, regardless
of the nature of the conflict.



In addition to this argument of principle, many features of Anfal far transcend the realm of
counterinsurgency. These include, first of all, the simple facts of what happened after the
military goals of the operation had been accomplished:

- the mass murder and disappearance of many tens of thousands of non-combatants--50,000
by the most conservative estimate, and possibly twice that number;

- the use of chemical weapons against non-combatants in dozens of locations, killing
thousands and terrifying many more into abandoning their homes;

- the near-total destruction of family and community assets and infrastructure, including the
entire agricultural mainstay of the rural Kurdish economy;

- the literal abandonment, in punishing conditions, of thousands of women, children and
elderly people, resulting in the deaths of many hundreds. Those who survived did so largely
due to the clandestine help of nearby Kurdish townspeople.

Second, there is the matter of how Anfal was organized as a bureaucratic enterprise. Viewed
as a counterinsurgency, each episode of Anfal had a distinct beginning and an end, and its
conduct was in the hands of the regular army and the jahsh militia. But these agencies were
quickly phased out of the picture, and the captured civilians were transferred to an entirely
separate bureaucracy for processing and final disposal. Separate institutions were involved--
such as Amn, Istikhbarat, the Popular Army (a type of home guard) and the Ba'ath Party itself.
And the infrastructure of prison camps and death convoys was physicallyremote from the
combat theater, lying well outside the Kurdistan Autonomous Region. Tellingly, the killings
were not in any sense concurrent with the counterinsurgency: the detainees were murdered
several days or even weeks after the armed forces had secured their goals. Finally, there is the
question of intent, which goes to the heart of the notion of genocide. Documentary materials
captured from the Iraqi intelligence agencies demonstrate with great clarity that the mass
killings, disappearances and forced relocations associated with Anfal and the other anti-
Kurdish campaigns of 1987-1989 were planned in coherent fashion. While power over these
campaigns was highly centralized, their success depended on the orchestration of the efforts
of a large number of agencies and institutions at the local, regional and national level, from
the Office of the Presidency of the Republic on down to the lowliest jaksh unit.

The official at the center of this great bureaucratic web, of course, was Ali Hassan al-Majid,
and in him the question of intent is apparent on a second, extremely important level. A
number of audiotapes were made of meetings between al-Majid and his aides from 1987 to
1989. These tapes were examined by four independent experts, to establish their authenticity
and to confirm that the principal speaker was al-Majid. Al-Majid was known to have a
distinctive, high-pitched voice and the regional accent of his Tikrit district origins; both these
features were recognized without hesitation by those Iraqis consulted by Middle East Watch.
As a public figure who frequently appears on radio and television in Iraq6, his voice is well
known to many Iraqis. One Iraqi consulted on this subject pointed out that the principal
speaker on the many hours of recordings in Middle East Watch's possession spoke with
authority and used obscene language. In contrast, he said: "Others in those meetings were
courteous and respectful with fearful tones, especially when they addressed al-Majid himself."
Al-Majid, two experts noted, was often referred to by his familiar nickname, "Abu Hassan."
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The tapes contain evidence of a bitter racial animus against the Kurds on the part of the man
who, above any other, plotted their destruction. "Why should I let them live there like
donkeys who don't know anything?" al-Majid asks in one meeting. "What did we ever
getfrom them?" On another occasion, speaking in the same vein: "I said probably we will find
some good ones among [the Kurds]...but we didn't, never." And elsewhere, "I will smash their
heads. These kind of dogs, we will crush their heads." And again, "Take good care of them?
No, I will bury them with bulldozers."

Loyalty to the regime offered no protection from al-Majid's campaigns. Nor did membership
in the pro-government jahsh. Al-Majid even boasted of threatening militia leaders with
chemical weapons if they refused to evacuate their villages. Ethnicity and physical location
were all that mattered, and these factors became coterminous when the mass killings took
place in 1988.

The 1987 village clearances were wholly directed at government-controlled areas, and thus
had nothing whatever to do with counterinsurgency. If the former residents of these areas
refused to accept government-assigned housing in a mujamma'a, and took refuge instead in a
peshmerga-controlled area -- as many did -- they too were liable to be killed during Anfal.
The same applied to other smaller minorities. In the October 1987 census, many Assyrian and
Chaldean Christians -- an Aramaic-speaking people of ancient origin -- refused the
government's demands that they designate themselves either as Arabs or Kurds. Those who
declined to be Arabs were automatically treated as Kurds. And, during the Final Anfal in
Dohuk governorate, where most Christians were concentrated, they were in fact dealt with by
the regime even more severely than their Kurdish neighbors. Those few Turkomans, a Turkic-
speaking minority, who fought with the Kurdish peshmerga were not spared, because they too
were deemed to have become Kurds.

Almost continuously for the previous two decades, the Ba'ath-led government had engaged in
a campaign of Arabization of Kurdish regions. The armed resistance this inspired was
Kurdish in character and composition. In 1988, the rebels and all those deemed to be
sympathizers were therefore treated as Kurds who had to be wiped out, once and for all.
Whether they were combatants or not was immaterial; as far as the government was
concerned they were all "bad Kurds", who had not come over to the side of the government.

L

To pursue Hilberg's paradigm a little further, once the concentration and seizure was
complete, the annihilation could begin. The target group had already been defined with care.
Now came the definition of the second, concentric circle within the group: those who were
actually to be killed.

At one level, this was a straightforward matter. Under the terms of al-Majid's June 1987
directives, death was the automatic penalty for any male of an age to bear arms who was
found in an Anfal area.7 At the same time, no one was supposed to go before an Anfal firing
squad without first having his or her case individually examined. There is a great deal of
documentary evidence to support this view, beginning with a presidential order of October 15,
1987--two days before the census--that "the names of persons who are to be subjected to a
general/blanket judgment must not be listed collectively. Rather, refer to them or treat them in
your correspondence on an individual basis." The effects of this order are reflected in the lists
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that the Army and Amn compiled of Kurds arrested during Anfal, which note each person's
name, sex, age, place of residence and place of capture.

The processing of the detainees took place in a network of camps and prisons. The first
temporary holding centers were in operation, under the control of military intelligence as
early as March 15, 1988; by about the end of that month, the mass disappearances had begun
in earnest, peaking in mid-April and early May. Most of the detainees went to a place called
Topzawa, a Popular Army camp on the outskirts of Kirkuk--the city where Ali Hassan al-
Majid had his headquarters. Some went to the Popular Army barracks in Tikrit. Women and
children were trucked on from Topzawa to a separate camp in the town of Dibs; between
6,000 and 8,000 elderly detainees were taken to the abandoned prison of Nugra Salman in the
southern desert, where hundreds of them died of neglect, starvation and disease. Badinan
prisoners from the Final Anfal went through a separate but parallel system, with most being
detained in the huge army fort at Dohuk and the women and children being transferred later to
a prison camp in Salamiyeh on the Tigris River close to Mosul.

The majority of the women, children and elderly people were released from the camps after
the September 6 amnesty. But none of theAnfal men were released. Middle East Watch's
presumption, based on the testimony of a number of survivors from the Third and bloodiest
Anfal, is that they went in large groups before firing squads and were interred secretly outside
the Kurdish areas. During the Final Anfal in Badinan, in at least two cases groups of men
were executed on the spot after capture by military officers carrying out instructions from
their commanders.

The locations of at least three mass gravesites have been pinpointed through the testimony of
survivors. One is near the north bank of the Euphrates River, close to the town of Ramadi and
adjacent to a complex housing Iranian Kurds forcibly displaced in the early stages of the Iran-
Iraq War. Another is in the vicinity of the archaeological site of Al-Hadhar (Hatra), south of
Mosul. A third is in the desert outside the town of Samawah. At least two other mass graves
are believed to exist on Hamrin Mountain, one between Kirkuk and Tikrit and the other west
of Tuz Khurmatu.8

While the camp system is evocative of one dimension of the Nazi genocide, the range of
execution methods described by Kurdish survivors is uncannily reminiscent of another--the
activities of the Einsatzkommandos, or mobile killing units, in the Nazi-occupied lands of
Eastern Europe. Each of the standard operating techniques used by the Einsatzkommandos is
documented in the Kurdish case. Some groups of prisoners were lined up, shot from the front
and dragged into pre-dug mass graves; others were shoved roughly into trenches and
machinegunned where they stood; others were made to lie down in pairs, sardine-style, next
to mounds of fresh corpses, before being killed; others were tied together, made to stand on
the lip of the pit, and shot in the back so that they would fall forward into it--a method that
was presumably more efficient from the point of view of the killers. Bulldozers then pushed
earth or sand loosely over the heaps of corpses. Some of the gravesites contained dozens of
separate pits, and obviously contained the bodies of thousands of victims. Circumstantial
evidence suggests that the executioners were uniformed members of the Ba'ath Party, or
perhaps of Iraq's General Security Directorate (Amn).

By the most conservative estimates, 50,000 rural Kurds died during Anfal. While males from
approximately fourteen to fifty wereroutinely killed en masse, a number of questions surround
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the selection criteria that were used to order the murder of younger children and entire
families.

Many thousands of women and children perished, but subject to extreme regional variations,
with most being residents of two distinct "clusters" that were affected by the Third and Fourth
Anfals. Abuses by zealous local field commanders may explain why women and children
were rounded up, rather than being allowed to slip away. But they cannot adequately explain
the later patterns of disappearance, since the detainees were promptly transferred alive out of
army custody, segregated from their husbands and fathers in processing centers elsewhere,
and then killed in cold blood after a period in detention. The place of surrender, more than
place of residence, seems to have been one consideration in deciding who lived and who died.
Amn documents indicate that another factor may have been whether the troops encountered
armed resistance in a given area--which indeed was the case in most, but not all, of the areas
marked by the killing of women and children. A third criterion may have been the perceived
"political stance" of detainees, although it is hard to see how this could have been applied to
children.

Whatever the precise reasons, it is clear from captured Iraqi documents that the intelligence
agencies scrutinized at least some cases individually, and even appealed to the highest
authority if they were in doubt about the fate of a particular individual. This suggests that the
annihilation process was governed, at least in principle, by rigid bureaucratic norms. But all
the evidence suggests that the purpose of these norms was not to rule on a particular person's
guilt or innocence of specific charges, but merely to establish whether an individual belonged
to the target group that was to be "Anfalized," i.e. Kurds in areas outside government control.
At the same time, survivor testimony repeatedly indicates that the rulebook was only adhered
to casually in practice. The physical segregation of detainees from Anfal areas by age and sex,
as well as the selection of those to be exterminated, was a crude affair, conducted without any
meaningful prior process of interrogation or evaluation.

E

Although Anfal as a military campaign ended with the general amnesty of September 6, 1988,
its logic did not. Those who were released from prisons such as Nugra Salman, Dibs and
Salamiyeh, as well as those who returned from exile under the amnesty, were relocated to
complexes with no compensation and no means of support. Civilians who tried to help them
were hunted down by Amn. The mujamma'at that awaited the survivors of the Final Anfal in
Badinan were places of residence in name alone; the Anfalakan were merely dumped on the
barren earth of the Erbil plain with no infrastructure other than a perimeter fence and military
guard towers. Here, hundreds perished from disease, exposure, hunger or malnutrition, and
the after-effects of exposure to chemical weapons. Several hundreds more--non-Muslim
Yezidis, Assyrians and Chaldeans, including many women and children--were abducted from
the camps and disappeared, collateral victims of the Kurdish genocide. Their particular crime
was to have remained in the prohibited majority Kurdish areas after community leaders
declined to accept the regime's classification of them as Arabs in the 1987 census.

The regime had no intention of allowing the amnestied Kurds to exercise their full civil rights
as Iraqi citizens. They were to be deprived of political rights and employment opportunities
until Amn certified their loyalty to the regime. They were to sign written pledges that they
would remain in the mujamma'at to which they had been assigned--on pain of death. They



were to understand that the prohibited areas remained off limits and were often sown with
landmines to discourage resettlement; directive SF/4008, and in particular clause 5, with its
order to kill all adult males, would remain in force and would be carried out to the letter.

Arrests and executions continued, some of the latter even involving prisoners who were alive,
in detention, at the time of the amnesty. Middle East Watch has documented three cases of
mass executions in late 1988; in one of them, 180 people were put to death. Documents from
one local branch of Amn list another eighty-seven executions in the first eight months of 1989,
one of them a man accused of "teaching the Kurdish language in Latin script."

The few hundred Kurdish villages that had come through Anfal unscathed as a result of their
pro-government sympathies had no guarantees of lasting survival, and dozens more were
burned and bulldozed in late 1988 and 1989. Army engineers even destroyed the large
Kurdish town of Qala Dizeh (population 70,000) and declared itsenvirons a "prohibited area,"
removing the last significant population center close to the Iranian border.

Killing, torture and scorched-earth policies continued, in other words, to be a matter of daily
routine in Iraqi Kurdistan, as they always had been under the rule of the Ba'ath Arab Socialist
Party. But the Kurdish problem, in al-Majid's words, had been solved; the "saboteurs" had
been slaughtered. Since 1975, some 4,000 Kurdish villages had been destroyed; at least
50,000 rural Kurds had died in Anfal alone, and very possibly twice that number; half of
Iraq's productive farmland had been laid waste. All told, the total number of Kurds killed over
the decade since the Barzani men were taken from their homes is well into six figures.

By April 23, 1989, the Ba'ath Party felt that it had accomplished its goals, for on that date it
revoked the special powers that had been granted to Ali Hassan al-Majid two years earlier. At
a ceremony to greet his successor, the supreme commander of Anfal made it clear that "the
exceptional situation is over."

To use the language of the Genocide Convention, the regime's aim had been to destroy the
group (Iraqi Kurds) in part, and it had done so. Intent and act had been combined, resulting in
the consummated crime of genocide. And with this, Ali Hassan al-Majid was free to move on
to other tasks demanding his special talents--first as governor of occupied Kuwait and, then,
in 1993, as Iraq's Minister of Defense.

1 A derisive Kurdish term for the National Defense Battalions, the word jahsh means "donkey
foals."

2 "Saboteurs" is the term commonly applied by the Iraqi regime to the Kurdish peshmerga
guerrillas and their civilian sympathizers.

3 As defined in the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide
(hereinafter the Genocide Convention), 78 UNTS 277, approved by GA Res. 2670 on
December 9, 1948, entered into force January 12, 1951.

4 Raul Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1985
student edition), p.267.



5 While the Yezidis, a syncretic religious sect, are ethnic Kurds, the Assyrians and Chaldeans
are a distinct ancient people in their own right.

6 Al-Majid has served variously over the past five years as Secretary General of the Ba'ath
Party's Northern Bureau, Interior Minister, Governor of Iragi-occupied Kuwait in 1990 and,

as Defense Minister.

7 Rural Kurdish men carry personal weapons as matter of tradition, regardless of their
politics.

8 Other mass graves have been found elsewhere in Kurdish-controlled territory, containing
the remains of Amn executions before, during and after the Anfal period.

FAGE TOC FPAGE



FPAGE TOC PAGE

1

Ba'athis and Kurds

"Black are his colors, black pavilion,

His spear, his shield, his horse, his armor, plumes,

And jetty feathers menace death and hell--

Without respect of sex, degree or age,

He razeth all his foes with fire and sword.

-- Christopher Marlowe, Tamburlaine the Great, Part One (IV,i)

"Each era is different. Everything changes. But Saddam Hussein is worse than Tamburlaine
of 600 years ago."
-- Abd-al-Qader Abdullah Askari of Goktapa, site of chemical weapons attack, May 3, 1988.

It is a land of spring flowers and waving fields of wheat, of rushing streams and sudden
perilous gorges, of hidden caves and barren rock faces. Above all, it is a land where the
rhythm of life is defined by the relationship between the people and the mountains. One range
after another, the peaks stretch in all directions as far as the eye can travel, the highest of them
capped year-round by snow. "Level the mounts," so the old saying goes, "and in a day the
Kurds would be no more."

The Kurds have inhabited these mountains for thousands of years. "The territories designated
since the 12th Century as Kurdistan," says one scholar, "were inhabited since the most distant
antiquity and constitute one of the very first settlements of human civilization. Jarmo, in the
valley of Chamchamal, at present in Iraq, is the most ancient village of the Middle East. Here,
four thousand years before our era, man already cultivated diverse grains (wheat, barley,
lentils, peas, etc.), plucked fruits (olives, almonds, pistachios, figs), raised sheep and goats."1

Yet for all their antiquity, the Kurds have never been able to form an independent political
entity of their own in modern times. Fromthe 16th to the early 20th centuries, their territories
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formed part of the Ottoman and Persian empires. With the collapse of the Ottoman empire
after World War One, the Kurds were to be granted their independence under the 1920 Treaty
of Sévres. But that promise evaporated as the nationalist movement of Kamal Ataturk seized
control of the Kurdish lands in eastern Turkey and the Kurds saw their mountain homeland
divided once more among four newly created states--Turkey, Syria, Iraq and the Soviet
Union, and one ancient land--Iran, or Persia as it was then known.

Each of these states has balked at assimilating its Kurdish minority, and each of the Kurdish
groups has rebelled against the authority of its new central government. Of these traditions of
rebellion, none has been more persistent than that of the Iraqi Kurds.2 There are larger
Kurdish populations--some ten to fifteen million Kurds live in Turkey and seven million in
Iran, compared to just four million in Iraq.3 Yet a number of factors set the Iraqi Kurds apart
from their neighbors. They were proportionately the largest ethnic minority in the region, at
least until the 1980s, accounting for fully 23 percent of the total Iraqi population4. The
proportion of Kurds in Turkey may now be fractionally higher, but this is not a consequence
of normal demographic trends. The relative decline of the Iraqi Kurdish population is a
political matter. Hundreds of thousands have fled into exile; tens of thousands more have been
killed, above all in 1988, in the course of the six-and-a-half month long campaign of
extermination known as Anfal.

The Iraqi Kurds have also been the victims of an accident of geography, for vast oil reserves
were discovered in the 20th century on the fringes of their ancestral lands. The Kurds have
repeatedly challenged the government in Baghdad for control of these areas--especially the
ethnically mixed city of Kirkuk. And it is this contest for natural resources and power, as
much as any consideration of ideology or deep-rooted ethnic animus, which underlies the
brutal treatment of the Kurds by the ruling Arab Ba'ath Socialist Party.

Since the 1920s, the Iraqi Kurds have staged one revolt after another against the central
authorities. Most of these rebellions had their nerve center in a remote area of northeastern
Iraq called the Barzan valley, which lies close to the Iranian and Turkish borders on the banks
of the Greater Zab river. From the early 1940s to the mid-1970s, the idea of Kurdish rebellion
was inseparable from the name of a charismatic tribal leader from that valley, Mullah Mustafa
Barzani.

Barzani's only real success came in 1946, when Iraqi and Iranian Kurds joined forces to found
the Mahabad Republic. But the Mahabad experiment lasted only a year before it was crushed,
and Barzani fled to the Soviet Union with several thousand fighters in a celebrated "long
march."5 After the overthrow of the Iraqi monarchy in 1958, the Kurds encountered a familiar
pattern under each of the regimes that followed: first a period of negotiations that invariably
failed to satisfy Kurdish demands for autonomy, and then, when the talks broke down,
renewed outbreaks of violence.6 Rural villages were bombed and burned andKurdish fighters
hunted down relentlessly. The name that they adopted expressed accurately the condition of
their existence. They called themselves peshmerga--"those who face death."

L

In 1988, during the final six months of Iraq's eight-year long war with Iran, something terrible
occurred in the mountains of northern Iraq. At least metaphorically, the regime of Saddam
Hussein did "level the mounts," in the sense of razing thousands of villages, destroying the
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traditional rural economy and infrastructure of Iraqi Kurdistan and killing many tens of
thousands of its inhabitants.

The outside world has long known of two isolated episodes of abuse of the Iraqi Kurds in
1988. In both instances, it was the proximity of the victims to international borders, and thus
to the foreign media, that accounted for the news leaking out. In the first, the March 16 poison
gas attack on the Kurdish city of Halabja, near the border with Iran, the Iranian authorities
made it their business to show off the site to the international press within a few days of the
bombing. Even so, the illusion has long persisted, fostered initially by reports from the U.S.
intelligence community, which "tilted" strongly toward Baghdad during the 1980-1988 Iran-
Iraq War, that both sides were responsible for the chemical attack on Halabja.7 This is false:
The testimony of survivorsestablishes beyond reasonable doubt that Halabja was an Iraqi
action, launched in response to the brief capture of the city by Iraqi peshmerga assisted by
Iranian Revolutionary Guards (pasdaran). The thousands who died, virtually all of them
civilians, were victims of the Iraqi regime.8

The second well-publicized event was the mass exodus of at least 65,000, and perhaps as
many as 80,000, Iraqi Kurdish refugees from the northern mountains of the Badinan area into
the Turkish borderlands, during the final days of August.9 The reason for their flight was later
conclusively demonstrated to have been a further series of chemical weapons attacks by the
Iraqi armed forces.10 Since World War One, the use of poison gas in warfare has been
regarded as a special kind of abomination. Chemical weapons were banned by the Geneva
Protocol of 1925, to which Iraq is a party, and many countries subsequently destroyedtheir
stockpiles. While Iraq, and to a lesser extent Iran, had broken the battlefield taboo on many
occasions since 1983, the Halabja and Badinan attacks marked a new level of inhumanity, as
the first documented instances of a government employing chemical weapons against its own
civilian population.

Yet Halabja and Badinan are merely two pieces in a much larger jigsaw puzzle, and they
formed part of a concerted offensive against the Kurds that lasted from March 1987 until May
1989. In the judgment of Middle East Watch, the Iraqi campaign against the Kurds during that
period amounted to genocide, under the terms of the Genocide Convention.11

Middle East Watch has reached this conclusion after over eighteen months of research. Our
methodology has had three distinct and complementary elements. The first was an extensive
series of field interviews with Kurdish survivors. Between April and September 1992, Middle
East Watch researchers interviewed in depth some 300 people in Iraqi Kurdistan and spoke to
hundreds of others about their experiences. Most had been directly affected by the violence;
many had lost members of their immediate families. In March and April 1993, an additional
fifty interviews sought to deal with the questions that remained unanswered.

The second dimension of Middle East Watch's Iraqi Kurdistan project was a series of forensic
examinations of mass gravesites, under the supervision of the distinguished forensic
anthropologist Dr. Clyde Collins Snow. Dr. Snow's first preliminary trip, to the Erbil and
Suleimaniyeh areas, was in December 1991. On two subsequent visits, Dr. Snow's team
exhumed a number of graves, in particular a site containing the bodies of twenty-six men and
teenage boys executed by the Iraqi Army in lateAugust 1988 on the outskirts of the village of
Koreme, in the Badinan area.12
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The third, and most ambitious, strand in our research has been the study of captured Iraqi
intelligence archives. During 1991 and early 1992, through a variety of sources, Middle East
Watch had assembled a modest file of official Iraqi documents that described aspects of the
regime's policy toward the Kurds. For the most part, these had been seized from Iraqi
government buildings during the aborted Kurdish uprising of March 1991. Then, in May
1992, Middle East Watch secured permission to examine and analyse 847 boxes of Iraqi
government materials that had been captured during the intifada by the Patriotic Union of
Kurdistan (PUK), one of the two main parties in Iraqi Kurdistan. Through an arrangement
between the PUK and the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee, the documents became
Congressional Records of the Committee.13 Analysis of the documents began on October 22,
1992, and in many cases it has been possible to match documentary evidence about specific
villages or campaigns with testimonial material from the same locations.

As Raul Hilberg notes in his history of the Holocaust, "There are not many ways in which a
modern society can, in short order, kill a large number of people living in its midst. This is an
efficiency problem of the greatest dimensions..."14 The trove of captured documents
demonstrates in astonishing breadth and detail how the Iraqi state bureaucracy organized the
Kurdish genocide. Some of these documents were seized during the uprising by the citizens of
the Kurdish city of Suleimaniyeh and later stuffed haphazardly into stout plastic flour sacks.
Others, piled first into tea boxes and then wrapped in sacks stamped"PUK Shaqglawa," were
taken from the offices of Iraq's General Security Directorate (Mudiriyat al-Amn al-Ameh),
commonly known as Amn, in Erbil and the northern resort town of Shaqlawa.15 The contents
of these boxes are often charred as a result of the March 1991 fighting, in which many
government buildings were torched. Some are wrinkled, partly shredded and almost illegible
after prolonged exposure to moisture. The documents are crammed into bulging ring-back
letter files or bound together loosely with staples, string, laces or pins. Hand-written ledgers
are covered with flowered wallpaper, kept clean with sheets of transparent plastic. Sometimes
their Arabic titles are lettered in ornate psychedelic script with a variety of colored felt-tip
pens, by bored or whimsical clerks with the right security clearance. One police binder is
neatly bound in Christmas wrapping paper from Great Britain that shows a red-breasted robin
singing cheerfully among sprigs of holly.

Between them, the documents show in compelling detail how the Iraqi security bureaucracy
tackled the "efficiency problem" of razing thousands of Kurdish villages from the map and
murdering tens of thousands of their inhabitants. There are smoking guns here, in the form of
signed government decrees ordering summary mass execution. Yet equally telling in their
own way are the thousands upon thousands of pages of field intelligence notes, scribbled
annotations of telephone conversations, minutes of meetings, arrest warrants, deportation
orders, notes on the burning of a particular village, casualty lists from chemical attacks, lists
of the family members of "saboteurs," phone surveillance logs, food ration restrictions,
interrogation statements and salutes to victorious military units. Between them these are, so to
speak, the innumerable tiny pixels that together make up the picture of the Kurdish genocide.

E L

For those who survived the slaughter, the experience can be summed up in a single word: al-
Anfal. The word is religious in origin; it is the name of the eighth sura, or chapter, of the
Koran. According to the Iraqi writer Kanan Makiya, whose May 1992 article in Harper's
Magazine was the first written journalistic treatment of the Anfal campaign, the eighth sura is


http://www.hrw.org/reports/1993/iraqanfal/ANFAL1.htm
http://www.hrw.org/reports/1993/iraqanfal/ANFAL1.htm
http://www.hrw.org/reports/1993/iraqanfal/ANFAL1.htm

"the seventy-five-verse revelation that came to the Prophet Mohammed in the wake of the
first great battle of the new Muslim faith at Badr (A.D. 624). It was in the village of Badr,
located in what is now the Saudi province of Hejaz, that a group of Muslims numbering 319
routed nearly 1,000 Meccan unbelievers. The battle was seen by the first Muslims as
vindication of their new faith; the victory, the result of a direct intervention by God."16

In this sura, the Arabic word 'al-Anfal' means 'spoils,' as in the spoils of battle. It begins,
"They will question thee concerning the spoils. Say: 'The spoils belong to God and the
Messenger; so fear you God, and set things right between you, and obey you God and his
Messenger, if you are believers."

The sura continues with the revelation of God's will to the angels:

"I am with you; so confirm the believers. I shall cast into the unbelievers' hearts terror; so
smite above the necks, and smite every finger of them!" That, because they had made a breach
with God and with His Messenger; and whosoever makes a breach with God and with His
Messenger, surely God is terrible in His retribution. That for you; therefore taste it; and that
the chastisement of the Fire 1s for the unbelievers."17

Although Saddam Hussein has often chosen in recent years to wrap his campaigns in religious
language and iconography, Ba'athist Iraq is a militantly secular state. The victims of the 1988
Anfal campaign, the Kurds of northern Iraq, are for the most part Sunni Muslims. During
Anfal, every mosque in the Kurdish villages that were targeted for destruction was flattened
by the Iraqi Army Corps of Engineers, using bulldozers and dynamite.

* %

Kurdish Autonomy and Arabization

Yet for all its horror, it would be wrong to say that Anfal was entirely unprecedented, for
terrible atrocities had been visited on the Kurds by the Ba'ath Party on many occasions in the
past. Ironically, when Iraqi Kurds are asked if they can recall a period of stable peace, they
speak first of the early years of the second Ba'ath Party regime, after the coup of July 1968.
The radical pan-Arabist ideology on which the party had been founded was hostile to the non-
Arab Kurds, who are culturally and linguistically related to the Persians. Yet the new Iraqi
regime made a priority of achieving a durable settlement with the Kurds.

The Ba'ath was not lacking in pragmatism. The party was weak when it came to office, and it
had no desire to contend with a troublesome insurgency. Pan-Arabist rhetoric was therefore
played down after 1968, in favor of a new effort to forge a single unified Iraqi identity, one in
which the Kurds would be accepted as partners--if not exactly equal ones. The modern nation-
state of Iraq had been an artificial creation of the League of Nations in the 1920s, when the
former southern vilayat of the Ottoman Empire were subdivided into mandate territories
administered by Britain and France. Iraq's boundaries, incorporating the vilayet of Mosul,
reflected British interest in achieving control over that region's known oil resources.

It was oil that proved to be the Achilles' heel of the autonomy package that was offered to the
Kurds by Saddam Hussein, the Revolutionary Command Council member in charge of
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Kurdish affairs. On paper the Manifesto of March 11, 1970 was promising. It recognized the
legitimacy of Kurdish nationalism and guaranteed Kurdish participation in government and
Kurdish language-teaching in schools.18 But it reserved judgment on the territorial extent of
"Kurdistan," pending a new census. Such a census would surely have shown a solid Kurdish
majority in the city of Kirkuk and the surrounding oilfields, as well as in the secondary oil-
bearing area of Khanaqin, south of the city of Suleimaniyeh. But no census was scheduled
until 1977, by which time the autonomy deal was dead.19

As before, Kurdish ideals were hostage to larger political forces. In April 1972, the Ba'ath
regime signed a 15-year friendship treaty with the Soviet Union; two months later it
nationalized the Iraq Petroleum Company; and with the October 1973 Arab-Israeli war, Iraq's
oil revenues soared tenfold.20 In June of that year, with Ba'ath-Kurdish relations already
souring, the legendary guerrilla leader Mullah Mustafa Barzani laid formal claim to the
Kirkuk oilfields. Baghdad interpreted this as a virtual declaration of war, and in March 1974
unilaterally decreed an autonomy statute.

The new statute was a far cry from the 1970 Manifesto, and its definition of the Kurdish
autonomous area explicitly excluded the oil-rich areas of Kirkuk, Khanaqin and Jabal Sinjar.
In tandem with the 1970-1974 autonomy process, the Iraqi regime carried out a
comprehensive administrative reform, in which the country's sixteen provinces, or
governorates, were renamed and in some cases had their boundaries altered. The old province
of Kirkuk was split up into two. The area around the city itself was now to be named al-
Ta'mim ("nationalization") and its boundaries redrawn to give an Arab majority. A new,
smaller province, to be known as Salah al Din, included the city of Tikrit and the nearby
village of al-Ouja, Saddam Hussein's birthplace. Clearly the parallel between Saddam and the
legendary mediaeval warrior, known in the West as Saladin, was anything but accidental
(although, ironically, Saladin was himself a Kurd, and like many of his kin had initially hired
himself out to Arab armies).21 Baghdad gave the Kurds two weeks to accept its terms22;
Barzani responded with a renewal of his dormant armed revolt.

In the belief that they have no lasting friends, Kurdish leaders have long made alliances of
convenience with outsiders, and Barzani assumed that foreign support would allow his fight
to prosper. Horrified by Iraq's new alignment with the Soviet Union, the Israeli government
and the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency trained senior KDP leaders and kept Barzani
generously supplied with intelligence and arms, including heavy weaponry. The Shah of Iran,
meanwhile, provided an indispensable rearguard territory as well as logistical support.

With this help, the peshmerga resisted the Iraqi assault for a year, although more than a
hundred thousand refugees fled to Iran and the Kurdish towns of Zakho and Qala Dizeh were
heavily damaged by aerial bombing.

But Barzani grossly overestimated the commitment of outsiders to his cause. In March 1975,
the Shah and Saddam Hussein signed the Algiers Agreement, which surprised most observers
by putting an end--atleast for the time being--to the long-standing quarrel between the two
countries. Iraq granted Iran shared access to the disputed Shatt al-Arab waterway; as a quid
pro quo, the Shah abruptly withdrew his military and logistical support from the Iraqi Kurds.
Within a week, Barzani's revolt had collapsed. Its leader, a broken man, was soon dead.
"Covert action should not be confused with missionary work," was Dr. Henry Kissinger's
famous remark on the affair.
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In the eyes of the Ba'ath Party, Barzani's collaboration with Iran, the United States and Israel
marked the Kurds down as Fifth Columnists. "Those who have sold themselves to the
foreigner will not escape punishment," said Saddam Hussein, who at this point was deputy
chairman of Iraq's Revolutionary Command Council, and the official responsible for internal
security matters.23 That attitude colored Ba'ath dealings with the Kurds for the next two
decades. Its culmination was the campaign known as Anfal.

L

With the collapse of the Barzani Revolution, as Kurds call it, the Iraqi regime shifted its anti-
Kurdish activities into a higher gear. The traditional concerns of counterinsurgency planners
now gave way to the more ambitious goal of physically redrawing the map of northern Iraq.
This meant removing rebellious Kurds from their ancestral lands and resettling them in new
areas under the strict military control of the Baghdad authorities.

In 1975 the Iraqi government embarked on a sweeping campaign to "Arabize" the areas that
had been excluded from Kurdistan under theoffer of autonomy--an effort that had first begun
in 1963. Hundreds of Kurdish villages were destroyed during the mid-1970s in the northern
governorates of Nineveh and Dohuk, and about 150 more in the governorate of Diyala, the
southernmost spur of Iraqi Kurdistan, where there were also significant oil deposits.24
Restrictions were imposed, and maintained over the years that followed, on the employment
and residence of Kurds in the Kirkuk area.25 Arab tribespeople from southern Iraq were
enticed to move to the north with government benefits and offers of housing. Uprooted
Kurdish farmers were sent to new homes in rudimentary government-controlled camps along
the main highways.

Some were forcibly relocated to the flat and desolate landscapes of southern Iraq, including
thousands of refugees from the Barzani tribal areas who returned from Iran in late 1975 under
a general amnesty. Once moved, they had no hope of resuming their traditional farming
activities: "The houses that the government had allocated for the Kurds in those areas were
about one kilometer away from each other," recalled one returning refugee. "They told me I
should stay there and become a farmer, but we could not farm there: it was all desert."26 In
November 1975, an Iraqi official acknowledged that some 50,000 Kurds had beendeported to
the southern districts of Nasiriya and Diwaniya, although the true figure was almost certainly
higher.27

This reference to "houses" is a little misleading, for the new quarters were primitive in the
extreme. The relocated Kurds were simply driven south in convoys of trucks, dumped in the
middle of nowhere and left to their own resources. "This is to prevent you from going to
Mustafa [Barzani] or Iran," one villager remembers being told by a soldier.28 Many people
died of heat and starvation; the remainder survived at first in "shades"--crude shelters
fashioned from branches and thatch, or rugs strung on a framework of poles. In time they
managed to build mud houses with the money that the men earned as day-laborers in the
nearest town.

In 1977-1978, under the terms of the 1975 Algiers Agreement, Iraq began to clear a cordon
sanitaire along its northern borders. At first, a former Iraqi military officer told Middle East
Watch, this no-man's land extended five kilometers (3.1 miles) into Iraq; later, it was
extended to ten kilometers, then to fifteen, and finally to thirty (18.6 miles). The governorate
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of Suleimaniyeh, which shares a long mountainous border with Iran, was the worst affected,
and estimates of the number of villages destroyed during this first wave of border clearances
run as high as 500, the great majority of them in Sulemaniyeh.29 Again, official Iraqi
statements convey some minimal sense of the numbers involved: the Ba'ath Party newspaper
Al-Thawra admitted that 28,000 families (as many as 200,000 people) had been deported from
the border zone in just twomonths during the summer of 1978.30 Deportees say that they
were given five days to gather up their possessions and leave their homes; when that deadline
had expired the army demolition crews moved in.

This was no haphazard operation. A new bureaucratic infrastructure was set up in August
1979 to handle these forced mass relocations, in the form of the Revolutionary Command
Council's Committee for Northern Affairs, headed by Saddam Hussein. (Reportedly, a
"Special Investigation Committee" (Hay'at al-tahqiq al-khaseh) was also set up at this time,
charged with identifying potential peshmerga and authorized to order the death penalty
without consulting Baghdad.)31

Saddam Hussein's committee now began systematically to redraw the map of Iraqi Kurdistan,
and the border clearances of the late 1970's marked the first large-scale introduction of the
mujamma'a, or "complex" system of Kurdish resettlement camps.32 The mujamma'at (plural)
were crudely built collective villages, located near large towns or along the main highways in
areas controlled by the Iraqi Army. Sometimes the Kurds received some nominal
compensation for their confiscated lands, although the amounts offered were usually derisory.
They could also apply for loans from the government's Real Estate Bank in order to build a
home in the complexes; but they were forbidden to return to their ancestral lands.

After the start of the war with Iran, which began with the Iraqi invasion of September 22,
1980, Baghdad's campaign against the Kurdsfaltered. Army garrisons in Iraqi Kurdistan were
progressively abandoned or reduced, their troops transferred to the Iranian front; into the
vacuum moved the resurgent peshmerga. Villages in the north began to offer refuge to large
numbers of Kurdish draft dodgers and army deserters. Increasing stretches of the countryside
effectively became liberated territory.

In these early years of the Iran-Iraq war, it was the KDP--now commanded by Mullah
Mustafa Barzani's sons, the half-brothers Mas'oud and Idris--that was the main object of
Baghdad's attention.33 Since 1975, the KDP had been based at Karaj, outside Teheran. The
Iraqi regime's hostility only grew when it learned that the Kurdish group was now allying
itself quite as readily with Iran's new clerical rulers as it had with the Shah.

The villagers who had been removed from the Barzan valley in 1975 spent nearly five years
in their new quarters in the southern governorate of Diwaniya. But in 1980 army trucks, East
German-supplied IFAs, rolled up outside their desert encampment and told them they were to
be relocated again. For most, the new destination was Qushtapa, a new resettlement complex
a half-hour drive to the south of the Kurdish city of Erbil. Some were taken to Baharka, north
of Erbil, and others to the mujamma'at of Diyana and Harir, some way to the northeast. There
was no permanent housing in these complexes, nothing but tents, but the villagers were
relieved at first to be breathing the air of Kurdistan once more.

But in the last week of July 1983, the residents of Qushtapa became aware of unusual military
movements. Fighter planes screamed overhead, making for the Iranian border. Troop convoys
could be seen on the paved highway that bisected the camp, headed in the same direction.
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Listening to Teheran radio, the Barzanis learned that the strategic border garrison town of Haj
Omran had fallen to an Iranian assault. What they did not know at first was that the KDP had
effectively acted as scouts and guides for the Iranian forces.

The reprisals began in the early hours of July 30. "We were all asleep when the soldiers
surrounded the complex at 3:00 a.m.," said oneBarzani woman who was living in Qushtapa at
the time.34 "Then, before dawn, as people were getting dressed and getting ready to go to
work, all the soldiers at once charged through the complex. They captured the men walking
on the street and even took an old man who was mentally deranged and was usually left tied
up. They took the religious man who went to the mosque to call for prayers. They were
breaking down doors and entering the houses searching for our men. They looked inside the
chicken coops, water tanks, refrigerators, everywhere, and took all the men over the age of
thirteen. The women cried and clutched the Koran and begged the soldiers not to take their
men away."

"I tried to hold on to my youngest son, who was small and very sick," added another of the
"Barzani widows," as the women are now known. "I pleaded with them, "You took the other
three, please let me have this one.' They just told me, 'If you say anything else, we'll shoot
you,' and then hit me in the chest with a rifle butt. They took the boy. He was in the fifth
grade."

Between five and eight thousand Barzani men from Qushtapa and other other camps were
loaded into large buses and driven off toward the south. They have never been seen again, and
to this day the widows show visitors to the Qushtapa camp framed photographs of their
husbands, sons and brothers, begging for information about their fate.35 For almost a year
after the raid the Qushtapa camp was sealed. Electrical power was cut off; the women were
not allowed to leave, even to shop, and townspeople of Erbil smuggled in food secretly at
night. "Now that your men are gone, why don't you come and stay with us?" one woman who
remained behind recalls being taunted by Amn agents.

In a 1983 speech, President Saddam Hussein left little doubt what had happened to the
Barzanis. "They betrayed the country and they betrayed the covenant," he said, "and we meted
out a stern punishment to them and they went to hell."36 The seizure and presumed mass
killing of the Barzani men was the direct precursor of what would be repeated on a much
larger scale five years later, during the campaign known as Anfal.

L

Exploiting Kurdish Divisions

The Barzani half-brothers' KDP, however, was not the only source of peshmerga resistance to
the regime. Divisions within the Kurdish movement had deep roots, which were as much
historical and tribal as doctrinal. The Barzan Valley's claim to leadership of the movement
had long been couched in religious and mystical terms. This uncompromising attitude made
the Barzanis bitter enemies among a number of neighboring tribes such as the Surchi and
Zebari.37 Mullah Mustafa Barzani's charismatic, not to say high-handed, style of leadership
had alsoproduced a steady stream of rivals within his party. And after the debacle of 1975
these conflicts erupted into the open.
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The power of the Barzani half-brothers--or the "offspring of treason," as the Ba'ath regime
now took to calling them--was quickly challenged by Jalal Talabani. Formerly a lieutenant of
the elder Barzani and a member of the KDP politburo, Talabani had long been critical of the
"feudal" style of the tribally-based organization and now proposed to supplant it with a
secular leftist movement rooted among urban intellectuals. In 1976, Talabani made the break
formal with the creation of his Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), and two years later open
warfare broke out between the two rival groups. The bitter schism would plague them until
the final two years of the Iran-Iraq War.

Other groups complicated the picture still further. In 1979 another of Mullah Mustafa's former
senior aides, Mahmoud Osman, joined forces with a breakaway group of peshmerga from the
PUK to form the Kurdistan Socialist Party. In the same year, the Iragi Communist Party also
took up arms against the Baghdad regime and set up its headquarters to the north of the city of
Suleimaniyeh, in the same valley as the PUK.38 A clear geographical division quickly
emerged. The KDP remained the dominant force in the mountain areas of Badinan in the far
north, while the PUK held sway to the east and south of the Greater Zab river. (Other, smaller
groups operated locally under suffrance of the two main peshmerga organizations.) This
divide was linguistic as well as cultural: to the north and west of the river, the principal
Kurdish dialect is Kurmanji; to the south, it is Sorani.39

Hampered in its ability to solve the Kurdish problem by force, the Iraqi regime leavened its
repressive policies with a calculated attempt at divide-and-rule. This in turn had two
dimensions: first, to play on theacrimonious divisions between the leading Kurdish parties;
and second, to recruit as many Kurds as possible into tribally-based pro-government
paramilitary groups.

Baghdad's best opportunity to drive a wedge between the KDP and the PUK came with what
was, on the face of it, a menacing development in the Iran-Iraq War. Talabani had bitterly
opposed the Barzanis' decision to facilitate Iran's Haj Omran offensive in July 1983, and in
September of that year he grew even more alarmed when further Iranian attacks penetrated
the border area around the town of Penjwin--uncomfortably close to the PUK's own
strongholds in Suleimaniyeh governorate.40 Talabani vowed that his troops would fight side-
by-side with the Ba'ath Party to expel the invaders from Iraqi soil. Seizing the opportunity,
Saddam Hussein offered the PUK leader a renewed commitment to Kurdish autonomy,
hoping to win his seasoned guerrilla army permanently over to Baghdad's side. Almost a
decade later, one member of the PUK team that negotiated with the Iraqi regime recalled
clearly the words of Tariq Aziz, a member of the Revolutionary Command Council and later
Iraq's Foreign Minister. "He told us, 'If you help us, we will never forget it. But if you oppose
us, we will never forget it. And after the [Iran-Iraq] war is over, we will destroy you and all
your villages completely."41 It was not an empty threat.

The negotiations dragged on inconclusively for more than a year before they finally broke
down in January 1985. While there were a number of reasons for the collapse of the talks,
none was more important than Talabani's reported reiteration of Mullah Mustafa Barzani's
unacceptable demand that the Kirkuk and Khanaqin regions, with their oilfields, be
considered part of Kurdistan.42 But although Saddam Hussein failed to cement a lasting
alliance with Talabani, he could takesatisfaction in the fact that the PUK-KDP rift was now
deeper and more bitter than ever.
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Tribal loyalties in much of Iraqi Kurdistan have loosened somewhat during the modern era.
Where they remain strong, however, they have offered fertile soil for successive regimes to
recruit militias in the drive to undermine Kurdish solidarity. Known officially under Saddam
Hussein as the Command of the National Defense Battalions (Qiyadet Jahafel al-Difa’ al-
Watani), these paramilitary bands have long been derided by other Kurds as jahsh, or "donkey
foals."43

The jahsh have existed in some form since at least the early 1960s, but their role has been
expanded several times since. In principle, each tribal group was supposed to produce its
contingent of jahsh as a demonstration of loyalty to the regime; each unit's commander
enjoyed the title of mustashar (consultant or advisor). If tribal leaders did not agree to
cooperate in forming jahsh units, then Amn threats would often be persuasive.44

The ordinary jahsh came under the operational command of military intelligence (Istikhbarat)
in the final stages of the Iran-Iraq War and during the Anfal campaign. But there were also
two ¢élite forces of pro-government Kurds. The Quwat al-Taware' (Emergency Forces) carried
out intelligence and counter-terrorism activities in the cities under the control of the Ba'ath
Party. The Mafarez Khaseh, meanwhile, or "special units" of Kurdish agents, were formed by
hard-core collaborators and were an official part of Amn. All of these groups were heavily
indoctrinated by the regime against their fellow Kurds. In an introductory seminar, one former
jahsh commander recalled, militaryintelligence officers told the assembled mustashars that
the peshmerga were neither Kurds nor Iraqis; under Islamic law, they were "infidels and shall
be treated as such."45

The duties of the rank-and-file jahsh were broadly akin to those of similar militias in other
parts of the world.46 Poorly equipped with light weapons, they maintained road blocks,
patrolled the countryside, did advance scouting work for the regular army, searched villages
for army deserters and draft dodgers, and handed over suspected peshmerga to the authorities.
For obvious reasons the regime never fully trusted the jahsh's loyalties. Even though jahsh
members were largely recruited from complexes, towns and villages under government
control (Zakho, for instance, is said to have had as many as 5,000 jahsh), their units were
frequently rotated to prevent local sympathies from developing. Mustashars knew that the
regime was wary of any illicit contacts they might have with peshmerga commanders in the
vicinity, and Amn files that Middle East Watch has examined contain extensive surveillance
dossiers on jahsh leaders.

The early years of the war against Iran made it apparent that Kurdish conscripts made
reluctant soldiers, and on a number of occasions groups of Kurds were released from military
service and inducted into the jahsh instead. If an adult male Kurd had connections to his local
mustashar, he would pull every possible string to evade military service and serve in the jahsh
instead.

Many of the mustashars found their new role appealing. Some were nobodies, elevated by the
government to positions of real power. Others were traditional tribal leaders who discovered
that the rich opportunities for graft as a mustashar more than made up for their declining
influence among the local Kurds. In addition to his fixedsalary, the mustashar was entitled to
a small monthly cash payment for each man nominally under his command. Yet it was a
common practice for many of these men--even the vast majority in some cases--to avoid
active duty. On paper, the regime had, at the peak of their numbers, 250,000 Kurdish foot-
soldiers at its disposal; in practice, only a fraction of that number genuinely bore arms. In
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exchange for a signed jahsh 1D that would protect them from military service, these Kurdish
men were quite content for the mustashar to pocket their salary as well as his own. At 85
dinars ($255) a month for each paper soldier, it was easy for a canny mustashar to amass a
fortune. The brothers Omar and Hussein Surchi, for example, parlayed their earnings into a
contracting and construction business that made them the richest men in Kurdistan.

While the government was prepared to tolerate practices like this for the sake of a mustashar's
fealty, it acted ruthlessly toward any show of independence. Several witnesses told Middle
East Watch the story of a mustashar named Ja'far Mustafa, who was executed in 1986 for
insubordination. The man was reportedly a fervent partisan of the Ba'ath regime, but would
only agree to head up a jahsh contingent on condition that he be allowed to remain in his
home area in the northern mountains of Badinan. In 1986 the order came through for Ja'far
Mustafa's transfer, and he refused to move. During the standoff his defiance of Saddam
Hussein was the talk of Iraqi Kurdistan. But after a week he was executed in Baghdad, and his
body then returned from the capital to his home, near the northern town of Mangesh, where it
was publicly hanged for the second time. The two villages that he owned--Besifki and
Dergijneek--were burned to the ground some time later.47

* k%

1985-1987: Open War

After the collapse of the Ba'ath-PUK talks in January 1985, the Iraqi regime found its control
of Kurdistan eroding once more. The warwith Iran, calculated to bring a swift victory, was
dragging on interminably with heavy casualties on both sides. Although the government had
built a chain of small forts and larger fortresses throughout the Kurdish countryside, it was
simply not feasible to keep large numbers of troops pinned down there. Several dozen
Kurdish settlements, mainly in PUK-controlled areas near the Iranian border, were burned in
piecemeal fashion in the mid-1980s, and their inhabitants resettled in mujamma'at. But
hundreds of other ancient villages--perhaps as many as 2,000--tried to integrate the
counterinsurgency war into the rhythms of their daily lives. In the process, their communities
were transformed.

The biggest threat to civilian morale came from shelling. The Iraqi Army had divided up
Kurdistan according to a grid pattern and placed heavy artillery at regular intervals with a
range of up to twenty-five miles. The guns pounded around the clock, and it was impossible
to predict which targets would be hit on any given day. Routine farm work became a
potentially lethal game of chance; sleep patterns were disrupted; the constant uncertainty
shredded everyone's nerves.

Helicopters regularly dropped troops and jahsh into the villages to search for draft dodgers,
deserters and suspected peshmerga. A steady stream of captured Kurds were taken away and
executed. Others died in the frequent attacks by Soviet-supplied government MIGs and
Sukhoi fighter-bombers.

Since the time of the first Ba'ath regime in 1963, Kurdish villagers had learned to protect
themselves against aerial attack by building primitive shelters outside their homes. Now the
pace of shelter construction accelerated, their design becoming more elaborate. Many were


http://www.hrw.org/reports/1993/iraqanfal/ANFAL1.htm

virtual underground rooms, high enough to stand up in, covered with wooden planks or
corrugated iron sheeting and layers of dirt, stones and branches. The more sophisticated had
twisting entrance tunnels to protect the occupants against shrapnel and blast. Many whole
villages moved into nearby caves and rock overhangs and came to lead a virtual nocturnal
existence, emerging to tend their animals and fields only when darkness fell.

Hamlets of three or four houses and small towns of three or four thousand people practiced an
enforced self-sufficiency. Many villages elected their own five-person councils (majlis al-
sha'ab in Arabic, or anjuman in Kurdish). As the government withdrew its rudimentary public
services from rural areas, peshmerga teachers arrived to staff theabandoned schools and
itinerant peshmerga paramedics tried to make up for the clinics that had been closed. In most
cases, the villages had never had electricity or piped water, and in this sense the regime's
ability to inflict additional hardship was limited. As before, the Kurds drew their water from
rivers, springs and underground streams,48 and the more prosperous took their electrical
power from private generators. Commerce depended on smuggling. Knowing every goat-path
in the surrounding hills, the villagers learned to evade the government road-blocks that tried
to enforce a blockade on foodstuffs to peshmerga-controlled areas. Only women were allowed
past these checkpoints. Sometimes younger boys could slip through with the help of a bribe,
but it was a risky business, and some were arrested and disappeared on suspicion of aiding the
peshmerga.

By now the practical distinction between peshmerga and ordinary civilians had blurred. In
principle at least, active peshmerga received a salary from the organization to which they
belonged and served duty rotas of 15-20 days at a time, with equal spells at home to work
their lands. But many of the military-age men (and even some of the women) were also armed
and organized into a so-called Civil Defense Force (hezi bergri milli or hezi peshjiri), whose
main task was to defend their villages and hold off the army until peshmerga reinforcements
could arrive. Light arms could be bought without much difficulty from the jahsh and it was
common for households to have more than one weapon.

The peshmerga, meanwhile, tried to keep the regime off balance with their mixture of fixed
and mobile forces. Hundreds of the smallest guerrilla units, or mafrazeh, roamed the
countryside. In mountainous areas, a mafrazeh could be as small as five men; in the villages,
fifteen was the minimum number needed for successful defense. Above the mafrazeh was the
kird, and above the kird the teep, which the Kurds thought of as their equivalent of an army
division.49

By the beginning of 1987, the only parts of Iraqi Kurdistan over which Baghdad exercised
effective control were the cities, larger towns,complexes and paved highways. Authority over
the rural areas was roughly divided between the KDP in the north and the PUK in the south.
While the regime had long vilified the KDP as the "offspring of treason," it now saw ominous
signs that the PUK, too, was acting as the military and political surrogate of a foreign power
with which Iraq was at war. Talabani's group would henceforth be known officially as Umala
Iran--"agents of Iran"--a term reportedly coined by Saddam Hussein himself.50

Insulting though it may have been, the phrase was grounded in fact, for since the latter part of
1986 Iranian-PUK collaboration had been a reality. While the KDP had long enjoyed access
to Iranian sanctuaries, the PUK now felt that it had no alternative but to do likewise. In
landlocked Kurdistan, the struggle could never succeed without help from a friendly neighbor.
"There was no way for food and supplies to reach us, no help for our wounded, no roads out
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of the territory that we had liberated," claimed Naywshirwan Mustafa Amin, who was deputy
commander of the PUK at the time. "Iran was our window to the world."

In October 1986, the PUK and the Iranian government concluded a sweeping accord on
economic, political and military cooperation. Both parties agreed that they would press the
fight against the Iraqi regime until Saddam Hussein was toppled, and both promised to make
no unilateral deals with Baghdad.51 If either party faced a serious military threat, the other
would open a second front to relieve the pressure; Iran agreed to provide the PUK with arms,
financial support and medical aid, while foreswearing the right to impose an Islamic regime in
Baghdad.52 The results of the accord were apparent almost at once,on October 10, when a
group of Iranian Revolutionary Guards, or pasdaran accompanied by Kurdish peshmerga,
struck at the Kirkuk oilfields, deep inside Iraqi territory. At the same time, to Baghdad's
evident fury, the Iranians brokered a unity agreement between the PUK and the KDP, putting
an end to their longstanding rivalry.

The Teheran accords brought a radical shift in the attitude of the Iraqi regime. Despite having
the upper hand in the war against Iran, the security situation within its own borders had
slipped badly. Since the resumption of the war with the PUK in 1985, Kurdish affairs had
been overseen by Muhammad Hamza al-Zubeidi, head of the Northern Bureau of the Ba'ath
Party Organization. After a full-scale security review of the region, al-Zubeidi had reportedly
been ordered to bring the situation under control within six months; when that period elapsed
there was a six-month extension. But still the situation continued to deteriorate, and in early
1987 Baghdad decided on harsher measures. From now on, all those who still lived and
farmed in the Kurdish mountains would be considered as active enemies of the state by virtue
of nothing more than their ethnicity and their physical presence in their ancestral homeland.
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1993, pp.12-17, 28, 31-33, 36). Miller's article deals in some detail with the progress of
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minorities within the unity of Iraq." The Iraqi government's view of the autonomy issue is set
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51 This was another in the long line of broken promises to the Kurds, who were certainly not
consulted in July 1988 when Teheran accepted the UN ceasefire resolution in the middle of

the Anfal campaign.
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Preludeto Anfal

"I will confute those vile geographers
That make a triple region of the world,
Excluding regions which | mean to trace,
And with this pen reduce themto a map,
Calling the provinces, cities, and towns
After my name...
-- Marlowe, Tamburlaine the Great, Part One (1V, iv)

All of the tendencies that had been implicit in earlier phases of Irag's war on the Kurds
reached their culmination in 1987-1988 with the endgame of the IranIraq War and the
campaign known as a- Anfal. In the captured Iragi documents that are now being studied by
Middle East Watch, the term crops up with great frequency: villages are "purified” in the
course of "the Heroic Anfal Operation”; the reason for the flight of villagers into neighboring
countries is given as "Anfal"; an "Anfa" oilfield is inaugurated and a special "Anfal Section”
of the Baath Arab Socialist Party created in commemoration of the event; one of the
government contractors hired to work on the drainage of Irag's southern marshes is the "Anfa
Company."l It is evident from the documents, and from the supporting testimony of those
who survived Anfal, that the resources of the Iragi state were deployed and coordinated on a
massive level to assure the success of the operation.

"Anfal" was the name given to a concerted series of military offensives, eight in all,
conducted in six distinct geographical areas between late February and early September,
1988. Overall command of the operation was in the hands of the Northern Bureau of the
Baath PartyOrganization, based in the city of Kirkuk and headed, after March 1987, by the
"Struggling Comrade” Ali Hassan a-Mgjid.2 Kurdish villagers who survived the events of
1988 routinely refer to a-Majid as "Ali Anfal” or "Ali Chemical."

Al-Majid's appointment was highly significant for a number of reasons. Until 1987, military
policy against the peshmerga had been set by the First and Fifth Corps of the Iragi Army,
based in Kirkuk and Erbil respectively. Now, however, the Baath Party itself assumed direct
charge of all aspects of policy toward the Kurds. Al-Majid's command also made the
settlement of the Kurdish problem the concern of Irag's innermost circle of power--the close
network of family ties centered on the city of Tikrit and the personal patronage of President
Saddam Hussein.



Saddam'’s father, whom he never knew, was a member of Tikrit's al-Magjid family, and Ali
Hassan a-Magjid was the Iragi president's cousin.3 Al-Mgjid, who was born in 1941, had
humble origins, and first made his reputation in 1968--as a mere sergeant--as the bodyguard to
Hammad Shihab al- Tikriti, commander of the Baghdad army garrison and one of the
ringleaders of the Ba'ath coup in July of that year. Al-Majid rose quickly in the Tikrit circle
and in 1979 played an important role in the purge of the party leadership. During the 1983-
1985 negotiations between the regime and the PUK, Saddam Hussein appointed his cousin to
head Amn.

Even by the standards of the Baath security apparatus, a-Magjid had a particular reputation for
brutality. According to the (admittedly subjective) account of one former mustashar who had
frequent dealings with him, "He is more of a risk-taker than Saddam Hussein, and he has no
respect for people. It was very difficult to work with him. He was stupid,and only carrying out
Saddam Hussein's orders. In the past, he used to be a police sergeant; today he is Minister of
Defense. Saddam Hussein, by contrast, is 'a snake with deadly poison.' He pretends to be
weak, but at any chance he will use his poison....In tough cases, in which he needs people
without a heart, he calls upon Ali Hassan a-Magjid."4

The main military thrust of Anfal was carried by regular troops of the the First and Fifth
Corps, backed up by units from other corps as they became available from the Iranian front.5
The elite Republican Guards took part in the first phase of Anfal; other units which saw action
included the Specia Forces (Quwat al-Khaseh), commando forces (Maghawir) and
Emergency Forces (Quwat al-Taware')--the Ba'ath Party-controlled urban counterterrorism
squads. Finally, awide range of support activities--entering popul ation centers ahead of
regular army units, burning and looting villages, tracking down fleeing villagers and
organizing their surrender--were handled by the Kurdish paramilitary jahsh.

But the logic of Ali Hassan al-Majid's campaign against the Kurds went far beyond the six-
month long military campaign. From a human-rights perspective, the machinery of genocide
was set in motion by al-Magjid's appointment in March 1987 and its wheels continued to turn
until April 1989. Within weeks of a-Magjid's arrival in Kirkuk, it was apparent that the Iragi
government had decided to settle its Kurdish problem onceand for al, and that the resources
of the state would be used in a coordinated fashion to achieve this goal. A sustained pattern of
decrees, directives and actions by the security forces leaves no doubt that the intent of the
Iragi government was to destroy definitively the armed organizations of the Kurdish
resistance and to eradicate all remaining human settlements in areas that were disputed or
under peshmerga control--with the exception of those inhabited by the minority of tribes
whose loyalty to Baghdad was indisputable. If anything stood in the way of these goalsin
1987, it was logistical shortcomings--above al, the fact that alarge proportion of the troops
and materiel that would be required for Anfal were still tied down on the Iranian war front.

* * %

It was Iraq that launched the war in 1980, and Iraq that maintained the initiative for much of
the eight years that the conflict lasted.6 Nonetheless, the Iranians did succeed in putting Iraq
on the defensive on a number of occasions. In July 1983, Iranian troops had seized the
important border garrisontown of Hgy Omran, east of the town of Rawanduz. But the
highpoint of the war from Iran's point of view wasits Va Fajr 8 offensive of February 1986;



this included a surprise attack that seized the marshy Fao peninsula, thereby blocking Irag's
access to the Persian Gulf.

Fresh from its success in Fao, which inflicted huge losses on the Iragi Army (and reinforced
the U.S. "tilt" toward Baghdad), Iran reopened its second front in the north, in the rugged
mountains of Iragi Kurdistan. For more than six years, the Iragi regime had ceded de facto
control overmuch of the rural north to the peshmerga; now foreign troops threatened to
occupy more and more border territory, diverting much-needed forces from the southern front
around Basra. Asthe October 1986 raid by Iranian pasdaran suggested to nervous Iraqgi
officials, the vital Kirkuk oilfields, almost a hundred miles from the border, were no longer
immune.

There is debate among scholars as to the precise threat that Irag faced from Iran at this late
stage of the war. Certainly, Iran's huge Karbala 5 offensive against Basra's Fish Lake in
January 1987 marked its final use of the "human wave" tactic of hurling tens of thousands of
troops--most of them poorly trained basij 7--against fixed enemy targets. The resulting
casualty levels were simply not sustainable, as Teheran now acknowledged. On February 12,
Iranian troops returned to the Hgj Omran area with a small offensive codenamed Fatah 4--
although some believe that this was less aredl attack than a diversionary action for
propaganda purposes.8 But three weeks later, on March 4, a new and more alarming Iranian
assault, this one codenamed Karbala 7, managed to penetrate eight milesinto Iraqgi territory
east of Rawanduz with ajoint military force which this time included peshmerga of the KDP
and the PUK. The Iragi regime was infuriated by these renewed signs of collusion,
particularly since they now involved both rival Kurdish parties.9 On March 13, in arare
interview with aforeign reporter, Iragi cabinet minister Hashim Hassan al-'Aqrawi
commented, "The Iranians are trying to use these people to carry out dirty missions, and since
they know the geography of the area and its ins and outs, the Iranians use them merely as
guides for the Khomeini Guards andthe Iranian forces." The Kurds--or at least Talabani's
PUK --even began to talk openly of dismembering the Iragi state.10

On March 14 or 15, Saddam Hussein presided over afive-hour meeting of the Armed Forces
General Command. Ali Hassan a-Mgjid was also reportedly in attendance. Any outsider's
account of what took place in such a secretive meeting must be highly speculative, but
according to at least two accounts, the Iragi president told his senior officers that he feared a
"defeat by attrition."11 On March 18, the Revolutionary Command Council and the Baath
Party's Regional Command jointly decided to gopoint a-Mgjid, the president's cousin, as
Secretary General of the Northern Bureau of the Baath Party Organization. His predecessors,
Saadi Mahdi Saleh and Muhammad Hamza al-Zubeidi, had alowed the Kurdish problem to
fester for too long; a-Magjid would not repeat their mistakes.

In essence, the disagreements among scholars of the Irantlraq War are academic--at least as
far as the Kurds are concerned. Saddam Hussein may indeed have foreseen a low defeat as a
result of Baghdad's existing policies; aternatively, he may have seen Iran's stalled Fish Lake
offensive in January as aturning point in Irag's favor, and an opportunity to press home his
advantage. Either way, it is gpparent that he decided that exceptional measures were necessary
to settle the Kurdish problem, that troublesome sideshow of the Iran-Iraq conflict, once and
for all.

Ali Hassan a-Majid's extraordinary new powers--equivalent in the Autonomous Region to
those of the president himself--came into effect with decree no. 160 of the Revolutionary



Command Council, dated March 29, 1987. Al-Mgjid was to "represent the Regional
Command of the Party and the Revolutionary Command Council in the execution of their
policies for the whole of the Northern Region, including the Kurdistan Autonomous Region,
for the purpose of protecting security and order, safeguarding stability, and applying
autonomous rule in the region.” The decree went on to explain that, "Comrade a-Magjid's
decisions shall be mandatory for allstate agencies, be they military, civilian and security." His
fiat would apply "particularly in relation to matters that are the domain of the National
Security Council and the Northern Affairs Committee.” A second order by Saddam Hussein,
issued on April 20, 1987, gave a-Mgjid the additional authority to set the budget of the
Northern Affairs Committee.

Al-Mgjid's "decisions and directives' were to be obeyed without question by all intelligence
agencies--including military intelligence (Istikhbarat)--and by all domestic security forces; by
the Popular Army Command (Qiyadat al-Jaysh al-Sha'abi); and by all military commands in
the northern region. Decree 160 and its riders leave no room for doubt: ssmply put, Ali Hassan
al-Majid was to be the supreme commander, the overlord, of all aspects of Anfal.

* * %

Almost ayear would pass before that campaign began. But within weeks of a-Magjid's
appointment, the logic of Anfal was fully apparent. Its legal framework was set in place; new
standing orders were issued to the security forces; and a two-month wave of military attacks,
village destruction and forced rel ocations was unleashed--a rough draft, as it were, of the
larger campaign ahead. "l gave myself two years to end the activity of the saboteurs,” a-
Majid later told his aides.12 And with the first warm days of spring and the melting of the
snow in the mountains, a-Majid embarked on his brutal three-stage process of "village
collectivization™-in other words, the wholesale destruction of hundreds of Kurdish farming
villages and the relocation of their residents into mujamma’at.

Even his top military commanders were shocked by the brutality of what he had in mind. He
later confided to aides:

When we made the decision to destroy and collectivize the villages and draw a dividing line
between us and the saboteurs, the first one to express his doubts to me and before the
President was [former Fifth Corps commander] Tali'a a-Durri. The first one who aarmed me
was Tali‘aa-Durri. To this day the impact of Tali'ais evident. He didn't destroy all the
villages that | asked him to at thattime. And this is the longest-standing member of the Baath
Party. What about the other people then? How were we to convince them to solve the Kurdish
problem and slaughter the saboteurs?13

The timetable for the three phases of a-Magjid's campaign is clearly spelled out in a number of
official documents, notably including a letter from the General Staff of the jahsh to the
command of the Fifth Army Corps, dated April 13, 1987. This appears to be in response to a
verbal order from the Fifth Corps commander concerning "fina obligations in winding up
[illegible] procedures for the termination of sabotage in the Northern Region, [and] the
manner and the priorities of implementing the evacuation and demolition of security-
prohibited villages." The first phase of the operation would begin on April 21 and end on May
20; the second would start immediately on May 21 and continue until June 20.14 Military and
security maps were "redlined,” with clear boundaries drawn to denote areas "prohibited for



security reasons.” Amn set up a special "prohibited villages committee” to oversee the
forbidden areas. Within the zones designated for phases one and two, the order was clear and
explicit: "All prohibited villages will be destroyed."15

A former military intelligence (Istikhbarat) officer who later crossed over to the PUK told
Middle East Watch of ameeting in Kirkuk that spring, attended by the governors of Erbil,
Kirkuk, Dohuk and Suleimaniyeh, the commanders of the First and Fifth Army Corps,
divisional military commanders and senior Baath Party officials. Ali Hassan a-Majid,
speaking in characteristically irascible tones, gave orders that "no house was to be left
standing” in the Kurdish villages on the Erbil plain. Only Arab villages would be spared.16 At
alater meeting in Erbil ,the witness heard a-Mgjid repeat these orders, and back them up with
a personal threat: "I will come and observe," he said, "and if | find any house intact, | will
hold the section commander responsible.” After receiving these orders, the former Istikhbarat
officer said, "I got two IFAs [East German-built military trucks] full of explosives from a
warehouse in Erbil. | commandeered 200 bulldozers from civilians of Erbil--by force, with no
payment. We started destroying mud villages with bulldozers, and dynamiting the cement
structures. We used military engineers for this." The troops went in at dawn; wells were filled
in and electricity suppliestorn out, leaving only the poles standing. After the engineering
work was completed, Istikhbarat would inspect the affected villages by helicopter. If any
structure was found to be still standing, the sectional commander would be ordered to return
and finish the job, and would risk disciplinary action. It was an extraordinarily thorough
enterprise, and the evidence is visible all over Iragi Kurdistan, with many villages not so
much demolished as pulverized.

No farming of any sort was to continue in the destroyed areas. Government aircraft would
conduct regular overflights to detect any unauthorized farming, and local security committees
would be held responsible for any violations. Stringent restrictions were imposed on all grain
salesin the Kurdish areas, as well as on agricultural trade across governorate boundaries.

Al-Majid aso reportedly issued specific rules of engagement at the Erbil meeting. The army
should only open fire in cases of active resistance, he ordered. But if resistance were
encountered, the entire village population was to be killed in reprisal. In the event, there was
no resistance, since the villages selected for the 1987 clearances were on or near the main
roads and under government control. Only during Phase |11 of the campaign would the troops
venture into peshmerga-held territory.

* % %

The Chemical Threshold

Even before the first stage of the village clearances got underway, the Iragi regime had
crossed a new barrier in its war against the Kurds. Throughout the early weeks of a-Mgjid's
rule, the peshmerga--and in particular the PUK --kept up a steady rhythm of military actions.
In earlyApril the PUK launched its most ambitious drive to date in the Jafati Valley, which
runs southeast from Dukan Lake. The valley was home to the PUK's national headquarters,
and thousands of peshmerga congregated there for the assault. In a matter of hours they had
overrun dozens of small military posts and taken hundreds of prisoners.



The government's response was not long in coming. "Our leadership received information that
the Iragis were going to use chemical weapons,” said a PUK peshmerga who fought in this
campaign:

They issued instructions on what to do in case of a chemical attack. We were instructed to put
wet cloths on our faces, to light fires, or to go to places located above the point of impact. In
the beginning, the government used chemical artillery shells. This was in the Jafati and
Shahrbazar valleys [on April 15], one or two nights after our victory. We didn't realize they
were chemicals. The sound was not as loud as the ordinary shelling, and we smelled rotten
apples and garlic.... Uncounted numbers of shells fell on us, but they had little effect.17

This was not the case the following day, however, in the villages of Balisan and Sheikh
Wasan. These two settlements lie scarcely amile and a half apart, in a steep-sided valley
south of the town of Rawanduz. The Balisan valley was home to the PUK's third malband, or
regiona command.18 Y et few peshmerga were present on the afternoon of April 16, since
most had been taking part in the military action in the Jafativalley, on the far side of Dukan
Lake. Instead, their families would be made to suffer the repercussions.

Balisan itself was a sizeable village, which until April 1987 had some 250 households (about
1,750 people)19 of the Khoshnaw tribe, as well as four mosques, a primary school and an
intermediate school. Asthe crow flies, it lay some twelve miles east of the town of Shaglawa;
Sheikh Wasan, a smaller settlement of about 150 houses, lay nestled in the hills alittle way to
the northeast. The valley was long-time peshmerga country; the Barzani movement had
controlled it from 1961-74, and the PUK, through its third malband, since the outbreak of the
war with Iran in 1980. Since about 1983, the Balisan Valley had been a"prohibited area,"
with government checkpoints attempting with only partial success to prevent the entry of
foodstuffs and supplies. Food rations had been suspended, and government teachers
withdrawn from the schools. Iragi aircraft made frequent harassment attacks, to which the
villagers responded by hiding away in deep, dark caves in the surrounding mountains. But
ground troops had never managed to penetrate the valley.

In the drizzly late afternoon of April 16, the villagers had returned home from the fields and
were preparing dinner when they heard the drone of aircraft approaching. Some stayed put in
their houses; others made it as far as their air-raid shelters before the planes, a dozen of them,
came in sight, wheeling low over the two villages to unload their bombs. There were a
number of muffled explosions.

Until this moment no government had ever used chemical weapons against its own civilian
population. But the plummeting enlistment rate among Iranian volunteers over the previous
year, when poison gas was widely used on the battlefield, was vivid testimony to the Iraqgi
government of the power of this forbidden weapon to instil terror. More gruesome yet was the
decision to record the event on videotape.

The Iragi regime had long conducted its record-keeping in meticulous fashion. (Those in
neighboring countries say, only half-jokingly, that the Iragis are the "Prussians of the Middle
East.")20 From the grandest decree to the most trivial matter, al the business of the security
forces was recorded in letters and telegrams, dated, numbered and rubber-stamped on receipt.
Even when an origina command carried a high security classification, abundant numbers of
handwritten or typed copies were later prepared, to be handed down the chain of command
and filed, the writers apparently confident that prying eyes would never see these secrets. In



the mid-1980s, the Iragi security services developed a fascination for video technology as a
valuable new form of record-keeping. The actions of the security forces were now to be
routinely documented on tape: village clearances, executions of captured peshmerga, even
chemical weapons attacks on civilians.

The official videotape of the Balisan Valley bombing, reportedly made by a member of the
jahsh, shows towering columns and broad, drifting clouds of white, gray and pinkish smoke.
A cool evening breeze was 