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This paper is part of a series that focuses on the conditions and needs of survivors of the ISIS war in Iraq 
and Syria. SEED works to support survivors of ISIS with services and advocates for a range of interventions 
to protect their rights and improve their well-being. As part of these efforts, SEED has developed a series 
of papers seeking to articulate the range of issues impacting survivors and advocating for their needs. 
We hope these papers will be used as practical tools for policymakers, donors, and other practitioners 
to stimulate a dialogue about how we can all work together to better meet the needs of these survivors 
and support their recovery and reintegration.

Children Born of the ISIS War, January 2020, was authored by Sherri Kraham Talabany, SEED Foundation, 
with support and extensive input from colleagues at the SEED Foundation. This assessment was made 
possible with the generous support of the United States Government. 

SEED is grateful to the following organizations and individuals, as well others who remain anonymous, 
who reviewed and provided feedback on this analysis, contributing their expert knowledge and personal 
experiences in October/November 2019 and January 2020. The paper does not wholly represent their 
views or the views of the organizations they work for. Pari Ibrahim, Executive Director, Free Yezidi 
Foundation; Mirza Dinnayi, Yezidi Human Rights Activist, Head of Airbridge Iraq; Professor Dr. Jan Ilhan 
Kizilhan, Director, Transcultural Health Science, State University BW, Germany; Sherizaan Minwalla, 
Human Rights Lawyer and Activist; Dr. Andreas Selmeci, Program Coordinator of the Civil Peace Service, 
German Cooperation/GIZ.

SEED also wishes to thank representatives of UN agencies and diplomatic missions for their participation 
in a roundtable discussion to discuss the findings of this report and generate solutions.

Finally, SEED honors the many survivors, who experienced enormous suffering, and hopes that this 
faithfully represents their experience, as well as SEED staff, who with great dedication, work to ease their 
suffering. 
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In 2014, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) targeted 
attacks against the Yezidi population of Iraq  including 
extensive and grave sexual violence against women 
and girls, including enslavement, trafficking, rape, 
and torture. While precise numbers are unknown, 
many women and girls captured were of childbearing 
years and gave birth to children born of war. After the 
liberation from ISIS, their traumatic experience has been 
compounded by the societal, community, and family 
rejection of their children. The social, security, and 
individual consequences of not addressing the children 
born of war will be long-lasting and destabilizing for all 
of Iraq.

SEED works to support survivors of ISIS with 
comprehensive mental health, social, legal and 
protection services; advocates for a broad range of 
interventions to protect survivors’ rights and improve 
their well-being; and, aims to change societal attitudes 
towards survivors of sexual violence in Iraq generally, 
and these survivors in particular. As part of that 
effort, this paper seeks to analyze and articulate the 
range of social, legal, religious, economic, and other 
issues impacting the rights of female survivors of ISIS 
captivity; deepen understanding of how their rights 
are abused and choices limited; and, their experiences 
about parenting their children born of war. It offers a 
number of recommendations, approaches and actions 
which can be taken to strengthen support to survivors 
and better protect their rights, as well as strengthen 
protections and the well-being of the children.

This is intended to provide practical analysis for donors, 
policy makers, and NGO partners to reach a deeper, 
common understanding of the challenges these 
women face in Iraq and to offer some considerations 
for policy-making, advocacy efforts, and programmatic 
interventions based on SEED’s direct experience 
working with survivors. It is also a part of a broader effort 
by SEED to shift societal views about survivors of sexual 
violence through public awareness and advocacy. It 
does not represent in-depth or academic research but 
rather is intended to inform - and be informed by - key 
stakeholders in their delivery of protections, services, 
and advocacy efforts. As such, this paper reflects the 
input and feedback of activists and other actors. 

This paper directly addresses only Yezidi survivors, 
though the conflict, captivity, and sexual violence has 
also affected women and girls from other communities 
including Christians, Turkman, and Shabak, among 
others, who likely experience similar challenges to 
those outlined in this paper. Similarly, this paper does 
not address women who have children born of rape 
or out of wedlock in Iraq beyond Yezidi Survivors , 
though recognizes they face similar societal and legal 
challenges. Finally, the paper refers to survivors who 
have born children as “women”, but in reality, many are 
still children themselves as young as eleven.

Women, after suffering the most extreme violence and 
traumatic events including the murder and abuse of 
loved ones, are faced with an impossible choice: to rejoin 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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their family and community by giving up their children, 
or to parent their children and sever connections with 
their family and community.

Most give up their children under extreme duress 
from family and community, and many come to regret 
it. After their liberation, they suffer severe emotional 
distress from the abuse they experienced and the 
pain of giving up their child. They come to resent their 
family and it impedes their recovery. There is a critical 
need to expand protection for women’s rights, provide 
necessary services and safe spaces for them to make 
informed choices about their future, and to provide 
them with financial and other long-term support. There 
is a need for extensive advocacy to expand choices and 
options for parenting.

The consequences of not addressing these issues are 
catastrophic at the individual, community, and national 
level. For women forcibly separated from their children, 
there are lifelong traumatic impacts and other mental 
health impacts with risks for women, their families and 
the community.

At the same time, children are left without parents 
in Syria and Iraq, with inadequate orphanage care, 
deprived of their basic rights, and at high risk of physical 
and sexual abuse, violence, trafficking, exploitation, 
servitude and death; all of which negatively impacts 
future prospects for peace and security in Iraq and Syria.

The primary factor impeding women’s ability to parent 
is the lack of societal acceptance particularly from 
the family, tribe, the broader Yezidi community, and 
religious leaders. However, they also face legal and 
economic barriers and a lack of options for their future 
including livelihoods, shelter, and resettlement options, 
making them dependent completely on family and 
community.

The paper lays out a range of approaches and actions 
which can be taken to better support survivors and 
protect their rights, as well as the well-being of these 
children, that fall into the following categories:  

1.	 Increased awareness and advocacy to reduce 
stigma and increase acceptance. 

2.	 Ensure comprehensive services are targeted to 
survivors.

3.	 Increase government protection of children born of 
war. 

4.	 Expand legal protection and rights in Iraq.
5.	 Encourage donors to support sustainable solutions 

for these survivors.

The social, security, and mental health implications of 
not addressing the issues surrounding the children 
born of war will be long-lasting and destabilizing 
for Kurdistan and Iraq. With this paper, SEED aims to 
support concrete action to address the needs of these 
most vulnerable survivors.
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As part of its military takeover of large parts of Iraq and 
Syria in 2014, ISIS targeted a violent and genocidal 
campaign against the Yezidi community, an ancient 
minority religious community in Iraq. Over 5,000 women 
and children were taken into captivity, with abuses 
including sexual enslavement, torture, and murder. 
Men and boys were killed; other boys and youth were 
taken as child soldiers. As the crisis reaches its sixth year, 
women and girls continue to escape ISIS captivity. It 
is reported that slightly over half of those taken have 
escaped or been liberated. As a result of extensive 
sexual violence, many of these women and girls bore 
children (referred to here as “children born of war”). 

In the initial months following the capture of Yezidi 
women in August 2014, many who escaped captivity 
and came to the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) in the 
early stages of pregnancy were able to obtain abortions. 
While abortion is not legal in Iraq, including in  the 
KRI, government policy permits a medical panel to 
review the cases of women who request abortions and 
approve abortions if the pregnancy poses a threat to 
the life of the mother; in the KRI, the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) applied the same panel review to 
those raped by ISIS. Some women in later stages of 
pregnancy were able to obtain protective shelter from 
NGOs or actors in KRG, and later gave their children 
to the government after birth. As we understand it, in 
these cases, these children were put into homes for 
orphaned children, to allow for fostering or temporary 
guardianship, which allows women to regain custody 
rights if they choose. The Juvenile Welfare Law Number 
76 of 19831 , which applies in both Iraq and in the KRI, 
authorizes fostering, not adoption. While support has 
been available to some women, there is no organized 
or focused program that we are aware of to support 
women in this situation.

Rape has long been used as a weapon during war 
and was recognized as a war crime with the passing 
of UNSCR 1820, which declared “rape and other forms 
of sexual violence can constitute war crimes, crimes 
against humanity or a constitutive act with respect to 
genocide.” Despite growing world-wide recognition of 
victims of sexual violence as survivors, countries around 
the world struggle to respond to the needs of survivors 
and many face significant stigma. Iraq is no exception. 
Women and girls who survived ISIS captivity have 
been universally accepted by their communities and 
families; however, their children born of war have been 
universally rejected. This has resulted in women 
1 http://gjpi.org/wp-content/uploads/juvenile-welfare-law-76-of-1983.pdf
2  The Yezidi’s Secret Children, BBC, Nafiseh Kohnvard, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cf_h-JhyxGs

voluntarily or forcibly leaving their children behind with 
ISIS captors or in Iraqi or KRG government facilities, 
forced separations between mother and child, or 
women choosing to remain with ISIS captors or in 
camps, rather than reuniting with their families.

In the last few years, there have been many reports, 
including from SEED clients, of women leaving their 
children behind in the Iraqi Government-run Mosul 
orphanage or with their ISIS family or captors, prior to 
escape2.  Many women, including SEED clients, indicate 
that they can no longer find their children who were 
left in the orphanage in Mosul, and it is not clear if the 
children have been put into homes under foster care, 
if they are administratively lost in the system, or if the 
mothers are being denied their right to reconnect with 
their children. “I wouldn’t have left [ISIS captivity] if I had 
known that it would mean leaving my child behind,” 
said a SEED client who had been told she and her child 
could stay together but who in the end was separated 
from her.

There has been extensive reporting that some 
women, to maintain their custody of their children, are 
remaining with their captors or in displacement camps 
in Syria, rather than returning and being reunited with 
their families. We have received reports of women who 
had the option of leaving their captors during liberation 
efforts, but decided to stay behind so as not to lose their 
children. There are reports of women in the camps for 
ISIS families in Iraq (Hamam Al-Alil and Garmawa) and Al 
Hol in Syria who have notably not disclosed themselves 
as Yezidis to authorities for a range of reasons, one of 

BACKGROUND

Most women who desire 
to parent their children 

are being deprived of 
their right to do so, or 

are hindered by social, 
legal, financial, and 

other barriers.
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which is reportedly because they believe that their 
children will be taken away from them. 

Some women report returning children to their 
abusers after escape because they faced rejection 
from their family upon return. In a notable story that 
became public, one SEED client escorted her children 
born before the war to their father in the KRI and 
then decided to return to Mosul, to be with her child 
who was in the shelter there. She could visit the child 
but was not able to take the child out of the shelter 
or from Mosul to KRI due to some legal restrictions. 
Now she is estranged from her family in KRI and will 
not be accepted back, and also cannot be with her 
other child. In our experience, women who were very 
young when they were captured, and gave birth for 
the first time as a result of rape in captivity, seem most 
committed to connecting with the child, whereas 
women who already had other children at the time 
of their enslavement are more willing to leave their 
child born of war in order to rejoin their other children 
(though often expressing a desire to also have kept 
their other child).

3  The Caliphate is Crushed but ISIS infants innocent and abandoned and Despised Live On, Daily Beast, Kim Dozier, https://www.thedailybeast.com/the-caliphate-is-crushed-but-
isis-infantsinnocent-abandoned-and-despisedlive-on?ref=scroll
4 https://www.npr.org/2019/05/09/721210631/freed-by-isis-yazidi-mothers-face-wrenching-choice-abandon-kids-or-never-go-home 
In Syria, an orphanage cares for children Born to Yazidi Mothers Enslaved by ISIS. https://www.npr.org/2019/06/06/729972161/in-syria-an-orphanage-cares-for-children-born-to-
yazidi-mothers-enslaved-by-isis; https://www.straitstimes.com/world/middle-east/agony-of-yazidi-women-torn-between-kids-fathered-by-isis-fighters-or-return-home

There are extensive stories of clients who were forced 
to relinquish custody of their child/ren and wish to 
reunite with them, but can no longer find them3 . When 
groups of recent returnees arrived from Syria, women 
who had left children behind asked those recently 
arriving if they had any news of their children and tried 
to check after their well-being. Not all want to see or 
be reunited with their children but want to know they 
are safe. Some have fear about who they will grow up 
to be. However, there are almost no channels to access 
information about the children and most shelters will 
not maintain contact with the survivors. 

Women liberated from ISIS during recent battles in 
Syria in 2019, including from Baghouz, were reportedly 
pressured into leaving their children in Syria or 
had their children forcibly taken away from them 
before entering Iraq, which has been documented 
by journalists in numerous reports4  and has been 
confirmed by SEED clients. There do not seem to be any 
aid agencies actively engaged in advocacy on behalf 
of these women in Syria, or on providing emotional 
support or other required services; rather upon escape, 
Yezidi survivors were brought to the Yezidi House, a 

I keep dreaming about the child 
that I left behind, and in the 
dream my child says, Mom, why 
did you leave me?
SEED client, survivor of ISIS

“
”

Women and girls who survived ISIS 
captivity have been universally accepted 
by their communities and families; 
however, their children born of war have 
been universally rejected.
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safehouse located in Northeast Syria administered by 
Yezidis from Syria. 

Journalistic reports indicate that the safehouse is 
supported by the People’s Protection Units (YPG), or 
Kurdish forces in Northern Syria, which plays a strong 
role in the administration or financing of the facility. 
Several women indicated their children were removed 
from them at this safehouse and put in an orphanage, 
and that they were prevented from returning to Iraq 
with their children. SEED has at least one survivor client 
who experienced this situation. For the children left 
behind in Syria, many mothers tell us they were advised 
that their children would be adopted by Yezidi families. 
One orphanage in Rojava has approximately 40 children 
that seem to be well cared for, according to NPR reports. 
Journalists report that caretakers at the Mosul and Syria 
orphanages are compassionate and are willing to, in a 
few cases, maintain contact with the mother.

In March 2019, SEED was in communications with an 
NPR journalist who was in the Yezidi safe house with a 
survivor whose family made clear to her that she should 
not bring her three year old child home; the managers 
of the safe house refused to let her depart with her 
child. SEED communicated to the survivor through 
the journalist that she could be provided safe passage 
to the KRI and receive safe shelter there, where she 

5  Freedom from ISIS means Yazidi Women Must Abandon Their Children, NPR, Jane Arraf https://www.npr.org/2019/04/03/709348198/freedom-from-isis-
means-yazidi-women-must-abandon-their-children

could make a longer-term considered decision about 
her future, including the option of placing her child in 
an orphanage in the KRI and maintaining contact. The 
caretakers refused to allow her to leave with the child 
insisting that she would be refused entry into KRI or 
would be “poisoned at a Kurdish hospital.” You can hear 
more in NPR’s reporting5. 

SEED is aware of, anecdotally, only a handful of cases 
where the women decided to/and were able to parent 
their child with some level of family support. However, 
they are subjected to community shame and stigma, 
including verbal and physical harassment, isolation and 
abuse. In these cases, it became intolerable and they 
sought resettlement abroad. Women who decide to 
maintain custody of a child will likely be forced to break 
ties with family, and some may elect to convert to Islam; 
all of which create serious risks of honor killing.

The whereabouts of the children left behind are not 
being sufficiently or transparently documented and 
it is unclear whether the children are being properly 
cared for and protected. For women who left children 
behind in the Iraqi Government-run Mosul orphanage, 
many times they have regretted it and later sought to 
find their children, who are no longer there, with high 
likelihood of their having been offered for fostering. In 
many cases, the family members have provided the 

Women escaping ISIS are forced to make decisions about 
their future, and the future of their children, in an instant, 
facing absolute family rejection and based on limited 
information about their, albeit limited, choices.
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orphanage clear instructions that they are not to allow 
the mother any contact with her child. It is believed by 
many activists that many orphans have been transferred 
to Baghdad and subsequently “lost in the system.” 
There does not seem to be one Government of Iraq 
(GOI) entity responsible for the welfare and well-being 
of the children. Children that have been abandoned or 
without parents are extremely vulnerable to abuse and 
trafficking. 

Some women have not wanted to parent these children, 
rejecting them for a range of intersecting reasons – 
rejection of the rape, family and community rejection, 
and a lack of financial resources. One SEED client said 
that the child is the source of guilt and shame.

We believe that most women who desire to parent their 
children are either being deprived of their right to do 
so, or are hindered by social, legal, financial, and other 
barriers. The universal rejection and stigmatization 
of these children by family, community, tribes,and 
religious leadership, all of which were known from the 
start, shaped and limited the decisions and choices 
of women and girls who became pregnant or bore 
children as a result of rape from ISIS. The full size and 
scope of the problem is not known or documented, as 
these children remain shrouded in shame and secrecy 
and nobody has documented the numbers. However, 

given that perhaps thousands of women have been in 
captivity for up to five years, we believe that women 
may have had multiple children, which would result in 
hundreds or perhaps thousands of children being born 
of war.

It is worth noting the distinctions and differences 
between women who were liberated earlier in this war, 
and their harsh treatment of those who arrived later 
after remaining with ISIS for five years - criticizing them, 
questioning their commitment to being Yezidi, and 
their loyalties. Family members shame the women who 
are grieving their lost children.

Families associated with later arrival can be accused 
of affiliation with ISIS. This can only result in increased 
isolation of new arrivals. 

I couldn’t accept this child because 
every time I see him, I remember all 
of my family members being killed 
in front of me by his father. 

SEED Client, survivor of ISIS.

“ “

The consequences of the identity 
confusion of these children will 
have a vast impact on shaping 
the personalities of these children 
as they grow into adulthood. It 
would not be to anybody’s surprise 
if these children tried to reconnect 
with their ISIS fathers and relatives 
in the future.

Representative from a donor country
who supports surrvivors

“

“
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The challenge of children born of this war and ISIS rape 
has continued to not be addressed. Women escaping 
ISIS are forced to make decisions about their future, and 
the future of their children, in an instant, facing absolute 
family rejection and based on limited information 
about their, albeit limited, choices. There is a critical 
need to expand protection for women’s rights, provide 
necessary services and safe spaces for them to make 
informed choices about their future, and to provide 
them with financial and other long-term support. There 
is a need for extensive advocacy to expand choices and 
options for parenting.

Women, after suffering the most extreme violence and 
traumatic events including the murder and abuse of 
loved ones, are faced with an impossible choice: to rejoin 
their family and community by giving up their children, 
or to parent their children and sever connections with 
their family and community. Most are forced or pushed 
by circumstances to give up their children; they are 
torn and tormented by their choices - connecting with 
their children, but also rejecting their bloodline and 
the violence that produced them. Many who decided 
to return to their family and community without their 
children have come to regret their decision. Even if they 
desire to reunite with their children, in most cases they 
are unable to find them. 

Other women are essentially deprived of their choice, 
with no family support and no financial means to support 
themselves and their child(ren). The emotional distress 
of living with these choices cannot be overstated and 
places women at risk of harming themselves or their 
children. 

Of the survivors of ISIS captivity that SEED has served 
as clients, almost all attempted suicide while under ISIS 
captivity; approximately 75% have attempted suicide 
since returning from ISIS. A key protective factor which 
deterred survivors from attempting or committing 
suicide after their time in ISIS captivity is having hope 

PROTECTION OF WOMEN’S 
RIGHTS AND CHOICES

There is a critical need to expand 
protection for women’s rights, 
provide necessary services and 
safe spaces for them to make 
informed choices about their 
future, and to provide them with 
financial and other long-term 
support. 
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of re-unifying with family members who are still under 
ISIS captivity or due to the desire to support surviving 
children. However, many clients who are experiencing 
thoughts of suicide or make suicide attempts express 
feeling this way due to having had to leave their children 
behind. 

To expand the choices available to survivors, donors 
should support a range of interventions which allow 
women who have physical custody of their children to 
have time to make an informed decision; a safe space to 
consider their options; support for considering options, 
consequences, risks, and resources; and safe passage for 
women and their children to access shelter in the KRI. 
When making these choices, women are keenly aware 
of the social limits, and lack of financial resources and 
support services. Donors should also consider what 
interventions can be taken with respect to assisting 
the GOI and the KRG to strengthen protections for the 
children, including ensuring that their right to Iraqi 
citizenship is recognized and they are not rendered 
stateless, that they have identity documentation, 
that mothers are able to register their children with 
their same faith, that appropriate systems, including 
alternative care, fostering and adoption services are in 
place and meet the needs of children, and that children 
have the opportunity to integrate fully into society. 

The consequences of not addressing these issues are 
catastrophic at the individual, community, and national 
level. For women forcibly separated from their children, 
there are lifelong traumatic impacts and other mental 
health impacts with risks for women, their families 
and the community. At the same time, children are 
left without parents in Syria and Iraq, with inadequate 
orphanage care, deprived of their basic rights, denied 
universally accepted protections and standards as 
enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Orphaned children are 
at high risk of physical and sexual abuse, violence, 
trafficking, exploitation, servitude and death; all of 
which negatively impacts future prospects for peace 
and security in Iraq and Syria. 

Children that are separated grow up with bitterness that 
breeds possibilities of revenge as they become adults. 
Moreover, the fear of many governments that have 
considered resettlement for these mothers and their 
children relates to the question of the identities of the 
children which they fear will come to pose a security 
risk when the children grow up to question who they 
are and who their fathers are; they may, as a result, seek 
a sense of belonging among extremist groups.

BARRIERS TO PARENTAGE
To better provide services and advocacy for survivors, it 
is important to understand the challenges and barriers 
they face.The primary factor impeding women’s ability 
to parent is the lack of acceptance from the family, tribe, 
the broader Yezidi community, and religious leaders. 
Women, after years of torture and deprivation, must 
determine whether they can survive outside these social 
support systems and overcome the legal, financial, and 
practical barriers. This has made the choice to maintain 
custody extremely rare. It is important to recognize the 
socioeconomic status of these women prior to their 
captivity - in most cases, these women and girls rarely 
made decisions about their daily life, their education, 
or life decisions about when/if/who they married or 
whether to have children. Many are illiterate, did not 
complete secondary education, did not work outside 
the home, and many had extensive restrictions on 
movement prior to being captured. During captivity, 
they lived as slaves for years without the ability to make 
any choices over their daily lives. Their decision-making 
about their child/ren upon liberation requires them to 
analyze factors about their future survival and consider 
their ability to provide a safe life for themselves and their 
children. In making these choices, women rarely, if ever, 
have access to guidance, support, or full information 
that would allow them to make informed decisions. 

Survivors feel rejected on all sides – 
rejected by their own Yezidi communities, 
but they know they would also not be 
accepted by the Muslim community so 
this really does not provide them an 
opportunity to keep and raise their child.   
SEED Psychologist

“

”

It would not be to anybody’s surprise if 
these children tried to reconnect with their 
ISIS fathers and relatives in the future.
Says a representative of an international 
development who works extensively with the 
Yazidi community.

“
”
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The community and family rejection lie both in religious 
precepts, as well as patriarchal cultural and social norms 
in the Yezidi community, and in Iraq generally. In Iraq, 
children born of rape or outside of marriage face 
rejection and a high level of stigma and, therefore, are 
universally rejected at all socio-economic levels, across 
all religious and ethnic groups. The bloodline, parental 
custody, and inheritance rights are with the father; and 
therefore, women have limited rights to parenthood, 
and in many cases they reject the child as well. 

For children who remain with their mothers, these 
factors heighten their vulnerability as they grow 
up to an uncertain future with their mothers being 
isolated, rejected, and financially struggling to survive. 
The physical and social impact of armed conflict on 
children is immense; particularly so, if these children 
are associated with the “enemy” and this is reinforced 
by the different societal perceptions which have been 
and continue to be a major obstacle to successful 
integration of both the mothers and children into post-
conflict societies.

Religious Rejection: The Yezidi belief is that to be 
Yezidi, the child needs to have a pure Yezidi bloodline 
with parentage by a Yezidi father and mother. This a 
key impediment which is difficult to overcome. For 
years the religious leadership, the Baba Sheikh family 
and the Yezidi High Spiritual Council, remained publicly 
silent on the issue of these children. Privately individuals 
indicated that they have no objections should a family 
agree to accept the children; however, it was unlikely for 
many families or communities to accept these children 
without the blessing of the spiritual community. The 
extensive public coverage and pressure by donors 
and partner countries yielded the April 2019 “fatwa” of 
the Yezidi High Spiritual Council citing acceptance of 
the children. Unfortunately, the strong and powerful 
backlash from the Yezidi community and tribes, led the 
Spiritual Council to reverse the decision and issue an 
April 27 rejection of these children. The public and clear 
reversal or condemnation has been perceived as more 
damaging to women’s rights than no official position at 
all.

6  “Farman” is an attack against the community.

Community Rejection: The Yezidi community has 
been a persecuted minority in Iraq throughout its 
history, highly marginalized and deprived of resources, 
education, healthcare, jobs, etc. The Yezidis have 
reportedly suffered 74 farmans6. Their response has 
been to maintain isolation. In the recent genocide by 
ISIS, rape  was an attempt to eradicate the Yezidi people 
and change the bloodline. The strong belief in the 
community is that these children have evil in their blood 
and will grow not as Yezidis, but as ISIS. The strong belief 
in the community is that these children have evil in their 
blood and will grow not as Yezidis, but as ISIS, and will 
eventually harm their community.

Societal Views: In Iraq, victims of sexual violence are 
viewed with shame and disgust, and as a result are 
often isolated, rejected, and/or humiliated. While the 
female survivors of ISIS captivity have been accepted 
back into their families, they face isolation and stigma in 
their community and more broadly in Iraqi society. Their 
children are looked at as “bastards”. In Iraq, a deeply 
ingrained tribal culture represents a deep, widely-held 
belief system that pre-dates religious ideology – tribal 
associations form the basis of bloodlines and inform 
group membership; many people find it difficult to 
accept those they see as outside their group.

Legal barriers: Obtaining documentation for children 
born of ISIS rape and in ISIS territory whether in 
Syria or Iraq is exceptionally difficult and has been 
commonly cited as a significant barrier to parentage. 
Without citizenship documentation, children cannot 
access benefits such as healthcare and education, 
which alienates them and denies their basic rights 
to survival and development. It is unclear how many 
women have attempted to obtain documentation 
and there are only anecdotal reports about successful 
and unsuccessful attempts to do so. The status of the 
children who are separated is unclear and whether 
they are granted citizenship. By law, a child cannot be 
given the name of only one parent. The commonly 
held belief is that citizenship or documentation is not 
attainable as it passes through the father and that the 
identity card would require the name of the father 
and include the religion of the father, which would be 
Muslim. Registration of the child as Muslim would not 
be accepted by the Yezidi community. 

There is no future for them here [in 
Kurdistan Iraq]. When these children grow 
up, who will marry them? 
Yezidi Survivor, client of SEED

“
”
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These laws permit a woman to provide evidence of 
another religion. To support women who want to 
register their children as being in the Yezidi faith, 
guidelines should be issued from either the Iraqi 
Higher Judicial Council or the Ministry of Interior to 
clearly establish what information can be taken to 
establish the child’s religious identity such as accepting 
the mother’s religion as declared on her citizenship 
documents. Alternatively, the Iraqi parliament could 
pass a specialized law permitting a process for these 
war victims; the original Yezidi Survivor Bill has a 
provision that would address this issue by creating a 
local authority to oversee these matters. Creation of a 
commission -- with judicial authority/jurisdiction over 
Yezidi and other cases -- similar to the Iraqi Claims 
Commission of Property in Disputed Areas, would 
provide an avenue for addressing these issues.

Resettlement Options: Resettlement does not present 
a clear solution as 1) resettlement options are limited, 2) 
legal documentation is required to start the process, 3) 
resettlement approval can take a year or more and in the 
meantime, the women must care for the child, and 4) 
she may not be prepared to move overseas alone with 
no financial resources. Resettlement is generally only 
available to people who cross an international border, 
are determined to be a refugee, and can be considered 
for resettlement. Exceptions have been made to allow 
in-country refugee status/resettlement through special 
programs by Germany, Canada, Australia, and France. In 

There is no adequate law here to deal with 
these children born of rape.
SEED client, survivor of ISIS
“

”

”
“I wish I could go abroad so I could take my 

child with me and raise my child 

SEED client, survivor of ISIS who expressed the desire 
to be free from the stigma, laws, and official and 
unofficial rules of both Yezidi and Muslim society.

The Iraqi Constitution and Iraqi Nationality Law No. 
26 of 2006, Article No. 3, paragraph (A) allow the 
mother to convey citizenship; however, all options for 
registration are problematic. Registration is based on: 

1.	 A valid marriage certificate (noting however, 
that the law does not permit a Muslim to marry 
outside of the “book”; that is marriage can 
only be to another Muslim, Christian, or Jew; 
therefore, an ISIS marriage to a Yezidi would not 
be accepted; Iraqi Personal Status Law No. 188 of 
1959, Art 17), or 

2.	 the mother’s citizenship which can be 
established by: 
a.	 the attestation of her male relative (her 

father, brother, or uncle) which eliminates 
the women’s parental rights and assigns the 
male relative as with parental rights (Iraqi 
Civil Status Law No. 23 of 1974, Art 28, para 
1) or 

b.	 By declaring the child out of wedlock or 
“a bastard” in which case the child would 
automatically declared Muslim unless the 
mother can prove otherwise. Three Iraqi 
laws point out that “bastards” or “children 
of unknown kinship” are considered Iraqi 
Muslims unless proven otherwise:	
i.	 Civil Status Law No. 65 of 1972, Art. 32, 

para 2 which indicates:  “A bastard child 
is considered Iraqi Muslim unless proven 
otherwise.”

ii.	 Juvenile Care Law No. 76 of 1983, Art 45, 
which indicates:  “A child without known 
kinship is considered Iraqi Muslim unless 
proven otherwise.”

iii.	 National ID Card No. 3 of 2016, Art 20, 
Para 2, which indicates:  “A bastard child 
or of unknown kinship is considered 
Iraqi Muslim unless proven otherwise.”
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at least one case of SEED’s, the family refused to reunite 
the 15-year-old survivor with her child for fear that it 
would preclude their impending settlement in Canada 
and prevented SEED from pursuing it. 

Should a country provide priority status for resettlement 
for the mothers with their children, families may 
consider this an incentive to accept the children. 
However, we know of no prioritization from any of the 
resettlement programs. To the contrary, it seems the 
presence of these children raises security concerns 
among resettlement countries and some are referring 
to the children as “terrorist babies.” Among other 
concerns expressed, Western governments fear that the 
woman may reconnect with the ISIS father once settled 
in a European country. 

Financial Impediments: Should a woman consider 
keeping her child despite the lack of community 
acceptance and family support, she has very low access 
to livelihoods opportunities to sustain herself and her 
child long term. In Iraq, a single or divorced woman, and/
or a woman with a child out of wedlock, will struggle to 
survive and is at increased risk of violence and abuse. 
Most, if not all, of the survivors of ISIS have little or no 
work experience or opportunities, and oftentimes are 
illiterate and innumerate. Women struggle to meet 
basic medical and humanitarian needs as part of a 
larger family unit. Lack of financial resources create a 
tremendous impediment to parentage and there are 
no programs currently to support survivors and their 
children in any sustainable way.

Lack of Shelter: Shelter is often cited as a primary 
constraint to women with children born of war, 
however, several NGOs including SEED have the ability 
to provide safe shelter. SEED’s licensed shelter for 
trafficking victims is available to provide women with a 
safe space to consider options and to plan their future. 
In reality, few survivors are in a position to understand 
that shelter options exist in the Kurdistan Region, while 
making their decisions. Moreover, while temporary 
shelter can be provided, long-term prospects for a 
woman to live independently are limited without long-
term financial assistance.

Babies don’t pose a security risk 
now, but after a decade of stigma, 
isolation, community rejection, and 
abandonment, these children very well 
could pose a security threat.
SEED President, Sherri Kraham Talabany

“
”
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The social, security, and mental health implications of not addressing the issues surrounding the children born 
of war will be long-lasting and destabilizing. Below are a range of approaches and actions which can be taken 
to better support survivors and protect their rights, as well as the well-being of these children based on the 
following findings:  

1.	 Increase Awareness and Advocacy to Reduce Stigma and Increase Acceptance: Long term, we must 
aim to shift societal views which shame survivors of sexual violence generally, and survivors of ISIS 
in particular, to reduce stigma towards women survivors of rape and their children, and increase 
community acceptance of the children born as a result of such relations: 

•	 Support dialogue at a community level on the effects of war, sexual violence, and how these alter 
relationships, and establish stigma reduction interventions that seeks to open the minds of community 
and family members for acceptance.

•	 Support dialogue sessions with community leaders, including faith leaders (Yezidi and Muslim) and 
traditional elders, to dispel stigma and shaming of women. 

•	 Directly engage family members/friends of survivors on how to better support them.
•	 Increase public outreach and information aiming to shift the blame from the survivor to the perpetrator, 

to reduce stigma and increase acceptance of the children, and increase public awareness about the 
prevalence of sexual violence in war, the consequences of children growing up in uncertain situations, 
and illustrate how other societies have dealt with war, sexual violence in war, and the children born of war. 
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2.	 Ensure Comprehensive and Long Term Services Are Targeted to Survivors: Women who 
survived sexual violence and have born children as a result need to be fully supported in 
making choices, fully informed of their rights, provided with support for their decisions, and 
with comprehensive, long-term services and financial support including protection, legal 
services, and physical shelter; mental health, case management, and legal services; financial 
support, advocacy, and resettlement options. 

•	 Support women who have recently been liberated in Syria prior to their return to Iraq or Kurdistan 
through provision of protection and legal services, mental health services, case management, and 
physical shelter so that they understand their short and long-term options during decision-making. 
Safe passage from Syria to KRI or Iraq with their children must then be provided. 

•	 Provide financial support and legal services specifically for reunification and custody efforts
•	 Support integrated, comprehensive, and long-term services specifically targeting survivors with 

children born of war including mental health, case management, protection, legal services, physical 
shelter including explicitly  for reunification with children, maintaining custody, and obtaining legal 
documentation for children.

•	 Support both emergency and long-term financial assistance to women with children.
•	 Provide health and educational support for vulnerable children and older girls who are parents in 

vocational training to provide them skills for self-reliance.
•	 Target livelihood opportunities to survivors with children born of war to increase access to economic 

opportunities and independence.
•	 Provide women who gave up or were separated from their children with considerable, long-term 

mental health and psychosocial support services. 

3.	 Increase Government Protection of Children Born of War: Through intense dialogue/advocacy 
with Government of Iraq (GOI) and Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) about survivors and 
their children, increase supports for survivors and the children: 

•	 Ensure all children in Iraq are accounted for, their identity documented, and their status monitored 
by a specific accountable body, to ensure their safety, integration, and to enable women to reunite 
with children if they desire.

•	 Ensure that children that are left behind by the mother’s consent are carefully protected, accounted 
for, tracked, and monitored.

•	 Determine a specific accountable entity, including perhaps creation of a new body, to be responsible 
for the children. 

•	 Allow for adoption/fostering of the children and ensure records are well documented.
•	 Ensure that children get identity cards, citizenship, and receive healthcare, education, and basic 

care.

4.	 Expand Legal Protection and Rights In Iraq: Support increased legislative, policy, and regulatory 
measures by the GOI and KRG.

•	 Advocate for the GOI’s Higher Judicial Council or Ministry of Interior to issue guidelines on the 
issuance of identity cards for children born of war including guidance on how a mother can attest 
to a child being of the Yezidi faith on forms of evidence documenting the Yezidi religion.

•	 Ensure that children get identity cards, citizenship, and receive healthcare, education, and basic 
care, regardless of whether they are with their mother or in a government shelter, or adopted family.

•	 Explore if the KRG can issue regulations on this.
•	 Establish a commission with judicial authority from the GOI to facilitate registrations and accept the 

mothers’ claims on religious status.
•	 Support legislation including the Yezidi Survivors Bill to provide greater protections and benefits to 

survivors and their children, such as reparations, local directorates or courts, shelter protection, etc.
•	 Support policy and regulations that create expanded protections for survivors and children.
•	 Provide guidance to Iraqi and KRG military personnel on how to respond to cases at the border.
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•	 Increase awareness of, and utilize existing laws, which though not ideal, do provide mechanisms 
through which children can receive identity papers/citizenship.

5.	 Encourage Donors to Support Sustainable Solutions: Donors should support programming 
and policy solutions that recognize local culture, and apply a human rights/protection-based 
approach.  

•	 Governments should exercise all pressure possible to prevent rights abuses in Iraq, Syria, and KRI 
including forced separation of women and their children. 

•	 Expand rights and engage in direct/indirect dialogue with forces, government and those managing 
safehouses inside Syria to protect/expand the rights of women.

•	 Support non-political ad hoc shelter or safehouses, and full package of support to survivors inside 
Syria, including support to existing orphanages.

•	 Ensure that Iraqi women with children can safely pass from Syria to Iraq or KRI, by working with 
military forces on all sides of the border, through military-military engagement.

•	 Ensure/advocate that all international resettlement programs prioritize women with children born 
of war.

•	 Support programs and policies that increase access to safe and long-term shelter protection of 
women and children inside Iraq and the KRI.

•	 Increase political pressure on the GOI and KRG to ensure they have policies that are friendly to 
women survivors and that enhance the protection space for children, and ensure that all children 
in Iraq are accounted for, their identity documented, and their status monitored by a specific 
accountable body, to ensure their safety and integration, and to enable women to reunite with 
children if they desire.

•	 Support programs that focus on livelihoods and provide vocational skills training so that survivors 
are able to diversify their skills and obtain resources for self support.

•	 Ensure that all public and private advocacy on behalf of survivors is nuanced and sensitive to the 
community’s feelings of shame. Pressure should only be exerted if it does not pose additional risk of 
harm. Public advocacy should be done in consultation with Yezidi community leaders and special 
care should be taken when discussing the issue publicly.
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