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I. Introduction 

 

One Free World International (OFWI) is honoured to present this brief to our friends in the 

British and European parliaments. We trust that our concern for the plight of innocent minorities 

in Iraq and Syria is shared in the halls of power across Europe and we call on the international 

community to take immediate and effective action to protect these ancient communities, 

including Christians, Yazidis, and others, who are caught in the cross-fire and, more ominously, 

being deliberately targeted. 

 

The European Parliament’s February 4, 2016 resolution condemning the attacks by ISIS against 

minorities in Syria and Iraq as war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide was a step in 

the right direction. In itself it is little more than a gesture, but it offers a glimmer of hope – hope 

that something can and will be done to restore safety, security, and human dignity to minorities 

targeted by ISIS
1
 and other Islamic extremist groups in that region, and hope that we in the rest 

of the world have not entirely cast aside our humanity. 

 

We all saw the news reports in the summer of 2014 with our television screens beaming images 

of masses of people belonging to ancient Iraqi religious minorities fleeing before advancing ISIS 

forces or besieged on a rocky desert mountain. We are grateful that most of these people have 

now found temporary refuge in surrounding areas, but the on-going human cost of this atrocity is 

terrible both for them and especially for those who did not make it (and their families) – whether 

they were slaughtered by ISIS, died of the elements along the way, or were simply kidnapped 

and forcibly converted and/or raped or sold as slaves. 

 

It has been estimated that hundreds of thousands of people fled to the relative safety of the 

Kurdish autonomous region of Iraq alone in the lead-up to and during that fateful summer. Yet 

since then, the rest of the world appears to have largely moved on, leaving the Yazidis, 

Christians, and others to their own devices and those captured by ISIS to suffer forgotten and 

alone. 

 

In the meantime, ISIS forces have been systematically eliminating all religious minorities from 

areas under their control – whether by expulsion, forced conversion, slavery, or killing. Some 

gains have been made against ISIS recently, but the threats against the minorities continue. If the 

international community does not take action there will be no long- or even short-term future for 

minorities in Iraq and Syria and the implications for minorities in the broader region are similarly 

ominous. Moreover, the prospect of a vastly destabilized region will inevitably have serious 

impacts on the peace and stability of Europe itself and the broader international community. 

 

The situation demands an immediate and effective response. Nonetheless, we must acknowledge 

that the situation is complex and ISIS is not alone in perpetrating atrocities against minorities in 

this region. At the same time, these minorities urgently need to see concrete action on the part of 

the international community to assist them in regaining a sense of security on all levels. We are 

grateful for the responses the international community has made, but more must be done to 

                                                 
1
 ISIS has been referred to by many names, including IS, ISIL, and Daesh, but this report will use “ISIS” as it is the 

most widely recognized. 
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address the immediate and long-term needs. These are complex and include security and 

humanitarian aid for internally displaced persons (IDPs) and refugees
2
 – with particular attention 

to minorities who are doubly victimized – together with support for local military efforts against 

ISIS and holding legitimate local authorities accountable to international human rights norms, 

the decisive defeat of the extremist ideology that gives life to ISIS and other extremist groups in 

the region, resettlement and eventual return of IDPs and refugees, and support for a Kurdish 

entity that will be capable of providing a stabilizing force in the region. The challenges seem 

overwhelming, but we can and must do something. 

 

 

II. About One Free World International 

 

OFWI is an international human rights organization based in Toronto, Canada that focuses on 

protecting the rights of religious minorities and educating the public and decision-makers about 

violations of religious freedom around the world. Its founder and president, Rev. Majed El 

Shafie, was himself detained and severely tortured by Egyptian authorities after he converted 

from Islam to Christianity and began pursuing equal rights for Egyptian Christians. After being 

sentenced to death, he was able to escape from Egypt and finally settled in Canada where he 

established OFWI to share a message of freedom, hope, and tolerance for religious differences 

and to promote human rights in this area through advocacy, humanitarian aid, and public 

education. 

 

OFWI has advocated on behalf of religious minorities and individuals regardless of creed, 

including Christians, Jews, Ahmadiyya and Uyghur Muslims, Falun Gong, and Bahá’í’s, among 

others. Rev. El Shafie has also led delegations on fact-finding missions to countries such as 

Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Cuba, Israel, India, and Bangladesh, where he has met personally 

and addressed these issues with government and opposition leaders and local human rights 

advocates. Most recently much of our work has been focused on the situation in northern Iraq 

and the Kurdish autonomous region where Rev. El Shafie has led a number of fact-finding and 

rescue missions. 

 

Rev. El Shafie has appeared several times before parliamentary bodies in Canada, from the 

Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and International Trade and its Subcommittee on 

International Human Rights to the Parliamentary Inquiry into Antisemitism in Canada, and 

before the United States Congress in such bodies as the Subcommittee on Africa, Global Health, 

and Human Rights and the Tom Lantos Human Rights Committee. He has also provided expert 

testimony for numerous courts and tribunals on behalf of individuals seeking protection in 

Canada and the United States. He has developed relationships with members in the Canadian 

Parliament and the American Congress and addressed issues of human rights and religious 

minorities directly with cabinet ministers and officials in the Canadian government, including the 

Prime Minister’s Office, in order to help educate decision-makers about on-going religious 

persecution around the world. Further information about his background and work can be found 

in Appendix A. 

 

                                                 
2
 While the Iraqi minorities in Kurdistan are technically IDPs, this brief uses the term “refugees” interchangeably 

with “IDPs” for ease of reference, except where otherwise evident from the context. 
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III. ISIS, Religious Freedom, and Genocide 

 

In Iraq and Syria, a once rich and diverse population is rapidly becoming more and more 

homogenous. This is not strictly speaking the result solely of ISIS’ actions, but ISIS has without 

a doubt caused a massive escalation in the threats faced by minorities. In Iraq alone, prior to the 

2003 intervention by the United States-led coalition, Christians numbered an estimated 800,000 

to 1 million, possibly as high as 1.4 million. In 2011, even before ISIS’ recent onslaught, it was 

estimated that only some 400,000-500,000 remained. Yazidis, with roots in the area reaching as 

far back as four thousand years, were estimated in 2011 at 500,000 compared to 700,000 only a 

few years earlier. In the face of ISIS’ 2014 advances, hundreds of thousands of refugees 

composed largely of Christians and Yazidis, fled to the Kurdish autonomous region leaving their 

remaining communities in Iraq greatly diminished. 

 

Both of these communities have roots in the region that predate the existence of Islam yet, while 

accurate numbers are impossible to come by, it is clear that both communities are down to a 

fraction of their pre-invasion presence in Iraq. Christians have been present since the earliest 

days of Christianity some 2,000 years ago, and while the Yazidi religion is newer and 

incorporates Islamic influences, it also traces its roots back to ancient Zoroastrian and early 

Christian influences. It is the plight of the Yazidis in particular that has captured the imagination 

of the western public, perhaps due to their insular, exotic image and unusual beliefs, which have 

garnered accusations of devil-worship from Islamic extremists.
3
 It is worth noting, however, that 

while the plight of Christians and Yazidis in the region has received some international attention, 

the suffering of other minorities has largely gone unnoticed,
4
 while Shia Muslims have also been 

affected by the brutal violence of Sunni-based ISIS. 

 

Two ancient communities that have already effectively been wiped out from Iraq are Sabean 

Mandaeans and the Jewish community. Sabean Mandaeans are a tiny ancient minority unique to 

the region. With only some 60,000-70,000 adherents believed to exist worldwide, of whom 

approximately 50,000 resided in Iraq before the 2003 invasion, the Iraqi population is now 

decimated. After the invasion members fled persecution in Iraq, mostly to surrounding areas, 

including (ironically) Syria, with some scattered around the globe. Already by 2011, before ISIS 

became a household word at dinner-tables around the world, the numbers of the Sabean 

Mandaean community in Iraq were down to an estimated 5,000-6,000. This tiny, close-knit 

community quite likely faces extinction. The Jewish community was once a thriving minority 

whose presence in Iraq dates back some 2,600 years but it has been reduced to a handful of 

individuals who live in anonymity. 

 

In August 2014 just after the ISIS advance, Rev. El Shafie led an OFWI delegation to northern 

Iraq. This delegation, which included three Canadian members of parliament participating as 

observers (Brad Butt, Russ Hiebert, and Leon Benoit), as well as religious representatives from 

                                                 
3
 Yazidis revere several angels charged by God as caretakers of the earth and led by Malak-Taus, also known as the 

Peacock Angel, who is equated by many outsiders with Satan of Christian and Islamic traditions due to certain 

similarities in their stories. 
4
 While this report names Christians and Yazidis primarily, these references should be read to include the other 

minorities of the region, named and unnamed, who are vulnerable to the same threats. 
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Canada and the United States, visited several refugee camps in the Kurdistan Region, where 

minorities had fled ISIS, many with little more than the clothes on their back. OFWI’s 

conversations with refugees confirmed reports of the horrific savagery of ISIS fighters: children 

butchered, women raped and killed, men hanged or crucified. We met with children who had lost 

their parents; husbands who had lost their wives and daughters; families with loved ones who 

were missing and presumed captured by ISIS. We heard consistent reports of widespread sexual 

violence against minority women and girls (some as young as two and a half years old), who 

were being taken from their families and abused by ISIS fighters. OFWI also heard reports of 

minority women and girls being sold as slaves – at times for as little as 20 USD each. 

 

There is evidence that ISIS, with an estimated force of 1,500-1,800, did not and could not have 

made its remarkable advances in Iraq without assistance and support from Iraqi Sunni tribal 

leaders disillusioned by Prime Minister Nouri Al-Maliki’s sectarian-based policies. Al-Maliki 

has since been succeeded by Haider al-Abadi, but what remains is an exceptional humanitarian 

catastrophe as hundreds of thousands have been forced from their homes and thousands are 

missing or dead. According to one Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) official, there are at 

least 1.6 million refugees and IDPs in the Kurdistan Region. An estimated 90,000 families of 

refugees (approximately 700,000 people) have sought refuge in the city of Dohuk alone since the 

start of the ISIS crisis – 250,000 of whom arrived on the same day. The impact of this tragedy 

was underscored by the fact that in just one camp OFWI visited there were 500 children under 

the age of three. 

 

Unfortunately the situation is even more complex. Without wishing to diminish the role of ISIS, 

we recognize that the onslaught against minorities in Iraq has been on-going to varying degrees 

since the civil war and general chaos that followed the 2003 American-led invasion. Extremists 

on both sides of the Sunni/Shia divide have targeted minorities. Even today, as Iraqi forces 

pursue their offensive against ISIS and succeed in regaining territory, our sources have informed 

us that Shia militias aligned with Iraqi forces have indiscriminately killed Yazidis and Sunni 

civilians found in regained territories. During the January 2016 offensive in Anbar province, our 

sources report that at one liberated compound 55 Yazidi girls who had been used by ISIS as sex 

slaves were killed by advancing Iraqi militias. In total, our sources estimate the number of 

civilians killed by Iraqi militias in that operation in the hundreds. 

 

 

IV. Religious Freedom 

 

1. Freedom of Religion as a Human Right and in International Law 

 

As religious minorities are being devastated in Iraq and Syria, we would do well to remember 

that freedom of religion is a fundamental, universal right that speaks to the very core of what it 

means to be human. The basic freedom to believe in and to practice the religion of one’s choice 

(or equally not to believe and to refrain from any religious practice) forms the very basis of 

human dignity and is a pre-requisite for true equality under the law. After all, our ability to hold 

and to observe and manifest such beliefs is unique to humans among the living beings on this 

planet and is central to our attempts to answer the question about who we are, as human beings, 

in this universe. As a result, the right to religious freedom is recognized both by European human 
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rights law and by international law as foundational and intrinsic to any truly free society; and 

without freedom of religion, experience has shown there can be no democracy, peace, or 

security. 

 

Recognition of the rights of individuals and nations, minorities and majorities, is basic. 

Ultimately everyone is in some respect or at some time or place a member of a minority. One 

need only consider one’s own position but for a moment in order to see the importance of 

respecting the rights of others and the universal nature of this principle, known in the Christian 

tradition as the Golden Rule, or “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you”. 

 

Human beings have learned this painful lesson the hard way from violations of this basic 

principle spanning thousands of years. In more recent history, the United States of America was 

built to a large extent on the hopes of those who sought the ability to worship freely, and much of 

the unique character of the American culture, way of life, and legal institutions is based on this 

very foundation. This factor was not as defining in Canada’s history and development, but 

nonetheless has played a role over the years and has been recognized in the Canadian Charter of 

Rights and Freedoms. In the meantime, centuries of warfare culminating in World War II and the 

atrocities of the Holocaust that affected all of humanity in one way or another, led Europe 

through much soul-searching to address this issue during the last half-century in the European 

Convention on Human Rights. In fact, the constitutions of most states recognize this principle in 

theory, even if those same states continue to violate it in practice. 

 

In addition to their own constitutions, over the last half-century nations have joined together to 

promote respect for the painful lessons of the past by enshrining the principle of religious 

freedom in international documents such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

(UDHR). The UDHR, while not in itself binding, is considered by international law experts to 

reflect customary international law which in turn is binding on states. The UDHR states in 

Article 18 that,
5
 

 
Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom 

to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in 

public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance. 
 

Thus all human beings have a moral and legal right to religious freedom and consequently an 

obligation to respect and protect the rights of others in this area. This obligation is primarily 

entrusted to sovereign states but where a state is unwilling or incapable of meeting its 

responsibilities in this area, it is becoming clearer that the international community must step in 

to secure this fundamental right. 

 

  

                                                 
5
 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, GA Res. 217(III), UN GAOR, 3d Sess., Supp. No. 13, UN Doc. A/810 

(1948). 
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2. Religious Freedom in European Policy  

 

The European Convention on Human Rights recognizes the importance of the right to religious 

freedom in Article 9. This article states that,
 6

 

 
Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom 

to change his religion or belief and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in 

public or private, to manifest his religion or belief, in worship, teaching, practice and observance. 

 

If we truly believe, as indeed we must, that this right belongs to “everyone”, then we must take it 

seriously and it must inform our thinking and our actions, in foreign policy as well as in domestic 

policy. Even if one solitary individual in a remote part of the world is denied his or her right to 

their beliefs and practices, we ought to treat it as an assault on the humanity of each and every 

one of us. 

 

The pursuit of religious freedom cannot be separated from the more traditional goals of 

diplomacy and international relations – such as peace, security, and, more recently, fostering 

democracy. Such an approach is not only morally untenable, but also fundamentally flawed, 

especially in a highly religious region such as the Middle East. Despite the best efforts and 

predictions of western secular humanist academics and prognosticators that “God is dead”, 

religion holds an enduring and even increasing relevance in our 21
st
-century world. In these 

circumstances, the absence of religious freedom has far-reaching implications that must be taken 

into account in the formulation of foreign policy. 

 

Even a cursory review of history shows that societies that restrict religious freedom are far more 

likely to experience profound social upheaval that jeopardizes the long-term survival of 

democracy as well as international peace and security and the freedom of every human being. 

Promoting religious freedom is one area where we must not compromise. Rather we must 

vigorously, but tactfully and with wisdom, use all means at our disposal to pursue the 

establishment of conditions in which every member of the human family can pursue their 

religious beliefs and identity with only their conscience as their guide and not the dictates of the 

state or oppressive religious leaders. This is a critical determinant not only for peace and security 

in far-flung countries around the world, but ultimately for the peace and security of European 

citizens in their homes from Bulgaria and Greece to the United Kingdom and Scandinavia and 

everywhere in between. 

 

At the same time, freedom of religion in the Middle East must not be viewed as merely a “means 

to an end”, as this will inevitably lead to the compromising of the “means” (religious freedom) 

for the sake of the “ends” (democracy and national security). Religious freedom is an end in and 

of itself. Any diplomatic initiatives on behalf of religious freedom must be premised on a 

commitment to its intrinsic value as an inalienable right vested in individuals on the basis of their 

humanity alone. 

 

                                                 
6
 Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (as amended), 4 November, 1950, 

Council of Europe, online: <http://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Convention_ENG.pdf>, accessed 14 February, 

2016. 
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Freedom of religion is intrinsic and inseparable from the broader system of rights and freedoms 

that underpin democracy. Without freedom of religion there can be no true democracy. President 

Obama of the United States acknowledged as much in his 2009 Cairo speech when he stated, 

“[f]reedom in America is indivisible from the freedom to practice one’s religion.”
7
 This principle 

is not limited to the United States – it applies equally to Canada, Europe, and the rest of the 

world community. Overlooking abuses of religious freedom wherever they may take place is to 

legitimize those violations and undermines the very principles that underlie European society. 

Thus for a European foreign policy approach to ISIS to be truly “European” it must be reflective 

of and consistent with core European values, including freedom of religion. 

 

3. The Duty to Act 

 

Not only does the international community have a moral duty to act in response to the violations 

being committed by ISIS and other extremist groups in Iraq and Syria, there is also an emerging 

norm in international law that posits a positive obligation on states to take action in the face of 

atrocities and massive human rights violations committed outside their borders. While a detailed 

analysis of the legal status of this norm and its interaction with the principle of state sovereignty 

is beyond the scope of the present report, it is clear that the trajectory of international human 

rights law in recent years points to a growing consensus around the notion that a state’s 

responsibility under international law to uphold basic rights and freedoms does not end at its 

border. 

 

Advances in technology and weaponry have ensured that motivated individuals and groups can 

access unimaginable weapons against which innocent, peaceful civilians, and in some cases even 

the authorities, are defenceless. On the other hand, the most advanced technology is useless 

against one of the oldest and most primitive weapons known to humanity – rape. Yet at the same 

time, in this confusing and chaotic 21
st
-century world, technology is still both our salvation and 

our judge. With modern communication technologies, we have almost instant access to 

information about what is happening in remote corners of the world. We cannot avoid the 

knowledge that members of the human family are suffering at the hands of others and need our 

help; we have the ability to determine when states are unable or unwilling to protect their 

citizens, and we no longer have any excuse to stay on the sidelines and not come to the rescue. 

 

Consequently, if we wish to promote the development of and respect for international law and 

the rule of law, we must take the emerging duty to act seriously and not avoid the call to fulfil 

our responsibilities. Moreover, even if one questions the existence of a general positive duty on 

states to act in response to human rights violations in the broader sense, there is little debate over 

the existence of a duty to take action when persecution rises to the level of crimes against 

humanity and genocide and, as acknowledged by the European Parliament, the evidence suggests 

that the situation in Iraq and Syria has tipped the threshold for both crimes. 

 

  

                                                 
7
 “Remarks by the President on a New Beginning at Cairo University, Cairo, Egypt”, 4 June 2009, online: The 

White House, Office of the Press Secretary <http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/remarks-president-cairo-

university-6-04-09>, accessed 16 February 2016 [“A New Beginning”] (emphasis added). 
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i) Emerging Duty to Act in Response to Egregious Human Rights Violations 

 

The UDHR has been described by some as an “aspirational” document and, as stated above, is 

generally agreed by international law scholars not to be binding in itself. Nonetheless, many of 

its provisions have both been codified in binding instruments such as the International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and are considered as reflecting customary international 

law which in turn is binding on all states. The preamble of the UDHR articulates an overarching 

duty on the part of states, stating that all states “have pledged themselves to achieve … the 

promotion of universal respect for and observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms”
8
 

(emphasis added). This language is echoed and strengthened in the ICCPR, the preamble of 

which speaks of the “obligation of States … to promote universal respect for, and observance of, 

human rights and freedoms” (emphasis added).
9
 Article 2(2) of the ICCPR further emphasizes 

that 

 
…each State Party to the present Covenant undertakes to take the necessary steps, in accordance 

with its constitutional processes and with the provisions of the present Covenant, to adopt such 

laws or other measures as may be necessary to give effect to the rights recognized in the present 

Covenant. 

(emphasis added) 

 

Although Article 2, strictly speaking, is referring to domestic procedures undertaken by each 

state to prevent and address violations within its borders, the reference to a duty to “take the 

necessary steps” is significant, especially in light of ensuing developments in international law. 

As international human rights law has developed since the adoption of the ICCPR in 1966, the 

international community has acknowledged that its duty to act in response to egregious human 

rights violations has expanded beyond the traditional concept of absolute “non-interference” in 

the domestic affairs of other states. The 2001 report of the International Commission on 

Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS)
10

 – stated that: 

 
a large and accumulating body of law and practice which supports the notion that, whatever 

form the exercise of that responsibility may properly take, members of the broad com- 

munity of states do have a responsibility to protect both their own citizens and those of 

other states as well. 

(emphasis added) 

 

While this “responsibility to protect,” as it has come to be known, has been used to justify 

controversial armed interventions, the existence of a basic responsibility to act by no means 

presupposes that such action must take the form of armed force. In fact, the use of force often 

undermines effective action and progress and while OFWI believes that the international 

community has a responsibility to act in response to the violations occurring in Iraq and Syria, 

we believe that force must always be a last resort. At the same time, if force is the only option to 

protect innocent lives, then we must not hesitate. 

                                                 
8
 UDHR, supra, note 5. 

9
 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, GA Res. 2200A (XXI), 21 UN GAOR Supp. (No. 16), UN 

Doc. A/6316 (1966). 
10

 Responsibility to Protect: Report of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty, online: 

International Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect <http://responsibilitytoprotect.org/ICISS%20Report.pdf > at 

para 2.27, accessed 16 February 2016 [“Responsibility to Protect”]. 
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The primary duty to protect their citizens lies with the Iraqi and Syrian governments. However, 

as the UN General Assembly clearly stated in its resolution adopting the outcome of the 2005 

UN World Summit, “the international community should, as appropriate, encourage and help 

States to exercise [their] responsibility [to protect their own citizens].”
11

 The UN Secretary 

General referred to the duty outlined in the World Summit Outcome Resolution as “the 

commitment of the international community to assist States in meeting [their] obligations” to 

protect their citizens.
12

 While some scholars have suggested that this does not amount to a legally 

binding commitment, it is nonetheless clear that it is no longer acceptable for states, as members 

of the international community, to hide behind a strict and unqualified interpretation of the 

traditional doctrine of “non-interference” and state sovereignty. This principle can no longer be 

used to justify inaction on the basis that intervention is not permitted, even while entire 

communities face destruction. In light of the broader political and security situation in Iraq and 

Syria, it is quite clear that the minorities need the help of the international community. 

 

ii) Existing Duty to Act in Response to Most Serious International Crimes 

 

Despite the debate over the scope and legitimacy of “responsibility to protect”, there is little 

debate over the duty to take action in response to the most serious international crimes – namely 

those amounting to genocide and crimes against humanity. The existence of a “responsibility to 

protect” which would apply “in the face of genocide and crimes against humanity” has been 

endorsed by the ICISS.
13

 The United Kingdom and other European nations have also expressed 

their support for this principle.
14

 In this regard, the international community must not ignore the 

fact that the onslaught against religious minorities taking place in Iraq and Syria has all the 

hallmarks of a genocide. 

 

The Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide
15

 defines genocide 

as: 

 
any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a […] religious 

group, as such:  

 

(a) Killing members of the group; 

(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; 

(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical 

destruction in whole or in part; 

[…] 

(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group. 

                                                 
11

 2005 World Summit Outcome, GA Res, UNGAOR, 66th Sess, UN Doc A/RES/60/1, (2005) para 138. 
12

 Report of the Secretary General on Implementing the Responsibility to Protect, UNGAOR, 63rd Sess, UN Doc 

A/63/677, (2009) 9.  
13

 Responsibility to Protect, supra, note 10. 
14

 See for example: Statement by Ambassador Wilson, of the UK Mission to the UN, at the UN General Assembly 

Interactive Dialogue on Responsibility to Protect, September 11, 2013, online: Government of the United Kingdom 

<https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/uk-fully-committed-to-implementing-the-responsibility-to-protect>, 

accessed February 15, 2016. 
15

 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, 9 December 1948, 78 U.N.T.S. 277, 

online: <https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%2078/volume-78-I-1021-English.pdf>, accessed 16 

February 2016. 
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As outlined above, Christians are threatened, attacked, raped, and killed simply because they are 

Christians. Their population in Iraq is less than half of what it was only slightly more than ten 

years ago. Yazidis face the same fate. Less than ten percent of the 50,000 Sabean Mandaeans 

that inhabited Iraq prior to 2003 remain and since the onslaught of ISIS that number has likely 

shrunk further. To deny that the campaign of violence described in this report is intended to 

“destroy, in whole or in part” the region’s religious minorities is simply not credible. As 

acknowledged by the European Parliament on February 4, 2016, Iraqi and Syrian religious 

minorities are facing genocide. 

 

Moreover, there is a strong argument to be made that the violations committed by ISIS also meet 

the definition of a crime against humanity. Article 7(1) of the Rome Statute of the International 

Criminal Court
16 

defines a “crime against humanity” as 

 
…any of the following acts when committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed 

against any civilian population, with knowledge of the attack: 

(a) Murder; 

… 

(d) Deportation or forcible transfer of population; 

(e) Imprisonment or other severe deprivation of physical liberty in violation of fundamental rules 

of international law; 

(f) Torture; 

(g) Rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, forced pregnancy, enforced sterilization, or any 

other form of sexual violence of comparable gravity; 

(h) Persecution against any identifiable group or collectivity on political, racial, national, ethnic, 

cultural, religious, gender…or other grounds that are universally recognized as impermissible 

under international law
17

 (emphasis added) 

 

In light of the sheer magnitude and persistence of the attacks and the compelling evidence of 

ISIS’ aim to eliminate Christians, Yazidis, and other religious minorities from Iraq including in 

statements by senior ISIS members, it is incontrovertible that these abuses amount to “crimes 

against humanity” – thereby reinforcing the duty on the part of the international community to 

act. 

 

There can no longer be any debate about the fundamental point about the “responsibility to 

protect”: namely, a state’s responsibility under international law to take action in response to the 

most egregious abuses against civilian populations no longer ends at its border. The crimes 

perpetrated by ISIS and other Islamic extremists in Syria and Iraq qualify as some of the most 

egregious abuses imaginable. Regardless of whether one classifies the duty to act in response to 

                                                 
16

 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, July 17, 1998, online: United Nations 

<https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XVIII-10&chapter=18&lang=en>, 

accessed 16 February 2016. 
17

 Article 7(2) defines an “attack directed against a civilian population” as “a course of conduct involving the 

multiple commission of acts referred to in paragraph 1 against any civilian population, pursuant to or in furtherance 

of a State or organizational policy to commit such attack” (emphasis added). While OFWI is not alleging the 

existence of a state policy to commit these crimes, there is certainly evidence of a coordinated design by religious 

extremists to eliminate minorities from Iraq. It should also be emphasized that, for the existence of a “policy” to be 

established, international law does not require an official stated plan, but merely the evidence of a common design to 

commit these acts. 
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such violations as a “legally binding norm” or a “moral imperative,” the international community 

cannot escape the reality that the crimes being perpetrated against minorities in Iraq and Syria 

demand a response. 

 

During this critical period when the future of this entire region is being shaped, we should not be 

searching for excuses not to act; rather, we must seize the opportunity to show true leadership by 

taking real, substantive action in the fight against persecution and oppression. By taking a 

principled stand we can help strengthen the international community’s commitment to the rule of 

law. More importantly, we can play a critical role in ensuring that vulnerable minorities in Iraq 

and Syria are protected not only now, but for generations to come. 

 

 

V. Policy Recommendations Regarding Minorities in Iraq and Syria 

 

Syrian and Iraqi minorities have suffered enough. Many look back with nostalgia to the 

totalitarian regimes of the late 20
th

 century, not because they were free or conditions were 

satisfactory, but because they and their neighbours together endured the same threats and, while 

the conditions could not accurately be described as living in peace as we know it, at least there 

was a certain security and any threats had a predictable source and quality. Today, on the other 

hand, minorities have been driven from their homes and those same neighbours now seek their 

subjugation and ultimate destruction. They are destitute, afraid, and vulnerable. Does this mean 

we should support a return to the dictatorships of the past? Certainly not. 

 

First and foremost we must protect the minorities and ensure their safety. Ultimately we must 

ensure that conditions are such that they can return to their homes in safety and security, families 

can be reunited, and minorities can participate as full and equal citizens in rebuilding their 

respective countries. While ISIS is the immediate threat, it is not the primary cause of this chaos; 

it has merely taken advantage of an opportunity and is making a bad situation worse. We must 

use all means at our disposal both to address the on-going brutality and to ensure long-term 

protection of the rights of religious minorities in this region. 

 

1. Humanitarian Aid 

 

Humanitarian aid is a must. However, ensuring that the aid gets to those who need it is a 

challenge. The situation in Syria is more complicated but as far as Iraq is concerned, OFWI fully 

supports providing aid directly to the KRG or to Kurdish partners rather than through the central 

government of Iraq. This was reinforced in our conversations with refugees and community 

leaders, where it was very clear that the people have lost confidence in Baghdad. The Kurdish 

authorities, however, are in desperate need of assistance. 

 

The sheer volume of refugees has overwhelmed the resources of the KRG, with a population 

numbering only from five to six million. The men, women, and children who have fled their 

homes in northern Iraq have continued need of all the most basic necessities of life – clean water, 

food, shelter, and medical supplies. 
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The KRG’s efforts to provide for the needs of the refugees are commendable, but this 

humanitarian crisis is too vast for the KRG to face on its own. The aid pledged by the 

international community has been very helpful but more is needed. OFWI calls on the 

international community to step up and take urgent measures to address the basic needs of the 

religious minorities in northern Iraq and to take all measures necessary to ensure that such aid is 

actually getting to the people who need it. 

 

2. Military Support and the Destruction of ISIS 

 

Due to the tragic recent history of Iraq, many of these refugees are on the run for the second or 

third time. Some, particularly among the Christians, fled their homes in southern Iraq over the 

last ten years for the relative safety of the north and now have been forced to flee yet again as the 

safety they thought they would find has proven illusory. This fact underscores the desperate need 

of these displaced minorities for basic physical security. Providing humanitarian aid is necessary 

and even critical, but without security such aid may end up a futile effort if ISIS or other 

religious extremists continue to pursue these people. 

 

ISIS’ ability to regroup and strengthen its positions through financial and logistical or other 

support from other countries must be prevented. Individuals and organizations in Saudi Arabia, 

Qatar, Kuwait, and Turkey are known to have provided support to ISIS. The governments of 

these countries have made high-profile statements disclaiming such support and pledging 

measures to prevent it; however, these governments must be monitored and held accountable to 

ensure that their statements do not remain mere window-dressing while they turn a blind eye to 

other actors continuing to support ISIS. 

 

Airstrikes like those undertaken by the United States and its allies are critical to degrade ISIS’ 

ability to advance on the one hand, and to protect the minorities on the other. However, they will 

not destroy ISIS nor restore conditions that would allow religious minorities to return to their 

homes. Beyond the need for airstrikes and logistical support for local troops that can be trusted, 

however, the minority people we spoke with made it clear that the need for an international 

presence is critical once ISIS has been pushed back and the situation is stabilized. 

 

After facing more than ten years of official indifference or outright hostility and seeing the 

ineffectiveness of Iraqi forces against ISIS, religious minorities have no confidence in the 

willingness or ability of Iraqi forces to protect them. In fact, KRG forces (and specifically the 

Peshmerga) have proven to be the only effective fighting force against ISIS, mostly due to self-

interest in their desire to preserve and defend their homes, independence, and way of life. 

However, even Peshmerga withdrew from some minority areas ahead of ISIS advances without 

warning the local communities, leaving some of the minorities (particularly the Yazidis) feeling 

abandoned even by Kurdish authorities. 

 

In light of these circumstances, those we spoke with indicated that it is absolutely critical that 

international troops be put in place to protect the minorities and guarantee a peaceful and secure 

environment in which they can return and begin to re-build their lives without having to fear ISIS 

or other religious extremists. It must be noted, however, that due to the support of local Sunni 

tribes for ISIS and the work needed to change the conditions that have led to that support, there 
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is no quick and easy way out of this situation. Iraqi Sunnis as well as the religious minorities 

must be included in a meaningful way in any discussions affecting the future of Iraq and in 

determining policy on a continuous basis. We must be prepared to engage for the long haul to 

ensure that this problem is solved and not left to fester and cause further problems in the future. 

 

3. Education 

 

ISIS is not the only threat faced by minorities. As discussed above, minorities have been targeted 

by extremist groups from both sides of the Sunni/Shia divide in Iraq since the US-led invasion 

and even by those who should have been their rescuers. In Syria the situation is not dissimilar 

although it is more recent and somewhat more complicated by the on-going civil war and actions 

of the regime. In any event, it is clear that if ISIS is destroyed there are dozens of extremist 

groups in both countries waiting to take its place as the standard-bearer for this murderous and 

hate-filled ideology. As a result, the only way to truly and decisively defeat ISIS and Islamic 

extremism is by way of education. 

 

Unfortunately, education is not a quick fix. It requires resources and a long-term commitment 

from international and particularly local authorities to shape and influence future generations. 

However, there is no other way; an ideology is not defeated by military might but only by 

another, better ideology. We must ensure that future generations of Iraqi and Syrian children and 

young people understand that tolerance and respect are superior to hatred and violence, and that 

attacking a person for their religion on the basis of yours proves nothing but the inferiority of 

your own. Yet, the problem is broader than Iraq and Syria as many of those attracted to ISIS and 

to other extremist groups in the area have come from outside the region. As a result, we must 

also re-double our efforts in our own countries and around the world to strengthen our support 

for education, tolerance, and respect for religious freedom and other fundamental human rights. 

 

4. Refugee Resettlement 

 

In the interim, the international community also has a responsibility to help resettle refugees who 

have no prospect of returning home in the foreseeable future. Kurdish authorities can only do so 

much and a population of a few million simply cannot absorb nor support an indigent mass of 

over one million. The international community must help the Kurdish and other regional 

authorities to resettle as many of these unfortunate people as they can within the region and to 

resettle others internationally. The sooner they can have the opportunity to regain their dignity by 

being contributing members of society, the better the chances that they will be able to contribute 

to a lasting solution in their ancient homeland once the current threats are resolved. 

 

5. Support for an Independent, Secular Kurdistan 

 

OFWI has also met with officials from the KRG to determine the most immediate needs that the 

international community can help address. We also wish to show OFWI’s support for Kurdish 

authorities in light of the challenges they face and the way in which they have, on the whole, met 

those challenges to date. However, in our meetings with Kurdish authorities we also emphasize 

that our support is premised on the importance of ensuring that minorities are protected and not 

left behind during this crisis or in future, no matter what the circumstances. 
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As stated above, OFWI believes that any immediate assistance in the Kurdish autonomous region 

must go through trusted Kurdish authorities and other local sources, which obviously provides an 

opening for the Kurdish people to pursue their aspirations for independence. In saying this we 

are aware that both the history and current actions of Kurdish authorities are not without blemish. 

However, of all the actors in this unfolding drama, a Kurdistan that has the support of the 

international community based on a firm commitment of all parties to the basic importance of 

secularism and respect for human rights has the potential to provide a stable future for its people 

and to serve as an anchor of stability for the surrounding region. 

 

OFWI believes it is important to support the independence of the Kurdish autonomous region for 

several reasons. First of all, the Iraqi central government has been governed by sectarian interests 

while innocent, marginalized minorities have paid the price. On the other hand, even with its 

limited resources and a majority Muslim population, the KRG has demonstrated it can provide a 

safe-haven for minorities and has potential to be a moderate and tolerant state that is supportive 

and welcoming to minorities. Reported failures of Peshmerga troops notwithstanding, the KRG 

has opened its territory to over 1.6 million IDPs and done its best to provide humanitarian aid in 

the circumstances. Such a demonstration of responsibility on the part of Kurdish authorities 

deserves consideration from the international community. 

 

The KRG is proving the most reliable partner in this crisis; however, support for an emerging 

Kurdish state must not be unconditional nor can such a state be given carte blanche. In addition 

to concerns over the actions of some of the Peshmerga, there is a history of discrimination in the 

KRG with Christians, for instance, reporting that some officials have told them they “do not 

belong” in the KRG because they are not Muslim. There are also concerns a Kurdish government 

might set itself up as a Muslim state, which would be contrary to the interests of minorities and 

further contribute to instability in the region. 

 

In our meetings with KRG officials we heard a commitment toward creating a state that was 

inclusive and respected the rights of minorities. However, even if one accepts the stated good 

intentions of the current leadership, any state in this region that is not based on the clear 

separation between “church” and state creates the potential for abuse, discrimination, and 

persecution of religious minorities. Thus a Kurdish constitution must establish a secular state that 

affirms the separation of religion and state, and the international community must not support the 

creation of a Muslim state even with constitutional guarantees of religious freedom. As we have 

seen in other countries (including the current Iraqi constitution), setting Islam as the state 

religion effectively renders any guarantees of religious freedom meaningless. 

 

A Kurdish constitution must provide for robust and meaningful protections of the rights of 

religious minorities. It must not contain discriminatory provisions or confer rights on the 

majority that are not granted to all minorities. Moreover, such state must make a firm 

commitment to keep its borders open to religious minorities seeking refuge from ISIS or other 

religious extremists. It must become a party to the Refugee Convention and work with the 

UNHCR to promote and facilitate the resettlement of refugees when there is no reasonable 

prospect of them returning to their homes. Moreover, any long-term aid and trade relations with 

a new Kurdistan must be explicitly made conditional on its respecting the rights of minorities. 
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In the meantime, the recognition of a Kurdish state does not solve the crisis in the region. ISIS 

must be soundly defeated and an environment created that enables Iraqi religious minorities to 

return to their homes and begin to rebuild their lives and contribute to a prosperous, peaceful Iraq 

where minorities are treated equally and with respect. 

 

 

VI. Conclusion 

 

Every member of the international community is the guardian of a sacred trust to uphold 

fundamental human rights. There is no right more fundamental to human dignity and to truly free 

and inclusive societies than freedom of religion. In light of the horrific abuses of this basic right 

being perpetrated by ISIS and other Islamic extremists in northern Iraq and Syria today, the 

international community is morally and legally obligated to step in to protect religious minorities 

in Iraq and to help secure the conditions for a safe and prosperous Iraq for all Iraqis regardless of 

their religious beliefs. 

 

We should also mention that while the recommendations in this submission have focused mainly 

on the situation in Iraq, we must not forget that the threat in Syria is just as critical and arguably 

a good deal more complex to solve. Unfortunately the complexities of the Syrian situation and 

the actions of the Assad regime are beyond what we are able to address directly in this brief. 

Nevertheless, we would be remiss if we did not at least note that even though the specific 

recommendations we would offer for Syria would have to take into account the differences 

between the situations in the two countries, the call to action remains the same: the minorities in 

this region desperately need and deserve every measure of support and protection that we can 

offer from threats on all sides. 

 

Whatever role the international community undertakes in the current crisis, it is clear that 

protection of the minorities must be at the core of our involvement. If we cannot agree on this, 

then there will never be a justification for intervention by the international community. In this 

regard, OFWI recommends that any and all aid to local authorities that is not directly aimed at 

protecting and assisting the minorities, whether it is humanitarian or military or political and 

diplomatic, must nevertheless be conditional on protection of and respect for the rights of 

minorities. 

 

It is in times of crisis that one discovers who their friends truly are. Rev. El Shafie and OFWI 

delegations have risked their lives and travelled to Iraq in a time of crisis to show that we are 

standing with the minorities and will not leave them behind. We hope that the international 

community will choose to be a true friend to the minorities in the region by providing refugee 

support through humanitarian aid and resettlement, ensuring the physical security of the religious 

minorities and establishing the conditions that will allow them to return home in peace and 

security, and supporting Kurdish authorities to create a secular, inclusive state. Today, on behalf 

of Christians, Yazidis, and other minorities in Iraq and Syria, will the international community 

choose to be part of the problem or the heart of the solution? 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

  – SUMMARY – 

 

OFWI urges the international community to take immediate and effective action to pursue a 

lasting solution that will enable the religious minorities of Iraq and Syria to live in peace, 

harmony, and equality with their Muslim neighbours in their ancient homelands. Any action 

taken must be aimed at, and aid conditional on, protection and respect for religious freedom and 

includes: 

 

1. Humanitarian Aid 

 Kurdish authorities are overwhelmed by the sheer volume of refugees 

 there is a continued need for clean water, food, shelter, and medical supplies 

 

2. Military Support and the Destruction of ISIS 

 physical security is essential to ensure that religious minorities do not need to stay on the run 

and to ensure that humanitarian efforts are not limited to a futile gesture 

 ISIS must be destroyed and airstrikes are critical but not sufficient 

 any states or non-state actors found to be supporting extremist groups like ISIS directly or 

indirectly, including Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, Turkey, and others, must be held 

accountable and such support terminated 

 minorities must be involved in a meaningful way in determining the future of their countries 

 an international presence will be needed for some time because of the minorities’ lack of 

trust in local forces in order to uphold the conditions necessary for a lasting solution 

 

3. Education 

 the murderous ideology of Islamic extremism can only be defeated by a superior ideology 

 the international community and local authorities must commit for the long haul to educate 

future generations to embrace tolerance and respect for religious freedom 

 

4. Refugee Resettlement 

 resolving the current crisis is a long-term effort and in the interim the minorities need to 

regain their dignity by being able to be contributing members of society 

 this will also enhance their ability to contribute to a lasting solution to the region’s problems 

 Kurdish authorities are not able to absorb or support such a mass of people and regional and 

international action is needed 

 

5. Supporting an Independent, Secular Kurdistan 

 the KRG’s responsible actions in the current crisis, in comparison to those of established 

authorities, demand consideration 

 an independent, secular Kurdish state has the potential to prove a moderate, tolerant state and 

stabilizing influence in the region 

 any support for and future relations with a Kurdish state must be conditional on its ongoing 

commitment to secularism, human rights, and respect and protection of its minorities 
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Appendix A 

 

BIOGRAPHY OF REV. MAJED EL SHAFIE 

FOUNDER AND PRESIDENT 

 ONE FREE WORLD INTERNATIONAL 

 

Rev. Majed El Shafie is a human rights advocate and founder of One Free World International 

(OFWI). His human rights journey started in his native Egypt that he was later forced to flee 

after he was severely tortured and sentenced to death for his conversion to Christianity and 

bringing awareness to human rights violations related to religious persecution. Belonging to a 

very prominent legal and political family in Egypt, Rev. El Shafie had tried to work within the 

Egyptian system to reform the country’s human rights regime. Between the challenges he faced 

in these efforts, his firsthand experience as a survivor of religious persecution, the work he has 

engaged in since advocating for religious freedom, confronting governments that violate this 

fundamental right, and conducting fact-finding missions and humanitarian/rescue operations, he 

has obtained significant knowledge and insight into the dynamics of persecution of religious 

minorities by religious extremists and totalitarian governments alike. 

 

Rev. El Shafie has established two effective human rights organizations including One Free 

World International (OFWI) which is one of the leading organizations advocating for religious 

minorities globally and has 28 branches around the world. He has organized and led delegations 

of parliamentarians and religious leaders to address minority rights and humanitarian issues with 

government leaders, including several cabinet ministers and other high-level officials, opposition 

leaders, and religious leaders among others in Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Israel, Cuba, India, 

and Bangladesh. Rev. El Shafie has developed excellent relationships with members of the 

Canadian House of Commons, Senate, and Cabinet, and has built bridges with the US Congress 

in order to educate decision-makers about violations of religious freedom around the world. He 

has had the opportunity to testify five times before the Subcommittee for International Human 

Rights of the Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and International Trade, three times before 

United States Congressional subcommittees and commissions, and before the Parliamentary 

Inquiry into Antisemitism in Canada. He has advocated on behalf of Christians, Falun Gong, 

Jews, Bahá’í’s, Ahmadiyya Muslims, and China’s Uyghur Muslims, among others. Leading 

North American and international news media have featured his work which has also been the 

subject of an award-winning feature-length documentary. 

 

HONOURS AND AWARDS 

 

2012 Queen Elizabeth II Diamond Jubilee Medal 

 

HUMAN RIGHTS EXPERTISE AND ACCOMPLISHMENTS 

 

 Provided expert testimony of conditions facing religious minorities. 

 Relied on in numerous cases in the Refugee Protection Division (Ontario) and 

Immigration Board (Florida). 
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 Created an underground human rights organization to pursue equal rights for Egyptian 

minorities and built organization to 24,000 members in just two years. 

 Created and developed one of North America’s most effective international human 

rights organizations focused on the rights of religious minorities around the world. 

 Conducted fact-finding missions, rescue operations, and humanitarian interventions in 

countries where religious minorities are being persecuted and intervene directly through 

in-person meetings with high-level politicians and government officials regarding 

human rights concerns. 

 Organized conferences and human rights events that attract thousands of participants 

every year to educate the public about religious persecution and human rights issues. 

 

PARLIAMENTARY AND CONGRESSIONAL TESTIMONY 

 

Testified by invitation before parliamentary committees in Canada and congressional committees 

in the United States on issues related to minority rights, including: 

 

27/11/2014 The Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and International Development, 

Parliament of Canada 

 ISIS and Religious Minorities 

 

30/9/2014 The Sub-Committee on International Human Rights (SDIR, formerly SDEV) of the 

Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and International Trade, Parliament of 

Canada 

 Iraqi Minority Refugees in Kurdistan 

 

25/6/2013 Joint Session of the Subcommittee on Africa, Global Health, and Human Rights 

and the Subcommittee on the Middle East and North Africa of the United States 

House of Representatives Committee on Foreign Affairs 

 Religious Minorities in Syria: Caught in the Middle 

 

21/3/2012 The Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission, United States Congress 

 Religious Freedom in Afghanistan and Pakistan 

 

22/11/2011 SDIR, Parliament of Canada 

 Religious Freedom in Egypt and Iraq 

 

17/11/2011 The Subcommittee on Africa, Global Health, and Human Rights of the United 

States House of Representatives Committee on Foreign Affairs 

 Religious Freedom in Egypt and Iraq 

 

30/11/2010 SDIR, Parliament of Canada 

 Recommendations with Respect to Certain Issues Pertaining to the Human Rights 

Situation in Afghanistan 

 

30/11/2009 Parliamentary Inquiry into Antisemitism in Canada, Canadian Parliamentary 

Coalition to Combat Antisemitism 
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16/6/2008 SDIR, Parliament of Canada 

 Canadian Policy Regarding Religious Minorities: Iraq, Egypt, and Pakistan 

 

2/12/2004 SDEV, Parliament of Canada 

 The Persecution of People of Faith 

 

NORTH AMERICAN AND INTERNATIONAL MEDIA COVERAGE  

 

Television: Fox News, Whistleblower (CTV National News), W5, Canada AM, The Arena, 

The Source, and others 

Radio: CBC Radio and others 

Print: National Post, Ottawa Citizen, Toronto Star, Toronto Sun, and others 

International: Israel (Haaretz, Jerusalem Post, Maariv, Yediot Aharonot), Denmark, Germany, 

France 

 

Feature Documentary: 

 

C. Atkins (Dir.), (2012) Freedom Fighter [Documentary], United States: Destiny Image. 

 

M. Himel (Prod.), Persecuted Christians [Television Broadcast], March 14, 2012, Toronto: 

VisionTV. 

 

Television: 

 

K. Tomlinson, “Christian fears persecution if sent back to Egypt”, on CTV National News: 

Whistleblower, March 16, 2006, Toronto: CTV. 

 

K. Tomlinson, “Man claims torture in Egypt after refugee claim turned down”, on CTV National 

News: Whistleblower, December 14, 2006, Toronto: CTV. 

 

E. Levant, “Iran Irony” on The Source, August 12, 2011, online: SunNews 

<http://www.sunnewsnetwork.ca/video/iran-irony/1108134934001>, accessed July 29, 2012. 

 

E. Levant, “Egyptian Genocide?” on PrimeTime, October 11, 2011, online: SunNews 
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