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The IRCS is an independent national 
humanitarian society. One of the 
oldest Red Crescent societies in the 
region, it was founded in 1932 and 
recognised by the International 
Federation in 1934. We uphold 
international humanitarian principles 
of neutrality, impartiality and non-

discrimination on grounds of religion, 
denomination or political belief.

The IRCS has 15 administrative, 
financial or operational divisions 
and branches in each of Iraq’s 18  
governorates. There are 135 branch 
offices offering humanitarian 

services. We have a staff of 3,200 
and 100,000 volunteers – 10,000 of 
whom are active. The society owns 
four hospitals – including maternity, 
surgery and children’s hospitals in 
Baghdad – with a total of 300 beds 
and runs an artificial limb centre 
in Mosul and two centres for the 
rehabilitation of war casualties in 
Basra. Storage facilities are available 
in all governorates and we have three 
large strategic warehouses. The IRCS 
works in close cooperation with the 
International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) 
and with UN agencies, especially 
WHO, UNICEF and UNHCR.

Our activities, like those of other 
National Societies, are, of course, not 
confined to responding to wars or 
natural disasters. At times of peace we 
focus on such activities as attracting 
young volunteers, youth camps, first 
aid training, seminars to increase 
awareness of how to reduce road 
accidents, vaccination campaigns, 
blood donations, water and sanitation 
and provision of medical supplies 
and services in remote areas of Iraq.

 Sadly, as a result of the tragic 
circumstances in Iraq, most of our 
activities, attention and resources are 
today directed towards emergency 
response to the needs of Iraqis at 
home or in neighbouring countries.  

the Ministry of Displacement and 
Migration need to be strengthened.

Shelter strategies must be put 
into place as the number of IDPs 
increases: host communities 
alone will no longer be able 
to absorb IDPs in existing 
homes and public buildings.

Employment opportunities 
must become a major focus of 
a response to the needs of IDPs 
and to communities as a whole. 

n

n

The forced return of IDPs to their 
original homes in neighbourhoods 
or areas dominated by members of 
other sects could spur additional 
violence and a new wave of 
displacement. Reintegration 
remains a valuable political goal 
but IDPs should not be returned 
to their place of origin without 
mechanisms in place to ensure 
their safety and protection from 
potential harm and abuse.

The phrase ‘humanitarian 
crisis’ may be often over-used 
but it does accurately describe 

n conditions unfolding inside Iraq. 
Without a comprehensive large-
scale intervention, the risk of 
regional destabilisation is real. 
Support for Iraq’s growing IDP 
population must be robust and 
geographically widespread to 
anticipate and ease burdens on 
struggling host populations and 
on the stressed infrastructure. 

Peter Medway (pmedway@
imcworldwide.org.uk) is the UK 
Director of Operations for the 
International Medical Corps 
www.imcworldwide.org

The Iraqi Red Crescent
by Jamal Al-Karboli 

The Iraqi Red Crescent Society (IRCS) is among the  
few organisations working to assist displaced persons 
throughout Iraq.

Family from 
Fallujah at 
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displaced 

persons camp 
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Iraqi Red 

Crescent), 
near 

Baghdad. 
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Among the activities we undertake 
are:

evacuation and rescue services 
and first aid to victims of 
violence and explosions

establishing emergency camps 
for those displaced by conflict or 
whose houses have been destroyed 
and providing them with food 
parcels, hygiene kits, blankets, 
kitchen sets and jerrycans

organising blood donation 
campaigns to support 
acute-care hospitals

exhuming and identifying bodies 
discovered in mass graves

providing artificial limbs, 
wheelchairs and other equipment 
for victims of conflict

provision of emergency first 
aid kits, blood bags, body bags, 
blankets, bed sheets, and stretchers, 
painkillers and anaesthetics
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food assistance packages: with 
support from the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 
and the Red Crescent Societies of 
Kuwait, Iran and the United Arab 
Emirates we have distributed food 
to over 700,000 vulnerable families.

provision of drinking water 
to displaced people 

liaison between families and 
the estimated 18,000 prisoners 
currently being held by the 
occupation forces and the roughly 
34,000 detained by the Iraqi 
authorities: we have facilitated 
exchanges of tens of thousand 
of letters and arranged phone 
calls, thus reassuring relatives 
– in Iraq and abroad – that their 
loved ones were alive and well.

Red Crescent workers and volunteers 
have paid a high price as they 
carry out their duties. They have 
been exposed to death, injury, 
kidnapping and imprisonment at 
the hands of armed men, militias 

n

n

n

and terrorists. Our aid convoys have 
been attacked on 30 occasions and 
13 Red Crescent facilities have been 
attacked – and damaged or destroyed 
– by occupation forces. We have 
problems with some Iraqi insurgents, 
but in general most of them respect 
our work and understand our role. 
We face far greater problems with 
the American forces as they, often 
aggressively, search our premises 
and damage our facilities. We have 
to spend much time explaining about 
the Red Crescent. Many US soldiers 
fail to realise that we are recognised 
members of the international 
humanitarian movement, despite 
the fact we use the Muslim Red 
Crescent symbol. In spite of these 
difficult circumstances, however, the 
Iraqi Red Crescent Society remains 
committed to assisting our fellow 
Iraqis to the best of our abilities.

Dr Jamal N Al-Karboli is the 
vice-president of the Iraqi Red 
Crescent Society. For information 
about the work of IRCS, email: 
ircs_amman_office@yahoo.com 

We started work in Iraq in May 2003, 
with the objective of addressing 
needs resulting from the US-led 
war and the previous regime and 
then contributing to reconstruction. 
Ockenden established with the 
support of UNHCR its first legal aid 
centre in the city of Amarah in the 
governorate of Missan in southern 
Iraq in December 2003. Initially 
providing support to refugees 
returning from Iran, the centre has 
progressively had to address the 
needs of huge numbers of IDPs 

arriving in the governorate. The same 
is true of Ockenden’s two other Legal 
Aid and Information Centres (LAICs) 
in the cities of Karbala and Kut. Legal 
assistance in Iraq is vital for refugees 
and IDPs. It allows them to recover 
the basis of a well-organised life, 
whether waiting to return or trying to 
integrate into the host communities.

The majority of Iraqis fleeing to the 
southern governorates come from 
Baghdad and surrounding areas. 
In the three governorates where 

Ockenden work, IDPs (new and old) 
represent 61% of the population, 
while returning refugees represent 
16% and the host community 23%. 
Newly displaced people face a 
constant struggle to meet daily needs, 
and represent around half of those 
seeking legal advice or representation 
in court or to administrative bodies.

Possession of legal documentation 
– particularly birth and marriage 
certificates – is essential. Without 
ID a family cannot register their 
children in school or access health 
services. Recovery of land confiscated 
by the previous regime requires 
a certificate of ownership that is 
often very difficult to obtain. For 
many displaced Iraqis, recovering 
documents which may have been 
confiscated by the Saddam regime, 

Vital role of legal assistance for 
displaced Iraqis

by Olivier Beucher

Given the dramatic deterioration in the situation in Iraq over 
the last four years, the British NGO Ockenden International 
has had to re-design its legal aid and protection activities in 
order to target the displaced Iraqis who have been fleeing the 
sectarian violence since February 2006.
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