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Displacement and forced migration 
in Iraq have a long history, 
particularly under the former 
regime. Displacement increased 
after the overthrow of Saddam 
Hussein in April 2003 as a result 
of the breakdown in security 
and disappearance of the state’s 
institutions. The situation worsened 
greatly with the escalation of 
terrorism, military operations to 
combat terrorism and the suicide 
attacks which have afflicted all 
parts of society – including the 
Ministry’s employees – and which 
have left tens of thousands of families 
displaced inside and outside Iraq.

A pressing need emerged to 
establish a ministry to meet their 
needs, uphold their rights and 
coordinate humanitarian responses. 
Consequently, it was decided 
in August 2003 to establish the 
MoDM, a decision ratified by the 
Coalition Interim Authority in 
January 2004. Initially the ministry 
had few staff, a shortage of trained 
personnel and no opportunities for 
training. It was short of funds and 
lacked a planning department. 

The ministry persevered, worked 
closely with such partners as 

UNHCR and IOM, and managed 
to open offices in all of Iraq’s 
governorates, apart from Kurdistan. 
We achieved positive results in our 
first year. Cooperation with UNHCR 
and neighbouring governments 
enabled the repatriation of 
thousands of refugees from Iran, 
Saudi Arabia and Lebanon. 

We still have only 650 staff, including 
guards, yet we are responsible 
for a wide range of activities. 
These include: undertaking 
needs assessments; distribution 
of emergency relief; ensuring 
the provision of social security; 
remedying the impact of unjust 
laws which removed nationality 
from citizens; liaising with the Iraqi 
Property Dispute Authority; working 
with the Ministry of Human Rights 
to uphold the rights of displaced 
people; informing relatives as mass 
graves or those murdered by the 
previous regime are uncovered. The 
Baghdad office alone works with 70 
local organisations. We also liaise 
with other countries – including 
Lebanon, Russia, Syria and the UK 
– regarding Iraqi citizens imprisoned 
as a result of illegal residence or 
border-crossing violations. We 

offer some financial support for 
Palestinian refugees, using funds 
provided by UNHCR, and monitor 
their conditions. We work to settle 
the problem of statelessness affecting 
some residents of Kurdistan.

Our ministry, unlike others 
established when the state of 
Iraq was founded, is without 
any administrative legacy or 
institutional knowledge in the field 
of migration and displacement. It 
still needs to strengthen its capacities 
and to work with civil society. 
However, uncertainty continues 
as to the role this ministry could 
play in Iraq, even for individuals 
in the government itself. We 
are in urgent need of transfer of 
expertise, exchange of information 
and financial backing from our 
partners, for without this – and the 
commitment of the government 
– the ministry will be unable to 
adequate discharge its duties.

Iraq seeks the return of displaced 
families to their homes. This can only 
be done by enforcing the law and 
ensuring the security of Baghdad, for 
if we solve the problem in Baghdad 
this will to some extent solve the 
problem throughout the rest of Iraq. 

It is important to recognise that it 
is difficult for Iraq to sustain and 
support a sudden and considerable 

An unenviable task
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The Iraqi Ministry of Displacement and Migration 
(MoDM) is responsible for all matters related to migrants 
and refugees in Iraq, both Iraqis and non-Iraqis.

An Arab 
Iraqi family 

internally 
displaced to 

the north 
walks through 

the Kurdish 
neighbourhood 

where they 
now live.

UN
H

CR
/K

 B
ro

ok
s



17FMR IRAQ special issue

Jordan is connected to the Iraqi 
people by ties of historic neighbourly 
relations and continuous interaction 
between the two peoples that we are 
committed to maintaining. We stand 
by our neighbouring country, hoping 
that it will overcome its difficulties, 
maintain the integrity of its land 
and people and regain peace so that 
it may resume its role in building 
stability and prosperity in the region.

Jordan has been a destination for 
hundreds of thousands of Iraqi 
citizens, representing all sectors 
of the Iraqi population, who have 
always found it a safe and welcoming 
refuge over many decades. The 
developments of the past four 
years have led to a large increase 
in the number of Iraqis residing 
in Jordan. The manner in which 
Jordan deals with Iraqi citizens 

within its territory is based upon 
the long-standing relationship 
between the two countries and the 
Jordanian leadership’s political will 
which believes that the provision of 
humanitarian services and care to the 
furthest extent possible is crucial. 

However, this is constrained by 
the capabilities of our country 
and its resources. The Kingdom 
faces serious pressures in terms of 
natural resources, infrastructure and 
economic capacity, not to mention 
what it has historically shouldered 
as a result of the continuous waves 
of refugee inflow, especially of 
Palestinians. Jordan has, however, 
ensured that Iraqis seeking a safe 
haven are given a preferential 
opportunity to do so. In practical 
terms, Iraqi citizens benefit from 
many of the services which Jordanian 

citizens access. One example of 
many is that Jordanian public 
schools receive Iraqi children in 
return for a nominal fee at all stages 
of schooling. Similarly, Jordan also 
provides health services to the Iraqi 
community at all Ministry of Health 
facilities and even preventative 
health care free of charge. 

The provision of these services has 
resulted in a great burden being 
placed on the government budget, 
as many commodities and services 
are still highly subsidised by the 
government. It is worth indicating 
that a government subsidy to the 
water and energy sectors does 
not differentiate between citizen, 
visitor or resident in Jordan. This 
pressure is magnified when we recall 
that Jordan is among the world’s 
most water-deprived countries. 

The increasing demand on all 
services has resulted in the rise of 
inflation and pressure on our national 
economy. Such pressure leads to an 
increase in the cost of living for all 
Jordanians, particularly affecting the 
most vulnerable groups in our society.

The world must shoulder  
Iraq refugee burden

by Mukhaimer Abu Jamous

The presence of large numbers of Iraqi citizens is costing 
Jordan an estimated one billion dollars per annum. Like 
other neighbouring states, we require urgent assistance 
to enable our national institutions to continue to 
provide services to Iraqi citizens residing in Jordan.

rise in population numbers. Under 
the current circumstances, it is 
necessary to refrain from encouraging 
refugees outside Iraq to return and 
demand the restitution of their 
property. It is necessary to provide 
help to ensure there is shelter and 
lodging for those who return. 

The problem of displacement in Iraq 
requires a concerted local, regional and 
international response. It is not simply 
the problem of Iraq and the Iraqis, for 
its effects transcend national borders.

Dr Abd Al-Samad Rahman 
Sultan is the Iraqi Minister for 
Displacement and Migration. 

 
“The Government of Iraq embraces its 
duty towards its citizens wherever they 
are and we will not abandon them. Iraq 
has a great investment in our fellow 
country men and women whose hearts 
and minds are with us but who have had 
to leave their country behind. We need to 
stem the brain drain. Iraq once boasted 
world-class infrastructure including 
hospitals, universities, scientific 
institutions and an accomplished and 
dynamic middle class. We need to 
reaffirm national links with this strata 
of exiled society in order that they will 
return for the critical task of rebuilding 
the institutions, infrastructure and civil 
society of our country. The present 
situation of so many innocent uprooted 
Iraqis is an enormous challenge but 

 
a symptom of the difficult transition 
our country is undergoing. It is also an 
indication of how the effects of instability 
in Iraq can spill over our borders. The 
situation thus reinforces the need for 
our country to be actively supported in 
good faith and it reminds the region, and 
the wider international community, why 
we all have a vested interest in helping 
achieve stability and peace in Iraq.” 

Hoshyar Zebari, Iraqi Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, presentation to International 
Conference on Addressing the 
Humanitarian Needs of Refugees and 
Internally Displaced Persons inside Iraq 
and in Neighbouring Countries, Geneva,  
April 2007


