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The UN Country Team and NGO 
humanitarian assistance to Iraq have 
so far averted a full-scale breakdown 
in basic social services. Major disease 
outbreaks have been avoided and 
health and education campaigns 
are being delivered to millions of 
citizens in partnership with Iraq’s 
government and civil society. Delivery 
of potable water, emergency food 
rations, medical supplies and non-
food items have provided temporary 
relief to IDPs and vulnerable 
neighbourhoods. However, these 
gains are at risk without additional 
investment from the Government of 
Iraq (GoI), as well as the international 
humanitarian community, to ensure 
that Iraq’s Public Distribution System, 
healthcare, education, and water and 
sanitation systems keep functioning. 

The scope of the required 
humanitarian response appears 
to be beyond the GoI’s immediate 
capacity, and therefore requires 
sufficient support from the 
humanitarian community to ensure 
an immediate response to Iraq’s 
growing humanitarian needs.

Lack of humanitarian space

In order to deliver assistance, a 
conducive operational environment 
must be created. As the violence has 
escalated the humanitarian space 
has all but evaporated, catching the 
population in a double jeopardy: just 
as needs have spiralled, assistance 
has all but been suspended from 
most sources. The UN’s ability to 
effectively respond to the crisis has 
been compromised by the severely 
constrained humanitarian space 
and by security parameters, which 
have led to strong perceptions of 
lack of neutrality and impartiality 
of the UN in Iraq. As a result of 
lack of humanitarian space, the UN 
has had to resort largely to remote 
management, with implementation 
through NGO partners, community 
structures, as well as governmental 
partners. Current operations are 
managed from Jordan and Kuwait, 
and any larger-scale response 
could require additional regional 

presence. Modalities assumed for 
development activities can be adapted 
for delivery of aid, data gathering and 
implementation of projects. There is 
a need for greater centralisation of 
information management to ensure 
data consistency and credibility, 
and facilitate appropriate planning 
and monitoring of the response.

Appropriate resources

Three years ago it was thought that 
Iraq was on the road to recovery 
and development. This was reflected 
in the creation and mandate of the 
International Reconstruction Fund 
Facility for Iraq (IRFFI)1, which 
is primarily a development fund 
and, as such, not an appropriate 
or effective mechanism for 
funding humanitarian projects. 
Therefore, a separate rapid response 
funding mechanism is needed.

In the past, Iraq was a donor country 
itself, and it is largely perceived as 
a wealthy country. Donors therefore 
are reluctant to add funding for 
humanitarian assistance to the funds 
already allocated to Iraq, possibly 
preferring instead to channel 
resources to other humanitarian 
situations suffering from lack of 
funds. Regardless of what resources 
may be at the disposal of the GoI, 
it lacks the capacity to plan the 
programming of those resources to 
address the needs of its population. 
Therefore, the international 
humanitarian community requires 
donor investment in order to meet 
the immediate and overwhelming 
needs, in order to provide 
immediate relief to Iraqis, as well 
as to provide the necessary support 
to enhance the GoI’s efforts.

Due to the overwhelming need 
for assistance and the inability 
of the GoI or the humanitarian 
community to meet it, armed groups 
and community leaders (political, 
religious and/or tribal) have begun to 
fill the void with their own form of 
social welfare. While such initiatives 
address some of the immediate basic 
needs of parts of the population, 

albeit in a sectarian manner, they 
carry long-term implications. In 
particular, assistance provided by 
armed groups may serve to increase 
their profile and influence among 
communities, thus further reducing 
the possibility for future neutral 
humanitarian space in Iraq.

Access and security

While the UN appreciates the 
assistance the Multi-National Force-
Iraq (MNF-I) have provided for 
transportation and security inside 
Iraq, the UN cannot be perceived 
as neutral, as a result. Neutrality is 
essential for humanitarian operations, 
and therefore the UN needs to 
identify independent means of 
travel that meet security parameters, 
while affording the degree of 
access necessary for its activities.

The current UN country team has 
been providing assistance to the GoI 
and Iraqis since 2003, despite the 
constraints imposed by the situation. 
Working through its national staff 
members based inside Iraq, the 
UN has also established functional 
networks with national partners 
country-wide, making it possible to 
consider delivery of assistance in Iraq.

Work is in progress to reinforce 
operational partnerships with 
the UNCT and NGOs through 
shared information management 
systems, increased coordination 
and strengthened partnership 
capacity. International and national 
NGOs continue to operate inside 
Iraq and are tested partners in the 
delivery of immediate humanitarian 
assistance. However, these NGOs 
need financial support if their 
presence and operations are to be 
maintained. It is also necessary 
for future assistance activities to 
identify local actors as a means to 
provide relief and humanitarian 
assistance to the most affected and 
vulnerable Iraqi populations.

The UN will continue to work 
with the GoI to jointly provide 
assistance to the most affected Iraqi 
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This comment by a young Iraqi artist 
to a friend in Baghdad last summer 
captures the essence of the painful 
paradox that grips Iraqi society nearly 
four years after the 2003 invasion 
triggered a colossal upheaval. On 
the one hand, Iraq is a society where 
different ethnicities, cultures, religions 
and sects have mixed and mingled 
for centuries, where people worked 
and lived side by side. On the other, it 
is a country that is now increasingly 
riven by terrible sectarian violence 
– violence that has forced millions of 
Iraqis to flee their homes, either as 
refugees to neighbouring countries, 
or as internally displaced within Iraq. 

A history of living together

Living together is a natural part of 
life in Iraq. The Mesopotamian plain 

is a historical melting pot. Modern 
Iraq reflects this. The three great 
cities – Baghdad, Basra and Mosul 
– have been cosmopolitan centres of 
commerce and learning for centuries. 
There may not be any official statistics 
but there are large numbers of mixed 
marriages in Iraq – up to a third of 
all marriages, according to a March 
2007 article in the Washington Post. 
Indeed, many of the country’s tribes – 
including some of the most powerful 
ones – consist of both Sunni and Shi’a. 

True, the regime of Saddam Hussein 
played on differences between Shi’a 
and Sunnis, as well as between Arabs 
and Kurds, aggravating the tensions 
that exist in any multicultural 
society. But when in 2003 the horrors 
of that regime were swept aside, 
many Iraqis yearned for a normal 
life: security, due process and the 

rule of law. This was especially true 
of Shi’a communities, which had 
suffered so much under Saddam. 

Even today, many ordinary people 
still do not think in terms of civil 
war. What they see is not neighbour 
against neighbour but armed thugs on 
all sides brutalising civilians. People 
have tried to protect their friends 
and neighbours. Shi’a displaced from 
Mosul and Falluja, interviewed in 
Diwaniya in June 2006, told of Sunni 
families who had sought to protect 
them, and who had in turn been 
targeted by Sunni radicals. Similar 
stories came from the other side: we 
heard, for example, from residents of 
the Hayy al-Jaamia area of Baghdad 
about an incident in which a local 
Sunni grocer was killed by Shi’a 
thugs and when his Shi’a neighbour 
protested, he, too, was murdered. 

But the situation is hardening. 
Violence is reaching deeper into 
society. More and more ordinary 
people have ties to the radical 
groups. In many neighbourhoods, 
it is a case of being either with 
them or against them. And if the 
latter, the consequence is to flee or, 
often, to be killed. And once kin 
and loved ones join a radical group, 
the whole family is entrapped.    
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“I will never believe in differences between people,” the young 
man said. “I am a sunni and my wife is a shi’a. I received 
threats to divorce her or be killed. We have left Dora now [a 
once-mixed, now sunni-dominated neighbourhood in central 
Baghdad]. My wife is staying with her family in shaab [a shi’a 
area] and I am staying with my friends in Mansur [a sunni 
area]. I am trying to find a different house but it’s difficult 
now to find a place that accepts both of us in Baghdad.”

populations. However, as the scope 
of the humanitarian crisis is beyond 
the current response capacity of 
the GoI, the UN will increase its 
current humanitarian activities to 
match the increasing needs where 
possible. To that end, the UN is 
committed to working directly 
with governorates, districts and 
community leaders, to ensure that 
interventions are tailored to the 
unique circumstances in each district.

On a regional level, the humanitarian 
crisis has implications in terms 
of outflow, security and access 
to vulnerable groups. Therefore 
neighbouring countries and their 
NGO communities should be engaged 
and included in determinations of 
responses. Humanitarian corridors 
between these countries need to 
be developed and preliminary 
discussions regarding coordination 

between sister UN agencies in 
these countries have begun.
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The web portal for UN agencies 
working in Iraq is at www.uniraq.org 
1. www.irffi.org 
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