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QAMISHLI: Shunned by both their Western gov-
ernments and their Kurdish jailers, foreign men
and women who joined the Islamic State group
are lingering in detention in northern Syria. When
IS’s self-proclaimed caliphate crumbled in 2017,
the Kurdish forces that govern swathes of Syria’s
north rounded up thousands of IS fighters from
40 different countries. It was up to local courts
to try them, but so far only native hardliners have
been sentenced.

Last year, judge Rasho Kanaan and his col-
leagues tried more than 800 alleged jihadists, all
Syrian, in the Kurdish-run town of Qamishli.  Sit-
ting in his office in an unremarkable rectangular
building, Kanaan says he is not keen to process
the foreigners. “We al-
ready have plenty of
other prisoners to man-
age,” Kanaan tells AFP. 

He says the legal sys-
tem in northern Syria,
which operates inde-
pendently of regime in-
stitutions based in
Damascus, “is made to
judge locals, not foreign-
ers”.  The Kurdish People’s Protection Units
(YPG), the military force that controls much of
northern Syria, is more direct. “All these foreign
prisoners are a burden for us,” YPG spokesman
Nuri Mahmud says. But the Kurds appear stuck
with them. 

With European public opinion hostile to repa-
triating homegrown jihadists, governments are
not eager to reclaim radicalised citizens detained
abroad. “Denmark, Canada and Switzerland say
they are ready to take women and children. But
on condition that it’s not done publicly,” says
Nadim Houry, director of terrorism and counter-
terrorism for Human Rights Watch. The watchdog
estimates there are thousands of foreigners in
Kurdish detention, including around 800 women
and 1,200 children.

According to the Kurds, only Russia and In-
donesia have agreed to take back their detainees,
mostly women and children.

Prisoners ‘not priority’ 
France insists any adults among the more than

40 French nationals held by Kurdish authorities
should be tried where they are, so long as they
face a “fair trial”. Among them is Thomas
Barnouin, an alleged IS fighter who was captured
in December by Syrian Kurdish forces. The 36-
year-old “was part of the most radical branch of
IS”, according to a source close to his case.

“Barnouin and several others are potential
dangers and also mines of information on IS,” the
source adds. Kurdish forces also captured British
citizens Alexanda Amon Kotey and El Shafee el-
Sheikh, part of the infamous “Beatles” quartet ac-
cused of beheading around 20 hostages. But
Kurdish officials say they would rather pass off
the foreigners to their own countries so they can
focus on defending their territory from their
arch-enemy Ankara. “Our priority is not the pris-
oners-it’s Turkey,” says Mahmud.

They feel betrayed after Western powers,
namely the US, failed to halt a Turkish-led offen-

sive on the Kurdish enclave of Afrin earlier this
year. “Why continue to keep foreign prisoners,
particularly Western ones, if their countries don’t
support us against the Turks?” asks another local
official. Could the Kurds’ frustration result in
thousands of foreign jihadists being let loose?
“Our position remains to investigate and process
these files, in cooperation with the authorities” of
prisoners’ home countries, says Khaled Issa, a
Kurdish representative in France.

Reconciliation rules 
The overwhelming number of both foreign

and local suspects means that those that are tried
do not get due process. The accused appear di-

rectly in front of judges
without a local lawyer or
an appeals process. If
found guilty, they are
generally sentenced to
between five and seven
years in prison, with the
most extreme facing 20
years. 

But HRW says the
punishments are often re-

duced for good behavior or by amnesties. Sen-
tences can also be cut short if the accused
belongs to an influential Syrian Arab tribe which
acts as a guarantor, promising the ex-jihadist will
stay on the right side of the law. “The Kurds have
to manage a mosaic of different communities on
their territory,” says HRW’s Houry.

The guiding principle, he says, is reconcilia-
tion: “We must all live together-we therefore
have no other choice.” Finding proof of active IS
membership is difficult, especially when it comes
to the hundreds of female suspects, who include
women from Russia, Tunisia and Turkey. While
few have seen combat, some worked in police
and religious units. Many married IS fighters and
have two or three children, who are technically
stateless. 

“Last year, we judged 10 (Syrian women). We
released half, the other half were sentenced to
less than 10 years,” says Kanaan. The rulings are
in stark contrast to those in the West, where sen-
tences for terror-linked offences are only getting
tougher. As foreign fighters linger in detention,
some have suggested using them as leverage.  

“The Kurds can use this as a bargaining chip
to get aid,” says Fabrice Balanche, an academic
expert on Syria. But time may be running out.
With the fight against IS ending, Kurds worry
their US ally will abandon them-a fear com-
pounded by President Donald Trump’s insistence
on withdrawing from Syria.  

“Without American support, the Kurds cannot
hold back the Turks or another well-equipped
army,” says Balanche. If the Kurdish administra-
tion in northern Syria subsequently collapses,
what could happen to foreign prisoners? Such
questions were already being raised in the after-
math of Afrin’s capture by Turkish-backed rebels.
While experts believe there were few, if any, for-
eign jihadists held in Kurdish-run prisons there,
local jihadist detainees seem to have vanished
without a trace, with Kurdish officials saying they
have no knowledge of their fate.  —AFP

Judging IS jihadists in Syrian 
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So far only native hardliners have been sentenced

ARBIL: Iraqi Kurds wave flags as they attend an electoral rally for the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP). —AFP 

Marriage a distant 
dream for many 
in Iraq’s Mosul
MOSUL: Khulud yearns to be swept away by a
“prince charming”, but like many young Iraqis in the
former jihadist stronghold of Mosul she worries she
may never marry. “I haven’t found a husband or a
job-my life consists of household chores,” says the
24-year-old university graduate, who feels increas-
ingly trapped in her parents’ home.

“My older sister, who is 37, already has four chil-
dren... I still perhaps have a chance to find a husband,
but my 29-year-old sister has much less” hope, Khu-
lud adds, a sad smile marking the corners of her
mouth. Before the Islamic State group (IS) made
Mosul its self-proclaimed capital in mid-2014, Iraq’s
second city was a bastion of traditionalism and con-
servatism. It was rare for women to hit their 20s be-
fore marrying or being engaged.

Back in government hands since July last year,
the city is still scarred by nine months of brutal com-
bat. Reconstruction is under way, but with 21,500
homes destroyed or badly damaged, the task is
overwhelming, Iraqi authorities say. And the wait for
young people to seal their nuptials is getting longer
and longer. Suitors are finding it increasingly hard
to save enough cash to fund a dowry and a wedding,
never mind set up home with a spouse.

Dashed hopes 
Mumen Abdallah also dreams of marriage. “I

have a degree in economics, but this hasn’t helped
me realize my dream,” says the 38-year-old, one of

a crowd of men lounging on a cafe terrace. He still
hasn’t left the family home and the little cash he earns
as a taxi driver is barely enough to help with the rent,
in a cramped household of seven.

Manaf Khaled, a 32-year-old social worker,
says a woman’s marriage prospects can depend on
her employment.  “Many men prefer to marry a
woman who works and contributes to household
expenses,” she says. Some couples are even rely-
ing on charity. At a function room in Mosul, hun-
dreds of people-the guests from 10 wedding
parties-tuck into a communal meal.

Mohammed Sami, a 27-year-old blacksmith
who is among the grooms, tells AFP he is just
happy to be here, despite not being able to afford
a suit for himself or a wedding dress for his wife.
During the three years IS was in control of Mosul,
the city was cut off from the central government
in Baghdad. Under the occupation, public sector
workers went without wages. Some are still wait-
ing to rejoin the payroll, as the security services
carry out investigations in the former IS fiefdom.
“Unemployment and the long interruption to
salaries has prevented very many young people
who want to start a family from marrying,” Ashraf
Ismail, who works in women’s protection, tells AFP.

Cash for marriage? 
In a bid to unblock the bottleneck, lawmaker

Jamila Al-Obeidi has been pushing a novel pro-
posal in Iraq’s parliament. She wants the govern-
ment “to provide five million dinars ($4,000, 3,300
euros) to every man wishing to marry, then a mil-
lion dinars for each child born,” she tells AFP. But
there are strings attached. “The proposed wife
must be older than the ‘normal’ marriage age, di-
vorced, or a war widow,” she says. —AFP

Prisoners are a
burden for us


