
BAJET KANDALA CAMP, Iraq: For half a decade, Zedan suf-
fered recurring nightmares about jihadists overrunning his home-
town in northern Iraq. The 21-year-old Yazidi was just starting to
recover when COVID-19 revived his trauma.

Zedan had lost several relatives when the Islamic State group
stormed into Sinjar, the rugged heartland of the Yazidi religious mi-
nority in Iraq’s northwest. The jihadists killed Yazidi men, took the
boys as child soldiers and forced the women into sexual slavery.

Zedan and the surviving members of his family fled, finding
refuge in the Bajet Kandala camp near the Syrian border where
they still live today. “We used to be farmers living a good life. Then
IS came,” he said, wringing his hands.

In a pre-fabricated building hosting the camp’s mental health
clinic, Zedan shared his traumas with Bayda Othman, a psychol-
ogist for international NGO Premiere Urgence.

Zedan refers to the violence of 2014 vaguely as “the events”.
The United Nations says they may constitute something much
more serious: genocide. “I started having nightmares every night.
I would see men in black coming to kill us,” Zedan said, telling
Othman that he had attempted suicide several times. He has been
seeing her for years, learning how to cope with his Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) through breathing exercises that she
taught him.

Earlier this year, his nightly panic attacks stopped. Finally, he
could sleep again. But only for a few months. In March, Iraq de-
clared a nationwide lockdown to try to contain the spread of
COVID-19.  Zedan broke down. “I fear that my family could catch
the virus or give it to me,” he said. “It obsesses me.”

The nightmares returned 
As lockdown dragged on, Zedan’s brother lost his job at a

stationery shop on the edge of the camp.  “There’s no more
money coming into the family now. Just thinking about it gives
me a panic attack,” he said. “The nightmares returned, and so

did my desire to die.”
Out of Iraq’s 40 million citizens, one in four is mentally vulner-

able, the World Health Organization says. But the country is in dire
shortage of mental health specialists, with only three per one mil-
lion people.

Speaking about trauma or psychological problems is widely
considered taboo, and patients who spoke to AFP agreed to do
so on the condition that only their first names would be used. In
camps across Iraq, which still host some 200,000 people dis-
placed by violence, the pandemic has pushed many people with
psychological problems into remission, Othman said.

“We noticed a resurgence of PTSD cases, suicide attempts
and suicidal thoughts,” she said. In October, there were three
attempted suicides in Bajet Kandala alone by displaced people,
who said their movements outside the camp were restricted by
the lockdown, or whose economic situation had deteriorated
even further.

A tissue factory who fired people en masse, a potato farm
that shut down, a haberdashery in growing debt: unemployment
is a common thread among Othman’s patients. “It leads to finan-
cial problems, but also a loss of self-confidence, which rekindles
trauma,” she said.

According to the International Labor Organization (ILO),
about a quarter of Iraqis who were employed prior to lockdown
have been permanently laid off. Youth were particularly hard hit:
36 percent of 18-24 year olds who had been employed were dis-
missed, the ILO said.

‘I feel all alone’ 
A new patient in her forties walked towards the clinic, her hair

covered in a sky-blue veil.  Once settled in a faux-leather chair,
Jamila revealed that she, too, feels destabilized by the pandemic.

The Yazidi survivor lives in a one-room tent with her son and
four daughters.

But she doesn’t feel at home. “I have totally abandoned my chil-
dren. I feel all alone even though they’re always at home. I hit them
during my panic attacks-I didn’t know what else to do,” she said.

Othman tried to soothe Jamila, telling her: “Hatred is the result
of untreated sadness. We take it out on relatives, especially when
we feel devalued-men prey on women, and women on children.”

But the trauma is not just an issue for the displaced, specialists
warn. “With the isolation and lack of access to care, children who
have lived a genocide develop difficulties as they become adults,”
said Lina Villa, the head of the mental health unit at a hospital run
by Doctors Without Borders (MSF) in northern Iraq.  “We fear
suicide rates will go up in the years to come.” — AFP
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Coronavirus revives traumas 
of many IS survivors in Iraq

Out of Iraq’s 40m citizens, one in four is mentally vulnerable: WHO

Zedan, a patient suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
is in medical consultation at the mental health center of the Bajet Kan-
dala camp for displaced Yazidis near Dohuk, 430 kilometers (260 miles)
northwest of the Iraqi capital, by the border with Syria. — AFP

UAE launches
tourist visas 
for Israelis
DUBAI: The United Arab Emirates
launched tourist visas for Israeli citizens
yesterday, official media said, in the latest
move following the normalization of ties
between the two countries.

Abu Dhabi’s foreign ministry “an-
nounced the activation of tourist entry
visas through airlines and travel and
tourism offices for Israeli passport hold-
ers”, the WAM news agency reported.
The measure is a stop-gap until a mutual
visa waiver agreement is put in place
meaning Israelis visiting the UAE will be
eligible for visas on arrival. The same will
apply to Emiratis visiting the Jewish state.

“The move falls within bilateral coop-
eration between the UAE and the State of

Israel following the signing of the Abra-
ham Accords and aims to facilitate travel
to the UAE for the time being,” the report
added. With their economies hard hit by
the coronavirus pandemic, the UAE and
Israel are hoping for rapid dividends from
the US-brokered normalization deal
signed in September.

They have already signed treaties on
direct flights and visa-free travel, along
with accords on investment protection,
science and technology. The UAE was
only the third Arab country to normalize
ties with Israel following Egypt in 1979
and Jordan in 1994. 

However, its move was quickly fol-
lowed by Bahrain and in October Sudan
also announced it would normalize re-
lations with Israel. The agreements,
which have been roundly condemned by
the Palestinians, break with years of
Arab League policy on the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. The consensus had
been that there should be no relations
with Israel until it makes peace with the
Palestinians. — AFP

Italy curbs 
Christmas 
travel to avoid 
virus ‘third wave’
ROME: Italy yesterday announced national travel
restrictions for the Christmas holidays designed to
limit the spread of Covid-19 in the European coun-
try first hit by the pandemic.

The new rules, together with an existing curfew
and other regulations already in place, seek to curb
circulation throughout the country during the fes-
tive period by limiting the number of gatherings.

Earlier this year, a punishing lockdown of all
Italy’s 60 million residents helped bring the out-
break under control, but the government is trying
to avoid missteps made over the summer after the
lockdown lifted, when the return of vacationers fu-
elled a new rise in cases.

“If we let down our guard now, the third wave is
just around the corner,” Health Minister Roberto

Speranza told parliament on Wednesday.  Travel be-
tween Italy’s regions will be prohibited from De-
cember 21 through January 6, with people barred
from travelling outside their own towns on Decem-
ber 25, 26 and January 1. The decree includes the
“strong recommendation” to avoid hosting those
who do not live together. 

Other regulations set to be signed later are ex-
pected to mandate a 10-day quarantine for those
arriving in Italy from foreign countries, beginning
on December 20. The move is in part designed to
prevent Italians from travelling to ski slopes that are
still open in neighboring EU countries.

The government is expected to retain a color-
coded risk-based system that imposes varying lev-
els of anti-coronavirus restrictions on different
regions. Bars and restaurants are expected to re-
main closed in regions in red or orange zones. A
current 6 pm closure in yellow zones may remain,
as may a nationwide 10 pm curfew. 

In yellow zones, where eateries are open but re-
quired to shut at 6 pm, the government is debating
whether to allow restaurants to serve lunch on
Christmas Day and December 26.  Ski slopes are
expected to be off-limits, as well as cruises.  The
health ministry reported 20,709 new cases on
Wednesday and 684 deaths, bringing the cumula-
tive toll to more than 1.6 million infections. — AFP


