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BAGHDAD: The bells of St Joseph’s Chaldean
Cathedral echo across Baghdad, signaling the start
of Mass for the dwindling congregation that has
stayed in the scarred Iraqi capital against all odds.
“This is a safe space,” says Mariam, a 17-year-old
Chaldean Catholic among the few dozen attending
the service. Elderly women pray solemnly, their hair
covered in delicate black veils. 

Red ropes block off every other row to enforce
social distancing in the midst of the coronavirus
pandemic, but there aren’t enough worshippers to
fill the church in any case. A few hundred thousand
Christians are left in Iraq, where a US-led invasion
in 2003 paved the way for bloody sectarian warfare
that devastated the country’s historic and diverse
Christian communities. 

Like Mariam, the 53-year-old deacon of St
Joseph’s Cathedral preferred to identify himself
only by his first name, Nael. “My father, mother and
siblings emigrated after 2003. I’m the only one left
in Iraq, and I stayed because I was hoping the situ-
ation would get better,” he said. But after 35 years
serving at St Joseph’s and watching the parish
shrink year by year, Nael has little hope. “It used to
be full even on regular weekdays,” he recalled. “But

there’s been a drop in numbers and ongoing emi-
gration in the last three or four years, especially
from this parish,” he lamented.

Blast walls, rusted locks 
As hardliners fought each other starting in 2006,

Iraq’s ancient Christian communities - Assyrian,
Armenian, Chaldean, Protestant and more - were
directly targeted. One of
the most horrific attacks
was in 2010, when gun-
men took hostage and
eventually killed dozens
of Christians at the Our
Lady of Salvation Church
in Baghdad. Then in 2014,
the Islamic State group
swept across Nineveh
province, the heartland of
Iraq’s minorities.

Christians - but also
the esoteric Yazidis, Shiite Turkmen and other com-
munities - streamed out of their homes as the
jihadists closed in, or were forced to convert under
their rule. There are no reliable statistics on the

number of Christians who fled Iraq during these
consecutive waves of bloodshed. According to
William Warda, co-founder of the Hammurabi
Human Rights Organization, Christians left in Iraq
number up to 400,000, down from 1.5 million in
2003. Their absence is stark.

Churches across Baghdad have shuttered,
including the Holy Trinity Church in the Baladiyat

district, closed to regular
services for four years. At
the Armenian Catholic
Church of the Sacred Heart
of Jesus, a terracotta struc-
ture in the Karrada area, a
rusted lock has barred
entry since 2007. The
churches that have
remained open are sur-
rounded by a labyrinth of
concrete blast walls and
security forces. The south-

ern Baghdad district of Dora was once home to a
thriving community of 150,000 Christians, including
doctors, businessmen and cafe owners, Warda said.
Now, “there are only 1,000 left,” he said.

‘I have no home in Iraq’ 
Iraq declared IS defeated three years ago, but

“threats, kidnappings, extortion and deaths still
persist,” said Yonadam Kanna, a leading Christian
politician. While Iraq’s constitution ostensibly
affords the same level of protection to all com-
munities, Chaldean Patriarch Louis Sako said de
facto prejudice was locking Christians out of
society. “There’s no direct pressure on Christians
today, but there’s day-to-day discrimination. If
you’re Christian, there’s no place for you in state
institutions,” the head of the Chaldean Catholic
Church said.

“It’s caused by corruption and it leads to emi-
gration.” That has eroded the feeling of belong-
ing, some told AFP. “There’s a sense among
Christians that the country is becoming more
conservative, and that Christians - or even secu-
lar Muslims - can no longer live in it,” Warda said.
Ninos, a beautician looking to emigrate, agreed.
“Sometimes, I can see myself here. But most of
the time, I find I have no home in Iraq,” the 25-
year-old said. “The situation isn’t compatible with
my work, the way I think or how I aspire to
develop myself.” — AFP 

Iraqi Christians still dream of leaving
BAGHDAD: Worshippers attend mass at the Chaldean Church of St Joseph on Nov 7, 2020. — AFP 

‘Threats, kidnappings, extortion still persist’

Under IS rule, 
Christians were 

forced to convert 

Masks, screens
and empty chairs;
Saudi summit
goes virtual
RIYADH: Mask-clad reporters filed into a
Riyadh ballroom-turned-media centre
Saturday after mandatory temperature
checks, to cover physically a virtual G20
summit originally conceived as a grand
coming-out party for host Saudi Arabia.
The media room in the capital’s Crown
Plaza hotel would have been buzzing with
hundreds of international reporters were it
not for the coronavirus pandemic that has
reduced the annual gathering of world
leaders into a giant webinar.

As the summit opened, the handful of
foreign media present pointed their cam-
eras to a large flickering screen where
world leaders popped up in multiple tiny
windows - one shuffling papers, another
seen calling for technical help and one
casually chatting to an aide.  For Saudi
Arabia, the first Arab nation to host the
summit, the media centre - a cavernous
chandelier-studded room filled with most-
ly unoccupied work stations - is emblem-
atic of a lost opportunity to showcase its
ambitious modernization drive. “This is an
act of God,” said Adel al-Jubeir, the king-
dom’s minister of state for foreign affairs,
referring to the pandemic that made a
physical summit impossible.

The austere kingdom has seen a
sweeping transformation in the past three
years - a driving ban on women has been
lifted, cinemas reopened and social mixing
of the genders has become increasingly
common as the once-feared religious
police were rendered toothless.  “It would
have been nice to have thousands of peo-
ple come to Saudi Arabia, walk the streets,

meet Saudi men and women, see the
changes that have happened in the coun-
try, feel the changes,” Jubeir said at a
media briefing ahead of the summit.

‘White oil’ 
A physical summit would also have

been an opportunity to highlight the king-
dom’s tourism potential - the new “white
oil” the petro-state is keen to develop to
diversify its revenues. Saudi Arabia is
endowed with stunning landscapes, but
tourism remains a hard sell in a country
with strict social codes and an absolute
ban on alcohol.

Still, the government sought to make
the most of the physical media centre.
Adorned with portraits of Saudi destina-
tions, the centre could be mistaken for a
tourism fair. Liveried waiters offered four
different types of Arabic coffee - each
from a different corner of the kingdom.
Coffee table books extolling Saudi culi-
nary delights were placed next to guides
on destinations such as the historic city of
Al Ula and the mountain resort of Abha -
places of immense natural beauty but little
known outside the country.

The kingdom hosted a media dinner on
the eve of the summit in the historic town

of Diriyah, close to Riyadh and known for
its traditional mud-brick architecture.
Dressed in loose fitting traditional thobes
and clutching daggers, dancers bobbed
and swayed amid the ruins. To highlight
other government projects, journalists
were offered official interviews and brief-
ings on the sidelines of the summit that
were unrelated to G20 - including from
the Saudi ministers of education and
sports. And as global campaigners sought
to draw attention to the kingdom’s human
rights record, the government appeared
determined to not let the issue overshad-
ow the forum.

At one such briefing, investment minister
Khalid Al-Falih was asked if negative head-
lines - including those over the grisly 2018
murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi at
Saudi Arabia’s consulate in Istanbul — had
damaged investment potential. In a country
where officials are unaccustomed to tough
questioning from reporters, the moderator
asked the journalist to take the query else-
where. But Falih insisted on answering.
“Investors are not journalists, investors are
looking for countries where they can place
their trust in an effective government that
has proper economic decision-making,” he
said with a shrug. — AFP 

Defiant Trump 
offers fodder 
for strongmen
WASHINGTON: The United States
has long championed democracy
around the world, pushing persistently, if
not always consistently, for leaders to
give up power when they lose. President
Donald Trump is now establishing a new
American model - refusing to concede,
making unsubstantiated claims of fraud
and seeking the intervention of courts
and political allies in hopes of reversing
his defeat to Joe Biden.

Political figures and experts inter-
viewed in several countries fear that
Trump’s blueprint will be eagerly
embraced in fragile democracies, espe-
cially in Africa, letting strongmen point
to the world’s most powerful nation in
justifying their attempts to cling to
office. “Donald Trump’s refusal to con-
cede reinforces the view of our leaders
in Africa that elections should be done
in a way so that they don’t lose,” said
Mahamat Ahmat Alhabo, secretary
general of the opposition Party for
Freedoms and Development in Chad.

Eldred Masunungure, a political sci-
entist at the University of Zimbabwe,
said that Trump was singing “sweet
music to autocratic rulers”. “It’s tragic.
We are used to that in Africa but when
it happens in the US we get shocked
because it’s happening in a centuries-
old democracy,” Masunungure said.
“It’s a dirty lesson our leaders will take
advantage of and cite even in the long-
term future when they lose and don’t
want to concede defeat.”

Garry Kasparov, the Russian chess
legend and outspoken critic of
President Vladimir Putin, said that
Trump’s assault on the democratic

process will result in “many similar
attacks in future elections, in the US
and elsewhere”. “Democracy discredit-
ed, Putin’s dream,” he wrote on Twitter.

Changing discourse on elections 
Thomas Carothers, an expert on

democracy promotion, noted that
nations such as Russia, China and
Egypt hardly needed tips from Trump
on how to oppose competitive elec-
tions. But he said the effect could be
more palpable in problematic democ-
racies as leaders see how Trump can
brazenly claim victory and find some
support, despite Biden winning nearly
six million more votes and edging
Trump out 306-232 in the state-by-
state Electoral College that determines
US elections. “They see the power of
that approach, that even a society as
educated and sophisticated in certain
ways as the United States can fall vic-
tim to that kind of big lie,” said
Carothers, senior vice president for
studies at the Carnegie Endowment for
International Studies in Washington. He
drew a parallel to Trump’s denuncia-
tions of “fake news,” a term now cited
around the world by governments that
want to muzzle the media. — AFP 

RIYADH: Journalists work in an almost empty media room setup for the coverage of the G20
summit, held virtually due to the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic, on Nov 20, 2020. —AFP 
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