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IDP/Returnee Movements, 21 September
Owsijah, Shibaly, Imam Garbie, Hajj Ali
There has been a recent increase in the movement of IDPs and returnees, mainly to and from Debaga. Up to
1,500 families are expected to return to their villages in the Al Qayyarah sub-district from Debaga in the
coming days. This comes as the security bubble is being expanded to the south – triggering the arrival of more
IDPs into Hajj Ali – and as ISF closes in on Shirgat. North-east of Al Qayyarah town, IDPs are beginning to arrive
from remaining ISIS-held territory on the east bank of the Tigris, centred around the villages of Makkuk,
Khabatah and Saidawah.
Lack of food is a major concern, particularly for the large numbers of returnees. Markets are re-emerging in
the villages on both sides of the river, but the supply of produce is limited as Makhmour is the only supply
route for goods and Arabs from Al Qayyarah sub-district are not permitted to enter the town. MOMD
deliveries – by far the main source of food aid to the area so far - are not always reliable and support will
certainly be needed.
It is expected that in most cases, returnees will be going back to their own houses. Those who will not return
are those whose houses have been destroyed (although some will stay with relatives in their village); some of
those who received sponsorship in Kirkuk or Erbil and have found work and built a life in the city; and those
who have a family member that joined ISIS. Regarding this last group, a local sheikh explained that if the family
member was cast out once his allegiance to ISIS was known, the family would not share the blame and would
be welcomed back into the community. If, however, the family continued to accept their son/brother etc.
when it was known he was a member of ISIS, then the whole family would be held culpable. Families that have
been judged in this way will be treated extremely harshly by their community if they attempt to return, and it
would not be in the interests of their safety to do so at this point.

A convoy carrying 130 families directly to villages west of the Tigris (organised by Waqquf Sunni) on 22
September.
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Owsijah
Arrival of IDPs
Around 20-25,000 civilians remain in the ISIS-controlled villages of Makkuk, Khabatah and Saidawah. Many are
originally from other Sobawi villages such as Sultan Abdullah, where they fled artillery bombardment as far
back as November 2015. Multiple families are reported to live together in the houses.
An operation to dislodge ISIS from the villages on the east bank of the Tigris has looked increasingly likely to
happen since the liberation of Al Qayyarah town at the end of August. There have been rocket attacks
launched on Al Qayyarah from Khabatah (6 Sept) and Makkuk (12 Sept) and a continuation of the advance up
the western side of the river would be vulnerable to ISIS attack from these villages on the east bank. Therefore
it is likely that there will be an operation to clear ISIS from these villages before the advance continues north.
Owsijah Garbie is the nearest village to Khabatah under ISF control. On 20 September around 340 IDPs arrived
at the frontline north of Owsijah Garbie where they were checked for weapons and explosives by ISF and
transported to the village. Secondary screening took place in the village and names were taken and checked
against a database. Two civilians suspected of ISIS involvement were taken for further interrogation.

The civilians were reportedly visibly malnourished and in a bad state of health. They were transported either
directly to Debaga or to Hajj Ali where they received food and water. All the 340 have now been transported
to Debaga. They chose to go there because they have family members there.
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Depending on the measures ISIS take to stop people fleeing, we are likely to see a steady flow of IDPs coming
from Makkuk, Khabatah and Saidawah to Owsijah, leading up to the operation to retake these villages. A
sudden mass wave of IDPs is also possible.
Recommendation: Presence of INGOs in Owsijah to monitor the screening process and support ISF in receiving
IDPs and delivering emergency aid.

Owsijah returnees
There were 375 families in Owsijah (Garbie and Sharqi) on 20 September according to information provided by
the ISF. A further 30-40 families were expected to return from Debaga the following day. Only 3-4 families in
the village are IDPs. The village had an original population of 675 families, although higher estimates have also
been received. The village is reportedly clear of IEDs although a risk of contamination remains.
ISF provide the majority of the food and water for civilians in Owsijah. Local Luhaib Hashd leader and provincial
councillor Sheikh Merwan and Baghdad MP Mishan al Jibouri have reportedly organized for MOMD supplies to
be sent to Owsijah on more than one occasion. The political parties Waqquf Sunni and Waqquf Shia have also
sent their own food supplies to the village, and Waqquf Sunni also provided 30,000 litres of diesel for villages
in the area, including Owsijah. There are six small markets in the village but some families have no money.
Kurds deliver the produce from Makhmour (Arabs are not permitted to travel to Makhmour although they can
travel to other villages in Al Qayyarah sub-district). Getting supplies out of Makhmour and through Peshmerga
checkpoints is a continual problem according to the ISF.
There is no electricity in the village but each night water is pumped from the Hajj Ali water station, which is
currently running at around 50% capacity. (Organisations are working to improve capacity). There is a water
station in Owsijah Garbie, which was said to be damaged but repairable. A limited amount of diesel has been
supplied to fuel small household generators which work the pumps for private bore holes. The lack of
electricity is a primary complaint of the residents.
Primary needs in Owsijah are food, water (trucking or chlorine for the boreholes), and medical services. NFI
needs include diesel for generators, clothes, and blankets. As is the case everywhere, medical services are in
high demand, although we were told that the ISF mobile medical team have treated civilians. ISF in the village
seemed sympathetic to the needs of the inhabitants and the local sheikh seemed genuinely grateful to the
local ISF commander for his efforts on behalf of the civilians.

Shibaly
Shibaly (a cluster of small villages north of Jarnaf Garbie) was not safe to enter until 21 September because of
concentrated ISIS sniper fire.
We spent time in the house of a local sheikh in Wadi al Tinah, one of the small villages of Shibaly. It was
difficult to obtain an accurate number of stayees, and returnees were reported to be arriving already from
Tikrit. We were told almost everyone in the village was likely to have returned by the end of the following
week.
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ISF said they were confident that the village was clear of IEDs. They explained that they surrounded the village
and slowly worked their way to the centre, trapping any remaining ISIS members. Meanwhile the EOD team
followed behind, checking streets and houses and disarming bombs.
Snipers also pose a potential risk from the other side of the river. Kanu’us is still under ISIS control and the ISIS
flag can clearly be seen on top of buildings around a kilometre away. However, the risk of being targeted from
this distance is small.
ISF are the only providers of support in these frontline villages and again, they seemed sympathetic to civilians.
Some civilians travel to Jadaa or Ijhalla to buy food from the few markets that have begun to appear, but many
don’t have money and rely on the support of their neighbours. We were told that people are still drinking
water directly from the Tigris, which is highly polluted.
When we asked what the main needs in the village were, we were told everything. But clean water and food
are the most important.

Kanu’us village, from Shibaly.
Imam Garbie
IDPs have returned to Imam Garbie from Tinah (which has a current IDP population of 180 families), Tikrit and
Debaga, and they are expected to continue returning. According to the local ISF, 30 families stayed in the
village when it was under ISIS control and roughly 300 have now returned. The original population was around
900-1,000 families. There are visible UXOs in the village and it is presumed that at least some IED
contamination remains. We asked one man who had come from Tinah why he and his family had decided to
return despite these dangers and the proximity of the frontline. He responded by saying, ‘You find your dignity
in your house.’ This sentiment is shared by almost all returnees.
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UXOs in Imam Garbie.
Food and water has been supplied to the village by the Ninewa Operational Command and MOMD but there is
need for more. Some small shops are open. They get their produce from suppliers in Jadaa, who get in turn get
theirs from Makhmour. There is also a mobile market that comes each day from Jadaa. It sells basic produce
like fruit and vegetables for a reasonable price.
Imam Garbie’s water station is near the river and vulnerable to sniper fire from Kanu’us, a village under ISIS
control on the east side of the Tigris. It is therefore not being used and most families rely on unclean water
from private boreholes. This causes health issues, particularly kidney problems.
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Availability of electricity is relatively good in Imam Garbie. It works on a 3-hour on, 3-hour off basis.
There is a health centre in Imam Garbie but it is very poorly stocked with medicines and only staffed by nurses.
The village doctor is in Erbil and his plans for returning are unknown. There are many sufferers of diabetes,
asthma (exacerbated by the relentless smoke of the oil fires – a major issue for everyone in the area), blood
pressure and renal problems. There are also cases of epilepsy in the village. No drugs are available for
treatment.
Recommendation: The health cluster should identify partners willing to take mobile medical clinics to newly
liberated villages and urgently restock and restore village clinics.

The smoke is particularly bad in the morning when it settles near the ground.

Hajj Ali
Around 700-800 families are expected to return to Hajj Ali from Debaga in the coming days.
The returns from Debaga are being coordinated by Falah Zeidan, Minister of Agriculture, and his cousin, Sheikh
Merwan, the local sheikh in Hasiyah. We heard previously that Falah Zeidan had pledged to support 1,000
returnee families with food for up to a month, but this has not been confirmed and details are not known as
yet. It was reported on 21 September that there were no significant food stocks in Hajj Ali.
Food stocks in the 3 schools run by RNIDP in Hasiyah are very low. Requests have been made to MOMD to
replenish supplies but so far no deliveries have been made. This is an urgent need. The schools currently house
around 200 IDPs from Kanu’us, Haichel and Ijmala – villages on the east bank of the Tigris, south of Hajj Ali. As
well as having these longer-term residents, the schools remain predominantly a transit centre for IDPs
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travelling to and from Debaga. Some IDPs from Makkuk and Khabatah stayed at the schools for a short period
before heading on to Debaga and it’s likely that further returnees to villages on the west side of the Tigris will
stop at the schools to await onward transport.
RNIDP plan to relocate to the 3 schools available in Kharabah Jabbr very soon. There is greater security in this
village and the local political climate is more favourable. The schools in Hasiyah will still be available to house
IDPs should the need transpire. It is likely that further IDPs from the Makkuk/Khabatah area will want to stay in
Hajj Ali, closer to their villages for easy return. We were told that IDPs from this area may still stay in the
Hasiyah schools, while something like 500 IDP families are expected to come from villages to the south and will
stay in the schools in Kharabah Jabbr and possibly other schools in Hajj Ali, unless they prefer to go to Debaga.
WASH facilities are taken care of in the schools in both locations, but a generator and fuel is required for the
schools in Kharabah Jabbr. The priority need, however, is food.
Recommendation: contact needs to be made with MOMD and Falah Zeidan to find out more details and
identify gaps regarding food provision.
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