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Country Background 

Official Name: Republic of Iraq 

Location 
Iraq is in the Middle East and is bordered by Jordan, Turkey, Iran and Kuwait and 

Saudi Arabia to the south. Iraq has a narrow section of coastline measuring 58 km (35 

miles) on the northern Persian Gulf. The capital city, Baghdad, is in the center-east of 

the country. 

Iraq borders Syria to the northwest, Turkey to the north, Iran to the east, Jordan to the 

west, Saudi Arabia to the south and southwest, and Kuwait to the south. 

Two major rivers, the Tigris and Euphrates, run through the center of Iraq, flowing 

from northwest to southeast. These provide Iraq with agriculturally capable land and 

contrast with the steppe and desert landscape that covers most of Western Asia. 

  

 

Iraq’s modern borders were mostly demarcated in 1920 by the League of Nations 

when the Ottoman Empire was divided by the Treaty of Sèvres. Iraq was placed under 

the authority of the United Kingdom as the British Mandate of Mesopotamia. A 

monarchy was established in 1921 and the Kingdom of Iraq gained independence from 

Britain in 1932. In 1958, the monarchy was overthrown and the Republic of Iraq was 

created. Iraq was controlled by the Ba’ath Party (Iraqi-led faction) from 1968 until 

2003. After an invasion led by American and British forces, the Ba’ath Party was 

removed from power and multi-party parliamentary elections were held. The 

American presence in Iraq ended in 2011. Iraq is home to two of the world’s holiest 
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places among Shias; Najaf and Karbala. 

Population 
In year 2013 estimate of the total Iraqi population was 33.42 million. Iraq’s population 

was estimated at only 2 million in 1878. Iraq’s population as announced by the 

government has reached 35 million amid a post-war population boom.  

According to the Central Intelligence Agency, Arabs form 75%–80% of the 

population. Minorities include a 15%–20% of Kurds, and Turkoman, Assyrian, or 

other make up 5% of the population. Around 20,000 Marsh Arabs live in southern 

Iraq. The Iraqi population includes a community of around 30,000 Circassians, 20,000 

Armenians, and a community of 2,500 Chechens. In southern Iraq there is a 

community of Iraqis of African descent, a legacy of the slavery practised in the 

Islamic Caliphate beginning before the Zanj Rebellion of the 9th century, and Basra’s 

role as a key port. 

During 2017 Iraq population is projected to increase by 1,263,175 people and reach 

39,518,029 in the beginning of 2018. The natural increase is expected to be positive, 

as the number of births will exceed the number of deaths by 1,138,464. If external 

migration will remain on the previous year level, the population will be increased by 

124,711 due to the migration reasons. It means that the number of people who move 

into Iraq (to which they are not native) in order to settle there as permanent residents 

(immigrants) will prevail over the number of people who leave the country to settle 

permanently in another country (emigrants). 

History 
Iraq was carved out of the Ottoman Empire by the French and the English. Under 

British rule it became a state in 1920. Britain imposed a monarchy on the new state 

and defined the territorial limits without regard for the politics of different ethnic and 

religious groups in the country, particularly the Kurds. During British occupation the 

Shi-ites and Kurds fought for independence but the rebellion was quashed with the 

appointment of a new British Civil Commissioner Sir Percy Cox in 1920. Cox 

managed to quell the rebellion, yet was also responsible for implementing the fateful 

policy of close cooperation with Iraq’s Sunni minority. 

In the Mandate period and beyond, the British supported the traditional, Sunni 

leadership (such as the tribal shaykhs) over the growing, urban-based nationalist 

movement. The Land Settlement Act gave the tribal shaykhs the right to register the 

communal tribal lands in their own name. The Tribal Disputes Regulations gave them 

judiciary rights, whereas the Peasants’ Rights and Duties Act of 1933 severely reduced 

the tenants’, forbidding them to leave the land unless all their debts to the landlord had 

been settled. The British resorted to military force when their interests were 

threatened, as in the 1941 Rashīd `Alī al-Gaylānī coup.  

The Monarchy 
Emir Faisal, leader of the Arab revolt against the Ottoman sultan was proclaimed King 

in 1921 although nominal independence was only achieved in 1932 when the British 

mandate officially ended. In 1927, huge oil fields were discovered near Kirkuk and 

brought economic improvement. Following the King’s death from an accident his four 

year old son succeeded him to the throne (1939 – 1958) with his uncle appointed as 

regent.  

Republic of Iraq 
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The royal family was overthrown and killed in 1958 and Iraq declared a republic. 

Brigadier Abd al-Karīm Qāsim headed the government until his assassination in 1963. 

The Ba’ath Party took power under the leadership of General Ahmed Hasan al-Bakr 

(Prime Minister) and Colonel Abdul Salam Arif (President). Nine months later `Abd 

as-Salam Muhammad `Arif led a successful coup against the Ba’ath government. 

However, following the Six Day War of 1967, the Ba’ath Party felt strong enough to 

retake power (17 July 1968). Ahmad Hasan Al-Bakr became president and chairman 

of the Revolutionary Command Council (RCC). 

In 1967-1968 Iraqi communists launched an insurgency in southern Iraq. In addition 

Barzānī and the Kurds who had begun a rebellion in 1961 were still causing problems 

in 1969. The secretary-general of the Ba`th party, Saddam Hussein, was given 

responsibility to find a solution. It was clear that it was impossible to defeat the Kurds 

by military means and in 1970 a political agreement was reached between the rebels 

and the Iraqi government. Iraq’s economy recovered sharply after the 1968 revolution.  

Economic development to 1980 
Perhaps the greatest assets of the Ba’th regime were the ambitious plans for 

reconstruction and development laid down by its leaders. The struggle for power 

during 1958-68 had left little time for constructive work, and the Ba’th Party sought 

not only to transform the economic system from free enterprise to collectivism but 

also to assert the country’s economic independence. The immediate objectives were to 

increase production and to raise the standard of living, but the ultimate objective was 

to establish a socialist society in which all citizens would enjoy the benefits of 

progress and prosperity. 

The five-year economic plans of 1965-70 and 1971-75 concentrated on raising the 

level of production in both agriculture and industry and aimed at reducing dependence 

on oil revenues as the primary source for development. But agriculture lagged far 

behind target, and industrial development was slow. In the third five-year plan (1976-

80), greater emphasis on agricultural production was noticeable, and industrial 

production slowed.  

The nationalisation of the oil industry was considered by the Ba’th leaders to be their 

greatest achievement. Between 1969 and 1972 several agreements with foreign powers 

– the Soviet Union and others – were concluded to provide the Iraq National Oil 

Company (INOC) with the capital and technical skills to exploit the oil fields. In 1972 

the Iraq Petroleum Company (IPC) was nationalised (with compensation).  

Iraq under Saddam Hussein 
In July 1979, Saddam Hussein, assumed the offices of both President and Chairman of 

the Revolutionary Command although he was the de facto ruler of Iraq for some years 

before he formally came to power. 

Territorial disputes with Iran led to an inconclusive and costly eight-year war, the Iran 

– Iraq War (1980 – 1988), which devastated the economy. Iraq declared victory in 

1988 but actually achieved a weary return to the status quo. The war left Iraq with the 

largest military establishment in the Persian Gulf region but with huge debts and an 

ongoing rebellion by Kurdish elements in the northern mountains. The government 

suppressed the rebellion by using weapons on civilian targets. Between 1986 and 

1989, Hussein’s Al-Anfal Campaign killed an estimated 100,000 to 200,000 Kurdish 

civilians. A mass chemical weapons attack on the city of Halabia in March 1988 

during the Iran – Iraq War is usually attributed to Saddam’s regime, although 
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responsibility for the attack is a matter of some dispute. Nevertheless, the Iraqi 

government continued to be supported by a broad international community including 

most of the West, the Soviet Union, and the People’s Republic of China, which 

continued sending arms shipments to combat Iran. Indeed, shipments from the US 

(though always a minority) increased after this date, and the UK awarded £400 million 

in trade credits to Iraq ten days after condemning the massacre. 

In the late 1970s, Iraq purchased a French nuclear reactor. Construction began in 1979. 

In 1981, before the reactor could be completed, it was, in violation of International 

Laws, destroyed by the Israeli Air Force greatly setting back Iraq’s nuclear weapons 

program. Diplomatic relations with the United States had resumed in 1984.  

On July 20, 1987, the UN Security Council unanimously passed Resolution 598, 

urging Iraq and Iran to accept a cease-fire, withdraw their forces to internationally 

recognized boundaries, and settle their frontier disputes by negotiations held under the 

auspices of the United Nations. Iraq agreed to abide by the terms of the resolution if 

Iran would also do so. It was not until 1988 that both Iraq and Iran finally agreed to 

settle their differences on the basis of the 1975 agreement and carry out the terms of 

UN Resolution 598. 

Invasion of Kuwait and the Gulf War 
A long-standing territorial dispute led to the invasion of Kuwait in 1990. Iraq accused 

Kuwait of violating the Iraqi border to secure oil resources, and demanded that its debt 

repayments should be waived. Direct negotiations began in July 1990, but they soon 

failed. Iraq responded to the sanctions by annexing Kuwait as the “19th Province” of 

Iraq on 8 August. Over the ensuing months, the United Nations Security Council 

passed a series of resolutions that condemned the Iraqi occupation of Kuwait and 

implemented total mandatory economic sanctions against Iraq.  

When Saddam Hussein failed to comply with this demand, the Persian Gulf War 

(Operation “Desert Storm”) ensued on January 17, 1991 with allied troops of 28 

countries, led by the US launching an aerial bombardment on Baghdad. The war, 

which proved disastrous for Iraq, lasted only six weeks. One hundred and forty-

thousand tons of munitions had showered down on the country, the equivalent of 

seven Hiroshima bombs. Probably as many as 100,000 Iraqi soldiers and tens of 

thousands of civilians were killed. 

A cease-fire was announced by the US on 28 February 1991. Iraq agreed to UN terms 

for a permanent cease-fire in April 1991, and strict conditions were imposed, 

demanding the disclosure and destruction of all stockpiles of weapons. 

2003 invasion of Iraq 
After the terrorist attacks by the group formed by the multi-millionaire Saudi Osama 

bin Laden on New York and Washington in the United States in 2001, American 

foreign policy began to call for the removal of the Ba’ath government in Iraq. 

Conservative think-tanks in Washington had for years been urging regime change in 

Baghdad, but until the Iraq Liberation Act of 1998, official US policy was to simply 

keep Iraq complying with UN sanctions. In addition, unofficial US policies, including 

a CIA backed coup attempt, were aimed at removing Saddam Hussein from power. 

After the terrorist attacks of September 11th, regime change became official policy. 

The alleged links between Saddam Hussein and Al-Qaeda were later found non-

existent by the September 11 commission. 
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The US urged the United Nations to take military action against Iraq. A team of U.N. 

inspectors, led by Swedish diplomat Hans Blix was admitted, into the country; their 

final report stated that Iraqis capability in producing “weapons of mass destruction” 

was not significantly different from 1992 when the country dismantled the bulk of 

their remaining arsenals under terms of the ceasefire agreement with U.N. forces, but 

did not completely rule out the possibility that Saddam still had Weapons of Mass 

Destruction. The United States and the United Kingdom charged that Iraq was hiding 

Weapons and opposed the team’s requests for more time to further investigate the 

matter. Resolution 1441 was passed unanimously by the UN Security Council on 

November 8, 2002, offering Iraq “a final opportunity to comply with its disarmament 

obligations” that had been set out in several previous UN resolutions, threatening 

“serious consequences” if the obligations were not fulfilled. The UN Security Council 

did not issue a resolution authorising the use of force against Iraq. 

In March 2003 the United States and the United Kingdom, with military aid from 

other nations, invaded Iraq. After the American and British invasion, Iraq was 

occupied by Coalition forces. And in 2003, the UN Security Council unanimously 

approved a resolution lifting all economic sanctions against Iraq. As the country 

struggled to rebuild after three wars and a decade of sanctions, it was racked by 

violence between a growing Iraqi insurgency and occupation forces. Saddam Hussein, 

who vanished in April, was captured on 13 December 2003. The initial US interim 

civil administrators were appointed with the last being John Negroponte who left Iraq 

in 2005.  

Terrorism emerged as a threat to Iraq’s people not long after the invasion of 2003. Al 

Qaeda now has a presence in the country, in the form of several terrorist groups 

formerly led by Abu Musab Al Zarqawi. Many foreign fighters and former Ba’ath 

Party officials have also joined the insurgency, which is mainly aimed at attacking 

American forces and Iraqis who work with them. The most dangerous insurgent area is 

the Sunni Triangle, a mostly Sunni-Muslim area just north of Baghdad. 

Disputes in the Kurdish north have continued with the Kurdish leadership threatening 

to declare independence when it suits them. The dispute exposes a widening rift 

between Arabs and Kurds, the second great threat to Iraq’s survival as a state after the 

growing sectarian conflict between Arab Sunnis and Shi’ites. 

On December 30, 2006, Saddam Hussein was hanged. Some of his closest associates 

were also executed. Ali Hassan al-Majid (aka Chemical Ali) was executed in 2010 for 

his role in the Halabja poison gas attack in 1988.  

There have since been many attacks on Iraqi minorities such as the Yezidis, 

Mandeans, Assyrians and others. A U.S. troop surge was enacted to deal with 

increased violence; in September 2007, General Petraeus stated that the surge’s goals 

were being met. Violence in Iraq began to decline from the summer of 2007. Iraq also 

suffered a cholera outbreak in 2007.  

Transparency International ranks Iraq’s government as the eighth-most-corrupt 

government in the world. Government payroll have increased from 1 million 

employees under Saddam Hussein to around 7 million employees in 2016. In 

combination with decreased oil prices, the government budget deficit is near 25% of 

GDP as of 2016 

The Iraqi Civil War is an ongoing armed conflict in the Middle East. In 2014, the Iraqi 
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insurgency escalated into a civil war with the conquest of Fallujah, Mosul, Tikrit and 

major areas in northern Iraq by the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL, also 

known as ISIS). This resulted in the forced resignation of the Prime Minister, Nouri al-

Maliki, airstrikes by the United States, Iran, Syria, and at least a dozen other countries, 

the participation of Iranian troops and military aid provided to Iraq by Russia.  

Both the Iraqi armed forces, Kurdish peshmerga and various Turkmen Muslim, 

Assyrian Christian, Yezidi, Shabaki and Armenian Christian forces are facing the 

Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant. Although some 35,000 Kurdish peshmerga are 

incorporated into the Iraqi armed forces, most peshmerga forces are operating under 

the command of the President of Iraqi Kurdistan in the Kurdish autonomous region of 

Iraq.  

Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant 
In the course of their Anbar campaign, ISIL militants seized at least 70% of the Anbar 

Province by June 2014, including the cities of Fallujah, Al Qaim and half of the 

provincial capital of Ramadi.[ ISIL forces also infiltrated Abu Ghraib in Baghdad 

Governorate.  

In early June 2014, following further large-scale offensives in Iraq, ISIL seized control 

of Mosul, the second most populous city in Iraq,] the nearby town of Tal Afar and 

most of the surrounding Nineveh province.] ISIL also captured parts of Kirkuk and 

Diyala provinces and Tikrit, the administrative center of the Salahuddin Governorate, 

with the ultimate goal of capturing Baghdad, the Iraqi capital. ISIS was believed to 

have only 2,000–3,000 fighters up until the Mosul campaign, but during that 

campaign, it became evident that this number was a gross underestimate. There were 

also reports that a number of Sunni groups in Iraq that were opposed to the 

predominantly Shia government had joined ISIS, thus bolstering the group’s numbers. 

However, the Kurds—who are mostly Sunnis—in the northeast of Iraq, were 

unwilling to be drawn into the conflict, and there were clashes in the area between 

ISIL and the Kurdish Peshmerga.  

ISIL executed 1,700 Iraq soldiers who had surrendered in the fighting and released 

many images of mass executions via its Twitter feed and various websites.  

On 29 June, ISIL announced the establishment of a new caliphate. Abu Bakr al-

Baghdadi was appointed its caliph, and the group formally changed its name to the 

Islamic State. Four days later, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the self-proclaimed caliph of the 

new Islamic State, said that Muslims should unite to capture Rome in order to “own 

the world.” He called on Muslims the world over to unite behind him as their leader. 

On 24 July, ISIL blew up the Mosque and tomb of the Prophet Yunus (Jonah) in 

Mosul, with no reported casualties. Residents in the area said that ISIS had erased a 

piece of Iraqi heritage. Jonah’s tomb was also an important holy site in the Jewish 

heritage as well. A few days later, ISIL also blew up the Nabi Shiyt (Prophet Seth) 

shrine in Mosul. Sami al-Massoudi, deputy head of the Shia endowment agency which 

oversees holy sites, confirmed the destruction and added that ISIS had taken artifacts 

from the shrine to an unknown location.  

On 27 August, a suicide bomber assassinated General Abdel Rahman Abu Ragheef, 

deputy commander of operations in the province of Anbar, and Brigadier Safeen 

Abdel Majeed, a divisional commander.  
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ISIL forces lost Sinjar on November 13 to Kurdish forces. 

On December 16–17, ISIL forces mounted a major offensive north-east of Mosul 

against Kurdish position but were repelled.  

Starting December 22, the Iraqi Army began a campaign to recapture Ramadi. 

On December 28, Iraq declared Ramadi liberated from ISIL forces and under the 

control of the Iraqi government.  

Iraqi forces regained control of Hīt and Ar-Rutbah in offensive operations in 2016 and 

then Fallujah as well in the Third Battle of Fallujah ending in June 2016. 

On 16 October 2016, the Battle of Mosul (2016-17) began. 

 The Iraqi Army, with the help of Popular Mobilization Forces, launched the Western Nineveh 

offensive (2017). 

 Iraqi Army forces capture Mosul on the 10th of July. 

 The Iraqi Army launched the Tal Afar offensive (2017) on the 20th of August. 

 The battle of Tal Afar ends on the 31th of August with a major Iraqi Army victory. 

Nearly 19,000 civilians were killed in Iraq in ISIL-linked violence between January 

2014 and October 2015. ISIL executed up to 1,700 Shia Iraqi Air Force cadets from 

Camp Speicher near Tikrit on 12 June 2014. The genocide of Yazidis by ISIL has led 

to the expulsion, flight and effective exile of the Yazidi people from their ancestral 

lands in northern Iraq.  

According to Newsweek, Amnesty International claimed that “Iraqi government forces 

and paramilitary militias have tortured, arbitrarily detained, forcibly disappeared and 

executed thousands of civilians who have fled the rule of the Islamic State militant 

group”. The report, titled ‘Punished for Daesh’s crimes’, alleges that thousands of 

Sunni men and boys have been forcibly disappeared by Iraqi government forces and 

militias.  

The current military situation, June 11, 2017: 
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Ethnicity, language and religion 

Ethnicity 
There are a number of ethnic groups in Iraq. Approximately 77% are Arab, 19% 

Kurdish, and the remaining 6% either Turkomen, Assyrian or Armenian.  

Language 
Arabic is the majority language, Kurdish is spoken by approximately 15–20% of the 

population, South Azeri (called Turkmen locally), Neo-Aramaic and others by 5%. 

Other smaller minority languages include Mandaic Shabaki, Armenian, and Persian. 

Arabic, Kurdish, Persian, and South Azeri are written with versions of the Arabic 

script, the Neo-Aramaic languages in the Syriac script and Armenian is written in the 

Armenian script. 

Prior to the invasion in 2003, Arabic was the sole official language. Since the new 

Constitution of Iraq approved in June 2004, both Arabic and Kurdish are official 
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languages, while Assyrian Neo-Aramaic and South Azeri (referred to as respectively 

“Syriac” and “Turkmen” in the constitution) are recognized regional languages. In 

addition, any region or province may declare other languages official if a majority of 

the population approves in a general referendum.  

Religion 
In Iraqi 97% of the people are Muslims. Islam is a religion and a total way of life. It 

prescribes order for individuals, societies and governments and codifies law, family 

relationships, business matters, etiquette, dress, food, hygiene and much more. The 

ummah, or community of believers, is unified across national boundaries by its 

conscious acceptance of the oneness of God and its dedication to the teachings of 

Islam. There is no human hierarchy that intervenes between the individual and God; in 

the eyes of Islam, all people are equal. 

The Qur’an, the holy book of Islam, is the Word of God as revealed to the Prophet 

Muhammad in the Arabic language. It is the final revelation and Muhammad is the 

final Prophet. For 14 centuries the Holy Qur’an has illuminated the lives of Muslims 

with its eloquent message, shaping their everyday lives, anchoring them to a unique 

system of law and inspiring them by its guiding principles. The Sunnah (teachings and 

sayings of the Prophet Muhammad) complements the Holy Qu’ran as it embodies his 

meticulously documented teachings that were preserved by his companions in a body 

of writings called the Hadith. 

The Holy Qur’an and the Sunnah provide the framework for Shari’ah, the sacred law 

of Islam, which governs all aspects of the public and private, social and economic, 

religious and political life of every Muslim.  

Family Values 

Family  
The institution of the family plays a very important part in Muslim society. The 

concept of family includes the immediate and extended family. The traditional form of 

this is three or four generations of a patrilineal family, consisting of man, wife (or 

wives) and unmarried children, as well as their married sons and families. This 

importance is reflected in the many Islamic laws aimed at supporting and protecting 

the family institution. 

Relationships and marriage 
Girls are expected to remain chaste before marriage. Marriage within the kinship 

group is preferred because the property remains within the family and because the 

young bride has the security of living among people with whom she is raised. 

Marriage in Islam is not a sacrament but a bond or contract between two partners. The 

contract requires that these two adults are consenting to marry each other. No woman 

should be married unless she consents. Islam permits polygamy. 

Marriage is intended for an entire lifetime. However dissolution is permitted if it fails 

to serve its objectives and has irretrievably broken down. A husband can divorce his 

wife by an act of solemn repudiation. The repudiation must be made three times to be 

effective and lawful. The law also demands that after the first and second repudiation 

the husband and wife deal with their dispute and try to resolve domestic harmony 

through arbitration by near relatives or others of their mutual choice. After the third 

repudiation the divorce becomes final. There are some differences between the ways 
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Sunnis and Shi’ites divorce. 

Roles of men and women 
The primary responsibility of a woman is the home and family. She will have certain 

social responsibilities, rights and duties but the family is the main focus. Traditionally 

the responsibility for earning a living rests with the husband. Most men consult their 

wives before making decisions.  

Children and childcare 
The Qur’an gives clear guidance in the upbringing of children. The birth and care of 

children is very important and customs relating to the care and protection vary 

according to different Ethnic groups and whether the family is from a rural or urban 

life-style. Most families have four or five children.  

Children are considered to owe their parents a great debt for bringing them up. 

Children on the whole are very obedient to their parents. The Qur’an instructs children 

(first God, second Mum and Dad) to be kind to their parents and sanctions parental 

authority. The father has absolute authority over the children but it is recognised that 

the mother provides a young child with affection and tenderness. 

Babies are breastfed usually on demand until the second year of age. Contraception is 

generally used. As soon as the child learns to walk and talk the amount of care 

diminishes. In males, circumcision in accordance with religious beliefs is usually 

performed seven days after the birth. After a child is three the mother becomes less 

important as her authority is limited but husband and wife do discuss the management 

of children together. Parents are generally more permissive with male children than 

female but expect them to do better at school. When the boy is six to seven years of 

age, he leaves his mother’s care and is treated as an adult spending his time in the 

company of males and attending mosque with the men. The eldest son will grow up to 

be his mother’s support in old age or widowhood and will also assume the support of 

her divorced or widowed sister. 

The elderly 
The elderly have a special place in Muslim society. They are considered 

knowledgeable and are consulted about bringing up children. 

Hospitality 
Muslim families are very hospitable and feel ashamed if friends arrive with food, or 

drink. Flowers and chocolates are permitted. If a visitor calls the host must offer a 

drink and after five minutes must also offer fresh fruit, sweets, nuts or seeds. 

Iraqi’s in Australia 

Pre-arrival experiences 
Before 1979 few Iraqis choose to migrate. In 1980 the first wave of deportations to 

Iran began. The next wave occurred after the Gulf War uprising and many were held 

in refugee camps from 1991 – 1994. Iraqi refugees began to arrive in Australia after 

fleeing the regime during the period 1994 – 1999.  

The majority of refugees came between 1994 and 1996, from refugee camps in Saudi 

Arabia, under United Nations humanitarian program. Some came by applying through 

Australian Embassies in Iran and Syria. There were no refugee camps Iran or Syria 

thus people were living freely within these countries. Since 1999 refugees started 
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coming to Australia in boats mainly from Iran and Syria.  

Throughout the past 30 years, there have been a growing number of refugees fleeing 

Iraq and settling throughout the world, peaking recently with the latest Iraq War. The 

Iran-Iraq War from 1980 to 1988, the 1990 Iraqi Invasion of Kuwait, the first Gulf 

War and subsequent conflicts all generated hundreds of thousands of refugees. Iran 

also provided asylum for 1,400,000 Iraqi refugees who had been uprooted as a result 

of the Persian Gulf War (1990–91). The United Nations estimates that nearly 2.2 

million Iraqis have fled the country since 2003, with nearly 100,000 fleeing to Syria 

and Jordan each month between 2003 and 2006. 

At the end of June 2011, 50 450 Iraq-born people were living in Australia, 34 per cent 

more than 30 June 2006. This is equivalent to 0.8 per cent of Australia’s overseas-born 

population and 0.2 per cent of Australia’s total population. In 2015, it was estimated 

that Iraqi-born Australian population was high as 80,000. 

For Australia’s Iraq-born migrants:  
– The median age of 36.9 years was in line with the general Australian population. 

– Males slightly outnumbered females — 52 per cent compared with 48 per cent.  

The employment outcomes of those born in Iraq are poor compared with the general 

population. At the time of the 2011 Census, only 30 per cent of Iraqis aged 15 years 

and over were working. Another 6 per cent were unemployed and 64 per cent were not 

in the work-force. Among those who were employed, the most common occupations 

were technicians and trades workers as well as professionals accounting for 19 per 

cent and 17 per cent of all Iraqi-born workers respectively. 
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The Iraqi Community in Shepparton  

The Iraqi Mosque at Shepparton 

 

Several research projects have explored the settlement of Iraqis in Shepparton including the Building 

Links Project (Centrelink 2002) and Refugees and regional settlement: Balancing priorities, May 

2005 Brotherhood of St Laurence. These reports and discussions with workers in the field have shaped 

this summary of settlement in Shepparton.  

Population  
It is estimated that approximately 500 families (4000 – 4500 people) from Iraq are 

residing in the City of Greater Shepparton. Another 70 families (300 – 400 people) 

reside at Cobram about 70 kilometres to the north of Shepparton. Most Iraqis have 

relocated to the region from other areas within Australia to pursue work opportunities 

and/or to join family or friends. Others may have relocated because they prefer a small 

town rather than a city. In the 2005 Report by the Brotherhood of St Laurence it was 

revealed that some Iraqis also had chosen to move to Shepparton because of its 

reputation for tolerance, its cheaper cost of living, cleaner air, its multicultural 

population and its special services for Arabic speakers.  

Education 
The level of education varies amongst the Iraqi community. Many completed their 

study prior to coming to Australia whilst the education of some was interrupted by 

war.  
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Employment 
A number of Iraqis in Shepparton are highly skilled with degrees and advanced 

diplomas: they included engineers, biologists, teachers, food technicians and doctors. 

Some had worked in their field, others who become refugees soon after graduating but 

have limited work experience. Some women have qualifications, for example as a 

microbiologist and a teacher. Some qualifications are recognised in Australia, however 

many still face barriers to work. Some of these barriers include a lack of local work 

experience and knowledge of the Australian work environment. The impact of 

psychological stress, concern about family in Iraq and the continued fighting there, can 

also impact on some of the new arrivals ability to work.  

Language 
English proficiency varies widely within the Iraqi community. Parents and older 

people are more inclined to have limited English compared to the younger people. 

Parents consider the maintenance of the Arabic language important for their children. 

There are two schools for Arabic languages. One is held on Saturday through the 

Victorian School for Languages (conducted at Shepparton High School) while the 

other is the Al-Sajad Arabic School through Al-Sajad Association on Sunday. This 

school receives funding from the Department of Education and Training, Multicultural 

Programs Unit  

Issues – Shepparton 

 

Employment 
Although some women have managed to secure employment but the women feel that 

there are many barriers for a majority of the women. There is a concern that many of 

the young women are completing courses to increase their skills and knowledge but 

are still not able to secure employment within mainstream organisations. Access to 

employment is a growing issue for young people. 

Health and well-being, Social isolation 
The Iraqi women have expressed a need to socialise outside of the home and lack 
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opportunity to have group outings or visit places of interest. There are no specific 

programs to address the feelings of isolation. 

The Iraqi women request access to information about health and well-being and an 

opportunity to participate in exercise activities. Interest in single gender bathing 

remains high and the development of group activities would be well received. (Also 

applies to Cobram). This has recently been addressed by the “This Girl Can” 

program, (women only swimming at Aquamoves, Shepparton). 

In broad terms the community like the people and environment, town, river, lake etc 

and have a feeling of belonging through celebration of events, citizenship, cultural 

activity, festivals and food. A café catering to community would be good. The Iraqi 

Community is concerned that some agencies do not have a good awareness of issues 

important for the community including faith and culture.  

Accommodation 
The community reports that accessing affordable rental accommodation for larger 

families is a continuing problem. Community members mostly live in 4 bedroom 

housing. Their family sizes range from 3-8 members.  

In the last 3-5 years, some have transitioned to buying their own houses. There is also 

a perception that some property managers prefer not make properties available. The 

challenge of applying for private rental without a rental history was described as a 

community problem as was the perception of discrimination and assumption by 

property managers that large families will cause damage to rental properties. Language 

was seen as a barrier to accessing rental properties and all communities are seeking 

further information on rights and responsibilities in the public and private rental 

systems. 

Language 
Many in the community have limited or poor English skills with women in general 

being more proficient than the men. This lack of skills highlights the need for 

increased interpreter training, better access to English training and the need for more 

community resources. 

The community has identified a need for increased English language training linked to 

day to day activities and vocational training. Establishment of an Arabic/Islamic 

school is a longer term objective. There is concern in the community that many young 

people have limited literacy in Arabic and the older community members need 

additional access to English language training.  

Poor English skills are seen as a serious barrier to participating in a range of activity 

including study and employment. Interpreter services could be improved and not all 

interpreters have the same accent or dialect as community. There are concerns around 

privacy of information if local interpreters used. 

Immigration Services 
Access to free / low cost immigration services is the highest community priority. 

Many cannot afford the fee structure of migration agents. (Also applies to Cobram) 

Many parents are concerned that the rate of change is impacting significantly on the 

community resulting in a sense of loss of culture, identity, lifestyle and religion. 

Young people’s values are different to their parents. (Also applies to Cobram) 

Poverty 
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Long term unemployment, health issues and poor language skills have resulted in 

some Iraqis living in circumstances of poverty. 

Citizenship Test 
Many community members have struggled with the citizenship test due to poor 

language skills. 

The Law  
People find it very difficult going to a tribunal or court. They have limited knowledge 

of the process, the costs, the law and they find it is an embarrassment for their 

families. There is also an ethics issue. Stress, pressure on the family, scared to go to 

court. Residents hold a belief that people can get fined after going to court and that 

there are extortionate costs associated with going to court.  

Iraqi people expressed and demonstrated a need to understand the law and what is a 

crime in Australia. Topics that need explaining include Family violence and Child 

Protection. These sessions need to be delivered in their language and could be half day 

short courses and people could receive a certificate for their attendance.  

The Iraqi’s suggested holding the courses at the Mosque. They indicated that there are 

no barriers at the Mosque. The Iraqi offered to work with agencies to make a program 

with the provider. They would prefer that women speak to women and men speak to 

men.  

Some in the community feel unsafe in Shepparton due to living in neighbourhoods 

were anti-social behaviour is occurring which impacts everyone in the community 

including people from non Iraqi background. When tragic incidents occur overseas it 

obviously impacts the community when they have family in that area however when 

the incident occurs in Australia (Sydney Siege) Police are encourage to contact 

community leaders for reassurance purposes.  

The Iraqi Community would like education in Drugs/Alcohol, Crime Prevention and 

Australian law to be delivered to the community at the Mosque. They also raised 

concerns that the community did not understand a range of local government functions 

including parking enforcement, planning, building controls and rating. 

Family Violence 
Family Violence is fairly well understood in the Iraqi community; primarily the 

community would try and resolve family violence issues. Alternatively the community 

will turn to support agencies and only if the violence resulted in a physical assault 

would they involve police.  

On occasion Family violence has occurred and come to the attention of Victoria Police 

and Child Protection although the level of incidence is well below the occurrence in 

the mainstream community which suggests an issue of under reporting. When these 

issues occur Community Leaders are the first response and other authorities will 

become involved if the threat increases. 

The community identifies contributing factors to family violence as: 

 Culture shock from adapting to a new way of life. 

 Differing systems from Iraq to Australia. 

 Family frustration at the loss of culture, language and tradition as younger generation 
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assimilates to Australian culture and systems. 

 Loss of parental influence. 

 Lack of knowledge about supports and assistance if family violence is an issue. 

All new arrival communities have expressed concern at their lack of knowledge or 

understanding of the Child Protection systems which they view as more favourable to 

their children and do not respect the rights of families. They are seeking more 

information on the capacity to discipline children and impose family curfews. There is 

concern that children who leave the family home bring shame to the family and 

community. 

According to the Muslim faith family violence should not occur and the shame of 

reporting of such may relate to the under-reporting of family violence in the Iraqi 

community. 

Racism 
Racism generally it hasn’t been an issue. However when events that are flared up in 

the media such as Sydney Siege and the ISIS conflict, members in the community feel 

the burden of racism. The women feel too scared to leave their homes and wait it out 

until the media attention calms. Often the racism comes from teenagers driving past or 

groups taunting them at a shopping centre. These incidents are not reported to police 

or any other support agency.  

Communication 
The best way to communicate with the community is through their leaders and 

information sessions. These sessions could include Australian culture, Family Law, 

violence, career pathways, health, computer literacy, Centrelink, Medicare, purchasing 

property, consumer rights, local government, civil and criminal law and specific 

training courses. 

Community leaders have identified a deficiency in planning to meet community 

expectations. The community wants to engage in longer term planning to develop a 

community centre and expanded parking at the Mosque. 

Education 
Parents indicate a concern that the school system does not adequately involve them in 

the school processes and that the schools could be more culturally appropriate and 

inclusive. Language is a huge barrier for parents as is literacy and parental education 

as they find it difficult to assist their children with studies and homework. There is 

concern that young people are dropping out of school and becoming disengaged from 

their community. Cultural awareness training for school staff alongside the community 

would be a benefit. 

Community feel they would like to know earlier if there is a problem and be part of 

identifying solutions that will keep the students involved in school.  

Schools may engage in better student outcomes if they look for opportunities to 

increase staff diversity (reflective of student diversity). Information sessions with staff 

from education (not necessarily school based staff) re involvement in school council 

and an area based support or capacity building role similar to that of a Koori 

Education Support Officer (KESO). The largest secondary school in Shepparton has 

recently taken this up and engaged an multicultural liason staff member.  
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Intergenerational Changes 
Intergeneration change issues are a community priority. They perceive a 

disengagement from 18 to 30 year olds who despite some qualifications may struggle 

to get permanent employment and are not regularly involved in community activity. 

Young people expressed frustration with the strictness of family life. Parental response 

to young people is concern at loss of culture, language and religion and questions 

about drug and alcohol use. 

The communities expressed their frustration and dismay regarding the freedom 

provided to young people in the Australian culture and the loss of their parental 

influence. The communities explained that in their homeland, children remain part of 

the family unit, under strict parental control, until they are at least 21 years of age. 

They now raise their children in a culture that provides children with independence 

and freedom at a much younger age. 

Many parents are concerned that their children are rapidly changing and they fear a 

loss of culture, identity and respect for parents. The community feels that they need to 

bring a spiritual leader to Shepparton to support families and young people. There 

needs to be a range of sporting activities appropriate for young people to participate. 

It concerns the older generation that these young people – predominantly males – only 

have informal soccer in the park as a social outlet. 

Contacts 
Shepparton 

Al-Sajad Men’s Association 
President: Hussam al-Mugotir 

0432 501 953 

Anwar Association 
President: Ibrahem Al Moosawi 

0421076663 

Community Leaders 
Sheik Yassin Alkarawi 

0401832219 

Ethnic Council Shepparton &anp; District 
Khaluf Alsalim 

03 5831 2395 

khalufalsalim@gmail.com 

© Ethnic Council of Shepparton and District 
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