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Nearly five years after largescale military operations against the Islamic
State (IS) group ceased, 1.18 million Iraqgis remain in protracted internal
displacement. Internally displaced Iraqis face both general unmet
humanitarian needs and specific barriers to achieving durable solutions,
including return to their areas of origin. This is especially true in Sinjar,
a demographically-mixed district in western Ninewa governorate that
was one of the areas most devastated by the conflict with IS. Both the
totality of the destruction in Sinjar—an estimated 80 percent of public
infrastructure was destroyed—and the complexity of the ethnic and
sectarian dynamics of IS occupation pose significant barriers to return
for internally displaced persons (IDPs).” In 2022, nearly two-thirds of the
pre-conflict Sinjar population remains displaced. 2

Continued insecurity has inhibited sustainable returns to Sinjar as
clashes in May 2022 erupted into widespread small arms fire and
detonations, re-displacing more than ten thousand Yezidis.® In addition
to escalating tensions between armed groups, challenges in accessing
housing, land, and property (HLP) rights pose barriers to return as IDPs
and returnees report damaged property, competition over habitable
housing, and inaccessible or delayed property dispute mechanisms
in Sinjar. NRC surveyed 1,500 Yezidi and Sunni Arab IDPs and Yezidi
returnees in late 2021 and held key informant interviews (KIIs) in April
and May 2022 to assess how HLP rights have influenced return to Sinjar.

Key findings of these interviews and surveys are:

64 percent of Sunni Arab and Yezidi IDPs reported heavily damaged
homes, compared to only 8 percent of returnees. IDPs reported lacking
the resources to rebuild their homes, especially with few employment
opportunities and delays in government compensation. By contrast, 92
percent of returnees reported that they still had access to the property
they held prior to the conflict.
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Housing shortages and rent
increases have increased social
tensions between groups.

More than two-thirds of IDPs identified housing shortages as the main
source of tension between IDPs and returnees. While both Yezidis

and Sunni Arabs described high levels of social cohesion and mixed
ethnicity neighbourhoods prior to 2014, IDP families highlighted

how the lack of inhabitable property has negatively impacted social
relations as limited housing stock has intensified, discouraging IDP
returns.

Social tensions and security
concerns outweigh home ownership
amongst Yezidi and Sunni Arab IDPs
who have elected not to return.

One-third of IDPs in Mosul and Dohuk reported that significant concerns
about the effect of social tensions and clashes between security actors
in Sinjar have prevented their return. Both Sunni Arab and Yezidi IDPs
referenced frequent small arms fire, detentions, road closures, and the
risk of re-displacement, which came to fruition during the first week of
May 2022 when thousands of Yezidi returnees were forced to relocate
following clashes. IDPs also described feeling unsafe because social
structures that governed relationships between Sunni Arab and Yezidi
communities have also ruptured, and many community leaders remain
in displacement.

Parties to the same HLP dispute have
unequal access to dispute resolution
mechan

Both returnees and IDPs expressed a preference for informal dispute
resolution, but 74 percent of Yezidi returnees reported that they would
rely on formal dispute resolution because the customary structures
required for informal HLP dispute resolution are inaccessible as the
community leadership remains largely in displacement. By contrast,
displaced Sunni Arabs and Yezidis reported preferring informal dispute
resolution processes because they are more effective and faster than
formal dispute procedures. Sunni Arabs remarked that authorities in
Sinjar were unlikely to offer a fair outcome to Sunni Arabs or Kurds.

These findings indicate that access to habitable property- either the
original property or to an alternative until one’s own property can
be rehabilitated- is central to the decision for IDPs to return to Sinjar.
However, the importance of HLP as a return consideration is interlinked
with security and social dynamic considerations.
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Ongoing barriers to HLP access, ranging from damaged infrastructure,
insecurity, property disputes, or social tensions, will continue to inhibit
the achievement of durable solutions in Sinjar. The Government of
Iraq and the Kurdistan Regional Government, donor governments,
and humanitarian and development actors should take concrete steps
to invest in HLP programming, particularly as the Iraq humanitarian
response transitions into durable solutions programming. These steps
include integrating HLP issues into security, governance, and social
cohesion dialogues and capacity building both formal and informal
dispute forums.

Nearly five years after the Government of Iraq (Gol) declared victory
over the Islamic State (IS) group in December 2017, more than one
million people remain internally displaced throughout the country.
The estimated 1.18 million internally displaced persons (IDPs) have
significant humanitarian needs related to shelter and protection and
face specific barriers to achieving durable solutions.? A variety of factors
inhibit the ability of IDPs to return to their areas of origin. Damaged
infrastructure, minimal employment opportunities and few services,
combined with social tensions, all prevent displacement-affected
communities from returning.

This is particularly acute in Sinjar, a demographically-mixed district
in western Ninewa governorate that was one of the areas most
devastated by IS occupation through both widespread infrastructure
destruction and the group’s campaign against the Yezidis, Iraq’s second
largest religious minority group.® 80 percent of public infrastructure
and 70 percent of civilian homes in Sinjar were destroyed. ° IS killed
and abducted thousands of Yezidis and hundreds of thousands were
displaced during the occupation and subsequent military offensives.

IDPs from Sinjar face significant barriers to return and 194,000 people
remain displaced.” An estimated 100,000 individuals have gradually
returned to Sinjar to damaged infrastructure and minimal services.®
Households that have returned face insecurity, including armed
clashes, limited livelihood opportunities and little government support.
Both Yezidi and IDP communities report that following IS aggression
against the Yezidi community, there are significant tensions that have
prevented Sunni Arabs and Kurds from returning. However, other
factors also complicate returns, including housing, land, and property
(HLP) considerations and ongoing insecurity in Sinjar.

In late 2021, NRC undertook household surveys and key informant
interviews (KIIs) to assess how HLP has influenced returns to Sinjar
across different ethnic and religious groups and to understand how
HLP factors into the achievement of durable solutions for displacement-
affected communities in Irag.
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Background

Sinjar is a district in western Ninewa governorate in northern Iraq that
borders Al Hasakeh province in Syria and is proximate to Silopi province
in Turkey. In 2014, Sinjar district was home to 308,315 people of mixed
ethnic and religious backgrounds.’ Sinjar district is predominantly
rural and of historical importance to Yezidis, Kurds, Sunni Muslims,
Christians, and Turkmen. ¥

Prior to 2014, two-thirds of Sinjar’s population was Yezidi, an
ethnoreligious minority indigenous to northern Iraq who consider
Sinjar Mountain to be sacred. Yezidis have historically been subject to
discriminatory policies and marginalization, facing forced displacement
and limited land rights under Ba’athist policy.”” Ba’ath policies in the
1970s to promote the widespread “Arabisation” of northern Iraq
forcibly displaced thousands of Yezidi communities from the mountains
to collective townships marked by inadequate infrastructure and
services.”? Yezidis were prohibited from registering land to obtain a
tapu, a property use document, which excluded them from selling land
or acquiring government construction loans- options readily available
to Arab land owners. As a result of these policies, 250,000 Yezidis were
denied land ownership.™

Sinjar’s status as a disputed territory claimed by both the GoI and the
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) since 2005 has compounded
historically discriminatory policies. The territorial dispute has impacted
local politics—resulting in a schism between the government-appointed
administration present in Sinjar city and the elected administration that
sits in exile Dohuk—and has impeded development by frustrating land
registration efforts. As a result, even prior to the conflict, Sinjar was one
of the poorest and least developed areas within Ninewa governorate,
receiving minimal state investment.

On August 3, 2014, IS seized Sinjar as part of the group’s campaign of
atrocities and violence toward ethnic minorities. Yezidis were killed,
forcibly converted, kidnapped, indoctrinated and thousands of women
and girls were sexually enslaved to IS fighters.”” The IS campaign against
Yezidis has been recognized as a crime of genocide, crimes against
humanity and war crimes, according to the United Nations.”® The human
toll of the conflict was matched with the widespread destruction, with
nearly 80 percent of infrastructure destroyed and significant portions of
property and land contaminated with unexploded ordnance.

Following more than a year of IS occupation that resulted in tremendous
civilian casualties and displacement, Kurdish forces backed by the
United States and the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) retook Sinjar
in late 2015. However, forces aligned with the Gol, including the
PMF, later took control of the district in 2017 following the Kurdistan
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Region Independence Referendum, resulting in the withdrawal of KRG
Peshmerga forces.!” A variety of armed actors maintain presence in
Sinjar. Armed formations connected with the PMF and the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) continue to vie for territorial control against Gol
and KRG forces.”® While an agreement was signed in October 2020 to
address the multitude of armed groups and streamline the local police
in Sinjar, little progress has been made on implementation, which has
entrenched factions and inhibited functional governance.”

Security tensions in May 2022 present the most recent obstacle to
stabilisation in Sinjar. Many returnees were re-displaced as clashes
between the Iraqi Security Forces and the Sinjar Resistance Units (YBS),
affiliated with the PKK, forced more than ten thousand people to flee
their homes.?’ Ongoing insecurity and armed violence not only push out
those that have sought to rebuild their lives in Sinjar, but also inhibit the
returns of IDP households that have remained displaced over the last
several years In Ninewa and Dohuk governorates.

Clashes represent one of several key aspects affecting returns to Sinjar as
alack of social acceptance following IS’s abuses and oppression inhibits
the return of various groups.”’ Some displaced Sunni Arab households in
Mosul fear resentment or retaliation if they were to return to Sinjar as a
result of perceived complicity in IS attacks. Meanwhile, displaced Yezidi
households in Dohuk describe ongoing insecurity among armed groups
and the lack of services and destruction as a key deterrent to return.

In addition, access to HLP is a key consideration in the decision to return
for both Yezidi and Arab communities. Displacement-affected groups
often experience significant challenges in accessing their homes and
their rights related to property. When displaced households return to
their areas of origin, particularly following the cessation of conflict,
they may find their homes to be significantly damaged or occupied by
others. In addition, they may have lost or lack the means to demonstrate
ownership of their property.?” Destruction and property disputes
can lead to ongoing instability and undermine durable solutions.
HLP rights are central to the current context in Sinjar as Yezidis and
Sunni Arabs consider return. Ensuring these rights, from ownership
claims, to compensation for damaged assets, to fair and accessible
dispute resolution forums, is critical to achieving durable solutions for
displacement-affected Iraqis.

Background

A boy that has returned to Sinjar rides
his bike with his friend. Photo: Fareed
Baram/NRC
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Methodology

To understand how HLP rights impact return decisions, NRC surveyed
1,474 respondents from Sinjar that were displaced during the conflict
with IS. NRC surveyed 1,250 Yezidis, including IDPs outside of Sinjar
and returnees to Sinjar, to examine what factors have affected Yezidis’
choices to move or return. In addition, 179 Sunni Arab IDPs from Sinjar
who are now displaced in and around Mosul city were sampled to
examine how their needs and return intentions differ comparatively
from Yezidi IDPs and returnees.

The survey was conducted in December 2021 in Ninewa and Dohuk
governorates. To generate a representative sample of the original IDP
population from Sinjar, survey locations with a high number of Yezidi
IDPs were prioritized using findings from the Integrated Location
Assessment (ILA) IT from the IOM Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM).
A weighted sampling frame was established to select the subdistricts
with the highest proportion of Yezidi IDPs, namely Sinjar, Sindi, Mosul,
Shamal, Sheikhan, and Zakho.

To complement these findings, 18 key informant interviews (KIIs) were
conducted in person in Sinjar and Mosul among Yezidi and Sunni Arab
households, mukhtars, and religious and tribal leaders in September and
October 2021. The interviews were divided equally between returnees
to Sinjar and IDPs to provide more contextual information on how
housing, land, and property affect these intentions. This research does
not consider the potential influence of UN Habitat’s efforts to provide
occupancy certificates to Sinjar district townships.?

Finally, NRC conducted three focus group discussions (FGDs) with Yezidi

IDPs in April 2022, as well as interviews with recently displaced Yezidi '

families in May 2022 in Dohuk to validate household survey findings ~Unexploded ordnance continues to
. . . contaminate streets in Sinjar. Photo:

and assess how the most recent clashes in May impacted displacement  ,ced Baram/NRC

and returns.
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Findings

Accessibility—or inaccessibility—
of housing, land and property

is a significant factor in

return decisions.

Displaced households are less likely to return to their areas of origin if
their housing, land, or property has been substantially destroyed, or if
they know their property is occupied.? The extent of personal property
destruction in Sinjar is a determining factor to return for both Sunni
Arab and Yezidi IDPs. 64 percent of IDPs still in displacement reported
heavily damaged property, in comparison to only 8 percent of returnees.
By contrast, 92 percent of returnees reported that they still had access to
the property they held prior to the conflict, compared with 83 percent
of IDPs. 12 percent of IDPs also report that they’ve lost their property—
typically to seizure by a militia—and do not wish to reclaim it, and only
IDPs (2 percent) reported that they were engaged in a current ownership
dispute.

More than half of IDPs and returnees from Sinjar face heavily damaged property,

IDPs particularly hit by destruction

Condition of the owned property by IDPs and returnees from Sinjar in percentages
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In addition to the current status of HLP in Sinjar, home ownership prior
to the 2014 conflict and displacement appears to correlate with returns,
with returnees reporting higher rates of home ownership than IDPs
(89 percent of returnees compared to 71 percent of IDPs), though Sunni
Arabs report higher rates of pre-conflict home ownership than Yezidis
due to historic land tenure discrimination (40 percent of Sunni Arabs
surveyed report holding a tapu, compared to 13 percent of Yezidis, and
42 percent of Sunni Arabs have alternative evidence of home ownership,
compared to 27 percent of Yezidis).

IDPs in Dohuk and Mosul described housing infrastructure demolished
by airstrikes, looted and damaged furniture and vehicles, and destroyed
farming land and equipment. Others commented that important
documents and family photographs were stolen or burned during the
conflict. A Sunni Arab man from Sinjar commented, “Everything I had is
gone. After I left Sinjar, IS fighters poured gasoline all over my apartment
and set it on fire. They burned it down... I had three wooden wardrobes
and they’re all gone.»

Property damage is a significant impediment to return as IDPs lack the
means or resources to rebuild their homes, especially in light of limited
livelihood opportunities in displacement and the complexity and
delays in compensation. Although 40 percent of respondents reported
familiarity with the compensation procedure and 25 percent applied

Most IDPs and returnees from Sinjar still own their property
but more losses and disputes amongst IDPs

Percentage of respondents that still own their property after displacement
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for compensation in the last 12 months, only 0.5 percent have received
payment. Many respondents described confusion over how to apply for
compensation and in what district, which poses challenges in arranging
transportation and collecting civil documentation for those displaced
outside of Sinjar.

AYezidi man commented, “The house I own is destroyed. After I fled, my
house, like all other Yezidi houses, was seized by IS and was labelled as
IS property. Nobody lives there now. All the furniture has been stolen. Of
course, I want to rebuild my house, but I do not have money. If there was
one room left intact, I would have lived there and not in other people’s
houses... I want to rebuild my house, but I don’t have money and the
government has not compensated me yet.»

Uninhabitable housing, combined with the inability to access funding,
are a continued source of instability for both Yezidi and Sunni Arab
IDPs and could cause recurring displacement. Access to compensation
is central not only to return, but also to address historical land-related
injustices, atrocities committed by IS, and distrust in land authorities
and government officials. Displaced households of all backgrounds
should be consulted in government processes to be compensated for
lost assets in a timely manner.

*Name changed to protect identity.

«It is Not the Same City»

Qasem* is a Yezidi man from Sinjar who was forced to flee to Sulaymaniyah in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq
(KRI) in August 2074. He returned to Sinjar in 2017 with his wife and three daughters. Now, his entire street in
Sinjar lays in ruins. All houses on both sides have been damaged or completely levelled to the ground.

“When | first saw the neighbourhood destroyed, | was very sad. Everything has changed- people | know have
died, my friends have left, and many people are still living in camps. It is not the same city.”

Standing next to the frame of his house, Qasem describes how he had to move into a house owned by a Sunni
Arab man that only has one inhabitable room where he and his family live. The house is only several blocks
from his old home where he lived with his children and his parents, which is uninhabitable now. He is in contact
with the owner of the current house who has told his family that they can stay until he decides to come back.

‘But if the landlord of this house told me to leave, where would | go? | would have to pitch a tent in the empty
street in the rubble.”

“The government needs to compensate people. Most people are poor and do not have money to rebuild
their houses. This is why they are living in other people’s houses. Some people are from villages that are
completely destroyed and cannot go back.”

Findings
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Housing shortages and rent
increases have increased social
tensions between groups.

Damaged housing, alongside the inability to access compensation to
rebuild, has not only affected the returns of IDPs, but also social relations
and cohesion between groups among IDPs and returnee families. More
than two-thirds of IDPs identified housing shortages as a source of social
tension between IDPs and host communities.

Housing shortage and rent increases as main cause for conflict between IDPs and hosts
Main reasons for conflict between hosts and IDPs according to IDPs from Sinjar
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Conflict over job shortages and overstretched services were also
significant concerns for Yezidi and Sunni Arab IDPs in considering their
return to Sinjar. While many key informants described social cohesion
between groups prior to 2014, Yezidis and Sunni Arabs expressed how
the ongoing legacy of the conflict on a social level, as well as in terms
of housing infrastructure, has continued to erode the social fabric
of the district. A Yezidi IDP in Dohuk stated, “I am afraid about what
the destruction and competition for limited resources has done to the
community. There are no houses and no services and this will have a
negative impact on people. Our house has been destroyed and I fear
what that means if my family and I go back.”

Shortages of available housing have influenced social relations and
perceptions of trust across ethno-religious groups. IDP families discussed
competition over the limited inhabitable houses and the possibility of
additional returns increasing rent prices, which has discouraged them
from going back. A displaced Sunni Arab man in Mosul commented,
“There is a lack of trust among communities, alongside a lack of homes,
services, and livelihoods. The government has to ensure security and
stability.”

Pathways for social reintegration in Sinjar must take into consideration
how available housing and property impact social cohesion and IDPs’
decision toreturn. The existing housing shortage as aresult of destruction,
alongside delays in compensation that have impacted rebuilding, have
delayed returns and exerted pressure on social relations among groups
following the conflict. Thus, inhabitable and affordable housing must be
prioritised both to support IDPs who would like to return and to reduce
social tensions across religious and ethnic groups.

Homes demolished by airstrikes and
mortar shells lay in rubble on a street in
Sinjar city. Photo: Fareed Baram/NRC



Social tensions and security
concerns outweigh home ownership
amongst Yezidi and Sunni Arab IDPs
who have elected not to return.

While a high number of returnees cite the desire to return to their home
and property as a primary pull factor in the decision to return, IDPs
in Mosul and Dohuk highlighted insecurity as the main reason they
have remained in displacement. Sunni Arab households in particular
referenced the presence of armed groups in Sinjar and small arms fire,
detentions, road closures, and displacement- most recently during the
first week of May in 2022. Sunni Arabs also cite distrust for the Sinjar
police force, which is comprised of Yezidis, and indicate that these
concerns outweigh the pull of home ownership in deciding to stay in
displacement.

Women and girls face additional protection and security concerns
in considering their return to Sinjar. While NRC’s research did not
disaggregate responses by gender, women and girls typically face
additional challenges when security declines and social tensions arise,
and are more likely than men to face socially imposed movement
restrictions. A Sunni Arab widow displaced in East Mosul stated, “Itis all
about safety and security. Even if the house that I own was not occupied,
I'would not go back to Sinjar with the current security situation. I would
like to go back... but I will not go back when there are so many forces
there and no safety. My girls’ safety plays the main role in this decision.”

Other IDP key informants described safety concerns following the
destruction of social relations following the conflict against IS. While
both Yezidi returnees and Sunni Arab IDPs described having friends
and neighbours of both religions and ethnicities prior to 2014, social
interaction and intermixing have declined following the brutal crimes
committed by IS toward Yezidis and the subsequent perceived complicity
of Sunni Arabs in these crimes as both groups report significant distrust
of the other.

While Sunni Arab IDPs often voiced the need for justice and compensation
for Yezidis, several Sunni respondents remarked that they fear being
perceived as affiliated with IS or to be complicit in its crimes. Some
remarked that they are afraid to be the only Sunni Arab family in their
area and that they have spoken with Sunni neighbours who returned to
Sinjar and later left for security reasons. A displaced Sunni Arab woman
with two sons stated that she did not have trust in local security forces to
maintain peace in Sinjar and that she assumed others would generalise
her family as collaborating with IS. While she has documentation for her
property in Sinjar, the security situation is the largest deterrent for her
family to remain in displacement in Mosul.

Yezidi IDPs described significant concerns regarding the presence of
armed forces and the lack of security in Sinjar. They described fears
that armed actors would not protect them and that the clashes would
continue to impact daily life, as evidenced by escalations between the
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Sinjar Resistance Units and the Iraqi Security Forcesin May 2022. A Yezidi
woman displaced in Khanke camp in Dohuk governorate remarked, “It
is too dangerous to return to my home in Sinjar now- there is no security
or safety there. I don’t trust the forces and I don’t believe my family will
be protected. Even if they helped us to rebuild our home in Sinjar, I
would not go back until there is more security.”

For Yezidis and Sunni Arabs in displacement, inter-community tensions
and security concerns over clashes between the armed actors active
in Sinjar are central to the decision not to return, and outweigh
considerations of HLP claims. IDPs reiterated that even though they
owned property in Sinjar, perceptions of safety would always be the
most important in the place that they considered their home. Security
and trust in authority therefore cannot be extricated from dialogue on

how HLP rights influence the decision to return. *Name changed to protect identity

«Your House is Your Homeland»

Um Ahmed* is a Sunni Arab widow in her late forties from Sinjar. She is originally from a village south of Sinjar but
has been displaced with her daughters in east Mosul.

“We owned a one-story house with three bedrooms in Sinjar. When IS came, we fled to Mosul and then we went to
Khazer camp. Then the camp closed and we have been forced to change houses seven times since then.”

Um Ahmed describes that even though the situation has been challenging in Mosul, she does not feel that she

can return to Sinjar now. The lack of safety is the key reason why she has not returned to their home. “It's all about
safety and security. | would like to go back and | do not want to pay rent in Mosul. To me, my house is worth half of
Iraq, but I will not go back with so many forces there and no safety.”

“Of course, it is important to go back. Your house is your homeland... However, only the safety of my family will
make me decide to return to Sinjar.”

Um Ahmed is one of many IDPs who emphasized the need for security in Sinjar to ensure that people could return.

n IDP girl sits. of her house'on the OU TSR
= Mosul. Photo: Caroline Zullo/NRC
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Parties to the same HLP dispute
may not have equal access to
dispute resolution mechanisms.

Both returnees and IDPs expressed a preference for informal HLP
dispute resolution, but returnees reported that they would be forced
to rely on formal dispute resolution mechanisms, such as filing a civil
suit to reclaim property or resolve an ownership dispute, because the
customary conflict resolution social structures remain in displacement.
Three-quarters of Yezidi returnees surveyed indicated that they would
engage government authorities to resolve an ownership or secondary
occupation dispute because they do not have access to community-based
mechanisms in Sinjar, even though government processes are more
time consuming than informal processes.

By contrast, both Sunni Arab and Yezidi IDPs reported preferring
informal HLP dispute resolution mechanisms over formal processes.
Sunni Arab IDPs reported that community-based mechanisms were
more effective and faster than formal dispute procedures, but also
that authorities in Sinjar were unlikely to offer a fair outcome to Sunni
Arabs. Both groups of IDPs reported that competing authority structures
in Sinjar, the influence of armed groups on decision making, and
bureaucratic processes are impediments to using the formal system.
One Sunni Arab IDP reported that he had previously brought a serious
land claim to court in the past, but that this would no longer be possible
because of the fractured administrative authority in Sinjar. As a Sunni
Arab IDP in Mosul said, “There has to be a strong government to solve
these issues, but there is no government... for me, if I want to solve
my housing issue now, while I much prefer to go to the [government]
authorities, I would go to a tribal leader to solve it because there really
is no government.”

IDPs described confusion over which government entity to approach in
Sinjar or what rules to follow as a result of unclear authority structures.
Thus, many IDPs continue to approach tribal leaders to assist in property
issues in Sinjar. Yezidi IDPs in Dohuk described approaching their
community leaders for support in proving tenure due to the strong
community presence in their areas of displacement and the leader’s
ability to liaise with Sunni Arab community leaders. Sunni Arab IDPs
in Mosul sought tribal assistance to resolve secondary occupation by a
Yezidi family as they describe it as the most efficient and effective way
to handle this issue.

This disparity between IDPs and returnees is significant for a range
of reasons, but one primary issue presented by this outcome is that
parties to the same HLP dispute are likely to rely on different dispute
resolution mechanisms. One in six Yezidi returnee families in Sinjar
report occupying another person’s home because their own house or
property is uninhabitable. This potentially puts them in conflict with
Sunni IDPs without shared access to a mutually acceptable dispute
resolution mechanism.

Findings
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Given the centrality of HLP dispute resolution to return decisions and

durable solutions in Sinjar, all stakeholders must ensure that IDPs and

returnees have access to mutually acceptable HLP dispute resolution

options. Thisincludes fair and accessible formal court and administrative

decisions, as well as customary dispute resolution mechanisms. This

may incorporate helping Yezidi returnees access customary dispute

resolution forums in Dohuk and Mosul, and helping Sunni Arab and A boy looks from a destroyed house in
Yezidi IDPs access court decisions in Sinjar. Sinjar. Photo: Fareed Baram/NRC

NRC Iraq has been committed to providing critical legal services and
awareness-raising sessions related to Housing, Land, and Property
rights in Sinjar and to supporting community leaders in dispute
resolution since 2015. NRC Information, Counselling, and Legal
Assistance (ICLA) teams led legal counselling sessions both in
community centres in Sinjar and remotely during COVID-19 lockdowns
to raise awareness about property rights and dispute mechanisms.
Throughout 2021, more than 1,100 individuals attended information
sessions on HLP rights in Sinjar and more than 200 received legal
counselling. NRC also conducted two Collaborative Dispute Resolution
(CDR) training sessions on HLP rights for 55 community leaders in the
event of property disputes in order to support effective localised risk
management.




Conclusions and
Recommendations

Access to habitable property—either original property that was not
destroyed, or to a feasible alternative—is central to the decision to return
for IDPs from Sinjar. However, access to HLP cannot be disentangled
from concerns around security, authority, and social cohesion in
return decisions, and where HLP claims are frustrated by destruction,
secondary occupation or inadequate dispute resolution options, these
concerns inhibit return and the achievement of durable solutions.

IDPs and returnees resort to formal or informal mechanisms they have
access to and confidence in. While this is true in nearly all contexts in
which formal and informal dispute resolution mechanisms coexist, the
divide between IDP preference for informal mechanisms and returnee
dependence on formal mechanisms highlights both the centrality of
social structures to HLP dispute resolution and the need to support both
mechanisms.

The below recommendations detail how durable solutions ambitions in
Sinjar must consider the need for HLP initiatives, including habitable
housing and equitable, accessible dispute resolution and compensation
mechanisms, as well as security, safety and social cohesion factors:

Government of Iraq (Gol)
and the Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG):

» Strengthen institutional capacity in Ninewa and Dohuk governorates
to respond to HLP challenges arising from damaged infrastructure and
unpaid compensation. Clarify processes and authoritative bodies for
IDPs and returnees to apply for compensation for damaged property in
a timely and efficient manner.

 Prioritise the rehabilitation of infrastructure and the restoration of
services to allow for safe and inhabitable housing, land, and property,
alongside public infrastructure, such as roads, schools, and government
buildings, in Sinjar.

* Review property management and administration to ensure
that planning, allocation, and ownership processes are inclusive
and affordable without discrimination across groups and take into
consideration historical land-related injustices.
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* Prioritise political and security stabilisation alongside dialogue on the
returns of IDPs to Sinjar. Ensure that the voices of displacement-affected
communities are reflected and emphasised in developments related to
the Sinjar Agreement to guarantee security concerns are integrated in
Gol and KRG plans.

* Clarify and raise awareness of formal processes for property disputes
in Sinjar. Engage displacement-affected communities to build trust in
formal processes through a transparent and time-sensitive mechanism
accessible across communities and regardless of displacement status.

Donor Governments:

» Investin strengthening HLP rights and support the achievement of
durable solutions for displacement-affected communities from Sinjar.

* Continue to prioritise the protection of HLP rights across the
humanitarian-development nexus amidst the shifting humanitarian
funding context in Iraq as humanitarian needs related to shelter con-
tinue to exist and go unmet among displacement-affected communities
from Sinjar.

* Advocate to the Gol and the KRG for the pressing need to strengthen
processes to administer compensation for housing and to restore dam-
aged infrastructure and needed services in Sinjar.

Humanitarian and
Development Actors:

* Support national capacity in strengthening dispute resolution
mechanisms among local authorities in Sinjar and necessary legal
and mediation procedures. Ensure this information is disseminated to
displacement-affected households who need to access these structures.
» Supportand empower local or tribal informal dispute mechanisms for
returnee and IDP households in the event of a property dispute. Support
transparent, fair, sustainable, and community-based mechanisms to
resolve property issues between and across groups.

» Facilitate the gap between formal HLP dispute mechanisms and
customary informal HLP dispute mechanisms to ensure that both parties
to the same dispute can access the same processes.

* Ensure displaced and returnee households from Sinjar have access to
legal aid for HLP-related issues in their area of origin or in displacement.
Provide awareness-raising on HLP issues and mechanisms for redress
in areas of displacement and in Sinjar.

* Engagerelevant government actors through the HLP subgroup under
the Durable Solutions Technical Working Group to advocate for access
to dispute resolution mechanisms and compensation mechanismes.

» Support areas with reported tensions between groups and integrate
considerations of competition for available housing, land, and property
and potential disputes within social cohesion programming.
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