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REFUGEE

AL TASH, Iraq – 


The people of the Al Tash Refugee Camp have, for the last eight months been almost completely forgotten by their governments, the United Nations and until October, when Task Force Iron Ranger of the 1st Infantry Division’s, 1st Brigade Combat Team took over, were ignored by Coalition Forces, said Maj. David A. Toth, 432nd Civil Affairs Battalion, team A leader, attached to 1st Battalion, 16th Infantry Regiment, 1st BCT.

The Kurdish refugees came into Iraq as a result of the 1979 Iran-Iraq war.  The refugees fled Iran and sought refuge in Kurdistan.  


“At some point during the early ‘80’s they started to be pushed down into what is now Al Tash,” said Toth.


Al Tash was established in 1982 and at the height of its population more, than 45,000 refugees lived there, continued Toth.  

“When we first got involved with Task Force Iron Ranger the estimates were in the 6,000 range,” said Toth.  Now there are 5,450 people making ends meet in the camp.


The refugees classify themselves in two groups, political refugees and social refugees, he explained.  “Social refugees are like displaced civilians.  They moved out because of persecutions they were receiving in Iran.  Political refugees were involved in a variety of different things.”


Because of their status as refugees, the people of Al Tash have always lived with restrictions.  There are restrictions placed on where they can and can not go and what they are allowed to do, Toth noted.  “The identification cards they receive, being refugees, allow them to move in and around the Ramadi area but anywhere outside the Ramadi area they can be detained.  Their ID cards still state that if this person is outside the Ar Ramadi area he should be detained.


Therefore, the number one concern of the people in the Al Tash Camp has always been their status,” he continued.  

Until April, United Nations High Commission for Refugees had operated at the camp to help with homes, basic needs and improving the status of the refugees.  

“UNHCR is responsible for providing aid and interviewing [the refugees] for possible movement to other countries based on the situation,” said Toth.


The UNHCR pulled out in mid-spring and left the people of Al Tash in limbo status, he continued.


Up until the fall of the old regime and the UNHCR pulling out, the refugees had depended on a refugee stipend to scrape out a very meager living, explained Toth.  


“When the old regime went down in April all the systems broke,” Toth continued.  “There was a lot of neglect from the old regime but there were systems in place and the public welfare system was in place.”  


When the public welfare system went into disarray the people of Al Tash stopped receiving their 250 dinar per family quarterly stipend.  


Because of this, some of the refugees had been detained for selling brass and had been implicated in other illegal activities, said Toth.  “But it was probably because they were in such a bad situation.”


When Task Force Iron Ranger came in, no Coalition forces had been involved there, noted Toth.  “We were told that they were pretty needy and we were better off not getting involved there because we would end up spending too much time [with them].


They have the worst living conditions I have seen in this part of Iraq,” Toth explained.  “We saw that there would be a benefit in helping these people because they were in very dire need.  But it would also benefit us because they seem to be supporters of the U.S. and the Coalition.


The thing that impressed me was that many of them were openly pro-American, where as all of the other areas we went to were hesitant to even wave at us,” he continued.


“Since we have been there we have repaired two primary schools.  We provided funding for chalkboards, school supplies and for locals to build desks,” said Toth.  We also had electricity restored in the schools.

“We provided funding to improve the police substation down there,” he continued.  “We have been able to improve police participation in the community too.”

Out of everything that has been accomplished in the camp the biggest undertaking was the restoration of the refugee stipend payment which the refugees had not received in eight months.


“The stipend issue was something we had worked on since October and the [Al Tash] council members had petitioned longer than that, explained Toth.  


“Their town council was able to organize them by tribe get them to stand in lines and receive their money in an organized fashion,” he continued.  “I was impressed with the fact the ministry of interior payment team actually did what they said they were going to do.  They had all the money, they came down and took control and they made the payments.  All we had to do was monitor.” 

Latif Obeid Ayad, head of the ministry of interior’s committee for refugees and public welfare, was in charge of the payment process and the Iraqi Police provided all the security for the payment, said Toth.

“It was prorated so [each family] got 240,000 dinar for the past eight months instead of 1,000 for the whole year.  The Iraqis ran the payment, the Kurds were orderly and the system was controlled and double checked,” Toth noted.

The next project for the Al Tash Refugee Camp is to start improving the water and sanitation.  Non-governmental organizations would help things a lot, said Toth.

“We have worked a little with the International Refugee Committee and they do a lot of rural water projects,” he explained.

“Doctors without borders could help too because the medical situation is pretty bad,” he continued.

“Save the Children would be another because there are so many kids down there. Save the Children would generally donate supplies and try to work on sanitation and food for families,” Toth said.

“The biggest thing is to get some visibility for their status.  UNHCR needs to get back in there,” said Toth.  “They would be the organization to help with the status of the people and basic human needs.”  


If the refugees’ status could be resolved then that would alleviate many of their problems, explained Toth.  “The Iraqi government never wanted to make them citizens because they didn’t like Kurds and they are from Iran.  The government has changed now and once their status is determined that camp would either dry up or become a very small and be very manageable.

In the past month going down there they look at us as heroes in a lot of ways because we have provided results,” said Toth.  “It shows that by picking where we do work we can have tangible results that can reach a population and improve our posture in an area.”
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Children crowd around the front of a Coalition humvee.  The people of the Al Tash Refugee Camp, especially the children have been openly pro-American since Coalition Forces arrived at the Camp in October.
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