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INTRODUCTION 

Foster carers are one of the most important people in the life of unaccompanied  
migrant children – children who have had to leave their homes and embark on perilous 
journeys, and that have no adult who is able to take responsibility for them. 

If your child has grown up in Iraq or spent a significant amount of their life in that  
country, this factsheet will help you prepare to welcome and care for them. The factsheet 
is designed to give you a basic introduction to Iraq with the idea that you will build your 
knowledge further through research and interactions with the child you are looking after.

WHY DO CHILDREN LEAVE IRAQ? 

Unaccompanied migrant children and young people from Iraq may have left their country 
for several different reasons, which are complex and likely unique to each child. It is 
important to not make assumptions on why a child has left, but instead engage in dialogue 
(if appropriate, and not upsetting to the child) to understand the child’s perspective.  

Iraq has experienced war, violence and political unrest, as well as shortages of food, 
water and essential services for several years. Many have been injured, lost their homes 
or even lost their lives. 

Most, if not all, of the children who arrive in Europe from Iraq unaccompanied are boys. 

ABOUT IRAQ 

Situated in the Middle East, Iraq is bordered by Turkey, Syria, Jordan, 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Iran. Iraq is a predominantly Muslim 
country. Its population is estimated at around 40 million. The capital, 
Baghdad is the second largest city in the Arab world. 

Iraq is a beautiful scenic country with an incredible history; it is 
home to the legendary Hanging Gardens of Babylon, one of the 

Seven Wonders of the world. Iraq was the birthplace of many important aspects of 
contemporary life, boasting early developments in writing, banking, mathematics and 
agriculture. It is claimed to be the place where the wheel and the numerical concept of 
‘zero’ were invented.

Iraq has a variety of climates. In the northern mountainous regions, summers are cooler 
and winters bring occasional heavy snows. In the desert south, summers are hot and dry and 
temperatures can reach 40°C. Winters are cold and can drop below 0°C. 

LANGUAGE  

The official languages of Iraq are Arabic and Kurdish. Some people speak Assyrian and 
Kildanian as well as Arabic. There are many different dialects in Iraq, even in Baghdad 
alone. Many educated Iraqis will speak some English.

FAITH AND RELIGION  

Islam is the official state religion of Iraq, and approximately 97% of the population  
identifies as Muslim. Iraq is divided between two Muslim sects, Sunni and Shi’a. 

64% of the population practice Shi’a Islam, while Sunni Islam is practised by 33%. Some 
extended families and residential areas may combine both Sunni and Shi’a members, but 
it is more common that these are segregated. In the Middle East, Islam is a religion and 
a way of life, governing politics, family life, values, culture and business practices.  

It’s important to take time to find out what matters to the child you are looking after, 
rather than assume that they will observe certain practises or hold certain values and 
beliefs.
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FAMILY LIFE  

Family is very important in Iraqi society. Families tend to spend a lot of time together; 
young people are always surrounded by family members. Parents tend to have a lot of 
authority and most young people respect and abide by their parents’ and older relatives’ 
wishes, considering it their duty to care for them when they get older. Young people 
tend to live at home until they get married.

In many families, the roles of men as husbands and fathers, and of women as wives and 
mothers, is highly prized. Iraqi law sets the legal age for girls to marry at 18, but religious 
leaders can still authorise the marriage of girls below that age.  

Forced marriages still take place in some parts of Iraq, as do “honour killings”, where 
girls and women are murdered by relatives for bringing “shame” on the family because 
of their relationships or behaviour. These honour killings are not a feature of Islam, 
rather of patriarchal societies.

Generally, girls and young women may experience less freedom than their brothers. 
Girls are not usually allowed out alone or to have boyfriends, but they may be allowed 
to go out accompanied by their brothers or male cousins. 

However, remember that each family is different: do not make assumptions on the 
child’s views or behaviours around family values, but ask questions (if appropriate). 

CULTURE AND TRADITIONS  

Known as the Cradle of Civilization, Iraq has a rich cultural history dating back thou-
sands of years. Today ancient Iraqi poetry enters the mainstream through music stars, 
such as songwriter Kadhim Al Sahir, known as “Iraq’s Ambassador to the world”. You 
can get a feel for everyday life under Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship from Najem Wali’s 
cult novel Journey to Tell Al-Lahm.

Football is a big passion in Iraq. The country has its own Premier League and national 
team, and most villages in Iraq will have their own local team. Other popular sports 
include basketball, swimming, weightlifting, bodybuilding, taekwondo, boxing, kickboxing 
and tennis. 

Younger children play games like marbles outside their house, play football and do 
stunts on their bikes in the street. Iraqi young people are likely to be every bit as addicted 
to their mobile phones and playing online games as young people in Europe.

In cities, families may go shopping, out for a meal, visit the park, or go to a cinema, museum 
or art gallery – depending on their financial situation and educational background. 
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ADAPTING TO A NEW ENVIRONMENT  

Arriving in a new country may involve a significant culture shock and take a great deal 
of adjustment. The child you are caring for will need your support as they come to terms 
with their new surroundings, difficult experiences, losses and uncertain future.

For Iraqi children who arrive in Europe, differences may be overwhelming: although they 
now are in a place of relative peace and security, the lifestyle and values of your country 
can be disturbing and confusing. For example, Iraqi young people may experience for 
the first time media and advertising featuring nudity, romance and sex.

Young people may experience conflicting emotions. Some might embrace their new 
culture and reject the traditions of their elders; other may strongly identify with their 
existing cultural/religious values as means of keeping a connection with their country 
and community. Neither approach is right or wrong, and both should be respected. 

It is important to keep communication open with your child to understand their needs, 
being aware of how your own culture also underpins your behaviour. It is vital to engage 
in dialogue with your children (if appropriate and not upsetting for the child) to help them 
settle into your home.  
  

This leaflet has been adapted, with permission, from original text written by Elaine Fursland and published 
by BAAF (now CoramBAAF) in 2008. The text adaptation was carried out by Henrietta Bond and IOM in 
2019 under the terms of the Fostering Across Borders (FAB) project.  

The opinions expressed in the report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM). The designations employed and the presentation of material 
throughout the report do not imply expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM concerning 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning its frontiers or boundaries.
 
The content of this report represents the views of the author only and is his/her sole responsibility. The Euro-
pean Commission does not accept any responsibility for use that may be made of the information it contains.
 
This document was not formally edited by the IOM Publications Unit.
_____________________________________________
© 2019 International Organization for Migration (IOM)

FOOD 

The people of Iraq have a love of cooking, eating and hospitality. Iraqi meals are usually 
based on stew with rice. Vine leaves stuffed with mince and rice are popular, as are  
samosas. Iraqis also enjoy pasta and hamburgers. Breads such as khubz (flat bread) and 
samoon (an oval-shaped loaf) are staples at every meal.

Breakfast typically includes tea, bread and something light such as dates, cheese, eggs or 
sweet pastries. Lunch can be a sizeable meal of rice and a vegetable stew made of dried 
beans, aubergines or green beans. Dinner is usually light, such as rice and kibba, which 
is like a meatball. Black tea and Turkish coffee are popular.

Most Muslims only eat halal meat, which means the animal was slaughtered in a way 
acceptable to Islam. Islam forbids the consumption of pork and alcohol.

Preparing the right meals can help a child feel welcome in your home. It’s best not to 
assume and instead find out what they like to eat. One thing is likely – most children 
from the Middle East will find it strange to be given cold food for their midday meal.
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