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Attacks on education persisted in Iraq during the 2020-2021 reporting period in the context of decreased
armed conflict but increased protest repression. Attacks on schools involving explosive weapons continued
and military use of schools increased, compared to the last reporting period. Police also used excessive force
during education-related protests.

Context
Although hostilities subsided compared to previous years, low-level fighting continued in 2020 and 2021 between the
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (“ISIL”) and the Iraqi armed forces, supported by the US-led international coalition.845
The Turkish military also carried out air and ground strikes targeting the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê) (PKK), a non-state armed group active in parts of northern Iraq.846 In addition, anti-government and anti-corruption protests continued in Baghdad and the Kurdistan region while the parliament approved a new prime minister,
Mustafa al-Kadhimi, in May 2020.847 The country held parliamentary elections in October 2021 but had yet to form a
new government by the end of the year.848
Conflict continued during this reporting period. The International Crisis Group reported that “ISIL” engaged Iraqi forces
in Salah al-Din governorate in May 2020, killing ten individuals.849 “ISIL” claimed responsibility for two bombings in
Baghdad in January and July 2021, which killed over 60 and injured at least 160 people in total, according to the UN
and media outlets.850 US and Iraqi forces carried out air and ground operations against “ISIL” during the reporting
period.851 Turkish forces and the PKK also engaged in fighting in northern Iraq, with notable escalations in June 2020,
and May and June 2021.852
Protests over corruption, public service delivery, low wages, and a growing wealth gap took place in 2020 and 2021 in
Baghdad, the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, and other areas, according to Human Rights Watch and international media.853
In some cities, civil servants and teachers joined the protests to demand payment of delayed wages.854 In Sulaymaniyah
governorate, the marches grew violent in December 2020, when protesters set fire to government buildings and security
forces used teargas and live bullets; six protesters and one security officer were killed in the clashes, with twelve others
wounded, as reported by CNN.855
The UN reported that at the end of 2021, over 1.18 million people remained displaced in Iraq, following conflict in previous years.856 Iraqi security agencies denied many of the still displaced families, including women and children, the
security clearances necessary for the renewal of identity cards and other essential civil documents, due to perceived
“ISIL” affiliations, meaning they could not access social services, medical care, or education.857 Reuters reported that
many children born in “ISIL”-controlled territories lacked birth certificates, making enrolling them in school impossible.858 By the end of 2021, the UN reported that 2.5 million people needed humanitarian assistance in Iraq, of which 1.1
million were children.859
The government closed schools in late February 2020 to limit the spread of Covid-19, affecting approximately ten million
students, many of whom were unable to access remote learning due to power outages and lack of internet connectivity
or access to computers.860 According to the UN, many schools in Iraq were closed for approximately 62 weeks between
2020 and 2021.861

Attacks on schools
During the 2020-2021 reporting period, GCPEA identified at 11 eleven reports of attacks on schools. This number is consistent with Education under Attack 2020, when reported attacks also occurred sporadically in 2018 and 2019.862 During
both reporting periods, many of the incidents involved improvised explosive devices (IEDs) installed in or near schools.
During elections in both 2018 and 2021, schools used as polling centers were reportedly attacked, to disrupt elections
or to target the police guarding the polling center.
In 2020, GCPEA collected approximately five reported incidents of attacks on schools, most involving explosive
weapons.863 For example:
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•

Local media outlet Al-Sharq reported that on January 8, 2020, in al-Atshanah area, Nineveh governorate, an
explosive device planted in Qutaiba bin Muslim school exploded. According to the news report, seven students
were injured in the blast.864

•

On May 12, 2020, two IEDs were reportedly detonated near Balen Primary School in Kirkuk city, Kirkuk governorate, according to a local media outlet.865

•

On October 11, 2020, an unidentified armed group reportedly detonated two sound bombs in the Aisha School
for Girls in the Al-Baladiyat area, east of Baghdad; no injuries were reported.866

•

On December 20, 2020, a grenade was found near a school in Baghdad. According to local media outlet Shafaq
News, an anti-explosives force removed the explosive device and no injuries occurred.867

In 2021, the UN verified one attack on a school.868 Separately, GCPEA identified approximately six reported attacks on
schools from media reports. Many of these attacks reportedly occurred while schools were used as polling centers.869
For example:

•

Local media outlet Shafaq News reported that on February 2, 2021, an assailant on a motorcycle shot and injured a police officer guarding a school in Kirkuk city, Kirkuk governorate.870

•

Shafaq News reported that on October 9, 2021, four mortar shells struck near the Tigris School in Zanqar village,
Kirkuk governorate, while the school was being used as a polling center. No casualties were reported.871

•

On October 10, 2021, election day, the police reportedly clashed with members of a tribal mobilization force
outside Al-Yaqoubi School, used as a polling center, in Qarah Tabah district, Diyala governate. According to
media reports, the mobilization force supported a candidate in the elections.872

•

That same day, also in Diyala governorate, armed assailants attacked Al-Muhtadi Billah School in Al-Saadiya
district, while it was being used as a polling center. Shafaq News reported that one soldier guarding the school
was killed, and another was injured.873

Attacks on students, teachers, and other education personnel
In the 2020-2021 reporting period, GCPEA collected at least 14 reported incidents of attacks on students, teachers, and
other education personnel. This number represents a slight increase compared to the last reporting period, when GCPEA
identified one and six reported attacks in 2019 and 2018 respectively.874 In 2020 and 2021, attacks on students,
teachers, and staff occurred in both the contexts of conflict violence and protest repression.
In 2020, GCPEA identified at least ten reported attacks on students and education staff, including the repression of
several teachers’ protests over unpaid salaries.875 For example:

•

On February 2, 2020, teachers reportedly protested in Saraa square, Sulaymaniyah city, Sulaymaniyah governorate, over several months’ unpaid salaries. According to local media outlet Rudaw, police used teargas to
disperse protesters from the area.876

•

Amnesty International and local media reported that on May 16, 2020, local police and members of the Kurdish
security forces, known as Asayish, arrested a teacher without a warrant for using social media to organize protests in Duhok city, Duhok governorate. A long-time education activist and teacher for more than 25 years, the
educator had recently been involved in protests against late payments of teachers’ salaries.877

•

On September 26, 2020, an unidentified non-state armed group reportedly shot and killed a school security
guard in al-Qahtaniya town, Sinjar district, Nineveh governorate.878

•

Local and international media outlets reported that on December 3, 2020, police used teargas and arrested
approximately 20 teachers during a protest over delayed payments of teachers’ salaries in Sulaymaniyah city,
Sulaymaniyah governorate.879

In 2021, GCPEA collected approximately four reported attacks on school students and staff. For example:

•

On January 15, 2021, unidentified assailants reportedly threw a grenade into the yard of a teacher’s house in
Nasriya city, Thiqar governorate. According to local media outlets including Al-Nasiriyah, Explosive Control Di-
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rectorate officers diffused the grenade.880

•

Local media outlet Rudaw reported that on March 18, 2021, grade 12 students protested the recent reduction
of the study period for exams and other education-related grievances in Sulaymaniya city, Sulaymaniyah governorate, including by throwing stones and attempting to break into the Education Directorate building. To disperse the protesters, security forces reportedly fired live ammunition into the air and struck students with the
butts of their weapons, injuring one.881

•

On May 31, 2021, unidentified armed assailants shot and killed a teacher in the Balour area of Al-Muqdadiya
district, Diyala governorate, as reported by local media outlet Shafaq News.882

•

On October 27, 2021, local news outlet NRT reported that police arrested students at a protest organized against
the results of university placement examinations in Soran city, Erbil governorate.883

Military use of schools and universities
Between 2020 and 2021, GCPEA identified over 33 incidents of military use. This is an increase compared to past years;
Education under Attack 2020, which covered 2017 to 2019, reported 21 instances of military use in 2017 and approximately four incidents in both 2018 and 2019.884
In 2020, the UN verified 27 cases of military use perpetrated by the Iraqi police and army, as well as the Peshmerga, the
Kurdish branch of the armed forces.885 Separately, GCPEA identified one report of military use from a news outlet in
2020:

•

Local media outlet Sotaliraq reported that around October 4, 2020, the PKK occupied a primary school in Sinjar
town, Ninewa governorate, for use as a military headquarters, while community members asked the armed
group members to leave.886

In 2021, the UN verified the military use of 33 schools.887 Separately, GCPEA identified one case of military use that year:

•

In 2021, the Iraqi police continued to use a kindergarten for military purposes in Diyala governorate, which officers had already occupied for approximately four years.888

Attacks on higher education
During the 2020-2021 reporting period, GCPEA received approximately ten reports of attacks on higher education students and personnel. In comparison, GCPEA received three and zero reports of attacks on higher education in 2019 and
2018 respectively.889
In 2020, GCPEA collected approximately eight reports of attacks on higher education students and personnel, several
of which were targeted killings of university personnel and scholars while others were instances of protest repression.890
For instance:

•

On January 12, 2020, security forces arrested students during a sit-in at the Ministry of Higher Education and
Scientific Research, according to Scholars at Risk and media outlet Al-Fanar in Baghdad. Some students were
reportedly injured. The students reportedly gathered to protest the government’s recent decision to resume
university classes, which the students viewed as an effort to curtail their participation in marches against corruption and high unemployment.891

•

On December 15, 2020, unknown assailants reportedly detonated an explosive device near the house of the
president of the University of Maysan in Amarah city, Maysan governorate, causing damage to the house. The
Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research referred to the attack as one of several in a campaign
against academics, as reported by Scholars at Risk and local media outlets.892

•

On December 16, 2020, unidentified assailants reportedly shot and killed a professor at Al-Manara University
College in Amarah city, Maysan governorate. According to Scholars at Risk and media outlet Al Jazeera, the Iraqi
High Commission for Human Rights released a statement referring to the incident and a “series of assassinations” targeting academics in the country.893

In 2021, GCPEA collected two reports of attacks on higher education:
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•

On April 4, 2021, security forces reportedly used excessive force when dispersing a student protest over the
quality of conditions and services at the Shawkat Sheikh Yazid dormitory in Erbil city, Erbil governorate. According to local media outlet NRT, the students blocked the Erbil-Kirkuk road during their protest.894

•

For several days in late November 2021, security forces fired teargas and rubber bullets and deployed water
cannons against students demonstrating at the University of Sulaymaniyah and on main roads in Sulaymaniyah
city, Sulaymaniyah governate, injuring at least one student, as reported by Al Jazeera and other media outlets.895
According to AFP, police fired warning shots in the air near protesters, on November 23, 2021.896 The students
were reportedly protesting the reduction in financial resources provided in past years by the Kurdistan Regional
Government. Demonstrators threw rocks and teargas canisters, and set fires in the city, according to media reports.897
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