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Yazidi Resettlement in Canada 2018

ABSTRACT

In 2017, Canada resettled 1,215 Yazidis (IRCC personal communication) refugees who
have experienced extreme violence, torture, and displacement at rates that astonished the
international community. Early reports from settlement agencies in Canada reveal that the high
degree of trauma Yazidis have experienced has made their resettlement and integration very
difficult. Almost all the Yazidis destined to Canada are from Sinjar, Kirkuk and Erbil in
northeastern Irag, and now reside in Toronto, London, Calgary and Winnipeg. Our colleagues at
COSTI Immigrant Services (Toronto), Cross Cultural Learner Centre (London), Calgary
Catholic Immigration Services, Welcome Place and Accueil francophone (Winnipeg), along with
an advisory panel made up of settlement service providers, federal government and academic
members, participated in the planning of this project. The study examines the following
questions: 1) what settlement services do Yazidi refugees require? Do they have access to these
services?; 2) what has their experience in attaining language training been like?; 3) what might
their job prospects be?; and 4) what are their housing conditions? The purpose of the project is

to collect information to inform practice and resettlement policy for refugees in Canada.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

As this is a qualitative study of 35 Yazidi refugee adults living in Toronto, London,
Calgary and Winnipeg conducted in 2018, the results must be understood as observational. The
qualitative data collection strategy has uncovered and clarified some of the confusing findings of
other recent quantitative surveys on refugees in Canada. Most of our observations are backed by
previous research and many of our findings support the recent House of Commons Standing
Committee on Citizenship and Immigration’s (2018) Report, Road to Recovery: Resettlement
Issues of Yazidi Women and Children in Canada. Many of our findings would apply to other

recently arrived refugee groups.

Out of the 35 participants, a majority Yazidi (91.2%) lived in Iraq prior to arriving
Canada, with two respondents who lived in Turkey and one person living in Lebanon. Almost all
respondents (94%) belong to the active “working age” group (age 20 to 49years). A majority of
the respondents are married (51.4%) with considerable numbers of widowed respondents
(28.6%). Of those who are married but currently not living with their spouse, a large number
were unsure if their spouse was dead or alive. A majority of the Yazidi participants are females

(62.9%) and more than half of the respondents had no formal education (57.6%).

1. Trauma and its Aftermath

e Trauma influences all aspects of the resettlement experiences of the Yazidi in Canada.
Almost all of the study participants told us about their traumatic experiences even though we
did not specifically ask about them.

e Almost all of the Yazidi have lost close family members to Daesh violence. Kidnappings,
physical and sexual assaults, along with murder are common experiences.

e Family reunion is a major concern for all families. Research suggests that family reunion
increases the speed of integration, reduces stress and anxiety, and fosters a sense of
belonging. Most families, however, did not have correct information about which family
members would be eligible for the One-Year Window of Opportunity program. Family

members who are not identified during that one-year window are no longer eligible for this
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program which causes problems for some Yazidi families as their loved ones are located after
the time period elapses.

Trauma affects language learning. Several participants were unable to attend language
classes due to severe mental health problems.

Professional interpreters are required, particularly for medical appointments. Same-sex
interpretation is preferred by most of the participants. Women have extreme difficulty
relaying intimate information to their health service providers if the interpreter is male.
Teachers require additional supports. Several misunderstandings between parents and
teachers have occurred because teaching staff have not been trained in trauma informed care

nor have any resources to help them learn about the violence experienced by the Yazidi.

2. Pre-Arrival Orientation

Nearly all the participants attended the Canadian Orientation Abroad (COA) workshops prior
to their arrival. Most, however, felt woefully under-prepared for their arrival in Canada.

The information best recalled by the majority of Yazidi was: the One-Year Window of
Opportunity for family reunification, Canada is cold, Canadians are nice and it is expensive
to live here. Few could provide additional information about other content discussed during
their 3 or 5 day COAs.

Some of the COAs were conducted in Arabic with interpretation done by family members
who were not fluent in that language. This caused significant amounts of misunderstanding
among many Yazidi.

The anxiety and fear of coming to Canada, combined with low levels of education may have
resulted in problems among the Yazidi in retaining the information needed to understand

Canada.

3. Reception Centres

Yazidis who lived in reception centres that had facilities allowing them to cook their own
meals were generally more satisfied than those who were served food.

Due to a shortage of space and a large number of GARs entering their cities, most reception
centres have instituted a policy that allows refugees to stay in reception housing for 2-3

weeks. Other reception centres have more “open” policies. No single way is better. Those
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that keep visits short may be stressed or pushed into housing they are not ready to accept.
Those who are not ‘nudged’ out of the reception centre are delayed in starting language
classes and starting the integration process.

The condition of furnishings in most reception centres is a concern among the settlement
sector staff. There is a need for waterproof mattresses and sheets due to the number of

traumatized children who suffer from enuresis.

4. Permanent Housing

Most Yazidi prefer to live close to one another. The proximity gives them a sense of safety
and provides networking opportunities. They feel they can better recuperate from their shared
traumatic experiences if they are living close together.

Proximity to grocery stores, schooling, language classes and settlement services tends to
result in higher satisfaction.

Living in basement suites is traumatizing to the Yazidi. Many have been held captive in
windowless rooms for upwards of two years. Basement suites remind them of this captivity
and should be avoided.

There is some evidence of overcrowding, mainly because the Yazidi do not want to be
separated from one another. Settlement service providers do what they can to find
accommodation close to one another to accommodate multi-generational families.

Most Yazidi were concerned about their ability to pay their rent and make ends meet,
particularly after month 13.

Although they appreciated the furniture provided, some Yazidi reported that it was in such

bad condition that beds, tables and chairs broke days after they moved in.

5. Language and Education

The Yazidi participating in our study had low levels of education. This is not surprising given
that they were prevented from attending school in Iraq and were educated in Arabic. Most
left school at Grade 6, making them effectively functionally illiterate in Arabic.

Kurmanji is not a recognized language of school instruction in Iraq, so many Yazidi are

unable to read and write in that language. As well, it is the only language in the world that
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uses three alphabets: Cyrillic, Arabic and Latin. This complicates the learning of this
language for many Yazidi.

e Learning English will be difficult. No one in our study had any knowledge of English prior to
their arrival. With low levels of education and being functionally illiterate in their mother
tongue, it will take a long time for many of the Yazidi to become proficient in English.

e Almost one-third of our participants are not currently attending English language classes.
The reasons they gave us are: young children at home, illness or caring for ill family
members.

e Google Translate is a widely used app among the Yazidi as it helps them conduct some
simple transactions without the presence of an interpreter.

e In addition to the need for more Kurmanji-speaking interpreters, there is a significant need
for more translators. Official documents such as medical letters, correspondence from IRCC
and other government departments is not understood and often poorly translated by well-
meaning but non-professional translators. Investing funds to professionally train Kurmanji-
speaking Canadians to professionally translate and interpret would be a good long-term
investment for this community.

e Arabic should not be used to fill the shortages in interpreting services in Kurmanji. Some
Yazidi were told that they could receive settlement services faster if they agreed to receive
interpretation in Arabic instead of Kurmanji. This was intended to be a temporary solution
given the shortage of qualified Kurmanji interpreters. This procedure failed for two reasons:

o Since many of the Yazidi in this study have no education or less than Grade 6
education, they were functionally illiterate in Arabic. Those receiving services in
Arabic often report difficulty understanding the information that was given to them.

o Other Yazidi refused services in Arabic because this was the language spoken by
their captors. Many were afraid of people speaking that language due to the traumatic

memories this language invokes.

6. Settlement Services

e The Yazidi are mainly satisfied with the services provided by the settlement agencies.
e There is significant confusion and misunderstanding about who is a volunteer and who is a

paid employee of a settlement agency. When they move to permanent housing, most Yazidi
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think the “kindly people” who “drop by” are volunteers. Some do not understand that the
person taking them to appointments (for instance) is a paid employee and not a volunteer.
Agencies might want to make an effort to ensure their employees wear badges or other
identifying information to help the Yazidi understand they are receiving paid services.

It is extremely difficult for those who have experienced trauma to discuss intimate and
private issues using an opposite-sex interpreter. Some women have refused interpretation
services for medical appointments if the interpreter is male. Interpretation services should try
to accommodate this as much as possible.

Interpretation over the phone is largely ineffective, particularly for those with low levels of
education and especially for medical matters. Interpreters miss important non-verbal cues
when they are on the phone. Some Yazidi have extreme difficulty understanding this kind of
interpretation.

There is a need for professional and prompt interpretation of important letters and
documents. Google Translate does not work for these kinds of documents.

About half of the Yazidi use food banks at least twice a month.

Budgeting and financial literacy is low among some Yazidi. They would benefit from some
instruction about how to budget for monthly costs in Canada.

There is confusion about income tax and the child tax benefit. The three months wait for the
child tax benefit causes problems as the Yazidi could really use the extra funds earlier in their
resettlement.

We worry about burnout among the Kurmanji-speaking employees of settlement agencies.
Some Yazidi are very dependent on these workers for travel to all their appointments and for

all their interpretation needs.

7. Public Transportation and Wayfinding

Many Yazidi find it difficult to use public transport. Some of the confusion is due to their
inability to read English. This prolongs their dependency on certain kinds of settlement
services.

Wayfinding is difficult for some Yazidi due to their inability to read English. Others are not
given the names or addresses of their schools or medical service providers so they are unable

to learn their way around.
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8. Gender Issues

e There are many, very young widowed women in our study. In Irag, these women were not
allowed to attend school or were forced to leave at a young age. This has prevented them
from getting an education which makes learning English, using public transport, and
conducting business very difficult. We interviewed many men who were responsible not only
for their own immediate families, but for families headed by single women. This group of
Yazidi may require additional services so they can learn to live more independently. In the
short-term, these families require additional help so that the male family members are not

overburdened as they learn about their new society.

1. INTRODUCTION

Much of the world’s attention in the past two years has been focused on the
unprecedented and rising numbers of refugees, internally displaced persons, and other persons in
danger. At the end of 2017, the UNHCR (2018) reported that over 71.3 million people have been
forcibly displaced, with 21.3 million refugees and another 3.2 million asylum seekers. Given the
context of global politics, the economy, and the threat of environmental degradation, the
numbers of people in need are likely to continue increasing in the near future. Canada is
recognized recently as a global leader in the resettlement of refugees, not only because of the
over 46,070 Syrians resettled in Canada in 2015-16 (IRCC, 2018), but due to our long history of
successfully resettling refugees from various countries including over 37,000 Hungarians (1955-
56), nearly 60,000 Vietnamese Laotian and Cambodians (1979-1980), 4,000 Karen (2006), and
more recently, 25,000 “special needs” Iraqi (2009-2013) refugees.

The Yazidi have been persecuted throughout most of their history. The latest atrocity
occurred in 2014 when the Yazidis in Irag experienced yet another genocide, this time at the
hands of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) also commonly known as Daesh. More than
200,000 Yazidis residing in Sinjar were chased up the mountain and attacked (Erdener, 2017).
Daesh wanted to exterminate the Yazidi, either by conversion or by death. Between 2,000 and
7,000 Yazidis were killed in August 2014 and almost equal numbers of women and children

were captured by Daesh and raped, sold into sexual slavery, and tortured (Erdener, 2017; Foster
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& Minwalla, 2018; Kelly 2018). The people who managed to escape and fled to Turkey were
uprooted again in 2017 by the Turkish government. Many of the Yazidis returned to unorganized

camps in the Sinjar area where they were later selected for resettlement by Canada.

In 2017, 1,215 people, mainly Yazidis (81%), were resettled in Canada (IRCC 2018
personal communication). Almost all of them are women and half are children (Harris, 2017a;
IRCC 2018 personal communication). What makes this group significantly different from many
of the previous refugee arrivals is the degree of physical, mental and emotional health issues,
exacerbated by the fact that they are among the most marginalized and tormented ethnic
minorities on the planet (Porter, 2018; Vijanann, 2017). They have been victims of persecution
for centuries, mainly due to the mistaken belief that their religion is focused on devil worship. As
a result of years of marginalization and persecution, their religion, culture and way of life is not
well understood. The other unique part of their situation is the fact that the Yazidi resettled in
Canada this year were selected in Iraq directly. Because they were internally displaced prior to
their arrival to Canada. This meant that the time between leaving Irag and coming to Canada is
measured in weeks—not years—which is the case for most other refugees. This fact is
significant as according to the UNHCR, the average refugee spends 7-9 years in a refugee camp
prior to permanent resettlement. There is also evidence to suggest that the prolonged nature of

the trauma they have endured collectively is vicious and inhumane.

Given their unique pre-arrival conditions, the significant trauma they have witnessed or
personally experienced, and the fact that the Yazidis settled in Canada arrived directly from Iraq,
there are a number of pertinent questions to be addressed. 1) what settlement services do they
require? Do they have access to these services?; 2) what has their experience in attaining
language training been like?; 3) what might their job prospects be?; and 4) what are their
current housing conditions? Addressing these questions will provide valuable information to the
Canadian settlement organizations and prepare them better when receiving refugees experiencing
significant trauma in the future. Most importantly, it will help this group of refugees better

prepare for their new lives in Canada.

2. ABRIEF HISTORIOGRAPHY OF YAZIDIS

Yazidi live mainly along the Iran/Iraq border, with smaller communities in Syria,

Armenia, Turkey and Georgia. The Yazidi coming to Canada most recently are mainly from the
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northeastern parts of Irag. The largest expatriate community is located in Germany. Estimates
indicate that there are about 700,000 Yazidi today, with the majority living in the Kurdish-
controlled areas of northeastern Iraq near Erbil and Kirkuk (Allison, 2004; Jalabi, 2014). The UN
and EU Parliament, along with the American and Canadian governments, have recognized
Yazidis as victims of genocide (Hutchinson, 2017; Cetorelli et al., 2017). Since their culture and
religion are endogamous, they do not accept converts (Arakelova, 2010) and those who marry
outside the group are no longer considered Yazidi. This endogamy imperative, combined with
centuries of marginalization, massacres, and subsequent flight from war and genocide, means
that the health and wellbeing of the Yazidi community is deeply endangered and that their
trauma is intergenerational. The fact that they are now forced to flee for their lives and be
resettled far away from one another in places like Canada and Germany will make it difficult for

this group to fully recover.

Various myths and misperceptions about the Yazidi continue to contribute to the
stereotypes and false information being shared today. Elements of Christianity, Islam and
Zoroastrianism shape Yazidi culture and religion (Arakelova, 2010). They follow Yezidism
which is a monotheistic religion, following one god known to the Yazidis as Xwade (Nicolaus,
2014). Malak-Tawus, the Peacock Angel, is the most important prophet in the Yazidi belief
system which is both divine and evil. Outsiders to the ethnic group wrongly believe a widely
held myth that Malak-Tawus is actually Satan. For this reason, the Yazidi have long been labeled
as devil worshipers. On the contrary, Yazidi religion has no devil or evil spirit associated with it.
Another myth involving Yazidi is the false connection between their ethnic name and Yazid Ibn
Muawiya given the similar sound and spelling. Yazid was a Muslim caliph in Ancient Islam who
was responsible for the mass murders of hundreds of innocent Muslims in the 7th century. There
IS no connection between Yazid and Yazidi. There is also a mistaken belief that Yazidi people
are Muslim (Smith and Shadarevian, 2017; UNHCR 2009; Yezidis International, 2018). Yazidi
are often falsely believed to be Kurds. They are not Kurds; the Yazidi have a culture, religion

and dialect that are different from those practiced by the Kurds.

One of the salient characteristics of Yazidi religion and culture is that it is transmitted
orally by the religious prophets (Spéat, 2017). This oral tradition of passing religion without a
written text has had tremendous consequences as outsiders have questioned the authenticity of

the religion and used this as one of the justification of their conversion. Today, Daesh and their

11
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supporters consider the Yazidis as a group without a “real religion” and that they should be
converted to Islam by force or killed to release them from their misery of not having any

religion.

These myths, stereotypes and lies about the history of their religion make Yazidi targets
of some of the worst persecution the world has witnessed. In 2014, for instance, 40,000 Yazidis
were forced to flee into the mountains near Sinjar Irag (Bram and Yacoub, 2014; Chulov, 2014).
Most of the men, boys, and those physically too weak to walk, were summarily executed; many
of the women who survived were sold into sex slavery or forced into marriages with non-
Yazidis—a fate which results in excommunication from their communities due to religious rules
against exogamy. Yazidi women and children are, sadly, the most likely to experience and
survive atrocities as the men and teenage boys have been killed, abducted or remain unaccounted
for. While many refugee families arrive to Canada in fractured, incomplete units, this situation is
particularly extreme among the Yazidi. According to reports from the UNHCR, women, girls
and boys are likely to be victimized by kidnapping, rape and forced marriage, which are
described as the “tools of modern warfare” (Global Justice Centre, 2014; vonWelser, 2017).
Daesh captured the Yazidi women and later sold them in the “slavery bazaars” at a rate of $10
and $1500 USD earning millions of dollars from human trafficking and enslavement (Erdener,
2017; Worldwide Movement for Human Rights, 2018).

3. YAzIDI POPULATION IN CANADA

There were approximately 1500 Yazidis residing in Canada in 2015, according to an
IRCC estimate (IRCC, 2017), with the largest numbers living in London and Winnipeg. Just over
800 were Yazidis resettled between February and October 2017 (House of Commons Standing
Committee, 2018) and the government hopes to bring more Yazidi to Canada this year. They
have mainly resettled in Calgary, London, Toronto and Winnipeg. A majority of the Yazidis
have not had the opportunity to attend or complete school in Irag (IRCC, 2016; House of
Commons Standing Committee, 2018). Those with no formal schooling are more likely to be
female. Arabic is the language of education but as most leave before completing primary school,
almost all Yazidi are functionally illiterate in that language. As Kurmanji is not taught in school,
most Yazidi have difficulty reading and writing in that language as well (Akin, 2011).

12
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The primary language of Yazidis is Kurmanji and is spoken by 65% of the population
(Akin, 2011). Kurmaniji is not a Kurdish language and people who speak it cannot understand
other Kurdish languages and dialects such as Sorani or Horami (Yezidis International, 2018).
Kurmaniji is the only language in the world that is actively written using three different
alphabets: Arabic, Latin and Cyrillic (Akin, 2011). The alphabet used is dependent on the
country in which the Yazidi reside. A group of experts is currently working to standardize the
written form of the language. In Canada, almost all of the Yazidi speak Kurmanji. A few are
fluent in Arabic while some know basic Arabic.

Four cities, Toronto, London, Winnipeg and Calgary, hosted the majority of Yazidi
refugees to Canada. Table 1 details their arrivals®. The city receiving the largest number of
Yazidi was Winnipeg at 355, accounting for 29% of all the arrivals. London follows closely
behind with a total of 275 Yazidi. The destinations of Winnipeg and London make the most
‘sense’ given that their cities hosted the highest number of Yazidi arriving to Canada pre-2014.
Toronto and Calgary also host a number of Yazidi given the availability of settlement services. A
number of other cities hosted Yazidi refugees, though fewer in number. Lethbridge, Vancouver,

Hamilton, Peterborough and Montreal also hosted some Yazidi families.

Table 1: Yazidi Arrivals, Canada 2017 to September 2018

2017 Jan - Sep 2018 Total
Alberta total 210 75 295
Calgary 180 50 245
Lethbridge 25 25 50
Manitoba total 220 115 355
Winnipeg 220 115 355
Ontario total 370 175 550
London 160 115 275
Toronto 185 60 245
Grand Total 810 370 1,215

Source IRCC. 2018. Permanent Residents, September 30 2018. Data request tracking number RE-1800511.

! This table reflects the number of Yazidi destined to each city. It does not reflect the Yazidi who relocated
subsequently. We have evidence that several Yazidi relocated shortly after their arrival to Canada, mainly
to Calgary and London.
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Like other refugee communities, the Yazidi community is very young. Upwards of 70%
of all Yazidi refugees are aged 30 years or younger, a figure that is slightly higher than the 60%
among other refugees UNHCR (2017, calculations by author). Because of generations of
persecution in Irag and elsewhere, most Yazidi children and their parents have not finished

secondary schooling and many are functionally illiterate in their mother tongue.

Winnipeg hosts the largest number of Yazidi families with a total of 135; London follows
with 105 families. Toronto hosts 90 families and Calgary 100. We asked IRCC to tell us the
average family size, which they are unable to calculate. This is because all dependents over the
age of 18 are “counted” as single arriving adults—even though they are very likely to be living
with their families. As a result, the information in Table 2 should be interpreted with some
caution. We suspect that the majority of the single-person households are actually individuals
over the age of 18 joining their families. Contrary to media reports, the families, at least on
average, are not large. Although no family unit reported in our data request was larger than six
members, this was due to data suppression. We have evidence from our interviews and from
speaking with settlement service providers of very large families with 12 or more individuals,

but these are not common.

Table 2: Family Size by City, 2017-2018

Family unit Calgary  Winnipeg London Toronto

1 55% 56% 48% 39%
2 10% 7% 14% 11%
3 10% 0% 10% 17%
4 10% 11% 14% 17%
5 5% 7% 10% 11%
6 5% 7% 0% 0%

Source IRCC. 2018. Permanent Residents, September 30 2018. Data request tracking number RE-1800511.

According to data from iICARE, we see a large number of Yazidi are already using
various resettlement services. Table 3 shows that over 90% have received a needs assessment

and 81% have received orientation. Just over half have had a language assessment and one-third

14



Yazidi Resettlement in Canada 2018

are currently in language training. Despite being in Canada for about a year, 23% had received

some employment counselling.

Table 3: Settlement Services Accessed by Yazidi Refugees in Canada

100%
90%

80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

Needs Employment Orientation Community Language Language
Assessment connections Assessment  training

Source IRCC. 2018. Permanent Residents, September 30 2018. Data request tracking number RE-1800511.

4. LITERATURE REVIEW

As our study is preliminary and the first time we have met the Yazidi, we focused on four
major aspects of their new lives in Canada: pre-arrival orientation, housing conditions, settlement
service use, and language acquisition. The literature review outlines some of the most recent
research in these areas. We will also discuss trauma because although we had not directly asked
the Yazidi about the trauma and the reasons they came to Canada, their trauma experiences

permeated every aspect of our interviews.
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41 Housing

For refugees, housing is an essential first step toward successful settlement and
integration. Government Assisted Refugees (GARS) are provided with temporary
accommodation in reception centres during the first few weeks in Canada. These
accommodations are arranged by the settlement organizations until permanent housing is secured
(UNHCR, 2016). Almost all of the Yazidi arriving to Canada in 2017 are GARs and thus, their

first ‘experience’ of Canada was in a reception house.

In spite of all the housing support given to the resettled refugees, studies indicate that
low income and high rents remain major challenges (IRCC, 2016; Yu et al, 2007). Many
refugees find it difficult to manage their housing expenses once their sponsorship has ended and
they transition to provincial social assistance the federal government agrees. According to the
2015 Evaluation of the Immigration Loan Program, Refugee Assistance Program (RAP) income
support was insufficient to pay for the basic necessities of refugees (IRCC, 2015). More than
46% GARs and 64% Blended Visa Office Referrals (BVORs) agreed that the RAP income
support did not meet their basic needs and they had to depend on the food banks for
compensating other basic necessities. The situation is a bit different for Privately Sponsored
Refugees (PSRs); only 13% felt that their sponsors’ income support was not enough to cover
their daily expenses (IRCC, 2015). Most income support covers housing expenses but leaves
little else for other necessities such as school supplies and clothing. Research also shows that
refugees with large families, single adult or refugees with special needs, and GARs have the
most challenges locating affordable housing (IRCC, 2016; Wilkinson et al, 2017) and that the
housing they do locate is often too small and in need of repair (Hyndman, 2013) .

According to the Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC, 2010),
affordable housing is defined as the condition where renters pay less than 30% before-tax
household income. In case of refugees, many families exceed this ratio by large margins
affecting GARs and PSRs equally (Murdie & Logan, 2011). Many GARs have to spend most of
their income on rent, some exceeding more than 55% of their total income assistance (IRCC,
2016). Refugees face additional housing problems because they do not have a credit history or

co-signers (unless they have private sponsors) who can take responsibility on their behalf either
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for rents or mortgages (Wilkinson, et al., 2017). Moreover, for most of them lack of networks of
family members or friends to refer them to reputable landlords make them vulnerable to

exploitation within the rental housing market.

Affordability usually plays a major role in newcomer’s satisfaction with housing. The
trade-off for acquiring suitable housing usually means settling for a higher rent than the shelter-
to-income ratio that is optimal for financial stability (Carter et al., 2009). Neighborhood plays an
important role in terms of safety, proximity to work, and available job opportunities which are
often not located near affordable housing. An additional compromise has to do with basement
suites. In some instances, refugees are housed in basement suites in an effort to create space for
large families. Although more affordable, some refugees find the conditions traumatizing (Rose
& Charette, 2014, Teixeira, 2014; Wilkinson et al., 2017).

Refugees with large families tend to face greater housing challenges (Francis & Hiebert,
2014; Wilkinson, et al., 2018). Canadian dwellings are not constructed for large families which
may cause illegal living and overcrowding while accommodating refugees. The cost of trying to
improve affordability can lead occupying old houses in poor quality. Other challenges include
finding housing in relatively good condition (such as the building having proper heating and air
circulation, is well maintained without mites and bed bugs, etc.), suitable for large families,
located in a safe neighbourhood, and accessing reliable information about housing vacancies
(Carter, et al., 2009; Francis & Hiebert, 2014; Sherrell, 2009; Wilkinson, et al., 2018). Often,
refugees have fewer choices in the housing they can select because of size and affordability
issues (Netto, 2011; Francis, 2009). The consequence of not providing refugees with a decision
to the type, location of housing, size and the condition of residence is usually left to the sponsors
who may not take into account the needs of those who will live in the apartment (Atallah, 2017).
Language can become a barrier in communicating to landlords regarding problems with the unit,
understanding national occupancy standards, or in accessing any information that is vital for
resettlement (Francis & Hiebert, 2014).

Race, ethnicity, religion, and marital status are also factors which may hinder chances of
acquiring proper housing. These ascribed characteristics can be the basis for landlord’s
prejudices, refusal to provide accommodation to certain groups of people and the strenuous

house searches refugees encounter (Mensah &William, 2013; Netto, 2011; Teixeira, 2014).
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4.2 Employment

The few studies that exist on their labour market participation and integration mainly
focus on their first five years in Canada, the period of time where most are learning a new
language and acquiring new skills. If we consider their long-term job trajectories, the majority of
refugees pay more in taxes than they ever use in settlement and language services. This is
because the majority of refugees arrive to Canada prior to their 29" birthday, meaning that most
will have decades of work experience before they retire (Wilkinson and Garcea, 2017).

Labour market integration is an important indicator of wellbeing for most refugees and
Canada, unlike most other countries, allows most refugees to work as soon as they arrive. Large
gaps and incomplete education, along with weak language skills, racial discrimination, lack of
Canadian work experience, and foreign credential recognition are barriers most refugees face
when obtaining employment (Beiser & Hou, 2000; Krahn, et al., 2000). As a result, refugees
initially end up in low salaried, low skilled jobs which are mostly precarious and part-time
(Krahn et al., 2000; Francis, 2009). “Refugees are concentrated in precarious employment (e.g.,
security cleaning, warehouse, factory, etc.) characterized by low pay, no job security, poor and
often unsafe working conditions, excessive hours, and no benefits” (Francis, 2009, p.36) at least
in the short term. There is evidence that over time, however, many refugees are able to find more
secure and better paid employment (Clemens & Hunt, 2017; Pendakur et al., 2016).

A recent study of Syrian refugees finds that labour market transitions as the most
important service need among refugees; 45% of refugees wanted pre-arrival assessment of skills,
education and work experience, 51% wanted pre-arrival assessment of English/French language
skills, 48% refugees wanted post-arrival skills and job training, and 44% refugees wanted
additional connections with employers and job referrals (Wilkinson et al., 2016). Furthermore,
refugees have lower job satisfaction compared to other newcomer groups and are less likely to be
working in a job that recognizes their education and work experience (Wilkinson et. al., 2016).

Not unlike other refugee groups, the experience of work differs by gender. IRCC’s
(2016) study of refugees finds a gender difference in the acquisition of employment. Men
(47.5%) are more likely than women (25.8%) to have jobs within the first five years of
resettlement (IRCC, 2016). Many women come from cultures where they are not expected to
work, so the acquisition of employment in Canada may be particularly difficult for them. The

reality is that most families will require multiple income earners so many women will find work
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in Canada eventually. As Pendakur et al., (2016) show, female refugees have similar work
patterns and outcomes to other immigrant groups and to Canadian-born females as time in

Canada increases.

4.3 Language
Language fluency is one of the powerful predictors of successful resettlement among any
newcomer group and affects their ability to access employment opportunities, influences the
degree of social and cultural integration, and their overall satisfaction with settling in Canada
(Myles & Hou, 2003). English language fluency is also a significant predictor of mental health
(Beiser & Hou, 2001).

Several studies identify different factors that influence access to language training
including age, marital status, size of the family, presence of young children, and education which
affect women differently from men (Murphy Kilbride and Ali, 2010; Adamuti-Trache, Anisef
and Sweet, 2018). Women as the primary caregiver in the families, face barriers accessing
language training services that many men do not. Women are most likely to drop out of language
classes due to family responsibilities. Once they drop out of language classes they are unlikely to
return (Brunner, et al., 2010). English language proficiency among refugee women is directly
proportionate to participation within labour market. Refugee women with English language skills
tend to participate more within the labour market than their male counterparts (Beiser & Hou,
2000). Childcare is one of the biggest barriers that prevent refugee women from accessing
English language classes early in their settlement (Beiser & Hou, 2000; IRCC, 2016). While men
also have difficulties accessing language courses, they may have access to different opportunities
such as that provided by organizations where they work or through other social settings. As a
whole, however, women are less likely to access language classes and as a result, are in danger

of becoming socially isolated and dissatisfied with their lives in Canada.

Learning a new language is more difficult when formal education is absent or incomplete.
Among newcomers, it is refugees who are the most likely to have no schooling or significant
gaps in their education. Among refugees, it is GARs who come with the lowest levels of formal
education (IRCC, 2016). It has a snowball effect; little or no education means functional
illiteracy in their mother tongue which means acquiring a new second language knowledge is
more difficult which in turn affects their employability (Watt & Lake, 2004).
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4.4 Mental Health

According to the settlement provider organizations who have worked with the early-arriving
Yazidis, the main mental and emotional health problems they have observed involve anxiety,
panic attacks, post-traumatic stress disorder, compulsive disorder, conversion disorder, and
depression (Multicultural Health Brokers Cooperative, 2017; Marton et. al., 2016). Some
psychologists are suggesting that the trauma faced by refugees, especially those who have been
held in captivity for long periods of time have a form of PTSD that is more difficult to treat.
Complex Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (C-PTSD) “is typically associated with prolonged
trauma where one's destiny is under another's control and escape - from captivity, for example --
is unfeasible. As opposed to PTSD, which can be triggered by trauma reminders, C-PTSD is
conceived to be a more deeply-rooted disorder that affects the very core of one's self-
organization” (Health Reference Centre Academic Editor, 2018: np). In Hoffman (2018) and his
colleagues’ study of resettled Yazidi women (all who had been held in captivity), 51% had
CPTSD and another 21% had PTSD.

The treatments for these conditions include intensive therapy with qualified specialists,
Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors (for PTSD and conversion disorder, depression, anxiety
disorders), Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing, narrative therapy, Cognitive
Behavioural Therapy, and resettlement (Multicultural Health Brokers Cooperative, 2017). In
fact, successful resettlement and integration of persons with these conditions is the primary and
most successful ‘treatment’ for many of the mental disorders that refugees bring with them is
resettlement and integration. Intuitively, this makes some sense. If social, economic and cultural
conditions are stable and accepting, then those with pre-existing health problems can concentrate
more time on becoming mentally and emotionally well which is congruent with Maslow’s
Theory of Hierarchy of Needs (GaleEncyclopedia of Nursing and Allied Health, 2013). Although
his theory has been criticized for its rigidity and simplicity, there is some truth in the idea that
emotional and psychological needs cannot be dealt with until basic food, shelter, safety and other
needs are met. Two recent systematic reviews of medical research on the mental health of
refugee children and adults also confirm that for the vast majority of refugees, successful

integration is the main factor contributing to recovery from most mental health conditions
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(Wilkinson and Ponka, 2018; Marton et. al., 2016). Among refugee children, parental integration
and learning an official language had the largest effect on successfully overcoming trauma
(Beiser et., al, 2014).

Families fractured by war, experiencing violence first hand, or witnessing their family
members enduring violence, are a sadly common phenomenon. According to recent research,
70% of children and over 90% of refugees have either personally experienced violence or
witnessed it (Abbott, 2016). Complicating their experiences is the increased exposure to
interpersonal violence after the conflict (McCloskey and Walker, 2000). Walthen and MacMillan
(2013) find that rates of within-family interpersonal violence among refugees are higher than
among the general population. In short, not only are refugees victimized by the war and atrocities
external to their family but they are also more likely to be secondary victims of interpersonal
violence. Although there is great interest among various resettlement agencies in Canada in
helping refugee families deal with interpersonal violence, there are only a few research studies
on this issue (Arteaga, 2014; Hauff and Vaglum, 1995).

5. METHODOLOGY

51 A Qualitative Method

Although it was our initial intention to conduct a survey of the Yazidi, after much
deliberation and discussion with our advisory panel, the decision was to conduct qualitative
interviews with a smaller number of people. The reasons were as follows. First, we were unsure
if the Yazidi would be able to complete a survey. As it turned out, over half of our participants
had never attended school. The remainder had less than grade 6 education. They also were
largely functionally illiterate in Kurmanji because they were never given formal education in it.
The only way a survey would be successful would be to conduct the interviews face-to-face and
there just was not enough time to do that. Secondly, our settlement service providers and mental
health committee members felt that the trauma that the Yazidi had experienced was such that
introducing ourselves using the strict procedures of survey methods would be intimidating and

may cause more damage to them. Finally, we have now learned that most of the Yazidi want to
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share their stories of coming to Canada and this was an excellent opportunity for us to get to
know them a bit better and to ethically record their histories, so we can share them “with the
world” as they phrased it. We are happy we selected qualitative interviews as we have uncovered
information that would be difficult to identify using traditional survey methods. All of our
participants agreed to be interviewed and/or participate in our follow-up study. We have cross-

referenced our results to existing research when we were able.

The advisory committee assisted in identifying the themes that shaped our interview
guide. These themes include: experience in the reception centres, current housing conditions,
language classes and pre-arrival knowledge of English?, pre-arrival employment history and
accessibility of employment services, pre-arrival orientation and post arrival settlement service
use, general health related service accessibility and various demographic questions. An interview
guide was prepared and shared with our advisory committee. We received valuable feedback and
adjusted, removed and added questions accordingly. After the guide was approved, an
independent Kurmanji speaking translator was hired to translate the interview guide, consent
form and recruitment script into Kurmanji using the Latin alphabet. The translator was a
different person from the interviewer. Copies of the interview guide in English and Kurmaniji,

along with dual language copies of the consent forms are available in Appendix Il, 11, IV & V.

Given the low level of education of many of our intended participants, it was imperative
that we hire a Kurmanji speaking interviewer. It was fortuitous that we were able to hire a skilled
person living in Lethbridge and she agreed to conduct the interviews in Winnipeg, Toronto and
London. Not only is she fluent in Kurmanji and English, but she has had extensive experience
working in the settlement sector with newly arrived refugees. Due to time constraints, the
interviews conducted in Calgary were conducted by a male interviewer who works for Calgary
Catholic Immigration Society, the major provider of RAP services in the area.

All the interviews were conducted in person and were voice recorded with their
permission. The interviewer translated and transcribed the interviews—Dbut was spot checked by

the independent translator and found no inconsistencies in the interpretation. In all study sites,

2Since the study was conducted in mainly English speaking areas of Canada, we did not ask about prior knowledge
of French, a topic we will examine in subsequent studies of this group.
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the interviewer was accompanied to the interview site by local settlement workers and a research

assistant. No adverse events were reported.

5.2 Recruitment of Survey Participants

According to the House of Commons report on the Yazidi in Canada, 642 government-
assisted refugees resettled in London, Toronto, Winnipeg, and Calgary, and another 165 Yazidis
have been resettled elsewhere across Canada including Montreal, Moose Jaw, Ottawa,
Sherbrooke and Windsor (House of Commons, 2018). A very small number of Yazidi were
privately sponsored. Prior to the arrival of the most current group of Yazidi, there existed a small
Yazidi community in Canada arriving with other refugees from Iraq between 2009 and 2014.
The largest established communities were in Winnipeg and London.

Interviews were conducted on a sample of 35 Yazidi in these four cities of Canada (Fig
1.). Participants were identified by the four participating RAP agencies and settlement workers
explained the study and arranged appointments for our interviewer. The goal was to interview 5

to 10 participants per city, a goal that was achieved in 11 days.

Figure 1: Participants by City of Residence

City No of respondents
Calgary 6
London 10
Toronto 9
Winnipeg 10

Given the short timeline for our study and the fact that we used RAP agencies to identify
and invite participants, all the Yazidi in our study are GARs. Study participants were all aged 18

and over at the time of the interview. Only one person per household was interviewed.
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The Psychology/Sociology Research Ethics Board at the University of Manitoba reviewed the
study recruitment and methodological protocols and granted permission for the team to conduct
the study.

Our interviewer ensured that all the participants she met were ‘healthy’ before she ended
the interview. At no time did any of the participants indicate that they were traumatized and that
they could not continue. In some cases, she alerted the settlement worker on site (her interviews
were conducted in the community where the immigrant settlement organization was working) if
she felt the family was in need of assistance unrelated to our interviews. At the conclusion of the
interview, she gave each participant $10 as an honorarium and asked if they would like to
participate in a future study. All participants agreed to be contacted for a second study. They left

their cell phone numbers with the interviewer for future follow-up.

All identifying data was kept separate from the interview materials and kept on a
password protected, encrypted computer. In writing this report, we endeavored to keep the
identities of the Yazidi participants confidential so there are places where we purposely do not
provide certain demographic or geographic characteristics. We have given each participant a
Yazidi name as a pseudonym. We identify participants by age, sex, marital status, and time in

Canada. Readers can view this information in Appendix V1 on page 107.

All participants expressed a strong desire to share their experiences with Canadians and

we endeavor to do this in the current report.

6. FINDINGS

The findings are separated into three parts. First, we provide a general demographic
overview of the participants in our study. Next, we provide the results of our interviews by theme
beginning with the experience of trauma, pre-arrival orientation, reception centre experience,
housing conditions, language and education, employment, access to settlement and health
services and others. The last part of this section records our observations, mainly connecting our
findings to existing research and making some policy and programing suggestions based on our

findings and cross-referenced with other studies.
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6.1 Demographics of our Study Participants

Twenty-two of our participants identified as female and 13 were male. As mentioned
earlier, almost 60% had never attended school. Of those who did, only three completed high

school. Of these three, only one completed post-secondary education. This is a similar result to

what has been reported elsewhere (Frangou, 2018). Because they have been marginalized and

excluded in Iraq for centuries, the Yazidi are unlikely to attend school and if they did, most left

or were forced to leave after 5 or 6 years making them only partially literate.

Figure 2 shows that the participants in our study are very recent arrivals, with an average

of 8 months in Canada at the time of their interview with us. The “newest” arrived participants

arrived only 6 days prior to the interview (two persons) while the “most experienced”

participants had been in Canada for 13 or 14 months (six participants).

Table 4: Preliminary Statistics — Demographic Characteristics of Study Participants

Country living | Iraq Turkey Lebanon Total Samp
Prior to le
arriving Total
Canada
N (%) 31 (91.2%) | 2 (5.9%) 1 (2.9%) 34 35
Age groups 20-29years | 30-39years | 40-49years | 50-59years Total
N (%) 15 (45.5%) |12 (36.4%) |4 (12.1%) |2 (6.1%) 33
Marital Status | Married Widowed | Single Total
N (%) 15 (42.9%) | 14 (40%) 6 (17.1%) 35
Gender Female Male Total
N (%) 22 (62.9%) |13 (37.1%) |35
No. of people in | Average Total Average Total
household number of number of
people in childrenin
household household
N 53=5 186/35 35 121/35
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Educational No Up to Upto Up to Grade | Post- Total
level (1) Education | Grade5 Grade 6 8 Secondary
Education
N (%) 19 (57.6%) |6(18.2%) |4 (12.1%) |1 (3.0%) 3(9.1%) 33
Educational No Grade3-5 | Grade 6 - | Post- Total
level (2) Education 9 Secondary
Education
N (%) 19 (57.6%) | 6 (18.2%) 5(15.1%) |3(9.1%) 33
Immigration Principal Spouse
Application Applicant
Status
N (%) 32 (91.4%) | 3 (8.6%)
Notes:

1. All respondents arrived through Government Assisted Refugee (GAR) class

2. All respondents indicated “Kurmanji Kurdi” as their First Language

3. Almost all respondents stayed in a hotel/motel/reception centre when first arrived in Canada.

Figure 2: Average Number of Months in Canada by City, Yazidi Refugees, 2018
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Calgary London Toronto Winnipeg

All of the Yazidi we spoke to were living with some family members although the
composition of the families varied. Understandably, marital status was difficult to ascertain.
Many of the persons who told us they were married qualified that with “but I don’t know if my
husband is alive or dead” because they had been taken by Daesh. As a result, some of the
married individuals were in Canada without their spouses. Our count is as follows: 14 widowed
(all female), 15 married (though some were unsure where their spouse was) and 6 single/never
married participants. Almost all participants had children living in their household. As figure 3
indicates, the modal number of persons per family unit was 5.3 and the family size did not differ
by city. Figure four indicates that the modal number of children per household as 3.5. These
“averages” are not representative of the Yazidi population in Canada and due to the small sample

size, should be taken with caution.

Figure 3: Average Yazidi Family Size by City, 2018
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Calgary London Toronto Winnipeg
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Figure 4: Average number of children per Yazidi household by city, 2018

Calgary London Toronto Winnipeg

The next section outlines the findings from the qualitative interviews.

6.2 Initial Settlement Experiences

6.2.1 The Trauma Experience and Aftermath

It is virtually impossible to conduct any research with refugees and not have trauma and
mental health appear within the interviews. This is hardly surprising as all refugees come to
Canada is because they are fleeing violence and conflict situations. A recent study in Germany
by Abbott (2016) indicates that over 90% of all refugees have witnessed or personally
experienced physical violence, rape, attempted murder, witnessed murder, or witnessed assault
or rape. What makes this Yazidi population and study different from other recent refugee groups
is the fact that nearly all 35 participants described in great detail the physical, sexual and mental
trauma they had personally experienced®. This was despite the fact that the interview guide did

not expressly ask any questions related to trauma and violence. Their trauma seeped through all

3 Our observation is confirmed by our conversations with psychologists and social workers who are
currently working with Yazidi refugees. Dr Annalee Coakley (and many others), medical director for
Mosaic Refugee Health Clinic in Calgary states in a recent Globe and Mail article, “I have never seen
families in acute distress like that” (Frangou, 2018, A11)
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the questions we asked on housing, employment, pre-arrival orientation, settlement service use,
health service use, and language acquisition. Almost every aspect of their lives in Canada was

affected by the trauma they had witnessed and endured.

One message was made clear by nearly all of the participants, “please let Canadians
know about our story”. While this report can only tell bits and pieces of their story, it is our
mission to ensure that we respected their wishes. In this section of the report, we do the difficult
job of telling their stories. We made the decision not to reveal even the pseudonyms or present

city of residence to maintain some confidentiality.

Upon reflection, it is not surprising that we heard so much about trauma during our
interviews with the Yazidi. Their trauma is experienced collectively. As indicated by
international bodies, they have experienced genocide (Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights, 2016), and that this is the 74™ genocide they have experienced
since the 14" century (Marczak, 2018). As a result, their trauma is intergenerational. Many
currently have family members and friends in Daesh captivity or they are unsure of their
whereabouts. This is a very important reason why they are willing to share their stories with us
and with others who will listen. Because they have been victimized and marginalized for so long,
they now wish to use their voice to encourage action among the international community so that

this never happens again.

The psychosomatic and physical scars carried by many of the Yazidis to Canada are
immense. Given that the Yazidi were selected precisely because they were targets of genocide,
the fact that their experiences were reported throughout our interview is not surprising.
According to Jean-Nicolas Beuze, the UNHCR to Canada, the selection of the Yazidis was based
on the assumption that “children born out of wedlock of women who had been held captive by
Daesh (ISIS) are particularly at risk of reprisal from their own family, unfortunately, and from
their own communities” (Harris, 2017). This observation is confirmed by recent reports from
Iraq. There is evidence that over 200 women have put their “Daesh babies” up for adoption
(Worldwide Movement for Human Rights 2018). Psychologists and other mental health experts
working with the Yazidi have also reported that this group has among the highest rates of
sustained trauma they have ever witnessed (Porter, 2018). The trauma that many have endured is

shocking and yet they shared their stories with us.
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“lI am unable to sleep peacefully. Every time | close my eyes, | get
flashbacks, even with the medications I’m taking. I go back to the times
we have been raped over and over and over again with my children
watching. | have witnessed the most horrid events. | have seen women
raped and killed before my eyes. | have seen their one to three-year-old
children beheaded before my eyes for defying the Muslims. | want the
government to know we are not the same. Some of us are a lot worse than
those pretending to be. We require good medical treatment, good doctors
and psychologists. We need interpreters that we can feel confident to help
us relay our messages.... [ have nine kids. Eight are with me and one is
still in captivity. The twin of my child that is here. My son was taken by a
butcher and he was a slave in his house. He would come to see me once
and a while covered with blood. He told me the Daesh man he was living
with was beheading innocent people. And he’s asked him to do the same
thing. | start crying and I told him, son, if you do that I will kill myself.
What if they bring you someone and it turns out to be your father and
you’re not aware because his face is covered. What will you do then? So
praise God he refused to obey those demands. They beat him day in and
day out. They tortured my poor boy and the other kids. My babies were
raped, unable to hold their stool in. I had to put diapers on my babies. My
son, their slave and I and my children are their toys” (Roshan, Female, 8
children).

Loss of family members due to violence, kidnaping and torture by Daesh are sadly common
histories of the participants we met, such as the experiences by the woman we just discussed.
Their histories appeared throughout the interviews even when seemingly innocuous questions
were asked. One man recalled these events when we asked the participant about whether or not

he was currently working in Canada.

“Could I say something, my teacher?”

Interviewer: “yes, of course. Say whatever you’d like”.
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“I lost 21 members of my family to Daesh. And | rescued 5 members. And
those | have rescued are traumatized, tortured sick and importantly, |
brought five of them here with me. Two of the girls were raped and sold
over 20 to 30 times. One of the boys has been severely wounded and the

other boy has gone deaf due to the blows of trauma to the head and face”.

This couple was guardian to eight girls and four boys, all under the age of 18. Some of the
children and teens had been sexually and physically assaulted. One of the youngest boys had
been recruited and fought for Daesh and was exhibiting troubling and violent behavior. In fact,
this young boy regularly hits his siblings and the couple looking after him. The interviewer
ensured that this family was given assistance by the RAP providers at the end of her interview
(although we understood that the family was already receiving trauma counselling and the girls
had already been examined by a gynecologist). This couple was struggling caring for 14 children
alone. In Iraq, they were able to manage because three other adults assisted in their care. Despite
the difficulties caring for 14 children, “I brought them here with me because I figured I could
give them a second chance at life so they wouldn’t turn out bad. In Iraq, they probably wouldn’t
have lasted. | decided to come here because | was told it was a great country to live. The kids
will have a better future, they will be able to study and go to school and no longer have to fear
death” (Aylas, Male, 12 children).

Reunification with family members still trapped in Irag was a priority for most
participants in our study. Many had left loved ones in refugee camps. One woman tells us, “All I
want is help for those that have left family behind. They need to get out of that terrible lifestyle
in the camps. My sisters and brothers are still living in the camps with no food to eat and cold at
times. People like my father and mother who are old need more care and attention. The need to
make sure they get the help they need” (Sarab, Female, no children). Almost everyone told us of
sons, daughters, husbands, sisters, brothers, nieces and nephews who remained in Daesh

captivity.

Others were unsure of the whereabouts or safety of family members who had been
kidnapped by Daesh. One woman tells us her four-year-old sister is currently under Daesh
captivity. She asked us for help as it cost her $20,000 US to buy her other sister from Daesh.
This separation and the constant anxiety of worrying about the health and safety of missing loved
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ones only compounds the mental health problems the Yazidi are experiencing. Many people told
us that their worry for relatives in Iraq was hindering their language learning and settlement in

Canada. One woman tells us,

“No, I’'m not getting better it seems. I was struck by a car while fleeing for
safety. | was in captivity, locked away for almost two and a half years. |
am not well mentally. I was barely given a chance to see the light of the
sun. (Nearly) my entire family was killed by Daesh. I’'m grateful to the
Canadian government. They returned one of my sons recently, but my
older son is still in captivity. I haven’t heard back from him at all. It’s hard
to process information while you are under so much pressure and stress,
worrying about my family and relatives and friends knowing most of them
were killed by Daesh. Some in front of you. Others behind you” (Khalida,

Female, 5 children).

These experiences, coupled with the difficulties integrating into a foreign country where their
language is not spoken, religion is not respected or tolerated and the uncertainties of learning to
live independently cause much concern for the Yazidi. Studies have shown that families that
reunify integrate faster and more successfully than families who are left fractured and incomplete
(Frangou, 2018). The family acts as an insulating factor, protecting individuas from some of the

pain associated with integration into a new society.

Once in Canada, it is imperative that the mental health services provided are helpful and
culturally appropriate and sensitive to the depth of the trauma some of these people have
endured. A participant in London reports that her therapist told her to:

“Forget about what happened to me. I will tell you it’s not easy to forget,
no matter what we get or do in life. What I went through, | cannot forget. I
was in captivity by the Muslims (Daesh) for over two years. | bared a
child from them. I held that little girl for about five days and carried her 9
months to term and they took her from me. They told me that your other

children are infidels and we don’t want them as they are the offspring of

an infidel. The men that raped me took my little girl away from me. Then
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when | got sick, they threw me and my two children in a hospital in Iraq.

That’s how I escaped” (Nasreen, Female, 2 children).

Psychologists and physicians who treat Yazidi in Canada may not know how to help. It is not
uncommon for Yazidi family members to reject the offspring of such unions. In their religion,
exogamy results in banishment. Mothers are forced to choose between their children and their
families. Often the child is left in an orphanage, much to the mother’s distress (Worldwide
Movement for Human Rights, 2018). Another participant said that some of the physicians in
Canada only write prescriptions for anti-depressant or anti-anxiety medications instead of doing
the psychological work that is required to recuperate. “The doctors here are not good. All they do
is write a script and send us on our way. These issues need to be addressed by professionals who
know how to deal with these situations. A simple script is not going to take it away” (Battal,

Male, 5 children).

Some participants tried to work through their physical and mental pain. One participant
told us that she is “sick still. Daesh caused injuries to my head and honestly, | am unable to
process the language as fast as [ had hoped or wanted to, but 'm going to specialists. Maybe
they will do further tests to help me” (Gesa, Female, 5 chidlren). Another participant tells us
when we ask her why she is not currently attending language classes she says “I have gone
through too much. 1 lost 35 people in my family. I lost my husband and my children to Daesh
and one of my sons died in my arms. You think I will ever lose that image in my head? Never. |
cannot” (Silda, Female, 3 children). Another participant tells us she plans to go to school “once
my health issues are taken care of and | am not so emotional. Like I said, we have seen too much
with our bare eyes. We have seen people die in front of us. It’s all taking a toll on the mind”
(Amal, Female, 6 children). Another woman tells us that she has problems learning English
“because of all the hardships we went through back home. My memory isn’t so good. I have
depression and anxiety. | saw my brother die” (Zheyan, Female, 7 children). Another woman
tells us that because she worries so much about her family members who are still captive under
Daesh that she has trouble concentrating in English class and that her mind cannot process the

language properly.

Other Yazidi are too busy caring for sick family members to attend classes themselves.

When we asked if he was currently attending a language class, one male reports, “I’m not able to
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take any classes. My wife is sick. | must take care of the children. And I am also responsible for
her mother and her three other kids. It’s very hard for me to go to school. My wife has mental
illness and has episodes of blacking out, even the cooking I am doing alone” (Battal). He is not
the only person who is undertaking significant responsibility caring for themselves and other

family members while they are ill. Another woman tells us,

“but I’m not alright, honestly. Mentally, there is a lot of work for me to be
done. If it weren’t for my kids, I don’t know if I would even want to live
after all that has happened to me. My children keep me going because |
know they have no one here. | was raped and tortured by several Muslims.
While in captivity they took their turns on me. If | defied them they would
threaten my children” (Saadia, Female, 4 children).

Another woman tells us that Daesh has threatened her family overseas.

“Daesh they know everything about me. They’ve contacted my brother in
Irag and have threatened him for me to return to Iraq. Sister, believe me or
not, | saw them with my own eyes running into Turkey from Syria and

seeking refuge amongst the refugees. The majority of Daesh were

Syrians” (Nasreen).

She goes on to say that some of the Daesh members are currently in Canada. “A while ago, I saw
one of them on the bus. I can swear it by God it was the same guy who sold me in Mosul. He
was on the bus here in XXX. I tried to tell people I was 100% sure it was him but | was told it

was a look alike. | know it was him, but nobody was listening to me” (Nasreen)®.

We did not ask about what is happening to their children after their arrival to Canada,
mainly because we wanted our interviews to be short and we knew we would likely be returning
to visit the families again should they be interested in participating in the next study. However,
the participants told us many things about their children. We asked one woman what prevented
her from looking for a job and she told us that “I am always sick. My daughter XXXX is always

sick and passes out from the trauma she experienced while in captivity from Daesh” (Manal,

* We were later informed by sources close to this woman that the incident was verified and the person
has been identified and the situation is being examined by appropriate police authorities.
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Female, 6 children)®. When we asked some questions about accessing settlement services, one

mother told us about difficulties her children had in school.

“Daesh beat my sister’s older children. We had a complaint from the
teacher because both would pee themselves because they are easily
frightened by loud noises and if someone becomes loud with them. When
Uncle Haider® accompanied us to the teachers, they said ‘sorry, we didn’t
know. But they suggested putting diapers on them and that’s all sorted
now, thank God” (Gesa).

In speaking with teachers over the years, it is very common that they feel woefully and
inadequately prepared to properly teach the refugee children in their classrooms. Many teachers
lack basic information about the countries and the war conditions that these children are fleeing.
Even more teachers report that they have never been taught how to deal with children who have
been victimized and many ask their school boards and provinces for training in “trauma informed
care”. Another mother recounts the events that led to her son’s capture by Daesh. He was trained
to kill and was forced to watch Daesh kill many other Yazidi. He was beaten during his two
years of captivity. Now in Canada, “he is not feeling well. He takes six medications a day to
maintain himself” (Saadia). We can only imagine that his teachers must struggle to help him in
the classroom. He likely struggles himself as a victim of trauma. Given his captivity and illness,
it is very likely that this child has, at best, interrupted schooling and is functionally illiterate.

These are difficult odds to overcome for anyone.

Professional interpretation is a necessity but so is consideration that many people do not
wish to have their trauma experiences translated by someone from the opposite sex. One mother
told us that she had difficulty taking her physically and mentally ill son to get medical treatment.
She emphasizes the need for Kurmanji speaking interpreters and that the interpreters should be
women interpreting for women and men interpreting for men because “you know, in our culture,

as a woman, | am not able to tell in front of a man any sickness or my problems” (Saadia). This

® This is called conversion disorder with psychogenic non-epileptic seizures. It is a very rare and extreme
form of PTSD. Early reports indicate that the incidence of this condition is very high among Yazidi
refugees (Frangou, 2018).

® Uncle Haider is a local Yazidi community leader.
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theme of interpretation by same-sex interpreters appeared several times in different contexts
throughout many of our interviews. Another woman tells us, “I would rather be accompanied by
a female interpreter than a man. It’s embarrassing for me to discuss my personal things. I am not
comfortable talking about my experience while I was held by Daesh with a male staff member”
(Wejdan, Female, 3 children).

6.2.2 Pre-Arrival Information/Orientation

Most refugees, regardless of whether or not they are GAR, PSR or BVOR, obtain
information about Canada prior to their arrival by participating in a three- or five-day orientation
session called Canadian Orientation Abroad (COA). The IOM has been contracted by the
Canadian government to provide these orientation sessions prior to departure (Government of
Canada, 2018). The orientation is provided “in the refugee’s first language, when possible, or by
using interpreters” (Government of Canada, 2018: 15, italics added for emphasis). The topics
discussed include information about the RAP program, job information, rights and
responsibilities, geography and climate, housing, multiculturalism, cost of living, family life,
education and adaptation to Canada. The Canadian government (2018: 15) “emphasizes the
importance of arriving in Canada with realistic expectations”. The purpose of the COA is to
prepare refugees for their new life in Canada.

We asked participants about what they learned from attending the COA. For some, it was
the first time they had ever heard of Canada. Khalafe (Female, 3 children) says, “before I came
to Canada, I wasn’t even aware of the country’s name”. Nearly all of the participants in our study
indicated they had received pre-arrival orientation. In only a few cases, participants felt they had
received good and complete information about what to expect once they arri