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IRAQI REFUGEE AID COUNCIL

                   I R A C


Situation of New Iraqi Refugees in Iran
The Iraqi Refugee Aid Council (IRAC) is an NGO that offers relief and development assistance to Iraqi refugees in Iran since 1995.

The current security situation in Iraq led to large population displacements both within and outside Iraq. Families who receive death threats due to their religion are compelled to leave their places of residence and seek refuge either in regions of Iraq that are inhabited by their own religious community or outside the country. Families with sufficient financial resources prefer to leave the country and take refuge in neighboring countries. Most families go to either Jordan or Syria, while the numbers of newly arrived Iraqi refugees in Iran are very small. No statistics are available, but IRAC estimates that their number does not exceed 2,500 persons.

Iraqis escaping from violence and sectarian strife in their country to Iran enter the country legally with a valid passport and a tourist visa. After arriving in Iran, these “refugees” are faced with numerous difficulties:

· A tourist visa is valid for one month, and can be extended twice for the same period against a fee. 
· After the second extension, the passport owner and all accompanying persons have to leave the country. In order to return, they have to obtain a new tourist visa at a cost of 40 USD.

· There are families who return to Iraq every three months to obtain a new visa despite the cost and the danger on the road. 

· The fee for overstaying is very high at 300,000 Rial (ca 33 USD) per person per day. 

· Iran does not grant residence permits to Iraqi citizens except for a small number of exceptional cases, most of them with recommendation from an Iraqi institution in Iran.

· Iraqis encounter language problems in Iran as most of them do not talk Farsi. This is not the case in Syria and Jordan.

· Rent for accommodation in Iran is very high. The same is true for living cost.

· The tourist visa is accompanied by a stamp specifying that the holder of this visa is not allowed to work. The same is true for residence permits. Work permits are almost unobtainable. However, members of the Iraqi community in Iran (Iranians of Iraqi origin) occasionally employ newly arrived refugees in unofficial positions for very low salaries.

· Most new Iraqi refugees have relatives in Iran, with whom they move in for some time. 

· A private school for Iraqi children with about 150 students of both genders operates in Dowlat-Abad, a suburb in the South of Tehran. About two thirds of the students are newly arrived refugees. The school requests rather elevated fees that most families cannot pay. Fees are reduced or waived in many cases. 

· Many Iraqis come to Iran for medical treatment, staying between a few days and up to three months. Although treatment is expensive, it is much cheaper than in Jordan. Nevertheless, most patients encounter problems with paying their hospital bills and apply to different charities for assistance. IRAC runs an assistance program for such patients since October 2005, which is funded by the Lady Fatemeh (as) Charitable Trust in London.

· As to date, Iran accepts Iraqi S series passports and is not planning to restrict granting of tourist visas to G series passports. Jordan is going to require G series passports from June 2007 while Syria is now requiring Iraqi residents in the country to leave Syria once every three months. If restrictions continue to mount in other neighboring countries while Iran continues to grant access easily to all kinds of Iraqi passports influx of Iraqi “refugees” is bound to rise.
· G series passports are extremely difficult to obtain. They are only issued by the Baghdad passport office, at a rate of 1,500 passports per day, including applications received from the various Iraqi embassies. Efforts are under way to raise this number to 3,000 passports per day, but even this number will fall very short of satisfying demand. Applicants are required to stand in line for hours in the street in front of the passport office, exposing themselves to security incidents. Alternatively, dealers will arrange for speedy delivery in return for a bribe amounting to 600 to 800 USD. 
Recommendations: 
· Negotiations with the Iranian authorities to grant one-year residence permits to Iraqis living as de-facto refugees in the country. Upon expiry, the situation in the different regions of Iraq should be assessed and visas extended accordingly.
· Negotiations aimed at lowering the overstaying fee.

· Negotiations with the Iranian authorities and the health insurance company with a view to grant some form of temporary health insurance to Iraqi patients. 

· Negotiations with Syria and Jordan to remove restrictions on Iraqis wishing to enter their country.

· Burden-sharing measures to encourage neighboring countries to continue to grant access to Iraqi nationals. These measures can include assistance programs to Iraqis in those countries or financial assistance to the host governments. Burden-sharing measures should also be aimed at minimizing problems with the host community.
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