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KEY FINDINGS

COVID-19 has attracted much attention in Kurdish neighbourhoods and has been relayed massively by the media across the
KRI. Kurdistanis put their trust mostly in television as the most accessible so urce of information across the region. Conversely,
social media was not considered a reliable source of information during the pandemic.

The results of this survey highlight a strong lack of trust in federal political figures and institutions. At the regio nal level,
Kurdistanis are divided along lines of political affiliation and geography. While respondents from Duhok and Erbil expressed

a high level of trust in the KRG, people of Silemani are openly distrustful of the KRI government. The institutions responsible
for mitigating the impact of the pandemic attract the highest level of trust across governorates. This is the case with the KRG
Ministry of Health and Ministry of Interior, including the security forces and the police. Conversely, participants expressed
strong rejection of both parliaments that sit in Baghdad and Erbil. The legislative body attracted the least trust among the
population surveyed.

The COVID-19 pandemic has fostered social cohesion in the KRI. The majority of respondets believed that all Kurdistanis,
including both vulnerable and non -vulnerable groups, should be treated equally and should receive the same amount of
government support during the pandemic. That being said, a significant number of respondents recognized the importance of
caring for those most vulnerable, such as the elderly, Syrian refugees, and International Displaced Persons (IDPs) more broady.
Finally, respondents have been shown to rely mostly on their social circles and family throughout the crisis, rather than regional
and federal institutions. Those surveyed strongly supported the preventive measures in general imposed by the KRG on the
three governorates. Yet, answers to the survey reveal that such measures have had an impact on the personal ecommic
circumstances of Kurdistanis, especially among the younger portion of the population, who expected to face financial
difficulties in the near future as a direct consequence of the pandemic and its impact.
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1. Introduction

In light of the global health crisis that erupted in was unable to foster a common Iraqi identity around

December 2019 following the spread of the virus now

known as COVID-19, this research was designed to the second republic, statesociety relations remain

gather information about the conflict -peace COVID -19 weak. The end of SaddamHuss i nds di

nexus. in 2003 did not bring an end to authoritarian

This investigation focuses on Iraq in general and

Kurdistan Region-lrag (KRI) in particular. Iraq
adopted a new constitution in 2005. It designed the
country as a federal republic, where the Kurdish
political leadership gained semi-autonomous control
over the northern region for the first time since the
establishment of Iraq in 1921. The recognition and
empowerment of the KRI gave hope for a strong and

united Irag. Nevertheless, the central state apparatus

tendencies, nor did it establish socio-economic and
political peace in the country. Ever since the collapse
of the central authority in 2003, the country has been
gripped by political i nstability and recurrent conflicts
in the form of civil wars and Salafi -jihadi and Shia
militias violence. Notably, unfair power -sharing
agreements; deBad at hi f iMad ti iko ;s

over the executive, judiciary, and military; the recent
integration of Iran-backed militias into the state
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military apparatus; and t Atehe régmmbklavel, lin thg KRV, the KRGaaok earty
sectarian policies, all worked to strongly alienate Sunni preventive measures to contain the spread of the virus.
and Kurdish communities. In the KRI, those dynamics Kurdish borders were fu lly closed with its neighbours
further damaged the trust between Kurdistanis and (with Iran on 21 February; Syria on 1 March; Turkey on

Arab lragis on the one hand, and between the 29 February 2020) and the rest of Iraq by midMarch.
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and the A complete lockdown was imposed on 13 March, with
federal government on the other. movement  restrictions  between and inside

In this specific environment, this research begins to governorates, and the banof land and air travel. These

assess the sociepolitical impact of COVID -19 situation early measures were effective, with 606 confirmed

in the KRI. It mainly focuses on: (i) examining the level cases and only 6 deaths by the end of May (Map 1).

of trust in several political institutions and actors and 19 458 AL Last Update
COVID- 19 Map 31 May 2020
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Kurdish regional institutions at a regional and

T How has the COVID-19 situation, including The federal government and the KRG adopted two

governmental policies, impacted the lives of diff erent and independent approaches to deal with the

i is? . . . .
Kurdistanis? impact of the pandemic. As such, it became evident

T How do Kurdistanis view the future? that COVID -19 was yet another example of a trend that
The COVID-19 virus first hit Iraq in early March 2020. has been observed in Irag during previous crises, such
While the number of cases and deaths remained as the Syrian refugee crisis or the military threat posed
comparatively low 8 2,480 cases and 102 deaths were by the Islamic State organization (IS/Daesh). During
officially confirmed as of 10 May 2020! & the Iraqi those times of uncertainty, no inclusive plan was put
government was slow in its response to mitigate the in place to face those aforementioned threats. These
impact of the pand emic on its weak health sector. The previous crises were not seen as opportunities to foster
border with Iran remained opened until 8 March 2020, cooperation between Baghdad and Erbil. Instead, they
at the time when the Islamic Republic had the highest further deepened the political and social rift between
number of deaths outside China. Even after the Iraqi Iraq and the KRI.

central authority decided to lock down the country, Human beings are tribal species and in times of crisis,
there have been conflicting reports on whether the 21 the psychology of fear often prevails, building
official border crossings between Iraq and Iran had momentum for a sense of groupism. Hence, one could

been effectively closed. hypothesize that during such times of fear, people
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pledge allegiance to actors they trust in exchange for
protection. Those actors are usually the ones sharing a
common identity or similar interests. Consequently,
times of crisis are more likely to damage intergroup
trust and to reinforce a pre-existing lack of trust in
institutions and other (ethnic, religious, social)
groups.2.

In this conceptual and practical context of mistrust and
lack of cooperation between the federal and the
regional levels in Iraq, this research fits a wider scope
on the nexus between COVID-19, conflict, and peace.3
In other words, it examines whether the pandemic &
which does not itself discriminate by ethnicity,
views & has overcome or

religion, or political

exacerbated political divisions and lack of trust
between the federal government and the KRI. On the
spectrum of political and social relations, does the
COVID-19 pandemic put the cursor closer to conflict

or peace?

2. METHODOLOGY

This research attempts to answer the above questions
by gathering the perceptions of Kurdistanis through
an online survey based on random, respondent-driven
sampling. Although the research team acknowledges
the limitations of such a sampling technique, it was
appropriate given movement restriction measures
imposed by the KRG to contain the spread of COVID-
19, and the associated necessity of avoiding social
interactions. In addition, the online survey helped
collect a large number of perceptions in a short amount
of time, which allowed the team to capture a snapshot
of the public opinion in the KRI during the COVID -19
pandemic, where the situation was evolving daily.
Finally, the online survey ensured anonymity of
participants and lifted ethical and practical constraints
related to in-depth face-to-face interviews.

The survey was made available online for 8 days
between 15 and 22 April 2020. It was disseminated in
the two main Kurdish dialects spoken in the KRI 8

Sorani and Behdini d through social media platf orms,

primarily Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter, as well as
the wide network of Open Think Tank, which has
extensive experience in conducting large opinion polls
and surveys in the KRI. The research team also relied
on the cultural settings of the KRI for t he survey to be
further disseminated among social groups. It is
important to mention that this report did not set out to
collect the perceptions of experts or officials, but
instead to survey the perceptions of grassroot
communities & Kurdistanis from diff erent ethnic,
religious, geographical, and educational backgrounds.
The online survey was answered by a total of 936
participants across the three historical governorates of
the KRI: Duhok (or Dohuk), Erbil, and Silemani (or
Sulaymaniyah). The governorate of Halabja was
merged with that of Silemani to reflect the policy of the
federal government, which does not consider it as a
separate governorate part of the KRI. The status of
Halabja remains contested and the Kurdish parliament
officially recognized Hala bja as part of the KRI in Law
no.1 approved in 2015.

An English translation of the survey questionnaire is
appended to this report. For more in -depth inferential
analysis, please contact the survey partners directly.

3. Note on Graphics and Values

All figu res have been rounded to the nearest whole
number, except in the case of sociedemographic data.
Values are automatically adjusted to give readers the

best visibility over the viewing period.

4.SOCIO -DEMOGRAPHIC DATA

The online survey was answered by 936 Kurdistanis,
of whom half live in Duhok where OTT is based and

has the widest network and strongest professional
reputation. The two other governorates were almost
equally represented with 23.52% of respondents for
Silemani and 28.57% for Erbil.

Distribution by Governorate

Duhok Erbil Silemani

47.91% 28.57% 23.52%
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Male respondents greatly outnumbered female ones.

These results cannot account for the fact that men
slightly outnumber women in the younger age group

(0-29) in the KRI. Rather, they might indicate that men

have more access to online devices, are more politically
engaged or simply had more time to answer the survey

while women were responsible for taking care of

children who stopped attending schoo | in late January
2020 due to the pandemic.

Distribution by Gender

Female Male

32.87% 67.13%

Participants aged between 25 and 44 were overly
represented in the survey: they accounted for 63.8% of
the respondents. More generally, roughly 90% of
respondents were aged between 18 and 44. This age
group is thought to consist of those whom are most
likely to use the internet daily. Another explanation
may lie in the fact that respondents between 25 and 44
years old are employed or are business owners,and
have family responsibilities. These groups were
potentially the most affected by COVID -19related
measures, and therefore keen to express opinions
about governmental performances that directly affect
their lives and future. Conversely, less than 1% of those
aged 65 and above participated in the survey. One may
assume that only a small percentage of this age group
is comfortable using such technologies.

Distribution by Age

1824 2544 45-64

65 and above

16.96% 63.80% 18.58% 0.64%

Participants aged between 25 and 44 were overly
represented in the survey: they accounted for 63.8% of
the respondents. More generally, roughly 90% of

respondents were aged between 18 and 44. This age

group is thought to consist of those whom are most

likely to use the internet daily. Another explanation
may lie in the fact that respondents between 25 and 44
years old are employed or are business owners, and
have family responsibilities. These groups were
potentially the most affected by COVID -19related
measures, and therefore keen to express opinions
about governmental performances that directly affect
their lives and future. Conversely, less than 1% of those
aged 65 and above participated in the survey. One may
assume that only a small percentage of thisage group
is comfortable using such technologies.

Distribution by Age

2544 45-64 65 and above

18.58%

18-24

16.96% 63.80% 0.64%

More than 50% of the respondents hold a BA degree,
which tends to back the assumption that this age group

is educated. More importantly, a demographic survey

conducted jointly by the
Office (KRSO), International Organization for
Mi gration (1 OM) and Uni t

Fund (UNFPA) published in 2018 found the overall
literacy rate in KRI to be between 26% and 45% of those
aged 55 years and above (the literacy rate is about 21%
of the Kurdistani population of over 5 millio n). This is
a strong factor that would impede patrticipation in an
online survey. As a result, this is also a methodical
limitation of this research.

Distribution by Education
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0.43%0.64% 2.04% 9.24% 12.35%53.06% 14.39% 7.84%

COVID-19 has attracted much attention in Kurdish
neighbourhoods and has been relayed massively by
the media across the KRI. Results show that almost

90% of respondents followed the news about the
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pandemic with some or a lot of attention across the

three governorates (Figure 1).

47.711%
39.87%

7.52%

- 261% 2.29%
I _——

With a lot of Little attention

attention

Some attention No attention Don’t Know

Figure 1: How closely have you follow ed the news about
COVID -19 pandemic?
This high level of attention probably stands for the
exceptionalism of the pandemic and its massive
coverage by governments and media. Only about
2.61% admitted not having followed the news about
the pandemic.
While the evolution of the pandemic inside the KRI has
attracted general attention, a majority of Kurdistanis
surveyed had not been affected directly by the virus,
in the sense that 96.73% of respondents had not been
infected or did not know anyone who had been

infected by COVID-19 (Figure 2).

96.73%

2.29% 0.65% 0.33%

No Yes Refuse to Answer Don't Know

Figure 2: Have you or someone you know personally
been infected by COVID -19?

The KRI has been relatively spared by the virus which
infected 606 Kurdistanis as of 31 May 2020. This
represents a very small fraction of an overall
population estimated to reach between 5 and 5.5
million,4 including refugees and IDPs but not the
inhabitants of the disputed areas. The low rate of

contamination is undoubtedly the re sult of early

preventive measures taken by the KRG. During the

crisis, the federal government only retained
sovereignty over the airports of Erbil and Silemani,
which were closed relatively late, on 17 March 2020.
Elsewhere in the KRI, mobility between gov ernorates
was greatly restricted in mid -March and schools were
closed in late January, as were the borders with Turkey
and Iran. Restrictions were also applied on
commercial, export, and import activities across the
borders with Iran, while Kurdistanis wer e given until
16 March 2020 to leave the Iranian Republic and come
back to the KRI. All Newroz (Kurdish New Year)
celebrations were cancelled on 21 March 2020, and
religious ceremonies and gatherings were forbidden
including Eid al -fitra at the end of Ramadhan. The
curfew within and between governorates was applied
strictly across the KRI with the support of the
Peshmerga and the police, and the erection of

numerous checkpoints.

5.MEDIA TRUST

Sources of information are vital to the conduct of our
daily liv es, even more in times of crisis. Yet, the high
rate of political ownership and affiliation of Kurdish
media raises the question of their independence as
reliable sources of information.5 While the KRI media
landscape includes private or independent media, the
l atter i s bunabl e to
subsidized by Kurdish parties.6 In addition to being
the main platforms of political communication, media
has recently multiplied & helped by the advent of social
media. The constant flow of news might b e a source of
confusion for audiences, resulting in less effective
policies at the government level.

During the pandemic, social distancing measures
halted the work of the printed press in the region, in
contrast with social media and aired programmes on
the TV. Even before the outbreak of COVID-19,
newspapers attracted small audiences. The written
press was already being superseded by easily

accessible, more interactive and frequently updated
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media. For instance, the most powerful newspaper, of information. This is a comparatively high

Rudaw, is published weekly and thus fails to provide percentage in relation to the 7% and 11% of

updated information on a daily basis during a respondents who did not trust television and the press

situation which is evolving and changing rapidly. respectively. These are interesting results considering

The growing attraction of social media in the KRI has the fact that many Kurdistanis spend an increasing

pushed key politicians to become active users of amount of time on their phones as a means of

Facebook and Twitter to send their message to a wide socialization and information. Yet, it appears that

and diverse audience. The new trend is exemplified by social media conveys too much information, including

KRG Prime Minister Masrour Barzani and President conspiracy theories. Hence, responses suggested that

Nechirvan Barzani, both of whom tweet almost daily social media in the KRI appears to be more a source of

in different languages, including English, Arabic and entertainment than a source of trusted inf ormation.

the two main Kurdish dialects spoken in the KRI,
39%
Sorani and Behdini.
%

22%
6%
. 1% 1%

A lot of trust Little trust

The results of the survey show that Kurdistanis put
their trust in the television more than any other
information media (Figure 3), even though the TV

attracts |l ess than 12 %dtof

over 55 % (o] f 6 Ssome trusto Some trust Notrust Refuse to Answer Don't Know

overwhelmingly present in households throughout Figure 4: To what extent do you trust social media as

_ . o
the KRI, speaks to the broadest crosssection of the sources of information?

population, regardless of age, social and educational Equally interesting, friends and family attracted less
background. Everyone can listen to the TV and engage trust among Kurdistanis when it comes to information

with the information it disseminates. According to the about the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 5). One could

results of the survey, r es rhave exmadda reyefseddrend in & thbaliamd familys st (.
l otd and 6somed) after t he ofiertddsociétyssuch asinthe KRh €6% ofpesporelents a n d
magazines (47%), social media (42%) and friends and put either o6littled or 6éno tr
family (35%). only 5% placed a lot of trust in them. This lack of trust
559% might be explained by the fact that the pandemic is a
- public health and medical issue, so people tend to trust
38%
36% m official, expert information instead. Indeed, most
% 28%
24% 24% official information about the pandemic has come from
17%
12 1% L L the Ministry of Health or Ministry of Interior, which
7%% 4 “ 8% 69 7
LY 1% 1% purport to have the credentials to inform the
v PRESS SOCIAL MEDIA FRIENDS AND FAMILY
A lot of trust mSometrust m Little trust mNo trust m Refuseto Answer = Don't Know pOpUIatlon WhO dO not necessarlly have the personal
Figure 3: To what extent do you trust the following knowledge to understand the epidemic. Therefore, this
sources of information? lack of trust does not account for a lack of social
A closer look at trust in social media reveals very cohesion in the KR, as it will be shown in the second
interesting dynamics (Figure 4). While more than 70% half of the report.
of respondents affirmed having O6somed or o6littled trust

in social media, almost 22% did not trust it as sources
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37%

29%
26%
5%
3%
1%
| - T

Alotoftrust  Some trust Little trust Notrust  Refuse to Answer Don't Know

Figure 5: To what extent do you trust your friends
and family as sources of information?
This analysis seems to be confirmed by the 53% of

respondents who believed that Kurdistanis reacted
appropriately to the threat from COVID -19 (Figure 6).
Conversely, 31% felt that their peers did not take the
pandemic risks seriously enough. A quick look at
social dynamics during the lockdown might serve as a
useful explanation for this percentage. In Duhok, for
instance, the authors of this report witnessed that local
markets and roads were crowded, and a majority of
passersby did not wear gloves and masks while the
city was officially still under lockdown. Local reports

suggest that safety meaures were apparently more
respected in Erbil and the streets of the capital

remained empty for weeks.

53%

31%

13%

. 1% 1%
— —

Arereacting  They are taking risks too Refuse to Answer Don't Know
appropriately Serlously

They are not taking risks
seriously enough

Figure 6: How would you describe the way the
Kurdistanis in general are facing COVID -19?

6. POLITICAL TRUST

Across all governorates and all age groups, the level of
trust in political figures and institutions in Baghdad
was comparatively much lower than the trust placed
in Kurdish authorities. Notably, the level of trust in the
Iraqgi President across all governorates was very low 6
7% in Dohuk and Silemani, and 5% in Erbil & with
45.65% of all respondents affirming that they have no

trust in him (Figure 7).

10, No.2, 2021

SILEMANI

ERBIL

DUHOK

" Alotoftrust ®Sometrust =Littletrust ®Notrust ®Refuseto Answer =Don't Know

Figure 7: To what extent do you trust the Iraqi
Presidentds response to the
These results are highly interesting as power-sharing

agreements after 2005 in Iraq stipulated that the Iraqi
President would be a Kurd, as a way to give
representation to that share of the Iragi population. In
April 2005, despite the disproportional division of
power among communal groups in Iraq in favor of the
Shi 6 a d#oradesser extentd the Kurds, an informal
agreement was reached whereby the position of the
reserved for the Kurds, the

Shi

President is now

premiership for t he
Parliament for the Sunnis.7 Historically, the President
is from one of the most influential tribes in the KRI,
associated with the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan
(Yek°tiy N ltimaniy
Silemani. Yet, even in its Kurdish stronghold, only 7%
of respondents put a lot of trust in the Iragi President,
while 49% do not trust him at all (Figure 7).

Conversely, there was far less consensus among
respondents when it comes to the KRI President across
the three governorates. While 64% and 49% of
respondents in Erbil and Duhok & the stronghold of the
Kurdistan Democratic Party (Partiya Demokrat a
Kurdistané) (KDP) which the KRI President belongs to
0 put a lot of trust in him, only 4% of Silemani
respondents put the same level of trust in their
President. As much as 59% of respondents from
Silemani did not put any trust in the KRI President,

compared to only 4% and 8% in Erbil and Duhok

respectively (Figure 8).
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e

DUHOK

uAlotoftrust mSometrust =Littletrust ®Notrust ®Refuse to Answer =“Don't Know

what extent
response to

Figure 8: To
President 6s

This geographical division in the level of trust in the
KRI 8s President i s
political culture in the KRI. The latter has been the
theater of political confrontation between the two
dominant political parties. On the one han d, the KDP
is dominated by the Barzani tribe, currently led by
former KRI President Masoud Barzani, and
historically influential in Erbil and Dohuk. On the
other, the PUK is linked to the Talabani tribe, which
notably includes the former Iraqgi President be tween
2005 and 2014 Jalal Talabani, and is dominant in
Silemani.

While the KDP and the PUK de facto administered the
KRI since the first Gulf War (1990-1991), the two
parties engaged in a threeyear conflict known as the
Iraqgi Kurdish Civil War (1994 -1997)8 While the crisis
was solved with the support of American mediation,
the divide remained and is still reflected in the
military, administration, and the geography of
Kurdish communities in the KRI.

For instance, the military forces of the KRI, the
Peshmega, are divided between two sources of power
of legitimacy. The Peshmerga affiliated to Silemani
retain partial independence from the KRI government
and effectively a form of de facto autonomy dating
from the Iraqgi Kurdish Civil War. They receive orders
from the PUK® s military
Ministry of Peshmerga or the Presidency at the
regional level. The division of the military command
and loyalty of the Kurdish military forces was maybe

best exemplified after the Kurdish referendum on the

qguestion of independence in September 2017. The
Peshmerga had been in control of contested areasd
areas whose sovereignty between the federal
government and the KRI had not been decided in the
2005 constitution (and remain undecided) 0 since their
military v ictory against the IS in 2014. In September
2017, the Iragi military launched an offensive in those
gontegad ternitqries in refaliatiqng fors Bolding that
Fepe%ndﬁrﬁ,iegp%crpefllyciﬁ? the oil -rich Kirkuk. Instead
of fighting to retain military and political co ntrol over

the§eat?rri|tovn%s, trg)ef Pesprp]eéga Léngsmséatéopeld t|ni

represen

Kirkuk withdrew immediately, which was considered

a treacherous action by many Kurdistanis. In the
confusion surrounding the action, they blamed
historical leader and independence fighter, then-
President Masoud Barzani. Behind the scenes, the
reality of the manoeuver revealed, yet again, the
internal rift in the KRI political landscape. The
Peshmerga stationed in Kirkuk belonged to a Silemani
Brigade9 and received the order to withdraw from the
PUK, but not from the KDP nor the KRI government.
The move was part of a broader strategy of
rapprochement between the PUK and Baghdad, with
the former seeking to gain more independence within
the KRI. This not only threatened Kurdish cohesion
and semi-ind ependence, but also the federal system
arrangements enshrined in the 2005 constitution.
Despite its failed bid for independence in September
2017, the KDP won the
legislative elections, giving it the lead of the next
regional government. The results aggravated mistrust
amongst the people of Silemani, loyal to the PUK, who
lacked a sense of political and community belonging to
the KDP-led region. This continuing political and
community divide would explain why Silemani
éegpgnederntss shorw ath[e r|10\éver3t arrgo&;lngi or}‘ trustt W éhe
KRI 6ds current President,
also happens to be Deputy President of KDP. In other
words, the popular political base of the current KRI

government is in Erbil and Duhok. Conversely, and

93

maj or i

Nec



Academic Journal of Nawroz University (AJNU), Vol. 10, No.2, 2021

despite the presence of Qubab Talabani (affiliated to
the PUK) as Deputy Prime Minister, the people of
Silemani may feel that politics is made at a distance,
not just in Iraq but inside the KRI itself.

Going back to political trust in the KRI at a time of a
public health crisis, the level of trust put in the Iraqi

and KRI Prime Ministers was equally revealing of the

Kur di sd defi

stani ance

hand, respondents seemed to have reached consensus

across governorates when it came to trust in the Irag
Prime Minister.10 The latter attracted less than 20% of
trust while up to 44% of respondents in Silemani and
Erbil reported not trusting him at all (Figure 9). On the
other hand, there was a strong disagreement across
respondents regarding trust in the K RI Prime Minister,
Masrour Barzani. While the latter gathered a lot of
trust in Erbil (70%) and Duhok (61%), only 6% of
Silemani respondents agreed. Indeed, 56% of
respondents from Silemani did not place any trust in

their Prime Minister (Figure 10).

" Alotoftrust ®Some trust wLittle trust ®Notrust =Refuse to Answer Don't Know

Figure 9: To what extent do you trust the Iraqgi Prime
Mini sterds response to

ERBIL 70% 19% 4 m
DUHOK 61% 2% m

u Alotoftrust ®Sometrust nLittletrust ENotrust =Refuseto Answer “Don'tKnow

Figure 10: To what extent do you trust the KRI Prime
Ministerds response to

As for the KRI Ministry of Health and the Ministry of
Interior, security forces, and the police, the survey data

is less geographically disparate. The average deviation

—

between Silemani on the one hand and Erbil and
Dohuk on the other was narrowed from 52.5% for the
KRI President and 59.5% for the KRI Prime Minister, to
42 5% when it comes to the KRI Minister of Interior
(Figure 11) and 40.5% for the regional Ministry of
Health (Figure 12). The two Ministries are under the

control of the KDP and thus attract significantly less

t 0 w a trudt fromBtlze gdspbiaddnts ofBriemanihcempared ¢o

respondents from Erbil and Duhok.

These results suggest that Kurdistanis across the three
governorates put more trust in policy than politics. In
the context of COVID-19 epidemic, the survey
suggests that Kurdistanis put more trust in the
institutions wh ich are responsible for mitigating the
crisis, deciding on policies, and implementing those
policies.

In Silemani, 15% of respondents put a lot of trust the
Ministry of Interior, security forces, and the police; on
average 10% more than trust in the KRI Resident and
Prime Minister (Figure 11). The same is true for the KRI
Minister of Health, with 14% of respondents in
Sil ng
in Erbil (56%) and Dohuk (53%) (Figure 12). One

emani recordi 6a |
explanation of this greater amount of trust in these
institutions and figures compared to trust placed in the
KRI President and Prime Minister is the visible
presence of the Minister of Interior, KDP -affiliated
Rebar ARrhed A Both in the media and on the
ground during the crisis. He chose to visit Silemani
before any other city when it was first hit by the virus

in March 2020, which may explain comparatively

higher levels of trust from residents.

ERBIL 59% 25%

DOHUK

" Alotoftrust ®Sometrust Littletrust ®Notrust F"Refuseto Answer “Don't Know
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Figure 11: To what extent do you trust the KRI Ministry of

Interior, security forcesand t he policeds r e
ep|dem|c’) SILEMANI m 52% 4%

m u Alotoftrust mSometrust = Little trust WNotrust =Refuseto Answer =Don't Know

Figure 14: To what extent do you trust the federal
Parliament?

SILEMANI

ERBIL

DOHUK 53% 3%
Irag leans towards a parliamentary system of
" Alotoftrust ®Sometrust =Littletrust ®Notrust =RefusetoAnswer =Don'tKnow government, and the task of IegiSIating rests in the
hands of the Council of Representatives. While
Figure 12: To what extent do you trust the KRI Ministry of consensual democracy is reflected in the composition

Heal t hés response to the epidemic?
of the Parliament, the latter is rarely a counterweight

At the provincial level, the survey shows that tot he dominance of the Shida P
respondents in Erbil and Dohuk put slightly less trust position of President remains largely symbolic. This

in the Directorate General of Health (81.5% compared  ¢reates conditions for a majoritarian democracy. As a

to 87% of o6a Il otd or 0so0megdyg thé Kfds whb Qitfin theNr8q pMiiamdnSate™ ¥ O

Health) while people from Silemani recorded the ir considered by many Kurdistanis to be in a w eaker
l'evel of trust increasing fodien %gudnteedd® Rurdis® tightd.f Genefaliy 0 s 0o m
trust, compared to 20% for the regional institution) speaking, the deferral government is not concerned
(Figure 13). with matters of the KRI and its population & except for

the general budget 8 and the federal government itself

_— = is absent of the KRI which is de facto governed by the
KRG.
o, I S
oK mr While the explanations for the reported lack of trust in
the Iraqgi parliament seem straightforward, what about
" Alotoftrust ®Some st “Litletrust ENotrust Refuse to Answer  DontKnow the strong lack of trust of Kurdistani respondents in

Figure 13: To what extent do you trust the Directorate the KRI parliament? Answers to the survey show that

General of Health at the govetiepariamerrattt €y ek @S ornelsyp oB 39 taond 3 ¢
the epidemic?

. . S ot® and 6somed6) in Erbil and
The parliament is the institution that respondents

_ ) 15). In Silemani, the defiance reaches its paroxysm:
recorded the lowest levels of trust in by far, both in Iraq

) only 1% of respondents put o]
and in the KRI. All across the KRI, less than 2% of

. . 6somed trust in the KRI Par |l i
respondents put a lot of trust in the federal parliament,

. 80% of Kurdistanis from Silemani affirm not trusting
while almost 55% reported that they d o not trust the

. . . the institution at all.
Iragi parliament at all (Figure 14).
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= Alotof trust = Some trust = Littletrust ®Notrust =Refuse to Answer =Don't Know

Figure 15: To what extent do you trust the Parliament of
the KRI?

In contrast to Iraq, the political system in the KRI is
semi-presidential and most of the power lies in the
hands of the executive power, the government. In the
KRI, politicians are allowed to have a dual mandate &
that of a Member of Parliament, with that of Minister.
In the modern political history of the region, no
Minister ever chose to do so, because this doublehat
would not offer her or him more power than (only)
being a member of the government. Similarly, only a
handful of Ministers have gained experience in the
Parliament before obtaining a higher position. In other
words, the position of Member of Parliament in the
KRI is not valued.

Another explanation for the lack of trust in the KRI
parliament might be found in the relatively new
political culture and political system in the semi -
autonomous region. Before 2013, Kurdistanis voted for
a closedparty list rat her than for a candidate. The
system of open list candidates is thus relatively new,
and voters have higher expectations of individuals
than political parties. Such expectations are often
related to practical and daily matters rather than
legislative demands. Thus, there is a gap between what
is expected from members of parliament and their core
legislating function. This common perception of
Kurdistanis o that any high -level official must be able
to solve a wide range of matters @ is inherited from the
former Badath regi me
governments.12

In the absence of strong governments and institutions

in the

is responsible) would use their power to help their

i-1991KRlagq, and

KRI , influenti al of f

fellows. They would interve ne in daily matters and
were the main point of contact for those who have
demands and complaints. Today, many Kurdistanis
assume that Members of Parliament are in a position
of being Mas doul and,
constituencies and constituents reach better living
standards. As such, the general public in the KRI, and
more generally in Iraq, has a specific understanding of
the role and function of a Member of Parliament. As a
result, they are easily disappointed in their
representatives and a senseof mistrust grows. Their
dissatisfaction in the executive power and the
government is mirrored in a mistrust in the Parliament
whose role is to legislate and monitor the performance
of that government. This trend is reinforced by the fact
that parliamentar y candidates use demagoguery and
make popular promises to attract votes.

Additionally, politics in the KRI and Iraq is closely
related to nepotism, patronage, and tribal affiliations.
In fact, the advent of a parliamentary and
institutionalized system in | raq in 2005 did not fully
replace the old system based on affiliations and
loyalties. Today still, tribes choose their parliamentary
candidate whose constituency includes none other
than members of the same tribe. As such, modern
politics another tribal

provides platform for

competition over representation and influence.
Political competition in the modern KRI is less of a
substantive urban and civil activity, than a tribal
arrangement. Hence, while the system has changed,
popular perceptions have not yet evolved and adapted
in line with this. It might also be the case that tribes
pre-existed political institutions and are still
considered more legitimate or more efficient in solving
faily matters, than regional and local institutions. Like
in other countrie s in the Middle East, such as Jordan or
from post

GCC members, mass mobilization is based on identity
more than ideology. This system of tribal or familial
affiliations is the very essence of the KRI, whose

icials or "Masdoul (the
foundations are two main families who control the
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political and business landscape of the semi
autonomous region. This is in spite of the fact that the
PUK, since its establishment by Jalal Talabani, was
driven by a strong anti-tribal sentiment and was
effectively set up as an intellectual movement to
counter tribalism and run the KRI according to
ideology & as opposed to identity. Yet, still today, the
PUK remains dominated by the Talabani family. To
conclude, in contemporary KRI, Kurdistanis still
largely vote for a tribal -affiliated individual rather

than a political party or a set of policies.

7.SOCIAL COHESION

Across the three governorates included in the survey,
76% of respondents believed that the COVID-19
pandemic fostered social cohesion at some level, while
only 9% thought that it did not foster it at all
16).

(Figure

48%

28%

12%

9%
2%
l . e =

Alot Some Little Not at all Refuse to Answer  Don't Know

Figure 16: Did the COVID -19 situation foster social
cohesion?

Interestingly, while they could select multiple
answers, 43% of respondents felt that all Kurdistanis,
including vulnerable and non -vulnerable groups,
should be treated equally and should receive the same
amount of government support during the pandemic.
Yet, a significant number of respondents recognized
the importance of caring for those most vulnerable to
the virus and its effects, such as the elderly (24%),
Syrian refugees (15%), and IDPs (15%) (Figure 17).13
An important dimension of this public health crisis is
that whole populations are affected, which might
explain why many respondents believed that all
Kurdistanis should

receive support. Indeed, all

Kurdistanis are at risk of contracting the virus to some

10, No.2, 2021

extent, even though one cannot negate the fat that
vulnerable groups are more likely to face poorer health

outcomes should they become infected.

43%

24%
15% 15%

Everyone Elderly persons Syrian refugees Internally Refuse to Answer  Don't Know

Displaced Persons

Figure 17: Who should receive support to face the COVID -
19 situation?

Around 56% of respondents believed that the state at
the federal and regional level should provide support
to vulnerable groups, with the KRG (30%) being held
responsible slightly more than the Iraqgi federal
government (26%). While one could have expected
humanitarian organizations to be given a role in the
response to the epidemic, ony 16.88% of respondents
reported that they relied on humanitarian actors

(Figure 18).

I I I I I <1%

Kurdish Iraql federal Humanltarlan All Kurdistan's Ln::al
Regional
Government

Refuse to Don't Know

Answer

Figure 18: Who should provide support to vulnerable
groups?
This accountability of the state might be inherited from

the socialist past of Irag under Saddam Hus sei nod s

regime, which reinforced the patriarchal role of the
state. For decades under the regime, the Iraqgi state
provided all services. Socialism was also fostered at the
regional level in the Middle East and North Africa as
several (mostly oil-rich) countries established a rentier
system, including in the Gulf monarchies, Egypt, and
Algeria. In these rentier states, citizens do not pay tax
but expect to benefit from revenues from natural
resources. This takes the form of service delivery and
protection from crises.

Yet, in the context of COVID-19, this argument can be
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countered. The pandemic is not a social crisis that
resulted from the lack of service provision or the lack
of state structures. Even in most capitalist countries,
people look to the state to mitigate crises. In face of the
wide -ranging impact of COVID -19, only states and
international organizations have the financial and
material tools and the power to protect individuals,
including by applying policy restrictions, financing
medical researd, providing medical equipment such
as ventilators, and so on. The COVID-19 crisis cannot
be mitigated by the private sector or by tribal circles or
any other forms of legitimacy or affiliations. If
anything, the current pandemic highlights the power
and the necessity of the state.

Even more so, people around the world have looked
for a global response that goes beyond the nation state.
Although the pandemic may have fostered social
it has also nurtured

While

cohesion and nationalism,

transnational and global cooperation.
globalization caused the spread of the virus, it is
arguably a key solution to it too. Wherever a COVID -
19 vaccine is developed, it will likely be due to
collaborative efforts1l4 and there is a growing, global
consensus that it will be made available to all without
distinction of nationality, race, or religion.15 In April
2020, all members of the UN General Assembly passed
a resolution calling for
access to any future vaccines developed to fight
coronavirus. In this sense, it could seem that the
COVID-19 pandemic contributed to reinforce social
and political peace around the world, even though the
lull might be brief.

In the KRI, the great majority of respondents do not
rely on the
crisis, but on local representatives and social circles
(Figure 19). While respondents put a high level of trust
in KRI institutions, especially in Erbil and Dohuk,
conversely, they do not rely on the same structures to
face and mitigate the threat of COVID-19. In fact, it

seems that the KRG is the actor respondents rely on the

st at edate the heaslth i t

least in this respect.

Instead, Kurdistanis prefer structures that are more
familiar and geographically closer than central

institutions at the regional and federal |evel. To
conclude, in the KRI, at a time of crisis such as this,
Kurdistanis seem to rely more on social cohesion than

political trust.

LocAL RePRESENTATIVES [IIE L 12% |
vour sociaL cireLes [IETTN E
vour Famiy [EZTSN L 12% |
THE FEDERAL cov. L. 9% |
THE KRG | 15%

Figure 19: On whom do you rely the most to mitigate the
impact of the epidemic (from 1 to 5 where 5 is the
highest)?

8. GOVERNMENT SATISFACTION

The great majority of respondents across the KRI
governorates believed that movement restrictions
imposed by the KRG were adequate (Figure 20).
Interestingly, while the virus first hit and spread in
Silemani, 17% of the responderts from the city
believed that the curfew and lockdown measures were
not necessary. This opinion was shared by only 4% of

respondents in Erbil and 3% in Dohuk, Dohuk being

o dNg (F3stimpgqted goveghpratq a¢rpsg fhe KRL YWHle + § me

the survey was conducted in the middle of a strict
lockdown, which greatly impacted the lives of all

Kurdistanis, up to 34% of respondents argued that
more restrictions were needed to better face the
pandemic in Erbil. They were 32% in Dohuk and 24%

in Silemani.

SILEMANI

DOHUK

== == F1

¥ twas not necessary to have declared a curfew and shutdown ™ it was necessary, and these restrictions are adeguate
It was necessary, but even more restrictions are needed ™ Refuse to Answer

= Don't Know

Figure 20: Regarding the declaration of a curfew and
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shutdown, which of the following phrases is closest to
your opinion?
At the level of the KRI, almost 90% of respondents
supported 0 either strongly (53%) or relatively (37%) o
t he government 6s restri
Kurdistanis in an attempt to slow the spread of the
virus (Figure 21). These results show a high level of

government satisfaction and support for the KRG.

53%

3%

5% 5%
m . i <1
I'strongly support I relatively |relatively reject | strongly reject it Refuse to Answer  Don't Know
it support it it

Figure 21: What is your opinion about the KRI
government ds

Moreover, all respondents realized the importance of
taking daily precautions and following prevention

measures to mitigate the crisis. Their answers to the
survey show that Kurdistanis understood their

personal responsibilities and contributed to the social
effort in the face of COVID-19. This demonstrates a
certain understanding of the seriousness of the
situation, and the necessity to back governmental
measures with individual measures. Across the three
governorates in the KRI, between 63% and 83% of

respondents followed all the measures they were

asked about (Figure 22). The respect of these measures

was undoubtedly enforced by the strict confinement
put in place in the KRI. The measure least well applied
was the social distancing recommendation to leave

two metres between two individuals.

Avoid crowded spaces 6 9% |
Wear masks and gloves _'EZ_EI m
Increase personal hygiene I T T
2m social distancing . e%  23% | 7% |
Stop going to wori | T T

"Yes ®No Refuse to Answer "Don't Know

Figure 22: From the following set of behaviours that
people can adopt, did

cti

restrictions

you

Generally speaking, respondents did not have a strong
opinion about their capacity to adapt to the restrictions
imposed following the outbreak of the pandemic in the
KRI. An almost equal number of respondents found it
ons i mposed on al |
either relatively easy (37%) or difficult (36%) to adapt
(Figure 23). A slightly higher number seem to have
found it very easy to adjust (15%) compared to the 11%
who struggled to alter their lives. These results might
be explained by how restrictions imposed by the KRG
were found to be adequate and supported by

Kurdistanis (see Figure 20 and 21).
37%

36%
15%
1%
I 1% <1%

It has been very Ithas been  Ithasbeen It has been very Refuse to
easy relatively easyrelatively difficult Answer Don't Know
difficult

Figure 23: Generally speaking, how easy or difficult has it

been for yo u to deal with restrictions related to COVID -19
pandemic?

9. FINANCIAL IMPACT OF COVID -19

Before the crisis began, 76% of all respondents across

governorates and ages were satisfied with their income

(Figure 24). The geographical disaggregation of the

results shows more disparity, especially between

Silemani and Erbil. The percentage of financial

satisfaction in the capital was 13% higher than in

Silemani (Figure 25).

55%
21%
I "
6%
4%
2%
. ] [ | —

Ihad a I had a reasonable | had difficulties | had great Don'tKnow
comfortable income to live on that  difficulties to live
income income on that income

Refuse to Answer
Figure 24: How would you qualify your income before the

eruption of the COVID -19 epidemic?

adopt é?
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SILEMANI

ERBIL

¥
g

DOHUK

¥ had a comfortable income ¥ had a reasonable income

I had difficulties to live on that income ¥ had great difficulties to live on that income

¥ Refuse to Answer Don't Know

Figure 25: How would you qualify your income before the
eruption of the COVID -19 epidemic? (by governorate)

The respondents mostly satisfied with their income
were aged between 45 and 64, with the oldest
respondents (over 64 years old) largely polarized
between having either a satisfactory income or

financial difficulties to sustain their living (Figure 26).
J 67%

58%54%
47

34%

20% o
10 g ‘ 15%12% 1% 10% 12%
0/
[ | ‘I Ilyw .m%l B o% S mmon

Ihad a I had a reasonable |had difficulties I'had great
comfortable income to live on that difficulties to live
income income on that income

Refuse to Answer  Don't Know

u18to24years @5to44 years 45to 65years u65andabove

Figure 26: How would you qualify your income before the
eruption of COVID -19 epidemic? (by age)

When disaggregated by level of education, Kurdistanis
who struggled the most with their income were those
with a lower level of education, especially those whom
either had primary school level or no education. There
was less disparity among the respondents satisfied
with their income, yet those with a high level of

education (a Master0s
in a more stable financial position than their less-

educated counterparts (Figure 27).
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that income

| can read and write ¥ Primary school Secondary School license ®High School license
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Figure 27: How would you qualify your income before the
eruption of COVID -19 epidemic? (by level of education)

As of May 2020, respondents were almost equally
divided between those whose financial situation had
been affected (51%) and those whose situation has not
been affected yet (45%) (Figure 28). The random
sampling used for this survey means that respondents
plausibly reflected KRI society more widely and were
thus divided between Kurdistanis employed by the
state, entrepreneurs who own a business, and those
employed by private companies. Respondents who
were employed by the state or private companies
before the crisis kept receiving part of all their salaries.
Thus, even though they could not work for several
weeks, they were not financially affected by the impact
of the pandemic. As for the 51% who were financially
impacted during the pandemic, they were most likely
owners of small businesses which had to close and did
not generate any income. While these respondents
were satisfied with their salaries before the start of the
pandemic, tgeir financial sritléagog ngSe tge Bﬁoesti
strongly impacted by the measures imposed by the
KRI, such as the lockdown. Those Kurdistanis did not
receive any support from the state. In fact, many shops
and activities reopened before the official lifting of the
lockdown in the KRI. After several weeks of strict
confinement, owners of small businesses claimed that

they were forced to reopen for financial reasons.
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