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Destruction of cultural heritage

Launch of the investigation: early 2022

SCOPE OF INVESTIGATION

The investigation focused on the damage and/or destruction of Iraq’s cultural heritage by ISIL (Da’esh)
between June 2014 and August 2017.

DESCRIPTION OF CULTURAL HERITAGE

UNITAD relied on Article 1(a) of the Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of
Armed Conflict (1954) for a definition of what constitutes cultural heritage, that is, movable or immovable
property of great importance to the cultural heritage of every people, as well as buildings whose main and
effective purpose is to preserve or exhibit the movable cultural property. As such, mosques, Ausayniyyat
(congregation halls), shrines, temples, monasteries, churches, jamkhana (ritual halls), tombs and
cemeteries fall under the umbrella term of “cultural heritage”.

MAIN LOCATIONS/AREAS

Nineveh governorate (Mosul, Tal Afar, Umarkan, Abu Jarbu’a, Ali Rash, Ortakhrab, Kabarli, Bazwaya,
Baybukh, Sinjar region, Kocho town, Bashiga-Bahzani villages, Qaraqosh, Bartella, Karamlesh, Wardak,
Gazakan, Tel al-Ban), Salah al-Din governorate (Tikrit and Bashir), Al-Anbar governorate (Hiit, Rawa,
Husayba)

MAIN INVESTIGATIVE ACTIVITIES

The Investigative Team collected evidence on the damage and/or destruction of cultural and religious
heritage in all communities of Iraq. In particular, evidence was collected in relation to Yazidi, Christian,
Kaka'i, Shi‘a Shabak and Shi‘a Turkmen sites in the Nineveh governorate, as well as Shi‘a Turkmen sites in
the Kirkuk governorate, and Sunni sites in Salah al-Din and Anbar governorates. The main sources of
evidence include witness interviews, ISIL (Da’esh) propaganda materials, and site visits by UNITAD.



COOPERATION

The Investigative Team greatly benefitted from the assistance of research institutes, think tanks and
universities.

OUTREACH

In May 2024, UNITAD organized a 2-day hybrid workshop on enhancing justice and accountability for ISIL's
(Da‘esh) cultural heritage crimes in Iraqg. UNITAD experts presented the Investigative Team’s work, and
engaged in discussions with university professors, Iraqi State Board of Antiquities and Heritage (SBAH), in
particular its Nineveh Department, Mosul Museum experts, as well as other cultural heritage experts, and
Iragi community leaders.

OVERVIEW OF FACTUAL FINDINGS

As it worked its way across northern Iraqg, ISIL (Da’esh) systematically targeted cultural heritage sites it
perceived as being non-compliant with its interpretation of Islam. At least between June 2014 and August
2017, ISIL (Da'esh) damaged and/or destroyed at minimum several dozens of Shi‘a and Sunni Muslim
mosques, husayniyyat (congregation halls), and shrines; Yazidi shrines and temples; Christian monasteries
and churches; and Kaka'i shrines and jamkhana (ritual halls); as well as tombs and cemeteries across
northern Irag. These objects were not used for military purposes at the moment when ISIL (Da’esh)
attacked them. The use of explosives, as well as ISIL's (Da’esh) media statements urging its members to
destroy the objects indicated that ISIL (Da’esh) intended to destroy or at least severely damage the above-
mentioned objects.

OVERVIEW OF PRELIMINARY LEGAL FINDINGS

The Investigative Team found that there were reasonable grounds to believe that the use, damage and
destruction of these cultural sites may amount to violations of international humanitarian law. In
addition, the damage and destruction of these sites may also amount to destruction of cultural property as
a war crime. The Investigative Team further found that the destruction of cultural sites, in combination
with other acts, amounted to persecution, as a crime against humanity.

RELEVANT PUBLIC DOCUMENT

Damage and destruction of cultural heritage by ISIL (Da’esh) in Irag (September 2024)



https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.linkedin.com%2Fposts%2Funited-nations-investigative-team-unitad_iraqi-activity-7206244009571205120-dAP3%3Futm_source%3Dcombined_share_message%26utm_medium%3Dmember_ios&data=05%7C02%7Chelena.martinsone%40un.org%7Cb451e12468fb476f20f108dcb47763f3%7C0f9e35db544f4f60bdcc5ea416e6dc70%7C0%7C0%7C638583672064792912%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=djrwJhsA2GpGRT2Jg4ME5vKi67lJiDKTxhHCYKChcXc%3D&reserved=0
https://www.unitad.un.org/sites/www.unitad.un.org/files/20240914_dch_public_final_2.pdf
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