
Kamal Chomani (33) had good 
reason to avoid the fastest route 
from Erbil to Hamburg. The jour-
nalist and blogger from the Iraqi 
Kurdistan region knew: His criti-
cism of president Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s political course “would 
have taken me directly into a 
Turkish prison cell had I gone via 
Istanbul.”

However, it was the growing dan-
ger at his home, which prompted 
Chomani to accept the invitation 
to Hamburg. For two years, he 
had worked as a correspondent 
from the Kurdish region in Iraq 
for “Reporters without Borders“. 
His analyses in the “Kurdistan 
Tribune“ and his frequent blog 
posts in the “Times of Israel“ are 
feared by many. “At all times“, 
the journalist explains, “has my 
professional independence been 
my most important asset.“ 

This kind of professional ethics 
causes trouble in Iraqi Kurdistan. 
Those who are not intimidated by 
threats, those who continue even 
after two attempted abductions 
– they need to fear for their lives 
here. 

In late summer of 2017, the majo-
rity of the Kurds voted for their 
leaders’ desired independence 
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from Baghdad. Chomani had 
always warned of the repercus-
sions of this referendum for the 
stability of the entire region.

The journalist turned out to be 
right: Only days after the voting, 
the Iraqi military advanced north-
bound towards Kirkuk. “Since then, 
we have lost most of our hard-
earned autonomy.” 

In Hamburg, Kamal Chomani 
wants to forget the threats of the 
past months. He would like to net-
work with German and European 
colleagues and continue his jour-
nalistic work. Cooperating with 
other colleagues, he is also wor-
king on a book about the history of 
the Kurds.

By the way: Our guest, of course, 
took an alternate route towards 
safety.

Kamal Chomani 
Journalist from Kurdish Iraq

Out of sight, out of mind? 

Our intern asked me, if the Founda-
tion knows what has become of all 
our guests? And I say: Yes! 

And besides taking care of the 
current fellows, is it even possible 
to keep in touch with these many 
alumni?

Yes! Because I make sure to take 
the time. 

Is it only the big success stories that 
count? No! 

It is the colorful mix of all the dif-
ferent stories that create the big pic-
ture of what the Foundation is about: 
Georgi, for instance, who drove his 
surprised customers in his “peace 
taxi“ to the border of Azerbaijan 
and Armenia to declare a “frozen 
war“ on site. Tongam now works 
as the deputy editor-in-chief at the 
Indian Arunachal Times. The writer 
Alhierd from Minsk is being invited 
to Paris, Berlin and Venice. Ananya 
from Bangladesh is studying in Bu-
dapest. And since he is also being 
persecuted by the new government, 
Lloyd from Sambia still commutes 
between Europe and Africa. We are 
trying to help through our network. 

It is the close relationship to our 
guests that constitutes the essence 
of the Foundation!

Sincerely yours,
Martina Bäurle
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Certainly not via Istanbul

Foundation guests Kamal Chomani/Iraq and 
Humayra Bakhtiyar/Tajikistan
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Olga Benkelmann

Kamal Chomani with the Yezidis 
Nadia Murad and Aji Bashar at the 
30-year anniversary of the Sacharov 
Award on June 4 in Brussels. Both 
women were able to flee from ISIS. 
In 2016, they were honored with the 
Sacharov Award.

When – at my school – we talked 
about specific help, I immediately 
volunteered. For several months, I 
practiced German with a refugee from 
Afghanistan, who was the same age as 
me. He found it very difficult to learn a 
new language. And he was very reser-
ved. He only told me very little about 
his traumatic experiences he made 
when he had to flee. He obviously 
had great trouble to build new trust. 
This encounter made me want to find 
out more and meet and talk to more 
refugees.

In this regard, the Hamburg 
Foundation for Politically Persecuted 
People turned out to be a stroke of 
luck. Here, I encountered people who 

have taken great risks by sticking to 
their beliefs. Only by talking to them 
was I able to understand what that 
actually means and that a lot of peo-
ple still have to fight for the freedom 
that we take for granted. 

The first time I came to realize this was 
when I went to the “World Press Photo 
Award“ exhibit with Kamal Chomani. 

He looked at the same photographs 
I did – but he saw them from a com-
pletely different perspective of the 
world. In his life, so far, he said, he had 
only experienced political unrest, war 
and threats. His longing for peace was 
palpable. 

Incredible what an open and positive 
human being Kamal still was conside-
ring all this.

And so it was the Foundation’s guests 
that I learned from. For instance, that 
we have to keep fighting for our free-
dom, as well. Nothing can be taken for 
granted.  

Dr. Hakan Mertcan, 
Legal scholar from Turkey

 
“The entire modern Turkish society 
is in danger,“ says Hakan Mertcan, 
who we will introduce to you in our 
next newsletter: “Like me, hundreds 
of thousands of scholars, teachers, 
judges and civil servants were dis-
charged.“

We would like to thank the Zeit 
Foundation for funding the current 
fellowship of Hakan and another 
colleague. 

Our heartfelt thanks also goes to Ms 
Hella Langer for her stipend to the 
family from Bangladesh.

My internship at the Foundation

In 1970, the autonomous Kurdish re-
gion was recognized by the Iraqi central 
government. However, the agreement 
was implemented only 22 years later 
when the no-fly zone over Northern Iraq 
was enforced. 

During battle with the so-called Isla-
mic State (ISIS), Kurdish Peshmerga 
occupied the oil region around Kir-

kuk. More than two million refugees 
from the former “Caliphate“ and from 
Syria found refuge in Iraqi Kurdistan. 
However, in September 2017, the in-
dependence referendum was a huge 
set-back for the dream of around 5.5 
million Iraqi Kurds. Baghdad now also 
wants to curtail the Kurds’ freedom 
once again.

The autonomous Kurdistan region
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After her high school graduation 
and her internship, Olga wants to 
travel the world. Good luck!


