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Introduction 
IOM works to support female 
headed-households among the IDPs, returnees,  
and vulnerable migrants in Iraq
In Iraq there is a high proportion of female headed-households (FHHs) among IDPs and 
returnees due to conflicts that have persisted over the last several decades.  According to 
IOM Iraq’s definition, FHHs are widowed, separated, divorced, or single women who act 
as the head of their family.  These women struggle to support their families because they 
have difficulties finding employment and obtaining income. Being in such a vulnerable state, 
these women need the assistance of the government and international community to 
develop the skills and obtain the necessary means to find jobs.  These jobs will help them 
support their families and communities in a sustainable and dignified way.

In cooperation with Iraqi authorities and international organizations and with support 
from various donors, IOM works to strengthen the livelihood of FHHs and increase 
their participation in their communities. Through IOM’s Livelihood Projects, FHHs have 
the opportunity to access resources and vocational training that helps them attain job 
opportunities. These programs help FHHs establish their own economic independence 
while also enriching the economic capacity of their community. Helping FHHs achieve 
economic sustainability facilitates their acceptance and reintegration in their community. 
Since 2007, IOM’s Livelihood Projects have served a total of 6,418 FHHs who are IDPs, 
returnees, or other migrants living in vulnerable conditions in Iraq. 

In order to foster inclusiveness and strengthen FHHs’ role in their community, IOM is 
working with host communities to create Women Empowerment Groups (WEGs). WEGs 
support FHHs by providing these women a platform to discuss the issues that affect their 
daily lives, helping them increase their confidence and overcome challenges.  Additionally,  
WEGs  voice the main needs of these women through discussions with local community 
members about the issues they face and how to best address their needs. By emphasizing 
participation and collaboration, WEGs help increase the representation of FHHs in their 
community. Currently, IOM has established 39 WEGs in Anbar, Baghdad, Diyala, Missan, 
Kirkuk, and Ninawa, with 134 Iraqi women participating. 

Although the term FHHs might sound dry and removed from real life, the courageous 
women who work with IOM have deep passion and determination to improve their 
situation. They have the will and strength to obtain greater freedom and peace of mind. 
The following five stories show women whose resilience, bravery, and compassion helped 
them overcome hardship and create a better, more stable life for themselves and their 
family. 

IOM   OIM
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Helwa ...a hope restored

“Every day I produce two and a half liters of yogurt from 
my sheep. I usually set aside a half liter for my own kids, who 
each get a spoonful in the mornings, and the other two 
liters I sell to the local grocer. I take the money that I get 
from selling the yogurt and use it to buy sunflower seeds, 
which I roast and sell every week. My younger children help 
me prepare and sell the seeds on the weekends and in the 
evenings. This is how we earn our daily bread,” Helwa, a 40 
year old widow and mother of seven, tells us as we sit in her 
kitchen, while her children prepare the seeds at the table.  

In 2012, Helwa was nominated by the Women’s Union of 
Sinjar to receive livelihood assistance from IOM. Under 
the auspices of IOM’s Female Headed Household project, 
Helwa received five sheep (four females and one male). 

“Before I received these sheep, I used to try to find daily 
work on the farms around town. Some days I was successful, 
but most days I wasn’t. It’s difficult to find work here. Also, 
I was scared to travel too far out of town as the situation 
here is still not stable.”

As a member of the Kurdish minority, Helwa and her family 
fled their village of Tal Aqool, in the north of Iraq for Sinjar. 
In 2010, more tragedy struck Helwa’s family when her 
husband, a taxi driver, was found dead on the side of the 
road near Rabia. He had been stabbed eighteen times and 
his car was gone; no witnesses ever came forward and the 
case remains unsolved. 

“After that horrible day, I was even more scared to travel 
outside of Sinjar. My poor husband was found near a farm 

where I used to find work sometimes. But all the farms 
where I used to work are some five to fifteen kilometers 
away,” Helwa pauses for a second to wipe a tear from her 
face. 

“He was a kind man and supported us all. Once he was 
gone, our lives fell apart. My neighbors provided us with 
zekat (charity), but it wasn’t always enough. Some nights my 
children went to bed hungry. Finally, the day came when I 
had to send Dalal (aged 7) and Hasan (aged 9), to live with 
my husband’s parents, who live about an hour away. For 
eighteen long months I was unable to see them, as I couldn’t 
afford the trip.”

“My eldest son, Hamed, was sixteen when his father was 
killed,” Helwa continues. “He inherited his father’s sense of 
responsibility, and watching us go hungry was too much for 
him. He dropped out of school to earn money as a day 
laborer to support us. But I hated to let him go far from the 
city to work on the farms because of what happened to his 
father, resulting in many arguments between us.”

We turned then to discussion of her sheep. However, we 
were surprised when she told us that all seven of her sheep 
were healthy.

“Yes, you are right,” she told us in response to our 
astonishment at the seven sheep. “I started with five, but 
in January two of my sheep gave birth to lambs. The other 
two females are pregnant now, and should give birth in a 
few months’ time. Inshallah, they will be female also so I can 
produce more milk.”
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Helwa also told us that this spring she planned to shear the 
sheep and sell the wool in town. “I used to raise sheep as a 
girl on my parent’s farm. We had twenty sheep at one point, 
but had to leave them behind when we fled the village. It’s 
nice to again raise sheep, and do something which seems 
‘normal’, after all the misery.”

She went on to tell us more about her experience with 
IOM. “When I was nominated by the Women’s Union, 
people from IOM came and assessed my situation. Because 
of my experience with farm work and sheep, we decided 
that was the best business for me. Another option was to 
open a small grocery, but I didn’t feel comfortable with that 
as my math skills are quite poor.”

Helwa also received tailor-made business development 
training, along with trainings focused on health and hygiene. 
“The trainings were very useful. I learned new things, such as 
how to measure body temperature if one of my kids is sick. 
We also received medical kits with bandages, pain relievers, 
and thermometers, among other items.” Helwa told us 
that those courses helped her to extend her contacts with 
women in the local community. “The health and hygiene 
courses were conducted with many other women, and 
several of us have become good friends.”

Helwa also discovered that, as an internally-displaced person, 
she was eligible for modest assistance from the Ministry of 
Migration and Displacement (MoMD). “Before I met with 
IOM, I didn’t know about this assistance, nor would I have 
been able to apply, as I can’t read or write. God bless Nadia 

and Esma from the IOM Mosul office for helping me with 
this. Without them, I would never be receiving this monthly 
payment. The procedure is long, but they went to MoMD 
with me several times to make sure my application was 
complete.”

“It’s not much, but now with the monthly assistance from 
MoMD and the profits from the yogurt and sunflower 
seeds, we can afford to eat even when Hamed doesn’t find 
work. I hope that next year I will have some twenty sheep. 
Then, I would like to send Hamed back to school so he 
won’t have to spend the rest of his life chasing a daily wage.” 
Helwa pauses then says wistfully, “Also, I would like to be 
able to rent a house with an indoor toilet. This house only 
has a toilet outside, and the kids hate using it in the night. My 
youngest daughter, Sharmina, is only two and half years old. 
She always cries if she has to use the toilet during the night.”

She says that with all the suffering she experienced over 
the past several years, she had started to lose hope. “Since 
we were expelled from our home village, every day would 
just bring new misery. Any news was bad news. We were 
homeless and then my husband was killed. I could barely 
afford to feed my children, until finally I had to send two of 
my littlest away. Thank God they are home now.”

“When I was introduced to IOM, it was the first good 
news in years. It’s not just about receiving the sheep, but 
the realization that someone does care, that there are good 
people out there who want us to survive. I can never thank 
you enough for restoring my hope.”  
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Farah

“I watched my friend Fatima struggle for three years after 
her husband was killed. It was difficult for her to find 
employment and the money to keep her three children 
fed. Every day seemed like a battle for her just to survive. 
Then Fatima connected with IOM, who provided her with 
an in-kind grant to open her own catering business selling 
traditional Iraqi food in the city. I saw how she was able to 
get back on her feet thanks to IOM,  and how  happy she 
was again after such a bleak time. 

I always wondered about the women living in these poor 
situations and how they survived. And I wondered ‘how can 
I help?’ Seeing my friend Fatima’s experience inspired me to 
volunteer with IOM and see how I could help the women 
of my city who struggled every day to survive.”

Farah Fawzi joined IOM’s Community Management 
Team (CMT) in Anbar in 2009 as a volunteer and gained 
experience in community mobilization efforts. CMTs, 
comprised of leading members of the local community, 
work alongside IOM in assessing the communities’ needs, 
planning implementation of projects, and beneficiary 
follow-up to ensure a collaborative and sensitive approach 
to community implementation. 

Through her involvement with the CMT, her passion for 
service and helping others deepened so that when IOM 
began a Women’s Empowerment Group (WEG) in her 
community, Farah was eager to join. 

In 2012, IOM launched a project to assess the state of 
Iraqi communities for a series of thematic reports, which 
will further shape and inform IOM future programming. 

IOM’s Rapid Assessment and Response Teams (RARTs) 
interviewed community members on a number of topics 
including barriers to secondary education, integration of 
internally displaced people, female livelihoods, and the 
syrian influx in Iraq, and spoke to past IOM beneficiaries 
on their micro-businesses started with IOM in-kind grants 
to study success and failure factors.

For the assessment of female livelihoods, IOM sought to 
identify and map women’s needs, particularly their access 
to sustainable and appropriate employment, as well as their 
ability to work, income sufficiency, and coping mechanisms 
in 11 of Iraq’s 18 governorates. As IOM prepared for the 
assessments, they realized that their RART teams in some 
communities didn’t have enough female staff to conduct 
the interviews. However, those communities had thriving 
WEG groups. IOM decided to approach WEG members 
and see if they would be willing and able to help conduct 
the assessments by meeting with the women in their 
community one on one to interview them.    

“When IOM came to our WEG group and asked if we 
would be interested in helping them to assess the women 
in our community, I was the first one to raise my hand. 
This was what I was here for - to help all the women 
like my friend Fatima. I had only been a member of the 
WEG group for two months, and I knew this was a chance 
not to be missed to help make a difference.” Farah eagerly 
embraced the opportunity to apply her skills, time, and 
passion to further help women in need. 

As a university-educated English teacher, Farah was 
well positioned to join IOM’s RART team in Anbar. In 

...the community organizer 
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preparation for the project, IOM provided training on 
interview techniques, with particular focus on how to deal 
with vulnerable people, and background and insight on 
the situation of women in Iraq and the challenges facing 
women across her nation.

“Working with the IOM team was one of the best parts 
of the experience. We all worked like we were one family,” 
Farah explained.  

Over three weeks, Farah travelled across several 
communities in Anbar governorate and conducted over 60 
household surveys. Her new skills served her well, and her 
warm personality helped women feel comfortable during 
the interviews, allowing them to open up and share the 
stories of their lives.

Through her experience, Farah has grown to be more 
than just a concerned member of society; now, she is a 

passionate and skilled community organizer. After seeing 
Farah’s impact, IOM has affirmed the value of utilizing local 
capacities and empowering individuals to serve their own 
communities: helping them to help themselves.

Farah, a busy mother of two, also teaches English full-time 
to provide for her family, while her husband looks for work. 
It isn’t always easy juggling work, her family, and her time 
with IOM, but Farah said her husband’s unfailing support 
of the work she is doing provides her with the strength to 
carry on. For Farah, the reward outweighs any challenges.

“It’s not easy, but I love spending time with these women 
and hearing how they beat challenges. I feel myself making 
a difference in my community. It’s hard work, but I know 
my efforts will improve peoples’ lives. It will improve our 
community, our nation. It will improve the future for my 
children.”

      When IOM came to our WEG group and asked if we would be 
interested in helping them to assess the women in our community, I was the 
first one to raise my hand. 

This was what I was here for - to help all the women.

“ 

” 
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Zahra’a

“Overnight my life turned into a nightmare. Three masked 
men smashed the door of our apartment and stormed in. 
My husband, Ammar, was dragged away. His dinner was left 
behind half eaten. I stayed alone with two little kids. At the 
time Tiba was two and Abdulla was four. I thought – my 
God, will I be able to raise them?”

Zahra’a is an Iraqi woman from Baghdad who was happily 
married with two children. She and her husband, who 
worked for the Iraqi government, had recently bought a 
small flat of their own, and had planned a bright future for 
themselves and their children. One day in 2005, however, the 
world came crashing down for Zahra’a when her husband 
was kidnapped and never heard from again.

Soon after her husband’s disappearance, Zahra’a received 
threats and had to abandon her flat. Broken and lost, she 
returned to her family home with her children. Her family 
embraced her and the children, but she still felt like she was 
a burden on them.

In 2007, after finally losing any hope of her husband’s return, 
Zahra’a decided she had to try to do something to help 
herself, her children and her family. “After months of being 
depressed I realized that I had to regain strength for the 
sake of my kids. At first I approached an association that 
provides support for widows. Sometimes they gave me 
small amounts of money to help me to buy some food. But 
I did not need mercy. I wanted to work.”

A natural cook, Zahra’a started a small business in her 
home preparing ready-made food. She lacked the proper 
equipment and materials to make decent profits though, and 
her business stumbled. The following year, however, Zahra’a 
became aware of IOM’s Programme for Human Security 
and Stabilization (PHSS), which helps Iraqis like herself to 

improve their livelihoods through in-kind grants, training and 
other resources.

After applying for and receiving a PHSS grant, Zahra’a 
worked with IOM staff to determine the exact support she 
needed to improve her business. Zahra’a received a stove, 
a freezer, a generator, a refrigerator and a food processor, 
along with other equipment to help her business grow.

Zahra’a named her company “Nima,” which means “Blessing.” 
She now has six to seven employees working with her. Once 
ready to distribute, the food made by Zahra’a and her team 
never stays in the freezer for long. She has made deals to sell 
her products at five supermarkets in busy parts of Baghdad. 
Her neighbors and relatives market her food through 
word-of-mouth and gain the company new customers. The 
delicious kabbabs, kubba and boorag made by Zahra’a have 
become famous in the city.

The lives of Zahra’a and her family have been transformed 
by the success of her business. She does not have to struggle 
to provide for her two children, and is proud that she can 
help them to continue their studies. Zahra’a is no longer 
the broken woman she once was; she is now confident 
about her future. Encouraged by the success of her business, 
Zahra’a has even made plans to start other businesses – 
including a women’s fitness center and a salon – together 
with a friend.

“I still think of Ammar very often, but this job keeps me busy” 
said Zahra’a. “More importantly, the business provides me with 
a means to raise my children. With my steady income I can 
afford to pay for their private schools. I hope that one day they 
are going to be good people like their father was. It is not easy 
being widow and single mother, but I managed to stand on my 
feet again.”

...a widow, mother, baker
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Zaina

“She was two, when it happened,” Zaina gestured to her 
young daughter, Saba, who was playing with a newborn lamb 
in its pen. “I don’t think she remembers the day her father 
was killed…”

“I do, of course. How could I forget? But you must understand 
how difficult it is for me to talk about it,” Zaina paused 
before continuing. “Luckily I have these sheep to raise, and 
a business to run.” She got up to refill the feeder. “Not only 
do they support Saba and I financially, but tending to them 
gives me something to do, something to focus on. When I 
work with the sheep, I don’t have to think about the terrible 
things that have happened in the past…”

Zaina Al-Hamdani is a 27-year old widow from Al Hussain, 
a farming community in the western governorate of Anbar.  
She and her husband, Rami, were married in 2004, and 
Zaina gave birth to Saba one year later. Rami supported 
the young family by selling sheep from his father’s farm at 
the local marketplace; Zaina stayed home raising the animals 
and caring for their newborn daughter.

They were living comfortably this way until one evening in 
2007, when Zaina heard a knock at the front door. Expecting 
to find her husband returning home from work, she was 
shocked to instead see a police officer standing in her yard.

He told her the life-shattering news: a car bomb had 
exploded near the marketplace. Rami, along with 6 other 
merchants, had been killed.

“I didn’t believe him at first.  ‘This can’t be real,’ I thought. 
But then, Saba started wailing in my arms: crying, screaming, 
uncontrollably. It was like she understood what had 
happened… That’s when I knew it wasn’t a dream.” 

As a 21-year-old widow, Zaina didn’t know what to do. She 
explained, “I was so young, and absolutely devastated. I had 
no idea what it meant to be a widow, I barely knew what it 
meant to be a wife or a mother… all I knew was that I was 
worried about Saba – worried about how I would support 
her, and worried about her growing up without a father.”

Luckily, Zaina’s in-laws allowed her to stay in the house 
where she and Rami had been living together on his parents’ 
property. However, without the income that Rami had been 
earning at the market, Zaina and Saba had to rely on savings 
and meagre hand-outs from family. “Pretty soon, the savings 
were gone and charity alone could not sustain us,” Zaina 
recalls.

IOM was informed of Zaina’s case in September 2008. 
As a single parent and widow, she qualified for assistance 
under IOM’s Program for Human Security and Stabilization. 
Because of her experience with farm animals, she was 
awarded an in-kind grant of 15 sheep to raise, fatten, and 
sell for profit.

“There was a space next to my house that I converted into a 
pen,” Zaina told us as she took out a large pair of shears and 
began trimming the wool of a pregnant ewe. She continued, 
“Technically speaking, I already knew what I was doing. I had 
been helping my family, and then Rami’s family, raise livestock. 
The emotions, really, were the most difficult thing.” 

“The sheep reminded me so much of my family. Growing 
up on a big farm with my parents, then starting a family with 
Rami… But now, it’s just me and Saba. At first, this change 
was so hard. I would cry at night, knowing that Rami wouldn’t 
be there in the morning to take the sheep to market. After 
a while however, I began finding solace, not pain, in caring 

...the sheep herder
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for the sheep. I soon began to take pride in bringing my 
livestock to the market and selling them. They are no longer 
just bittersweet reminders of the family I lost, reminders of 
the past; but now they are also reminders of the future.”

She continued, “they remind me that I am strong; I have my 
daughter, and now I have a business to sustain us. Focusing 
on the sheep gives me something to pour my love and 
attention into and they allow me to provide for myself and 
my daughter.”

“These days, I bring in about $600 per month. I spend $250 

on farming supplies, and the other $350 I spend on my 
daughter and my home. I have managed to even save some 
and am looking forward to buying a few more ewes at the 
end of Ramadan. The more sheep I have, the more I can 
breed, and the more profit I can make in the future.”

Zaina’s daughter, Saba, had left the lambs and was now 
standing shyly by listening intently in on the conversation. 
Zaina told us, “Although she does not remember her father, 
I can see his spirit in her. She is at the top of her class in 
school, and helps me around the house after finishing her 
schoolwork. I know he would be proud of both of us…”

Nawal 
& Mirna

“I try to make our women feel as beautiful on the outside as 
they are on the inside. It is a difficult time for all of us here in 
Iraq, and with my salon, I am trying to bring some normalcy 
to my community and the people around me. I want my 
customers to look into the mirror, see their new hairstyles, 
and be able to smile. If I can succeed in that, I know that my 
day had a purpose.”

Nawal Solaka is the co-owner of the “Kristina” hair salon 
in the town of Hamdania, outside the city of Mosul, Iraq.  
When we visited her salon she seemed happy and content, 
albeit very busy. The waiting area was full of women waiting 

to have their hair cut, eyebrows waxed, or nails painted. As 
she carefully trimmed the hair of one of her customers, she 
explained to us that although she was doing quite well now, 
her journey had been long and rocky.

“We used to live in Baghdad,” she told us. “But as minorities, 
we were living in fear. Our family is Christian, and my 
brother-in-law owned a liquor shop. We were constantly 
expecting armed gangs to break into the house. Every 
noise would wake us up – I don’t think I slept more than 2 
hours a night for months.”

Nawal’s fears became reality in April 2006, when her 
brother-in-law was killed by a terrorist attack. It was at that 
time that Nawal decided to leave Baghdad. Accompanied 
by her niece Mirna, her widowed sister Romaya, and her 
elderly parents Ziad and Hasna, Nawal sought refuge with 
relatives in the small town of Hamdania.

“If my family’s safety had not been in question, I would not 
have left,” Nawal stated. “But I had to, for the sake of my 
niece. It was one of the most difficult things I’ve ever had 
to do. My business was there, my life was there. Overnight, 
I gave everything up.”

When they arrived in Hamdania, Nawal, Mirna, Romaya, 
Ziad, and Hasna were supported by their extended family. 
“Our cousins were so generous; they shared with us what 
little they had. My brother, who lives abroad, also helped 
us out as much as could, but I had never lived off charity 
before. I was incredibly depressed, and didn’t know how to 
put my life back together.”

One trouble was followed by another when in 2008, Nawal 
was diagnosed with breast cancer. “I am sure the sickness 
was caused by stress,” she stated. “First it was the sleepless 
nights in Baghdad. Then it was the forced relocation. With 
no home and no job, I was miserable. My body and soul just 
couldn’t take it anymore.”

...the sheep herder

...creating a sanctuary 
for the women of Iraq



During the same period, Nawal received news that her 
niece, Mirna, had been wounded in a shooting. Mirna was 
attending school in Mosul when a terrorist unleashed fire 
on her school bus. “When I learnt that Mirna had been 
wounded, I found the strength to fight,” Nawal recalled. “I 
realized that I needed to survive in order to take care of 
my niece.”

Mirna went to Turkey to receive treatment for her 
bullet wounds, and Nawal travelled to Syria to receive 
chemotherapy. While in Damascus, Nawal spent her free 
time in Damascus volunteering at a local hair salon. “I loved 
the work,” she stated. “And I loved my niece. It was these 
two things that helped me win the battle against breast 
cancer in the end.”

After spending two years in and out of the hospital, Nawal 
returned to Iraq. Mirna also recovered fully from her injuries, 
and the family was reunited at the end of 2010.

In 2011, Nawal and Mirna learned about IOM’s Programme 
for Human Security and Stabilization (PHSS), which 
offers grants, trainings, job placement opportunities, 
business development services, and other such livelihood 
development initiatives to vulnerable individuals in Iraq. 
Nawal and Mirna each applied for a grant from PHSS, and 
were soon after awarded toolkits to establish their own 
businesses. They decided to combine their two grants, and 
together they opened a spacious beauty parlour in the town 
of Hamdania. IOM provided all of the equipment for the 
salon, including an electric generator, chairs, mirrors, and 
professional hair dryers, amongst other things.

“IOM has been incredibly helpful and supportive. I even had 
the opportunity to participate in a business management 
training course offered by IOM’s Business Development 
Services (BDS) initiative. They taught me about the 
fundamentals of running a business, how to manage my 
finances, and some bookkeeping basics. They gave us more 
than just equipment. They really care.”

In the one year since its establishment, “Kristina Salon” has 
become one of the most popular beauty parlours in the 
entire region. “Our appointment books are full today,” Nawal 
told us. “And on top of that, I am also expecting a group of 
ten women from Mosul. We are doing all of the hair and 
make-up for a wedding. On days like this, my sister will help 
us, and we’ve also hired a few more helping hands.” With 
their salon, Nawal and Mirna are able to not only make a 
decent living, but they can support their entire family.

“For me, this salon is not just a way to make money. It’s 
much more than that. This salon is a sanctuary from the 
outside world, from the madness around us. A woman can 
walk into my shop and not have to worry about anything 
else – the violence, the fighting, the war. Instead, for an hour 
or two, she can worry about only herself, and we can help 
her to escape the harsh and gray reality that surrounds us, 
at least for a moment.”

As Nawal was telling us this, the wedding party arrived, and we 
found ourselves with nowhere left to sit in the salon. As we 
packed our bags to leave, Nawal called to us. “Thank you IOM,” 
she said. “You really helped me when I was in need. Sometimes, 
just a little bit of help can make a big difference, and it can really 
turn your life around.”
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