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Duhok and Ankawa, Kurdistan Region of Northern Iraq
 

Richard and his crew had another interview and Dr. Ghafouri had a meeting, both 
scheduled this morning in Duhok, so I decided to spend the time with Dr. 
Sulaiman.  He had invited me to join him for a humane education program he 
was doing at the Zewa Center for Children Protection not far from our hotel.  I 
was pleased to be a part of the activity, given my on-going interest in seeing that 
children in Kurdistan learn to be kind to animals instead of abusing them. There 
were some IDP children in the group that are not living in a camp with their 
families, but instead with other family members or in apartments in the city.  Dr. 
Sulaiman is the founder of Kurdistan Organization for Animal Rights Protection, 
the only animal welfare organization in Iraq.  I have known Dr. Sulaiman since 
2010, and since that time he has worked diligently to protect all animals in 
Kurdistan.  It has been an uphill battle but giving up is not an option he would 
ever consider.  He has made great strides and I applaud all of his efforts.  
KOARP has a Facebook Page if you would like to follow the work Dr. Sulaiman 
and his growing number of volunteers are doing.
 
Before heading to the school, we stopped at the Duhok Zoo to pick up some 
animals to take with us.  I was thinking we would probably get some small rodent 
type creature or a small bird. The zoo was not open yet, but we were allowed in.  
While Dr. Sulaiman went to look for the caretaker that would have the animals we 
were taking ready to go, I walked through the small zoo taking photos.  I had 
heard that the zoo in Duhok was far better than the zoo in Erbil.  I was glad to 
finally be seeing it for myself.  As I was taking a picture of an enclosure of exotic 
pigeons, which are very popular for people to own in Iraq, I felt something small 
hit the top of my head.  Looking up, much to my surprise, there was a Capuchin 
monkey in the tree above me, munching on small round green berry looking fruit.  
Of course my first thought was to find someone and tell them they had an 
escapee.  While I kept an eye on the mischievous little girl, I also kept an eye out 
for someone that worked in the zoo.  I was well entertained during this time, 
watching the monkey jump from the tree to a large cage nearby with two Macaws 
inside.   She sat there for a moment and then grabbed a long skinny green nylon 
rope that was tied to a nearby tree and laying on the top of the bird’s cage.  
Taking the rope in her hand she draped it around her neck, then proceeded to 
pull one end of it.  She was using the rope to scratch her neck, which she did 
repeatedly.  I was less than 8 feet from her while she did this and she did not 
show the least bit of concern towards me being there. 
 





Dr. Sulaiman standing at the entrance to the Duhok Zoo.   The enclosure of 
pigeons.  A surprise in the tree.

 





The escaped monkey playing with a rope.
 

The Macaws and a feral kitten who squeezed through the bars to drink the bird’s 
water.

 
When Dr. Sulaiman returned with the caretaker, I learned that the escaped 
monkey got out of her cage right after she came to the zoo and she has been 
living free since then.  She draws a lot of attention and she has never shown any 
aggressiveness towards people or interest in leaving the zoo.  I was concerned 
what children, and also young men who I have witnessed in the past being most 
abusive to the zoo animals in Erbil, might try and do to her, but Dr. Sulaiman said 
she is smart, always staying high enough up in the trees when troublemakers are 
around.
 



I was quite surprised to see what animals we were taking for “show and tell” at 
the school.  In a bird cage was a younger Capuchin monkey.  Next to her was a 
Pekinese, also in a bird cage.  The final cage was where the two Macaws were to 
be loaded.  Some people may find it strange that a dog lives in the zoo, but this is 
common for zoos in the Middle East.  Sadly, too many people consider them to 
be a wild animal too and they react to them in the same way as we would a non-
domesticated animal.  The Pekinese was as sweet as could be and it broke my 
heart to think of her wasting her life confined in a cage.
 

Getting the animals ready to travel and the Pekinese.
 
The birds were loaded into the back of Dr. Sulaiman’s car and the monkey went 
into the back seat.  There ended up not being room for the dog, which was 
probably good because having seen how children in Kurdistan react to dogs no 



doubt they would have frightened her.  Sure wish I could have brought her back 
to the states with me.  It was definitely a unique experience to be driving through 
Duhok with a monkey in the back seat of the car.  She was quiet at first, her eyes 
quickly darting from one thing to another as she looked out the window.  I wish 
there were a way to know what was on her mind.  From time to time she would 
let out a low screech sound, which had to have been her way of calling for help.
 

On our way to the school.
 

When we arrived at the school, we unloaded the monkey and birds, putting their 
cages in a nice shady spot out of view of the children.  While I was filling their 
water bowls, I spotted a small falcon nearby that appeared not to be able to fly.  
Turns out, it was hit by a car, but only suffered a minor injury to its wing.  Dr. 
Sulaiman got a call from the person that found the bird and after he went to get it, 



he brought it to the school.  He knows the security men that work at the school 
and they agreed to keep the bird in a garden area where they could keep an eye 
on it while it recovered.  Dr. Sulaiman decided to also bring the falcon into the 
assembly room and it was my job to keep the bird perched on my hand.
 

The injured falcon.  Showing the children the bird.
 

Once the children were all gathered in the assembly room, Dr. Sulaiman and I 
came in with our furry and feathered friends.  The children of course got very 
excited and extremely noisy, which immediately got the birds and monkey 
spooked.  I asked Dr. Sulaiman if we could take the monkey out as her screams 
got louder and more desperate.  Thankfully he agreed and I helped to get the 
monkey into a nearby classroom that could be locked.  She quieted down again a 
few minutes later.  On our way back to the zoo I made a suggestion to Dr. 



Sulaiman not to bring the monkey to schools any more.  It really did not give the 
right message to the children.  Seeing her in a tiny bird cage says to them that it 
is okay to confine her in something so small and to take her places, and it is not.  
When I used to spend time in Kuwait I went to the flea market a number of times 
and much to my disbelief you could buy live monkeys, all of them stuffed into tiny 
cages.  The more time children see animals being mistreated in this way, it 
validates that it is okay.  Thankfully, Dr. Sulaiman agreed and promised not to 
bring the monkey with him anymore to schools.  Hopefully, he comes to realize 
that taking any kind of animal or bird is not a good idea in a place where children 
have no idea how to be concerned for their wellbeing by being quiet around them 
and not poking them with sticks or pencils.  Several times during the session with 
the children I had to step in and keep them from doing things to the birds that 
they shouldn’t.
 
 
Dr. Sulaiman had a great interactive presentation complete with photos of 
animals that were projected on the wall with questions about each one.  The 
children were extremely responsive and interested.  I had the opportunity too, to 
talk with the children about my experiences helping animals in Iraq.  They sat 
quietly and listened intently.  I could have remained with them the rest of the day 
filling their minds with positive information about animals.  The session ended 
with each child getting a gift bag that included a small paperback book Dr. 
Sulaiman wrote about being kind to animals, another children’s book about a 
porcupine, and a set of plastic farm animals. 
 



A room full of children who now know more about animals and why it is important 
to be kind to them.

 
Before leaving the Zewa Center for Children Protection, I was invited to visit the 
art classroom.  The two art teachers were very excited to show me the children’s 
projects once they learned from Dr. Sulaiman that I am an artist. 
 





Some of the children’s art work.  I love the painted pinecones.
 

On the drive back to the zoo, Dr. Sulaiman shared more of what he is doing to 
protect the animals in Kurdistan.  He is now doing on average two humane 
education programs a week, which is quite the accomplishment given the lack of 
interest, and downright disgust with the idea, when he first starting contacting 
school administrators.  In addition to trying to get people to not abuse dogs and 
cats, he is also trying to do what he can to help the native wildlife in Kurdistan.  
Populations were on the rebound in recent years following a near depletion of 
some species.  The ones hardest hit were those that lived in the mountains along 
the border with Turkey.  When Sadam Hussein was in power and on the attack 
against the Kurds, hundreds of thousands landmines were spread out through 
the mountains.  Many of the wildlife met their death by stepping on them.  Dr. 
Sulaiman and a number of other veterinarians were successful in getting the 
Kurdistan government to hire wildlife police whose job it was to daily patrol the 
mountains in search of people hunting illegally and they were effective in 
catching people, which allowed populations of bear, wolves, cheetahs, mountain 
goats, fox, and more to rebound.  However, the situation has once again turned 
bad for the animals and ISIS is to blame.  When the war on ISIS began, those 
police whose job it was to protect the wildlife, were removed from that job and 
assigned to other jobs vacated by military assigned to fight ISIS.  This has led to 
a drastic increase in illegal hunting, as refugees and IDPs kill these animals for 
food to survive.
 
It was with a heavy heart that I walked back into the Duhok zoo.  Even though 
this is not the place where any of these animals should be living, at least they are 
not being killed for food.  I helped the caretakers get the Macaws back into their 
cage and when I did, I noticed the bottom of their cage with littered with all kinds 
of garbage.  So, I climbed in and started removing snack wrappers, bottle caps, a 
lighter, plastic bottles, and cigarette butts.  The caretaker brought me a pole to 
reach the garbage at the back side of the cage.  Then I took the bird’s water bowl 
and cleaned it out and refilled it with fresh water.  There was no food in the cage 
for the birds, so I pointed to the empty bowl and then the birds.  The caretaker 
understood.  He returned with food.  What reputable zoo in the world would allow 
someone to do what I did – none.  I am grateful though in a way that they didn’t 
stop me.  Hopefully, by doing what I did they learned something.
 





Getting the macaws settled back in after their outing.
 







Some more of the animals at the Duhok zoo, including a free roaming antelope of 
some kind.

 
Overall, the privately owned Duhok zoo was not too bad.  I did get to meet with 
the director and I could sense he did care and he was definitely open to 
suggestions on how the zoo could be improved.  Dr. Sulaiman has visited zoos in 
Europe in the last few years and when he returns he always brings backs 
suggestions on how the Duhok zoo can be improved, most of his suggestion 
have been acted upon.  I was very pleased to see at the back of the zoo property 
construction going on.  Enormous enclosures are being built for the larger 
animals and they will be set up to look more like the specific animal’s natural 
environment.  There was also some signage educating visitors about the 
animals, which is not something you will find at the Erbil zoo.  I tried some years 
back to get the owner of the Erbil zoo to add signs, in addition to a long list of 
other changes and improvements, but the place remains the same.  There is a 
new government built zoo coming to Erbil that is scheduled to open next year, 
barring no setbacks due to budget cuts.  Dr. Sulaiman said that instead of a 
traditional zoo it is going to be set up like a safari.  People will drive their cars 
through and the animals will be free roaming.  Even though I like the idea of not 
having the animals in cages, I can almost guarantee that people will not abide by 
the rules and try and do stupid things, like get out of their cars to take pictures.  
When this happens, and sadly I am almost certain it will, and if someone is killed 
as a result of their stupidity, it will be the animals that suffer the consequences.  
Before leaving the zoo to meet back up with Richard, Dr. Ghafouri, and the rest 
of the team, I made the rounds one more time to make sure water dishes were 
filled.  One of the caretakers followed me and all I had to do was point to an 
empty bowl and he was right there with the hose to fill it.  I also had him remove 
a dead pigeon from the aviary.
 



The new construction at the zoo and the sign on the wolf enclosure.  I was 
surprised it was only written in English though.  I suggested they add signs in 

Arabic and Kurdish.
 

As I was feeding an apple to a monkey confined in too small a cage, I heard Dr. 
Sulaiman call my name.  When I turned around, coming towards me was one of 
the caretakers with a baby Chimpanzee walking along side of him holding his 
hand.  No child on Christmas morning could have been more excited than I was 
at that moment.  The caretaker brought the chimp to me and motioned if I wanted 
to pick her up.  I almost fell over in excitement.  When he gave Mano to me and 
she settled into my arms, resting her head on my shoulder, tears immediately 
began to stream down my cheeks.  I have never felt such complete elation as I 
did at that moment.  A lifelong dream of mine had just been fulfilled.  For nearly a 
half hour I held, sat with, was kissed by, shared a bottle of orange juice, and took 



a walk with Mano.  When it came time to hand her back to her caregiver, who 
actually takes her home with him every night, I knew I had just had an experience 
in my life that I will always cherish.
 





Mano and me.
 

It was almost one o’clock when Dr. Sulaiman took me to meet back up with the 
rest of the team.  We had been invited to have lunch with Ammar Salim at his 
home, which would also give me the opportunity to see his paintings, which I was 
really excited to do.  Much to my surprise Ammar is no longer living in the small 
apartment, turned studio, I had seen pictures of in an on-line story about him.  
After Kurdistan President Barzani held a well-attended showing of Ammar’s 
paintings earlier this year, he agreed to move him and his family into a very nice 
apartment, which he is paying for in full and has completely furnished with 
extremely ornate furniture.  President Barzani also provides Ammar and his 
family with 24/7 body guards, which I learned he chose not to have go with us 
yesterday to the camps.  I spent over an hour viewing all of Ammar’s paintings, 
and with the help of Faroq who works at the clinic and had come along for the 
day to translate, I learned a lot more about this incredibly talented and 
compassionate artist.  I asked him how much he is selling his paintings for and 
he said they are not for sale.  He painted them to show to people and increase 
awareness of the atrocities ISIS is inflicting on the Christians and Yazidis in Iraq.  
He did give one of his paintings to President Barzani and one to his brother, but 
all the rest are still in Ammar’s possession.  He had twelve of them in his art 
studio and each one took your breath away.  The scenes were heart wrenching, 
but if this is what it takes to wake people outside of Iraq up, then I hope Ammar 
keeps painting, which I have no doubt he will.  One day I envision Ammar’s 
paintings to be hanging on walls in a museum built to remind people in the future 
about this extremely tragic time in human history.
 





The painting Ammar was working on during our visit.
 





More of Ammar’s paintings.  They are all very large so I just focused in on a 
smaller section of each one.

 

The last photo taken before saying goodbye to Ammar.
 

It was almost 6 pm when we arrived back in Erbil.  I was dropped off at Delan’s 
house where I changed clothes and checked emails quickly.  I was so pleased to 
see this photo of one of Ammar’s drawings posted on his Facebook page.  The 
peacock feather was one that I was given by the Duhok Zoo Director.  Before I 
left Ammar’s apartment I gave it to him.  Even though Ammar and I do not speak 
the same language we still found ways to communicate when there was not 



someone available to translate for us.  I know that this picture was his way of 
thanking me.  It means a lot to have spent time with him.  I have a great deal of 
respect for him as an artist and a humanitarian.  We both definitely touched one 
another’s lives, creating shared memories we will never forget.
 

Saying thank you.
 

I could hardly wait to get back to Ashti Camp.  I made the rounds and spent time 
with those families I knew I would have to say goodbye to again the next day.  
Leaving them is going to be difficult, but I am so grateful to have had more time 
with them.  However, it is never enough.  It was nearly 10:30 when I arrived back 
at Delan’s house, exhausted from another long day, but oh how rewarding it was.
 
Here is my picture of the day.  It was taken of the Baboon at the Duhok Zoo.  
When I spotted him, he was sitting at the gate to his enclosure, his hand on the 
slide lock mounted on the outside.  He had this faraway look on his face and I 
could not help but imagine him asking himself, “Why can I not open this gate and 
be free?”
 



 
One more update to go and then a summary report.
 
Humanely,
 
Terri
 
 


