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Kurdish culture in the UK is dominated by two trends: profound difficulties, especially for new arrivals, in the struggle to support themselves in an unfamiliar society, offset by considerable enthusiasm to bring their cultural pride and traditions to life within their newly-found freedoms.

An estimated 100,000 Kurds live in the UK.  They have settled across the UK; not just in London, but also in Birmingham, Manchester, Glasgow and numerous other major cities and towns.  At the last national census in 2001, a 16-point classification system for the collection of ethnic monitoring was used.  The census excluded categories for Kurdish, Turkish or Arab ethnic groups, Gypsies or Travellers.  As a result, there are no national statistics on the Kurdish population in the UK.  Interestingly, Kurds and Sikhs have been recognised as presenting a particular challenge for ethnic monitoring.

Local authorities, agencies and other groups that use the census data to develop their race equality targets may fail to take the needs of this group into account, even in those areas with large Kurdish populations.  The omission of a Kurdish ethnic category not only impacts equality monitoring, but also masks any specific cultural needs and influences of the Kurdish community.

It is noted, however, that in most EU countries, only population data on nationality and/or birth country (of person and parents) are available.  This leads to non-identification of different ethno-cultural groups from the same country of origin, for example Kurds and Turks who travelled from Turkey.
Integration

We consider integration to be a dynamic two-way process.  Accordingly, it is important to examine not only the culture of the Kurdish community, but its contribution to mainstream culture in the UK.

A number of significant Kurdish cultural projects have originated or are located in the UK, including the satellite television station MED-TV
; radio station Roj-baş
; the first annual Kurdish film festival
; and website Kurdishmedia.com.  A number of other organisations have contributed more widely to the Kurdish social culture in the UK, including Kurdish Human Rights Project, the Halkevi Kurdish and Turkish Community Centre and Kurdish Cultural Centre.  There are also community organisations outside London including in Leeds, Manchester and Glasgow.
Kurdish culture in the UK is also expressed through certain celebrations and events.  Significantly, festivities surrounding Newroz were for the first time in 2005 hosted by the Mayor of London and London Assembly.  Currently, the Kurdish community is liaising with the London Assembly and Mayor once again to plan a 1-month long series of Kurdish events surrounding Newroz; an important acknowledgement of the contribution made by Kurds to London’s multiculturalism.
Many Kurds in the UK are refugees.  To enhance participation in British civic, cultural and political life, we propose that refugees are granted political rights at the local and regional level.

The Arts

One of the four main priorities for the Arts Council of England has been, since 2002, a special short-term project aimed at making cultural diversity part of the mainstream.  It has focused on art and artists from African, Asian and Caribbean backgrounds who live and work in Britain.

Arts funding institutions and local authorities, including the Arts Council of England and Wales and the Film Council, have funded Kurdish cultural projects including literature
; theatrical performances
 and venues
; visual arts
; and music
.  This financial support is invaluable in supporting Kurdish culture.

One commentator has said that, “It is no longer adequate to think about the relations between cultures in a society in the form of their compartmentalised division into separate ways of life and identities.  It is rather the flows and cross-overs between cultures that have to be attended to, and the patterns of their intermingling.”
  Another commentator has noted that the celebration of culturally diverse arts in the UK is an ideological statement by a government, “keen to use culture to display politically correct aspirations…  [It asserts its] commitment to the minorities by privileging their culture rather than through expensive and time-consuming radical social and economic reform.”

Education and language skills
Poor language ability is seen as the main barrier to successful integration.  KHRP believes that education in general, and language skills in particular, promote personal development of refugees while at the same time improving their chances to contribute to the host society through participation in the labour market.
   Furthermore, we agree with the European Commission’s understanding that the, “education system plays an essential role not only when it comes to knowledge acquisition but also as a place for acquiring formal and informal information on norms and values in society”.  
As such, schools form important meeting places between newcomers and the host society.
With regards to refugees, KHRP is therefore concerned that the EU Council Directive laying down minimum standards for the reception of asylum seekers stipulates that schooling and education of minors “may be provided in accommodation centres”.  In 2003 one Kurdish family of four children were deported to Germany after spending over a year in Dungavel detention centre.
  This runs the risk of further isolating and segregating refugees and their children, and does little to encourage pluralism and diversity in society. 
English is the main medium of instruction in schools in all parts of the UK except Wales, where the medium of instruction is English or Welsh.  Culturally specific education is also provided in Scotland and Ireland.  The UK Government view is that a good command of English is essential to ensure pupils are able to participate fully in schools, and the main responsibility of maintaining mother tongue languages rests with the minority communities.  Local education authorities are able to support ethnic minority communities to establish supplementary schools providing education in the evening or on Saturdays to maintain linguistic and cultural traditions.  The UK government’s department for education has also expressed interest in the possible optional inclusion of Kurdish on the GSCE secondary school national curriculum, and is in continued discussion with community groups regarding this.
In London there are approximately ten language schools or places that offer teaching specifically on the Kurdish language.  Such courses benefit not only the pupils, but the host society at large: by contributing to maintaining and advancing a pluralist society and by meeting the internationally recognised right to language development and maintenance, in correspondence with the fact that many immigrant groups consider their language to be of key importance to their cultural identity.  In economic terms, encouraging multilingualism also can lead to an important pool of profitable knowledge in the international economy.  
Kurdish-language provision within local government appears to be limited.  There are often insufficient resources for the translation of advice and information documents in Kurdish, although this does occur in areas with large Kurdish populations.   We are also aware of cases where the provision of a Turkish language interpreter to Kurdish clients - by social services, hospitals and other providers – provoked mistrust.

The greatest threat to the Kurdish language in the diaspora, however, is presented by a lack of intergenerational transmission.  Where parents do not speak their mother tongue to their children, it becomes almost impossible to reverse the ensuing language shift.  However, the restrictions surrounding Kurdish language expression means that many parents have also been denied the opportunity to learn Kurdish.

At the European level, any future Turkish accession to the EU would also have an impact on Kurdish culture.  It would be expected that the Turkish language would be acknowledged as a working language of the EU.  Due to the prominence of Turkish language abilities among the Kurdish population, this could enhance participation between Kurdish communities and the EU.

Commission for Equality and Human Rights

KHRP warmly welcomes the recent Equality Bill which will establish a new Commission for Equality and Human Rights in the UK, expected to open its doors at the latest in October 2007.

The CEHR is based on three pillars necessary to achieve social justice and equal citizenship – equality, human rights and good relations between communities.  It is expected to lead in promoting a human rights culture in Britain.  Among its powers will be the power to conduct inquiries in relation to human rights issues across a sector or group of organisations; to undertake research, publish information or guidance; and to take judicial review cases in its own name to protect or promote human rights.

We urge the Kurdish community to support and liaise with the CEHR during its establishment, believing it to be a vital link between the Kurdish community in the UK and the possibility to raise human rights concerns affecting the Kurdish community at an international level.  
Furthermore, we support the call for a Single Equality Act to overcome the wide disparities within current equality legislation, resulting in different groups having different levels of protection.

At present, there is variation in the protection from discrimination afforded to some religions and beliefs; an omission felt keenly by the Muslim community in the face of rising Islamophobia.  As the majority of Kurds are Muslim, such discrimination and harassment also impacts the Kurdish community. 
Legislative framework

The UK is party to most international instruments requiring respect for and protection of minorities.  One major exception remains the option Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), which allows individuals who claim their rights under the ICCPR have been violated and who have exhausted all domestic remedies to submit written communications to the UN Human Rights Committee.  The second major exception remains Protocol 12 to the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), which prohibits discrimination on any ground.  It is wider in its ambit than Article 14 ECHR.


SUMMARY

The Kurdish community in the UK brings with it a rich fabric of cultural expression and talent from which the rest of society can benefit.  A number of significant Kurdish cultural projects been located in the UK, and Kurds have received a degree of acceptance in mainstream culture.  Such integration could be strengthened through accurate ethnic monitoring, the encouragement of Kurdish-language education both by educational fora and by parents, by according political rights to refugees, and by developing relationships between the Kurdish community and bodies such as the new Commission for Equality and Human Rights.
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The Kurdish Human Rights Project (KHRP) is an independent, non-political, non-governmental human rights organisation founded and based in London, England.  KHRP is a registered charity and is committed to the promotion and protection of the human rights of all persons living with the Kurdish regions of Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Syria and elsewhere, irrespective of race, religion, sex, political persuasion or other belief or opinion.  Its supporters include both Kurdish and non-Kurdish people.

Also available:

The Kurds: Culture and Language Rights (2004)
The authorities in Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria have used a variety of policies targeting aspects of Kurdish culture and language throughout the last century. Culture and language have become highly politicised bargaining tools, retaining a central role in the suppression of Kurds. A new book provides an assessment of Kurdish cultural and language rights throughout the regions [1]. 

The book first assesses the treatment of Kurdish culture and language throughout the twentieth century. It then assesses the rights of Kurds under existing international legal mechanisms, providing an analysis of the authorities' compliance. It compiles and documents the pronouncements on the denial and/ or protection of Kurdish culture and language rights made by international treaty and non-treaty bodies, and other mechanisms such as the OSCE and Council of Europe. 

Finally, KHRP assesses the current practical status of enforcing these rights in the four States, and makes recommendations to the relevant authorities mandated to ensure that the linguistic and cultural rights of Kurds are respected. 

ISBN 1 900175 74 6 

Copies of this report are available from the KHRP for £10.00 (+ P&P) 

� Census/ NeSS Roadshows, ‘Better Information Initiatives’, Powerpoint presentation, March 2003


� Med-TV, a Kurdish satellite television station, was founded in London in 1995 and broadcast to the Kurdish regions until the revocation of its license by the Independent Television Commission in 1999


� Radio Roj-baş broadcasts a mix of information, culture and entertainment for a few hours every afternoon, six days per week to thousands of London listeners


� The Kurdish Film Festival first took place in November 2001 and is now an almost annual event, attended by thousands of people.  Following its success, the organisers were contacted by groups and individuals in Sweden, Norway, France, Germany, Switzerland, Greece, Turkey, USA, Iraq and others for assistance in organising further Kurdish film festivals


� Exiled Writers Ink!, ‘Kurdish Voices’ (2005)


� Migrant Voices is an innovative documentary/theatrical production, which was created in the West Midlands by Banner Theatre Company. It is a powerful example of how theatre can help integrate excluded groups and can


contribute to building social cohesion and vital neighbourhoods.


� Arcola Theatre is a theatre venue based in East London and focused on local communities particularly Blacks, Turks and Kurds 


� Blaker, Candida. ‘Senses of the City and London Arts’ Support for Refugees 1999-2002’ (Arts Council of England) August 2003


� Ibid.


� Bennett cited in Moss, Linda. ‘Cultural Diversity and Biculturalism: Congruences and Contrasts in Arts Policies and Practices between New Zealand and England’ (Sheffield Hallam University).


� ibid.  


� European Council on Refugees and Exiles, ‘Response of the European Council on Refugees and Exiles to the Communication from the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions – On Immigration, integration and employment’


� Curtis, P. ‘Centre for ‘many more’ child asylum seekers planned’, The Guardian, 20 August 2003


� Disability Rights Commission, ‘Parliamentary Briefing: Equality Bill – Second Reading, House of Lords’ (15 June 2005)





