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Britain makes move to bring home Isis children stranded
in Syria

Whitehall sources are working with local agencies to bring back minors born to Islamic
State fighters

Mark Townsend
Sun 20 Oct 2019 17.33 AEDT

British officials have taken the first steps to repatriate children stranded in Syria by liaising
directly with agencies on the ground to identify unaccompanied minors for “safe passage”
back to the UK.

Whitehall sources have confirmed they are working with “various agencies” in north-east Syria
- believed to include the International Committee of the Red Cross - to kickstart the process of
transferring children of British parents linked to Islamic State back to the UK.

Among the first cases identified are three orphans, believed to have travelled to Syria with
their parents from London five years ago and who are currently in Ragqga, under the control of
the Kurdish-dominated militia, the Syrian Democratic Forces.

Transporting the children to Irag, where they can be flown from the city of Erbil to the UK, has
been evaluated by Kurdish officials and British charities as both quick and safe, especially
during the five-day ceasefire.
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The development comes before an appeal this week by Shamima Begum against the removal
of her UK citizenship by the former home secretary Sajid Javid. Begum, then aged 15, travelled
to Syria in 2015 to join Isis from her east London home.

Lawyers for Begum, currently in al-Roj refugee camp in north-east Syria, will argue the
decision was “unlawful”. The four-day hearing will take place at the Special Immigration
Appeals Commission, a specialist court that hears challenges to decisions to remove someone’s
British citizenship on national security grounds.

On Friday it emerged that Belgium and other European states were preparing to repatriate
citizens accused of having Isis links from north-east Syria, taking advantage of the ceasefire.

Elsewhere Save the Children, among a handful of charities operating in the country’s north-
east, confirmed that the region’s major refugee camps, al-Roj and al-Hol, where there are an
estimated 30 unaccompanied British children, remain unaffected by fighting following the
Turkish invasion this month.

A spokesperson said that transferring British minors from Syria to the UK was currently
relatively straightforward. “While things are evolving rapidly, our latest information is that
transportation out of the area is possible and border crossings between Syria and Iraq remain
open,” they said. The Kurdish administration is described as “extremely supportive” in
facilitating future repatriations, as long as they are negotiated with UK government officials.

Until last week the UK government’s position towards repatriating British children was that it
remained too dangerous for officials to attempt a rescue. However, following Turkey’s invasion
of the north of Syria, the foreign secretary, Dominic Raab, hinted at a policy change, suggesting
British orphans and unaccompanied minors could be returned to the UK.

The Foreign Office said: “We are looking at orphans and unaccompanied minors who bear UK
nationality and whether they can be provided safe passage to return to the UK. We will
examine every single case where we are asked for consular assistance, but this process is far
from straightforward.”

Save the Children added: “This looks like a step in the right direction but for this to translate
into a real change of policy we need to know that government is working on how to bring all
British children to the UK while we still can.”

As well as Belgium it is understood that France and Germany are currently examining how to
exploit the ceasefire announced by US vice-president Mike Pence on Thursday to repatriate

women and children.

As the climate crisis escalates...
... the Guardian will not stay quiet. This is our pledge: we will continue to give global heating,

wildlife extinction and pollution the urgent attention and prominence they demand. The
Guardian recognises the climate emergency as the defining issue of our times.

Our independence means we are free to investigate and challenge inaction by those in power.
We will inform our readers about threats to the environment based on scientific facts, not
driven by commercial or political interests. And we have made several important changes to
our style guide to ensure the language we use accurately reflects the environmental
catastrophe.

The Guardian believes that the problems we face on the climate crisis are systemic and that
fundamental societal change is needed. We will keep reporting on the efforts of individuals
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and ‘communities around the world who are fearlessly taking a stand for future generations
and the preservation of human life on earth. We want their stories to inspire hope. We will also
report back on our own progress as an organisation, as we take important steps to address our
impact on the environment.

You’ve read 12 Guardian articles in the last month - made possible by our choice to keep
Guardian journalism open to all. We do not have a paywall because we believe everyone
deserves access to factual information, regardless of where they live or what they can afford.

We hope you will consider supporting the Guardian’s open, independent reporting today.
Every contribution from our readers, however big or small, is so valuable. Support us from as
little as $1 - and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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