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FIRST WITNESS STATEMENT OF ISMAEL HAMAD KHUDUR

I, Ismael Hamad Khudur, DOBE Personal Data Efather of Muslim Ismael Hamad, of

Personal Data %Iraqi Kurdistan, will say as follows.

1. Iam the father of Muslim Ismael Hamad (“Muslim”), who was one of the victims of the
tragedy on 23/24 November 2021 which the Cranston Inquiry is investigating. I am a
designated full participant to the Inquiry.

2. I'make this statement in order to provide relevant information, based on my knowledge
and understanding of the circumstances leading up to and during the events under
scrutiny.

3. The matters set out in this statement are within my knowledge unless stated otherwise. 1
accept that the information my son Muslim passed on to me during his journey may not
have always been complete or accurate. I have suffered a great loss, which has impacted
my mental health, and possibly also my ability to recall all events and conversations fully

and / or accurately.

4. This statement was prepared with the assistance of my legal representatives at Duncan

Lewis solicitors.

BACKGROUND

5. 1 am an Iraqi national, and reside in

in the PD Eof the Kurdistan

Region of Iraq. I was born and raised in;

live with my wife Asmar Alee Ahmed (DOBE Personal Data | and our five younger

children: Mohammed (DOBE Personal Data ), Hidayat (DOBE Personal Data ,,

Mubin (DOB { Personal Data} Rawjin (DOB

PD  !and Liza (DOB; PD

My oldest son Bukhari (DOB§ PD 'has his own family, with whom he shares

a home nearby. I am a tradesman, I sell ceramic tiles in the local market here i, PD |1

have done this job for most of my life.
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My son Muslim Ismael Hamad, born on 14 January 2002, was the second oldest of the

seven children I share with my wife Asmar. Muslim was an Iraqi national, and prior to his

wife and the rest of our younger children. Muslim was a beautiful boy. He was of average
height and build, and was always in good physical health. He was an active child - he
played sports from a young age, and was a good swimmer. As far as I am aware, he did

not suffer from any formally diagnosed mental or physical health condition.

Muslim and I were very close. We shared a special bond from when he was a young boy.
As a child, Muslim was energetic and full of dreams. He loved to play outside with his
friends. He loved school. He would always tell me that he wished to be a doctor or an

engineer. He was extremely good at his studies. My wife and 1 were very proud of him.

Muslim was a remarkably kind and caring boy. From when he was a young child, Muslim
was very protective of his younger sisters and brothers and took care of them in any way
he could. He felt similarly protective of his mother, and would always help her around
the house, and look after her when she was tired or unwell. As he grew older, he began to
recognise the financial problems that our family struggled with. He made the difficult
decision to drop out of school after completing Year 11 (when he was around 17 years old)
to help me with my work trading ceramic tiles in the market. I remember when he made
the decision. He told me that it was impossible to work and study at the same time, and
that he would rather put his dreams on hold so that he could contribute to our family’s

income. His aim was to help provide for us all, and in particular for his siblings.

When Muslim started working with me, we spent almost every day together. Our
relationship, which was always close, evolved into a sort of friendship. Muslim and I
shouldered the difficulties of providing for our family together, and I felt as if 1 had a
partner to help me through my worries and my troubles. I remember him telling me that
he wanted his younger siblings to have a better life, to go to school and be educated, and
to not be reliant on the help of others. We would get up every morning at about 7am, walk

to the market in Soran, and spend the whole day working together.

Life in Kurdistan is difficult, and it is expensive. Despite both Muslim and 1 working hard
to try to provide for our family, we were still barely able to make ends meet. Together, we
earned approximately 1.2 million Iraqi Dinar a month (£702.39 as of 18 October 2024).

Muslim tried very hard to find another job that would pay more than the work he was
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doing with me. However, these opportunities simply do not exist or there are too few

opportunities for the number of people looking for work.

MUSLIM’S JOURNEY TO THE UK

Departure from Kurdistan

11. In September of 2021, Muslim sat me down and told me that there was something he
wanted to discuss with me. He told me that he wished to travel to the UK. He seemed to
have given this a lot of thought, and explained that he had been doing some research on
the internet. He explained to me that the UK was a safe country where people’s rights
were respected. He explained that there were lots of opportunities in the UK, particularly
as he spoke some English. He said that if he travelled to the UK and got a job, he could
send money home to take care of all of us, and ensure that his younger siblings were able
to complete school. We spoke about this at great length over a number of days, and
discussed all the pros and cons of him attempting this journey. I knew he had big dreams,
and I also knew that our family’s situation here in Kurdistan was not sustainable. It was
inevitable that my younger children would also, like Muslim, be unable to complete
school, and would be forced to work long hours for little pay. Eventually, I agreed that
Muslim could make the journey if he wished. He was very excited and set about looking

into how he could make arrangements for his travel.

12. On 31 October 2021, Muslim boarded a flight from Erbil airport to Belarus. Our entire
family, including my wife and all of Muslim’s siblings, went to Erbil airport to see him off.
It was an emotional event - he had never left home before, and we did not know when we
would see him again. We took photos and videos, and said tearful goodbyes to him. He
used his own passport and a valid visa to travel to Belarus, from where I understand he
joined a group of people making a similar journey. I do not believe that Muslim knew any
of the people he met up with in Belarus, and he did not give me any information about
them. Muslim made all his travel arrangements himself. I have no first-hand knowledge
of these arrangements, including who Muslim spoke with, or how he made contact with

them.

Journey to France
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13. Muslim and the group he met in Belarus journeyed to Poland on foot. Muslim would video
call me almost every day to update me on where and how he was. I understand that from

Poland, he travelled with the rest of the group to Germany and then to France by road.

14. At all times, they were accompanied by a man that Muslim described to me as ‘the agent’.
Muslim did not know the agent’s real name. I recall him telling me the name the agent
gave him, which I can no longer remember. We joked about how it sounded made-up. In
one of our early calls, Muslim told me that he and the rest of his group were frightened of
the agent. The agent carried a knife, and would use it to threaten the group if people were
tired, or if he thought they were moving too slowly. Muslim told me of an incident where
one person in the group was unable to continue walking, and was told by the agent that
he would kill him and leave his body on the road. To the best of my knowledge, Muslim
had no such encounters with the agent personally, but the impression I got was that he

was frightened of him and was intent on staying out of his way.

15. Muslim arrived in France on or around 13 November 2021. The group had been dropped
off by the agent in Paris, and Muslim took a bus to Dunkirk that same day. He called me
that evening, and told me that he had met with the representatives of some charities that
were operating in the area who had given him food, a tent, and a sleeping bag. 1
understand the place he was staying was called the “Jungle”. His tone when we spoke
was excited, and he told me that he was hoping to get to the UK as soon as possible, to

start his new life.

Muslim’s journey from France to the UK

16. Muslim remained in France until he attempted to cross the Channel. During this time we
spoke via video call almost every day. I spoke with Muslim at around 4pm Kurdistan time
(2pm GMT) on the afternoon of 23 November 2021, the day he left France for the UK. He
called me from the beach, and told me that he was to board a small boat for the UK that
night. He explained that he may not have his phone with him on the boat: it would either
be confiscated by the agent before departure, or he would have to dispose of it in the
Channel. My understanding is that Muslim was told by the agent that if the UK authorities
saw his phone, it may cause him to be removed from the UK. He asked for my forgiveness
because he would likely not be in contact with me any further that day. He also explained

that it was likely I would not hear from him for several days, because it would take him
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some time to get a phone once he arrived in the UK. I remember him telling me not to

worry, and asking me to pray for him.

17. That was the last time I spoke with Muslim. I tried to call him again a few hours later, but
his phone seemed to be switched off. 1 assumed from this that his phone had been
confiscated by the agent. I was not in contact with him immediately before he boarded the
boat, so I have no specific information relating to Muslim’s journey, or the incident which

cost him his life.

THE INCIDENT AND ITS AFTERMATH

18. At approximately midnight on 24 November 2024 (Kurdistan time), I was at my friend’s

Kurdistan. It was reported that a boat had sunk in the English Channel. I had a bad feeling,
but I hoped that Muslim had not been on that boat, and that he had made it safely to the
UK.

19. In the days and weeks that followed, I kept holding out hope that Muslim had arrived
safely in the UK, and that he would contact me. I would tell myself that Muslim had just
been unable to get hold of a phone, and that he would call me any second now. I remember
always keeping my phone close to me. I felt unable to put it down, and was checking it
constantly. As the days went on, I continued to call Muslim’s phone repeatedly, but my

calls went unanswered.

20. A few days after the incident, I attended the mourning of Maryam Noori Ameen
(“Maryam”), held by her father Noori Mohammed Ameen, who is my friend. I knew from
Noori that Maryam was one of the first people identified as having been on the boat which
had sunk trying to cross the Channel. At the memorial, I mentioned to Noori that I was
unsure whether or not Muslim had been on the same boat. He told me about a WhatsApp
group created by a number of families who were concerned that their loved ones had also
been on the boat that sank. I joined that group, and came into contact with a number of
the other family members, including Zana Mammand Mohammed (“Zana”). I spoke with
Zana and asked him what I should do, and he suggested that I submit a DNA sample to
be matched against the bodies which had been retrieved from the Channel. On Zana’s
suggestion, my wife and I travelled to a hospital in Suleymaniyah, where my wife gave a

DNA sample for testing. I am not sure who organised for these samples to be collected
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and tested, but my understanding is that this DNA sample was sent to France for testing

and comparison.

21. There was no news for a number of weeks after that. During that time, I kept telling myself,
my wife and other children that Muslim was merely finding it difficult to get a phone in
the UK, and that at any moment I would get a call from him and everything would be

alright.

22. One evening a few weeks later, my family and I were at home. Our television was on in
the background, and the channel we were watching was Rudaw. They interrupted their
broadcast to announce that the French authorities had finished testing DNA samples
provided by a number of families in Kurdistan against the bodies recovered in the English
Channel on 24 November 2021. They began to announce the names of the people whose
bodies had been identified. When they announced Muslim’s name, I remember that we all
broke down. My wife and children were crying, and I felt stunned and in disbelief. I do
not remember much about the hours and days which followed, except that I still could not

believe that my son was dead.

23. Shortly after the announcement on Rudaw, I received a letter from the Kurdistan Regional
Government with instructions as to how and when I could go to the airport in Erbil to
collect Muslim’s body. 1 travelled to the airport with one of Muslim’s friends, and we
waited at the airport for over 24 hours for the bodies to arrive. I understand that this long
wait was due to an unexpected stop which the plane made in Turkey. When the plane
eventually landed, it was the early hours of the morning. All the other families and I were
taken to a large hall, in which there were a number of boxes labelled with names. One of
the boxes had Muslim’s name on it. It was at that point that I realised that my son was

gone, and that he was never going to return.

24. Muslim is buried close to our home in Soran, where he spent his life. The mourning period
lasted twenty days, and we had so many mourners attend that we had to erect a tent
outside our house to accommodate them all. We were visited by people from all across
Kurdistan - Muslim’s friends, friends of our family, our neighbours, and our relatives.
Muslim touched many hearts in his short life, and there was not one day during the

mourning period that our home was not filled with people who came to mourn him.

THE IMPACT OF MUSLIM’S LOSS ON MYSELF AND MY FAMILY
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The pain which losing Muslim has caused to me and my family is indescribable. It feels as
if we are broken, and that we will never be whole again. Muslim lives on in our memory,
and he will never be forgotten. We visit his grave as a family every Thursday, and we pray

for him.

My children have been severely affected by Muslim’s death. My 12 year-old son Mubin
was recently diagnosed with diabetes, and the doctor examining him came to me after the
appointment and told me that something was seriously affecting my son’s mental health.
I know that it is the loss of his older brother. My youngest children, Liza and Rawjin, who
are 3 and 8 years old respectively, are too young to understand exactly what happened,

but my 8 year-old in particular will often ask after Muslim, which breaks my heart.

My wife Asmar has been devastated by this loss. She looks at photographs and videos of
Muslim constantly, and tells me that one day he will return to us. Muslim’s bedroom has
been untouched since the day he left Kurdistan, and his things are exactly as he last left
them. The door is locked, and Asmar allows no one to enter - or even to touch the
doorknob. My wife is suffering profoundly. She tells me that every corner of our home is
filled with memories of Muslim’s life - the chair on which he used to sit, the kitchen which
he would insist she leave so he could do the washing up, and the spot where he would
hug her goodnight every evening. Asmar has begged me to find us a new home, and I am
doing everything in my power to ensure this. We cannot continue to live in the home

where Muslim was raised, as it is much too painful for us all.

For my own part, I feel as if I have lost not just my son but also my best friend, and the
only person with whom I could share my troubles and my burdens. Muslim was a really
special person. He dreamed of a better life in the UK, of starting his own business, and of
helping to support our family. He sought safety and protection in the UK, but
unfortunately this was not his fate. Like any parent, his dreams were my dreams, and I
wished for him to achieve everything that his heart desired. It pains me deeply that he
was unable to do so: Muslim’s dreams, as well as mine, died with him that night in the

Channel.

I 'am grateful to the Cranston Inquiry for seeking to investigate the events of the night of
23 / 24 November 2021. I wish to understand why my son and the other passengers with
whom he travelled were not rescued when they called for help. I wish to understand why

the UK allowed my beautiful son, and with him our family’s hopes and dreams for the
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future, to drown in the Channel. I hope that the work of the Inquiry can bring us some

answers and some closure.

STATEMENT OF TRUTH

I believe that the facts stated in this witness statement are true. I understand that proceedings
for contempt of court may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to be made, a
false statement in a document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief in its

truth.
Name: Ismael Hamad Khudur
Date:

Signature:
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