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WITNESS STATEMENT OF SARHAD PIROT MOHAMMED

I, Sarhad Pirot Mohammed, brother of Serkawt Pirot Mohammed, of Personal Data

PD Kurdistan, will say as follows:

I'am the brother of one of the victims of the November 2021 tragedy, Serkawt Pirot Mohammed,
nicknamed Harem (“Harem”). I am a designated full participant to the Cranston Inquiry. I
have provided this statement in consultation with my sister, Renas Pirot Mohammed.

I make this statement in order to provide relevant information to the ongoing Cranston
Inquiry based on my knowledge and understanding of the circumstances leading up to and
during the events under scrutiny. Except where I indicate to the contrary, I make this witness
statement on the basis of facts and matters within my knowledge. Where these facts and
matters are within my own knowledge, they are true. Where the facts and matters in this
witness statement are not within my knowledge, they are true to the best of my information
and belief.

I acknowledge that the information that I received from my brother during his journey may
not always have been complete or accurate. I further wish to state that the events of 23 and 24
November 2021 were deeply traumatic for me and my family, and happened nearly three
years ago, which may have impacted my ability to recall all events and conversations fully
and accurately.

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

Background

[ am an Iraqi national born on; ~ PD I have lived in Kurdistan all my life. I live ini PD

a town about 100km to the east of Erbil. I am employed by the Peshmerga, the Kurdish armed
forces. I am a soldier in the army.

child. Before leavmg Kurdistan, Harem lived in Ranya City in our famlly house.
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7. Harem was 28 years old when he left Kurdistan in 2021 (born on 18 March 1993). His real
name was Serkawt, but Harem is the name we all called him from when he was young. My
mother chose it as a pet name. Harem was a healthy young man of slim build. He was around
173cm tall and had blond hair. He did not suffer from any physical or mental health conditions
as far as I am aware. He was not married and did not have any children.

8. Harem had very good relationships with my parents and his siblings. He was like a friend to us
all. Harem was very kind and helped my parents a lot. If something needed mending around
the house, he would always offer to assist and never expected anything in return. He had many
interests and he was intelligent. He was also very sporty and played a lot of football with his
friends. Harem looked after his family and friends. He always supported his family, whether
emotionally, financially or with any other favour. When my sisters or I were sad or down, he
was a shoulder to cry on.

9. Harem studied in school until year 11. When he was 17 years old he left school and began
working as a labourer. Harem worked at a company in Ranya, loading and unloading goods
from lorries. Before he left Ranya, he lost his job as a labourer and was struggling to support

himself.

10. Harem had struggled with the lack of opportunities and hardships he faced in Kurdistan. Life
was hard for him and he dreamed of making a better life. Harem discussed his plan to leave
the country with our family around one year before he left. We were all very worried when he
told us, especially about his plan to cross the Aegean sea as we knew how long and dangerous
this journey was likely to be. At first when he told us we attempted to persuade him to
reconsider as we were very concerned. When he explained that he hoped to find a better life in
another country, we started to understand his reasons and became more supportive. We just
wanted him to be happy.

Journey from Kurdistan to France

11. Harem left Kurdistan on 17 September 2021. Harem obtained a Turkish visa before travelling,
which I believe cost him about $600. He took a bus from Erbil with his friend, Shakar Ali Pirot
(“Shakar”). I was with him until he got on the bus and left Kurdistan. After three nights, they
arrived in Istanbul.

12. In Istanbul Harem and Shakar joined a group of around seven others who they met whilst in
Turkey. I remember the name of one of these friends was Twana Mohammed (“Twana”). I do
not remember the others’ names. I am aware that Shakar and Twana were both on the boat
with Harem the night it sank.

13. I knew of Twana through his brother, Zana Mamand Mohammed (“Zana”), who is married
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to my cousin. Harem and Twana met for the first time in Turkey. Zana visited our house
whilst Harem was on his way to Istanbul. During this visit, Zana asked after Harem as he had
heard that Harem had left to travel to Turkey. I told him that Harem was about to arrive in
Istanbul. Zana said that Twana was already there with other people from Kurdistan, and that
Harem could join him. I provided Harem’s contact details to Zana, who passed these on to
Twana and they got in touch. That is how Harem joined Twana and the rest of the group.

14. The group decided that they would travel to the UK together. They stayed in a hotel in
Istanbul for around four - six weeks before travelling to Italy. Harem told me that the hotel
accommodation was organised by a smuggler who he met in Turkey. I did not speak to the
smugglers, and I do not know any more details about the arrangements.

15. The group attempted to make the boat journey from Turkey to Italy several times. I spoke to
Harem after each attempt on the phone. Some of the attempts failed because the weather was
bad so it would have been too dangerous to attempt the crossing. Others failed because the
Turkish authorities prevented them from taking the boat. On one occasion, Harem told me that
the police spotted them trying to enter the water. They chased them and brought them back to
the shore.

16. On 6 October 2021, they finally successfully made the journey from Turkey to Italy which took
around seven days. I know that Harem did not have his mobile during the journey, but I am
unsure why this was the case. When they did arrive at the shore, Harem relayed to me on the
phone that it was a very difficult journey, partly because the smuggler told Harem and his group
that only 35 people would be allowed on the boat. In reality there were closer to 70 people
crammed in.

17. 1 do not know where in Italy the boat landed, but when it arrived the authorities intercepted
the boat. They made Haram and his group of friends quarantine for 14 days because of Covid-
19 precautions. I spoke to Harem during his quarantine and remember him telling me that he
was relieved to have made it to Italy safely.

18. After the group were released from quarantine, they attempted to travel to France by foot. My
family and I were in contact with Harem most days during this period. I am aware that whilst
Harem and his group of friends were attempting to cross into France, they got lost and came
across a woman who told them that they needed to change direction. After doing so, they
were caught as passed French police on the road. Harem told me that the police asked them
whether they wanted to stay in France of if they planned to go to the UK. As far as I am aware,
they were not detained by police but allowed to go on their way. I do not know where exactly
they crossed the border, but I believe they entered France on 28 October 2021.

19. After this, Harem rested in hotel accommodation somewhere in France for just few hours
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before travelling on to the Jungle camp in Dunkirk by train.

The group stayed in the camp in Dunkirk for a few weeks. Harem told me at the time that he
was struggling in this camp as it was filthy and he did not have enough to eat. He told me
that charity organisations were providing food but there was not enough to go around.
Harem told me that he felt miserable in the camp and wished to leave.

At some point before 23 November 2021, Harem attempted to travel to UK by lorry. I am not
sure of the exact date but it was before he attempted to cross the Channel for the first time. He
called me one evening and told me that he had spoken to agents who were arranging his
travel. They set off by lorry but the lorry was scanned by the authorities, so Harem and the
others were found by the French police. After this, they were briefly detained. Harem was not
kept for more than a few hours.

Following this incident, Harem decided to attempt the crossing by boat instead, as it was
cheaper and he thought he was more likely to reach the UK that way. I was worried about his
plan and suggested he take a safer route, partly because of his experience making the journey
between Turkey and Italy, when he was at sea of several days and his boat was intercepted
by the Italian authorities. I wanted him to avoid another journey by boat. Harem told me that
he thought every lorry had to go through a scanner and that anyone hiding would be found.
He said that he would be unlikely to successfully make the journey by lorry.

I think that Harem attempted to cross the Channel twice before the night of 23 November with
at least some of the group he travelled from Turkey with. I do not know any details of the
arrangements that were made with smugglers in order to do so.

During one of those attempts the boat that Harem set off on capsized, and he ended up in the
water. Harem told me that the sea was very choppy, but the smuggler told them to prepare
for the journey because the boat was still going to cross. Harem said that they were struggling
to remain afloat for around 30 minutes before the French coastguard arrived to rescue them.
Harem also mentioned that he was still on the boat as it had not completely sunk though his
clothes were wet. Those on the boat were brought back to the camp in Dunkirk by the French
authorities and left there.

On the other occasion, Harem was on the beach preparing to make the crossing with a group
of people. The French police arrived and slashed the boat with knives to ensure that it was
not seaworthy. The French authorities left them on the shore afterwards and they returned to
the camp in Dunkirk.

After these failed attempts, Harem was very upset. He wanted to leave the jungle because of
the conditions they were exposed to, and he was still anxious to arrive in the UK.

INQO09754_0004



27,

28.

29,

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

CONFIDENTIAL — DO NOT REPRODUCE WITHOUT INQUIRY PERMISSION

I last spoke to my brother around 12:30am (10:30pm GMT) on the night he and the others
died. I received a call from him, and he said that he was getting onto a boat to go to the UK
and asked me to pray for them to arrive safely. My brother told me that the group from Turkey
would be travelling together. During this phone call, he told me that he would put his phone
in a bag so that it would not get wet, and that he would be unable to take our calls. He said
he would contact me when he was in the UK.

I did not speak with Harem after the boat got in trouble. I am not aware of any dangers on
the night or what point exactly my brother entered the water.

I am not aware of Harem making any calls to the French or British authorities, but since
speaking to other families of the victims, I know that others on board made calls to French
and UK police to ask for help. I came into contact with the families of other victims through
Zana.

I do not know whether Harem was coached by the smugglers about what to say and do when
encountering the authorities. I heard from a friend who later made the crossing to the UK
successfully as an asylum seeker that they were told by smugglers that if they got into trouble
they should call the French and British police and had been given them two phone numbers
to call. I do not know whether my brother was instructed in the same way, or if he was told
to throw his phone away. I know that Harem was told to put his phone in a bag to keep it dry.
I believe that my brother and some of his friends did put their phones in one bag.

I believe that my brother was wearing a life jacket because the organisation Lootka, an Iraq-
based organisation specialising in migration affairs, told Zana. I am not sure what else my
brother was wearing. He knew how to swim and he was a good swimmer, although he did
not have experience swimming in strong currents.

At around 5pm on the day after Harem attempted the crossing, Shakar Ali Pirot’s brother,
Shamal Ali Pirot, called me and told me that Harem and the others had made the journey
successfully. I was very happy and relieved. I do not know why Shamal thought this.

At around 8pm that day I saw the news on social media that a boat had capsized in the
Channel and that most of those on board were Kurds. After this, I called Zana to ask if he had
any information about whether our loved ones had made it to the UK. Zana told me that he
was not sure and that he was waiting to hear from them.

We tried calling my brother, but the phone did not ring. Two or three days later Zana told me
that it was our loved ones in the water. I am not sure how Zana became aware of this news,
and my family and I were devastated. It came as a shock to us even though we had not heard
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from Harem for several days. We had initially thought that Harem had successfully made the
journey to the UK, which made the news all the more painful and shocking.

My brother’s body was recovered from the sea. We had to send a DNA sample to Lootka, and
they sent it to France in order to identity him as one of the dead. We received confirmation
through this organisation that Harem was among the dead around four — six weeks after the
incident. They confirmed this by sending a message to a WhatsApp group, which the families
of the victims were in. Harem’s body was repatriated to Kurdistan to be buried. This was
arranged and funded by the Kurdistan regional government. Lootka was also involved in
arranging for the return of the bodies to Kurdistan through the French consulate in Kurdistan.

After the bodies were returned, we had a funeral for Harem. Each body was returned to the
victim’s place of birth. Harem was buried beside his friend, Shakar. Harem'’s friends and
family attended the funeral, and people visited us in the days afterwards to express their

SOITOW.

The news has completely devastated our family. Harem was a huge part of all of our lives. A
number of the victims were from Ranya so our whole community was completely shocked.

My brother’s death is a loss that we will never forget. It is the saddest thing that has ever
happened to me. It is always on my mind. I still find it hard to believe that he lost his life in such
tragic circumstances. My siblings and I are all devastated but we try to remain calm and
composed to protect my parents. My parents are still grieving and are suffering from illness
because of the sorrow. My mother has: Sensitive & Irrelevant | which has worsened

because of the emotional toll of losing Harem. My father is also struggling with Sl‘rapeslg\i/\:\f‘

following the incident. He isolates himself more and does not leave the house often.

Harem was a young man who was seeking a better life. His opportunities in Kurdistan were
limited and he was struggling before he left. If there were opportunities to live a better life in
Kurdistan, I do not believe that he would have gone and we would still have him as part of our
family.

The last three years have affected our family enormously. It breaks our hearts that Harem was
not able to achieve his dream and be happy. The news of losing him was very difficult and we
are still suffering from the sorrow. We miss him all the time. The cemetery where Harem is
buried is about an hour away from our house, and my mother still visits his grave every single

evening.

As a family, we hope that the UK and France acknowledge their failings. We need them to
admit that their response was flawed so that if something like this happens again, people are
rescued and not left to die. We can only hope that a similar tragedy does not take place again.
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Statement of Truth

I believe 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 made, false
statement in a document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief in its truth.
Signed:

Date:

Name:
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I have translated the above text from English into Kurdish language to_the best of my knowledge, ability, and
command of both these languages. T ranslator,i Name Date: 05/11/2024
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