WITNESS STATEMENT OF SHAKIR BAKER BRINDAR ZEWKI

1, Shakir Baker Brindar Zewki, father of Bilind Shakir Baker, of thei Personal Data

Personal Data twill say as follows:

I am the father of Bilind Shakir Baker (“Bilind”), one of the victims of the November 2021

tragedy. I am a designated full participant to the Cranston Inquiry.

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. I
acknowledge that the information that I received from my son during his journey may not
always have been complete and / or accurate. I further wish to state that the events of 23 / 24
November 2021 were traumatic and difficult for my family and me. The passage of nearly
three years may have impacted my ability to recall all events and conversations fully and / or

accurately.

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

Solicitors.

Background

I am an Iraqi national born on 01 July 1970. I live in the Bedar Neighbourhood, in the city of
Zakho, which is in the Duhok Governorate of Iraqi Kurdistan. I work in the Kurdistan security

forces and have done so for around 24 years.

My first wife, Firoz Kalad Jarder, sadly passed away in 2005. We had eight children together —

PD ), Zana (borniniPD ), Baram (born in] PD_%, Bilind (born in 2001), and finally Alend (born
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10.

'PD|

are all now married and living in Canada, while Zana is married and still living here in

(born in{ PD }, Rojdin (born iri PD J and Perjin (born in: PD { Our son, Delbrin, was born in

________________________

Bilind Shakir Baker

My son, Bilind, was born on 1 January 2001. He was a very quiet and kind child. He was always
well behaved and never caused any problems for me or anyone else. Bilind had a strong
relationship with his siblings and was always very good with them. He was especially loving
and caring towards his siblings in the years after his mother passed away. Despite being young,
he was always there for them. This shows the kind of person Bilind was — he was so loving and

because of this everyone else loved him.

Bilind did not like school very much and so he only went to elementary school. He left education
around Grade 6 when he was 11 years old. After this he spent most of his time socialising with
friends and relatives. Our town is very small and we have family living nearby, so Bilind would
always be out seeing different people in the local area. He would also join me for trips to the

farms in the countryside around Bedar.

Bilind was a fit and healthy young man. He had a slim build and was around 180cm tall. He

never had any health issues or conditions, and always stayed active.

Bilind loved to swim. There is a river that goes through Zakho, and a famous bridge that crosses
it. Bilind would go there every day to swim with his friends during summer and spent as much
time in the water as possible. He would sometimes swim at indoor pools but always preferred

to swim outside. Bilind never swam competitively but he was a strong swimmer. In fact, when
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I heard that there were two survivors of the shipwreck in November 2021, I was initially telling

myself that Bilind would be one of them, as he could swim so well. Sadly, this was not his fate.

Before he left Kurdistan, Bilind worked with a friend in a local barbershop for around three
months. I think the reason he never worked until this point was that in many ways, I did not
want him to. When Bilind’s mother passed away in 2005, he was only three or four years old,
and after this I had to be his sole parental figure. I wanted to look after and provide for him, and

I did not want him to feel that he needed to work. I felt like this in relation to all my children.

When Bilind’s mother died, I do not think he fully understood what was happening because he
was so young. As he grew up it was difficult for him to remember his mother properly, but
losing a parent was still very hard for him. I tried to raise our children in the best way that I
could and felt if I was going to remarry, I needed to wait for someone who I knew was right for
our whole family. After marrying Sewa, she became a mother to my eight children, including
Bilind, and she loved them very much. She cared for them and would do anything she could
for them. I remember that she very quickly remembered all of their birthdays, and when they
were younget, she used to make them their favourite meals. My children loved Sewa and you

could not tell that she was a stepmother.

Leaving Kurdistan

Life is hard here in Kurdistan. There is often conflict going on and as Kurds we are not truly
free. We cannot travel in the way that we want and we face difficulties wherever we go. For
example, I recall that a year before Bilind left for the UK, he attempted to travel to Turkey for a
holiday. He was stopped at the airport and prevented from entering the country, just because

of a Kurdish flag on his bag.

As time goes on, the way our people are treated make us feel like we are living in a cage. I still
love my country, but I think it is harder for the young people here and I can understand why.
They grow up feeling like they do not have a future, or at least not knowing what their future

will be.
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15. After the death of my first wife, I felt like I had to be Bilind’s mother as well as his father. This
was incredibly hard and I think it made his to decision to leave even more difficult to deal with.
I begged Bilind not to go and I did everything I could to try and make him stay. However, he
insisted and insisted, and eventually I let him leave. I understand why young people want to
live somewhere else, but even so, I was truly saddened by the fact my son was leaving and I

could not bear the thought of it happening.

Journey from Kurdistan to France

16. On 24 October 2021, Bilind left Kurdistan. He travelled with a friend of his called Mohammed
(Ido not know his surname). I did not know Mohammed very well. I think he was a person that
Bilind had met because he was planning to travel to Europe. They met not long before leaving
the country. My understanding is that Mohammed had brothers and uncles living in Germany.
While Bilind was on his journey, we would speak regularly on phone calls via WhatsApp.

Whenever he arrived in a new place, he would call to update me.

17. Bilind and Mohammed travelled to Baghdad by taxi with the intention of flying to Belarus.
While he was in Baghdad, I called Bilind and asked him not to leave the airport, as the area was
not very safe at that time. Bilind and Mohammed realised that there were no direct flights, and
so they flew to Damascus, Syria, and from there to Belarus. Bilind flew on his own passport and
had a visa for Belarus. I am not sure which city they flew to, but after arriving in Belarus, the
two of them were met by an agent who then took them to an apartment. I did not know the
agent or who they were, and Bilind did not explain the arrangements to me in any detail. I think
it was Mohammed and his brother that had contacted the agents to arrange things. In the

apartment, Bilind met more people and they formed a group of around six or seven.

18. Bilind phoned to tell me that he had arrived in Belarus. I checked how he was doing and he told
me that everything was fine, but that it was very cold. I had given him some money and told
him to buy a thick jacket so that he could cope better with the weather, as well as food for his

journey.
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Bilind spent one night in the agent’s apartment and then was taken to the border by car. I believe
it was the border between Belarus and Poland. Next they crossed the border on foot and walked
for around five or six hours. Just before they crossed the border, Bilind rang to tell me what he
was doing, and to explain that the agent had told him that he would need to turn his phone off
until he arrived in Germany. He said that this was for safety reasons and to avoid being found
by the authorities. After the long journey on foot, another car was waiting, and he continued

through Poland.

Bilind made his way to Germany, and after arriving there he spent ten days in a kind of camp
for asylum seekers. We had a video call while he was there, and he told me that everyone was
being looked after and some people were providing them with food. Once he had left the camp,
Bilind made his way to Cologne. I understand that Mohammed, who Bilind started the journey

with, decided to stay in Germany because of the relatives he had living there.

Bilind was planning to travel from Cologne into France. He was given the address of where to
go by an agent, but somehow started travelling in the wrong direction. I am not sure whether it
was a taxi or a bus that he was travelling in, but during the journey someone asked Bilind where
he was heading to, and he told them he was travelling to Paris. The person explained that he
was going to the wrong way, and so Bilind got out the vehicle at the next opportunity. He called
me at that point and said that he had got lost and was in a forest. I told Bilind ‘stop the next car
you see and ask for help’, which he did, and it happened to be a police car. Bilind said they took

him to a hotel, and from there, he travelled by car to the northern coast of France.

Experience in northern France

I believe Bilind arrived on the northern coast of France on 18 November 2021. He called and
told me that he was in Dunkirk. He explained that there were some Kurds there, mostly
speaking Kurdish Sorani, but also some people speaking Kurdish Ba#hdini. Bilind told me that
he, along with a group of people he had met in the camp, took a taxi into the town together to

buy food and other supplies.
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23. Generally, whenever I spoke to Bilind on his journey he would tell me that everything was fine
and never mentioned any worries. However, he told me that life in Dunkirk was hard as the
weather was very cold and they were living in a tent in a camp that they referred to as ‘the
Jungle’. He complained to me about the conditions and I could tell he was struggling more than

he had been previously. I spoke to Bilind almost every day between 18 and 23 November 2021.

24. On 23 November 2021, I spoke to Bilind several times. The first call was around 12:00 Iraq time
(09:00 GMT), when he told me that an agent had said they would be leaving that day.

25. At around 18:00 Iraq time (15:00 GMT), Bilind phoned me while he was on a bus. He said that
he and three others were being taken from the Jungle in Dunkirk to a different part of the coast.
I am not sure who the people were that he was with. In fact, I did not learn who Bilind was with

on the boat until I met their families after the tragedy.

26. At around 20:00 Iraq time (17:00 GMT), Bilind called me while he was walking to the boat.
During this conversation he sounded very cold - I could tell this from his voice - so I checked
that he had warm clothing. He told me that they had been walking for a while, from a forest to

the place where they would be boarding the boat.

27. At around 00:00 Iraq time (21:00 GMT) on 24 November 2021, I had my final phone call with
Bilind. He just told me that they were getting on to the boat. I could hear the voices of a woman
and children in the background. I remember thinking at the time that, based on the tone of their
voices, it sounded like the children were afraid of the water. Bilind said that it should take 3-4
hours to cross the Channel, and so they should be arriving in the UK at around 05:00 or 06:00
Iraq time (02:00 or 03:00 GMT). We did not have much time to talk, as Bilind told me that the

agent had explained they would need to then turn their phones off for the journey.

Aftermath of the tragedy

28. I did not speak to Bilind again after this. However, the next morning when it reached around
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06:00 here in Iraq (03:00 GMT), I felt happy as I thought they must have made it. Then at around
23:00 Iraq time (20:00 GMT) on 24 November 2021, I heard on Rudaw TV, a Kurdish channel,
that a boat had sunk whilst trying to reach the UK. I checked other TV channels which confirmed
what had happened. At this point, I did not know whether Bilind was alive or not, but I was
telling myself that he must have made it. I had heard that after arriving in the UK, people can
initially be held in some type of detention without access to their phone. This gave me some

hope as I thought it could be normal not to hear from Bilind right away.

I decided to send a photograph of Bilind to my cousin who has lived in the UK for a long time.
His name is Ezaddian Haji Mustafa. He explained that if Bilind had made it safely to the UK,
then he would be in a hotel or some form of detention facility. My cousin sent the photograph
to people he knew in the UK, who then spread it around to people who had recently arrived, to

check whether anyone had seen Bilind.

This was the most difficult time for me and my relatives. I can honestly say it was the hardest
period of my life. It felt like everything in our lives stopped, time froze, and we were just waiting

to find out what happened to our loved one.

While we were waiting for more news, Ezaddian told me that he had been in contact with the
fiancé of someone else who they suspected was on the boat. This person told my cousin about
an organisation, Lootka, that helps asylum seekers and was arranging for DNA samples to be
taken such that the victims could be identified. Then around one month after the incident, I
travelled to Sulaymaniyah, Iraq, where I met one of Ezaddian’s friends. I stayed in a hotel

overnight and the following day he took me to where the DNA samples were being taken.

Sometime after sending the DNA samples, we finally learned that Bilind was one of the victims
when we saw it confirmed on a Rudaw TV broadcast. I do not recall the exact date this
happened. Then, we had to wait for his body to be returned. I remember going to Erbil airport
several days in a row to receive his body, but each day we would find out that the flight was
delayed. I remember on one occasion we drove through thick fog to the airport, but then learned

that due to poor weather we would have to return the following day. This made the experience
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36.

even harder and prolonged the pain of waiting to see Bilind’s body.

Conclusion

It is hard to describe the impact of this tragedy on our family; it has affected us a lot emotionally
and mentally. Imagine losing someone, a loved one, who has passed away. You would typically
be able to start mourning as soon as it happens, and begin making arrangements for a funeral.
Although it is still extremely difficult, I think in this situation you can start to accept what has
happened. After the tragedy in 2021, we had an awful period of uncertainty where we did not
know whether Bilind was alive or not. We did not know what to do, and we could not stop
thinking about it day and night. Then after finally learning that Bilind was a victim, we had to
wait again to get his body back. The uncertainty and delays at every stage made the experience
even more painful. If I am honest, there were times when I wished I was dead. I would have

preferred to have died than go through what we went though.

After we received Bilind’s body, it was initially difficult to find somewhere for mourners to
come and express their condolences because of Covid. In the end we managed to find a
warehouse and we set up 200-300 chairs. Over 2 days there were so many people that came, and
then for many days afterwards we were still receiving visitors at our home. This period was
incredibly hard. I remember that on the morning we buried Bilind, it was so cold that the ground

was almost frozen. I vividly remember how cold it was.

We still miss Bilind every single minute of our lives. Every night, every day, we are always
thinking about him and missing him. Each member of our family still has a picture of Bilind as
the background on their phones so that we can see him every day. My son Bazar has also named

a son after Bilind.

Whenever I hear a story on TV about a boat sinking and people drowning it takes me back to
what happened. Every few days, I will go on a map and look at the Channel where Bilind died
and the area that he was staying in before he made that last journey. As I do this, I live through

it all again. I think about how I wish that I could travel there, to where he was before he died.
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37.

Some people say that when someone passes away, their spirit remains where they passed. I
know it would be extremely difficult to go to a place where your son spent their final moments,

but I would like to go.

I'hope that the tragedy of November 2021 is the last tragedy like this. I hope no other people
become victims in the way that my son did. At the same time, I hope those people who were
responsible for this tragedy are brought to justice. This includes the smugglers, but also the
individuals and organisations who did not act in line with their responsibilities. We now know
that among the victims were people who spoke English, and that some called the UK and French
authorities for help. However, no one went to their aid, and no one helped in the way that they
should. It was left to a fisherman to find the shipwreck. It is such a tragedy, that healthy young
people like my son, died because people did not do what they were meant to do. Their lives

were neglected.

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 be made, a 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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