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Iraqi academics are targets for attacks in a concerted campaign to rid Iraq of its intellectual class, according to several international human-rights groups.

Last month the London-based Network for Education and Academic Rights issued a written statement saying that scientists, doctors, and university professors are the targets of "a coordinated liquidation process."

The network cited statistics compiled by Iraq's Ministry of Education: In 2005, 296 professors and staff members were killed, including 80 from the University of Baghdad alone. Thousands of Iraqi academics are fleeing the country, fearing for their lives, the group reported.

John Akker, executive secretary of the Council for Assisting Refugee Academics, which is helping endangered Iraqi academics resettle in Britain, said the security situation for Iraqi academics was deteriorating rapidly.

"Every day new cases of killings get reported to us," Mr. Akker said in an interview in late June. "On Wednesday of this week, a leading veterinary surgeon, Hamza Shenian of the College of Veterinary Medicine at Baghdad University, was shot dead while sitting in his garden."

Mr. Akker said that both the scale and the intent of the attacks are different from the kind of violence Iraqi academics faced shortly after the American invasion, when many professors who were former Baath Party members were threatened and attacked in what appeared to be politically motivated reprisals.

"There's a real change in the numbers, there's a real change in the kind of people who are being targeted, and there's a real change in how well organized and thought through these assassinations are," Mr. Akker said. "You could not call these political assassinations any longer. They are simply anti-intellectual and anti-education."

Another international organization, Unesco, is asking the rest of the world to come to the aid of the besieged professors.

Unesco's director general, Koïchiro Matsuura, has called for "solidarity with Iraqi academics and intellectuals who are subjected to a heinous campaign of violence." Unesco, he said, was studying proposals to assist Iraqi intellectuals in their time of need.

It may be too late for many academics. An engineering professor at a Baghdad-area university, who asked not to be identified by either name or institutional affiliation because of the dangers of the current situation, said he was planning to leave Iraq with his family this summer.

"It's simply a nightmare," the engineering professor said. "We are living in a jungle. You don't know who is your enemy as you walk down the street. The idea is to exhaust Iraq of all its intellectuals. I'm planning to leave the country. I don't want to leave this country; I love my people. But the situation is forcing me to do so."
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