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Abstract 

The Middle East is a constant source of security and diplomatic related issues 

that are made complex by the heterogeneous background of its people, with 

states such as Iraq home to a mixed variety of people from different cultural 

and religious backgrounds. The Kurdish people are one such group, with a 

storied history of strife. Most recently a referendum in Iraqi Kurdistan has 

opened the topic of separation and the formation of a Kurdish state. This pa-

per briefly examines the problems surrounding such a move, looking at the 

Kurdish region and its neighbours as well as possibilities for the future, refe-

rencing a wide range of news sources typically unused by the academic com-

munity. 
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1. The Complications of Kurdish Independence 

With the disastrous Daesh invasion of 2014 nearly defeated as Iraqi forces pre-

pare to assault the final two bastions of Daesh resistance, Rawa and Al-Qa’im, 

Iraq as a strategic regional player becomes a focus. However, the issue of Kur-

dish independence is a major complication that has the potential to spark yet 

another conflict in the already embattled and devastated region. Kurdistan, the 

autonomous northern province of Iraq, recently held a referendum that ended in 

a massive majority vote for separation from the Iraqi state (Rudaw, 2017a). The 

Kurdish people have a long storied history seeking independence that stretches 

back to the early 20th century, where pro-freedom sentiment existed under Brit-

ish rule in previously held areas of the Ottoman Empire. In Iraq, a pro-freedom 

movement has existed since the 60’s which establishes that Kurds have long 

sought independence, and the move towards independence now involves the 

Peshmerga and a united Kurdish population. The separatist sentiment, however, 
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hosts many problems in its own right, and a stern political and economic reac-

tion has been taken against them by the Iraqi government. 

As of the 16th of October, Iraqi forces launched a large military operation to 

retake lands held by the Peshmerga and currently hold Kirkuk (Muñoz, 2017), 

further complicating the scenario. As such, this paper seeks to examine the cur-

rent issue of Kurdistan, and look at the different outcomes that may occur. The 

significance of the conclusion will outline not only how separatist sentiment is 

shaped, but also how regional powers are forming alliances in a post Daesh 

Middle East, and how western support is highly uncertain in this new environs. 

In order to do this, the paper will first briefly examine the history of the Kurds 

to better understand the popular sentiment and gauge the drive of politicians in 

Kurdistan. This section will also delve into Kurdistan in the present, and ex-

amine the resources that the state has access to in the face of a drawn out eco-

nomic, political or military crisis. Thereafter the paper will examine why the Ira-

qi state is against allowing Kurdish independence, and the actions they have 

taken so far, and are poised to take in the future. Thirdly, the paper will look at 

the international reaction, of both regional powers as well as overseas actors, 

what actions the regional actors have taken, as well as the sentiment that is being 

shared by more remote actors such as the US and Russia. Finally, the paper will 

use this information to look at three separate possibilities for Kurdistan in the 

future: Military conflict, a separate diplomatic solution or Kurdish indepen-

dence, before making a final conclusion.  

2. Kurdistan: History 

The history of Kurdish oppression in the 20th century dates back to the treaty of 

Lausanne. In the wake of World War One, the Ottoman Empire was able to an-

nex Eastern Anatolia, an annexation allied forces had to accept in order to con-

tinue the peace process (HRI, 2017). In Northern Iraq, Kurdish minority have a 

long history of autonomous negotiations, after expected negotiations fell 

through in the 60’s, the Kurds revolted and ultimately expelled Iraqi military 

forces before the Abdul Salam Arif declared a ceasefire in 1963. Following inter-

nal strife in Iraq and the Ba’athist coup of 1968, autonomous negotiations were 

held again in 1970, but again failed to have any real effect, as the single party in 

Baghdad installed a Kurdish government themselves. Thus, Kurds had no real 

political autonomy. By the mid 70’s, Saddam Hussein’s Baath party oppressed 

and expelled Kurds, resulting in an insurrection during the Iran-Iraq war and 

the Al-Anfal campaign, which involved targeting of Kurdish civilians and the 

use of chemical weapons (Rutgers, 2017).  

While the above is only a very brief snapshot of how Kurds suffered over the 

years, the purpose was to construct the rationale behind Kurdish sentiment for 

separation and formation of a Kurdish state. In 1991 the Iraqi military pulled out 

of Kurdistan following the end of the Gulf War, and Kurdistan became a de facto 

separate state. This however is still not the final objective of Kurdish decision 
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makers, as the dream of a unified and separate Kurdish state is the next step. In 

recent years tensions between Kurdistan and Iraq have been building up. While 

there have been no overt moves towards independence, following US withdrawal 

in 2012 the Iraqi government demanded full control of the Peshmerga which 

was denied (Francis & Al-Tamimi, 2017). In 2014, the chaos following the Iraqi 

crisis and the invasion of Daesh militants, the cohesive Kurdish forces were able 

to take and secure area from Daesh attacks in the Kirkuk governate while the 

Iraqi forces were broken during the initial invasion. These gains can be seen as 

the Kurds slowing moving in and holding territory to use either as a bargaining 

chip for future negotiations, or to hold on to the territories for future negotia-

tions. Since then, Kurdish politicians have discussed the possibility of a referen-

dum and in the present day, following the Peshmerga’s assistance to US forces 

during the 2003 invasion of Iraq as well as the Peshmerga fighting Daesh in 

Northern Iraq and a weakened Iraqi state, Kurdistan now seeks to separate itself 

fully from Iraq and become an autonomous state. 

3. Kurdistan: Resources 

The Northern provinces of Iraq, the Dohuk, Erbil and Sulaymaniah governates 

form the Kurdistan region, and areas within those governates have seen large 

devastation since the Iraqi army’s Al-Anfal campaign in the 80’s. While the area 

has slowly been reconstructed over time, there is still a great deal of damage in 

the area. This section aims to examine the economic potential of these regions 

and look at the resources available in disputed territory between the Kurds and 

Iraqi government, such as Kirkuk, which is currently held by Kurdish forces. 

Kurdistan’s resources can be split into Economic and Military. 

Economically, the Kurdish government will need to consider not only natural 

resources and industry for trade, but basics of urbanisation such as water supply 

and power. In terms of power generation, Kurdistan holds natural gas stations of 

Erbil and Duhok, which combined produce roughly 2000 MW of electricity. 

Kurdish forces also currently hold the Kirkuk governate, where the Taza and 

Mulla Abdulla plants can produce just over 500 MW. This is fairly little for such 

a wide space of territory and holds little excess for expansion. It would take years 

to construct a new power station in the event of Kurdish independence, meaning 

that power would need to be bought from connections in the south, or load 

shedding would need to be implemented. Even is Kurdistan were to separate 

cleanly with the lands and infrastructure in tow, there would be need for power. 

However, the Iraqi military currently hold Kirkuk, and has moved into strategic 

areas in the Erbil and Sulaymaniah governates. 

Alongside power, water is also a crucial resource. The water in Kurdistan is 

poorly managed and the majority of water is drawn from the five rivers in the 

region. The Sirwan and Zei originate from Iran, while the greater Zab and Kha-

bur flow from Turki. The final river, the Awa Spi, is located entirely in Kurdis-

tan. Zei Gawre, or Greater Zab, and the Khabur flow from Turkey. The fifth riv-
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er is the Awa Spi, which is located entirely in Kurdistan, while the remaining 

water that is required is drawn from groundwater supplies (Lynch, 2017). 

Should rivers be redirected from neighbouring states, which is a concern for riv-

ers originating in Iran, there has been little work by Kurdish authorities to im-

prove the water infrastructure in the region. 

When speaking of natural resources in Iraq, the topic inevitably is drawn to-

wards oil deposits, and Kurdistan is no different. With several wells already be-

ing exploited, in 2007, Kurdish authorities petitioned foreign companies to fur-

ther invest in oil production in Kurdish held regions, sparking the ire of Iraqi 

government, who fear foreign companies will take over oil deposits throughout 

Iraq (Howard, 2017). Beyond oil, the Kurdistan region does have deposits of 

iron, gold, copper, zinc, nickel, iron, platinum and chromium (KRG, 2017). 

However, they have little or no exploitation, and are worthless without substan-

tial investment.  

In terms of logistical infrastructure, the Kurdistan region shares a land border 

with Turkey and Iran and has two airports, one in Erbil and one in Sulaymaniah, 

which have capacity for international flights and have operated flights around 

the Middle East and Europe. However, the political issues related to transport 

infrastructure are numerous, and will be dealt with in a later section. The road 

network is also somewhat limited with only a few border crossings, and rural 

roads being prevalent in some areas. While the above problems are only a small 

part of what it takes to run a successful state, bypassing other critical issues such 

as communication infrastructure including internet lines, the problems relating 

to economy are clear, and will be further fleshed out when examining how other 

states may react to a real move for Kurdish separation. 

Militarily, the Kurds have the large Peshmerga forces. The Peshmerga are a 

unique military unit that have manpower of roughly 200,000 (Rudaw, 2017f). In 

terms of equipment, the Peshmerga forces have a wide variety of arms from var-

ious states, small arms from the US and NATO countries, as well as weapons 

from Russia. Many light vehicles are also fielded by Peshmerga forces including 

Humvees, technicals as well as APCs. While Peshmerga forces do have a stock of 

MANPADS, they only have a limited capacity to field rotary-wing air force, and 

rely on coalition or Iraqi air force to provide air cover. In addition, Peshmerga 

forces also have limited artillery capacity with mortars and howitzers, as well as 

anti-aircraft vehicles. The Peshmerga field a variety of tanks, mostly the out- 

dated T-55 and more modern T-72, looted from Saddam Hussein’s forces. 

However, their logistical capacity to field heavy weapons for extended operations 

is extremely limited (Berman, 2017). For such a small state, the Peshmerga are 

well equipped, thanks mainly to recovered enemy vehicles, munitions and rely-

ing on US and even Russian weapon shipments (Litovkin, 2017). US arms ship-

ments have been regular since the 2014 Daesh invasion, together with limited 

support from Iran. However, US support has been limited in the type of wea-

pons sent, for fear of arming the Kurds for an eventual move towards indepen-

dence, a situation that ultimately proved true (Berman, 2017). 
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However, the major issue with the Kurdish military force is that it lacks any 

real unified centralised leadership, and is split between forces loyal to the PUK 

and the KDP. Kurdistan as faced intra-state conflict before, and the failure of a 

political solution to control Peshmerga forces greatly weakens strategic com-

mand and control. While the Kurdistan region can field enough forces to hold 

their own and defend their borders, a protracted engagement would fail, partic-

ularly against a coalition. The lack of logistical capacity and supply together with 

political uncertainty would render the Peshmerga unable to defend themselves 

against a well organised opponent. While the lack of central political will could 

be damaging, the recent military actions of the Iraqi government will likely band 

Peshmerga leaders together with a common goal of defending Kurdish lands. 

4. Iraqi Sentiment and Actions 

The Iraqi government has rejected all overtures of separation talks, and has re-

fused to recognise the validity of the referendum, despite Kurdish politicians 

stating the referendum was a springboard for negotiations, rather than a final 

decision. The most obvious reason the Iraqi parliament is set against Kurdish 

independence is the fracturing of the already shaky Iraqi state, whose problems 

are not only endemic of Daesh, but also tribal and sectarian conflict, would 

greatly strain the political situation in Baghdad, as well as with regional powers. 

Kurdistan held traditionally disputed lands, such as the Kirkuk governate, and 

the Peshmerga forces controlling the area, it may well have been a major catalyst 

for why Kurdish authorities were hesitant to move the referendum up, despite 

the request of the US through a meeting with the US defence secretary in August 

(Gordon, 2017), in fear of losing momentum. It would seem the rationale was 

between losing valuable land and a fear of a destabilized political situation, a fear 

that ultimately proved true as the lands were seen as a catalyst for Iraqi military 

action and Kirkuk was taken from Peshmerga forces. 

The actions that the Iraqi government took prior to military action were po-

litical in nature, seeming to focus on isolating Kurdistan, although there have 

been moves to reduce the economic capacity of the autonomous region. As 

stated earlier, immediately following the vote, the Iraqi parliament declared it 

unconstitutional (Al Jazeera, 2017). Soon after, a deadline on the routing of 

flights to Erbil and Sulaymaniah airports was established, with both airports 

currently not having any flights (Lee, 2017). This latter action puts strain on the 

already fragile Kurdish economy, and cuts easy access to Kurdistan for foreign 

employees and companies, isolating the state from courting further international 

investment. Most recently, the Iraqi government has requested that Turkey and 

Iran deal directly with Baghdad, rather than communicate with Kurdish authori-

ties since early October 2017, further evidence of isolation as the primary strate-

gy of the Iraqi government (Tasnim News Agency, 2017). However, Iraqi gov-

ernment may have been cooperating with regional powers to not only isolate 

Iraq, but also to secure the territories that Peshmerga forces secured in 2014 in 
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the Kirkuk governate. Evidence for this can be found in the recent incidence on 

the 20th of October 2017, where Iranian led militia were raised in Kirkuk to alle-

gedly defend oil wells (The Baghdad Post, 2017). Further Iraqi military action in 

Kirkuk and other previously Kurdish held territory validates this theory.  

PMF forces are crucial to the Iraqi strategic plan while fighting Daesh and 

sweeping areas. They are irregular forces that are not a single branch, but made 

up of roughly 20 separate militia groups, all following different leaders, with dif-

ferent goals and objectives. While central command can be traced back to PM 

Abadi who is the supreme commander of armed forces in Iraq, other controver-

sial figure heads and leaders are at the head of the individual forces, such as 

Muqtada Al-Sadr for the infamous peace companies and Hadi Al-Amari for the 

majority Shiite Badr organisation. With such a structure, it isn’t hard to envision 

some clashes and tension between Peshmerga forces and PMF elements. PMF 

forces were also formed specifically to combat Daesh, and with the end of major 

combat operations in sight with the liberation of Hawija and the final bastion of 

Al-Qa’im next, the future of the PMF is uncertain. PMF action in the Kirkuk 

governate has led to some major issues pertaining to looting and human rights 

violations in areas such as Tuz Khurmatu (Renaud, 2017), resulting in Abadi re-

placing PMF forces with Iraqi army (Rudaw, 2017g). However, not all PMF are 

interested in conflict as some are outspoken on a diplomatic solution, such as 

Al-Amari, who has stated that civil war must be avoided, and dialogue is the on-

ly option (Rudaw, 2017e).  

The future of Iraqi action is uncertain. If following a policy of isolation, limit-

ing access to Kurdistan via land routes through Southern Iraq, especially in tan-

dem with Turkey and Iran, will do much to limit the movement of Kurds. Like-

wise, cutting off power connections or telecommunications as well as refusing to 

deal with Kurdish officials will make it near impossible for Kurds to take any 

real action, forcing either compliance or more serious action. 

5. International Actors 

The Kurdish people would likely need some sort of international backing to 

support their drive for independence. However, the international reaction to the 

Kurdish referendum has been mostly centred on invalidating the Kurdish posi-

tion. The first to be examined here, Turkey, has a particularly chaotic history 

with the Kurdish people, as discussed in the history section, and will likely fear a 

separate Kurdish state as a catalyst for further uprisings and instability in its own 

state. The greater Kurdistan region claims areas in both Turkey and Iran, and a 

legitimate Kurdish authority would legitimise claims and diplomatic dialogue for 

the land based on the background of population groups in the region.  

As such, the Turkish response to the referendum has been strong. Imme-

diately following the referendum, Turkey denied its validity (Rudaw, 2017c) and 

began military exercise along the border with Iraqi forces in order to control the 

border as well as entry and exit points (Rudaw, 2017d). Most recently, Turkey 



A. J. Meintjes 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojps.2018.81001 7 Open Journal of Political Science 

 

has begun talks with Iraqi authorities to open a second border crossing towards 

the south in order to bypass Kurdistan entirely (Razzak, 2017). While previous 

years had seen some cooperation between the Turkish government and Kurdish 

authorities, such as flight route agreements, this was only under an understand-

ing that the Kurds would remain a part of an Iraqi government. Together with 

blocking movement and military posturing, Turkey has also threatened to shut 

down the Cihan pipeline, a major source of income for the Kurdistan region, al-

though Russia may well block the move, as shutting down the supply of oil 

would be “nobody’s interest” (Rudaw, 2017b). Current posturing of Turkey has 

sent a clear message: Turkey will not accept an independent Kurdistan, and will 

take steps to ensure it does not come to fruition.  

Opposite Turkey to the east lies Iran, another neighbour that has a long his-

tory with the Kurds. A more enigmatic state, Iran traditionally supported Kur-

dish forces as they moved against the Iraqi government in the days of Saddam 

Hussein. However, Iran has shifted their position since then, having been in-

volved in military exercises along the border with Turkey and Iraqi forces, since 

the establishment of a federal Iraqi state. It seems unlikely they will support 

Kurdistan, favouring Iraq as a more powerful regional ally. As such, in recent 

months, Iran has been currying favour with Iraq, which it sees as an upcoming 

regional ally to use as a buffer against hostile Gulf States such as Saudi Arabia, 

who is also courting favour with Iraq. Cooperation between inter-state indus-

tries, particularly in the mineral sector (Al Ghad, 2017), and a military coopera-

tion MOU have been signed (Reuters, 2017) that shows closer diplomatic ties 

with the Iraqi state. After the referendum took place, Iran shut down the Kur-

distan 24 news centre in Tehran, citing developments in the Kurdistan region as 

a rationale behind the decision (Dolamari, 2017). Thereafter, a fuel embargo was 

placed on all fuel products moving in and out of Kurdistan, further straining 

Kurdish economic resources (Middle East Online, 2017). As stated earlier, Iran 

holds a part of what could be considered “greater Kurdistan”, and likely fears a 

separation of northern Iraq will spark of similar calls in Iran, a similar fear that 

turkey shares. Unless Iran can gain greater political ground with an independent 

Kurdistan, assisting the Kurds seems highly unlikely.  

Internationally, states have refused to recognise the validity of the referen-

dum. The US has made its stance clear and support for the Kurds is simply not 

materialising, and without any international support, or at least domestic sup-

port within states overseas, the Kurdish position is very difficult. Before the re-

ferendum, US diplomatic efforts by Mattis to postpone the referendum was re-

jected, the Kurds citing that the referendum but remain fixed (Javanmardi, 

2017). Ali Javanmardi, writing from the Kurdish perspective, found the Kurds 

and the US to be kindred spirits, the Kurds seeking independence and providing 

near constant military support for the US through the years. With Iraq establish 

closer ties with Iraq, the US interests must stay aligned with Iraq as far as possi-

ble (Javanmardi, 2017). However, the situation is complicated, as Kurdish figh-

ters in Syria remain an ally for US interests, both against Daesh and a potential 
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anti Syrian force, President Bashir being seen as a major problem in the region. 

The only state to formally lend a supportive voice to the Kurds is Israel 

(Heller, 2017). However, the motivation for Israeli action is up for debate. Israeli 

support for the Kurds could be based on a similar historical background of op-

pression seeking a homeland, or support for a destabilised middle east, ensuring 

a fractured regional situation to avoid alliances against the Jewish state and 

maintain a buffer against Arab hostility against the Jewish state. No real material 

or concrete action has been taken other than diplomatic posturing, and Israeli 

support will likely now remain in the diplomatic sector without some major de-

velopments in the region. 

The only non-state organisation to lend a voice to the Kurdistan issue has 

been the UN. Initially focusing on the sovereignty of Iraq and the need for cohe-

sion following the Daesh crisis, the Iraqi states sudden military action forgoing a 

diplomatic solution, has earned condemnation of the Iraqi state (Renaud, 2017). 

With no real end in sight for Kurdish persecution, this is unlikely to be the end 

of growing international focus on Kurdistan. 

6. Possibilities 

Using the above information, it is possible to look at 3 possibilities for the future 

of the Kurdish people. Military action is the first and most worrying result of the 

Kurdish crisis, and has already occurred in several instances in Northern Iraq. 

Clashes between Peshmerga and Iraqi forces have occurred in the Kirkuk go-

vernate, Rubai border crossing (Mostafa, 2017) and Erbil governate. An exami-

nation of the Peshmerga reveals a lack of arms supplies in recent months, from 

the US cutting stipends and shipments (Detsch, 2017). Peshmerga forces have 

shown great ability in the past, but Peshmerga forces have been consistently 

withdrawing and avoiding prolonged engagements. Barring a political solution, 

an increasingly desperate Kurdish people may well continue to fight against the 

aggressive posture of the Iraqi federal government to secure a position, particu-

larly if a fractured Peshmerga force and Kurdish militia is united by a singular 

goal. 

A diplomatic solution is still likely following military action, as groups now 

seek to posture themselves for the upper hand during any future talks. Kurdish 

authorities have previously stated that the referendum was only a means to open 

a dialogue about separation, rather than a formal declaration of separation, 

pointing to the likelihood of driving for a diplomatic victory. However, the Iraqi 

position of isolation will quickly dry up economic sources for the Kurdistan re-

gion, ultimately resulting in a siege like scenario, making a diplomatic solution 

difficult. While there has been some recent headway towards a diplomatic solu-

tion, as some Iraqi politicians discuss the easing of sanctions against the north-

ern regions (Al Masdar News, 2017), Lack of any real international support, in-

cluding the UN, makes the scenario grim for Kurdish independence. 

The third possibility is a formal secession of the northern Kurdish regions 
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from Iraq, without any diplomatic overtures. Without diplomatic cards to play, a 

weakening economic situation and a large military force, a quick secession fol-

lowed by fortifying borders would be the only real move for Kurdistan if inde-

pendence is desperately sought. However, this is the most unlikely scenario. 

KRG have repeated they seek unconditional dialogue with the Iraqi federal gov-

ernment, and the risk of economic disaster is simply too great to cut ties without 

further communication. Even with Iraqi forces moving in on Kurdish territory, 

it is highly unlikely the Kurds will declare independence, and will likely seek to 

project a pacifist image to garner international support. 

7. Conclusion 

This paper demonstrates that the Kurdish position is quite weak. Without sub-

stantial diplomatic or economic capital, a separate Kurdistan is unlikely to hap-

pen without military commitment. However, following an examination of na-

tional sentiment and history, Kurdistan is unlikely to back down without some 

form of victory. The large majority of people in the Kurdistan region seek inde-

pendence, and the future holds an increasingly unstable situation without dialo-

gue between northern and southern Iraq. Kurdistan is playing an interesting 

game; Peshmerga withdrawals allowed Iraqi forces to take areas in Kirkuk and 

international sentiment has swung towards displaced civilians and Kurds, as re-

ports of looting by Iraqi forces come to light. However, the Kurdish position is 

still weak, and without substantial diplomatic and regional support, a separate 

Kurdistan is unlikely to exist any time soon. Finally, as stated at the beginning of 

this paper, the Kurdistan separatist issue reveals more of the situation in the 

Middle East than a drive for independence. The bloc of states supporting the 

Iraqi federal government, Turkey and Iran, shows a new dynamic in the Middle 

East that moves beyond the Kurdistan issue. The US, perhaps seeing this new 

development, seeks to appease Iraq, rather than drive it towards an Iranian al-

liance, a cause that may well be too little too late. The new dynamic that is 

emerging here in the Middle East may well shift the future of international rela-

tions and security in the region, and is worth careful analysis in the future. 
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