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Speculation about 
Iraqi Kurds’ oil 
sales to Israel

London

A 

report that Israel has 
been importing up to 
three-quarters of its 
oil requirements from 
semi-autonomous Iraqi 

Kurdistan in recent months has, 
inevitably, prompted speculation 
about the existence of a deeper and 
murkier strategic relationship.

The Kurdish national move-
ment, particularly its Iraqi branch, 
has had an ambivalent relation-
ship with Israel dating to the 1960s 
when the Jewish state supported 
Kurdish separatists in an effort to 
undermine the Ba’athist regime in 
Baghdad.

The extent of Israeli-Kurdish ties, 
real or imagined, has been a factor 
in fuelling suspicion of the Kurds 
among their Arab neighbours. This 
time, however, there may be a very 
mundane explanation for the re-
ported oil sales: The Kurdistan Re-
gional Government (KRG) desper-
ately needs the money as it battles 
for survival against the encroach-
ing Islamic State (ISIS).

Chronic budgetary disputes with 
the central government in Bagh-
dad, coupled with a deteriorating 
economic situation linked to the 
war against ISIS and the massive in-
flux of refugees it engendered, have 
spurred a more aggressive oil strat-
egy from the KRG.

The economic challenges have 
been compounded by tumbling 
crude prices that have hit all pro-
ducers. It is not only Israeli buyers 
who are taking advantage of a sup-
plier under pressure to offer crude 
at substantially below-market pric-
es, something the KRG insists it is 
not doing.

The sharp rise in sales to Israel, 
reported in August by the Financial 
Times, highlights the significant in-
roads that oil from Iraqi Kurdistan 
has been making into world mar-

kets, including Italy, France and 
Greece, largely through secretive 
deals via global oil trading firms.

Israeli companies reportedly im-
ported more than 19 million barrels 
of Kurdish oil, worth an estimated 
$1 billion, between early May and 
August 11th.

Predictably, the Financial Times 
report led Israeli media to suggest 
that the oil sales might be an indica-
tor of strengthening Kurdish-Israeli 
ties. 

Israel has long regarded the 
Kurds as potential allies, perceiving 
a shared interest with another re-
gional minority that has a history of 
conflict with Arab neighbours.

The Kurds are usually much more 
circumspect regarding any public 
gesture of support from Israel as an 
embarrassment at best.

The previous flutter over Kurdish 
oil sales came in 2014, when con-
signments of crude shipped via a 
new pipeline to Turkey’s Mediter-
ranean port of Ceyhan were tracked 
to the Israeli port of Ashkelon. 
Then, as now, the KRG’s interest 
was overwhelmingly commer-
cial. Once a consignment of crude 
reaches the market it can change 
hands several times before reach-
ing its final destination.

In July 2014, Israeli Prime Min-
ister Binyamin Netanyahu issued 
a strident call in favour of inde-
pendence for Iraqi Kurdistan. His 
statement, which conflicted with 
an international consensus on pre-
serving Iraq’s unity, was as unwel-
come in Washington as it was in the 
Iraqi Kurdish capital Erbil.

It appeared to be part of a strat-
egy by Israel to promote itself as a 
more reliable ally of the Kurds than 
even the Americans.

There were echoes of that in July 
in Debkafile, an Israeli website that 
boasts inside knowledge of intel-
ligence issues. It sought to link 
Kurdish oil sales to Israel with Net-
anyahu’s dispute with US President 

Barack Obama over the nuclear deal 
with Iran.

Debkafile maintained that the 
White House, seeking to ingratiate 
itself with Iran and Shia-ruled Iraq, 
tried to block independent Kurd-
ish crude exports while Israel had 
accepted them. It went so far as to 
credit Netanyahu with acting to 
fund the KRG when Erbil was under 
threat from ISIS in mid-2014.

“Washington may have coun-
tenanced Mosul’s fall to jihadist 
forces but Israel was determined to 
prevent the fall of friendly Erbil,” 
Debkafile said.

That assertion would be chal-
lenged in both Washington and 
Erbil. US air strikes against ISIS are 
generally considered to have blunt-
ed the jihadist offensive against 
Erbil, while Kurdish leaders have 
more than once thanked Iran for be-
ing the first to give support. No one 
outside Israel has suggested that 
the Israelis provided such backing.

Kurdish officials are generally 
reticent about addressing claims 

of close Israel-KRG ties. However, 
amid the unsolicited 2014 state-
ments supporting Kurdish inde-
pendence, one official declared: 
“We’re not coordinating with Is-
rael. We’re not responsible for 
statements made by other govern-
ments.”

Bayan Sami Abdul Rahman, the 
KRG representative to Washington, 
said: “There was a period, a short 
period, decades ago when there 
were relations. But it stopped. In 
terms of any covert relationship, 
that does not exist. In terms of a 
formal relationship with Israel, that 
does not exist.”

This time around, Kurdish au-
thorities again sought to divorce 
oil sales from any political con-
siderations. “We don’t care where 
the oil goes once we’ve delivered 
it to the traders,” a senior Kurdish 
government adviser commented. 
“Our priority is getting the cash to 
fund our peshmerga forces against 
[ISIS] and to pay civil servants’ sala-
ries.”
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Formal denials. Taq Taq oil field in Erbil, in Iraq’s Kurdistan region.
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Islamic State (ISIS) militants con-
trol Syrian cotton production, wor-
rying manufacturers even though 
there appears little risk that ISIS-
linked clothing could end up on the 
catwalk or in consumers’ closets.

Already using seized oil and grain 
fields to fund its offensives, ISIS has 
taken control of “three-quarters of 
the production of cotton” in Syria, 
said Jean-Charles Brisard, a special-
ist on the financing of extremist 
groups.

Syrian cotton is an issue at the 
vaunted fashion houses in Paris. A 
buyer for haute couture collections 
at a top label said they have become 
vigilant over fabrics’ origins.

“Our regular supplier sent us 
bolts of cloth without a tag of origin 
and we asked our workshops not 
to touch them until we had all the 
required certificates. Can you im-
agine? Cotton supplied by Daesh,” 
the buyer said, using an Arabic ac-
ronym for ISIS.

The key concern with Syr-
ian “conflict cotton” is that it could 
reach international markets via 
Turkish wholesalers buying it at 
cut-rate prices from ISIS fighters 
desperate for cash.
(Agence France-Presse)

Tunisia is to ask the International  
Monetary Fund (IMF) for a new aid 
package, the central bank chief said 
September 9th.

Chedly Ayari, speaking at a news 
conference with visiting Interna-
tional Monetary Fund chief Chris-
tine Lagarde, said the amount 
sought would at least equal a 
$1.7-billion credit line granted in 
2013. That loan was to have expired 
in June, but the IMF extended it 
for another seven months to give 
Tunis more time to adopt needed 
reforms.

Ayari said he hoped negotiations 
could start in November, so the aid 
could be available by March.
(Agence France-Presse)

Turkey’s new deputy prime 
minister in charge of the economy 
said growth and inflation would 
miss government targets in 2015 
but political uncertainty that has 
hammered the lira would ease 
after a November election.

Deputy Prime Minister Cevdet 
Yilmaz told Reuters growth may 
reach 3% in 2015, short of the 
official 4% target but in line with 
market expectations. Inflation 
would end the year higher than 
expected, but would fall in 2016, 
he said.

Yilmaz was appointed to an 
interim government formed 
after the ruling Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) lost 
its parliamentary majority in 
June. The temporary cabinet will 
lead Turkey until an election in 
November.

The government’s medium-term 
economic plans would emphasise 
growth, keeping the current 
account deficit under control and 
fighting inflation, Yilmaz said.
(Reuters)

Over 1,000 Chinese companies showcased their products at the China Homelife Jordan 2015 exhibition launched on September 7th, in Amman.


