
3October 23, 2015

Hasakah, Syria

M 

ahmoud Khalaf fled 
with other villag-
ers from the north-
eastern Syrian town 
of Gharnata shortly 

before a Syrian Kurdish militia at-
tacked it, leaving old men behind to 
protect it.

“As we fled, we saw columns of 
smoke rising above the village as the 
attacking militias burned down its 
mud houses and arrested all the el-
derly who remained behind,” Khalaf 
said from his new home in Qamish-
li, a Hasakah district.

In the village of Akrasha in the 
suburbs of Qamishli’s Tal Hamis, 
Um Yasser said she was forced out 
of her home by invading Kurdish 
militias.

“Men fled before the militias ar-
rived so that they would not be 
arrested or killed, leaving behind 
women, children and the elderly,” 
she said. “They asked us to leave but 
we refused, so they sent in women 
units who beat us and dragged many 
women by their hair in the streets.”

“We had to leave,” the school 
teacher said from her new home 
on the edge of the Turkish town of 
Urfa.

“It was evident that the Kurdish 
militias wanted to purge the towns 
of their Arab inhabitants.”

The testimony of Arabs who fled 
their homes in northern Syria fol-
lowed a report by Amnesty Interna-
tional (AI) that accused the Syrian 
Kurdish militia, supported by the 
United States, of war crimes by driv-

ing out thousands of non-Kurdish 
civilians and demolishing their 
homes.

The London-based watchdog said 
it documented cases in more than 
a dozen villages in Kurdish-con-
trolled areas where residents were 
forced to flee or had their homes 
destroyed by the People’s Protec-
tion Units (YPG), which seized large 
areas of northern Syria from Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants.

AI senior crisis adviser Lama 
Fakih said the organisation has “evi-
dence of war crimes committed by 
the YPG”.

“We know that individuals were 
displaced unlawfully and their 
property destroyed unlawfully,” 
Fakih told The Arab Weekly in Bei-
rut.

“We believe that these displace-
ments were often done in retaliation 
for alleged support for ISIS,” she 
said. Fakih said thousands of people 
had been forcibly displaced.

The YPG rejected the allegations, 
claiming, “The Amnesty Interna-
tional report is arbitrary, biased and 
unprofessional. It further said the 
document is “dangerous, unethical 
and unworthy of” the organisation. 
The response included line-by-line 
rebuttals of charges outlined in the 
38-page AI report.

Among the accusations, Am-
nesty International said the forced 
displacement of mostly non-Kurds 
after the YPG captured villages in 
northern Syria was often in retalia-
tion for “residents’ perceived sym-
pathies with or ties to members of 
ISIS or other armed groups”.

The group said it interviewed 37 
people who said they had experi-
enced Kurdish abuses in Hasakah 
and Raqqa provinces.

“They (YPG) pulled us out of our 
homes and began burning them. 
Then they brought the bulldozers 
and they began demolishing the 
homes,” one was quoted as saying.

Amnesty said militiamen threat-
ened civilians with coalition air 
strikes if they did not abandon their 
homes.

AI quoted Ciwan Ibrahim, the 

head of the Kurdish internal secu-
rity force known as the Asayish, as 
admitting there had been forced 
displacements, however, they were 
“isolated incidents” and that civil-
ians had been moved for their own 
safety.

The YPG has proved the most ef-
fective partner on the ground for 
a US-led air campaign against ISIS. 
Asayish received military training 
from the Americans.

The YPG previously denied Turk-
ish accusations its members delib-
erately drove out Arab and Turk-
men civilians from areas under its 
control, especially Syria’s strategic 
town of Tal Abyad, once a lifeline 
for smuggled items to ISIS.

Mohannad al-Katae, a researcher 
from Tal Hamis, said the “policy of 
the burning land adopted by YPG 
was based on the assumption that 
ISIS was among the civilians whose 
homes were destroyed or burned 
down to ashes in a week-long bat-
tle”.

“It’s a systematic policy that aims 
at intentionally changing the demo-
graphics of the area,” Katae said. 
“This is evident when villagers in 
Hajiyeh and Tal Khalil refused to 
leave, at least 30 of them, including 
women and children, were killed in 
cold blood [at] the hands of YPG, al-
though they’re not affiliated to any 
group.

“But YPG considers all Arabs as 
ISIS.”

Ragheb al-Jbour, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent based in 
north-eastern Syria. Samar Kadi, 
The Arab Weekly’s Culture and 
Lifestyle section editor, contributed 
to this report.

Kurdish militia in Syria accused of war crimes
Ragheb Jbour

Amnesty said 
militiamen 
threatened civilians 
with coalition air 
strikes if they did 
not abandon their 
homes.

News & Analysis The war in Syria

2014 file photo shows YPG soldiers in Kobani, Syria.

AI senior crisis 
adviser Lama Fakih 
said the organisation 
has “evidence of war 
crimes committed 
by the YPG”.

The complex Russia-Iran partnership in Syria

R 

ecently, an article in 
the German newsmag-
azine Der Spiegel 
suggested that Russian 
intervention in Syria 
came in response to a 

request by Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s regime motivated 
by growing fear that the country 
was falling under the complete 
control of Iran.

The story, which cited a Rus-
sian official who had served in 
the Damascus embassy, came out 
as Reuters published a different 
narrative. According to the news 
service, intervention was motivated 
by Iranian and Russian alarm at the 
military setbacks suffered by As-
sad’s regime.

The decision to deploy was made 
at a meeting between Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov and 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei months ago and was 
followed up by contacts in Mos-
cow between Russian officials and 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
commander of al-Quds Force of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps.

The contrasting messages in the 
articles underlined the complexity 

of the Russian-Iranian relationship 
in Syria, which is no less complex 
than the Russian-Iranian relation-
ship in general. It could well be that 
both versions are correct. There 
have been numerous reports that 
Assad and his entourage are dis-
pleased with growing Iranian sway 
over Syria. Yet that does not mean 
that Russia and Iran will behave 
as rivals in assisting the regime. 
Indeed, the contrary is true: both 
need each other.

It’s best not to go too far back 
to understand current Iranian-
Russian ties. That’s because Iran 
had as many resentments against 
Russia during the 20th century as 
it did against the Western powers, 
particularly Britain and the United 
States.

For instance through the Anglo-
Russian Convention of 1907, Russia 
and Britain divided Persia into 
zones of influence, a bitter blow to 
Persian nationalists. And even after 
a communist regime took over, the 
Soviet Union continued to intercede 
in Iranian affairs. After World War 
II, the USSR, which had occupied 
northern Iran in 1941, refused to 
withdraw. Only an oil deal negoti-
ated by Iran’s prime minister as well 
as American pressure persuaded 
Joseph Stalin to leave.

After the Iranian revolution in 
1979, Iran and the Soviet Union 
grew somewhat closer by virtue of 
sharing common enemies. Today, 
the historical baggage hasn’t disap-
peared but the calculations on both 
sides are parallel. Moscow and 
Tehran share the aim of marginalis-
ing the United States in the Middle 
East, at a moment when the Obama 

administration has disengaged from 
the region.

The likelihood is that until As-
sad’s position is consolidated, 
Iran and Russia will overlook their 
differences of emphasis in Syria. In-
stead, each side may try to advance 
its agenda quietly, profiting from 
the vacuum in the country, while 
avoiding any confrontation with the 
other. 

A division of labour is emerging in 
Syria that makes such pragmatism 
essential. Russia brings the military 
technology and firepower that may 
allow the Syrian regime to regain 
territory. Iran brings with it a key 
ground component of any coun-
teroffensive: the Shia militias from 
Lebanon, Iraq and Afghanistan, as 
well as Iranian combatants.

The Iranians also have important 
leverage through their influence 
over the National Defence Force 
(NDF), the predominantly Alawite 
militia that Tehran was instru-
mental in creating. A recent report 
in Lebanon’s As-Safir newspaper 
suggested that Russia had asked the 
Syrian regime to reduce the role of 
the NDF and bring it under military 
command.

This could not be confirmed and 
it seems unlikely at this stage that 
the Russians would press to dissolve 
a main instrument of Iranian au-
thority, despite the Syrians’ growing 
animosity to the NDF, which has 
broken up into criminal gangs. 

However, in the medium and 
long term Iran and Syria might well 
disagree over two things: the kind of 
Syria they would ultimately like to 
put in place and Israel. Tehran is not 
averse to a permanently fragmented 

Syria, with the Assad regime con-
trolling only the country’s heartland 
— Damascus, the coast, the Homs 
and Hama areas in between and the 
border with Lebanon. 

The Russians are certainly in 
agreement with this for now. They 
have no choice. However, in its 
support for the Syrian state and 
armed forces, and in its warnings 
that a continued void in Syria would 
have negative repercussions on 
Russia itself, Moscow appears to be 
defending the long-term integrity of 
the Syrian state. Down the road this 
could indicate that Russia would 
prefer to gradually reconstitute a 
unitary Syrian state.

Then there is Israel. One of Iran’s 
objectives is to maintain an open 
front with Israel on the Golan 
Heights. It is doubtful that Rus-
sia would contribute to this. The 
recent meeting between President 
Vladimir Putin and Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
surely addressed the issue. Russia’s 
relations with Israel are good and it 
gains nothing by jeopardising them.

The delicate interplay of Russian 
and Iranian interests will continue 
to shape the dynamics of Syria’s 
war. Collaboration will go in hand 
with a certain level of competition. 
But for now the endgame is distant. 
As it gets closer, if it does, sharper 
differences may surface over what 
the aftermath in Syria should look 
like.

Michael Young is a commentator 
and analyst based in Beirut. He is 
the author of The Ghosts of Martyrs’ 
Square: An Eyewitness Account of 
Lebanon’s Life Struggle.
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