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Baghdad

R 

ight after Kurdish and 
Yazidi forces recaptured 
the strategic northern 
Iraqi city of Sinjar from 
Islamic State (ISIS) mili-

tants, a diplomatic tiff arose when 
Kurdish Iraqi leader Masoud Bar-
zani insisted  the Kurdish flag be 
hoisted in the liberated area.

The flag was raised in the shat-
tered public squares of Sinjar but 
was quickly replaced with, or in 
some places remained next to, 
an Iraqi flag. Lawmakers in Bagh-
dad insisted on the national flag 
to stress Iraqi sovereignty on all of 
Iraq, which is effectively divided 
along sectarian and ethnic lines.

Apart from the squabble, Iraqis 
are united in the view that the No-
vember 15th liberation of Sinjar was 
a major blow to ISIS, which took 
control of the area in August 2014 
and had since used it as a junction 
linking it with the Syrian border, 50 
km to the north.

It is widely known as one of the 
most active supply lines ISIS used 
to pass through Highway 47, which 
cuts across Sinjar, in northern Iraq 
at the foot of a chain of steep moun-
tains, called Mount Sinjar.

“I’m happy for Sinjar’s liberation,” 
said Kurdish political scientist Mo-
hammed Aziz. “But I’m still waiting 
to see a plan to rehabilitate the city 
after it was liberated, to see other 
cities liberated too and to bring to 

justice all those responsible for the 
blood let in the area,” Aziz insisted, 
referring to Arabs in Sinjar accused 
of collaborating with ISIS.

The offensive to retake Sinjar be-
gan at dawn November 12th, backed 
by US-led coalition air strikes. Kurd-
ish and Yazidi forces closed in on 
three fronts after coalition war-
planes bombed ISIS positions, com-
mand-and-control facilities and 
weapons storage facilities

Within hours, the forces had 
blocked Highway 47, the main route 
linking ISIS-ruled Mosul, Iraq’s 
second largest city to the east, and 
Raqqa, ISIS’s de facto capital in 
neighbouring Syria, to the west. 
They also secured three nearby vil-
lages.

The Kurds estimated that there 
were about 600 ISIS militants in 
Sinjar before the offensive. The coa-
lition said up to 70 militants had 
been killed in air strikes.

The overall offensive to liberate 
Sinjar began in December 2014 but 
the terrain, harsh weather and re-
ports that ISIS had used chemical 
weapons in other confrontations 
with Kurdish peshmerga forces 
nearby, hampered the recapture of 
the city.

Many Iraqis argued that US air 
cover was the main reason for the 
victory of peshmerga and Yazidi 
forces against ISIS, who along with 
several of their informers fled south 
to Iraq, according to Kurdish offi-
cials.

Military analyst Essam al-Khafaji 
said that the “intensity” of the US air 
strikes on ISIS strongholds in Sinjar 
underlined the strategic importance 
Washington attaches to the US-
trained Kurdish forces by lending 
them a valuable aid throughout the 
operation.

As for the victory in Sinjar, Khafaji 
said it was two-fold: “A symbolic 
one for the Yazidis, who suffered a 

lot, but more significantly a valu-
able military move that cut apart 
strategic lifelines for ISIS”.

When ISIS captured Sinjar in Au-
gust 2014, its militants killed or 
kidnapped thousands of Yazidis, in-
cluding women and children. About 
50,000 others fled but were trapped 
on Mount Sinjar without food or wa-
ter for days until they were rescued 
by Syrian Kurdish forces. ISIS con-
siders Yazidis infidels who should 
convert to Islam or be killed.

Speaking on a visit to Tunisia, US 
Secretary of State John Kerry said 
the operation to retake Sinjar had 
“serious strategic implications, not 
to mention the fact that the Yazidis, 
who have been attacked and mur-
dered, slaughtered and driven up 

on to a mountain and who have 
been living terrible lives over this 
period of time, need the right to be 
able to return to their home”.

Sinjar is mainly inhabited by 
Kurdish-speaking Yazidis with Arab 
and Assyrian minorities.

Shirzad Khalil, a Yazidi physician 
originally from Sinjar, said 60% 
of Sinjar had been liberated. The 
other part was pockets around the 
city that harbour militant elements. 
He declined to elaborate but said 
he was among hundreds of Yazidis 
awaiting permission to enter Sinjar.

“Pictures arriving to us here show 
massive destruction and horren-
dous conditions all over,” Khalil said 
in a telephone interview. He said he 
was told his house was destroyed.

The initial hoisting of the Kurdish 
flag in Sinjar, which drew a public 
outcry and led to political bickering 
across the country, was followed by 
more Kurdish steps. Barzani, the 
Kurdish leader, later called for Sin-
jar’s annexation.

Ali Al-Allaq, a deputy with the 
powerful parliamentary bloc State 
of Law Coalition, said Iraqis “are 
appreciative of the peshmerga’s ef-
forts but we can’t condone Sinjar 
becoming part of the Kurdish region 
because it is part of Iraq’s Nineveh 
province on the eastern bank of the 
Tigris river”.

Nermeen Mufti, based in Baghdad, 
has been covering Iraqi affairs for 
three decades.
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Iraqi Kurdish Region President Masoud Barzani speaks during a news conference in the town of 
Sinjar, Iraq, on November 13th.

Sinjar is mainly 
inhabited by 
Kurdish-speaking 
Yazidis with Arab 
and Assyrian 
minorities.

Kurdish female fighters from the People’s Protection Units (YPG) celebrate near the 
Syrian town of al Houl in Hasaka province, after they took control of the area, on 
November 14th.

Time for the Kurds to reject their calls to glory

W 

hat fate could 
be more 
terrifying for 
any people 
than to be 
warmly 

embraced by the policymakers 
and pundits of the United States?

Like a spoiled baby, Washing-
ton’s best and brightest eagerly 
embrace a shiny new cause, 
whether it is saving South Vietnam 
from communism, creating a unit-
ed, modern state in Afghanistan 
or bringing the blessings of human 
rights and democracy American-
style to Iraq, Libya and Syria.

Now the Kurds are being se-
duced by this familiar siren song 
along the path to chaos, confusion 
and utter destruction. Their own 
realistic long-term interests should 
be clear — to make their separate 
peace arrangements with the 
powerful states of Iran and Turkey 
while continuing to cooperate 
with the frail government of Iraq.

But this is not the song the 
Kurds and their leaders want to 
hear. They believe the United 
States, backed by Britain and Isra-
el, will build them up as a mighty 
warrior bastion for the West. Their 
fair-weather friends in the think-
tanks and media of Washington 
have been eagerly singing their 
praises.

Now the strategic “geniuses” (in 
their own imagination) of Wash-

ington imagine they can build 
the Kurds into a mighty regional 
power. And who will train and arm 
these new forces and create this 
miracle? 

Why the same military gurus 
who made the Iraqi regular army of 
the past decade, the secular Syrian 
opposition, the Afghan National 
Army and Ukraine’s hapless new 
army and police.

Instead, the Kurds must be 
raised up to become the “new Is-
rael” to drive fear into the hearts of 
the Islamic State (ISIS), Iran, Syria 
and Turkey alike.

This ludicrous conception 
reveals Washington “experts’” 
woeful ignorance of the most basic 
elements of regional history, poli-
tics and plain common sense.

Turkey lost more than 5,000 

soldiers fighting a ferocious Kurd-
ish guerrilla movement. It will not 
permit the rise of such a supra-na-
tional Kurdish state transcending 
the current borders of the region.

Iran and Syria are united in their 
opposition to the idea. The Iraqi 
government will not dare to sneeze 
without getting approval from 
Tehran and has no love for the 
Kurds anyway.

Russian President Vladimir 
Putin, too, remains loyal to 
Moscow’s traditional allies in the 
region and is understandably op-
posed to smashing up even more 
established state structures in the 
neighbourhood. America’s feverish 
bouts of nation-building enthusi-
asm (they never last for long) leave 
him cold.

All this means is that the 

“friends” who are championing 
the Kurds in Washington are not 
friends at all: They are destructive 
demons encouraging their new 
favourites to go charging madly 
over the edge of a cliff.

The Kurds remain deeply di-
vided between their traditionally 
warring clan groupings. Their own 
leaders make no secret about their 
well-founded fears of risking send-
ing their forces to operate deep 
inside Sunni territories in either 
Syria or Iraq where they would 
certainly provoke fierce hostility.

They would be no match for Tur-
key, Iran or a Syrian army backed 
by Russian air power if they dared 
to tackle any of them on their own. 
Yet any attempt at creating a new 
transnational superstate would 
provoke all those powers and re-
sult in a catastrophe for the Kurds.

The Kurds are brave and warrior-
like. But as Sun Tzu taught, the 
height of wisdom and strategy is to 
resist the siren calls to war when 
that war is inevitably lost before 
it can even begin. (The history of 
my native Ireland is drenched in 
the blood of brave and benighted 
young heroes slaughtered as teen-
agers because they could not learn 
that lesson.)

The past 14 years have seen one 
bloodbath after another across the 
Middle East triggered by reckless 
and unsustainable US policies. 
Yet American policymakers have 
learned nothing. The Kurds need 
to wake up and recognise the fatal 
consequences of trusting in their 
new friends.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow 
of the American University in 
Moscow and the author most 
recently of Gathering Storm: The 
Seventh Era of American History 
and the Coming Crisis that will Lead 
to It. (Amazon-Kindle, 2014).
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