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Kurdish-Arab 
coalition emerging 
as ground force
v ISIS

Ottawa

A 

hope for countering 
the Islamic State (ISIS) 
has emerged through a 
new US-backed forma-
tion of rebels in Syria. A 

coalition of Kurdish and Arab rebel 
groups formed in the province of 
Hasakah in mid-October, with the 
aim of fighting ISIS in north-eastern 
Syria.

Opposition groups in Aleppo and 
Idlib have voiced a readiness to join 
the coalition, increasing the pos-
sibility for the combined forces to 
become a significant ground force 
in Syria.

Days after the group’s emer-
gence, US President Barack Obama 
reversed his long-standing refusal 
to put boots on the ground in Syria. 
Obama authorised the Pentagon to 
send special operations forces to 
“train, advise, and assist” rebels, 
believed to be the new Kurdish-Ar-
ab coalition, the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF).

This coalition, which marks an 
unusual unity among the Syrian 
armed factions to counter the ex-
pansion of ISIS, likely aims to chal-
lenge the terror group in Deir ez-Zor 
and Hasakah provinces on Syria’s 
eastern and north-eastern borders.

The newly formed alliance in-
cludes the prominent Kurdish mi-
litia, the People’s Protection Units 

(YPG); the Syrian Army defectors 
group, the New Syrian Army; and 
the Arab Sunni tribal insurgency, 
the Raqqa Revolutionaries Front, 
alongside small Assyrian and 
Turkmen contingents. The force 
initiated its first coordinated mis-
sion against ISIS in late October. A 
coalition spokesman told Agence 
France-Presse that it received air 
support from the US-led anti-ISIS 
coalition.

“It would be wise not to demand 
too much of them and overburden 
them,” said Yezid Sayigh, senior as-
sociate at the Carnegie Middle East 
Center in Beirut. Even with the con-
siderable air support from the coali-
tion, says Sayigh, “These forces are 
not yet strong enough on their own 
to dislodge… [ISIS].”

Sayigh pointed out that the 
strongest contingent of the SDF co-
alition is Kurdish and, if the group 
extends into non-Kurdish con-
trolled areas, “it risks losing Arab 
support”.

Tensions between Arab and 
Kurdish Syrians have been present 
for quite a while. Since Kurdish fac-
tions, mainly the YPG, gained con-
trol over northern parts of Syria in 
mid-2013, the fear of Kurdish sepa-
ratism has increased.

Since the beginning of the Syrian 
crisis, the United States has tried 
to find a “capable” ground force to 
back in the fight against the Assad 
regime and extremists. Washington 
has not been successful in estab-
lishing strong and reliable allies on 
the ground.  The YPG has proven, 
to some extent, to be the most or-
ganised armed group in the Syrian 
conflict.

But according to a Human Rights 
Watch report, Kurdish authorities 
in north-eastern Syria have report-
edly committed abuses in areas 

where they control non-Kurdish 
residents, including Arab and Turk-
men communities. Prior to the SDF 
creation, Turkmen Syrian rebel 
groups debated whether to fight 
the Kurdish YPG. The YPG strongly 
denies the charges made in the Hu-
man Rights Watch report.

Henri Barkey, the director of 
the Middle East Programme at the 
Woodrow Wilson Center in Wash-
ington, shares Sayigh’s concern for 
backlash if the Kurds overextend 
the territory they control.

“It is important to ensure that 
Syrian Kurds do not control terri-
tory beyond their own region so 
as not to sow the seeds of distrust 
for the post-Assad period,” Barkey 
said. “They need to show that they 
can help liberate territory without 
having any intention to control it or 
subjugate populations.”

While the United States has dem-
onstrated support for the Kurds, 

Turkey continues to oppose any ex-
pansion of the YPG on its southern 
borders. Ankara considers the YPG 
and its political wing, the Demo-
cratic Union Party (PYD), to be ter-
rorist groups due to their links with 
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
a group that Turkey has been in 
conflict with for 30 years.

Some have argued that the SDF 
Kurdish-Arab cooperation was or-
chestrated by the United States in 
order to compromise with its NATO 
ally Turkey. The Arab forces of the 

SDF coalition are believed to be 
those who participated in the US 
train-and-equip programme in Jor-
dan.

Renad Mansour, a fellow and re-
searcher on Kurdish affairs at the 
Carnegie Middle East Center, ar-
gues that the new force could be 
effective in its present form, as the 
Kurdish and Arab groups combined 
“present a viable alternative ca-
pable and bent on fighting both… 
[ISIS] and the regime.”

Mansour explains that the groups 
are working to overcome their dif-
ferences and compromise to fight a 
common enemy. “Today, both sides 
are attempting to develop their 
strategic foresight,” he said.
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 The YPG has proven, 
to some extent, to be 
the most organised 
armed group in the 
Syrian conflict.

“They need to show 
that they can help 
liberate territory 
without having any 
intention to control 
it or subjugate 
populations.”

Kurdish fighters from the People’s Protection Units (YPG)  gather around the al-Khatoniyah lake area 
in Hasakah province, Syria, on November 14th.

In Syria, the ‘West’s darling’ is not so loved

I 

n October 2011, Khaled 
Yacoub Oweis, then a Reuters 
correspondent, reached the 
leading Syrian Kurdish figure, 
Mashaal Tammo, by tel-
ephone in Qamishli. “He’d 

survived one assassination 
attempt,” Oweis recalls. “But he 
told me, ‘I’m a dead man.’ Gunmen 
had followed him. He said they 
were PYD or PKK, but it doesn’t 
matter, he insisted, it’s the regime 
behind it.”

The PYD is the Kurdish Democrat-
ic Union Party, formed in Syria in 
2003, and the PKK is the older Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party, the originally 
Turkey-based parent of the PYD. 
The “regime” is that of President 
Bashar Assad, now almost five years 
into a revolt-cum-war that has cost 
perhaps 250,000 lives and provoked 
Europe’s biggest refugee crisis since 
the second world war.

Just days after the telephone 
call, Tammo was killed. Four years 
later Oweis, now a visiting fellow at 
the German Institute for Security 
and International Affairs (Stiftung 
Wissenschaft und Politik, SWP) 

in Berlin, published a paper on 

October 20th rubbishing any notion 
that the PYD offers Western powers 
a way to curb the Islamic State (ISIS) 
or relieve Europe’s swelling refugee 
migration crisis.

In the paper entitled The West’s 
Darling in Syria, Oweis argues that 
while the PYD is skilful in its propa-
ganda, highlighting in the West its 
“progressive” approach to women, 
it has “not only silenced other Kurd-
ish voices” such as Tammo, but has 
“been accused of ethnic cleansing in 
villages and towns inhabited mainly 
by Arabs, and … [also] maintains 
cooperation with the Assad regime.”

The belief gaining ground in 
Washington that the PYD, which 
controls three self-ruled “cantons” 
in northern Syria, should be as-
sisted to gain territory from ISIS is 
short-sighted, Oweis told The Arab 
Weekly.

“It’s like the old Kissinger theory 
of aligning with the minorities, in 
this case whitewashing the PYD. US 
Secretary of State [John] Kerry says 
it’s different to the PKK, but in fact 
it’s a subsidiary.”

An Amnesty International report 
released on October 13th accuses 
the PYD of war crimes, including 
razing villages but has produced 
no strong Western condemnation. 
“This means there’s no message 
from the West to the Syrian Sun-
nis in revolt against Assad [whose 
regime is led by members of the Ala-
wite sect] that the West are serious 
about stopping Kurdish encroach-
ment on their territory,” said Oweis.

“If you look at social media, you’ll 

see a rising Kurdish chauvinism in 
which anyone who criticises the 
PYD rationally faces verbal abuse or 
worse.”

Oweis’ paper traces cooperation 
between the PKK and the Assad 
regime to the 1980s when the PKK 
launched a war against Turkey for 
Kurdish secession, although Hafez 
Assad subsequently came under 
threat from Ankara and in 1998 
curbed the PKK and expelled its 
leader Abdullah Ocalan. The paper 
also depicts a tactic used by Assad 
when revolt broke out in Syria in 
March 2011.

“The Assad regime moved to 
strengthen its former PKK clients,” 
Oweis wrote. “Assad’s support for 
the PYD rekindled Turkish fears 
of a Kurdish state but it appeared 
primarily to be a means of under-
mining the non-violent core of the 
revolt and build up militia that 
could be allied to Assad.

“By the middle of 2011, dozens of 
PKK operatives had been released 
from prison… The PKK militia’s new 
local recruits, including women, 
helped the PYD act as enforcers 
for Assad… Following Tammo’s 
assassination, a string of activists 
who publicly opposed the PYD were 
beaten, killed, or disappeared, with 
the PYD always denying responsi-
bility.”

Oweis said that the PYD should 
have a role in Syria once Assad falls 
but only alongside other Syrian 
Kurds, including those allied to 
Masoud Barzani, the Iraqi Kurdish 
leader, and independents like the 

late Mashaal Tammo who stress the 
value of Kurdish integration in Syr-
ian society.

Oweis said that for the PYD to 
control the Kurdish movement 
would be a recipe for separatism, 
“civil war in Turkey” and rising 
Arab support for ISIS and other ex-
tremists. For the West, backing the 
PYD is no solution to the refugee 
crisis, said Oweis, because most 
refugees are not fleeing ISIS.

“Assad’s emptying the country of 
Sunnis,” he explained. “My anec-
dotal data is that most refugees are 
Sunnis and victims of ethnic cleans-
ing. Homs, a majority Sunni city, 
has become majority Alawite.

“It seems Damascus is now 
also minority Sunni. Most of the 
displaced in the war are Sunnis,” 
he added. “The Christian areas 
haven’t been bombarded by aircraft 
or heavy artillery. Most of the Alawi 
houses haven’t had a light bulb bro-
ken, let alone been bombarded.”

But to see Syria — including the 
Kurds — solely in sectarian terms is 
a costly mistake, said Oweis. “You 
can call it a civil war, but it’s really a 
revolt against a repressive dictator-
ship. Bashar Assad helped the PYD 
and rehabilitated it militarily to 
create the mess we’re in now. If you 
don’t address the problem of Assad, 
nothing is going to be solved.”

Gareth Smyth has covered Middle 
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Financial Times in Iran from 
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