
P4

Kurds’ move reignites 
fears of Syria partition

Spectre of terrorism haunts Europe after Brussels attack 

Amman

T 

ime is running out for 
Syria to remain intact fol-
lowing the announcement 
of a Kurdish federation in 
northern Syria.

The Democratic Union Party 
(PYD) and other Kurdish and non-
Kurdish allies on March 17th uni-
laterally declared the Federation of 
Northern Syria, uniting three Kurd-
ish majority areas in northern Syria 
into a single entity.

The newly declared region, 
known as Rojava (“West” in Kurd-
ish), consists of the Kurdish-con-
trolled Jazira, Kobane and Afrin 
cantons.

Talks between the Syrian opposi-
tion, as represented by the High Ne-
gotiations Committee (HNC), and 
the Syrian government are under 
way in Geneva — dubbed “Geneva 
III” — to decide the future of the 
country.

UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan 
de Mistura is pushing both sides to 
present their vision for a transition 
period, although the fate of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad remains the 
sticking point, with the government 
delegation refusing to discuss the 
issue.

Both sides, however, agree on 
the rejection of the nascent Kurdish 
federation, an idea the Arab League 
also strongly dismissed. The HNC 
rejected the Kurdish announce-
ment as a “misadventure”, assert-
ing that the Geneva I communiqué 
enshrines Syrian national unity and 
territorial integrity while the gov-
ernment delegation described the 
announcement as “worthless and 
unconstitutional”.

US Secretary of State John Kerry 
has described the partition of the 
country as “Plan B” should negotia-
tions fail. “It may be too late to keep 
it as a whole Syria if we wait much 
longer,” he told a US Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee hearing in 
February, ahead of the latest Syria 
negotiations and before the Kurdish 
declaration.

“A Kurdish region now and an 
Alawite enclave soon, this is all 
expected because, in reality, Syria 
has already been divided,” Ahmed 
Qassem, a Turkey-based Syrian op-
position leader, said, adding that 
the emerging Alawite enclave for 

Assad’s Shia-allied minority on the 
eastern Mediterranean, encom-
passes the coastal cities of Latakia 
and Tartus with parts of Homs and 
Hama.

The idea of partitioning Syria has 
been mooted before but was re-
jected by regional and international 
powers that warned the move would 
set a dangerous precedent. Despite 
such reservations, Syria’s ethno-
sectarian makeup makes “soft” par-
tition — autonomous regions under 
a weak central government — a pos-
sibility, with Kurds concentrated in 
the north of the country, Alawites in 
the western coastal region, Druzes 
in the south-west and Sunni Arabs 
in central Syria.

The de facto establishment of a 
Kurdish federation could embolden 
other Syrian communities to push 

for a similar status. Turkey and Iran 
have large Kurdish minorities and 
fear seeing those communities push 
for more independence or semi-au-
tonomous status.

As for the Syrian Kurds, the de-
teriorating situation in the coun-
try represents a unique situation. 
“This is a real opportunity to build 
a federal democratic system. We are 
confident this will be a model for a 
solution to the Syrian crisis,” the an-
nouncement of the new federation 
said.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is The Arab Weekly’s Levant editor 
who has covered the Mideast 
and North Africa for nearly three 
decades.
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“W
hat we feared 
has happened. 
Belgium was hit 
by a blind, vio-
lent and coward-

ly attack. This is a day of tragedy, a 
black day,” Belgian Prime Minister 
Charles Michel said in the after-
math of three deadly explosions 
that brought Brussels and parts of 
Europe to a standstill.

More than 30 people were killed 
and many others were wounded in 
the March 22nd attacks on Brus-
sels Airport and a metro station. 
The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility and threatened fur-
ther violence in Europe. The Brus-
sels attacks triggered memories of 
the November 2015 Paris attacks 
in which 130 people were killed. 
The Paris assault was organised in 
Belgium and carried out by an ISIS 

cell that has been directly linked to 
both terrorist attacks.

Two explosions hit a Brussels 
airport departure lounge at 8am, 
killing at least 11 people. Witnesses 
said that initial explosion targeted 
a check-in desk, with a second 
blast timed to hit those fleeing 
the first bombing in a tactic often 
employed by terrorists to cause 
maximum civilian casualties. Wit-
nesses also reported shots fired 
and a Kalashnikov rifle was found 
at the scene, according to a Euro-
pean official.

A second attack took place an 
hour later at the Maelbeek metro 
station in central Brussels, which 
is close to the headquarters of the 
European Union. At least 21 people 
were reported killed as an explo-
sion was set off in a metro carriage 
as it departed the station.

Belgian police released a CCTV 
image of suspected suicide bomb-
ers Khalid and Brahim el-Bakraoui. 
A third man pictured with them is 
believed to be Najim Laachraoui, 
described as the group’s “chief 
bomb maker”, who was the subject 
of a city-wide manhunt after the 
attacks. All three men have been 
linked to the Paris attacks and Paris 
suspect Salah Abdeslam, who was 
arrested March 18th in Brussels.

A minute’s silence for the vic-
tims of the attacks was observed 
across Europe on March 23rd, with 
Belgium observing three days 
of mourning. Tributes poured in 
from across Europe and the world 
following the attack, amid expres-
sions of solidarity with Brussels 

and condemnation of ISIS.
“Through the attacks in Brus-

sels, the whole of Europe has been 
hit,” French President François 
Hollande said. “We are at war. Over 
the past few months in Europe, we 
have endured several acts of war,” 

French Prime Minister Manuel 
Valls said.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
eekly correspondent in London.

A man leaves Brussels airport, on March 22nd, following blasts.

Mahmud el-Shafey

A Syrian Kurdish woman holding a Kurdish flag in the north-eastern Syrian town of Qamishli.
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US Secretary of 
State John Kerry 
has described the 
partition of Syria 
as “Plan B” if 
negotiations fail.
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“What we feared has 
happened.”

Belgian Prime Minister 
Charles Michel


