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T 

he Syrian Kurdish Demo-
cratic Union Party (PYD) 
proclaimed the creation 
of a “federal democratic 
system” in northern Syr-

ia, drawing criticism at home and 
abroad, though the move was not a 
surprise.

Having its own autonomous re-
gion is a long-standing dream that 
Syria’s Kurdish minority has exer-
cised de facto for three years. Sup-
porters of the move hailed it as a 
step towards establishing a federal 
system that would preserve Syrian 
unity. Opponents fear it is the be-
ginning of the country’s partition-
ing.

The March 17th announcement 
followed meetings involving mem-
bers of Kurdish, Arab, Assyrian and 
other communities in the region, 
known to Kurds as Rojava. It covers 
Hasakah, Kobani and Afrin, stretch-
ing over about 16% of Syria.

The United States, Russia and 
Turkey rejected the move but PYD 
political adviser Sihanouk Dibo said 
federalism could be the beginning 
for a permanent peaceful solution 
to the Syrian conflict.

“After autonomous administra-
tion in Rojava proved successful to 
a large extent, its officials developed 
the system into democratic federal-
ism,” Dibo said.

“They considered the successful 
experience a pillar for a democratic 
federation, a political framework 
that will be at the same time corre-
lated to the centre (Damascus). The 
move was meant to assure all parties 
that (the PYD) is not seeking a new 
system away from a united Syria.”

The Democratic Federal System 
for Rojava and Northern Syria was 

announced in a two-day confer-
ence in the oil-rich town of Rimelan, 
which appointed Hediya Yousef, a 
Kurdish woman, and Mansur Selam, 
an Arab, as co-leaders. Both had 
been excluded from internationally 
sponsored peace talks for Syria in 
Geneva.

The announcement was not 
meant to pressure organisers of the 
Geneva talks to include PYD repre-
sentatives in future negotiations, 
Dibo said. “We will do our best to 
propose democratic federalism as a 
comprehensive solution for Syria,” 
he said. “It should be superior to 
any future constitution for Syria.”

The PYD is believed to be affiliated 
with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK), which is listed as a terrorist 
organisation by Turkey, the United 
States and the European Union.

The PYD considers PKK founder 
Abdullah Ocalan, imprisoned in 
Turkey, as its ideological leader and 
declared the Kurdistan People’s 
Congress the supreme legislative 
authority of the Kurdish people. It is 
also a member of the United Kurd-
ish Community in Western Kurdis-
tan (KCK-Rojava).

Syrian Information Minister Om-
ran al-Zoubi said the PYD decla-
ration did not stem from popular 
will and threatened Syrian unity. 
“Hence, the move is invalid in form 
and substance and is rejected politi-
cally and legally,” he said in a state-
ment.

Amer al-Halloush, an Arab mem-
ber of the political branch of a 
Kurdish-Arab fighting force known 
as the Syrian Democratic Forces 
who attended the Rimelan meeting, 
refused to sign the final communi-
qué, saying, the convention, which 
brought 200 leaders together, “was 
supposed to develop self-adminis-
tration, not federalism”.

Syria’s Arabs and Kurds, including 
Muslims and Christians, do not live 
in exclusive areas of the country, 
which makes federalism difficult, 
he said, adding: “The only possible 
system is one that guarantees joint 
administration and coexistence.”

An attendee of the Rimelan meet-
ing, who requested anonymity, ar-
gued that all Syrians should endorse 

federalism plans in their country. 
“We should wait for outcomes from 
Geneva rounds of peace talks and 
an end for the Syria war,” he said, 
warning that the Islamic State’s 
control of parts of the PYD-declared 
entity threaten to undermine it.

Pro-regime Arab tribal leaders 
who met in Qamishli on March 20th 
rejected the PYD move. “The decla-
ration is against the will of millions 
of Syrians, who back the Syrian 
Arab Army’s war against terrorism,” 
they said in a statement, referring to 
the regime’s armed forces.

Haytham Manna, the Paris-based 
co-leader of the Syrian Democratic 
Council, which includes the PYD, 

lambasted the Rimelan declaration 
as an attempt to “impose” feder-
alism on the umbrella opposition 
group without prior consultations. 
In a statement, he urged the PYD to 
reconsider its stance.

Ibrahim al-Hassan, appointed by 
the Rimelan meeting as representa-
tive of Tal Abyad inside the entity, 
had another view: “Since the begin-
ning of the revolution, the federa-
tion was proposed as a solution at 
the ‘Forum of Syria for All’, to re-
place the centralised state because 
Syria will never be as it was before.”

“Opposition leaders who rejected 
the declaration did so because the 
Kurds made the declaration unilat-

erally,” Hassan said, stressing that 
“such historic opportunities do not 
come often and should be seized 
wisely”.

“Those who [really] seek a demo-
cratic Syria should not reject such 
a democratic system of adminis-
tration,” he said, “but people have 
preset positions that Kurds have 
always wanted independence. So 
let us stop judging intentions and 
enhance trust among Syria’s com-
ponents.”

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
reporting on Syria since 1995.
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Amer al-Halloush (C), a member of the Syrian Democratic 
Council, heads out following a meeting of more than 150 
delegates from Kurdish, Arab, Assyrian and other parties in the 
town of Rimelan, in Syria’s north-eastern Hasakah province, on 
March 16th.

Having its own 
autonomous region 
is a long-standing 
dream of Syria’s 
Kurdish minority.

Partition is gaining momentum in Syria and Iraq

I
t has taken about 100 years 
but the boundaries created 
by the secret 1916 British-
French Sykes-Picot agree-
ment, which largely shaped 
the Middle East after World 

War I, look to be unravelling. 
Along with that unravelling 
comes a perplexing question: Do 
Iraq and Syria still exist?

There is little doubt that Iraq and 
Syria no longer look anything like 
they did in the past. Large areas of 
both countries are controlled by 
terrorist groups the Islamic State 
(ISIS) or Jabhat al-Nusra, by ethnic 
minorities such as the Kurds or by 
sectarian militias. Areas controlled 
by governments in Baghdad or in 
Damascus are mere rumps of what 
they once were. Boundary lines no 
longer matter. The question going 
forward is what will they look like 
in the future.

If the Syrian peace process 
produces longer lasting tangible 
results, and after the defeat of ISIS, 
we could see something like what 
we have in Lebanon — a Syria that 
lacks strong central government, 
with sectarian entities and militias 
controlling various sections of the 

country.

Iraq is a different matter.
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Barzani may not have officially 
declared independence, because 
of pressure placed on him by the 
United States at the request of 
neighbouring countries that do not 
want an independent Kurdistan 
(the question of a possible invasion 
by Turkey is a very real one) but 
it exists even without such a 
declaration.

One factor, cited by several 
experts, that could play a key 
role in determining whether the 
Sunni parts of Iraq will want to 
remain under Baghdad’s control 
is how much have Sunni residents 
of the region come to hate ISIS? 
Would they prefer the lesser of 
two evils — a predominately Shia-
controlled Iraq — to the horrors of 

daily life under a group like ISIS? 
Could a Shia-led government in 
Baghdad avoid the mistakes of 
previous administrations towards 
the Sunnis and make a new 
arrangement?

If, however, the Sunni part of 
Iraq did want to go it alone, it could 
unite with a Sunni region in Syria 
and look for a regional backer, no 
doubt the Saudis, who would want 
to reinforce this new entity as a 
bulwark against Shia Iran.

A key part of the equation in 
the future will be the desire of 
Western governments, particularly 
the United States, to maintain the 
current boundaries in the region. 
US President Barack Obama’s 
administration seems to have lost 
interest in anything other than 
defeating ISIS. Their new favourites 

in the region appear to be the Kurds, 
the one group able to regularly 
defeat the terrorist group.

If the next US president is more 
willing to invest time and energy 
(and blood and money) in the 
region, that might stabilise it for 
a while. But in the long run, the 
United States can no longer be 
depended on to pour resources 
into the region as it has in the 
past, leaving it up to the interested 
parties on the ground to sort things 
out.

Is what happened in the Balkans 
a preview of what could happen 
with Iraq and Syria? In that case 
an artificially hammered together 
state, Yugoslavia, fell apart and 
after a prolonged period of war 
became several new states that 
reflected old realities. Many of 
the factors that kept Yugoslavia 
together and then broke it apart are 
different from what is happening 
in the Middle East but some are 
the same — ethnic and religious 
differences being the main ones.

It is difficult to look into the 
future and know exactly what will 
happen. Modern states are rather 
sticky things and do not come apart 
very easily. However, the conditions 
that can lead to dissolving old 
boundaries are certainly present 
in the Middle East and seem to be 
gaining momentum, not retreating.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public Radio, the 
Boston Globe and the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation.
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