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T 

he Kurds have emerged 
as major players in the 
conflicts in Syria and Iraq, 
increasing the concerns of 
neighbouring countries 

over Kurdish aspirations for self-
determination within their own ter-
ritories.

The Kurds make up the largest 
ethnic group in north-eastern Syria, 
south-eastern Turkey, northern Iraq 
and in parts of western Iran.

Their dreams of an independent 
Kurdistan have been repeatedly 
crushed by regimes and govern-
ments that ruled the land before 
and after the Sykes-Picot agreement 
divided Ottoman empire territory 
after World War I. The agreement 
divided Ottoman Kurdish popu-
lations between Turkey, Iraq and 
Syria.

Kurdish liberation movements 
appeared in the 20th century and 
struggled via violent and non-vio-
lent means to achieve some sort of 
self-rule in their respective coun-
tries. Their efforts were crushed, 
often brutally, by the ruling regimes 
and failed to receive the attention of 
the international community.

However, major geopolitical 
changes sweeping the Middle East 
since the 2003 US-led invasion of 
Iraq, have presented the Kurds with 
a major opportunity to achieve self-
rule.

A post-invasion Iraqi constitution 
turned the country into a federal 
state with an autonomous region 
for the Kurds, who gained a strong 
representation in the federal gov-
ernment, including the position of 
president.

The uprisings that swept the Arab 
world reached Syria in 2011, where 
revolution turned into a violent 
sectarian war that weakened the 
central government, allowing the 
Kurds to control provinces in the 
north-east.

The rise of the Islamic State (ISIS), 
its takeover of vast territory in Iraq 
and Syria and the targeting of Kurd-
ish Yazidis in Iraq gained the Kurds 
strong international sympathy and 
support for their cause.

The United States, Russia and 
European powers provided Syrian 
and Iraqi Kurds with military train-
ing and weapons to help them fight 

ISIS and evict its radical gunmen 
from Kurdish towns and villages, 
especially along the borders with 
Turkey.

Syrian Kurds, especially the Dem-
ocratic Union Party (PYD), carved 
out a large chunk of the country, 
especially the provinces of Hasakah 
and Qamishli, and are trying to gain 
more territory in Aleppo province.

Turkey, which has the largest 
number of Kurds, an estimated 
15-million-strong community 
(about 15% of the population), has 
been fighting a guerrilla warfare 
with the gunmen of the Kurdish 
Workers’ Party (PKK) — a group 
branded as terrorist by a large part 
of the international community.

The showdown with the PKK has 
escalated in recent months and the 
Turkish government has blamed 
recent bombings in Ankara on the 
group and its affiliates in Syria, es-
pecially the PYD.

Turkish warplanes have repeat-
edly raided PKK positions in north-
ern Iraq and its artillery pounded 
PYD positions in northern Syria.

Turkey has massed tens of thou-
sands of troops along the borders 
with Syria, raising fears that it could 
mount a campaign to limit Kurdish 
control and destroy their military 
capabilities.

Ankara has grown increasingly 
concerned over Washington’s and 
Moscow’s strong support to the 
Kurds in Syria and has warned 
against giving the 2.5-million Kurd-
ish community in Syria any auton-
omy.

A surprise visit by Turkish Prime 
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu to Teh-
ran on March 8th to improve rela-
tions strained by Iran’s support to 
the Syrian regime and Turkey’s sup-

port for the Syrian opposition high-
lighted the importance both coun-
tries give to keeping the Kurds in 
check and their willingness to unify 
efforts against Kurdish self-rule as-
pirations.

The PYD, along with other Kurd-
ish political parties in Syria, on 
March 18th proclaimed self-rule 
under a Syrian federation. Both the 
Syrian regime and opposition were 
quick to respond from peace talks 
in Geneva, rejecting the Kurdish 
federation declaration.

The Kurds appear to be trying to 
establish a status quo similar to the 
one the 6.5 million Kurds in Iraq had 
from 1991 before they gained auton-
omy within an Iraqi federation.

Russian and US officials have spo-
ken about the possibility of Syria be-
coming a federation, which would 
eventually give the Kurds autono-
my. Ankara and Tehran will likely 
oppose Syria turning into a federa-
tion because, they say, the Kurdish 
population in their own countries 
would demand autonomy.

Iraqi Kurdish officials recently 

started calling for their own full in-
dependence of Iraq due to the de-
terioration of political and security 
conditions in the country.

President of the Iraqi Kurdistan 
Masoud Barzani has called for a ref-
erendum on the independence of 
the region. 

Such a move would likely prompt 
Iran and Turkey to react politically 
and possibly militarily because they 
fear that it would only be a matter 
of time before Kurds in their own 
countries seek autonomy.

The Kurdish question will be a 
thorny issue in the international 
community’s efforts to resolve the 
crisis in Iraq and Syria because the 
stakes for Turkey and Iran are high. 
One miscalculated move could 
prompt either of them — or both — 
to seek a military option to protect 
national interests.
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A cantonised, post-war Syria, best chance for peace

P
redicting a future for 
war-torn Syria is a fool’s 
errand. If we look at 
how the major players 
in the conflict have 
conducted themselves 

over the past several years we 
can, however, postulate that some 
scenarios are more likely to 
happen than others.

The stop-start dynamics of the 
most recent set of peace talks in 
Geneva have undoubtedly marked 
the most concrete step away from 
conflict. What has become clear 
this month is that neither side 
wants to walk away.

So when a deal is finally bro-
kered, and that may take years, we 
can roughly sketch what a post-war 
Syria would look like.

First of all, the Syrian regime 
will, in all likelihood, remain 
the chief actor in Syria through 
its control of Damascus and the 

Mediterranean coast. We must not 
forget that millions of Syrians still 
support the regime either through 
blind faith or a palpable fear of any 
alternative. Alongside it, Iranian 
military and officials, who enjoyed 
a strong presence in the city even 
before 2011, can be expected to stay 
on.

Hezbollah has suffered sig-
nificant personnel losses in an 
unpopular war and may regroup 
to focus again on its enemy to the 
south, the de jure reason for its 
existence, Israel.

Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
calculation for the past five years 
has arguably centred on the fate 
of Homs. He correctly figured it 
could rely on Hezbollah militants 
to secure the Lebanese border 
along which a series of insurgent 
towns once caused the government 
serious headaches. It is Homs that 
is central to the regime’s survival 
because it links Damascus to the 
coastal region.

Would rebel groups be able to 
stomach the regime’s continued 
control of Syria’s capital? Absolute-
ly. It has been almost three years 
since rebel groups last looked like 
they were making a serious push 
on central Damascus and since 
then have instead been forced 
to back-foot in Homs, Hama and 
eastern Syria.

Were the war to end today, the 
rebels who first took to the streets 
to protest would settle for an end to 
the humanitarian crisis and control 
of sections of rural Homs and Hama 
provinces, Idlib and eastern Syria, 
once, of course, the Islamic State 
(ISIS) has been defeated there.

Because the so-called moderate 
rebel groups and Kurdish militias 
share relatively similar goals and 
are backed by the same sponsor, it 
is probable that they, supported by 
US air strikes, will take on and weed 
out ISIS and al-Nusra Front in the 
north and east in the aftermath of a 
deal with Damascus. This would be 
something just about palatable to 
Turkey — if the 2.7 million refugees 
it currently hosts return home and 
the border definitively closed to 
stop the ISIS-linked terrorist attacks 
it has been subjected to for the past 
year. The remnants of the Assad 
regime has, in truth, long since cast 
off the notion of winning back the 
entirety of the north and east.

But two essential elements are 
necessary for Syria to make a post-
war recovery: money and a peace 
to allow investors to risk sink-
ing billions into reconstruction. 
Reports suggest the war has cost 
Syria $275 billion so far and were 
it to end today an additional $175 
billion to $415 billion would still 
be lost in gross domestic product 

growth. Still, there are reasons for 
optimism: For the past three years, 
Syrian and international experts 
in Beirut have been working on a 
detailed economic and infrastruc-
tural rebuilding plan, while it is not 
difficult to envision Gulf countries 
and Turkey sinking money into 
infrastructure that would benefit 
Syrians in rebel-controlled territo-
ries.

As such, Syria’s best-case 
scenario is for its cantonisation, a 
reality that would mean the end of 
the country as we knew it in 2011, 
but also its best chance for a du-
rable peace. Even in this scenario, 
serious questions would remain 
over control of Aleppo, today a city 
divided.

But years of war, migration and 
loss have tired out Syrians and the 
various military factions claiming 
to represent them. All involved, 
except perhaps Russia, have had 
enough as reflected by the im-
probable continuation of talks in 
Geneva.

Syria as a state has clearly disin-
tegrated; recognising that will al-
low for the first step towards peace.
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