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A 

n emerging agreement 
to build a pipeline that 
would ship up to 250,000 
barrels per day of oil 
from autonomous Iraqi 

Kurdistan to refineries in Iran looks, 
on the face of it, like a win-win deal.

Technical details of the agree-
ment, which was first considered 
in 2014, were broadly concluded in 
April but implementation has been 
stalled by a familiar mix of inter-
Kurdish and regional politics.

From the perspective of the Kurd-
istan Regional Government (KRG) 
in Erbil the deal would reduce the 
Kurdish zone’s reliance on exporting 
via an existing pipeline to the Medi-
terranean port of Ceyhan in Turkey 
which has been subject to disrup-
tions at a time when the region can 
ill afford to lose revenue.

It was the unreliability of the 
Turkish link, partly blamed on sabo-
tage by Turkey’s outlawed Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), that spurred 
interest in a pipeline to Iran.

From a political viewpoint, the 
current arrangements make Erbil 
overly dependent on the goodwill 
of Ankara to ensure its oil can reach 
international markets. Turkey, how-
ever, might be reluctant to lose its 
near-monopoly status as a conduit 
for Kurdish oil, a situation that gives 

it major political clout with authori-
ties in Erbil. Officially, at least, Tur-
key has raised no objections to the 
Iranian pipeline.

Under the proposed agreement, 
Kurdish crude would be piped to 
refineries in northern Iran and 
shipped from Gulf ports, predomi-
nantly to Asian markets. Acting as 
a conduit for Kurdish oil would en-
hance Tehran’s plan to make Iran a 
regional energy hub.

The problem is the two sides are 
not isolated or, indeed, equal play-
ers in the project. Iran, which en-
joys a close relationship with the 
Shia-dominated Iraqi government 
in Baghdad, would want its formal 
approval before moving ahead.

Relations between Baghdad 
and the KRG, however, have been 
marked by chronic disputes over 
Kurdish oil exports. Oil production 
in Kurdish-controlled Kirkuk, which 
lies outside the formal boundaries 
of the KRG, has been locked in for 
much of this year as a result of a 
stand-off between Erbil and Bagh-
dad.

It is as yet unclear whether a pipe-
line to Iran would carry oil from 
Kirkuk as well as from fields within 
KRG territory.

The prospective deal also comes 
at a time of increasingly fraught 
relations between the Kurdistan 
Democratic Party (KDP), which 
dominates the north-western zone 
of the region from Erbil, and its rival 
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), 
which holds sway in the east from 
its headquarters in Sulaymaniyah.

The two parties theoretically share 
power but have been historically at 
odds, most recently over PUK oppo-
sition to the KDP’s Masoud Barzani 
extending his presidential term. The 
PUK, whose popularity had been 

waning even in its home region, 
has recently been boosted by a rap-
prochement with the breakaway 
Gorran movement.

Dlawer Ala’Aldeen, president of 
the Erbil-based think-tank Middle 
East Research Institute, has linked 
the pipeline plan to Iran’s stance on 
Kurdish internal politics.

“Iran’s policy has been well known 
for decades to favour preserving an 
equal balance of power between the 
KDP and PUK to prevent the emer-
gence of a strong KRI [Kurdistan Re-
gion of Iraq],” he wrote on the insti-
tute’s website.

Noting that the proposed pipeline 
would stretch from PUK territory 
bordering Iran, he added: “There are 
also rumours that Iran is debating a 
possible strategic agreement with 

the [PUK] Green Zone, similar to the 
strategic political, economic and se-
curity agreement between Turkey 
and the [KDP] Yellow Zone.”

Tensions between the rival par-
ties, and a perception that a deal 
with Iran might favour the PUK, 
prompted reports that Barzani was 
attempting to delay or block the 
pipeline agreement.

That drew a denial in May from 
the Erbil government, with KRG 
spokesman Safeen Dizayee insist-
ing: “Discussions between the KRG 
and Iranian government about the 
energy cooperation will continue in 
a technical manner. KRG policy is to 
have good relations with all neigh-
bouring countries in different fields, 
including the energy field, so con-
cerning this policy, we have good 

relations with Iran.”
That said, political barriers might 

yet delay implementation of the 
pipeline plan. Kurdish oil will still 
reach Iranian refineries, via the la-
borious and expensive tanker route 
along which hundreds of trucks 
head eastward every day.

Elements of the KRG might prefer 
to drag their heels on a final deal but, 
at the end of the day, the KRG’s need 
to ensure a reliable revenue stream 
to prop up its ailing economy means 
that practical issues will probably 
decide the outcome.
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I 

n an unexpected move that 
tightens Iran’s dominance of 
Iraq’s military forces, the Bagh-
dad government of Prime Min-
ister Haider al-Abadi formally 

incorporated Shia militias known 
as the Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) — most of them funded and 
armed by Tehran — into Iraq’s secu-
rity forces as an “independent mili-
tary formation”.

At a stroke, this confers great legit-
imacy on the battle-hardened PMF, 
which is widely seen as a clone of 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC), the praetorian guard 
of the clerical regime in Tehran, in 
a country where sectarian tensions 
between Sunnis and Shias, as well as 
with Kurds and other minorities, are 
dangerously acute.

The institutionalisation of the 
PMF as Iran’s proxy in Iraq, just as 
the IRGC replicated itself in Leba-
non with Hezbollah, will undoubt-
edly sharpen those tensions as the 
country struggles to defeat the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) and abolish the 
Islamic caliphate it proclaimed in 
Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, in 
June 2014.

Iran built a network of agents and 
political assets during Saddam Hus-
sein’s rule in Iraq, a process acceler-
ated when the US-led invasion of 
2003 toppled Saddam and Tehran 
acted on its chance to exploit the re-
sultant turmoil.

These days, “in light of the po-
litical upheaval in Baghdad, Iran 

sees an opportunity to increase its 
already visible presence in Iraq”, 
the US-based security consultancy 
Stratfor observed in June.

“So far, building an Iraqi equiva-
lent of the IRGC has been out of 
reach but Iranian sources in favour 
of the idea have been speaking of it 
more frequently,” Stratfor said.

In May, influential Iranian law-
maker Mohammad Saleh Jokar, a 
member of parliament’s National 
Security and Foreign Policy Com-
mittee, publicly proposed the for-
mation of an Iraqi IRGC using the 
Iranian-backed militias as the nu-
cleus.

Declaring the PMF an integral part 
of Iraq’s security apparatus was ap-
proved by Abadi in an official docu-
ment known as Office Order 91 on 
February 22nd, according to a gov-
ernment statement published in the 
Al Arabiya daily on July 28th.

The PMF is commanded by an 
Iraqi Shia, Abu Mahdi Muhandis, 
nom de guerre of Basra-born Jamal 
Jafaar Mohammad Ali Ebrahimi. He 
is a veteran pro-Iranian fighter who 
operated with the IRGC and Hezbol-
lah in the 1980s and who returned 
to Iraq after the fall of Saddam then 
fled to Iran when the Americans dis-
covered his true identity.

He also commands one of the 
main PMF units, Kata’ib Hezbol-
lah and is a close associate of Major 
General Qassem Soleimani, com-
mander of the elite al-Quds Force, 
the IRGC’s foreign operations wing, 
which is fighting in Iraq.

The statement said the new force 
would be under Abadi’s ultimate 
command as part of Iraq’s armed 

forces.
But as the Long War Journal, 

which monitors the conflict against 
ISIS, observed: “Influential PMF 
commanders have openly ex-
pressed their affinity for Iran’s su-
preme leader (Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei) and the head of the IRGC’s 
al-Quds Force.”

Soleimani masterminds 
Iran’s ever-widening 
campaign to expand 
the Islamic Republic’s 
power across the re-
gion, with al-Quds Force as the 
spearhead.

Soleimani is treated as a conquer-
ing hero by many in Iraq. He was 
recently seen with an Iranian flag 
during a visit to front lines around 
Falluja, which incensed many Sun-
nis and not a few Iraqi Shias, who 
are Arabs, not Persians.

The Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy reported recently that al-
Quds Forces have established bases 
in Baghdad, Samarra, the Shia holy 
city of Karbala and in the former US 
base at Camp Speicher near Tikrit.

The PMF was established in June 
2014 as Iran’s overt military arm in 
Iraq after Baghdad’s forces were 
battered by ISIS across the north-
ern, central and western parts of the 
country.

It has played a critical role in driv-
ing ISIS out of cities and towns it 
conquered in its 2014 blitzkrieg of 
Iraq’s largely Sunni western prov-
inces, often taking a more promi-
nent role than state forces.

It is, however, viewed with deep 
misgivings by the Sunni tribes as 
well as many Western officials, who 
see it as little more than Tehran’s 
spearhead in establishing control 
of Shia-dominated oil-rich Iraq, the 
strategic gateway for Iranian expan-
sion into the Arabian Gulf and the 
Levant.

Some PMF units 
stand accused of 
wantonly killing 
Sunnis and other 
human rights abus-
es. Such allega-
tions are not con-
fined to the PMF 
by any means. 
Iraq’s main coun-
terterrorism 
force, dubbed the 
Golden Division 
and which reports 
directly to Abadi, 
has often been just 
as brutal, operating 
independently of 
the military chain of 
command, running 
secret prisons and 
carrying out extra-
judicial killings.
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A member of Popular 
Mobilisation Forces 
takes part in military 
operation at Khalidiya 
island in Anbar 
province, Iraq, on 
August 1st.

Some PMF units stand 
accused of wantonly 
killing Sunnis and 
other human rights 
abuses.

The institutionalisation 
of the PMF as Iran’s 
proxy in Iraq will 
undoubtedly sharpen 
sectarian tensions.
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A view of the Bai Hassan oilfield north-west of Kirkuk, Iraq.

Kurdish crude would 
be piped to refineries 
in northern Iran and 
shipped from Gulf 
ports.


