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he sand berms and 
trenches that snake across 
northern Iraq stretch 
towards Syria, some ac-
companied by newly 

paved roads lit by street lamps and 
sprawling checkpoints decked with 
Kurdish flags. The fighters here in-
sist it is not the border of a newly 
independent state but in the chaos 
of Iraq that could change.

Construction began in 2014, 
when this marked the front line 
between US-backed Kurdish forc-
es, known as the peshmerga, and 
the Islamic State (ISIS), which had 
swept across northern Iraq that 
summer, routing the Iraqi Army 
and threatening the Kurdish auton-
omous region.

Since then, a more permanent 
boundary has taken shape as Kurd-
ish aspirations for outright inde-
pendence have grown. The frontier 
could mark the fault line of a new 
conflict in Iraq once the extremists 
are defeated. A similar process is 
under way in Syria, where Syrian 
Kurdish forces have seized large 
swathes of land from ISIS.

“It was our front line, now it’s our 
border and we will stay forever,” 
said peshmerga commander and 
business magnate Sirwan Barzani. 
He is among a growing number of 
Kurdish leaders, including his un-
cle — Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment President Masoud Barzani — 
who say that lands taken from ISIS 
will remain in Kurdish hands.

The Kurds have been at logger-
heads with the Baghdad govern-
ment over the disputed territories 

— lands stretching across northern 
and eastern Iraq — since the 2003 
US-led invasion. Article 140 of the 
Iraqi constitution says their fate 
should be decided by a referendum 
but such a vote has yet to be carried 
out and as the Iraqi Army collapsed 
in 2014, the Kurds moved in.

They took control of the long-dis-
puted northern city of Kirkuk that 
summer, ostensibly to protect it 
from ISIS. Since then, with the aid 
of US-led air strikes, the Kurds have 
taken territory equivalent to 50% 
of their recognised autonomous 
region.

“After the defeat of ISIS, Sunnis 
will dispute the Kurdish claims, the 
Shias in Baghdad will dispute both 
the Sunni claims and the Kurd-
ish claims and the possibility of 
conflict there is real,” said Anwar 
Anaid, dean of social sciences at 
the University of Kurdistan Hewler. 
“What happens on the ground de-
pends on the circumstances. There 
is a real Kurdish wish to go for inde-
pendence.”

Peshmerga commander Aref Tay-
mour said that once ISIS is driven 
from the northern city of Mosul, 
the Kurds will negotiate a new bor-
der with Baghdad but he added 
that of “lands that have been liber-
ated by blood, we have no intention 
to give them back to the federal 
government”.

Another Kurdish official, Dishad 
Mawlod, was even more direct, 
describing the fortifications as the 
“future borders of Kurdistan”.

“We’re not violating any interna-
tional laws, nor are we occupying 
anyone’s land,” he said.

Sirwan Barzani said the Kurds no 
longer trust the Iraqi Army to de-
fend the country, after it lost nearly 
one-third of it to ISIS two-and-a-
half years ago.

“Of course there will be another 
Daesh,” he said, referring to ISIS by 
its Arabic acronym. “None of the 
internal Iraqi issues have been re-
solved,” he added, saying the Kurds 
“will be ready”. In the meantime, 
he hopes for talks on independence 
as early as next year.

“It’s a bad marriage. Let’s get a 
divorce,” he said.

The Baghdad government is 

staunchly opposed to Kurdish in-
dependence and Iraqi Prime Minis-
ter Haider al-Abadi says he expects 
the Kurds to abide by an agreement 
that they withdraw from areas cap-
tured since the start of the Mosul 
operation in October.

“Some Kurdish politicians are 
saying otherwise but they are not 
responsible people and they are not 
controlling events on the ground,” 
Abadi said in a recent interview.

The two sides have set the dis-

pute aside as they work together 
to drive ISIS from Mosul, Iraq’s sec-
ond largest city, but the construc-
tion along the frontier is continu-
ing. On one road south of Mosul, 
peshmerga fighters built cinder-
block stairways leading to offices in 
trailers and guard posts were being 
set up further along the line.

Aware of the sensitivities, Iraqi 
soldiers and Kurdish fighters sta-
tioned along the frontier were re-
luctant to speak about the matter.

“You can’t take pictures and, 
whatever you do, don’t call this a 
border,” a peshmerga fighter said as 
he came sauntering out of a check-
point complex along the frontier. 
He refused to give his name.

At a nearby army position, Iraqi 
soldier Hussein Jassem acknowl-
edged that “there is a border be-
tween us and the peshmerga”. He 
declined to comment further.
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A long trench dug by Kurdish forces to demarcate their border, is seen at an open field in the Nineveh 
plain, north-east of Mosul.                                                                                                                                           (AP)   
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Iraq’s woes deepen as Kurds, Turkey vie for land

A 

uthorities in Bagh-
dad and Erbil have 
been attempting to 
smooth the latest 
divisions to surface 
over the slow-mov-

ing battle for Mosul in which 
Kurdish advances on the ground 
have been portrayed as a land-
grab to extend the borders of the 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG).

KRG President Masoud Barzani 
caused consternation in November 
when he was quoted as saying, 
during a victory visit to the liber-
ated town of Bashiqa, that the 
Kurds would hold on to territory 
they seized in the battle against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) without a 
referendum of the local popula-
tion.

The speech came amid renewed 
talk of independence for the Kurd-
ish autonomous region in north-
ern Iraq, an issue that was shelved 
when ISIS invaded Iraqi territory 
in 2014.

The Kurdish leadership back-
tracked, insisting Barzani had been 
misinterpreted in Arab reports 
of his comments and Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi stepped 
in to cool the furore.

He said he had an agreement 
with the KRG that it would with-
draw from territory it had taken 

since the start of the Mosul opera-
tion and had no reason to believe 
the Kurds would not abide by it.

Abadi blamed the confusion on 
inter-Kurdish rivalry. “It’s not my 
job to take advantage of these dif-
ferences,” he told the Associated 
Press  (AP) in Baghdad.

The essence of the Erbil-Bagh-
dad agreement was that peshmer-
ga forces could remain in disputed 
areas they had seized from ISIS 
prior to the Mosul campaign, 
subject to a referendum among 
the population sometime in the 
future, but they should eventually 
relinquish any territory they took 
during the battle for the city.

The KRG has never staked any 
claim to the overwhelmingly Arab 
city of Mosul but it has long com-
plained that the disputed areas are 
traditionally Kurdish territories 
that were forcibly settled by Arabs 
from the Saddam Hussein era.

In newly liberated territory, the 
peshmerga has been accused of 
using the excuse of rooting out 
ISIS and its sympathisers to oust 
sections of the Arab population 
that have no connection to the 
jihadists.

During Abadi’s interview with 
the AP, he reflected the reality 
that the central government needs 
the Kurds in the continuing war 
against ISIS and with Nuri al-
Maliki, his predecessor and rival, 
snapping at his heels, he cannot 
afford a deterioration in relations 
with Erbil.

Maliki has been sniping at Abadi 
from the political sidelines over 

the conduct of the Mosul cam-
paign, which began on October 
17th, and has accused him of 
allowing the KRG’s peshmerga to 
seize disputed territory in Nineveh 
province.

The Kurds, with many historical 
precedents on their side, fear that 
they will be denied the benefits of 
their struggle once the war is over 
but, as always, internal divisions 
present just as big a threat as the 
machinations of their ever-suspi-
cious Arab neighbours.

In Syria, there were reports in 
November of demonstrations and 
clashes involving elements close 
to Barzani’s Kurdistan Democratic 
Party (KDP) and the rival and 
dominant Democratic Union Party 
(PYD).

The Barzani-sponsored Kurdish 
National Council claimed one of its 
offices had been attacked by PYD 
security forces and its flags had 
been set afire.

Aside from these inter-Kurdish 
tensions, renewed suspicions have 
been aroused about the depend-
ability of the Kurds amid reports 
that the PYD is taking advantage of 
a Russian-backed Syrian govern-
ment offensive to extend its own 
territory in the embattled northern 
city of Aleppo.

As Russian-backed Syrian gov-
ernment forces advanced in the 
east, Kurdish fighters belonging to 
the PYD’s People’s Protection Units 
occupied territory abandoned by 
rebel forces, leading to inevitable 
accusations that they were col-
laborating with the regime.

Another interpretation could be 
that the Kurds were simply putting 
their interests first, rather than 
pursuing the agenda of other Syr-
ian rebel factions that have tried to 
squeeze them out of the political 
and military process.

If the Kurds are on the advance 
in Iraq and Syria, they are on the 
defensive in Turkey where Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan has 
exploited a failed coup in July to 
crack down on Kurdish groups and 
other internal enemies.

Among his would-be targets is 
Salih Muslim, who faces a Turk-
ish arrest warrant for his alleged 
role in a February bomb attack 
in Ankara. The warrant is essen-
tially symbolic as Muslim, a Syrian 
citizen, is unlikely to be going to 
Turkey any time soon.

Muslim says he and the PYD are 
on record as having condemned 
the deadly February bombing 
and is at a loss to understand why 
Erdogan has taken the action 
against him at a time when both 
his organisation and Turkey are 
supposed to be confronting ISIS.

That may amount to a deliber-
ate rhetorical naivety on Muslim’s 
part. He knows from experience 
that among the Turks, as well as 
among the majority populations in 
Syria and Iraq, Kurdish actions will 
always be treated with suspicion.

Harvey Morris has written 
several books on the Middle East, 
including No Friends but the 
Mountains: The Tragic History of 
the Kurds published in 1993.
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