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A 

lthough Iraqi Kurdistan’s 
power needs are met by 
natural gas reserves near 
Chamchamal, the people 
living in the area do not 

see many of the benefits of their 
natural resources. Which is why a 
group of locals decided to protest 
the situation.

The evening of the protest — 
January 2nd — unidentified indi-
viduals launched rocket-propelled 
grenades at the gas-fuelled power 
plant that provides Iraqi Kurdistan 
with about half of its energy needs. 
The plant was not damaged.

After the attack, energy supplies 
for the people of Chamchamal in-
creased. Households there had been 
getting about two hours of power 
after midnight. Now there was an 
uninterrupted supply from 10pm 
to 8am. Many locals said there was 
a connection between their new 
electricity schedule and the rocket 
attacks.

People made jokes about the inci-
dent on social media. “Fire a rocket 
and get 24 hours of free power,” 
read one comment. “This offer is 
valid until the government wakes 
up again.”

Some people suggested that a lo-
cal hero of sorts, Abdullah Kwekha 
Mubarak, was behind the rocket at-
tack. Mubarak lived in Norway for 
almost a decade and returned to 
Iraqi Kurdistan in 2008. He more 

or less founded the Chamcha-
mal branch of the Movement for 
Change, an opposition party that 
campaigned on an anti-corruption 
platform. He has taken what may be 
described as staunch positions.

Early in 2016, Mubarak threat-
ened to cut a gas pipeline in Cham-
chamal if the area did not get a 
better power supply. On January 
29th, the gas pipeline between the 
Khor Mor gas field and Erbil was 
bombed, leading to a disruption in 
work at other power plants that rely 
on natural gas. The region’s Asayesh 
— forces responsible for internal re-
gional security — said the pipeline 
had been bombed with TNT explo-
sive and that 2 metres were dam-
aged. Mubarak denied responsibil-
ity for the attack.

Nonetheless locals connect his 
name to any attacks on gas pipe-
lines, describing the new electricity 
supply as “Abdullah power”.

“We invite Mubarak to launch a 
rocket from Chamchamal city to-
wards the Erbil power plant,” wrote 
another wag on Facebook. “Maybe 
we will finally get 24 hours’ worth 
of electricity.”

Joking aside, it is possible that 
this may be the first manifestation 
of real violence in the Iraqi Kurdish 
region, coming after months of pro-
test, financial crisis and locals say-
ing that those in power pay no heed 
to their complaints.

Mubarak said that, while he was 
all for demonstrations to show the 
government how angry locals were, 
he did not condone the destruction 
of pipelines.

“People are aware of their rights 

and they will not accept injustice,” 
he said, “but it is against our princi-
ples to resort to this kind of action.”

Latif Fatih Faraj, a local journalist, 
said that Chamchamal residents, 
who have a reputation as tough 
fighters, are reacting to what they 
see as the injustice of the situation.

“When the power plant was built, 
they were promised that they would 
benefit from it but those promises 
have not been fulfilled,” Faraj said. 
“The electricity produced in Cham-
chamal is simply being sold onto 
other districts and this angers peo-
ple.”

“The problem is that the Iraqi 
Kurdish authorities say they want to 
decentralise power,” added Cham-
chamal Mayor Amanj Jabari, “but 

those who are actually in charge 
have a more centralised mentality. 
That is why they will not respond to 
the demands of the people.”

The controversy over the rockets 
fired at the power station caused 
a lot of debate in Iraqi Kurdistan. 
Are the demands of the people of 
Chamchamal legitimate? Could 
they cut off the gas pipeline if they 
are pushed too far? Could they cut 
off the road and not allow oil tank-
ers to pass?

There have been other incidents 
in Chamchamal. Security cameras 
for traffic safety were shot out twice. 
Apparently, this happened because 
locals were angry that the security 
cameras cost a lot of money.

“Patience has limits,” said Riwas 

Faik, an Iraqi Kurdish politician and 
member of the local parliament’s 
Industry, Energy and Natural Re-
sources Committee. “You don’t 
know what to expect from angry 
people.

“They may resort to violence; 
they may not allow tankers to pass. 
They may stop the gas supply and 
they might even attack government 
buildings. If the government does 
not try and find solutions to the 
problems that are upsetting people, 
things could get worse. People may 
turn to violence and direct confron-
tation may happen,” she said.

Alaa Latif writes for niqash.org, 
which originally published this 
article.

Will Iraq’s Kurdish protesters turn to violence?
Alaa Latif

A 2016 picture shows Iraqi Kurds taking part in a demonstration in the city of Sulaymaniyah to 
demand payment of salaries and an end to corruption.                                                                                (Reuters)
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Turkey and Iraq need to wise up and mend ties

T
urkey and Iraq share a 
330km border and the 
brotherhood between 
the people of Turkey 
and Iraq dates way 
back. Turkish and 

Iraqi businesspeople used to 
benefit greatly from peaceful ties.
However, relations between the 
two countries strained in recent 
years and annual trade volume 
between them dropped from $12 
billion to $8 billion.

Years ago, the Turkish Army set 
up a military camp in the Bashiqa 
region of northern Iraq “at the 
request of” Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi. Turkish forces 
have been training local Arab and 
Kurdish forces to fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Turkish-Iraqi relations suddenly 
soured over the camp prior to the 
launch of the Mosul operation. 
Abadi urged the swift withdrawal 
of Turkish troops from Bashiqa, 
calling the forces “invaders”. Abadi 
threatened Turkey if the latter 
were to launch a military campaign 
on Iraqi soil.

Turkish Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim’s visit to Baghdad in 
January calmed the storm. In 
addition to Yildirim’s warm 
handshake with Abadi, a 
constructive meeting between 
the two paved the way to 
normalisation of ties.

There was a glimpse of hope for 
a brighter future of Turkish-Iraqi 
relations when Yildirim and Abadi 
affirmed at a news conference that 
the Bashiqa issue would be solved. 
However, Abadi claimed that the 

Turkish military would withdraw 
from the camp but Ankara did not 
confirm it.

In the following days, Abadi 
said relations would not move 
“one step forward” without the 
withdrawal of Turkish troops from 
Bashiqa. An official statement 
regarding the matter from Hisham 
al-Alawi, Iraqi ambassador 
to Turkey, asserted that the 
withdrawal would take place after 
the Mosul operation.

Spokesman for the Turkish 
Foreign Ministry Huseyin 
Muftuoglu said there has not been 
a new development since Alawi’s 
words. Muftuoglu said Turkish and 
Iraqi authorities were working to 
improve relations.

“Turkey displayed that it is well-
intentioned on the matter by PM 
Yildirim’s visit,” Muftuoglu said, 
adding that he could not speculate 
on whether relations would move 
forward before the withdrawal of 
Turkish troops from Bashiqa.

One cannot foretell how the 
Mosul operation will fare. Three 
months into the offensive, 
Iraqi Special Forces have barely 
liberated the eastern side of Mosul 
from ISIS. Based on the current 
pace of the operation, we could see 
a fully liberated Mosul in late 2017, 
if not 2018.

Burhanettin Duran, director 
of the Ankara-based think-tank 
Foundation for Political, Economic 
and Social Research (SETA), said 

Turkey was looking to have better 
relations in the region, which is 
why Ankara showed its goodwill 
towards Baghdad. However, Duran 
predicted that the Bashiqa issue 
will not allow the two countries to 
mend ties soon.

Do Turkey and Iraq have the 
luxury of freezing their diplomacy 
and economy until then? The 
answer is certainly a “No”.

Emin Taha, president of the 
Turkey-Iraq Business council of 
the Turkish Foreign Economic 
Relations Board said Iraqis were 
waiting for Turkish goods.

“Actually, the people of Iraq 
want Turkish goods but the central 
government does not let the entry 
of the goods,” he said, adding 
that the normalisation of ties 
would affect economic ties quite 
positively.

“Iraqi PM cannot backtrack 
on his earlier statements due to 
the domestic pressure on him,” 
said Ilter Turan, a professor of 
international relations and former 
rector of Istanbul Bilgi University. 
He contended that even though 
the two countries desperately need 
to better their economic relations, 
the Bashiqa issue will not let them 
sort out their differences until after 
the Mosul operation.

The trade volume needs to 
increase and the people of Turkey 
and Iraq should once again feel 
comfortable that Ankara and 
Baghdad will not run at each other 
with daunting ultimatums.

The Bashiqa issue and the end 
of the Mosul operation should not 
further alienate the two countries. 
It is high time that Ankara and 
Baghdad acted wisely.

Yunus Paksoy is an Istanbul-based 
Turkish journalist who covered the 
wars in Syria and Iraq.
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You don’t know 
what to expect from 
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Turkish Prime Minister Binali Yildirim (L) and Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi 
speak during a meeting at the governmental palace in Baghdad, on January 7th. (AFP)


