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Syria is more 
complicated 
because 
Washington 
lacks the 
freedom to 
operate there 
as it does in 
Iraq.

Iraqi Kurds 
are planning a 
referendum on 
independence 
despite 
opposition from 
the Iraqi and US 
governments 
as well as from 
Turkey and Iran.  

I
n the classic 1970 movie 
“Kelly’s Heroes,” a US 
Army general in France 
during the second world 
war hears on a military 
radio that a group of 
soldiers appears to be 
pressing ahead with an 
offensive against the 

Germans. His staff of officers 
knows nothing of the offensive 
because it is an unauthorised 
rogue operation to steal gold from 
a bank behind German lines.

When he then hears that the 
rogue soldiers are pressing ahead 
despite encountering heavy 
German fire, the general bellows 
to his lethargic staff: “That’s the 
type of fighting spirit that I’m 
talking about.” He then gets in his 
jeep and heads to the front.

Although the movie is fictional, 
it underscores a truism: US 
military leaders like those who 
like to fight.

This is why the United States 
has armed and advised the Kurds 
in Syria and Iraq in the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS). 
The Kurds have proven to be 
tough fighters who are eager to go 
up against their enemies. In Syria, 
they are the main group in the 
US-supported Syrian Democratic 
Forces leading the military 
campaign against Raqqa. In Iraq, 
the Kurdish peshmerga — “those 
who face death” — have been US 
allies since the early 1990s and 

helped to secure areas of north-
ern Iraq that fell to ISIS in 2014.

US support for the Kurds brings 
political complications, however. 
Turkey strongly opposes the 
Syrian Kurds, particularly the 
Democratic Union Party (PYD) 
because of its links to the Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK) in 
Turkey, which Ankara considers a 
terrorist organisation. Turkey 
wants to preclude the PYD from 
carving out an independent state 
in northern and eastern Syria 
since it is thought that would 
strengthen the PKK in Turkey.

Although the United States also 
considers the PKK a terrorist 
organisation, it has differentiated 
the PYD from the PKK and 
supports the PYD’s military wing 
— the People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) — because of its prowess 
against ISIS.

The situation in Iraq is more 
complicated because the United 
States has supported both the 
national government of Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi and the 
Kurdish Regional Government 
(KRG), which has effectively been 
operating on its own since 1991.

The Iraqi Kurds are planning a 
referendum on independence in 
September, despite opposition 
from the Iraqi and US govern-
ments as well as from Turkey and 
Iran. Although Turkey has 
developed close economic 
relations with the KRG, it fears a 

spillover effect of the referendum 
on its own Kurdish population. 
Iran fears the referendum would 
weaken the Shia-led government 
in Baghdad and perhaps encour-
age its own Kurdish minority to 
press for autonomy.

In a recent opinion article in 
the New York Times, Iraqi 
Kurdish official Aziz Ahmad said 
the vote would give the Iraqi 
Kurds a “mandate to pursue a 
negotiated settlement with Mr 
Abadi — and political recognition 
from his government is para-
mount.”

Ahmad chronicled Kurdish 
suffering at the hands of past 
Iraqi governments and sharply 
criticised the Abadi government 
for withholding supplies to 
Kurdish areas. He denied that the 
Kurdish “popular will” for 
independence would destabilise 
Iraq and the region and charged 
that the “privileged position” of 
the Shia leadership would 
continue to keep minorities such 
as the Kurds marginalised.

The Kurds are expected to vote 
overwhelmingly for independ-
ence but their leaders may use 
this to extract concessions from 
Baghdad rather than breaking 
away. In 2014, during the ISIS 
offensive, the Kurds seized the 
ethnically mixed city of Kirkuk, 
just outside the boundary of the 
KRG and they don’t want to 
relinquish it. They may offer to 

disavow independence in 
exchange for Baghdad’s recogni-
tion of Kirkuk, which has consid-
erable oil resources, as part of the 
KRG.

Brett McGurk, the US envoy for 
the anti-ISIS coalition, has 
praised the role of the Iraqi 
special forces and the Kurdish 
peshmerga in defeating ISIS in 
the Mosul operation but has also 
criticised the planned referen-
dum and called on the KRG to 
reconsider the decision.

McGurk added that, under the 
Iraqi Constitution, “there’s an 
important process of dialogue 
that has to take place and having 
a referendum on such a fast 
timeline, particularly in disputed 
areas, would be… significantly 
destabilising.”

The United States has invested 
substantial resources to shore up 
the Iraqi central government and 
rebuild its national army under 
Abadi and hopes that a post-ISIS 
Iraq will stay unified and incor-
porate Iraq’s main groups into a 
stable governing structure. US 
officials view the Kurdish 
referendum as doing just the 
opposite.

So, despite appreciation for the 
Kurds’ fighting spirit, Washing-
ton is likely to favour the central 
government over the regional 
one, as it has done in the past, 
disappointing Kurdish national-
ists once again.

US loves Kurdish fighters but not Kurdish independence

The US has responsibilities in Iraq and Syria post-ISIS

A fter the defeat 
of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in 
Mosul and 
likely collapse 
in Raqqa, the 
looming 
question in 
both countries 

is what will happen in areas 
liberated by US-backed forces.

This question is critical for the 
United States, given the leading role 
it assumed when it formed the 60-
plus country Counter-ISIS Coalition 
following the fall of Mosul in 2014. 
Since entering office, US Presi-
dent Donald Trump has pursued a 
strikingly similar approach to his 
predecessor’s by narrowly focusing 
on dislodging ISIS while minimising 
the US military commitment.

As the so-called caliphate comes 
to an end, Trump’s policy choices 
will affect the fate of liberated areas 
and perhaps the entire region. Just 
as the decision to disband the Iraqi 
Army and other missteps following 
the invasion of Iraq haunted post-
war efforts, so will the decisions 
on how to govern and stabilise key 
Sunni areas in Iraq and Syria.

To its credit, the United States 
sought to forge a consensus or at 
least an understanding among ma-
jor stakeholders — the Iraqi central 
government, the Kurdistan Re-
gional Government (KRG) and the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) 
— ahead of the Mosul campaign. 
The United States coordinated 
with the United Nations to develop 
a comprehensive humanitarian 
response plan in anticipation of a 
massive outflow of civilians from 
Mosul.

Nevertheless, Mosul is utterly 
devastated and it will require a 
herculean effort to bring back any 
semblance of normalcy. With other 
key Sunni towns such as Ramadi 
and Falluja also in ruins, the United 
States must mobilise European, 
Arab and Asian countries for re-
construction efforts and check the 
excesses of local stakeholders who 
may have axes to grind with local 
Sunnis.

It is imperative that the govern-
ance bodies established in liberated 
areas are viewed as legitimate by 
locals. This will require a transpar-
ent selection process for political 
representatives and the ability to 
deliver basic security and essential 
services. Failure at either could 
quickly drive a wedge between the 

authorities and desperate locals, 
who may turn to warlords or terror-
ist organisations.

To avoid this scenario, the United 
States should transform the Coun-
ter-ISIS Coalition into a long-term 
reconstruction and governance pro-
gramme in coordination with local 
governance entities and the central 
government (and the KRG when 
needed). This would require that 
Baghdad and Washington formalise 
the US military presence in Iraq so 
that US forces can continue advising 
the Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) and 
provide critical assistance should 
there be a security relapse. Key to 
this is negotiating a Status of Forces 
Agreement (SOFA).

A SOFA and transforming the 
coalition would have the added ben-
efit of not ceding Iraq to Iran or its 
surrogates, as happened when the 
United States withdrew in 2011. The 
number of US military personnel in 
Iraq — now approximately 5,000 — 
probably could be reduced by half 
after ISIS has been expelled, which 
would still be sufficient to provide 
technical and capacity-building 
support to the ISF as well as send a 
strong signal to Iran that there must 
be accommodation by all parties if 
Iraq is to be stabilised.

Syria is more complicated because 
Washington lacks the freedom to 
operate there as it does in Iraq. 
There, too, however, the United 
States should remain engaged and 
supportive of local actors to prevent 

a resurgence of terrorist groups and 
keep Iran from dominating the ter-
rain. Although Iran has a stronger 
hand in Syria, the United States has 
enabled local allies to secure stra-
tegic territory in northern, central 
and southern regions of the country 
that can be leveraged to push for a 
de-escalation of the conflict.

While no one seriously believes 
that Syrian President Bashar Assad 
will agree to any settlement that 
strips his powers, one can imagine 
a prolonged ceasefire while politi-
cal talks lumber along. The United 
States could start by expanding 
the limited ceasefire agreement 
with Russia to cover other areas 
currently under the control of US-, 
Jordanian- and Turkish-supported 
groups.

Although less than ideal, a long-
term ceasefire may slow and per-
haps reverse Syria’s haemorrhaging 
of civilians (now close to 6 million) 
and allow those internally displaced 
(another 6 million) to return to se-
cure areas. It could encourage donor 
countries to invest in reconstruction 
projects that would incentivise all 
parties to respect the ceasefire.

The Trump administration must 
invest in Arab partners in places 
such as Raqqa given that the Peo-
ple’s Protection Units (YPG) will 
almost certainly be viewed as occu-
piers by the largely Arab population.

It also must do what the Obama 
administration never did: Establish 
deterrence against the regime and 

its allies. Just as it did following the 
regime’s chemical weapons attack 
in April, the United States can signal 
that it will respond militarily should 
the regime or its allies attack oppo-
sition-held areas and communicate 
clearly that the purpose of such a 
policy is to de-escalate the conflict 
and ensure that hard-won gains 
against ISIS are not short lived.

The United States must make 
it clear that it will not support of-
fensive operations from those areas 
against regime targets as long as the 
ceasefire is upheld.

The Russians will complain but 
they will learn to live with the ar-
rangement just as they did after the 
United States struck regime targets 
in April. As in Iraq, the United States 
would maintain a relatively small 
number of military personnel and 
assets to signal to its adversaries its 
seriousness in preserving security 
while alleviating humanitarian 
conditions.

Committing US diplomatic, eco-
nomic and military resources to this 
phase in Iraq and Syria is a lot to ask 
of this administration and the US 
public but it is necessary to create 
stability post-ISIS and check Iranian 
and Russian ambitions in the region.
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Challenges ahead. US President Donald Trump (L) greets Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi at the 
White House in Washington, last March.                                                                                                           (Reuters)


