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Kurdish referendum

Tensions in Kirkuk over Kudistan referendum
Nermeen Mufti

Kirkuk

K

irkuk is often described
as “Little Iraq” as it reflects the country’s diverse communities, including their divisions,
but a decision by the Kurdish authorities to include the oil-rich
province in the referendum
on the future of Kurdistan
sparked renewed tensions.
The Kirkuk Provincial
Council, at its regular
weekly meeting August
29, voted on whether
Kirkuk should take part
in the referendum on
Kurdish independence,
scheduled for September 25.
The council was asked
to vote by Kirkuk Governor Najmiddin Karim,
a high-ranking Kurdish
official in the Patriotic
Union of Kurdistan (PUK)
party, which is led by Jalal
Talabani.
The Turkmen and Arab
blocs in the council boycotted
the meeting, leaving 24 of the
41 members present. Twenty-two
voted in favour of participating in
the referendum. The majority of
those who voted were Kurds.
Turkmen and Arab council members issued statements claiming
Kirkuk’s participation in the referendum was unconstitutional.
Their view echoes that of the central Iraqi government led by Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi, which
says — along with most of the major
parties in Baghdad — that Kirkuk
and other disputed areas are not
parts of Iraqi Kurdistan.
They insist the referendum violates the Iraqi Constitution, which
confirms the unity of the Iraqi
lands.
“Those who boycotted the meeting are the real representatives of
our people,” said Majeed Ezzat, a
member of the Turkmen bloc. “The

Tremors. Kirkuk Governor Najmiddin Karim (L) attends a meeting of
the Kirkuk Provincial Council, on August 29.
(Reuters)

ones who attended — whether
Turkmen, Arab or Christians
— are members of the Kurdish
bloc and were on the Kurdish
list in the local elections.”
Aziz Omer, a Turkmen political analyst, accused the two
dominant Kurdish parties — the
PUK and the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) — of behaving
like the Ba’athist party before
the US-led invasion that toppled Saddam Hussein.
“The KDP and PUK used
to complain that the Kurdish political parties in
Baghdad were part of the
Ba’athist regime. Now,
they are recruiting Turkmen and Arabs to claim
that these recruits represent their communities,
while, in reality, they
serve the Kurds who
fund them,” Omer said.
Hassan Toran, a Turkmen who is a member
of the Iraqi Parliament,
warned that the Turkmen
community would not give
in to Kurdish pressure. “The
Turkmen will boycott and refuse the results of the referendum. They will go to the federal
court,” Toran said.
There are fears that sharp divisions in Kirkuk could lead to
instability and violence.
“We are searching for a quiet
resolution to the dispute but
the regional administration did
not offer a way out of this deadlock,” said Mohammed Tamim,
an Arab member of parliament
from Kirkuk.
Due to doubts over voter registration and the volatility of the
situation in Kirkuk, the province had local elections only
once, in 2004. There are fears
that residents of the predominately Arab district of Hawija,
still under control of Islamic
State (ISIS) militants, would not
have the chance to vote, should
their areas not be liberated before the referendum.
Turkmen and Arab residents of

Kirkuk said they fear that Kurdish
officials would rig the referendum
results in Kirkuk, despite assurances by the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) that voting would
be fair.
“The conditions that have prevented local elections would cast
doubt on the legitimacy of the referendum, as it would be held under
the same conditions,” said Torhan
al-Mufti, general-secretary of the
Iraqi Higher Commission for Coordinating among the Provinces and
the representative of the government in the parliament.

There are fears that
sharp divisions in
Kirkuk could lead to
instability and
violence.
The Kurds in Kirkuk appear to
be predominately in favour of the
referendum. “Whatever the people
of Kirkuk decide within the referendum, that decision should be
respected,” KRG President Masoud
Barzani told Reuters.
Christian officials are divided on
whether the referendum should
extend to Kirkuk. The KGR has
wooed some members of the Christian community there, while other
members said they have been sidelined by Kurdish officials and prefer to be under the protection of
the central government.
Other disputed areas include the
town of Kara Tepe in Diyala province and Tuz Khormato in Saladin
province.
Turkmen residents said they
were confident their areas would
not be part of a future Kurdish
state, despite a referendum being
conducted there; they nevertheless said they fear that they could
no longer have access to relatives in
Kirkuk should the province end up
under the control of Kurdistan.
Nermeen Mufti is an Iraqi
journalist who reports from
Baghdad and Kirkuk.
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Some in Kurdistan
are betting that
outside pressure is
building to ensure
the vote will not take
place.

A

s the official campaign for Kurdistan’s independence
referendum opened
September 5, foreign
diplomats and Iraqi
officials headed to Erbil in a final
attempt to persuade the leadership of the autonomous region to
call off the vote.
More than 5 million people are
eligible to vote in the September
25 referendum, including those
who live within the recognised
boundaries of the autonomous
Kurdistan Regional Government
(KRG), those in territory disputed
with the government in Baghdad
and diaspora Kurds.
Kurdistan’s close international
allies and near neighbours have
been united in their calls for the
KRG to suspend the vote, fearing
that the outcome would further
destabilise the region so soon after Baghdad declared victory over
the Islamic State (ISIS).
The outcome, if the referendum
goes ahead, appears to be a foregone conclusion. In an informal
poll in 2005 alongside parliamentary elections, 98.9% voted in
favour of independence.
A belief in the justice of having
an independent state is nearly
universal among the Kurds, who
believe that their aspirations
towards independence were
thwarted in the carve-up of the

Ottoman Empire after the first
world war.
This time, however, dissident
voices within the KRG are questioning whether the time or the
circumstances are right for a vote
to go it alone.
The date for the referendum was
announced in June by Masoud
Barzani, president of the KRG and
head of the dominant Kurdistan
Democratic Party (KDP). The
initiative has somewhat less-thanwholehearted support from the
KDP’s historic rival, Jalal Talabani’s Patriotic Union of Kurdistan
(PUK).
The Gorran Movement, which
beat the PUK to second place in
parliamentary elections in 2014,
wants the referendum postponed,
as does the small Kurdistan Islamic Group. Gorran argues that only
the KRG parliament has the right
to call an independence vote but
the chamber has been suspended
since 2015 in a dispute between
itself and the KDP.
Because of these political rifts,
enthusiasm for the independence vote is more evident in KDP
strongholds such as Erbil and Dohuk than in eastern regions where
other parties hold sway.
A “No for Now” movement has
been launched, led by Shaswar
Abdulwahid, a Kurdish businessman and owner of Kurdistan’s
Nalia Radio and Television. The

subsequent protest resignations of
some of the network’s top presenters underlined divisions over the
referendum issue.
A younger generation of Kurds
appears less fixated on the issue
of an early referendum than on
tackling chronic problems that
faced the region even before the
KRG was forced to confront the
ISIS invasion of 2014.
Issues of mismanagement, corruption and public sector pay have
been exacerbated by the battle
with Baghdad over the rights to
Kurdistan’s oil.
To put its books in order before
the scheduled referendum, the
KRG recently paid the first $1
billion tranche in settlement of
a long-running dispute with the
UAE’s Dana Gas.
Sceptics suggest that, in economic terms, the KDP has little to
boast of in recent years since the
boom period that followed the
2003 Iraqi war. The kudos it would
gain from sponsoring a successful referendum might, however,
give it a boost in presidential and
parliamentary elections that have
been scheduled for November 1.
One viable theory is that the
KRG is using the likely “yes” vote
to squeeze Baghdad into making
concessions either before or after
September 25 or to encourage
Erbil’s allies to work to influence
Baghdad.

Hoshyar Zebari, a former Iraqi
government minister and now
a senior adviser to the KRG, has
suggested a “yes” vote would
strengthen the Kurdish position
in negotiations with Baghdad
rather than automatically lead to
independence.
One outstanding issue is the
implementation of Article 140 of
the Iraqi Constitution, which was
to have settled territorial disputes
between Baghdad and Erbil by the
end of 2007 by polling their inhabitants. Barzani has cited non-implementation of the clause as one
motive for calling the September
referendum.
However, talks between the
two sides in both Baghdad and
Erbil have failed to reach a breakthrough that might persuade the
referendum’s political sponsors to
cancel or postpone the vote.
Those Kurds — almost certainly
a minority — who intend to vote
“no” to independence, at least
for now, are putting their faith
in outsiders to persuade the KRG
to change its mind. The United
States, European allies, Turkey
and Iran have, to varying degrees
and from various motivations, opposed the referendum plan.
Even at the 11th hour, some in
Kurdistan are betting that enough
outside pressure is building to
ensure the much-heralded vote
will not take place.

