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Baghdad-Erbil showdown 
generates new dangers for Iraq

In Syria, emblematic ISIS capital falls but painful memories linger

Beirut

R 

aqqa, the so-called capi-
tal of the Islamic State 
(ISIS), has fallen to the US-
backed and Kurdish-led 
Syrian Democratic Forces 

(SDF).
On October 17, the last of the 

group’s jihadist fighters clung to the 
blood-stained rubble of what re-
mained of their disintegrating capi-
tal. Agence France-Presse (AFP) re-
ported that the city’s hospital stood 
eerily silent, its entrance marked 
by swarming flies and two rotting 
corpses. One wore what SDF fighters 
said was an explosive belt.

Returning to Raqqa’s national 

stadium, another SDF fighter revis-
ited the room where he had been 
held prisoner for seven days, along 
with 35 other men accused of break-
ing ISIS’s strict conservative rules. 
Standing in silence as he looked into 
the dark corridor, he mumbled to 
AFP journalists, “This is where they 
humiliated us. They humiliated us 
civilians.”

In another cell, a handwritten 
message scrawled in black marker 
on the wall read: “God save us. God 
help us.”

Despite their unfurling of a gi-
ant banner of jailed PKK leader 
Abdullah Ocalan in Raqqa’s cen-
tral square on October 19, the SDF 
sensitive to the Sunni Arab popula-
tion’s tribal character, have been 
keen to place the local population 
at the centre of their plans, incorpo-
rating the populace into their local 
government schemes and policing, 
observers said.

In the first instance, this will take 
the form of the Raqqa Civil Council 
(RCC) established under the SDF’s 
auspices to provide security, infra-
structure and aid to a population 
devastated by almost five months of 
bitter warfare.

In the longer term, Raqqa’s fate is 
likely to be more closely tied to the 
patchwork quilt of competing fief-
doms that comprise contemporary 

Syria. Principally, much of Raqqa’s 
future will probably be determined 
within the Kurdish-dominated 
north and by the People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) militia that directs much 
of the SDF’s activity.

However, against this will almost 
certainly stand Damascus, which 
will be unwilling to cede the key city 
on the Euphrates to Kurdish control. 
Many hope that, unable to rule it sin-
gle-handedly, the Kurds will transfer 
power or share it with the regime, as 
they did with Manbij in 2016.

Whether that opposition could 
morph into conflict or remain a bar-
gaining chip in negotiations over po-
tential Kurdish autonomy remains a 
matter for speculation.

“Whoever leads us, Kurd or Arab, 
we want them to provide us with 
services,” a man from Raqqa, speak-

ing outside the RCC headquarters in 
Ain Issa, north of the city, told Reu-
ters. “Safety and security is the most 
important thing,” said the man, a 
government employee before the 
war, who cited lingering fear of the 
Syrian state as his reason for want-
ing to remain anonymous.

Raqqa was among the last Syrian 
cities to fall to Syria’s rival jihadist 
groups. As late as June 2012, Syrian 
President Bashar Assad prayed at 
one of its mosques before its capture 
by Jabhat al-Nusra, on the anniver-
sary of Baghdad’s collapse to the 
United States in 2003.
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A 

showdown between the 
central government in 
Baghdad and the Kurd-
istan Regional Govern-
ment (KRG) in Erbil has 

generated a new set of dangers for 
Iraq, just as the country’s army and 
military allies edge closer to de-
feating the Islamic State (ISIS).

Iraqi forces, backed by the pre-
dominately Shia Popular Mobili-
sation Forces (PMF) militias, have 
retaken most of the areas that had 
been under Kurdish peshmerga 
control since 2014, most notably 
the oil-rich, multi-ethnic city of 
Kirkuk.

Peshmerga fighters either fled or 
voluntarily handed over control to 
federal forces as part of a deal with 
Baghdad in most cases but instanc-
es of chaos and clashes continue.

Tensions between Baghdad and 
Erbil mounted after KRG Presi-
dent Masoud Barzani went ahead 
with an independence referendum 
for Iraq’s Kurdistan, plunging the 
country into further division and 
instability.

The fallout has allowed Iran, 
which wields great influence on 
many Shia and Kurdish politicians 
in Iraq, to play a greater role in 
shaping events. Tehran’s role is il-
lustrated by reports of mediations 
brokered by Iranian Major-General 
Qassem Soleimani, commander of 
Iran’s al-Quds force.

Prior to the referendum, key 
Shia politicians distanced them-
selves from Iran and considered 
forming political alliances with 
secular, Sunni and Kurdish politi-
cians. Now, Iran, which opposed 
the referendum, is being touted as 
the country that preserved Iraq’s 
territorial integrity.

As Iran’s role increases, the Unit-
ed States seems to be helplessly 
playing catch-up while events un-
fold beyond its control. US national 
security adviser H.R. McMaster 

said he warned Barzani that the 
referendum may benefit Iran and 
is ill-timed but the Kurdish leader 
went ahead with it.

Iraqi forces are readying to 
launch the final assault against ISIS 
militants in Anbar province but an-
alysts said they fear developments 
might offer a second life to ISIS or 
create conditions for similar jihad-
ist groups to emerge. The tensions 
and future clashes between Iraqi 
forces and peshmerga fighters 
could allow ISIS — their common 
enemy — to resurface elsewhere.

There are also fears that a Kurd-

ish civil war could break out as 
the northern region’s main rivals 
— the Kurdistan Democratic Party 
(KDP) and Patriotic Union of Kurd-

istan (PUK) — accuse each other of 
treason and responsibility for the 
region’s woes. Most peshmerga 
fighters are loyal to one faction or 
the other.

The two sides were embroiled in 
a civil war from 1994-97, when the 
region was split between the KDP, 
which controlled Erbil and Dohuk, 
and the PUK, which controlled Su-
laimaniyah. Today, commentators 
are talking about the possibility of 
two regional administrations re-
placing the KDP-dominated KRG.

The KRG’s cancellation of Kurd-
ish parliamentary and presidential 

elections, which had been sched-
uled for November 1, is likely to in-
flame tensions among the region’s 
Kurds. The Gorran Movement 
(Movement for Change) supporters 
are most likely to be affected. The 
party has the second largest num-
ber of seats in parliament, after the 
KDP, but no peshmerga fighters are 
loyal to it or its top officials.
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Perilous road. A member of the Kurdish peshmerga fighters gestures, north of Kirkuk, on October 19.            (Reuters)
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