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raqi forces recaptured  
al-Qaim, the last strategic town 
under control of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in the country. How-
ever, despite the significant 

territorial victory, Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi’s government faces 
many threats to Iraq’s sovereignty.

The military operation against 
al-Qaim, a town on the Syrian bor-
der in Iraq’s Anbar province, was 
branded the “last big fight” against 
ISIS in Iraq.

ISIS militants are thought to be 
hiding in the vast Anbar desert, 
waiting to regroup and stage at-
tacks. The dire living conditions 
of many Sunni Arabs would likely 
make the area fertile ground for ISIS 
recruits.

“With Iraq’s government now 
controlled by Shias and the Kurds 
governing their own autonomous 
area in the north, the Sunnis are in 
a political no-man’s land,” wrote 
David Zucchino in the New York 
Times.

Iraqi forces captured from ISIS 
the Akkas gas field, which has re-
serves of 159 billion cubic metres. 
Iraq has reclaimed all the oil and gas 
facilities that it had lost to ISIS con-
trol since 2014.

The central government in Bagh-
dad has also been pushing to stop 
unauthorised crude exports by the 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) in Erbil, after the Iraqi Army, 
backed by Popular Mobilisation 
Forces (PMF), retook control of the 
disputed areas from Kurdish pesh-
merga fighters.

After the KRG’s September 25 ref-
erendum on the independence of 
Kurdistan, Baghdad began to view 
Kurdish secession as the biggest 
threat to its sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity since ISIS.

Baghdad is working on an oil 
supply route to Turkey that would 
bypass KRG-controlled areas. Iraqi 
Foreign Minister Ibrahim al-Jaafari 
visited Russia, which has become 
the largest foreign investor in Ira-
qi Kurdistan, to make sure that 
trade deals with the KRG region go 
through Baghdad first.

The central government has also 
been seeking to put all of the coun-
try’s border crossings — including 
in airports — that were previously 
manned by the peshmerga under 
direct federal control.

To reinforce federal author-
ity across the whole of the country, 
Abadi is working to make the pesh-
merga, which Kurdish officials say 
total approximately 300,000, part 
of the central government’s security 
forces or at least become smaller in 
number.

“I am prepared to pay those pesh-
merga under the control of the 
federal state. If they want to have 
their local small force — it must not 
be that large — then they must pay 
for it,” Abadi told the Independent 
newspaper.

Abadi promised to pay all civil 
servants’ salaries in the Kurdis-
tan region once Baghdad takes 
full charge of its oil exports but 
there are talks that the central  
government would be doing so di-
rectly; in the past payment was 
made to the KRG.

“We are waiting for the Kurdish 
government to send the database of 
employees and peshmerga person-
nel so that the QiCard system can 
be instructed to integrate databases 
of the Kurdish employees as well 
as peshmerga personnel to receive 
their salaries at any of the company 
offices inside or outside of Kurd-
istan,” Jassim Mohammed Jaafer, 
a member of Parliament, told the 
website Al-Monitor.

In addition to strengthening fed-
eral control, the move is likely to be 
welcomed by many Kurds — espe-
cially in the opposition — who want 
their finances to be less controlled 

by the Kurdistan Democratic Party 
(KDP), which dominates the KRG.

Despite the resignation of Ma-
soud Barzani from his post as KRG 
president, the Kurdish leader still 
heads the Kurdistan High Political 
Council, which he recently formed, 
and has significant influence with 
the KDP and peshmerga.

The powers of the KRG presiden-
cy have mainly gone to Barzani’s 
nephew, Nechirvan Barzani, the 
prime minister of the region. This 
means that Abadi would likely con-
tinue to face resistance from the 
KRG.

Abadi is expected to have to deal 
with the decades-old presence of 
militants from Turkey’s outlawed 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in 
the Qandil Mountains, Sinjar and, 
most recently, Kirkuk. Having PKK 
militants in Iraq means that Turkish 
strikes against the PKK would con-
tinue.

Perhaps the biggest challenge to 
Iraq’s sovereignty would be from 
Iran, which yields strong influence 
on its neighbour.

Abadi’s decision to integrate the 
Iran-backed PMF into Iraq’s security 
forces, and paying for their salaries, 
was meant to grant him full control 
of the militias but many of the fight-
ers’ loyalties appear to be to their 
Tehran-backed factions.

Many pro-Iran Iraqi politicians 
are seeking to undermine Abadi 
ahead of the May 15 parliamentary 
elections. In an apparent bid to steal 
his thunder, they have been attrib-
uting the swift — and largely blood-
less — success in recapturing the 
disputed territories to Iran, despite 
Abadi’s insistence that his govern-
ment planned the move.

Iranian influence is often re-
ported as being over politicians 
in Baghdad only but many PMF 
leaders were on the same side as 
peshmerga fighters and the Ira-
nian Army during the Iran-Iraq 
war in 1980s. The law to integrate 
the PMF into Iraqi security  
forces was passed with a major-
ity of Kurdish lawmakers voting 
in favour of the bill in the Iraqi  
parliament.
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Unfinished 
business. Iraqi 
forces and 
members of 
the Popular 
Mobilisation 
Forces advance 
towards the city 
of al-Qaim in 
Anbar province, 
on November 2.  
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n 1991, as hundreds of thou-
sands of Kurds fled north-
ward from Iraqi troops seek-
ing vengeance for a failed 
uprising, lightly armed 
peshmerga under Masoud 

Barzani, leader of the Kurdistan 
Democratic Party (KDP), fought 
off an armoured division in the 
Kore Valley just north of Saladin. 
Burned-out tanks and half-tracks 
littered the spot for years and 
were eventually turned into a 
monument as Kore entered the 
mythology of Kurdish resistance.

Barzani’s decision to stand 
down after 12 years as president 
of the autonomous Kurdish 
region could reflect the end of 
an era in Kurdish politics. The 
announcement came weeks 
after the death of Jalal Talabani, 
leader of the rival Patriotic Union 
of Kurdistan (PUK). The politics 
of loyalty and clan, developed 
in the years of struggle against 
the Ba’athist regime of Saddam 
Hussein, have proved less effec-
tive in building a peaceful, stable 
Kurdistan.

Barzani’s legal term as presi-
dent expired in 2015. The inde-
pendence referendum he called 
for September 25 yielded a strong 
“yes” vote but brought univer-
sal condemnation, except for 
Israel. This was followed by the 
ignominy of Iraqi forces retaking 

Kirkuk on October 16, cutting 
off the Kurds from approxi-

mately half their oil revenue.

“All Barzani did was not to ask 
parliament to extend his term for 
a third time,” said Salam Abdul-
rahman, head of political science 
at the University of Human Devel-
opment in Sulaimaniyah. “This 
was due both to local pressure 
and the catastrophic referendum, 
which immediately produced 
international isolation.”

Exactly what happened in 
Kirkuk, absorbed by the Kurds 
while fighting the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in 2014, remains a mystery. 
In his resignation letter, Barzani 
said the Kurds would have held 
Kirkuk without an “unexpected 
betrayal,” a reference to the 
PUK. “The PUK denies this,” 
said Abdulrahman. “They say 
their forces were outgunned and 
outnumbered and so in order not 
to shed further blood decided to 
withdraw.”

Some speculate that with the 
PUK divided, Paval Talabani, 
son of the late leader but without 
a formal party or government 
position, took the initiative in 
coordinating a withdrawal with 
PUK commanders and Baghdad. 
It saved lives and undermined an 
independence project associated 
with the KDP.

The outcome has the Kurds in 
political retreat. Iraqi Prime Min-
ister Haider al-Abadi is insisting 
that Iraq’s federal authorities con-
trol all international entry points 
in and out of the Kurdish region, 
including airports, and that Kurd-

ish peshmerga should be under 
federal control or reduced in size. 
Baghdad has banned two Kurdish 
television stations.

The situation remains delicate. 
Iraqi military officials and their 
Kurdish counterparts are in talks 
under the auspices of the United 
States in Faysh Khabur, near Syria 
— designed to prevent confronta-
tion. Kurdish officials warn of the 
build-up of Iraqi troops and Shia 
militias after clashes at Altun 
Kupri, north of Kirkuk and Kurd-
ish media accused government-
backed militias of killing Arkan 
Sharifi, a Kurdish cameraman and 
primary school teacher, in Daquq, 
south of Kirkuk.

The Kurds face two crises: One 
in leadership and coordination 
and the other in their relationship 
with Baghdad. On the former, 
Barzani’s letter raised as many 
questions as it answered.

“I ask parliament to meet to fill 
the vacancy in power, to fulfil the 
mission and to assume the pow-
ers of the presidency of Kurdis-
tan,” he said. Barzani pledged 
he would “remain a peshmerga 
among the ranks of the people of 
Kurdistan.”

This suggests Barzani will stay 
on as KDP leader, with members 
of his family and clan in power 
and in control of patronage. Even-
tually, he may be succeeded as 
KDP leader by either his nephew 
Nechirvan, KRG prime minister, 
or his own son Masrour, KRG 

security chief. In the meantime, 
Masoud Barzani will direct the 
high political council, a shadowy 
new body set up after the refer-
endum.

Kurdish politics are nonethe-
less in a flux. A near riot at the 
parliament after Barzani’s letter 
was read out, attacks on opposi-
tion offices and media outlets and 
the postponement of November’s 
elections for president and parlia-
ment suggest matters will not be 
resolved peacefully.

Reformist parties are challeng-
ing the KDP-PUK duopoly that 
has carved up posts and resources 
since autonomy in 1991. The Gor-
ran Movement, which has built 
support among young people 
since its founding in 2009, has 
decried the “destruction of our 
whole legislative establishment.” 
Newey Nwe (“New Generation”), 
a group established by television 
mogul and businessman Shaswar 
Abdulwahid, campaigned for a 
“no for now” in the referendum 
and has decried “Barzani’s dicta-
torship.”

The opposition’s argument is 
that the Kurds cannot defend 
their autonomy without involving 
the people in establishing a new 
leadership based on consensus 
and legal norms. With Abadi tri-
umphant and the KRG struggling 
to pay employees, Kurdish leaders 
could instead turn on each other 
in a struggle to shore up  
their fiefdoms.
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Despite the 
resignation of Masoud 
Barzani from his post 
as KRG president, the 
Kurdish leader still has 
significant influence 
with the KDP and 
peshmerga.


