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Turkeys policy shift towards the Iraqi Kurds came as a surprise to observers and policy
analysts alike. As late as 2007, the Turkish authorities were holding the KRG responsible
for a rise in PKK attacks on the Turkish military posts and security forces. During this
period— when there was an evident increase in the PKKs anti—-Turkey violent activities
—, Ankara did not even allow Iraqi Kurdish officials to travel to Turkey for negotiations
w  Distrusting the KRG, Ankara first resorted to the authorities in Baghdad in order to
put an end to the PKKs threat to Turkey. Turkish official meetings with the authorities in
Baghdad began as late as 2008 and culminated in signing several memorandums on issues
ranging from strategic and security dialogue to bilateral trade and energy cooperation, *

However, the political dimension of the ties between Ankara and Baghdad was showing
signs of deteriorations primarily due to Turkeys dissatisfactions with the Baghdads
marginalization of Sunnis and the Kurds and the Shia-led governments centralization
policy under the rule of Maliki. Striking a sectarian balance in Iraq was Turkeys main
objective, but when Maliki did not abide by his promises to include the Sunnis and the
Kurds in ruling Iraq, he alienated the Turkish government, which saw Malikis policies as
sectarian and as an attempt at imposing the Shia hegemony over the Iraqi politics 2, Thus,
as it failed to strike an ethno-sectarian balance in Iraq, Turkey moved to forge an alliance
with the Iraqi Kurds in order to secure its interests in Iraq. The Turkish—-KRG alignment
began as late as 2009 and it was fully crystallised in 2012 and continued until September
25, 2017 when the KRG leadership decided to conduct an independence referendum,

2.2 The end of the alliance: examining the causes

The relationship between Turkey and the Iraqi Kurds was not strong enough to stand the
KRGs independence move, Several factors account for the weakening Turkeys alliance with
the KRG that could in the end undermine Turkeys interests in Iraq:

Iraqi Kurds ambitions for independence

As shown, the alliance between Turkey and the KRG did serve the security, economic,
and geostrategic interests of Ankara in Iraq. The relationship, however, benefited the
Kurdish authorities in Erbil too, particularly their goal of enhancing the KRGs ability for
an independence move. For long, the Iraqi Kurds sought autonomy and independence
from Iraq but their ambitions clashed with the interests of the traditionally Arab dominated
central governments in Baghdad. Iraqi governments would provide a degree of self-rule

40- Samu Moubayed, ‘Turkey determined to Turn the Screws’, ‘Asia Times’, (October 30, 2007). available at: http://
www.atimes.com/atimes/Middle %20East/IJ30Ak06.html[Date accessed: 182016/04/]
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for the Kurds when weak but would end Kurds self-government when later regaining their
strength.

The U.S. 2003 invasion of Iraq created an opportunity for the Iraqi Kurds to expand and
cement their autonomy within the framework of a federal-democratic Iraq. Providing
assistance to the American toppling of the Baath regime in 2003, the Kurds received
help and protection from Washington during the early years of U.S.s occupation of

Iraq®”. However, the 2011 U.S. withdrawal from Iraq presented the Kurds with a strong
challenge as they remained without their strong international ally. Iraqi Kurds had to face
a dominant Shia majority government in Baghdad, backed by the Islamic Republic of Iran
with no interest in allowing the Iraqi Kurds to achieve full autonomy or independence.

The relationship between Erbil and Baghdad began to deteriorate from 2011 and on
and conflict emerged between the two over control over the disputed territories;
sharing of national revenues; control over oil investment; as well as the status of the
Kurdish fighting forces, the Peshmarga*., Under pressure from Iran and a resurging
Arab nationalism in the centre, Kurds looked into finding an external ally in order
to balance the power of their domestic and regional rivals. Turkey offered the Kurds
the external partner they needed and Ankaras engagement with Erbil enabled the
KRG to be better positioned to seek greater autonomy and later seek independence:

Inpursuitofitsownstrategicinterests, TurkeyhasengagedthelraqiKurdsinarange ofwaysthat
havebolsteredthe KR Gsautonomywithinthelraqipolity, itseconomicstrength anditsmilitary
capabilities—all of which have made the KRG better positioned to pursue independence*s,
Ignoring the Kurds historical ambitions for independence, Turkey lifted wvarious
constraints on the way of the Kurdish leaders to attempt to break away from Iraq. Turkey
not only recognised the status of the KRG as an autonomous entity but also allowed the
Iraqi Kurds to independently sell oil in the world market, providing a source of income
for Erbil through which it could operate without relying on Baghdad.* Accessing
the world market via Turkey enabled Erbil to overcome the landlocked condition
that had always impeded the Iraqi Kurds goal of achieving independence from Iraq.

A mmajor shift in Turkeys Iraqi Kurdistans policy was represented by Ankaras
tacit consent on the KRGs control over Kirkuk in July 2014. Previously, the
Turkish authorities denied Erbils claim that Kirkuk was a majority Kurdish city
and that the KRG had the right to control it. Ankara had always asserted that
Kirkuk was a Turkmen majority city and the Kurdish authorities in Iraq had no
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right to rule it as a part of their autonomous region of Iraq. The Turkish state
threatened with direct military intervention in order to prevent the Iraqi Kurds
from imposing their control over Kirkuk. However, with the rise of the Islamic
State in 2014, the Kurdish forces controlled Kirkuk and the rest of the internally
disputed areas. Turkey took no action to halt the Iraqi Kurds territorial expansion®,

In fact, the Kurdish authorities started to sell Kirkuks oil via the pipeline running
from the Kurdish region to the Turkish Mediterranean port of Ceyhan *.  Thus,
Turkey acquiesced to the Iraqi Kurds territorial expansion and helped the KRG to
gain greater economic resources for building a viable independent state. Turkey also
abandoned the Turkmen minority Kirkuk in favour of its alliance with the Iraqi Kurds,

Turkey for long assisted the Iraqi Turkmen community, an ethnic Turkic group inhabiting
the Kurdish region of Iraq. Ankara advocated for the rights of the group and helped the
Turkmen to organise themselves politically, Turkmen political parties in return provided
access and information on the Kurdish region of Iraq to Turkey, which, in essence,
manipulated the Iraqi Turkic community and used them to balance the Kurds ambitions
in Kirkuk ¥. However, no Turkish official raised the Turkmen question when the Kurdish
forces moved to Kirkuk in large numbers and ruled the city for three years from 2014-
2017 **. In contrast, the Turkish government provided military assistance to the Kurdish
Peshmarga forces.

Turkey was among the several countries that provided military assistance to the Iragqi
Kurds with the aim of bolstering the KRGs forces to withstand the threat posed by
the militants of the IS °'. Protecting Turkeys growing economic interests in Iraqi
Kurdistan may have driven Ankara to provide military support to the KRG. The military
assistance, however, signified the strength of the new relationship between Turkey
and the KRG. Further, Turkey provided a pathway for the KRG forces via Turkish
territories to cross to Syria in order to help the Syrian Kurds defeat the militants of IS
in the city of Kobane. ** This Turkish move bolstered the international reputation
of Iraqi Kurdistan and strengthened the Kurdish leaders resolve for independence.
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The Kurdish question in Turkey

While the AKP ended Turkeystraditional suspicion of theIraqi Kurdsand formedand alliance
with the KRG, Turkeys ruling party since 2002 (the AKP won almost all elections in Turkey
since2002—-seefigure4)hasfailed tofullyaddress TurkeysKurdishquestion. Asstated, Turkeys
opposition to the empowerment and independence of the Iraqi Kurds is rooted in Ankaras
fears that the Kurdish gains in Iraq would encourage Turkeys Kurds against the Turkish state,
Therefore, buildinglong—-termandstable alliance between the Iraqi Kurds and Turkey largely
depends on addressing the challenge posed by the Kurds to the Turkish state. Even though
the AKP did initiate a domestic peace process in order to solve the Kurdish issue in Turkey
via peaceful means, a number of domestic and regional factors forced the AKP leadership
to abandon the peace initiative and return to the dismal relationship with Turkeys Kurds.

Figure 4: The AKP has been the winner of almost all elections in Turkey since 2002
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After winning the November 2002 elections, the AKP pursued democratic reforms that
were designed to improve democracy in the country and enhance Turkeys membership
for the EU (53). Directly or indirectly these reforms benefited the Kurds in Turkey. The
AKPs reforms included an end to the state of emergency, the reduction of pre-trial
detention periods, dismantling of the State Security Courts. Further, the AKP government
lifted restrictions on the public use of Kurdish language, began a publically funded 24-
hour Kurdish language television, opened Kurdish language university departments, and
allowed Kurdish to be taught as an elective course in middle and high schools since June
2012, **The democratic reforms carried out by the AKP weakened the domestic role of the
Turkish military and opened the political space for the Kurdish question to

53-Ersel Aydinli, ‘Civil-Military Relations Transformed’, ‘Journal of Democracy’, Vol.23. No.1, (2012), pp. 104107-.
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be addressed peacefully. The military perceived the Kurdish challenge as a
national security threat and dealt with it through military means **. Recognizing
the failure of military means in defeating Kurdish nationalism in Turkey, the
AKP stressed that the Kurdish question should be taken out of the security

realm and should be addressed through political and non-military means 3%

These initiatives became part of the 2009 “Kurdish Opening” and the “Solution process”
announced by the AKP. In the process, Turkeys Prime Minister Ardogan began secret
negotiations with the jailed PKK leader ocalan and sought his help in ending the militant
groups activities against the Turkish state °’. In 2013, the PKK expressed support for
the governments peace attempt and decided to withdraw its fighters from the Turkish
territories into Iraqi Kurdistan 3. In addition, greater freedom was provided for Kurdish
political parties to emerge and run for Turkeys parliament. In this respect, Peoples
Democratic Party (HDP) became the strongest Kurdish-led party in Turkey that has
aimed to advance the Kurdish communitys interests through legal and political means
3 The political successes of the HDP, however, represented a challenge for the AKP and
its domestic plans, leading the ruling party in Turkey to abandon the peace process with
serious consequences for the alliance between Ankara and Erbil

During the 2015 parliamentary elections in Turkey, the Kurdishled HDP received 13.12 %
ofthe votes crossing the 10 per cent electoral threshold needed to claim seats in the Turkish
parliament. While the HDP won 80 out of the total 550 seats in the Turkish parliament,
(see figure 5) the AKP failed to receive enough votes (only received 40.87% of the public
votes) that could enable the party to form a majority government and amend Turkeys
constitution and transform Turkey from a Parliamentary to a Presidential system with
Ardogan at the top of the new Turkish polity . With only 258 seats in the Parliament, the
AKP had to negotiate with the HDP in order to form a coalition government and pursue
its domestic agenda. The AKP, however, refused to do so and called for a snap election,
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Figure 5: June 2015 election results in Turkey
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Prior to the second round of the 2015 elections, the AKP leadership resumed its fight
with the PKK and ordered air bombardment of the groups stronghold inside Iraq
61 Further, the Turkish government linked the HDP to the PKK terrorism, enabling
the Turkish authorities of arresting and harassing many members of the HDP, 2 The
AKP leadership claimed that going back to military means in dealing with the PKK
was a response to a militant groups renewed attacks on Turkish security forces.

However, tomostobservers, Erdogan, Turkeys president, staged the domestic crisisin order
to achieve two interrelated goals. Firstly, the war with the PKK aimed at arousing the sense
of nationalism among the countrys majority Turks, which would, in return, help the AKP
to widen its domestic support base and win the second round of elections by a majority.
Secondly, fightingthe PKK allowed Ankaratoweaken the positionand popularity ofthe HDP
byassociating the Kurdish-led party with terrorism and arrestingitsactivistsand members ¢*.

Indeed, the AKPs strategy worked and the party won the November 2015 elections by a
majority (the ruling party received 49.4% per cents of the votes and increased its seats in
parliament to 317, enabling it to form a majority government. (See figure 6y Even though
it remained an influential parliamentary force, HDP was weakened during the same
elections (the Kurdish-led party only received 10.7% per cent of the votes and its seats
were reduced to only 59). (See figure 6

61 Amanda Paul& Demir Murat Seyrek, ‘Turkey’s new election: War or peace’, ‘Aljazeera’, (October 30, 2015).
available at: http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/201510//turkey-election-war-peace-15102809382963 1 .html
[Date accessed:232016/05/].
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critic [Date accessed:042016/09/].
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Figure 6: November 2015 election results in Turkey
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The AKP was thus capable of achieving victory by successfully wining the November 2015
elections, a victory that allowed the ruling party to arrange a constitutional referendum
in March 2017 for changing the Turkish political system to a presidential one. The
referendum was carried out and the AKP won again but largely at the expense of the
peace process with the countrys Kurds **. Turkeys anti-Kurdish policies exemplified
by shrinking the political space for Kurdish peaceful movement to operate, arresting
thousands of Kurdish activists, and using violence against the PKK and the civilian
Kurdish population again alienated many Kurds from the Turkish government .

Going back to the old school of dealing with the Kurdish question as a national security
threat has negatively impacted upon Turkeys perception of, and response to, the Iraqi
Kurds independence move. To prevent irredentist nationalism to cross over to inside
Turkey, Ankara was forced to take a harsh stance against Iraqi Kurdistans move towards
independence. Erdogan has been promoting himself as Turkeys strong man and allowing
the KRG to separate from Iraq could have damaged his image as Turkeys decisive leader:

Erdogan was also conscious of the negative impact on his charisma, as well as on his
carefully cultivated image as an all-powerfulleader fully in controlathome and immensely
influential beyond Turkey. Erdogan could therefore not accept being perceived as a
weak leader unable to persuade a small and dependent entity below his southern border
not to pursue the goal of independence despite his repeated warnings .

64 BBC., ‘Turkey referendum grants President Erdogan sweeping powers’, (April 16, 2017), available at: http://www.
bbc.com/news/world-europe-39617700 [Date accessed:042016/09/].
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Domestic politics aside, political and military developments in neighbouring Syria,
particularly the empowerment of the Syrian Kurds, has had an undeniable impact upon
the Turkish governments perception of the Kurdish threat in both Iraq and Turkey.

Since the beginning of the Syrian turmoil in 2012, the Syrian Kurds led by the
Democratic Union Party (PYD, and its armed wing the Peoples Protection Unit
(YPG) have been able to expand their control over large swaths of territory along the
Syrian—Turkish border. ¥ (See map 3) The YPD is an offshoot of the PKK, Turkeys
number one enemy *. In its struggle for building an autonomous Kurdish region
in Syria, the group has drawn support from Kurds across the region. Thousands
of Kurdish volunteers from Iran, Turkey, and Iraq have come to aid the PYD in
expanding and protecting the Kurdish partys administrative and military control over
the self-declared cantons of Efrin, Kobane, and Jazira, collectively named Rojava %,

Map 3: Areas under the control of the Kurds in Syria 152017/01/
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Turkey has feared that a KRG-like semi-autonomous Kurdish region ruled by the
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252017/12/].
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(February 05, 2013), available at: http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/?fa=50852 [Date accessed:252016/10/].
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accessed:142017/12/].
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PKK-affiliated Syrian Kurdish PYD would emerge in Syria . This is exactly what has
beentakenplacewiththe Syrian Kurds buildingself-ruleinnorthern Syria. Inadditionto
a functioning administration, a courtsystem and police, Rojava also boastsits very own
secretservice and it producesits own electricity. Furthermore, the government actively
seeks to attract companies to the region and has a council dedicated to stimulating the
economy”. TurkeyfearsthatRojavawouldbecomeastrongenclaveforthe PKKfromwhere
the groupwouldintensifyitsattacks on the Turkishsecurity forcesin and outside Turkey.

Further, Turkish authorities have learnt that the territorial and political gains of the
Syrian Kurds would bolster Turkeys Kurds and would encourage them against the
Turkish government, Indeed, when the Syrian YPG put up a strong resistance against
the militants of IS in the city of Kobane in 2015, Turkeys Kurdish HDP capitalized on
the momentandblamed Ardoganandthe AKP forrefusingto assistthe Syrian YPGand
theirfightagainstIS. Many members of Turkeys Kurdish communityresponded to the
HDP and criticised the Turkish governments stance on the fightin Kobane. Moreover,
the Kurdish resistance in Kobane helped HDP to defeat the AKP in the Kurdish
dominatedSouthEasternTurkeyduringthefirstroundoftheparliamentaryelections.”?
Convergence of interests in fighting the militants of IS in Syria brought the
YPD close to the United States. Washington has provided military assistance
to the YPG dominated Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF, that have cleared
much of the northern Syrian territories from IS, including the city of Raqqa the
radical groups capital in Syria. U.S.s alliance with the Kurdish SDF angered
Turkey which fears that through their fight against IS, the PKK-affiliated YPD

has gained, and will continue to gain, international recognition and support.

This, from Turkeys perspective, could further embolden the Kurds in Syria to seek
greater autonomy and even independence in the future. It was within the context of
the rising Kurdish regional challenge to Turkeys national security that the Iraqi Kurds
conducted an independence referendum that engendered a harsh response from the
previously friendly AKP-ruled Turkey. Again, president Erdogans domestic political
calculations played a role in shaping Turkeys response to the Iraqi Kurds bid for
independence: It was clearly not politically feasible for Erdogan to fail to react to the
KRGs bid for independence as he was so strongly opposed to the emergence of a similar
Kurdish belt in northern Syria controlled by the Syrian Kurdish Democratic Union
Party (PYD) and its armed component the People>s Protection Units (YPG) linked to the
Kurdistan WorkersParty (PKK) which has been fighting the Turkish state since 19847
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3. The end of Turkey-KRG alliance: consequences for Turkeys interests in Iraq

The previous sections looked at the causes of the formation as well as the end of the alliance
between the KRG and Turkey. This section will examine the implications of the end of the
alliance for Turkeys interests in Iraqi Kurdistan,

3.1 Security interests

Allying with Tehran and Baghdad against the KRGs independence referendum has earned
Ankara the security of not having to deal with an emerging Kurdish state at its border. In
doing so, however, Turkey may have lost Erbil, Ankaras strongest allay against the PKK
in Iraq. As demonstrated earlier, Iraqi Kurdistans KDP shared Turkeys animosity towards
the PKK and coordinated its anti-PKK effort with the Turkish government. Moreover,
the KDP has been useful for Turkey in Syria where a KDP-aftiliated Kurdish group
balanced the dominance of the PKK-affiliated PYD and its armed wing of the YPG ™,

Now that the KRG is alienated from Turkey, Ankara has to rely on its own military
capabilities and its alliance with Baghdad and Iran in order to contain the PKK in Iraq and
Syria. The KDP may not ally with the PKK against Turkey but is unlikely that the Iraqi
Kurdish party would provide Turkey with the same assistance against the PKK as it was
prior to the independence referendum and Turkeys rejection of the Iraqi Kurdish vote.

ISs offensive in Iraq and Syria resulted in the expansion of the PKK in both countries
along the Turkish border. In addition of greater control for PKK-affiliated PYD in the
Kurdish dominated areas of Syria, the PKK militants haveimposed their control over the
Sanjar MountainsinnorthernIraq. Inthe face ofthe ISs offensive on Sinjar, home to the
YazidiKurds, the KRG forcesretreatedleavingthe populationvulnerable to the militants
of IS. Filling the vacuum left by the KRG, the PKK moved in to the area, protected
the Yazidi community in Sinjar Mountains, and organised Yazidi volunteers into the
Protection Units of Sinjar, an armed group loyal to the PKK. 7 (See map 4) Turkey now
facesthe PKKnotjustinlIraqi Kurdistans Qandil Mountains butalso in Sinjar Mountains
—asecond front where the Turkish military has to fight the Kurdish militants of the PKK,
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21. 2014). available at: http://carnegie-mec.org/syriaincrisis/?fa=55390 [Date accessed:252016/10/].

75 Raed Al-Hamid. ‘The PKK in Sinjar at the Centre of Many Conflicts’, ‘The Washington Institute’. (July 5, 2017).
available at: http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/fikraforum/view/ppk-in-sinjar-at-the-center-of-many-conflicts [Date
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It is difficult for Baghdad to provide assistance to Turkey in regard to fighting the
PKK in both Qandil and Sinjar Mountains. Weak and struggling with providing
security in the main urban centres of Iraq, it is highly unlikely that Iraqs official forces
(the Iraqi army and the federal police) will have the capability to reach the remote
mountainous areas of the country in order to fight the PKK in coordination with Turkey.
The only part of the Iraqi forces that has been able to attend Sanjar region are the Shiite
Popular Mobilization Forces (the PMU),whichare moreloyaltoIranratherthanthe official
authorities in Baghdad .’ Therefore, if Ankara is to coordinate its effort against the PKK
Sinjar,ithasto firstdeal with Tehran. During the KRGsindependence move crisis, Turkey
andIrandidagreetocoordinatetheirsecurityeffortsagainstthePKKanditsIranianaffiliate
PJAK (Party for Life of Kurdistan) along the Turkish Iranian border and Ankara could
rely on Tehran in that respect 7. However, Iran may not cooperate with Turkey in Sinjar
as the Iranians are also interested in increasing and maintaining their control over region,
which is a part of the strategic corridor that links Iran to its allies in Syria and Lebanon.
Iran, therefore, mightnotbeinterestedin givingupleverage for TurkeyinIraq see below),
Therearegreaterpointsofdisagreementthatcouldimpedefuture cooperationbetweenthe
twoinachievingTurkeyssecurityinterestsinlraq. Fromthecentrallragigovernmentspoint
of view, the Turkish governmentis bend on realising its long—time historical ambitionsin
northernlraq, particularlyin Mosuland Kirkuk. Notlongago, Iraqs Prime Minster Haider
Al-Abadi complained about the Turkish military existence in Basheeq close to Mosul and
demanded Ankara to remove its force from Iraq. The spat between Bghdad and Ankara
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sinjar-1.html [Date accessed:292017/11/].
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alliance.html [Date accessed




The Scientific Journal of Cihan University - Sulaimanyia Vol. (2) Issue (1)
ISSN 25207377- (Online), ISSN 25205102- (Print,
DOI ] June 2018

reached a critical point where Abadi and Ardogan personally attacked each other over
Turkish military existence over Iraqi territory. 7®

Baghdad-Ankaradisagreements have deeperroots. Ankarahas notbeenuneasy overthe Shiite
majorityscontroloverlraq, whichhasmeantIransindirectdominanceover Turkeysneighbour.
To avoid this, Turkey has interfered in Iraqs domestic politics in an attempt to empower the
Iraqi Sunnis and Kurds to counterbalance the Shiite dominance in Iraq. Turkeys strategic
alliance with the Kurdsfrom 2009and onisacaseinpoint, butbeyond Erbil-Ankaraalliance, the
Turkish government formally extended its support for the Sunnis trying to encourage themto
participate in Iraqs elections by forming their own block before Iraqs 2010 general elections. ”°

Moreover, Turkey formally stood against the re—election of Iraqs former Shiite Prime
Minister Nouri Al-Malki, siding with the Kurds and the Sunnis, The Iraqi central
authorities saw these policies as sectarian and as attempts by Turkey to further divide
the Iraqi society and weaken its central government. The Iraqi Shiite Arabs are
suspicious of the Turkish policies, particularly Ankaras assistance for the Sunni Arabs
around Mosul %,  These disagreements may arise again in the future, reducing the
amount of help that Turkey expect from the Iraqi central authorities against the PKK.

3.2 Economic interests

Aspartofpunishingthe KRGandpreventingitfromfutureindependenceattempts, Turkey
and the central authorities in Iraq have jointly decided to weaken Iraqi Kurdistan and end
its economic independence., One way of doing this is to find an alternative trade route
between Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan that bypasses the KRGs control. Trade interactions
between Turkey and Iraq take place via Khabur border crossing controlled by the Kurdish
authorities, but Baghdad and Ankara have been looking to finding an alternative border
crossing to Khabur, one that directly links trade between Turkey and Iraq at Ovakoy (See
map 5)*. Baghdad and Ankara have also applied pressure on the KRG to hand in the rest of
the border crossing to the Iraqi federal authorities. If these efforts succeed, the KRG would
be weakened but that might be on the expense of the Turkish security interests in Iraq.
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Map 5: An alternative border crossing (Ovakoy) between Iraq and Turkey bypassing the
KRG control
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Trade with the KRG has been a source of income for Turkeys Kurdish citizens on the
other side of the border. Reduced trade and economic interactions with the KRG could
mean increased unemployment among Turkeys Kurds who might then join the PKK
against the Turkish state. Further, Iraqi Kurds may also see the PKK as alternative to the
KRG for identity satisfaction and seek national liberation through the groups ideology
and struggle. In other words, a weaker KRG may result in a stronger PKK, which, in
return, means a greater threat to Turkeys security. Moreover, if the economic situation
in the KRG deteriorates further, Turkey may lose a profitable market for selling its
products which in the end negatively impacts upon Turkeys economic performance.
Turkeys punishment of the KRG has also included a threat to end Erbils ability to sell
oil via the pipeline that crosses Turkish territories with dire consequences for Ankaras
energy interests. After regaining control over Kirkuk and the rest of the disputed
territories between Baghdad and Erbil on the 16th of October 2017 (see map 6), the
Iraqi central authorities stopped the flow of oil from the citys oil fields to Turkey and
then to the world market *. This has been a major seatback for the KRGs economy but
also for the Turkish economic interests in Iraq. Turkey has benefited from the KRGs
oil sales but the Iraqi government has refused to resume selling oil through the KRG-
Turkeys pipeline and instead put in place plans to sell Kirkuks oil via Iran, the country
that Iraqs Shiite authorities believe that they owe mainly because of Tehrans military
support for the Iraqi and the PMU forces in retaking control of Kirkuk from the Kurds *
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Map 6: Areas lost by the KRG on October 16, 2017
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3.3 Geostrategic interests

Iran has been winning the most from the KRGs failed attempt at secession from Iraq
primarily at the expense of Turkey. As stated earlier, the Iraqi authorities have diverted
the export of Kirkuks oil from Turkey to Iran. According to the new oil deal between
Iraq and Iran, 30,00060,000— barrels of oil will be exported to the Iranian city of
Kermanshah. According to reports, Baghdad is thinking of completely abandoning the
Kirkuk—Ceyhan pipeline through which Kirkuk and Iraqi Kurdistans oil is exported to
the Mediterranean Sea via Turkish territories, damaging Turkeys future energy interests
in Iraq. Baghdad may then use oil as a political tool against Turkey, demanding Ankara
to abandon building further dams on the Tigers and Euphrates, the two rivers that flow
from Turkey to Iraq.

By siding with Tehran and Baghdad against the KRG, Turkey ended most of the influence
it had over Baghdad and left the country to be dominated by the Islamic Republic of Iran.
The alliance with the Kurds and the Sunnis allowed Turkey to increase leverage over the
Iraqi politics. Now that the KRG and its dominant force of the KDP have been weakened,
Iran is expected to replace Turkey in Iraqi Kurdistan as the most powerful external
actor. Turkeys approach to the KRG has been selective, focusing on strengthening
ties exclusively with the KDP in neglect of the rest of the political forces including the
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK, and its offshoot party Gorran (the Change Party).
The Turkish government refused to build strong connections with the PUK, the party
that has dominated Iraqi Kurdistans Suleimaniya province, which borders Iran. Turkeys
denial of the PUK is attributed to the partys ties to both Iran and the PKK. Geographic
proximity and mutual interests in fighting Iraqs former Baath regime created bonds
between the PUK and the Islamic Republic. These ties were further strengthened
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during the Kurdish internal fighting in the 1990s when Iran backed the PUK while
Turkey supported the KDP. Iraqi Kurdistan has thus been the battlefield for a proxy war
between Iran and Turkey with each regional power supporting opposing Kurdish parties
Just like Turkey, Iran has security interests in Iraqi Kurdistan and has attempted to
shape the regions politics in ways that serve Tehrans geostrategic goals in the region.
From Tehrans perspective, a Kurdish state in northern Iraq could bolster irredentism
in Iranian Kurdistan and could thus endanger Irans domestic security. Moreover, as the
Islamic regime in Iran sees it, the rising Kurdish state in northern Iraq will be friendly
to the U.S., Israel, and Turkey, all considered by Tehran as rival and enemy states,
Through building strong relations with Turkey, the KDP became the strongest force in
the KRG, occupying top position in the regional government while imposing its control
over the Iraqi Kurdish regions energy resources. At the same time, the PUK, Irans ally,
became weaker due to factional infighting within the party. Therefore, Iran feared
that an independent Kurdistan would be dominated by Turkeys ally, the KDP, in the
future. Irans opposition to Iraqi Kurdistans independence has to be seen in this context,

Iranmanipulated theintra—Kurdishrift, andbyallyingwith certainfactionswithinthe PUK,
the Islamic Republic was capable of aborting the Kurdish move towards independence.
By ending the independence movement in the Kurdish region of Iraq, Iran defeated not
only the KDP and its allies in the PUK, but also Turkey, which has now lost most of its
leverage in the KRG and the rest of Iraq to its regional rival the Islamic Republic of Iran,

Conclusions

Will Turkey completely abandon the Iraqi Kurds after the fact that the latter pursued
independence against Ankaras advice and security interests? Seemingly, the Turkish
authoritiesare moving towards thatdirection. As of the time of finishing this study, Ankara
still refuses to officially meet with the Iraqi Kurdish leaders and asserts on dealing with the
Iraqi central authorities when it comes to achieving Turkeys interests in Iraq. However, as
thisstudydemonstrated, TurkeywillfaceanarrayofchallengesinIraqifitchoosestobypass
the Iraqi Kurds and to directly deal with the Shia—dominated government in Baghdad.
The Iraqi federal government is weak and it might take years, if not decades,
for the official Iraqi army to be able to extend its control towards the Kurdish
dominated north where the PKK, which represents the strongest challenge to
Turkeys national security. Fighting the PKK is what Turkey might demand the
Iraqi central authorities and in case of lack of such capabilities from the part of the
Iraqi government, Ankara has to trade with the Shia militias who might be able to
contain the PKK activities in northern Iraq, particularly in the Sinjar mountains, but
who pledge greater allegiance to Iran rather than to the official government of Iraq.
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Turkey may need to rely on Iran for protecting its security from the militants of the
PKK in Iraqi Kurdistan. Although Iran and Turkey cooperated against the Iraqi
Kurds independence ambitions, there are more that divide the two regional powers
in the long term. Turkey and Iran disagree on many regional issues, including the
regional Sunni-Shia polarization where Tehran and Ankara have backed opposing
sides, which could continue in pitting them against each other. At that time,
Turkey has to make regional concessions for its rival, Iran, in order to secure itself
from the PKK. In short, completely abandoning the Iraqi Kurds will cost Turkey,
particularly in regards to managing the threat posed by the PKK in Iraqi Kurdistan,

Turkey may also lose economically, particularly with regards to Iraqs energy sector,
if it decides to move away from Iraqi Kurdistan and focus on its connections with the
central Iraqi government for achieving its economic interests in Iraq. Given Irans
ideological ties to, and its military and diplomatic support for, the Iraqi Shia authorities,
Baghdad is already planning to give to provide Tehran a greater access to Iraqs oil,
Diverting Kirkuks oil sale from Turkey to Iran is the manifestation of this new reality.

Erbils independence attempt did contribute strongly to the straining of the relations
between Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan. Butitis unfair to blame the weakening, and probably
the termination of, the strategic alliance between Ankara and Erbil in its totality. Firstly,
it was Turkey that helped the Iraqi Kurds to achieve a degree of economic independence
from Baghdad, abandoned the Turkmen in Kirkuk in favour of its alliance with the
Kurds, and supported Erbil military against IS not only in Iraq but also in Syria. With
assistance from Turkey, the KRG became more prepared to step towards independence.

Secondly, Ankara under the AKP failed to address Turkeys Kurdish question, a
prerequisite for any long-term alliance between Turkey and the Iraqi Kurds. The
AKP did initiate a domestic peace process in order to align Turkeys Kurds concerns.
However, as Turkeys Kurds were making an advance on the domestic political
front, they began to threaten Erdogans designs for transforming Turkey into a
presidential system with himself at the top. By restarting the Turkish governments
war with the Kurds, Erdogan tapped into the sense of nationalism among the countrys
Turkish majority just to increase his popularity and expand his domestic power.

Finally, the rise of the power of the Kurds in Syria engendered greater concern among the
ruling Turkish elite of an alliance between an independent Kurdish state in northern Iraq
and an autonomous Kurdish entity in northern Syria. Turkeys fear of the rising Syrian
Kurds influence and their possible union with the Iraqi Kurds was compounded by the links
between the SyriandominantKurdishforcesand the PKK. Asthe Turkish authoritiessawit,
they had no option other than preventing the Iraqi Kurds independence so that they avoid
findingthemselvessurroundedbyanexpanded KurdishreignattheirSouthEasternborders.
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Abstract

Iraqi Kurdistan's September 25, 2017 independence referendum put a strain on the relations
between the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and Turkey, which have, against all
odds, formed a strategic alliance that for the last decade served Ankaras interests in Iraq.
This study examines the origin of the alliance between Turkey and the KRG and looks at
the recent deterioration in relations between the two. It also assesses the implications of
the collapse of the alliance for Turkeys security, economic, and geostrategic interests in
Iraq. The study proposes that inconsistency in Turkeys policy towards both the Kurdish
question in Turkey and the ambitions of the Kurds in Iraq forced the authorities in Ankara
to reject Iraqi Kurdistans bid for independence endangering the alliance between the
Turkish government and the KRG. It argues that Turkey may find it difficult to protect
its interests in Iraq if it decides to completely abandon its alliance with the Iraqi Kurds.
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Introduction

In addition to Iran, Turkey plays a profound role in the politics of Iraq and Iraqi Kurdistan.
Given its geostrategic location, large population, economic capabilities, and international
alliances (Turkey is a member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization—-NATOQO,,
Turkey is a significant regional actor that the Iraqi Kurds cannot ignore. Turkey and Iraqi
Kurdistan share a long and porous border and the two are tied through common culture,
history, and religion. More significantly, Turkey has security, economic, and geostrategic
interests in Iraqi Kurdistan that cannot be overlooked by the ruling elite in Ankara. The
nature and forms of interactions between Turkey and the KRG influence not just Iraqs
future stability but also the shape of regional politics and its future alliances. Therefore, the
development in relations between Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan deserves greater attention.

Since 2002, the relation between Ankara and Erbil — the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan —has
evolved froman outright hostility to aclose alliance and finally to a strained relationship caused
byIraqi Kurdistansindependence ambitions. Whatexplainsthe upsand downsin Turkey-Iraqi
Kurdistansrelations overthelastdecade? Why did Turkey—actingagainst the willandinterests
of the central authorities in Baghdad —decided toleaveits previous suspicions of, and hostility
towards, the Iraqi Kurds behind and form an alliance with Erbil beginning with 20097 What
caused Turkey to abandon its alliance with the Iraqi Kurds in the aftermath of Erbils decision
to conduct an independence referendum on September 25, 20172 How will terminating
the alliance between Erbil and Ankara affect Turkeys ability to secure its interests in Iraq?
This study answers those questions by analysing and examining the domestic and
external factors that drove Turkey close to the Iraqi Kurds. It also examines and analyses
the factors that forced Turkey to ignore its alliance with Erbil and to eventually act
against the Iraqi Kurds interests in Iraq. The study finally assesses the ramifications of
the end of the alliance between Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan for Turkeys interests in Iraq.
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The study posits that since coming to power in 2002, Turkeys ruling Justice and Development
party (AKP) took a different stance on the Kurdish issue both inside and outside Turkey
aiming to solve Ankaras Kurdish dilemma but the party largely failed to formulate a clear
Kurdish strategy. In essence, Ankara has been inconsistent in its political approach to the
Kurdish challenge and that discrepancy has been mainly responsible for the recent damage
to the alliance between Ankara and Erbil. If Turkey abandons its close alliance with the
Iraqi Kurds, it may struggle to secure its interests in Iraq and Iraqi Kurdistan in the future.

The study depends on data on the subject found in secondary literature (books, journal
article, and other online sources) and in Kurdish, Iraqi, Turkish, and international media—
that have covered the interactions between Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan — and employs them
in order to support its arguments. The study is divided into three sections. The first section
looks at Turkeys security, economic and geostrategic interests in Iraq. The second section of
the study examines the origins of the alliance between Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan. The final
section will shift the focus of the analysis to the factors that resulted in the weakening of the
alliance between Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan. The study ends with a number of conclusions
regarding the strained relationship between Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan in the aftermath of
the Kurdish independence move.

1. Turkeys interests in Iraqi Kurdistan: security, economy, and regional balance of power

Before analysing the origins ofthe alliance between Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan, itisimportant
to examine Turkeys various interests in Iraqi Kurdistan. Several factors impact upon and
influence Turkeys foreign policy towards Iraqi Kurdistan. This section briefly looks at those
factors and prepares the ground for the analyses that take place in the following sections.
These are the major determinants of Turkeys foreign policy towards Iraqi Kurdistan.

1.1 Security concerns

Security considerations occupy a central position in the making of Turkeys foreign policy
towards Iraq in general and Iraqi Kurdistan in particular.1 Arguably, the Turkish government
has subordinated economic gains and regional balance of power to achieving its security
goals in Iraqi Kurdistan. The Turkish states prioritization of security corresponds to the
ideas proposed by the neorealist theory of International Relations,

1- Henri J. Barkey, ‘Turkey and Iraq: the Perils (and prospects) of Proximuty’, (Special Report 141), United States
Institute for Peace, 2005, pp. 34-, available at: https://www.usip.org/publications/200507//turkey-and-irag-perils-and-
prospects-proximity [Date accessed: 142017/02/].
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The neorealist theory asserts that states foreign policy is first and foremost driven by
the imperatives of the anarchical structure of the international system, which lacks an
overreachingauthority—aworld government—thatcanguaranteethestatessecurity. Under
anarchy, states have to rely on themselves and their own capabilities in order to ensure their
survival2. Neorealists argue that war is not a permanent condition in international relations
but is possible at all times and states have to be ready to defend their security against threats
and challenges emanating from an uncertain international environment that they operate
in. In essence, before moving towards achieving other goals, states have to first ensure their
security and survivability ina dangerous and highly competitive international environment,

Following this neorealist logic, the Turkish state has prioritised facing and managing the
threats and challenges that stem from Iraqi Kurdistan, including the challenge posed by the
Kurdish Workers Party (PKK), a Kurdish insurgent group that has been at a violent war
with the Turkish state since 1984, and by the spill-over of Kurdish nationalism from Iraqi
Kurdistan into Turkeys Kurdish dominated south-east. (See map: 1,

Map (1): Distribution of ethnic groups in Turkey
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The PKXK is partly a product of the Turkish states failure to integrate Turkeys Kurdish
community the majority of whom have been disillusioned with the Turkish states anti—
Kurdish policies including rejecting the Kurds demands for

2- William C. Wohlforth, ‘Realism and foreign policy’, in Steve Smith et al (eds), ‘Foreign Policy: Theories, Actors,
and Cases’. (UK: Oxford University Press, 2012). pp. 3554-.

3- Ibid.

4- Greg Bruno, ‘Inside Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK)’. ‘Council on Foreign Relations’, (October 19, 2007), available
at: https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/inside-kurdistan-workers-party-pkk, [Date accessed: 182017/05/].
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greater socio—cultural and political rights and using brute force against Kurdish
violent and non-violent movements inside Turkey.5 It is difficult to state exactly
how many Kurds live within the Turkish borders because official consensus
do not collect data on ethnicity. However, most surveys suggest that ethnic
Kurds make up between 15% to 20% of Turkeys population. ¢ (See Figure: 1,

The PKK is driven by an ideology of Kurdish nationalism imbued with secular
and socialist principles. The Kurdish militant group purports that it fights on
behalf of Turkeys Kurdish community and its primary goal has fluctuated between
demands for an independent Kurdish state to securing considerable autonomy for
the Kurds in Turkey. The PKKs violent campaign against the Turkish state and
Ankaras military response to it has claimed more than 40000 lives since 19847

Figure (1): Ethnic composition of Turkey
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The Kurdish militant group has adopted guerrilla warfare as a strategy in order to weaken the
Turkishstates authority and military control over Turkeys southeast where the majority ofthe
countrys ethnic Kurds reside. To realise this goal, the PKKs militants have attacked Turkish
military postsandsecurityforcesand havekilled and assassinated politiciansandadministrative
officials who have aligned with Ankara and have refused to cooperate with the PKK.

Inadditiontoviolenttactics, the Kurdishmilitantorganizationhasalsowagedamediacampaign
that has aimed to revitalise the Kurdish identity among members of the Kurdish community
and to damage the reputation ofthe Turkish stateandjeopardizeitsauthorityin Turkeys South
East, Further, the PKK hasbeen capable ofdevelopinginfluence overthe policiesand behaviour
of Kurdish non—-violent movements and parties that have emerged and operated in Turkey

5-Ragan Updegrif, ‘The Kurdish Question’. ‘Journal of Democracy’, Vol.23, No.1. (2012). pp. 122-123.
6- The World Factbook-Turkey, CIA, available at: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/

tu.html ., [Date accessed: 03/05/2017]

7- Bruno, Op.Cit,
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Outlawed by the Turkish authorities as a terrorist organization, the PKK has been able to
entrench itself in the mountainous border between Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan, particularly
in the Qandil mountains that have become the PKKs strong hold for the last 20 years. From
Iraqi Kurdistan, the PKK has commanded its fighters inside Turkey and directed violent
operations against the Turkish state * Against this backdrop, Ankara has employed its military
and diplomatic machineries in order to deny the PKK a safe heaven in Iraqi Kurdistan,

Preventing the impact that Iraqi Kurdish empowerment may have on the Kurds in
Turkey has required Ankara to contain the Kurdish political and territorial ambitions
in Iraq, be that achieving a strong autonomous entity — that would include the oil-rich
city of Kirkuk— or moving towards independence.® Kurds in Turkey have been restive,
rebilling against the state authorities in Ankara several times since the establishment
of the modern Turkish state in 1923.» As a result, Turkey has worked to check Iraqi
Kurds autonomous ambitions and has sought to undercut their bids for greater
autonomy or for the creation of an independent Kurdish entity along Turkeys borders,

1.2 Economic interests

Economy strongly factors into Turkeys foreign policy towards Iraqi Kurdistan, which
is seen by the Turkish authorities as their countrys main gate to the rest of Iraq. As an
industrial based economy, Turkey sees Iraq as an important market for selling its products
and services. Further, Turkey, which lacks enough hydrocarbon resources to feed its
growing economy, is in need of accessing Iraqs vast oil and gas resources. Indeed, one
reason why Turkey aims to keep Iraq stable is to ensure that the country is open for business
and for Iraqi oil and gas to be safely transferred to Turkey and via Turkey to the global
market." Figure 2 shows that there was a noticeable increase in petroleum consumption in
Turkey in 2015. This trend forced Ankara to seek for alternative sources of low—price oil.

Form the perspective of Ankara, the Iraqi market as well as the countrys hydrocarbon
resources allow for achieving greater economic prosperity in Turkey, which, in return,
contribute to consolidating the Turkish governments domestic authority, popularity,
and legitimacy. Further, maintaining economic ties with Iraq helps Turkey to enhance its
regional and international status. Ankara has pursued a strategy of establishing

8- Pinar Tank, ‘The effects of the Iraq War on the Kurdish issue in Turkey’, ‘Conflict, Security & Development’, Vol.
5, No.1, (2005), pp. 6986-.

9-Bakery, (2005), Op.Cit, p.4.
10- Dogu Ergil, ‘The Kurdish Question in Turkey’, ‘Journal of Democracy’, Vol.11, No.3. (2000), pp. 123127-.
11- Hasan Turunc. ‘Turkey and Iraq’, Special Report, ‘London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE)’.
(2011), p. 42, available at: http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/435031//Turkey%6275%20Global%20Strategy  Turkey%20and%20

Iraq%028lsero%29.pdf [Date accessed: 242016/09/].
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Turkey as an international energy hub, that is a transit route through which
hydrocarbon resources are transferred from the East to the West.? Iraqs oil and gas
are transferred to the international market via Turkish territory, assisting Turkey
in realising its strategy of becoming an international energy route, which, in the
end, enables Ankara to gain political leverage over regional and global politics.

Figure (2y: Turkey petroleum consumption and production
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Accesstolraqsoilandgasresourcesalsopermits Turkeytodiversifyitsenergysourcesandreduces
its dependency on RussiaandIran, long—time competitors of Turkeyin the Caucusesandin the
Middle East.” Iraq provides good quality oil with low price to Turkey, which would otherwise
depend on comparatively expensive Russian and Iranian energy that could also be utilised by
Moscow and Tehran as political tool to put pressure on Turkeyinregard to variousregionaland
international issues, Figure 3 shows thatin 2015, Iraq was Turkeys largest supplier of crude oil.

12- Emil Soulemanov & Josef Kraus, ‘Turkey: An Important East-West Energy Hub, ‘Middle East Policy’, Vol.19,
N.2,(2012), pp.157168-.

13- Gawdat Bahgat, ‘Iran-Turkey Energy Cooperation: Strategic Implications’, ‘Middle East Policy’. Vol.21. No.4,
(2014), pp.12132-.
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Figure 3: Turkey crude and condensate supply by source, 2015
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1.3 Regional balance of power

Despite the fact that there have been no direct clashes between Turkey and Iran in
modern times, the two regional powers have competed for influence in the Middle
East ., Turkey and Iran share certain security and economic interests but the two
countries have been at odds in many areas across the Middle East. The two states
possess fundamentally different political identities and ideologies. In addition to
strategic rivalry, Iran and Turkey are divided by religious faith>. While the Iranian
regime adheres to the Shia branch of Islam, the Turkish government (particularly under
the rule of the Justice and Development Party — AKP) follows the Sunni branch. This
sectarian division has added to the intensity of Turkey-Iran rivalry in recent years.
A main objective of Turkeys foreign policy has then been to counterbalance Irans regional
influence, particularly in Iraq. The U.S.s removal of the Iraqi former Baath regime in 2003
has given Tehran an opportunity to expand primarily by empowering the countrys Shia
majority who maintain strong ties with the Islamic Republic of Iran. Exploiting the religious
bond that ties Iraqs Shia authorities to Iran, the Iranian ruling regime has been capable
of developing effective influence over almost all aspects of Iraqi politics. Iran commands
a system of alliance that includes Shia militias, powerful religious figures, and influential
politicians rendering the Islamic Republic the most powerful external actor in Iraq'

14- F. Stephen Larabe & Alireza Nader, ‘Turkish-Iranian Relations in a Changing Middle East. RAND, (2013), p. vii,
available at: https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research reports/RR200/RR258/RAND RR258.pdf [Date
accessed: 262016/11/].

15 Ihd.

16 - Zmkan A. Saleem, ‘The Kurdish Challenge to U.S. Strategy in Iraq’. FikraForum, ‘The Washington Institute for
Near East Policy’, (2017), available at:
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Iran’s growing political clout in Iraq has frusirated the Turkish state, which sees Tehran’s
growing control over Baghdad as a strategic seatback for Turkey. As a result, the ruling elite in
Ankara has attempted to strengthen its ties with the Iraqi Kurds and Sunni Arabs in order to
balance Iran’s power in Iraq.

2. The formation and the break down of the alliance between Turkey and the KRG

When Iraq’s semi-autonomous Kurdistan region decided to hold an independence referendum
to break away from Iraq on September 25, 2017, Turkey took a harsh stance against the Kurdish
authorities in Erbil-- the capital of Iraq’s Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) —Dby joining
force with the federal Iraqi government and Iran in punishing the Kurdish authorities for
holding the independence vote. In coordination with Baghdad, Ankara stopped all flights to
and from Iraqi Kurdistan, ordered joined military manoeuvres between the Turkish and Iraqi
armies on the border with Iraqi Kurdistan, and threatened to shut down the oil pipeline that
transfers Kurdistan region’s oil to the world market via Turkish territories.'” (See map 2)

Map 2: Oil pipeline transferring Iraqi Kurdistan’s oil to world market via Turkey
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Turkey’s hostile posture against the KRG’s independence move was a reminder that Ankara
still perceives the emergence of an independent Kurdish state along its borders as a threat
to its national security. Moreover, Turkey will do whatever it can in order to abort the
empowerment of the Kurds in the region, which could, from the perspective of the policy-
makers in Ankara, encourage Turkey’s Kurds to move against the Turkish state.

http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/fikraforum/view/the-kurdish-challenge-to-u.s.-strategy-in-iraq [ Date accessed:
122017/12/].

17- Paul Alexander, ‘Iraq, Turkey Move to Punish Kurdistan for Referendum Vote’, “VOA-Middle East’.
(282017/09/), available at: https://www.voanews.com/a/iraq-turkey-move-to-punish-kurdistan-for-referendum-
vote/4047227 html [Date accessed: 122017/12/].
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This stance, however, contradicted Turkey’s decade-long foreign policy towards the Iraqi
Kurds that centred on stirengthening the ties between Ankara and Erbil against the will of the
central authorities in Baghdad. Entering into an unlikely alliance with Iran and Baghdad in
order to contain the Iraqi Kurds’ independence ambitions could not just harm Ankara-Erbil’s
strategic relations but it could also markedly weaken Turkey’s influence across Iraq. The
following two subsections examine the origins of the alliance between Turkey and the KRG
and the causes of its breakdown at the aftermath of the Iraqi Kurds’ independence move.

2.1 The formation of the alliance: looking at the origins

Over the past decade, Turkey built close relations with the Iraqi Kurds and Ankara mainly
depended on the KRG in order to achieve its economic, security, and geostrategic goals
in Iraq. Under the AKP leadership, Turkey transcended the traditional anti-Kurdish
stance of the Kemalist-nationalist establishment and decided to recognise the autonomous
status of the KRG in Iraq-- determined by the Iraq’s new constitution of 2005 — and to
deal with the emerging Kurdish entity in northern Iraq as a legitimate external actor.

The AKP’s approach to the Iraqi Kurds was at a stark contrast to the proponents of the
military-led secular establishment in Turkey which rejected recognising and dealing with Iraqi
Kurdistan as a legitimate entity on the ground that the KRG would become a platform for
the PKK to attack Turkey and would in the future seek independence from Iraq, endangering
Turkey’s national cohesion and territorial integrity. They preferred applying constant pressure
on, and military threat against, the Iraqi Kurdish authorities in order to force them to abandon
what the state establishment in Ankara perceived as Iraqi Kurds’® assistance to the PKK.

The AKP, however, took a more pragmatic approach to the Iraqi Kurds and saw in developing
ties with the KRG as an opportunity through which Turkey could advance its interests in Iraq.
Unlike the military-led Kemalist establishment, the AKP leadership sought to de-securitise
the Kurdish question in Turkey and planned to deal with it through political means. (See table
1 for a comparison between the two political trends in Turkey) This approach to Turkey’s
Kurdish question was in parallel with the AKP’s foreign policy shift from a nearly exclusive
focus on Turkey’s relations with the West -- the United States and Europe in particular-- to
an opening towards the Middle East and the Islamic countries that included Iraq and Iraqi
Kurdistan®.

18 - Meltem Muftuler-Bac, ‘Changing Turkish foreign policy towards Iraq: new tools of engagement’, ‘Cambridge
Review of International Affairs’, Vol.27, No.3, pp.538552-.

19- International Crisis Group, ¢ Turkey and Iraqi Kurds-Conflict or Cooperation?’, Middle East Report, Nol8,
(2008), p.3, available at: https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/gulf-and-arabian-peninsula/iraq/turkey-
and-iraqi-kurds-conflict-or-cooperation [Date accessed: 242017/04/].

20 -Ibid.

21 F. Stephen Larrabe, ‘Turkey’s New Kurdish Opening’, ‘Survival’, Vol.55. No.5, (2013), pp. 133146-.
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The AKP leaders asserted that Turkey had the chance and the necessary capabilities and
geostrategic position to become a regional superpower and exert economic, political,
cultural and diplomatic influence in order to achieve its strategic interests in the Middle
East®. These ideas were first introduced by Ahmet Davutoglu who proposed the so-
called “Strategic Depth” doctrine for Turkey to pursue in its foreign policy in the Middle
East.Davutoglu, a leading member of the AKP, held wvarious formal government
positions, including Turkeys foreign minister and prime minster. Under the AKP,
Turkey sought ‘zero problems with its neighbours. Moreover, the AKPs reconciliatory
approach towards Turkeys Kurds allowed Ankara to form ties with the Iraqi Kurds.

Table 1: Differences and similarities between the AKP and the secular-nationalist
establishment in Turkey in terms of ideology, support base and power, and domestic as well
as foreign policy.

‘_ | The Kemalist-nationalist establishment | The AKP |

Political ideology They adhere to the Secular nationalist principles * | Classified under the category of Sunni *
introduced by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the founding | Muslim movements, the AKP signifies the
father of the modern Turkish Republic. They believe | possibility of a reconciliation of Islam with
.in a militant version of secularism secularism and democracy, thus arguably
becoming a model for the rest of the Mus-
dim world

They perceive political Islam and Kurdish national- *
ism and identity as existential threats to the funda-
mental principles of the Turkish Republic and, there-
fore, seek to contain them forcefully if necessary

Proponents of the AKP favour a more *
moderate version of secularism at home
that would open the political space for
moderate Islamic parties and groups to
.operate and flourish

Pursued assimilationist nationalism in regards to *
the Kurds and prefers uniformity in terms of nation-
al identity based on the identity of the country’s
majority Turks

22- Kllic Bugar Kanat, ‘Is Turkey Turning Away From the West?’, ‘Insight Turkey’, Vol.12,No.1, (2010), pp.
208209-.

23 Alexander Murinson, ‘The Strategic depth doctrine of Turkish foreign policy’, ‘Middle Eastern Studies’,
Vol.42, No.6, (2006), pp.945964-.
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Support base and political | The Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet halk * | Supported by large portions of the Turk- *
power Partisi-CHP) asserts the Kemalist banner and was | ish society’s religiously conservative indi-

founded by Ataturk himself

The Nationalist Movement Party (Milliyetci Hare- *
ket Partsi-MHP) is considered as an advocate of Ke-
malism in Turkey given the party’s strong nationalist
.ideas to which Kemalists usually subscribe

Many Kemalist-nationalists are grouped around *
the MHP, which has adopted a more traditional, re-
Jigiously observant line

The newspaper Cumhuriyet (The Republic) stands *
to express the most orthodox Kemalist viewpoint
.but has small circulation in Turkey

Kemalism is also defended by non-governmental *
organizations such as the Ataturk Thought Associa-
tion led by former military officers. Before AKP’s rise
to prominence, the advocates of the Kemalists con-
.trolled top positions in Turkey’s judiciary

Prior to the rise of the AKP in 2002, the Turkish *
military controlled most of the levers of power in
the Turkish state and presented itself as the guard-
ian of the Kemalist pillars of the modern republic.
The military staged several Coup d’état in order to
get the civilian branch of the government in line
with Kemalism

viduals, the AKP won almost all general
.elections in Turkey since 2002

The party controls the Turkish govern- *
ment and permeates the state’s various
.institutions
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Domestic Politics

Defend and preserve the hegemony of the Ke- *
malist ideology as envisioned by Ataturk himself,
which represented a progressive political agenda
to form and maintain a strong and secular Turkish
.nation-state

Favour a security approach to Turkey’s Kurdish *
question and have supported violent suppression of
the Kurdish demands for cultural and political rights
.in Turkey

Prevent the Islamization of the Turkish society and *
state and prevent the public manifestation of Islam-
(ic Symbols in the public sphere (including Hijab

De-securitizing political Islam and Kurd- *
ish nationalism and cultural demands in
.the domestic realm

Opening the domestic political space for *
moderate Islamic movements and parties
.to flourish

Supporting a multi-cultural conception *
of citizenship inside Turkey, which would
allow for the country’s various ethnic
groups to maintain and express their
ethnic identity within the framework of
a unified Turkish state. Accordingly, the
AKP leadership do not see Kurds” demand
for cultural rights as a threat to Turkey's
national security. As long as ethnic Kurds
maintain a sense of loyalty to the Turkish
state, their demand can be accommodat-
ed via peaceful means. Given their adher-
ence to Turkey’s Ottoman legacy, the AKP
leadership believe that Islam can operate
as a common identity in binding the Turks
.and the Kurds in Turkey
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Foreign Policy

Unbalanced focus on Turkey’s relations with the *
.West, including the United States and Europe

Reject Turkey's involvement in the Middle East *
on religious-sectarian bases and think that utilizing
Turkey’s religious-Sunni identity of the majority of
the country’s population in order gain influence and
allies among the Middle Eastern states is a danger-
ous game and could pave the way for the sectarian
conflict in the region to extend to Turkey and desta-
.bilize the country’s domestic security

Reject dealing with Iragi Kurdistan as a legitimate *
entity and prefer containing the KRG through diplo-
.matic and military means

They see a problem in Ankara’s over-ob- *
session with the West and aim to widen
the horizon of Turkey’s foreign policy op-
tions by adding a Middle Eastern dimen-
sion to Turkey's external engagement.
They conceive no danger in Turkey deep-
ening its relationships with Middle East-
ern states, which were historically parts
of the Ottoman Empire, based on Turkey's
-historical-Islamic identity

According to their view, shared history, *
culture and religious faith with the popu-
lation of the Middle East allow Turkey to
play a leading role in the region and pro-
vide the country with important oppor-
tunities to project soft power across the
-region

Similarities

The table is based on the analysis provided by: Omer Taspinar, ‘Turkey’s Middle East Policies
Between Neo-Ottomanism and Kemalism’, ‘Carnegie Middle East

at: hitp:

i~ B s WaTan FarTe) X a N g .
ACAarnegicenaowment. ol

.Both share a strong sense of patriotism and attachment to the Turkish nation-state *

The AKP represents a more pragmatic and liberal mindset than Kemalism, but it has success- *
fully internalized the Kemalist paradigm of Turkish nationalism. The concept of the nation-state
and the achievements of the modern Turkish republic are not called into question or refuted by

.the AKP

Both Kemalism and the AKP share a state-centric view of the world and Turkish national in- *

lerests
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The AKPs drive towards the Iraqi Kurds was compounded by the fact that the
federal Iraqi government, which came to power after the U.S. invasion of Iraq
in 2003, had no leverage over the PKK and its activities in the northern Kurdish
dominated part of Iraq that borders Turkey. Moreover, the rising sectarian conflict
between the Iraqi Shias and the Sunnis left little hope for Turkey to achieve its
economic interests in Iraq through cooperation with the government in Baghdad.

Further, the U.S. invasion of Iraq tilted the sectarian balance of power in Iraq in favour of
the majority Shias who have been closely connected with Iran. Thus, the invasion served
Tehrans interests in Iraq and resulted in an unprecedented rise in Irans influence in Iraq
mainly at the expense of Turkeys power in Iraq. Given these, the AKP leadership moved
closer to the Iraqi Kurds looking at the KRG as a gateway to Turkeys interests in Iraq(24).

The AKP decided to form a strategic alliance with the KRG, particularly the
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), — one of the leading political parties in Iragqi
Kurdistan — in order to achieve Turkeys security, economic, and geostrategic
interests in Iraq®. By forming an alliance with the KRG, Ankara endeavoured to
contain the independence ambitions of the Iraqi Kurds and to prevent the PKK
from using Iraqi Kurdistans territory as a launch pad against the Turkish state,

Containing the PKK in Iraqi Kurdistan and diminishing its activities along the Turkish-
Iraqi border have always been the central security goal of the Turkish government,
which conceived of the KRG as an asset in fighting the influence of the PKK in Iraq.
Recognizing that military means would not alone be sufficient to rein in the militants of
the PKK, Ankara demanded the KRG to step up its efforts against the Kurdish insurgent
group as a precondition for Turkeys recognition of the autonomous status of Iraqi
Kurdistan.>* Given the KDPs rivalry with the PKK,” the Turkish government received
a positive reaction from the leaders of the KDP who enhanced the KRGs anti-PKK
policies beginning with late 2008. The KRG banned PKK affiliated parties, arrested PKK

politicians, closely monitored the groups activities, and closed down the PKKs offices*,

Further, the KRG-Turkey security cooperation included providing intelligence on the
PKKs positions and activities by the KRG security institutions to their

24 -Alireza Nader, Larry Hanauer, Brenna Allen, Ali G. Scotten, ‘Regional Implications of an Independent Kurdistan’,
RAND, (2016), pp.6768-, available at: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR 1452 .html [Date accessed:
242017/05/].

25- Henri J. Bakery, ‘Turkey’s New Engagement in Iraq: Embracing Iraqi Kurdistan’, Special Report 237, United
States Institute Of Peace (USIP), (2010), pp. 38-.

26- Mohammed M.A. Ahmed, ‘Iraqi Kurds and Nation-Building’, (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2012), p.163-
164.

27- Denis Natali, ‘PKK Challenges Barzani in Iraqi Kurdistan’. ‘Al-Monitor’, (May 9, 2013). available at: https://
www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/201305//pkk-barzani-challenge-kurdistan.html [Date accessed: 242017/02/].

28- Gonul Tol, ‘Turkey’s KRG Energy Partnership’, ‘Foreign Policy’, (January 29, 2013), available at: http://

foreignpolicy.com/201329/01//turkeys-krg-energy-partnership/ [Date accessed: 262017/02/].
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Turkish counterpart. With explicit agreement of the KRG, the Turkish military
increased its existence in Iraqi Kurdistan where it monitored and pursued the PKK and
its fighters. Increased security cooperation and coordination between Ankara and Erbil
convinced the Turkish authorities to form diplomatic relations with the Iraqi Kurds.

Previously, Iraqi Kurdish leaders were demonised as enemies of the Turkish state and
as accomplices in the PKKs violent activities against the Turkish security forces by the
military—led secular establishment in Ankara. This perception had, however, changed
under the AKP which increased Turkeys diplomatic presence in Iraqi Kurdistan and invited
Iraqi Kurdish leaders to Ankara for official meetings with their Turkish counterparts.?

In April 2010, the KRGs former president Masud Barzani—who is the leader of the KDP at the
sametime—visited Turkeyforhighofficialmeetingswith TurkeysPresident, Prime Minister,
and foreign minister’. A yearlaterin2011, Turkeys Prime Minster Ardogan visited Erbiland
officially opened Turkeys Consulate in the city’'. Increased security cooperation between
Ankara and Erbil paved the way for on—-going diplomatic engagement between the two,

Forming an alliance with the KRG also helped Turkey to realise its economic interests
in Iraq. Turkeys economic interaction with the KRG has been manifold involving
increased trade with Iraqi Kurdistan and investing in the most significant economic
sectors in the Kurdish region.’? Incentivised by the KRGs 2006 investment law, Turkish
companies moved into Iraqs Kurdish region in large numbers, scoring the largest
among the foreign companies investing in Iraqi Kurdistan. Between 2009 and 2013, the
number of Turkish companies investing in the KRG tripled from 485 to almost 1,500%,

Iraqi Kurdistan has also become a significant market for selling Turkish products. In 2007,
export from Turkey to the KRG stood at $1.4 billion, making Iraqi Kurdistan Turkeys
nineteenth largest market. In 2013, Turkish export to the KRG had however risen to $8
billion, which made Iraqi Kurdistan Turkeys third largest market.*

29- Bill Park, ‘Turkey-Kurdish Regional Government Relations After the U.S. Withdrawal from Iraq: Putting the
Kurds on the Map?® Carlisle, (Pa.: U.S. Army War College Press, 2014), p.8.

30- Park, Op.Cit,

31- KRG.org, ‘Barzani and Erdogan Open Erbil Int’l Airport and Turkish Consulate’, (March 13,2011), available at:
http://cabinet.gov.krd/a/d.aspx7r=223&I1=12&s=020101008a=39389&s=010000 [Date accessed: 112017/05/].

32- Turkish companies engaged in different economic sectors in Iraqi Kurdistan including building and finances.
agriculture, construction, education, electrical power systems, health care. oil and gas extraction. and services.
telecommunications, transportation. tourism. and water industry. See: Soner Cagaptay. Christian Bache Fidan, and Ege
Cansu Sacikara. ‘Turkey and the KRG: An Undeclared Economic Commonwealth’, ‘The Washington Institute’, Policy
Watch 2387, (March 16, 2015), available at: http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/turkey-and-the-
krg-an-undeclared-economic-commonwealth [Date accessed: 152016/11/].

33- Ihid
34-Ibid
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The need to achieve its strategic goal of accessing Iraqs oil and gas resources played an
important role in Turkeys alignment with the KRG. Turkey needs a reliable supply of
oil and gas from Iraq not just to ensure adequate energy supply for its rapidly growing
industrial based economy but also to reduce its dependence on Russia and Iran, the
two principal importers of oil and gas to Turkey. Bypassing Baghdad, Ankara decided
to enter into energy cooperation with the KRG providing an opportunity to Kurdish
authorities in Erbil to independently sell the Kurdish regions oil. A 2012 energy deal
between Ankara and Erbil allowed for constructing three export pipelines (two oil
pipelines and one gas pipeliney between KRG territory and Turkey that enabled Erbil
to sell oil to Turkey and to use Turkish territories to transfer oil to the world market.

Through alliance with the KRG, Turkey sought to balance Irans rising influence in Iraq,
particularly with the U.S. withdrawal from the country in 2011. Irans growing clout over
the Shiite authorities in Baghdad forced Ankara to help strengthen the Iraqi Kurds — and
the Sunnis — as a way to prevent the Shias as well as Irans complete domination over Iraq.
From Turkeys perspective, a greater political role for the Iraqi Kurds and Sunni Arabs,
Turkeys allies, would allow Ankara to contribute to the shaping of Iraqs politics in ways
that Turkeys interests would be secured while an Iranian hegemony would be prevented in
Iraq.

While Turkeys relations with Baghdad was worsening — primarily because of Nouri Malikis
(IraqsShiaPrimeMinisterfrom2006-2014)pursuitofauthoritarianismwithasectarianovertone
that eventually worried the policy-makersin Ankara—the ties between the KRG and Turkey
was strengthening. Reflecting on the close relationship formed between Turkey and the KRG,
Soner Gagaptay and Tyler Evans stated in 2012: Today, amid Turkeys ongoing tensions with
the Iraqi government, the nascent relationship between Erbil and Ankara has grown into an
undeclared entente against Baghdad. Turkish Foreign Ministry officials have been shuttling
regularly to Erbil for consultations with the KRG, and without making stops in Baghdad.

35- David Romano, ‘Iraqi Kurdistan and Turkey: Temporary Marrige?, ‘Middle East Policy”, Vol. XXII. NO.1, (2015).
pp.9195-.
36- Ibid
37- In January 2014, Turkish Energy Minister Taner Yildiz claimed that Turkey was importing 450.000 bpd from
northern Iraq. By late 2014, the KRG had sold approximately 30 million barrels of oil through Turkey. See: Nader et al.
Op.Cit, p.87.

39- Nader et al, Op.Cit, p.68.

Soner Cagaptay & Tyler Evans, ‘Turkey’s Changing Relations with Iraq: Kurdistan Up Baghdad Down’, ‘“The
Washmgt{m Institute’, Policy Focus 122, (2012), p.7, available at: it

[Date accessed: 182016/04/]
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