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In the 4:1  series of the Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade, four researchers 
give a short answer to the same questions concerning international politics and 
economics. Our aim is to launch the scientific debates in Hungary and promote 
dialogue among experts. In this issue, our topic is: “How Do You See the Prospects 
for Kurdish Independence after the Referendum?”

Luciano Zaccara

According to the authorities we met during our stay in Erbil and Kirkuk,1 the 
referendum was neither intended to define the final borders of the future 
state of Kurdistan nor to unilaterally declare the independence the day after. 

Instead, its aim was to initiate a definitive process of negotiations with Baghdad to 
build a new framework to replace the failed (according to Erbil) federal state created 
after the 2005 constitution. Although reasonable, this does not explain the need to 
conduct the consultation in the ‘disputed areas’ such as Kirkuk, in which the poll 
was not conducted with enough guarantees and indeed a lot of irregularities that 
would nullify the result in this city took place.

It is clear that the overwhelming majority of the Kurdish population supports 
the creation of an independent Kurdish state. There was no need to implement a 
referendum to know that. However, it was needed to mobilize international public 
opinion and mainly to force the international community to position itself on the 
matter. According to the political establishment in Erbil, the aspiration for Kurdish 
independence was always postponed for the sake of stability, either within Iraq or 
the whole Middle East. And that lasted too long. Kurdish leaders are aware of the 
lack of support the referendum has in Western capitals, let alone the regional ones 
from which they expected harsh responses, as was witnessed with the closure of 
Kurdish air space to international traffic from the 29th of September onwards.

However, the Kurdish leadership have three expectations. First, they assume 
that the measures taken by Baghdad, Ankara and Tehran are not sustainable in the 
long-run, since they are detrimental to their own economies and interests. Second, 
Kurdish leaders believe that the international community, and mainly the United 
States, whom they consider to be the most reliable ally in the region, may gradually 
move towards more supportive positions. And third, if all diplomatic efforts fail, 
they will be able to defend the country against Baghdad as they did previously and 
currently against the Islamic State (IS) and other threats.

Whether these expectations are realistic or not is still to be seen, but the 
determination of the Kurdish leaders, with the overwhelming support of the 
population is clear. Either a new status that would replace the federal structure after 
a long negotiation with Baghdad, which is not very likely, or the unilateral declaration 
of independence in the next two months are the two possible scenarios. Even 
1 The author was an international observer during the Kurdish referendum.
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though the military threats from Baghdad have become commonplace, a large-
scale confrontation in the main disputed areas such as Kirkuk is not expected. The 
main battles will the financial (Baghdad trying to regain the control of oil exports 
to minimize the Erbil’s government survival), the logistic (closure of international 
traffic and other administrative constrains) and the diplomatic ones (to sustain the 
unconstitutionality and illegality of the referendum).

The resilience of the Kurdish establishment and the survival instinct of the Kurdish 
population will determine whether the independence process moves forward or a 
new endless war starts in the region. But based on the legitimate aspiration of a 
Kurdish state (regardless of the lack of timing and the doubts about the legality and 
transparency of the referendum), it is expected that this process will move on and 
a new status is finally negotiated with the support of the international community.

anett arany

The Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) came a long way since the Gulf War 
and Operation Provide Comfort towards something that was and remains to 
be considered as a “red line” by many regional actors (especially the ones 

with Kurdish minorities): creating an autonomous Kurdish entity in the Middle East. 
In the last decade, the KRG managed to establish a broadly stable governmental 
system, as well as to build and to maintain bilateral relations with other actors 
independently from Baghdad. In the meantime, the KRG placed a great emphasis 
on raising awareness and gaining support of potential partners around the globe 
for the “dream of all Kurds”, the independence project via diplomacy and soft power 
tools.

However, despite all the KRG’s efforts and developments, the international 
consensus on the territorial integrity of Iraq remained intact. The real opportunity of 
making a move towards gaining independence came only in 2014 with the chaos 
following the conquest of Mosul by the Islamic State. The KRG reacted quickly, 
and the Peshmerga forces proved to be able to fight effectively against IS, when 
Baghdad and the Iraqi Security Forces were struggling to do so. As a result, the 
KRG extended its influence to disputed territories such as Kirkuk, and speeded up 
the independence project.

On the one hand, the current instability in Iraq and the region seems to 
offer a historical “now or never” opportunity to the Kurds to move forward with 
independence. Nonetheless, local, regional and global actors in recent weeks made 
it clear that the unilateral declaration on the formation of a Kurdish state could lead 
not only to rejection but to armed intervention against the KRG.

The Iraqi Parliament rejected the referendum with a majority and authorized the 
government of Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to take any measures necessary in 
order to preserve the unity of the country. In the case of Kirkuk, a territory which was 



2017/14

 What Are the Prospects for Kurdish Independence 5

included in the referendum, members of Popular Mobilization Units (PMU) warned 
that the situation could escalate into a “major bloodshed”. Turkey, once the main 
partner of the KRG in the region, launched a military exercise close to Harbur, its 
border crossing with Iraqi Kurdistan, which can be understood as a serious warning.

The referendum is not legally binding, only has political consequences, and 
does not equal a unilateral declaration of independence, consequently it does not 
constitute a basis for intervention against Iraqi Kurdistan under international law. 
However, if it was followed by such a declaration, then Baghdad would have the 
option to turn to the international community, which would make the involvement of 
Turkey or other countries acceptable and legitimate.

In the current situation, holding the referendum seems to be a step that could 
easily lead to the escalation of aggression against the KRG both from inside Iraq 
and the region, instead of supporting the formation of an independent Kurdish 
state. In order to avoid that scenario, the KRG should aim to bring Baghdad to the 
negotiating table and invite international parties into the process.

erZsébet n. róZsa

After the referendum took place on Monday, the first concern is what follows 
the day after. There is no plan, no scenario as to how to proceed. Masoud 
Barzani, the President of the Kurdish Regional Government only called for 

negotiations with Baghdad and references were made to a two-year period of talks.
The prospects of (Iraqi) Kurdish independence should be analysed on four 

different levels, all of which are interrelated: the Iraqi Kurdish (the Kurds and the 
territories under Kurdish control), the Iraqi (state, Sunni, Shiite), the regional (other 
Kurds, neighbouring states, the wider region) and the global (UN, great powers) 
levels.

At the moment it goes fairly unnoticed that the Iraqi Kurds are far from agreeing 
on the referendum. The emotional public momentum seems to unite all behind 
the referendum, but final results show only some 93% are in favour compared to 
the 98% in the non-binding referendum in 2005. One reason for this difference is 
the economic situation: partly due to the relatively low oil prices, partly due to the 
tensions with the central government in Baghdad, economic development has come 
to a halt. The other reason is the huge discrepancy between the KDP-controlled 
and the PUK-controlled territories in finances, investments, unemployment, etc. 
Therefore, the PUK and the opposition Gorran would prefer a rapprochement and the 
amelioration of relations with Baghdad, and fear that in an eventually independent 
Kurdistan the KDP would rule. Consequently, even if both the PUK and Gorran refrain 
from rejecting the referendum, as they cannot go against the public emotions, the 
blame for any failure will be on Barzani and the KDP. On the other hand, a decisive 
“yes” would be a personal victory for Barzani, as it may force the government in 

http://www.theglobepost.com/2017/09/26/barzani-kurdistan-referendum-dialogue/
http://www.theglobepost.com/2017/09/26/barzani-kurdistan-referendum-dialogue/
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/kurdistan-referendum-results-vote-yes-iraqi-kurds-independence-iran-syria-a7970241.html
http://www.kdp.se/
http://www.pukpb.org/english/
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Baghdad and help him in the negotiations to get the green light for annexing Kirkuk 
and signing oil contracts independently. While this is a huge gamble on his part, it 
may work, but it may equally isolate and break up Iraqi Kurdistan again into two (or 
maybe more) warring parts.

The situation in the disputed territories is even more difficult. No wonder that the 
deadline set down in the constitution has not been met. The provinces of Kirkuk, 
Diyala and Nineveh have mixed populations (Muslims: Kurdish, Arab, Turkoman, as 
well as Christians) and have been liberated from the control of Da’ish (Islamic State) 
by (or with the active participation of) the Kurdish peshmerga. Yet, they may not all 
want to live in an independent Kurdistan.

On the Iraqi level the fact that in 2018 there are general elections is an important 
factor, not only for Prime Minister Haidar al-Abadi, but also for Barzani, who claimed 
that he would not run. Nevertheless, the central government wants to maintain the 
territorial integrity of Iraq, and has the support of the international community to 
this end, so in practically the last minute they even warned that they would militarily 
intervene. While the Shiite population living farther away in the south and making 
up just over 50% of the Iraqi population seems less worried by an eventual Kurdish 
break-away, the Sunni Arabs (some 20%) would not want to be left in an Arab Iraq. 
After all, for each Sunni Arab there would be almost three Shi’a Arabs, which would 
leave them at a substantial disadvantage. All the more so, that in the new Iraq they 
have felt alienated and side-lined. It should also be kept in mind that the most 
important cause of the success of Da’ish was Sunni frustration.

The Kurdish communities living in the neighbouring countries are watching 
the Iraqi Kurdish events closely. For them, the Kurdish Regional Government’s 
autonomy within the federal Iraq has been an example to follow, which the majority 
states (Turkey, Iran and Syria) would like to contain. The representatives of these 
three have sat together on the sidelines of the UN General Assembly in New York 
and produced a joint memorandum rejecting the referendum.

For the wider region and the global powers, the referendum “is not only a preface 
to the disintegration of Iraq, but also it presents a similar threat to neighbouring 
countries.” Many, even global powers such as Russia and China, might think that 
a Kurdish state would embolden and encourage their ethnic minorities to seek 
independence. The UN Security Council expressed concern over the “potentially 
destabilizing impact” of the referendum. The main reasons for this concern are that 
the referendum and the Iraqi Kurdish move towards independence would undermine 
the fight against Da’ish, increase the tensions between the central Iraqi government 
and the Kurdish Regional Government, threaten an outbreak of violence in the 
disputed territories, and may even draw the neighbouring countries into the conflict.

http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/07/kurdish-referendum-disputed-areas-iraq.html
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/06/15/masoud-barzani-why-its-time-for-kurdish-independence/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/06/15/masoud-barzani-why-its-time-for-kurdish-independence/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/06/15/masoud-barzani-why-its-time-for-kurdish-independence/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/16/iraqi-leader-warns-kurds-over-independence-referendum-violence
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/16/iraqi-leader-warns-kurds-over-independence-referendum-violence
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/democracy-post/wp/2017/07/18/this-is-not-the-time-for-kurdish-independence/?utm_term=.e6433da5b03c
http://en.mfa.ir/index.aspx?fkeyid=&siteid=3&pageid=22945&newsview=475601
http://www.csr.ir/en/news/32/russia-and-the-referendum-on-independence-of-the-kurdistan-region
http://www.csr.ir/en/news/32/russia-and-the-referendum-on-independence-of-the-kurdistan-region
http://www.csr.ir/en/news/32/russia-and-the-referendum-on-independence-of-the-kurdistan-region
http://www.un.org/press/en/2017/sc13002.doc.htm
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Hemin H. mirkHam

The hysterical overreaction of Turkey and Iran towards the Kurdistan Regional 
Government’s (KRG) independence referendum revealed their century-long 
misperception towards Kurds in the Middle East. Both states are afraid of 

the phenomenon called the domino effect: the emergence of a Kurdish state in 
the region will have direct effects on the Kurds of other countries (Syria, Turkey 
and Iran). I argue that counter to Iran and Turkey’s calculations, an independent 
Kurdistan will be an asset and not a liability for both countries concerning stability, 
security, and economy.

Whether Turkey and Iran set punitive economic measures against the KRG or 
not, they have to cope with their so-called Kurdish problems. A substantial Kurdish 
population exists in Iran and Turkey. Political, cultural and economic demands 
of the Kurds vary in each country. The primary objective of the KRG’s diplomatic 
missions – to Baghdad and abroad – has been to change the misperceptions of 
regional powers toward the KRG’s political agenda. Masoud Barzani, the President 
of the KRG, has repeated countless times that the independence referendum is not 
binding. The KRG will not unilaterally declare independence but rather try to engage 
in prolonged and exhausting negotiations with Baghdad as it is the only option.

Furthermore, Turkey and Iran would have an unprecedented opportunity to 
cooperate with an independent “south Kurdistan” to contain those Kurdish non-state 
actors which actually pose a security threat to them. The Kurdistan Worker’s Party 
(PKK) in Turkey and Iranian Kurdish Parties such as the Kurdistan Democratic Party 
of Iran (KDPI) and Komala are applying guerrilla warfare methods. An independent 
Kurdistan would only eliminate the threats of Turkey and Iran through full and sound 
security collaborations, and certainly not strengthen them. This strategy is called 
“triadic deterrence,” wherein “one state uses threats and punishments against 
another state to coerce it to prevent non-state actors from conducting attacks from 
its territory.”

Finally, over two decades of self-rule highlights the Kurdish leadership’s priority 
on economic prosperity. A land-locked independent Kurdistan will be an import-
dependent country. Over 80 percent of the revenue comes from rent: oil revenues. 
According to the KRG’s Investment Board, the share of imports in the annual 
external trade volume of Kurdistan – estimated at 5-5.5 billion USD – reaches over 
85%. Moreover, 90% of such goods and services are imported from Turkey and Iran.

All the factors discussed above illustrate how an independent Kurdistan will be 
an asset to the neighbouring countries.

https://www.scholars.northwestern.edu/en/publications/triadic-deterrence-coercing-strength-beaten-by-weakness



