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The Turks are currently in a catch-22 situation vis-a-vis the situation in
northern Iraq. There are several impetuses for massive military inter-
vention, but the risks latent in such intervention are many. This essay
studies the increased deployment of forces along the Turkey-Iraq bor-
der, the concerns regarding an escalation, and the possible ramifica-
tions of the various strategic choices facing the Turks. It also considers
the impact of the recent elections in Turkey and the widespread sup-
port earned by the Justice and Development Party on the likelihood of
intervention. Should the Turks become heavily involved militarily in
northern Iraq, their goal would be to wipe out the Kurdistan Workers
Party (PKK) fighters who have found refuge there. Beyond the ques-
tion of whether this objective is achievable, efforts to attain this goal
could work against the Turkish opposition to the establishment of an

independent Kurdish state.

In contrast to other regions in Iraq and against
the background of the problems plaguing
the United States in Iraq, the Kurdish area
in northern Iraq is considered a relatively
stable area. However, the continued stability
in this region is threatened both by internal
Iraqi developments and by the ever-increas-
ing chance of massive Turkish military in-
tervention against Kurdistan Workers Party
(PKK) forces (now called KADEK).! The as-
sumption is that about 4,000 PKK fighters are
currently hiding in northern Iraq. The Turks,
weighing which course to pursue vis-a-vis
the Kurds in northern Iraq, are in a kind of
catch-22 situation that contains many oppos-
ing constraints.

On the one hand, the Turks fear thatIraq’s
political dissolution could result in the estab-
lishment of an independent Kurdish state.
Doubts regarding the continued American
military presence in Iraq contribute to the in-
creasing anxiety in Ankara regarding the cre-
ation of this independent state. The notice-
able increase in terror activities attributed to
the Kurdish Workers Party? has heightened
pressure by the Turkish military and among
Turkish public opinion for massive military
intervention,®> which would engage tens of
thousands of troops in ground operations
over a number of weeks. This is all on con-
dition that the campaign would not become
bogged down, a situation that could lead to
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the need for a prolonged Turkish presence in
northern Iraq. The situation in Turkey is even
more complicated in light of the tense rela-
tions between the military and the ruling Is-
lamic-oriented Justice and Development Par-
ty, which peaked with the crisis that resulted
in early elections,* and there is a concern that
this tension could bring about a Turkish of-
fensive. On the other hand, the Americans are
cautioning the Turks not to intervene in Iraq.
Massive Turkish involvement in Iraq could
undermine US-Turkish relations, which are
already at a low point in part since Turkey
did not allow the Americans to launch an at-
tack against Iraq from its territory in 2003,
and in light of the Turks’ contention that US
activity against PKK forces in Iraq has been
insufficient.

The “Kurdish Problem” and
Kirkuk

The current situation in northern Iraq is in-
tertwined with what is referred to as the
“Kurdish Problem.” The Kurds, who are said
to comprise the largest nation on earth that
does not have a state, are scattered mainly
across four states — Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and
Syria.” In all of these states, Kurdish nation-
alism is and has always been considered a
problem, which in turn has been contained
primarily through force. The 1991 Gulf War
marked a turning point in Kurdish history:
the Security Council resolution on humani-
tarian intervention in northern Iraq and the
declaration of part of northern Iraq as a no-
fly zone paved the way to de facto Kurdish
autonomy in the north of the country. This
autonomy was not accompanied by domes-
tic quiet in the region, and the Kurds in Iraq
began a violent internal struggle between
the group led by Masoud Barazani and the
group led by Jalal Talabani. This struggle
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was partially resolved in 1998, though only
after international mediation.

The overthrow of Saddam Hussein by
the Americans in 2003 brought with it new
opportunities for the Kurds. As the most
trustworthy allies of the United States in Iraq
today and in light of the political experience
they accumulated since the 1990s, the Kurds
were able to influence the formulation of the
new Iraqi constitution, and they have been
pressing for the transformation of Iraq into
a federal state. At the same time, the lack of
stability in the other parts of the country and
the heavy interest shown by Iraq’s neighbors
in determining its future have affected the
Kurds’ room to maneuver.

An especially problematic subject in the
context of the Kurdish issue and Iraq’s future
is control of the city of Kirkuk. Whoever con-
trols Kirkuk essentially controls 40 percent of
Iraq’s oil reserves. Kurdish control of the city
will enable a Kurdish state, if established, to
achieve financial independence. The Kurds
are demanding the implementation of the
clause in the new Iraqi constitution on a
public referendum in Kirkuk, which would
determine the status of the city in the Iraqi
federation. The Kurds, who constitute the
majority in Kirkuk,® are expected to decide
the referendum and to demand connection
to the portions of Iraq that are under Kurd-
ish control. The referendum is to be held
no later than December 31, 2007, but vari-
ous elements, the Turks among them, want
to delay it by at least two years. Beyond
their concerns regarding the power that the
Kurds will have should they take control of
Kirkuk, the Turks claim an historic connec-
tion of the Ottoman Empire to Kirkuk, and
also argue that the Turkmeni minority in
the region must be protected.” At the same
time, however, Kurdish control over the oil

Iraqi Kurds
would consider
a massive
Turkish invasion
of Iraq as an
attempt to
prevent the
establishment
of an
independent
Kurdish state,
and not as

a limited
operation
against the PKK.
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Massive
Turkish military
intervention

is liable to
expedite the
dissolution of
what is left of
the Iraqi state.

reserves does not mean they will be able to
transport the oil out of the area without the
cooperation of neighboring states. Therefore,
the Kurds also have an interest in solving the
Kirkuk issue through internal Iraqi and in-
ternational agreement.

Turkish Objectives and their
Underlying Strategies

Since 2003 it is possible to identify four Turk-
ish objectives with regard to northern Iraq.
The most important objective is to prevent
the establishment of an independent Kurdish
state that controls Kirkuk. A second impor-
tant objective is to eliminate the PKK forces
operating in northern Iraq.® Other objectives
of less importance are to guarantee Turk-
ish influence in Iraq, particularly economic
influence, and to protect the Turkmeni mi-
nority in northern Iraq.’ Turkish statements,
particularly by the heads of the military, re-
garding the possibility of massive military
intervention in northern Iraq' contend that
military action is necessary in order to wipe
out the PKK forces that have found shelter in
northern Iraq. At the same time, misgivings
about such intervention and the possible en-
suing ramifications must be examined in re-
lation to the other three objectives.

It is difficult to estimate the magnitude of
the force deployed recently along the Iraq-
Turkey border, but it is a sizable force of tens
of thousands of troops. In recent years, small
Turkish forces have from time to time infil-
trated behind the Iraqi border in pursuit of
PKK forces. There are political and military
benefits to this limited policy, since it does
not entail a head-on confrontation between
Turkey and the United States over the Kurd-
ish issue. Moreover, Turkey has a series of
successes with a policy of coercive diplo-
macy toward the Kurds. In fact, the PKK has

already declared a unilateral ceasefire in face
of the threats of massive military interven-
tion.!! While it is still not clear how well this
ceasefire will hold up, its very declaration
testifies, at least to a certain extent, to the in-
fluence latent in the Turkish threats.

Massive military intervention would
also propel the Kurdish issue to the top of
the agenda, which does not necessarily suit
Turkey’s interests, since the international
community, and particularly the European
Union, looks critically on the status of the
Kurds within Turkey, and despite the pas-
sage of several key laws regarding the Kurds,
their actual implementation is still far off. At
the same time, in light of the recent develop-
ments in Turkey and in light of the election of
Sarkozy — who opposed Turkey’s inclusion in
the European Union — as president of France,
membership in the EU is a more remote pros-
pect. As such, the EU’s positions regarding
human rights will likely have less influence
on Turkish actions towards the Kurds. Even
if Turkey realizes its plans to build a security
zone of up to 15 kilometers from the border
in northern Iraq'® notwithstanding American
opposition, the plan would not constitute a
complete violation of the rules of the game
and generate the same repercussions as a
massive Turkish invasion of northern Iraq.

Yet despite the advantages of restraint,
there is a not inconsequential possibility that
Turkey will become extensively involved in
the Kurdish section of northern Iraq. Many
commentators have estimated that this even-
tuality is not likely as long as American
forces remain in Iraq, since the Americans
view Kurdistan as a relative success story
amid the Iragi quagmire, and it is near cer-
tain that even if they retreat, they will still
want to erect permanent American bases in
Kurdistan. At the same time, the security co-
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operation agreement signed in May between
the American-led coalition and the Kurdish
regional government could be seen as the
beginning of an American detachment from
the area. In this agreement, security control
over Kurdish regions was transferred to the

t.13 This transfer of con-

regional governmen
trol suggests perhaps that the Americans will
not add a direct confrontation with Turkey to
their entanglement in Iraq, even if they don’t
remove their forces completely from Iraq.
Should Turkey become extensively in-
volved militarily in Iraq, it can expect strong
Kurdish opposition. After sixteen years of
autonomy in Iraq, the Kurds are not expect-
ed to forfeit this achievement readily."* Thus
even though there is no significant support
among Iraqi Kurds for the violent methods
of the PKK, they would consider a massive
Turkish invasion of Iraq as an attempt to take
control in order to prevent the establishment
of an independent Kurdish state, and not as a
limited operation against the PKK."
Already in 1997 Turkey sent 40,000 sol-
diers into Iraq for an operation that lasted six
weeks. A comparison to Turkey’s prior mas-
sive involvement in Iraq is interesting since
it not only reflects on the chances of renewed
Turkish intervention, but also points to both
potential delaying factors and the possible
ramifications of such intervention. In 1997,
Turkey was faced with broad opposition to
its intervention on the part of Arab states,
the European Union, and the United States,
but chose to act nonetheless. At the same
time, in 1997 there was no massive American
presence in Iraq. While in the late 1990s the
PKK declared a unilateral ceasefire that was
maintained more or less until 2005, this was
mainly a result of pressure exerted by Tur-
key on Syria to expel PKK leader Abdullah
Ocalan from its territory and his subsequent

capture in Kenya in 1999. Thus it is difficult
to imagine a step that Turkey can currently
take against the PKK that would have as dra-
matic an effect as Ocalan’s arrest.

Massive Turkish military intervention is
liable to expedite the dissolution of what is
left of the Iraqi state. In this case, interven-
tion could create a situation that counters
Turkish interests, particularly if the Shiites
or extremist Sunni factions take control over
the southern portions of Iraq. Thus, instead
of the Kurdish area constituting a theoretical
buffer state for the Turks, a massive Turkish
presence could position it directly against the
Iraqi Shiites and Sunnis, and also Iran, which
would try to expand its influence in these ar-
eas. On the other hand, Turkey’s refusal to
let American forces enter Iraq from its terri-
tory may have cost it its influence over Iraq’s
future. A broad military offensive might thus
actually catapult it to a central role at the fu-
ture negotiating table.'®

An additional though less viable scenario
is that Turkey would agree to a division of
Iraq into two or three states and the Kurdish
autonomy in Iraq would receive the status

Demonstrators with
Kurdish flag (February
12, 2006) mark the
anniversary of the
capture of Kurdish
leader Abdullah Ocalan
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of a state. The likelihood of such a scenario
is slim since Turkey is concerned that the es-
tablishment of an independent Kurdish state
could spur its large Kurdish population to
join the Kurdish state and even demand the
annexation of portions of southeast Turkey to
the new state. Iran and Syria share Turkey’s
concerns over an independent Kurdish state,
and it is highly likely they would cooper-
ate with Turkey to prevent such a scenario.
This third scenario, though remote, high-
lights the drawbacks to a policy of force. In
recent years, Turkish financial investments
in northern Iraq have grown substantially,
such that a Turkish interest has been created
in the continuing development and stability
of northern Iraq.

Moreover, while it seems that Turkey has
mainly followed a policy of oppression to-
ward the Kurds, there were also advantages
to a more benevolent approach to the Kurds.
Thus, both due to the relatively revolutionary
policy of President Turgut Ozal in his final
years in relation to the Kurds in Turkey, and
due to the legislative changes the Turks were
forced to make to promote their candidacy
for EU membership, a situation has been cre-
ated whereby the Kurds in Turkish territory
currently enjoy a number of cultural rights,
such as, for instance, the right to speak in the
Kurdish language. Despite the very limited
nature of these gains, it seems that they have
helped reduce the support among the Kurds
in Turkey for the PKK's violent actions. In-
deed, the widespread support (52 percent)
earned by the Justice and Development Party
in the Kurdish areas of southeast Turkey sug-
gest a Kurdish inclination to cooperate with
the incoming government.!”

Furthermore, the Islamic-oriented Justice
and Development Party is less influenced
by Kamalist tradition, according to which a

Kurdish nationality doesn’t even exist and
Kurds are referred to as “mountain Turks.”
From this standpoint, despite the traditional
Turkish position that invalidates an indepen-
dent Kurdish state, the Justice and Develop-
ment Party could adopt a different policy to-
ward the Kurdish issue and lay greater em-
phasis on the Islamic dimension that unites
Turks and Kurds. Moreover, Turkish Kurds
display more support for the Justice and De-
velopment Party than for competing parties.

In the aftermath of the elections, it is
not yet clear towards what direction Prime
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan will lean,
or whether he will manage to withstand the
military pressure for massive military inter-
vention. Support for the Justice and Devel-
opment Party rose from the previous elec-
tions’ 34 percent to 47 percent in the recent
elections, and while because of the nature of
the Turkish electoral system and the entry of
a new party into the parliament this support
translates into fewer parliamentary seats, the
elections are still testimony to staunch sup-
port for the ruling party and for Erdogan
himself. In the course of the campaign it was
not clear if the pressure by the military to in-
tervene in northern Iraq did not derive from
the military chiefs and old elites wanting to
portray Erdogan as insufficiently steadfast
in his struggle against terrorism and reduce
support for his party.'® Thus, for instance, af-
ter Erdogan declared that before Turkey en-
ters Iraq to deal with the Kurdish terrorists it
must first complete the struggle against the
terrorists within its own borders,’ opposi-
tion representatives said that Erdogan’s dec-
laration indicated that he never truly under-
stood the struggle against terrorism.?

The tension between the military and the
Justice and Development Party is likely to
continue, and thus pressure for military in-
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tervention will likely be maintained, wheth-
er it stems from internal political strife or
from authentic security concerns. Nonethe-
less, election results indicate that the Turkish
military has been weakened politically, and
therefore Erdogan might have earned an his-
toric opportunity to adopt a revolutionary
policy towards a Kurdish state in northern
Iraq and towards the Kurds in Turkey.

Conclusion

Erdogan, who must decide how to act vis-a-
vis northern Iraq, is confronted with the far-
reaching internal and international ramifica-
tions that will emerge from any decision on
this matter. Erdogan faces heavy pressure by
military leaders and among public opinion,
and this pressure can be expected to inten-
sify following any future terrorist attack at-
tributed to the PKK. On the other hand, mas-
sive Turkish military involvement could not
only fail to achieve the goal of capturing all
the PKK fighters located in Iraq, but could
also serve to expedite the final dissolution of
Iraq into two or three states — a development
that is not desirable to Ankara. The Turk-
ish dissatisfaction over the lack of sufficient
American action against the PKK forces who
have found shelter in northern Iraq has led
to tremendous tension in relations between
Turkey and the United States. The cooling
of relations between Turkey and the United
States as well as Turkey being distanced from
the European Union?! influences the chances
of cooperation between Turkey, Iran, and
Syria in general and in relation to the Kurd-
ish issue in particular. Turkish-Iranian-Syr-
ian cooperation, even if limited, will have a
significant effect on regional developments.
In particular, the warming relations between
Turkey, Syria, and Iran will affect Israel’s
ability to continue close cooperation with

Turkey, since the strategic logic behind such
an alliance will be weakened.
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