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The Consequences of Iraqgi Kurdistan's Independence Referendum

This article explains Iragi Kurdistan’s decision to hold an independence referendum against
unfavourable domestic, regional, and international conditions. Iragi Kurdistan justified its
decision to hold a referendum on the grounds that Baghdad had failed to adhere to and
implement the terms of the 2005 Iraqi constitution. One of the central aims behind the
constitution was to convince the Kurds that a union with the rest of Irag would be politically and
economically beneficial and by all accounts, the Iraqgi constitution met Kurdish demands for
political and economic autonomy. lIraqgi Kurdistan’s decision to hold a referendum, therefore,
raises interesting questions about Kurdish motivations to hold the referendum against domestic,
regional, and international opposition. This decision raises three key questions: First, why did
the Kurds hold the referendum at a time of so much political uncertainty and opposition from
Baghdad and the international community? Second, why did the Kurds relinquish control of
Kirkuk to Baghdad? Finally, what are the short- to medium-term consequences of the
referendum and the battle for Kirkuk? This article argues that the purpose of Iraqi Kurdistan’s
independence referendum was to strengthen the Kurds’ negotiating position in its political and
economic relationship with Baghdad. The Kurdish demand for independence is a symptom of
broader political issues in Iraqi Kurdistan and in Iraq. These unaddressed issues include political
divisions within Iragi Kurdistan, Iraq’s unwillingness to resolve longstanding constitutional
disputes between the Kurds and Baghdad, and, finally, the international community’s
mishandling of the Kurd-Baghdad relationship. The immediate impact of the referendum is that
Iragi Kurdistan is in a weaker position vis-a-vis Baghdad but the failure is a short-term setback for
Iraqi Kurdistan’s ultimate goal of redefining its relationship with Baghdad.

Iragi Kurdistan argued that Iraq’s post-2003 union failed largely because Baghdad refused
to adhere to the terms of the constitution and that the Kurds had little choice but to push for
independence. The roots of Iraqi Kurdistan’s referendum can be traced back to the long and
turbulent history of the Kurdish-Baghdad relationship characterized by decades of political
oppression and violent clashes. The immediate causes for the referendum were triggered by the
acrimonious relationship between Erbil (Iraqgi Kurdistan’s capital) and Baghdad and the security
threat, as well as the political and economic challenges, posed to Iraq by the Islamic State in Iraq
and Syria (ISIS). The Kurds argued that the tenure of former Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki was
evidence that Iraq was neither federal nor democratic. And the presence of ISIS exacerbated the
existing poor relations between the Kurds and Baghdad. Additionally, Iragi Kurdistan’s war
against ISIS produced military support from western countries that the Kurds misinterpreted as
tacit political support for independence. And, the chaos created by ISIS provided an opening for
the Kurds to seize disputed territories (e.g., Shingal and Kirkuk) that they claim as historically
Kurdish territories. There are also other less significant contributing factors, such as Massoud
Barzani’s desire to cement his legacy as the father of Kurdistan and an attempt to gain leverage
over Baghdad concerning political and economic disputes in Iraq.

In a 28 June 2017 editorial in the Washington Post, Massoud Barzani (the former
president of Iraqi Kurdistan) highlighted Iraqg’s failure, prior to and post-2005, to uphold the
constitution and to treat Kurds as equal partners. Referring to the 2005 constitution, Barzani
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said, “Baghdad has failed to implement key provisions of that constitution, and we have good
reason to believe that it never will. This failure of the political system is also responsible for the
drastic deterioration of relations between Sunnis and Shiites that led to the rise of the Islamic
State, with disastrous consequences for all Iragis, including Kurds.”! Baghdad’s failure to abide
by the constitution was the main justification for holding the referendum. In a subsequent
interview with Foreign Policy magazine, Barzani reiterated this argument by declaring: “A long
time ago | reached the conclusion that it was necessary to hold a referendum and let our people
to decide...For a long time | have had this belief that Baghdad is not accepting real, meaningful
partnership with us.”?

Former Iraq Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki received the bulk of the responsibility for
pushing the Kurds towards independence. According to Kurdish officials, Maliki’s tenure as prime
minister demonstrated that a democratic partnership between Baghdad and Erbil would be
impossible. Massoud Barzani accused Maliki of committing crimes against the Kurds similar in
scale to the atrocities committed by Saddam Hussein.® In an interview, Barzani said, “Maliki
committed another version of the Anfal operation, but in another uglier way...We sought to
establish a democratic federal Iraq, but Baghdad refused and we reached a conviction that we
are not wanted there.”* From Barzani’s perspective, the behaviour of Nouri al-Maliki validated
Kurdish concerns that little had changed in Iraqg since the overthrow of Saddam Hussein. The
Kurds expressed concerns that they were being treated like second-class citizens, rather than
partners in a federal and democratic Iraq.

Under Nouri al-Maliki, Kurds felt alienated and there grew a perception among the Kurds
that Baghdad was becoming increasingly authoritarian.> Maliki’s actions were highlighted by his
combative rhetoric and policies aimed at strengthening Baghdad’s position not only vis-a-vis the
Kurds, but also the rest of Iraq. Some of Maliki’s actions included tightening his grip on the Iraqi
military by creating the Office of the Commander in Chief and Provincial Command Centres,
institutions through which Maliki could exercise control over the army.® Maliki also targeted the
Kurds by reducing or withholding the Kurdish region’s annual budget and ignoring Kurdish
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autonomy as outlined in the constitution.” Massoud Barzani and the Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) believed Maliki’s actions represented a larger trend in which Baghdad was
attempting to reassert its dominance over the Kurds. Maliki’s power-grab (whether perceived or
real) prompted Barzani to declare, in a meeting with Maliki, “you smell like a dictator.”® Barzani
highlighted these concerns during a visit to Washington DC, where he told the Barack Obama
administration that “Iraq is facing a serious crisis...it’s coming towards one-man rule.”?

Maliki’s political aspirations can be likened to a ‘strong-man’ who provided Iraqis with
stability and security, but whose rule depended on “patronage and an iron fist.”1° “To anger him
is to risk endless harassment, exile, or imprisonment. To strike an alliance with al-Maliki is an
opportunity to mass power and protection from enemies,” writes Ned Parker.!! This type of
behaviour was best demonstrated by Maliki’s actions on 15 December 2011 when he ordered
the arrests of Tariq al-Hashemi, Iraq’s then vice president, Rafi al-Issawi, then finance minister,
and Saleh al-Mutlag, then deputy prime minister.?? It was revealed that the accusations and
incriminating evidence against these high-level officials were collected from individuals who were
tortured and that the arrests were politically motivated.!3

It is surprising then that Iraqgi Kurdistan’s two main political parties, Massoud Barzani’s
Kurdistan Democratic Party and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan, supported Maliki and his State
of Law party to form a government in 2010. Following the March 2010 election, neither Maliki’s
State of Law, which garnered 89 seats, nor Ayad Allawi’s Iraqiyya, which won 91 seats, secured
the 163 seats necessary for a majority to form the government. Following months of political
deadlock and negotiations, an agreement was reached wherein Maliki would continue to serve
as prime minister, but his powers would be constrained by the creation of a National Council for
Strategic Policy, which would be responsible for approving all major policy decisions.* Barzani
would later reveal that, at the time, the Kurds viewed Maliki as less of a threat than Allawi and

Iraqgiyya.

Kurdish officials accused the Maliki administration of creating an environment of
suspicion and hostility between the Kurds and Baghdad.’® Although this accusation is not
unwarranted, the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) also contributed to the deterioration of
relations between Baghdad and the Kurds. Iraqi Kurdistan established its own Ministry of Natural
Resources in 2006 and it pursued an independent oil and energy policy without the consent of or
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cooperation from Baghdad.® The KRG signed exploration and service contracts, against the will
of Baghdad, with the United Arab Emirates’ Dana Gas Crescent Petroleum, Korea National Qil
Corporation, Canada’s Talisman, and ExxonMobil amongst others.'” By 2013, the KRG was
exporting and selling its oil through the KRG’s pipeline without an agreement with Baghdad in
place.’® With little dialogue on the matter, the federal government in Baghdad interpreted the
KRG’s behaviour as a move towards economic and political independence. The KRG, meanwhile,
was suspicious that Baghdad’s unwillingness to pass a national oil law was a sign of its aspirations
to dominate the Kurds.

The referendum, then, was the culmination of long-held grievances and a growing fear
within Iraqi Kurdistan that the central government in Baghdad could not be trusted to respect
Kurdish autonomy. It is on these grounds that the Kurdistan Regional Government accused
Baghdad of wilfully ignoring Iraq’s constitution and shrinking, or completely withholding, Iraqi
Kurdistan’s share of the annual budget. Massoud Barzani and the KRG argued that since 2005,
they called for a federal and democratic Irag, which, to their dismay did not materialize.’® The
view from Erbil is as follows: The Kurds made every effort to make Iraqg a multi-ethnic democracy,
but Baghdad failed to adhere to framework of the constitution. After more than a decade of
political quarreling, the Kurds lost confidence in the project of a federal and democratic Irag. In
an interview with the Russian think tank Valdai Club, Hemen Hawrami, chief advisor to Massoud
Barzani, reiterated that the Kurdish decision to hold the referendum was a response to Baghdad’s
undemocratic behaviour from 2003 though 2017.2° Hawrami said, “The leadership and the
people of Kurdistan went through 14 years of failed federalism in Irag. The new Iraqg in post 2003
failed to implement the main pillars of power sharing and consensus... In February 2014, then
Prime Minister Maliki cut the budget from Kurdistan Region. Iraq failed to protect us from the
barbaric attacks of 1SIS.”?! It is in this context that Iragi Kurdistan carried out the controversial
referendum.

The referendum generated opposition from Baghdad, Iraq’s neighbors, the international
community, and from within Iragi Kurdistan. Within in Iragi Kurdistan, political parties and
segments of the population argued that the referendum was ill-timed. Gorran and the Kurdistan
Islamic Group, for instance, released a joint statement calling for the referendum to be
postponed to a date to be set by the parliament of Iragi Kurdistan.??> These parties believed that
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Iragi Kurdistan’s parliament possesses the legal framework to sanction a referendum on
independence. In addition, there was a campaign, concentrated in Sulaymaniyah province (the
hotbed of Gorran and PUK supporters), that urged Iraqgi Kurdistan to postpone the referendum.
The ‘No for Now’ campaign, led by the media organization Nalia Radio and Television (NRT) and
its owner Shaswar Qadir, accused Barzani and the Kurdistan Democratic Party of exploiting
Kurdish nationalism by distracting the population with the referendum.?® During a rally held in
Sulaymaniyah, Shaswar Qadir declared that the referendum is a ploy to “distract people from the
real problems, such as the ongoing financial crisis and shortage of basic services.”?*

The referendum also faced strong political opposition from the central government in
Baghdad and neighbouring Turkey. On 12 September 2017, Iraq’s parliament voted against the
referendum, arguing that it was unconstitutional. The parliamentary resolution asserted that
“This referendum lacks a constitutional basis and thus it is considered unconstitutional.”?> In
addition, the parliament furnished Iraq’s Prime Minister, Haider al-Abadi, with the power to “take
all measures” necessary to preserve Iraq’s unity.?® Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdogan declared that
“If Barzani and the Kurdish regional government do not go back on this mistake as soon as
possible, they will go down in history with the shame of having dragged the region into an ethnic
and sectarian war.”?’ Erdogan also threatened economic sanctions against Iraqi Kurdistan. He
proclaimed that Turkey would punish Iragi Kurdistan “when we close the oil taps, all [their]
revenues will vanish, and they will not be able to find food when our trucks stop going to northern
Iraq.”?8

Two days before the referendum, in a letter addressed to Massoud Barzani, US Secretary
of State, Rex Tillerson, asked Barzani to postpone the referendum and proposed an ‘alternative’
course of action. Tillerson referred to the alternative as “accelerated framework for negotiation
with the central Government of Iraq...[The] accelerated framework carries an open agenda and
should last no longer than one year, with the possibility of renewal. Its objective is to resolve all
issues outstanding between Baghdad and Erbil and the nature of the future relationship between
the two.”?° Perhaps most significantly, Tillerson offered to “address” Iraqi Kurdistan’s “fiscal and
security needs” and pledged that should the talks fail, the US would “recognize the need for a
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referendum.”3® In exchange for the above, the Kurds would enter into negotiations with
Baghdad, continue to support the coalition against ISIS, and the boundaries of Iragi Kurdistan
would be determined by negotiations with Baghdad and through implementation of Article
140.3! The last requirement regarding Iraqi Kurdistan’s border would have been unacceptable to
Barzani and the Kurds. After all, following the capture of Kirkuk, and other disputed territories,
the Kurds declared that the KRG would under no circumstances relinquish control over Kirkuk.
This was a concession Barzani could not make without tarnishing his legacy.

Barzani and his supporters ignored the repeated and unambiguous requests from the
international community to suspend the referendum. Barzani refused these appeals on the
grounds that the referendum was the Kurds’ inalienable right. In doing so, Barzani risked the
KRG’s autonomy and security for something uncertain. The fateful decision was a miscalculation
that pushed Iraq to brink of civil war. On 25 September 2017, Iraqgi Kurdistan held the
referendum, which asked: “Do you want the Kurdistan Region and the Kurdistani areas outside
the administration of the Region to become an independent state?” The overwhelming majority,
92.7 percent, of citizens voted in favour of separating from Iraq.3?

The international community ignored the results of the referendum. Perhaps the biggest
diplomatic blow came from the United States, an ally from which the Kurds expected support.
Secretary of State, Rex Tillerson, released a press statement denouncing the referendum.

Tillerson’s statement read:

The United States does not recognize the Kurdistan Regional Government’s unilateral
referendum held on Monday [25 September 2017]. The vote and the results lack legitimacy
and we continue to support a united, federal, democratic and prosperous Iraq. We remain
concerned about the potential negative consequences of this unilateral step. Prior to the
vote, we worked with both the KRG and the central government in Baghdad to pursue a
more productive framework and to promote stability and prosperity for the people of the
Kurdistan region. These aspirations, ultimately, cannot be advanced through unilateral
measures such as this referendum. We urge calm and an end to vocal recriminations and
threats of reciprocal actions. We urge lIragi Kurdish authorities to respect the
constitutionally-mandated role of the central government and we call upon the central
government to reject threats or even allusion to possible use of force. The United States
asks all parties, including Irag’s neighbors, to reject unilateral actions and the use of force.
The fight against 1SIS/Daesh is not over, and extremist groups are seeking to exploit
instability and discord. We urge our lraqgi partners to remain focused on defeating
ISIS/Daesh. We encourage all sides to engage constructively in a dialogue to improve the
future of all Iraqgis.??

Turkey and Iran, traditional rivals and countries who disagree on most issues, demonstrated unity
in opposing Iraqi Kurdistan’s referendum and independence aspirations. As mentioned earlier,
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Turkey and Iran both threatened to impose economic and political sanctions on the Kurds.3* The
international community (both regional and international actors) played a decisive role in
thwarting Iraqgi Kurdistan from achieving anything meaningful from the referendum.

Regional and international actors played an important role in preserving the unity of Iraq.
The Kurds faced the difficult task of persuading the US, Turkey, Iran, and other international
powers (e.g., France, UK, and Germany) that an independent Iragi Kurdistan would not lead to
instability in the region.3> The policies of Turkey, Iran, and the US converge on the unity of Irag.
All three actors have promoted, albeit for different reasons, the territorial integrity of Iraq. The
KRG has worked to reassure these governments that Iragi Kurdistan is not on the path to
independence. In a 2012 interview with Time magazine, Nechervan Barzani, the Prime Minister
of Iraqi Kurdistan, noted that the oil pipeline from the Kurdish region to Turkey’s Ceyhan port is
not a prelude to the breakup of Iraqg.

Furthermore, Nechervan Barzani has consistently maintained that Kurds will not seek
independence if Baghdad adheres to the Iragi constitution. In a 2012 interview, he said, “We
have a constitution in this country. We will not take any other step until we lose hope in that
constitution. There is no doubt if and when we lose hope that the constitution is not adhered to,
certainly there are other options.”3® Nechervan Barzani further noted that Kurdish independence
has never been so viable, but there remain challenges. According to Nechervan Barzani, Kurdish
independence is unlikely and, indeed, impossible without support from a regional neighbour,
referring to Turkey, and the US.3” Turkey, therefore, will play a major role in the future of Iraqi
Kurdistan. Turkey fears that Iraqi Kurdish autonomy will ultimately lead to independence, which
will lead to unrest with its own Kurdish population and threaten Turkey’s territorial integrity. This
fear has been a mainstay of Turkey’s policy towards Iraq and Iraqi Kurdistan.

Iran is similarly fearful that an independent Kurdistan on its border will lead to instability
amongst its own Kurdish population. Iran is host to about six to seven million restive Kurds and
Tehran is forced to confront sporadic military clashes with the militant Kurdish group, the Free
Life Party of Kurdistan (PJAK). Iraqi Kurdistan’s autonomy has prompted neighbouring Kurds in
Iran to make similar political and economic demands from Tehran. As a result, Iran is on high
alert and weary of the prospect of an independent Kurdistan on its border. To this end, Iran is
working closely with Shiite political leaders in Iraq and Tehran also has close ties with the PUK.

34 Ted Regencia, “Kurdish Secession Tops Erdogan’s Agenda in Iran Visit,” Aljazeera. 4 October 2017. Available at:
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Iran provided the PUK with military assistance to fight ISIS in June 2014.38 In exchange for military
and political support, Iran expects the PUK to promote a united Irag.

The international community’s strong condemnation of the referendum emboldened
Baghdad to adopt a heavy-handed response towards Iragi Kurdistan. Baghdad decried the
referendum as unconstitutional and rather than engaging in dialogue with the Kurds, it imposed
a series of sanctions against the Kurds. Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi demanded that Kurdish
authorities relinquish control of Iraqgi Kurdistan’s two international airports — Erbil and
Sulaymaniyah — and Abadi requested that international airlines suspend their service to Iraqi
Kurdistan. Abadi’s plea was met with approval by airlines such as a EgyptAir, Turkish Airlines,
and Royal Jordanian, all of whom suspended flights into and from the Kurdish airports. In
addition, Baghdad insisted that it would not allow Iraqgi Kurdistan to continue administering the
disputed territories, including Kirkuk. After the capture of Kirkuk, Barzani declared that the
Kurdish annexation of Kirkuk could not be reversed. Speaking after the seizure of Kirkuk, Barzani
said, “We waited for 10 years for Baghdad to solve Article 140. Now it’s accomplished because
the Iragi army pulled out and our peshmerga forces had to step in. So now the problemis solved.
There will be more no more conversation about it.”*° Iraqi officials, meanwhile, insisted that
Kirkuk is a part of Iraqg and that Baghdad must have administrative control over the city. Nouri
al-Maliki, in his role as the Vice-President of Iraq, demanded that the KRG return Kirkuk and the
other disputed territories to Baghdad. Maliki said, “We will not stop until we control the areas
that were seized from us.”*? To this end, Haider al-Abadi ordered the Iragi military to retake the
city of Kirkuk and other disputed territories.

Baghdad deployed the Iragi military and Shia militias (the Hashd al-Shabi or the People’s
Mobilization Units) on 16 October 2017 to retake the disputed territories. Iraqi forces marched
into Kirkuk with little resistance from Kurdish forces. The fall of Kirkuk represented an important
loss for the Kurds, not least because it highlighted the weaknesses of the peshmerga and Iraqi
Kurdistan’s political divisions. Following the fall of Kirkuk to Iraqi forces, there emerged
accusations of treason from rival Kurdish factions. Two theories emerged to explain the fall of
Kirkuk. Some argue that the Kurdish withdrawal from Kirkuk was coordinated between one
faction of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) and Baghdad. Led by, Hero Talabani, the former
first lady of Irag and the wife of Jalal Talabani, and her two sons, Bafel and Qubad, this PUK faction
opposed the referendum and supported joint administration (i.e., Kurdish and Iraqi) of Kirkuk.*
In an interview with France 24, Bafel Talabani rejected these accusations by arguing that the
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PUK’s peshmerga withdrawal from Kirkuk was a tactical decision made by PUK commanders in
the face of a “vastly superior enemy [lraqi forces].”*?> Others believe that Massoud Barzani’s
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and the PUK agreed to relinquish control of Kirkuk in response
to mounting pressure from Turkey and Iran.®® It is difficult to believe that Barzani was unaware
of the plan to handover Kirkuk to Baghdad. At the same time, in an interview with the New York
Times, Bafel Talabani acknowledged that he unilaterally negotiated with Abadi and Baghdad to
relinquish parts of Kirkuk to Baghdad.*

Following one week of violent clashes between Iraqgi forces and the peshmerga, the
Kurdistan Regional Government issued a statement calling for an end to the military clashes,
freezing the results of the referendum, and entering into negotiations under the framework of
Irag’s constitution.* The statement did not clarify what the KRG means by ‘freeze the results of
the referendum conducted in Iragi Kurdistan.” One interpretation is that the referendum is null
and void. Alternatively, the statement ‘freeze the results’ could mean a temporary suspension
of the referendum process. It is possible that the KRG is intentionally vague on this point. More
likely, however, the KRG has recognized that the referendum was a miscalculation and this is the
best way to nullify its results without political backlash from the Kurdish population.

Iragi Kurdistan argued that the referendum was legal and fell under the purview of the
constitution, which the Kurds interpreted as a voluntary partnership between Kurds and Arabs.
The preamble of the constitution says:

We, the people of Iraq, of all components and across the spectrum, have taken upon ourselves

to decide freely and by choice to unite our future, to take lessons from yesterday for tomorrow,

and to enact this permanent Constitution, through the values and ideals of the heavenly

messages and the findings of science and man’s civilization. The adherence to this Constitution

preserves for Iraq its free union of people, of land, and of sovereignty.*®

Kurdish officials argue that this section provides them with the constitutional means for holding
the referendum and for negotiating separation from Irag. That the Kurds “freely and by choice”
joined the Iragi union, implies that they could freely and by choice divorce from that same union.
Baghdad disagreed with this interpretation and instead argued that Iragi Kurdistan’s unilateral
referendum was illegal and unconstitutional. The international community sided with Baghdad,
which meant that the referendum was ill-fated before it was held.
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On the legality of the referendum, Iraq’s supreme court agreed with Abadi and the Iraqi
parliament. On 18 September 2017, the court ordered Iragi Kurdistan to suspend the
referendum to give the court time to examine and deliberate the issue.*’” The court’s ruling,
delivered on 6 November 2017, declared that no region or province in Iraq can secede.*® The
ruling bolsters Baghdad’s position that the constitution precludes the right to secession and, as
a precondition to negotiations, Iragi Kurdistan must concede that separation is off the table. In
a surprising move, the KRG accepted the Iraqgi Supreme Court’s ruling that the independence
referendum is unconstitutional.*> This concession by Iraqi Kurdistan lends support to the notion
that the end goal of the referendum was not independence. Rather, it was about furnishing the
Kurds with leverage in its political and economic dealings with Baghdad.

There is some merit to the idea that the referendum is more about resetting the
relationship with Baghdad than independence.>® This idea asserts that Iraqi Kurdistan’s aim is to
establish a confederation with two components made up from the Kurdish region and the rest of
Iraq.>® This idea is supported by the political rhetoric of high-ranking Kurdish officials, including
Massoud Barzani and Nechervan Barzani. On more than one occasion, Massoud and Nechervan
have expressed their desire for a confederal arrangement with Irag. In April 2014, Massoud
Barzani asserted that if relations with Baghdad continue to deteriorate, the Kurds would consider
pushing for confederation.>> Similarly, Prime Minister Nechervan Barzani noted one way to
preserve the unity of post-ISIS Iraq is to establish a confederation between an independent
Kurdistan and Irag.>3

This partly explains the mixed signals from the Kurds concerning the desire and intentions
with the aim of the independence referendum. On the one hand, two weeks before the vote, in
a televised speech, Massoud Barzani asserted that a ‘yes’ vote for the referendum is in itself a
declaration of independence.”* Yet, during the same speech, Barzani suggested that like the
United Kingdom’s European Union exit, Iragi Kurdistan’s exit from Iraq will take long negotiations
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in order to resolve “...hundreds of problems with Iraq on the subject of water, border, gas and
oil.”>®> Furthermore, in an editorial published in the Washington Post, Barzani described the vote
as a “binding referendum.”>® On the other hand, Bayan Sami Abdul Rahman, the Kurdistan
Regional Government’s representative in Washington DC, maintained that the referendum is
nonbinding and that the objective behind the vote is to reach “a negotiated settlement with the
government of Iraq.”>’ Inthe lead up to the referendum, Massoud Barzani added more confusion
to the situation by declaring that the “referendum is not for defining borders or imposing a fait
accompli. We want a dialogue with Baghdad to resolve the problems, and the dialogue can last
one or two years.””® The ambiguity was deliberate. It was intended to provide the Kurds with
bargaining leverage in the post-referendum negotiations with Baghdad.

Conclusion

This article examined Iraqgi Kurdistan’s decision to hold an independence referendum against
strong political opposition from Baghdad and the international community. It argued that the
objective behind the referendum was to furnish the Kurds with leverage in negotiating a political
and economic relationship with Baghdad. In other words, the Kurds believed that the
referendum would strengthen their position in extracting concessions from Baghdad. Instead,
however, the referendum backfired and threatened Iragi Kurdistan’s autonomy following
Baghdad’s military offensive in Kirkuk and other disputed territories on Iraqgi Kurdistan’s border.
Most analysts missed the mark and declared that the dream of Kurdish independence died with
the referendum and that Iraqgi Kurdistan would suffer long-term consequences following the ill-
fated referendum.> Certainly, Iraqi Kurdistan suffered a series of political, economic, and
military sanctions imposed on it by Baghdad, neighbouring Turkey and Iran, and the United
States. In the short- to medium-term, the crisis post-referendum presents serious political and
military challenges to Iraqi Kurdistan. Politically, Iragi Kurdistan will continue to face backlash
and opposition to its independence aspirations. It will be increasingly isolated by Baghdad, its
neighbours, and the international community. Iragi Kurdistan also faces internal instability as
highlighted by the division between the PUK and the KDP. Miilitarily, Iragi Kurdistan faces a
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serious threat from the Iragi military and Shia militias, who possess superior weapons and
political and material support from regional neighbours.

Yet, there is reason to be optimistic that the referendum will not have long-term
consequences for Iraqi Kurdistan’s desire to redefine its relationship with Baghdad. For one, the
resignation of Massoud Barzani presents an opening to the younger generation of Kurdish
politicians to lead Iraqgi Kurdistan. The embargo against Iraqi Kurdistan’s international airports
has been lifted Haider al-Abadi and the Iraqi parliament have agreed to pay Iraqgi Kurdistan’s
share of the annual budget and Baghdad will pay the salaries of Kurdish civil servants. These are
positive steps that will provide the foundation for Iraqi Kurdistan and Baghdad to redefine their
political and economic relationship. From Iraqgi Kurdistan’s perspective, the lesson from the
referendum is that it must work within Iraq’s institutional framework and push for dialogue
rather than pursuing unilateral action that triggers the ire of Baghdad and its neighbours. From
Baghdad’s perspective, it learned that it has the political support of its neighbours and the
international community. But Baghdad has also demonstrated that it has learned to engage the
Kurds in dialogue, to negotiate, and to compromise in resolving the political and economic
challenges facing Iraq.



