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Summary

The Kurdish Workers Party (PKK), a group the United Staes, the EuropeanUnion, and Turkey

considera terrorist organizationhasbeen stagingattacksin Turkey from campsin the mountainous
border regons in northern Iraq for three decades.The Turkish public has becomeoutragd by

egalating PKK attacks in recentweeks,and on Octobe 17, the Turkish paldiament by a neaty

unanimousvote authorized cross-border military strikes into Iraq againstthe PKK. This hasraised
fearsof wider regionalinstability andfurthertensionin Ankara’srelationswith Washington.

In the current crisis, Turkeys military optionsare likely to havelimited effect on the PKK and are
fraught with internationaland domesticpoliti cal risks. For this reason Ankara is pursuingdiplomacy
The Turks mustknow, though,thatit is nealy impossble for the central Iragi govenmentin Baghdad
to takereal action againstthe PKK, andit is highly unlikely thatthe Kurdishregonal govenmentwiill
take actionundercurrentcircumstancesl he United Staesis rightly worriedabaut maintainingrelative
stablity in northern Iragandis unlikely to comnit forcesto huntfor the PKK becausef the existing
demandsof operatons elsewheran the country. Covertcooperabn with Turkey is a possibility, but
suchactionwould havesignificant operatonal chdlenges dueto the harsh geogaphyandwould not
repair relations with a restive Turkish public that haslost confidence in their U.S. ally. Also, U.S.
speci& operatons forcesare already undertremendousdemand elsewherein Irag andin Afghanistan.
U.S. involvementmay also risk openng a new front aganst U.S. troopsin Irag at a time when
commandersand Pentagorofficials are looking to drav down forces. The situationfor all partiesis
dangerousandchallenging.Any solutionto this crisiswould neel to come in the largerframeworkof
thefuture of the KurdishRegionalGovernnent(KRG) asa neighborto Turkey.

The Current Crisis

Over the pastthreeweeks PKK terroriss haveinfiltratedTurkeyand killed 28 soldiersin two separate
plannedambushesand the detonationof a landmine kidnapping 8 soldies in the latestoperationon
October14, with amother plannedattackfoiled on October22. Tensof millions of Turkish flagshave
been sold acrass the country and Turks are wearing black ribbonsto show solidarity, mourning,and
pariotism.Jingaist headlinesurgingthe govenmentto acion andblack bannes with the namesof the
soldierskilled and capturedpervadethe media. Mass denpnstations aganst the PKK and violence
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against Turkey's own internal Kurdish populaton (15-20 million, heavily concentratedin the
southeastput of thetotal populationof 72 million) have beenontherise.

Turkish deputyprime minister Cemil Cicek on October23, ordereda banon "broadcastselatedto the
terrorist attack likely to havea negativeimpacton pulic orderandmorde... by creatinganimpression
of weaknessoncering the secuity forces."On October26, a Turkish high coutt lif ted this ban.Any

wed&kness now perceived by the Turkish popuktion is the weaknessof the ruling Justice and
DevelopmentParty (AKP), and not the Turkish General Stdf, which Turks instinctively turn to in

times of crisis. The Turkish parliamentvoted nearly unaninously two weeksago to allow military

action and incursion into Iraq and the populaton is impaient for resuls. With the tenson in civil -

military relations betweenthe AKP andthe Turkish Gener&a Staff still simmeringfrom anearcoupthis
summer,this is the Turkish military’s opporunity to agan provether relevane asthe authoity in

mattersof the stae. On the otherhand,operatonal failure at this time could furtherdamagehe Turkish
military’s prestige and role as guardian of the sealar stae. This likely drives greater caution in

military adviceon operationsagains the PKK—especilly in light of reentregonal lesons,suchas
the disasrous 2006 operationsagainstHezbollah in Lebanonby the Isreeli DefenseForces,or the
continued strugde by the U.S. military aganst non-stae adors elsewherein Irag. Unlike in these
campaigns,of course,the PKK is basedaway from major populded areas,but in a stratedc

environmentno lessdamgerous.A sensethatthe PKK wantsto draw Turkeyinto northerniraq colors

thehigh-level debateon whatactionto take.

Past Military Operations

The PKK beganits insurgencyin southeast® Turkey in 1984, which led to morethan37,000deahs
overthe next 15 years During this time, the Turkish military regulaly undatook crossborder strikes
into northernlraq to disrupt PKK training camps and operatons. Theseranged from small raids by
specid forcesunits to severalmajor division and corpssized operatons (10,006-40,000troops) in
1995and 1997tha beganwith heavyartillery barrayesand were supporté by both rotary andfixed-
wing air strikes. The troopswere transporeéd to remote areasby air and armoredvehicles, but the
terrain requredhunting the PKK on foot. The Turkisharmedforcesalsotriedto establisha buffer zone
to separatd’KK basesn IragandTurkeywith little success

During this period, Turkish military superiorityandfirepowerwaschdlengedby the PKK’ s knowledge
of terrain. The Turkishgovernmentvageda classcal counteinsuigency campaig in its southeasthat,
after frequentinternationalcomplaintsof human rights abuses, cameto includeeconomicdevelopnent
projeds for Kurds, in additionto continuousopeationsby paramiitary police (Jandarma) andmilitary

units againstPKK hideoutsin mountainousegionsin Turkeyandlraq. Local Turkish-Kurdishmilitias
were also formed with state supportto fight the PKK. Ankara’s efforts to genuinelywin heats and
minds were lesssucceshl, however,andit mist&kenly dechredthe PKK defeatedseveraltimes,only

to be victimizedby severalspectaculagettacks on civiliantarges. In 1998, Turkey nearlywentto war
with Syria becauset washarboringPKK leaderAbdullah Ocaln andother PKK top commandes. In

1999 Ocala was capturedwith the help of the United States, tried and jailed. Ocalancalled for a
ceasefiravhich lasteduntil 2004.The Turks, however,continuedlow-level opegrtionsin northernlraq
againstthe PKK. Indeed,on July 4, 2003,U.S. forcesdeainedsevera Turkish specialforcesoperating
in northernliraqg,which further souredbilaterd relations.



The Setting

Turkey’'s provincesof Sirnak and Hakkari sharea 238 mile borde with Irag’s provincesof Erbil and
Dahuk.RecentPKK activitieshavebeenconcentatedin this area.PKK militants havealsohistorically

moved acrosslarge portionsof the Turkish borderwith Iran and Syria, anoher 922 miles in lengh,

sharingsame of the operationalterritory with the Pary of Free Life of Kurdistan(PEJAK), which is

alignedwith the PKK. Thetri-borderregionof Turkey, Iraq, andlIran is ruggedandremot, andis the
heart of an areapopulatedby the Kurds sincearound 1000BC. The PKK is believedto have 3,500to

5,000fightersbasedn a valley surroundedy the Kandil mountans (with peals rangingfrom 9,500~

14,0® feethigh), which straddlethe Iran-Iraq borderandare linked by foothills coveing the 60 miles
to Turkey. In any operationagainstthe Kurdish strongholds;Turkish forceswould haveto move over
these60 miles through difficult terrain and could receve air supportfrom basesin Diyarbakir or

Malatya. It is likely that Turkish forceswould be m& with plannedambushesnd an array of anti-

personneland antivehicle landminesand improvisedexplosivedevices (IEDs) from the PKK. The
amountof wegyonry and munitionsnow circulating in Iraq is also of concernand would be reaily

available to the PKK by way of corrupton in the Iraqi seaurity forcesand the raiding of Saddams

wegpons cactes after the 2003 invasionand collapseof the Ba’'athist regime. This sumnmer, Turkey
turned over capuredPKK Americanmadeweapondo the United States anda Depatmentof Defense
investigationis underwaythat suggess a group of U.S. contracbrs may also havebeeninvolved in

wegponssnugding in thecountry.

Although the most favorableoption from Turkey’s perspedve, it is unlikely that the U.S. or Iraqi
governmerg will be willing or ableto take military action aganstthe PKK. On the Iraq side of the
borcer, the PKK’s area of operationis unde the provincial control of the Kurdish Regional
Governmeni{KRG), whose U.S. military counerpartis Multinationd Division-North (MND-N). On
October26, former MND-N commandeiMajor Genegal Benjamin Mixon statedthat he had no plans
for any operatonsagainstthe PKK. U.S.Secreary of DefenseGates aso dismissedhe possibilityof a
large-scale joint operation, sayng on October 24, "Without good intelligerce, just sendinglarge
numbes of troops acrossthe borderor droppng bombsdoesn'tseem to make much senseto me."

SecretaryGates’ statementlid not dismissthe possbility of smaller opeations, likely employingU.S.
Special OperatonsForces. In arecentinterview, Generh Petaeusseenedalsoto suggessuchcovet
cooperationmay beanoption.

Despitestatemens that “all options are on the table” from the Iragi govanmentin Baghdad,it is
unlikely that Iraqi troops will confront the PKK. Any agreenent struck between the Iragi central
governmentand Turkey would necessaly rely on either Iraqi specdal opeationsforces,which arein
very high demancdelsewheren the countryandrely on the United Staesfor a range of combatsuppot
savices and airlift; or would employ the Kurdish Peshmergdorces, which are well-trained and
camble but solely underthe control of the KRG andhighly unlikely to operaé againstfellow Kurds.
To put into coniext the unwillingnessof the KRG to act aganst the PKK, they formally closedthe
PKK’s officesin majornortherniraqi citiesonly lastweek, despiteyearsof protestatiorfrom Ankara.

Likely Military Operations

Turkishunilateral military optionsin northernilraq againstthe PKK are numeous,but noneis likely to
bring aboutthe eradcation of the terroristorganiation or its baseof supportin Irag andsoutheaster
Turkeyamongthe Kurdish populdion. The mostunlikely military optionand mostdestabiizing for the
regon would be a multi-division Turkish land invasion, like thosestagel seveal times during the



1990s.The nightmare situationwould seethis force pushtowardmgor populdedareassuchasErbil or
Dahuk,whereconflict with Kurdish forcesmight occur.

The Turks currenty haveover 100,000troopsand equpmentmassedn the southeasbf Turkey and
alongthe Iraq border. Airfields andairbases dot the region. Thereareaready 1,500 Turkish troopsin
Irag, amongthem specialoperationdorces trained in couner-terrorism, which havebeenmonitoiing
PKK activities.Overthe pastweek,therearenewswre repors thattargetswerehit in northen Iraq by
F-16 jets helicopterborne comnmando raids, attack Cobra hdicopter bombardment,and artillery
sheling. For the pastseveraldays, Turkey hasalso been carrying out internal strikesin the mountains
of Sirn&k Province and Tuncelli Provine aganst supposedPKK infiltrators. It is uncertain what
casualtiesnay hawe beeninflicted on the PKK, or whatdisrupton was causedo the organization.lt is
possiblethat despie public outcry for acion, the Turkish governmat wantsto keepoperationsquiet
dueto stronginternationaloppostion and the fragility of theregion at presentThe PKK is thoughtto
numbe 3,500to 5,000 fighters commutingbeaween sparain moungin redoubtsand local villages.
Therehavebeen suggestionghatsomeelementsof the KRG aso actvely supplyandsuppot the PKK.

Anothe possble option for the Turkish military would be to estabish a so-called cordon sanitaire
(buffer-zone)to keepPKK militants out of Turkey. This option is unatracive given pag experence
with the PKK and the organization’sabiity to regroup and strike into Turkey even after years of

inactivity or seening containmentWhaever acton is taken by the Turkish military, it will likely

happenin the next few weeks By late November,winterweaherin this mountainousegionwill limit

military optionsandthe PKK will retreatfurther from the Turkish borde, waiting until the springto
strike again.

In addition to internal guerillaresstanceto a Turkishinvasion,the PKK would haveseveraoptionsfor
counterattacksysingoperativedasednside Turkeyandalongits bordes. The PKK mightalsolaunch
atacksaganst oil pipelines,includingtheline from Kirkuk in Iraq to the Turkish Mediteraneanport
of Ceyhanor the BTC pipeline that brings oil from Azerbajan via Georgiato that sameport. In the
past, the PKK hasevenresortedto attackson Turkey's eaonomy, ddiberately settingforestfires on
Turkey's Mediterraneartoastnearmajortourist destnations.

Other FactorsInfluencing Turkish Actions

Turkish civilian and military leades know that crossbordermilitary operatons into Iraq are fraught
with internatonal and domesticpolitical risks. Crossborderstrikes would threatenstability in the one
relaively secureregion of Iraq, and furthering Iraq’s instablity is not in Turkey’'s interest. While
Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoganhas sad Turkey will make crossborder stikes
wheneverthey are needed,major operatons would almost certainly not be launcheduntil after
SecretaryRices bilateral meetingswith Turkish President Gul, and Prime Minister Erdogan on the
moming of November2 in Ankara,andthe Novembe 2—-3 meeing in Istantul of foreign ministers
from all of Irag’s neighborsthe five permanentmenbersof the UN Seairity Council, the G8, andthe
EuropeanUnion that will explore ways to help stabilize Irag. In addtion, the chief of the Turkish
Geneal Staff, YasarBuyukanit, said Turkey would not laund a crossborderopeation until afterthe
Novembe 5 visit of Prime Minister Erdoganto Washingon. Military acion would trigger a crisis in
relaions with the United Stateswhich are adready straned. Relaions with Iraq would alsobe soued,
ard transittradein crudeoil and gasolne at the Habur Gatk border crossing,which is vital to the
ecanomy of souheastern Turkey, could be disrupted.Staemens from European Union countiies in
recentweekshave also madeclearthat Turkey’s efforts to advancemembershipnegotiaions would



suffer, particularly if there were significant civilian casuaties among the Kurds as a result of its
military action.

Only Syria has endorsedTurkish military acion againstthe PKK. Two weeksago during a visit to
Ankara, Syrian Presdent Basher al-Asad expressedis unconditonal supportfor Turkey to conduct
crossborder operatons. Syria sharesTurkey’s concernwith its own Kurdish populationin the face of
possibleKurdishirredentiam in northernlirag. Iran, batling Irag-based Kurdishterorists, alsosupports
Turkey’sright to defenditself. It is not likely in the nea-term, however,that Syrianor Iranianforces
would operae jointly with Turkeyagainsthe PKK; thoughtheycould cut off escapeoutes favoredby
theterroristsandmight passintelligence.

Military strikes into Iraq would also impad the power struggle betwea the modeate Islamist AKP

governmentand the military and other secular (Kemalist) nationalists who are suspiciousof AKP’s
agenda.Respanding to EU presures,the AKP govenmenthas sowght to improvethe rights of the
Kurds in Turkey and beenopento dialogue with the KRG in Iraq. The Turkish military and the
Kemalistscontinueto favor arigid policy of “T urkification” of the Kurds andhavebeenagitatingfor

crossborder strikes for sometime. A large-scak invasionwould require Prime Minister Erdogan to

declare matial law in at leag five easternprovinces to control adversereadions amongthe heavily
Kurdish populaton andto guard againstfurther PKK reprisds. The mili tary would be fully in charge,
sothis would betantamounto a partial coup,which the AKP hasfearedsinceit assumedaontrol of the
presidencyaswell asthe governmentjn July. If the AKP goveanment authorzeslimited strikes, as
expectedandtheydo not staunchPKK attacks, Erdoganwould likely facecals from the Geneal Staff

and secularparties for larger strikes.As noted above however, the TGS knows from experiencehe
potential for operatonsin Iraqto becomeaquagnire.



