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What does the Syrian-

Kurdish opposition want?

Politics between Erbil, Sulaymaniyah,

Damascus and Qandil

When the protests in Syria began in spring 2011, many
observers assumed that the Kurds would play a key role
in the overthrow of the regime. Although the Kurdish
opposition was fragmented into more than a dozen polit-
ical parties, it was the best-organized part of the Syrian
opposition as a whole. Moreover, many recalled the im-
ages of mass protests in 2004, when rioting after a soc-
cer game in al-Qamishli led to days of dissident protests
in the Kurdish regions, as well as in Damascus, Aleppo,
and other cities with a significant Kurdish population.
In June 2011, when dissident protests were already put-
ting considerable pressure on the Syrian regime, the
chairmen of the Kurdish political parties were invited to
official talks in the capital for the first time.! This invita-
tion—which the parties ultimately rejected —was part
of a »package of pro-Kurdish measures« that the Syrian
government had been pursuing since the beginning of
the protests. The measures included a decree to natural-
ize the registered stateless (agjanib), which was issued
on April 7, 2011,% and the revocation on March 26, 2011
of Decree 49, which had impeded the transfer of lands
in border regions.® The fulfillment of two of the main
demands of both the Kurdish parties and the popula-
tion was not the result of successful negotiation, but
rather must be understood as an attempt by the gov-
ernment to avert or at least minimize Kurdish partici-
pation in the protests. In fact, the Kurds have played
only a minor part in the uprisings thus far. The follow-
ing report analyzes the reasons for this. In addition, this
report follows up on our previous report »Who is the

1 KurdWatch, June 11, 2011,
»Al-Qamishli: Kurdish Parties refuse
dialogue with Bashar al-Assad,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=1651&z=en>.

2 KurdWatch, April 8, 2011,
»Damascus: Registered state-

less Kurds to be naturalized,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=1401&z=en>.

3 KurdWatch, May 2, 2011, »Da-
mascus: Decree 43 makes it easier
to transfer land in border regionsx,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=1475&z=en>.



Syrian-Kurdish opposition? The development of Kurdish
Parties, 1956-2011«* published in December 2011, and
sketches the developments since October 2011. As new
oppositional actors have entered the political arena with
the youth groups and the Kurdish units within the Free
Syrian Army (FSA), this report employs a broader defini-
tion of the term »opposition«.

As in 2004, it was not the political parties, but predomi-
nantly young people who supported the protests against
the regime in the spring of 2011. At the beginning of the
revolution, only the Kurdish Future Movement in Syria
(Sepéla Pésrojé ya Kurdi li Stiriyé) publicly positioned
itself on the side of the protestors.> A split subsequent-
ly arose between the Future Movement and the other
Kurdish parties: The Future Movement is the only party
aside from the Democratic Union Party (Partiya Yekiti-
ya Demokrat, PYD), the Syrian branch of the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerén Kurdistan, PKK), that
is not a part of the Kurdish National Council.

There is no sound evidence of organizational ties be-
tween the young people who were active in 2004/2005
and those who began organizing demonstrations in
spring 2011. In fact, local coordinating committees in
the Arab parts of the country were the model for the
development of similar groups in the Kurdish regions.®
Initially these Kurdish committees discussed and shared
the weekly demonstration slogans with their Arab allies.”
At the end of March 2012, however, Kurdish activists be-
gan using their own slogans—slogans that often made
reference to specific Kurdish issues and had not previ-
ously been accepted as general slogans.? Aside from the
question of providing for specific Kurdish issues in the
slogans, the use of religious mottos also became a point
of contention. In the words of a Kurdish activist:

»Our revolution is committed to freedom and dig-
nity. We no longer have sympathy for the fact that so
many of the slogans that are designated as the main
slogans have an Islamic context.«?

WATCH

KurdWatch, December 2011,
»Who is the Syrian-Kurdish
Opposition? The development of
Kurdish Parties, 1956-2011«,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/pdf/
kurdwatch parteien en.pdf> and
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/pdf/
kurdwatch parteien en 2.pdf>.

In addition, some of the early
youth activists were members of
the Kurdish Union Party in Syria
(Partiya Yekiti ya Kurdi li Striyé).

Interview mit ‘Abdussalam
‘Uthman, politician and activist,
January 10, 2013.

KurdWatch, June 29, 2011,
»Jan Qamishloki, Kurdish activist:
>Most demonstrators do not pray«,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/html/
en/interviewl.html>.

KurdWatch, April 7, 2012,
»Al-Qamishli: For the first
time, Kurdish activists demon-
strate under their own sloganc,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2497&z=en>.

KurdWatch, May 16, 2012,
»Al-Qamishli: Demonstrators
criticize Islamic slogans,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2533&z=en>.



In addition to the difficulties with the Arab opposi-
tion, the Kurdish parties played a significant role in
the »Kurdification« of the protest discourse, as was
also reflected in the progressive disappearance of the
Syrian independence flag of 1932 —the symbol of the
Syrian revolution—at demonstrations in cities like
al-Qamishli. From the beginning, most party represen-
tatives were not really interested in the protests and
distanced themselves from the Arab opposition, espe-
cially from the part that advocated for an overthrow
of the regime. For example, party members were criti-
cal that »the Arabs« had abandoned the Kurds in their
fight against the Syrian regime in 2004, and thus they
saw no reason to support the »Arab revolution« now.

Initially local coordinating committees and youth
groups were very attractive to young people, but over
the past two years, their influence has gradually di-
minished. One reason for this is that it is difficult to
continually develop activities given the scarcity of re-
sources, limited support from the outside, and scant
organizational skills. Another aspect seems to be even
more important, as the activist ‘Abdussalam ‘Uthman
explains in an interview:

»The coordinating groups were initially very popular.
After a while their popularity decreased. The people
saw that the coordinating groups were behaving
more and more like our parties. At the moment they
are very weak; they cannot change society.«!°

Indeed, many of the early youth groups have disband-
ed; others have split or have merged together only to
split again shortly thereafter. Currently, there are only
a few independent youth groups, and most have close
ties to one of the Kurdish parties.!!

The Kurdish National Council, which was founded
in October 2011 and currently unites all of the Kurd-
ish parties except the Future Movement and the PYD,
also includes representatives of various youth groups
(as well as representatives of women’s groups and in-
dependent figures). These new actors were not able
to significantly influence the council’s politics, but in-
stead they have been assimilated and marginalized by
the parties. Representatives from four youth groups did
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KurdWatch, December 25, 2012:
»‘Abdussalam ‘Uthman, politician
and activist: >Khabat Derki kid-
napped me, he held a gun to my
head««, <http://www.kurdwatch.org/
syria_article.php?aid=2719&z=en>.

When the policymakers within
these parties realized that the youth
groups were gaining more and more
supporters, they founded their own
youth organizations; see also Adib
Abdulmajid, »Kurdish youth forces
in Syria accuse parties of squeezing
them out«, Riidaw, January 14, 2013,
<http://www.rudaw.net/english/

news/syria/5656.html>.



not participate in the Kurdish National Council’s sec-
ond conference (January 10 and 11, 2012), because the
quota for the youth groups had been lowered from thir-
ty to fifteen percent. Moreover, the parties have been
accused of favoring party-affiliated youth groups over
independent youth groups in order to create additional
seats for the parties.!? The extent to which the repre-
sentatives of the youth groups have been dominated
and manipulated by the parties became clear in Febru-
ary 2013 during preparations for the youth conference,
the body that elects youth group representatives to the
Kurdish National Council. The conference was not ar-
ranged by representatives of the youth groups, but by
a committee dominated by the »old guard« of the par-
ties. The members included Isma‘il Hami, Secretary
of the Kurdish Union Party in Syria (Partiya Yekiti ya
Kurdi li Striyé, Yekiti for short), and Faysal Yusuf, for-
mer chairman of the Kurdish National Council. Not sur-
prisingly, the youth representatives elected had close
ties to political parties, especially to the Yekiti, both
wings of the Azadi, and ‘Abdulhakim Bashar’s Kurdish
Democratic Party in Syria (el-Partl) [Partiya Demokrat
a Kurdi li Stiriyé (el-Parti)].

Yet in cities like al-Qamishli, ‘Amudah, ‘Ayn al-‘Arab
(Kobani), and ad-Darbasiyah, young people can be ob-
served joining forces in groups united by common in-
terests and goals, not by party affiliation. Youth and
community centers focusing on education, culture,
politics, and human rights and built upon on the work
of volunteers have arisen and are enjoying great popu-
larity. Even if some of the activists have close ties to
political parties, their clientele is not restricted to this
target group. This all suggests that there is a genera-
tion of young people who are becoming active outside
of deadlocked party structures and schemes and who
want to assume responsibility at a local level. To date,
however, this group remains too small to be able to ex-
ert a lasting influence on Kurdish society.

From the outset, the situation in ‘Afrin has looked
somewhat different. Here the PYD allowed the newly es-
tablished youth groups no room to develop. Young peo-
ple who wanted to organize themselves and carry out
dissident demonstrations have been intimidated, threat-
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KurdWatch, January 24, 2013:
»Al-Qamishli: Kurdish National
Council newly elected,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2740&z=en>.



ened, kidnapped, and killed. The situation is similar in
al-Malikiyah (Dérik) where the PYD is also strong.!3

The Kurdish National Council was founded in Octo-
ber 2011 with the goals of profiting from the popular-
ity of the youth groups, unifying the Kurdish political
parties programmatically,'* and more effectively repre-
senting Kurdish demands. Thus far, none of these goals
has been realized.

As explained above, although the parties have man-
aged to assimilate the youth groups, this has not led to
an increase in popularity or legitimacy, but only to the
suppression of potential rivals.

Programmatically, the Kurdish National Council has
hardly anything new to offer. Ideas for the political fu-
ture of the Kurds in a Syria post-al-Assad are nothing
more than buzzwords. With regard to a solution to the
Kurdish issue, the Kurdish National Council’s first dec-
laration on October 26, 2011 stated:

»The conference was of the opinion that the Kurdish
people are an original component of Syria. They are
living on their historic, ancestral land and represent a
crucial part of the national fabric of peoples in Syria.
This makes both the constitutional recognition of the
Kurdish people as an essential part of the Syrian peo-
ple and as the second largest ethnicity necessary, a
just and democratic solution to the Kurdish question
that secures the people’s right to self-determination
within a still-existing Syrian nation-state. Further
the conference was of the opinion that a solution to
the Kurdish question represents, on the one hand,
the beginning of true democracy and, on the other
hand, a test for the Syrian opposition, which is striv-
ing for a better future for Syria on the basis of the
principle that Syria belongs to all Syrians.«!®

In April, the Kurdish National Council formulated a new
political program that differs from the original program
in that it no longer explicitly calls for the right of self-
determination for the Kurds and for political decentral-

WATCH

See, for example, KurdWatch,
February 8, 2012, »‘Afrin/al-Qamishli:
PYD sympathizers attack demon-
strators in ‘Afrin and al-Qamishli«,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2449&z=en>;
KurdWatch, December 30, 2012,
»‘Ayn al-‘Arab: PYD abducts activ-
ists«, <http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2724&z=en>.

Previously there were
numerous short-lived coalitions
of Kurdish political parties; see
also KurdWatch, December 2011,
»Who is the Syrian-Kurdish
opposition? The development of
Kurdish parties, 1956-2011«,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/pdf/
kurdwatch parteien en.pdf>, 19-21.

See »Closing Statement of the
Kurdish Patriotic Conference in
Syria«, <http://www.kurdwatch.org/
pdf/KurdWatch D029 en ar.pdf>.



ization. Isma‘il Hami, secretary of the Yekitli and mem-
ber of the Kurdish National Council, emphasized in a
press release that the demand for self-determination
nevertheless remains a part of the program. According
to Hami, this demand is echoed in the call to seek the
constitutional recognition of the Kurdish people and its
national identity, as well as the call for the recognition
of the Kurdish language as an official language and
the recognition of the legitimate national rights of the
Kurdish people in accordance with international norms
and conventions.!® Finally, in December 2012, Faysal
Yusuf, then chairman of the Kurdish National Council,
summarized the Kurdish demands as follows:

»0Our requirements are the constitutional recogni-
tion of the Kurdish people and its identity as well as
the guarantee of its legitimate national rights in ac-
cordance with international norms and conventions.
In addition, in accordance with its share of the total
population of Syria, the Kurds should have approxi-
mately a fifteen percent share of representation in
the Coalition [for more on this body, see below] and
its committees. All discriminatory practices and de-
crees affecting the Kurds must be repealed, the vic-
tims must be compensated, and the status quo ante
must be reinstated. Moreover, Syria should officially
be called the >Republic of Syria¢, not the >Syrian
Arab Republic<. Furthermore, we demand that the
Coalition commit itself to supporting all national
armed groups, not only the Free Syrian Army.«'’

With regard to its stance toward the Syrian revolu-
tion and an overthrow of the regime, there are two
factions in the Kurdish National Council on these is-
sues. One wants to support the revolution more clearly.
The most important representatives of this faction are
the Yekiti, both factions of the Azadi, and ‘Abdulhakim
Bashar’s el-Parti. These parties, which were united in
the Kurdish Democratic Political Union— Syria (Yekiti-
ya Siyasi ya Demokrata Kurd — Striyé), founded on De-
cember 15, 2012, have close ties to Mas‘ud Barzani’s
Iraqgi-Kurdish Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP).!8
The KDP-Iraq supports—if cautiously—the Syrian
revolution. The second faction consists primarily of
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KurdWatch, May 2, 2012,
»Al-Qamishli: Kurdish National
Council drafts new political pro-
gram«, <http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2519&z=en>.

KurdWatch, December 28, 2012,
»Faysal Yusuf, Chairman of the Kurd-
ish National Council: >Sometimes
things are demanded of the Council
that only a government could accom-
plish««, <http://www.kurdwatch.org/
syria article.php?aid=2721&z=en>.

KurdWatch, January 7, 2013,
»Al-Qamishli: Kurdish Democratic
Political Union— Syria establishedx,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2727&z=en>.

The Yekiti has since left the group;
see KurdWatch, July 2, 2013,
»Al-Qamishli: Yekitl leaves Political
Union«, <http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2871&z=en>.

The reason for this was allegedly
that, in their opinion, in contrast to
‘Abdulhakim Bashar’s el-Parti, they
did not receive sufficient financial

support from the KDP-Iraq.



‘Abdulhamid Hajji Darwish’s Kurdish Advancement
Party in Syria (Partiya Demokrat a Pésverh ya Kurdi li
Striyé) and Muhiyuddin Shaykh Ali’s Kurdish Demo-
cratic Union Party in Syria (Yekitl) [Partiya Yekiti ya
Demokrat a Kurdi li Stiriyé (Yekiti)]. The Advancement
Party maintains close ties to Jalal Talabani’s Iraqi-
Kurdish Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), which has
been hesitant about the Syrian revolution thus far. For
its part, the Democratic Yekiti, which is largely strong
in ‘Afrin, traditionally has good relations with the PYD
and its mother party, the PKK. This faction rejects clos-
er cooperation with those parts of the Syrian opposi-
tion that clearly advocate an overthrow of the regime.
This discord contributed significantly to the fact that
the Kurdish National Council has never been a mem-
ber of the Syrian National Council, and only in Sep-
tember 2013 decided to join what currently is the most
important oppositional alliance, the National Coalition,
founded on November 11, 2012. This decision seems to
be motivated by the consideration that after a (at that
point of time likely) U.S. military strike the Syrian op-
position, and the FSA respectively, might win the upper
hand and that in this case it would be a mistake not to
be part of this opposition.

At the end of May 2013 the Kurdish National Coun-
cil had still declined an invitation by the National Co-
alition to take part in its meeting in Istanbul, where a
decision was to be made to expand the coalition’s per-
sonnel. The official explanation was that the content
was to be negotiated before discussing concrete seats.
In fact, the Kurdish National Council was in no posi-
tion to make a joint decision to this effect. Originally
Kamiran Hajo, European representative of ‘Abdulhakim
Bashar’s el-Parti, was to participate as the representa-
tive of the Kurdish Democratic Political Union — Syria.
Shortly before the beginning of the talks, his participa-
tion in the event was called off.!° Perhaps the Political
Union feared that going it alone could lead to the col-
lapse of the fragile Kurdish National Council. Two rep-
resentatives of Mustafa Jum‘ah’s Azadi and a member
of the Kurdistan Union Party in Syria (Partiya Yekitiya
Kurdistani li Striyé) were present in Istanbul, but they
had no mandate to negotiate in the name of other par-

WATCH

Telephone conversation with

Kamiran Hajo, May 28, 2013.



ties or even in the name of the Kurdish National Coun-
cil. Bassam ‘Abdullah, member of the Syrian National
Council and the Future Movement:

»The members of the Azadi have claimed to speak
in the name of the Kurdish National Council, how-
ever, the National Council has not confirmed this.
In fact, the Yekitl has released a statement that the
Azadi members do not represent it. The Kurds are
not officially present in Istanbul. The only party that
clearly expressed interest in becoming a member of
the National Council was not considered.«?°

Indeed, the Future Movement was for some time the
only Syrian-Kurdish party that unequivocally advocat-
ed for stronger cooperation with the National Coali-
tion—a position that enjoyed little popularity among
the Kurdish population, where a strengthening of Kurd-
ish nationalist positions is rather evident. The fact that
the Future Movement does not have close ties to either
the Iraqgi-Kurdish parties KDP and PUK, or the PKK also
means that it does not receive any financial subsidies
from these sides. This significantly limits its opportuni-
ties to do political work, and according to statements
from a member of the European organization, is lead-
ing to a decline in membership.?!

Aside from the political disagreement within the
Kurdish National Council, over the past two years there
has also been a continued tendency of splits within indi-
vidual parties. Since the beginning of the Syrian revolu-
tion, three parties of the Kurdish National Council have
split: the Azadi,?? the Kurdish Left Party in Syria (Par-
tiya Cep a Kurdi li Stiriyé) 2®> and ‘Abdurrahman Aluji’s
Kurdish Democratic Party—Syria (Partiya Demokrat a
Kurdi— S1ri).?* In all three cases, the split can be traced
back to personal disputes. In Aluji’s party, the disputes
concerned the successor of the deceased party leader. On
the other hand, both factions of the Azadi are members
in the Kurdish Democratic Political Union— Syria and do
not follow any discernibly different political goals. And
in the case of the Left party, even Salih Gado, chairman
of the Kurdish Left Party in Syria (Central Committee)?>
ultimately admitted that »organizational differences of
opinion« were among the reasons for the split.?¢

WATCH

Interview with Bassam
‘Abdullah, member of the Syrian
National Council and the Future
Movement, Berlin, May 31, 2013.

Interview with a member of the
European organization of the Future
Movement, Berlin, June 8, 2013.

KurdWatch, November 7, 2011,
»Aleppo: The Kurdish Freedom
Party in Syria (Azadi) dividedx,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2170&z=en>.

KurdWatch, April 16, 2012,
»Al-Qamishli: Kurdish Left
Party in Syria splits,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2505&z=en>.

KurdWatch, November 7, 2012,
»Al-Qamishli: Aluji’s party has
split«, <http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2685&z=en>.

The other faction bears the
addendum »Congress«.

KurdWatch, April 18, 2012,
»Salih Gado, member of the polit-
buro of the Kurdish Left Party in
Syria: >Some Kurdish parties are
coming up with lots of excuses
to avoid joining the Syrian Na-
tional Council. The truth is they
are still afraid of the regime«x,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/syria

article.php?aid=2504&z=en>.



Another party currently affected by internal dis-
putes is the Democratic Yekiti. Though Muhiyuddin
Shaykh Ali was again elected party secretary at the
last party congress, which took place from April 30 to
May 1, 2013, there is criticism that he was only re-
elected because the party congress took place in ‘Afrin.
According to critics, he actually has fewer supporters
than the al-Qamishli/al-Jazirah wing of the party. Rep-
resentatives of this wing also accuse him of having co-
operated with the regime for years and of effectively
implementing PYD policies since the revolution. Ali is
also accused of manipulating the political principles of
the program that was adopted at the party congress.
Allegedly the closing statement called for the fall of
the regime, but the published version speaks only of an
end to the rule of the security apparatus.?’” As a result
of the conflict, one group of members announced its
withdrawal from the party in early May.?® The differing
positions on the PYD, the regime, and the Syrian opposi-
tion, which incapacitate the Kurdish National Council,
thus also lead to conflicts within individual parties.

The third and most important actor in the Kurdish re-
gions is currently the Democratic Union Party (PYD),
founded in 2003. After the deportation of PKK leader
Abdullah Ocalan from Syria in October 1998,2° numer-
ous high-ranking PKK cadres were successively extra-
dited to Turkey and PKK supporters in Syria were ar-
rested and detained long-term. The PYD was established
in order to further bind PKK members and sympathizers
living in Syria to the party. At the same time, the new
party’s founding was intended to help evade state re-
pression. The latter was hardly successful: Until the be-
ginning of the protests in 2011, the PYD was not only the
party with the most prisoners, its members were also, as
a rule, sentenced to longer prison terms than the mem-
bers of other parties and were systematically subjected
to torture. Since then, the balance of power has shifted
in favor of the PYD, and the PYD/PKK has once again
entered a strategic alliance with the Syrian government.

WATCH

For more accusations against
Ali, see KurdWatch, April 25, 2013,
»*Afrin: Democratic Yekiti re-elects
Muhiyuddin Shaykh Ali as Secre-
tary«, <http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2814&z=en>.

KurdWatch, May 14, 2013,
»Al-Qamishli: Democratic
Yekiti threatens split«,
<http://www.kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2829&z=en>.

For more on cooperation be-
tween the PKK and the Syrian re-
gime in the 1980s and 1990s, see
Savelsberg & Tejel 2013: 192-195.



The Iraqi president and chairman of the PUK allegedly
played a key role in initiating contact between the Syrian
government, the PKK, and, as a third partner, the Iranian
government.?*®* During Saddam Hussein’s rule, Talabani
spent many years in asylum in Damascus—his good rela-
tions with the al-Assad family stem from this time. There
are also no reservations regarding the Iranian govern-
ment and the PKK: During the intra-Kurdish civil war in
the mid-1990s in Iraq, both supported the PUK against its
(then) political opponent, Mas‘ud Barzani’s KDP. Against
this background, Talabani was able to negotiate the fol-
lowing deal: In September 2011, the Party for a Free Life
in Kurdistan (Partiya Jiyana Azad a Kurdistané, PJAK), the
Iranian arm of the PKK, ended its armed fight against
Iran. This was not only in the interest of Iran, but also
in the interest of the PUK, as armed attacks by the PJAK
regularly led to Iranian retaliation on PUK-controlled
Iraqi territory. At about the same time, the PYD in Syria
was reinvigorated. According to information from vari-
ous activists, as many as two hundred PKK militiamen
from Turkey and Iraq as well as weapons of Iranian origin
were smuggled into Syria at that time. Thus armed, the
PYD began to prevent the Kurdish population from effec-
tively participating in the revolution.

The Syrian government clearly profited from this
arrangement as its own security forces did not need
to take action against the Kurdish population. It could
thus avert a situation in which massive violence would
prompt the Kurdish political parties to abandon their
wait-and-see approach to the Syrian revolution. At the
same time, the government could focus its powers on
the main centers of uprising. In addition, any weaken-
ing of the Syrian revolution is also in the interest of
Iran: The fall of the Ba‘th regime and the potential for
(extremist) Sunnis in Syria to seize power would mean
the loss of an important regional ally for Iran and would
impede direct access to Hizbullah in Lebanon.

The PYD and its militia, the People’s Defense Units
(Yekineyén Parastina Gel, YPG), currently exercise
state-like power in Syria’s Kurdish regions. They have
erected numerous checkpoints and control vast swaths
ofland along the border to Turkey and Iraq. They charge
taxes on gasoline as well as border fees.3! The Syrian
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A PUK member in Berlin
confirmed that Talabani facilitated
contact between the PKK/PYD, the
Iranian regime, and the Syrian
government; private conversation,
Berlin, December 2012.

KurdWatch, July 3, 2012,
»Al-Qamishli: PYD controls
cross-border smuggling,
<http://kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2572&z=en>;
KurdWatch, June 12, 2012,
»Al-Qamishli: Further dem-
onstrations — for the first
time, the PYD constructs
check points in al-Qamishlix,
<http://kurdwatch.org/
index.php?aid=2555&z=en>.



regime has ceded the administration of a growing num-
ber of cities and villages to the PYD. The fact that all
of these cities were taken over by the PYD without no-
table armed conflicts, points to agreements —whether
official or unofficial —between the PYD/PKK and the
Syrian regime.3? At the time this report was complet-
ed (in the first half of September 2013), the PYD con-
trolled most cities in the province of al-Hasakah with
the exception of al-Qamishli and al-Hasakah, the two
largest and strategically most important cities. ‘Afrin
and ‘Ayn al-‘Arab (Kobani) are also under PYD control.
State employees have remained in their positions. They
also continue to receive their salaries from the govern-
ment, but are supervised by PYD members assigned to
the individual agencies. In addition, the PYD has estab-
lished its own courts, parallel to the state judicial sys-
tem; however, the judicial basis on which they operate
is unclear. The qualifications of the appointed judges
are highly questionable. In al-Qahtaniyah (Tirbesipi)
and ad-Darbasiyah, for example, judges with only an
elementary education were appointed. Party loyalty is
the decisive factor in determining appointments.33

On the one hand, the PYD’s basic financial position
as a branch of the PKK is already considerably better
than that of all other parties; on the other hand, the
PYD knows how to economically use its control over
vast parts of Syria’s Kurdish regions: Customs duties
and protection money, for example for the military pro-
tection of the oil fields in Rumaylan,3* guarantee high
revenues for the PYD. These revenues are a significant
reason why controlling the Syrian-Kurdish regions is
attractive for the PYD or rather the PKK. Another rea-
son is that the border region to Turkey can be used not
only as a refuge, but also as a place for recruiting and
training new fighters.

The International Crisis Group’s report from Janu-
ary 2013 asks why the regime would have an interest
in ceding control of vast areas to the PYD thus publicly
displaying weakness and giving the impression that ad-
ditional regions, which have remained quiet thus far, are
slipping from the government’s grasp.3®> For one, Syria is
once again playing its »Kurdish card« against Turkey. In
the summer of 2011, the ruling Justice and Development
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Party (AKP) deeply upset the Syrian regime when it posi-
tioned itself on the side of the Syrian opposition. Like his
father, Bashar al-Assad also utilizes the PKK to put pres-
sure on Turkey. The AKP can neither politically nor mili-
tarily afford to let the PKK/PYD permanently establish
itself in Syria’s Kurdish regions. At the same time it is
not in the AKP’s interest to resolve the conflict militarily.
A Turkish invasion of Syria would allow the PKK and its
Kurdish critics to close ranks and would also seriously
disrupt the peace process that has just begun in Turkey.

Since the Free Syrian Army (FSA) began operating
in the Kurdish regions, the transfer of control to the
PYD offers the Syrian government another advantage:
Instead of government troops, the PYD provides the
armed response to the FSA there. The PYD, in turn, prof-
its from the fact that Islamist groups such as the Jabhat
an-Nusrah fight alongside the FSA. In January 2013,
many of the parties represented in the Kurdish National
Council expressed their willingness to support the YPG
in acting against the Jabhat an-Nusrah.3®

Ultimately the Syrian regime may also willingly cede
control to the PYD because it assumes that this control
will be comparatively easy to regain, should the govern-
ment survive the protests and the civil war politically.
When PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan was deported from
Syria in 1998 and the PKK lost its bases in Syria and in
Lebanon, the PKK responded with neither protests nor
(armed) attacks against the Syrian government.

The PYD itself denies any cooperation with the Syrian
regime. In an interview with KurdWatch, Salih Muslim
Muhammad, chairman of the PYD, stated:

»Since September 17, 2011, the PYD has called for
the fall of the regime and all of its related symbols.
[...] We have [...] always said that we are not a Shab-
bihah, and not a tool in the hands of anyone against
anyone else. We are free and independent, and we
pursue our own strategy.«3’

In fact, the PYD cannot afford to openly admit that it is
cooperating with a regime that enjoys very little sym-
pathy among the Kurdish population.

The PYD’s commitment to the Syrian regime is of an
entirely strategic nature. If in the first year of the revo-
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lution the PYD prevented dissident protests primarily to
»unburden« the regime, in recent months, consolidating
its own supremacy has become increasingly important.
In Syria’s Kurdish regions, the PYD is laying claim to the
role of state power. This is also evident in an interview
with KurdWatch where Salih Muslim Muhammad was
critical of the fact that participants in Kurdish National
Council demonstrations were armed. In contrast, the
arming of its own security service (Asayis) is seen as
self-evident and is justified by the fact that Asayis sup-
posedly act independently of the parties.38

In addition to its cooperation with the regime, the
PYD must also deny that it is a branch of the PKK. The
PKK is still considered by various states to be »terror-
ist« or at least »criminal«, and is banned. Both the PYD
and the People’s Council of Western Kurdistan (Enci-
mena Gel ya Rojavayé Kurdistané), a PKK body with
PYD participation that is also active in Syria, figure they
have better chances of being internationally recognized
if they deny their close organizational ties to the PKK.

Though the ideological agreement between the
PYD and PKK is clear—as reflected, for example, in
the numerous slogans demanding the release of Oca-
lan or referring to the PKK’s armed struggle in Turkey
that PYD supporters chanted during the Friday dem-
onstrations—no clear chain of command can be traced
from the PYD leadership to the PKK leadership in the
Iraqi Qandil Mountains. At the same time, the close or-
ganizational and personal ties between the PYD, the
People’s Council of Western Kurdistan, and the PKK
are obvious. For example, the Union of Communities
in Kurdistan (Koma Civakén Kurdistan, KCK), which
was founded by Abdullah Ocalan in 2005 and is now
controlled by PKK leadership in the Qandil Mountains,
had a Syrian branch, the KCK-Rojava. This branch was
disbanded on July 7, 2011. The same day, the forma-
tion of the Democratic Society Movement of Western
Kurdistan (Tevgera Civaka Demokratik a Rojavayeé
Kurdistan, TEV-DEM) was announced. The PYD is a
member of both TEV-DEM and the People’s Council of
Western Kurdistan. At its first conference on Decem-
ber 16, 2011, the People’s Council not only adopted
its own charter, it also adopted the TEV-DEM charter.3®
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This branched system of organizations, parties, and
federations, which is intended to suggest the demo-
cratic inclusion of various social groups, must not dis-
guise the fact that decisions are ultimately made at the
PKK headquarters in the Qandil Mountains or in Imrali.

The decisions made there are implemented in Syria by
PKK cadres; this is clearly reflected in the PYD’s »person-
nel«. Its chairman Salih Muslim Muhammad is not the
only PKK member in the leadership ranks. The power to
make military and political decisions within the PYD and
YPG rests largely in the hands of PKK commanders who
were detailed to Syria. Noteworthy examples include
Nazir Hajji Mansur, territorial authority for the Jazirah;
Jamshid ‘Uthman, Kurd from Iran and military authority
for the Jazirah and Tall Abyad; Haval Kamal, military au-
thority for ‘Afrin; Zuhat Kobani, responsible for diplomat-
ic relations in Europe; Nawaf Khalil, European author-
ity based in Brussels. A further example of the personnel
shared between the PKK and the PYD/YPG is Shahin Jallo,
supreme commander of all military units in Syria; for
years he was the PKK authority for Europe and a member
of the PKK’s Central Committee. The PKK functionary
‘Umar Husayn ‘Alush is currently the political authority
for the region of ‘Ayn al-‘Arab. Since the beginning of the
Syrian revolution, all military authorities for the region of
‘Ayn al-‘Arab (a total of four) were Kurds from Turkey and
PKK members; currently a Turkish Kurd named Shiyar
holds this position. He, too, was once a PKK commander.
With Aldar Khalil and Ilhan Ahmad, a former PKK fighter
and a former member of the KCK hold further high posi-
tions within the PYD. Both are PYD representatives in the
Supreme Kurdish Committee, a union consisting of the
People’s Council of Western Kurdistan and the Kurdish
National Council. Finally, the current speaker of the YPG,
Redur Khalil, fought for the PKK for a decade.*°

The strength of the PYD compared to all of the other
parties in Syria’s Kurdish regions is due to the fact that
it has a core of militarily well-trained cadres and com-
mands enough resources to get potential sympathiz-
ers to commit to it long term. The number of armed
PYD members is estimated at ten to twenty thousand.*
Other Kurdish parties, for example the Yekiti or the
Azadi, have only several dozen fighters.*? They are not
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in a position to prevent the PYD with its YPG militia-
men from kidnapping, interrogating, torturing, and
even Kkilling members of the parties of the Kurdish Na-
tional Council at will.*3

On June 27, 2013, the largest PYD attack to date
took place in ‘Amudah: When demonstrators demand-
ed the release of activists kidnapped by the YPG%*,
threw stones at YPG vehicles, and berated the YPG as
»Shabbihah« (a militia loyal to the regime), YPG fight-
ers began firing into the crowd. At least eight people
were killed, including an eight-year-old child who was
run over by a YPG vehicle. YPG fighters erected check-
points in the city and carried out raids; several doz-
en people were abducted. Moreover, the YPG closed
off the city and prevented doctors from al-Qamishli
from treating the injured in ‘Amudah. A curfew was
also imposed. Aras Ahmad Bango, an armed guard
for the Yekiti party office, was killed by a gunshot to
the head on the roof of the party office. YPG fighters
then stormed the party office and brought all those
present—between fifty and seventy people, mostly
party supporters—under its control. All of the office
equipment was destroyed. In addition, the party office
of Mustafa Jum‘ah’s Azadi and the hunger strikers’
tent* in the center of ‘Amudah were burned down. In
order to prevent the funeral marches for those killed
from turning into mass demonstrations against the
PYD, the relatives of the deceased were forced to bury
them with only the immediate family present.*® For
the first time since the beginning of the protests in
the Kurdish regions in the spring of 2011, there were
no dissident demonstrations in ‘Amudah on the Friday
after the attacks. With the exception of al-Qamishli,
the youth movements also canceled their protests
in other Kurdish cities. Officially this was to protect
social peace and prevent intra-Kurdish bloodshed,
but in fact, it was out of fear. Following the protests,
Salih Muslim Muhammad termed collaboration with
the Cooperation of the Youth of ‘Amudah treason, and
members of the youth movement were kidnapped.*’
The attack in ‘Amudah not only put an end to the cau-
tious attempts to denounce PYD politics at demonstra-
tions and protest against them with a hunger strike,
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but the PYD was also able to end the political activi-
ties of other groups. At the time of the completion of
this report in the first half of September 2013, there
were no more dissident demonstrations taking place
in the Kurdish regions. To describe these totalitarian
policies as »democratic self-governing«, as collective
self-administration from below, based on the organi-
zation of the people in civil institutions,*® twists the
PYD'’s true actions.

Furtherinconsistencies in PYD policies become clear
when considering its publication of a draft of a consti-
tution, the »Social Contract for Western Kurdistan« in
July 2013. Although the document emphasizes that Syr-
ia is considered a completely sovereign state, and the
self-administered regions (»Western Kurdistan«—not
further defined) are geographically and administrative-
ly an integrated component thereof, the sovereign pow-
ers granted to the self-administered region are more
reminiscent of statehood than of self-administration
within a Syrian state. For example, a total of twenty-
one ministries are planned, including the ministries
of Justice, Interior, and Defense —only the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs is missing. The relationship between
the central power and the autonomous region is in
no way specified; the respective responsibilities and
spheres of authority remain entirely unclear.*® The fact
that ‘Amr Ose, a representative in the Syrian parlia-
ment and secretary of the regime-affiliated »National
Initiative for the Syrian Kurds«, denied PYD plans to
split off the Kurdish regions and stated that the rec-
ommendations »did not extend beyond establishing a
temporary administration until the end of the crisis«,%°
further suggests that the constitution was coordinated
with the Syrian government. Regardless, the draft of
the constitution stands in direct contradiction to the
position expressed by PYD chairman Salih Muslim
Muhammad in November 2011, that the PYD rejects
classic models like »federalism, confederalism, self-
government, and autonomy«.>! However, it is unclear
as to what extent the draft constitution is still relevant
after the People’s Council of Western Kurdistan and the
Kurdish National Council adopted a nine-point plan on
September 8 —one that foresees the implementation of
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elections in the Kurdish regions alongside the elabora-
tion of a transitional constitution.>?

The events of ‘Amudah also make clear that the
policies of mediation and containment advanced by
the Iraqi-Kurdish president and chairman of the KDP,
Mas‘ud Barzani, against the PYD have failed. In sum-
mer 2012, Barzani invited the Kurdish National Council
and the People’s Council of Western Kurdistan to Erbil
multiple times for a mediation session. In July 2012, the
Supreme Kurdish Committee (Desteya Bilind a Kurd)
was formed, with both sides assigned fifty percent
representation. The Supreme Kurdish Committee was
intended to help administer Syria’s Kurdish regions.>3
Thus far, a joint administration only exists on paper
and there is little to suggest that this will change. After
trying unsuccessfully to clear up differences of opinion
between the parties in November 2012, Barzani again
invited the leaders of the parties of the Kurdish Nation-
al Council and representatives of the PYD to Erbil in
April/May 2013. However, PYD representatives failed
to appear at the meeting, explaining that the PYD is
»not part of the problem«.5* The formation of the Su-
preme Kurdish Committee did not lead to increased in-
fluence for the parties of the Kurdish National Council,
instead they are now also constrained in their freedom
to make political decisions. For example, Faysal Yusuf,
then chairman of the Kurdish National Council, stated
in December 2012 that the Kurdish National Council
no longer wanted to negotiate with the Arab opposi-
tion as the National Council, but rather as the Supreme
Kurdish Committee.5s

Following the attacks in ‘Amudah, various local
committees of the Kurdish National Council as well as
many leading figures froze their membership in the
Supreme Kurdish Committee.>® This has not led to a
change in PYD policies.

The KDP-Iraq is not relying solely on a negotiated
solution with the PYD, and is simultaneously providing
military training to Kurds from Syria, including many
refugees. By October 2012, one thousand two hundred
people had allegedly been trained.>” Whether Barzani
and the KDP are seriously considering their deploy-
ment remains open. On the one hand, the training of
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armed fighters supports Barzani’s claim to influence
the developments in Syria’s Kurdish regions. On the
other hand, there can be little doubt that in terms of
numbers, the YPG is far superior to the fighters trained
by Barzani. This is all the more true for the small mili-
tary units of the Yekiti or the Azadi. In spite of this the
PYD repeatedly mounts armed responses to these units
and kidnaps their leadership personnel.’® The attacks
underline the PYD’s claim to be the sole legitimate
armed Kurdish group in Syria’s Kurdish regions.

The Free Syrian Army (FSA) was founded in the sum-
mer of 2011 with the goal of protecting peaceful demon-
strations. It was initially comprised of small units of de-
serted soldiers who where joined by civilians and a few
foreign fighters. Over the course of the civil war, radical
Sunni groups within the FSA have continually gained
strength, supported primarily by Saudi Arabia and other
Gulf states, but also by Turkey. Many of these groups are
fighting for the Free Syrian Army against the regime,
without formally submitting to its command structure. In
the Kurdish regions, the Jabhat an-Nusrah is especially
noteworthy. Numerous Islamists fight in this armed unit,
which was founded in early 2012, who had previously
fought against the Americans in Iraq with support from
the Syrian Ba‘th regime. Generally speaking, attempts
to bring the various FSA units under a central command
have failed. The FSA remains essentially decentralized;
there is no common strategy and the coordination of mil-
itary operations is often locally limited.>®

Against this background, a unified position on the
»Kurdish question« exists neither within the FSA nor
within the armed groups linked to it. Colonel Riyad
al-As‘ad, supreme commander of the Free Syrian
Army stated in July 2012 that the FSA would never
leave al-Qamishli to the agenda of any Kurdish party,
but rather would fight for every centimeter of Syrian
ground. He continued, however, that there are current-
ly no plans to open a second front against the Kurds as
the FSA does not have the necessary strength.%®
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Nevertheless, there are various Kurdish units with-
in the FSA, including the Mish‘al at-Tammu Brigade. In
March 2013, its commander, Usama Sulayman Mansur
Hilali, stated to KurdWatch:

»We began preparations about a year ago [for a Kurd-
ish brigade]. We didn’t receive any support from the
Kurds. In contrast, the Free Syrian Army was will-
ing to support us. In the beginning, there were only
two of us. Myself and another young Kurdish activ-
ist from al-Qamishli. We had already joined the Free
Syrian Army. I wanted us Kurds to also take part in
the revolution. I was truly received with open arms
by the Free Syrian Army. They were very proud that
I, as a Kurd, would fight with them. At the time I
was with a brigade in Hama. I really liked how they
accepted me. I didn’t have a Kurdish flag, so they
made me one. I then began preparations to form a
Kurdish brigade with the name Mish‘al at-Tammu.
Later we announced the formation of the brigade in
Tall Abyad. At the time, Tall Abyad was free, and we
had the opportunity to work here.«

For young people who are critical of the PYD’s totali-
tarian structure, joining the FSA offers an alternative:

»The PYD wants to establish a new dictatorship in
the Kurdish regions. Only the images of the dicta-
tors will be changed. They are making a claim to
sole representation of the Kurdish regions. They
will tolerate no partners alongside of them. What
they have done to the Kurds in the last two years,
the regime has not done in the last forty years.«®!

The relationship between the FSA and the PYD is fickle.
After weeks of fighting between the YPG and FSA in
early 2013 in Ra’s al-‘Ayn, the parties signed an agree-
ment and divided up the administration of the city
amongst themselves.5? While critics of the PYD said
that the agreement also included the Islamic Jabhat
an-Nusrah, the PYD claimed that the Jabhat an-Nusrah
is no longer present in the city.®® In the spring of 2013,
the YPG was also observed fighting together with Free
Syrian Army units on several occasions.® At the same
time, armed conflicts between the FSA and YPG broke
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out on May 23, 2013 near the Shiite villages of Nubbul
and az-Zahra’, twenty kilometers south of ‘Afrin, with
several Kurdish battalions participating on the side of
the FSA. At that time, Nubbul and az-Zahra’ had been
under an FSA embargo for more than a year. The FSA
accused the YPG of delivering provisions to the gov-
ernment troops and Hizbullah fighters stationed in
the villages.%®

Principally, it must be assumed that the YPG will
tolerate and cooperate with the FSA as long as the FSA
does not question the PYD’s claim to sole representa-
tion in the Kurdish regions. This is problematic for the
FSA insofar as the YPG is cooperating with the Syrian
regime, for example by protecting the oil fields in the
Kurdish region on its behalf.

In addition, the YPG considers the Kurdish units of
the FSA in particular to be competition. This explains
the various attacks, whether militarily or in the me-
dia, against these units and their leaders. On Febru-
ary 10, 2013, for example, members of the Asayis,
the security service of the PYD, kidnapped Ibrahim
Mustafa, the press spokesman for the Kurdish brigade
Ahrar al-Kurd, in Jalabiyah, fifty kilometers south of ‘Ayn
al-‘Arab. He was accused of membership in an enemy
organization.®® Usama Sulayman Mansur Hilali, com-
mander of the Mish‘al at-Tammu Brigade, accuses the
YPG of having attacked members of his brigade during
fighting in Ra’s al-‘Ayn and killing them in ambush.®’
Armed conflicts with the Salahuddin al-Ayyubi Bat-
talion have also occurred.®® As with the militias of the
parties of the Kurdish National Council, in its conflicts
with the Kurdish units within the FSA, the YPG is not
concerned about the units’ conceptual orientation, but
rather more concerned with keeping armed Kurdish
rivals in check.

In skirmishes between the YPG and Islamist units
such as the Jabhat an-Nusrah, it is not always clear
what can be traced back to attacks by the Islamists
and what was provoked by the YPG. For example, in
mid-July 2013, the YPG drove the Jabhat an-Nusrah
out of Ra’s al-‘Ayn, after its chairman Salih Muslim
Muhammad had claimed in late March 2013 that they
were no longer present there.®® There is much to sug-
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gest that the fighting did not flare up again because
of pressing problems, but rather because the YPG
had intentionally chosen this moment to distract from
the conflicts in ‘Amudah and win back sympathy from
the Kurdish population by fighting against the Islamists.

By causing a distraction from the events in ‘Amudah,
the most recent reports about alleged massacres of
Kurdish civilians also primarily benefit the PYD. An Ira-
nian news channel reported four hundred fifty Kurdish
civilians who were supposedly killed by Islamist fight-
ers near Tall Abyad.”® The numbers were taken up by
the Russian foreign minister. There was also talk of
massacres by FSA units in the villages of Tall Hasil and
Tall ‘Aran.”’ In contrast, independent activists report
that there was no targeted extermination campaign
against Kurdish civilians, but instead only skirmishes
between the YPG and Islamist units. Civilians were also
allegedly killed in this fighting, but in far fewer num-
bers that claimed. In addition, the skirmishes were re-
portedly provoked, at least in part, by the YPG.”?

On the initiative of Mas‘ud Barzani, an appointed
eight-member investigative committee that includes
representatives with close ties to the PKK/PYD, as well
as to the KDP-Irag and the Kurdish National Council
came to the same conclusion: They did not come up
with evidence that Kurdish civilians have been the tar-
geted victims of Islamist groups, but that there simply
have been fights between different armed groups.”

At the beginning of the revolution, the Kurdish youth
groups played a key role in mobilizing activists. Soon,
however, traditional political parties and powers like
the Kurdish National Council and the PYD were again
dominant. While the Kurdish National Council has suc-
cessfully assimilated and marginalized the majority
of the youth groups, the PYD and its militia, the YPG,
dominate all other Kurdish parties. Kurdish units of the
Free Syrian Army have played a comparatively small
role thus far; they are viewed by the PYD and by armed
units of the parties of the Kurdish National Council
as illegitimate competition, and they are opposed ac-
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cordingly. Both the Kurdish National Council and the
PYD have thus become impediments to rather than
supporters of democratization in the Kurdish regions.
Their political focus is primarily oriented toward their
respective »sponsors« in Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and the
Qandil Mountains. This makes cooperation with the
Syrian opposition difficult, especially since neither the
Kurdish National Council nor its individual parties have
developed ideas for the future of the Kurdish popula-
tion in Syria beyond buzzwords like »federalism« and
»democracy«. The PYD on the other hand limits itself to
pure power politics dressed up as Kurdish nationalism.

At the present moment it is unclear what the conse-
quences of the Turkish-Kurdish peace process initiated
in March 2013 will be. Will a rapprochement between
the PKK and Turkey lead the PKK/PYD to end its co-
operation with the Syrian regime and cause the PKK-
Teheran-Damascus connection to crumble? Currently
the PKK has suspended its fighting in Turkey,’* a cease-
fire that is not in Iran’s interest. Nevertheless, a posi-
tioning of the PKK/PYD on the side of the opponents of
the Assad regime would hardly lead the PYD to give up
or qualify its totalitarian claims regarding the Kurdish
regions. Moreover, it seems certain that a withdrawal
of armed PKK fighters from Turkey would not lead to a
complete disarming of the party. On the one hand, most
of the PKK fighters would presumably withdraw to the
Qandil Mountains in Iraqi Kurdistan; on the other hand,
it may be safely assumed that the PKK presence would
also become stronger in Syria and in Iran. This would
not contribute to a stabilization or de-escalation of the
political situation—quite the contrary.
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