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Introduction: 

 
Who are they? 
Between 25 and 35 million Kurds inhabit a mountainous region straddling the borders of              

Turkey, Iraq, Syria, Iran and Armenia. They make up the fourth-largest ethnic group in the Middle                
East, but they have never obtained a permanent nation state 

 
 
Where do they come from? 
The Kurds are one of the indigenous peoples of the Mesopotamian plains and the highlands in                

what are now south-eastern Turkey, north-eastern Syria, northern Iraq, north-western Iran and            
south-western Armenia 

 
 
Today, they form a distinctive community, united through race, culture and language, even             

though they have no standard dialect. They also adhere to a number of different religions and creeds,                 
although the majority are Sunni Muslims 

 
 
Why do not they have a state? 
In the early 20th Century, many Kurds began to consider the creation of a homeland -                

generally referred to as "Kurdistan". After World War One and the defeat of the Ottoman Empire, the                 
victorious Western allies made provision for a Kurdish state in the 1920 Treaty of Sevres. 

 
Such hopes were dashed three years later, however, when the Treaty of Lausanne, which set               

the boundaries of modern Turkey, made no provision for a Kurdish state and left Kurds with minority                 
status in their respective countries. Over the next 80 years, any move by Kurds to set up an                  
independent state was brutally quashed. 
 
 
 
The Issue: 
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Kurds against IS 
 

In mid-2013, the jihadist group Islamic State (IS) turned its sights on three Kurdish enclaves               
that bordered territory under its control in northern Syria. It launched repeated attacks that until               
mid-2014 were repelled by the People's Protection Units (YPG) - the armed wing of the Syrian                
Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD). 
 

An IS advance in northern Iraq in June 2014 also drew that country's Kurds into the conflict.                 
The government of Iraq's autonomous Kurdistan Region sent its Peshmerga forces to areas abandoned              
by the Iraqi army. 

 
In August 2014, the jihadists launched a surprise offensive and the Peshmerga withdrew from              

several areas. A number of towns inhabited by religious minorities fell, notably Sinjar, where IS               
militants killed or captured thousands of Yazidis. 

 
 
In response, a US-led multinational coalition launched air strikes in northern Iraq and sent              

military advisers to help the Peshmerga. The YPG and the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK), which               
has fought for Kurdish autonomy in Turkey for three decades and has bases in Iraq, also came to their                   
aid. 

In September 2014, IS launched an assault on the enclave around the northern Syrian Kurdish               
town of Kobane, forcing tens of thousands of people to flee across the nearby Turkish border. Despite                 
the proximity of the fighting, Turkey refused to attack IS positions or allow Turkish Kurds to cross to                  
defend it. In January 2015, after a battle that left at least 1,600 people dead, Kurdish forces regained                  
control of Kobane. 

 
 

Kurds as a threat to Turkey 
 

There is deep-seated hostility between the Turkish state and the country's Kurds, who             
constitute 15% to 20% of the population. Kurds received harsh treatment at the hands of the Turkish                 
authorities for generations. In response to uprisings in the 1920s and 1930s, many Kurds were               
resettled, Kurdish names and costumes were banned, the use of the Kurdish language was restricted,               
and even the existence of a Kurdish ethnic identity was denied, with people designated "Mountain               
Turks". 

 
In 1978, Abdullah Ocalan established the PKK, which called for an independent state within              

Turkey. Six years later, the group began an armed struggle. Since then, more than 40,000 people have                 
been killed and hundreds of thousands displaced 
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In the 1990s the PKK rolled back on its demand for independence, calling instead for greater                
cultural and political autonomy, but continued to fight. In 2013, a ceasefire was agreed after secret                
talks were held 

 
 
After a suicide bombing caused by the IS, in which Turkish soldiers and police were               

attacked, the Turkish government subsequently launched what it called a "synchronised war on terror"              
against the PKK and IS. Since then, several thousand people - including hundreds of civilians - have                 
been killed in clashes in south-eastern Turkey 

 
 
Turkey's government says the YPG and the PYD are extensions of the PKK, share its goal of                 

secession through armed struggle, and are terrorist organisations that must be eliminated 
 

 
 
USA’s role 
 

Turkish military incursion against Kurds in northern Syria leaves the US At a crossroads.              
Both Turkey, a member of NATO, and the YPG are important allies of the US government. 

 
The USA began working with Kurdish forces in 2015, sensing that they could help the               

Western coalition stop the expansion of Islamic State, and he was not wrong. But this alliance has                 
been affected by Donald Trump's announcement to withdraw US troops from northern Syria. An              
action that some observers described as a "betrayal" of the Kurdish people and a drastic change in US                  
foreign policy in the region 

 
 
 

Organisations involved  
 
YPG: People’s Protection Units 

It is the home grown defense forces of the Kurdish area of Syria. It emerged after the Civil                  
War erupted in Syria and started to spill over into Syrian Kurdistan, now known as Rojava, or                 
Western Kurdistan. The men and women who make up the fighting force come from local               
communities and are mostly Kurdish, but the YPG also fights alongside non-Kurdish soldiers from              
the area including Syrian, Assyrian and Armenian Christians, and there are a small number of               
Americans and Europeans who’ve volunteered individually to join YPG in the fight against ISIS 

 
 
The war against ISIS has been the catalyst to put aside the differences between the various                

parties to fight the more immediate battle against a brutal force. But as the conflict subsides, the                 
differences will arise again: the Turks are suspicious of the alliance between the PKK and the YPG;                 
the Peshmerga are concerned that the YPG and their sponsors, the PYD and PKK may have intents on                  
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unifying Kurdistan which would be a threat to the KRG in Iraq. It is very much a liquid situation that                    
is evolving and  no one really knows what the future holds 

 
 
 
PKK: Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê 
 
The PKK was formed in the 1980s by Abdullah Öcalan, who has been in jail in Turkey since 1999.                   
Although the government and the PKK negotiated a ceasefire in 2013, it broke down two years later.. 
 
There are around 15 million Kurds in Turkey, where they make up around 18% of the population.                 
Many of Turkey's Kurds support the People's Democratic Party (HDP), which Turkish President             
Recep Tayyip Erdogan accuses of being linked to the PKK, something the party denies 
 
 
The operation is targeting the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) led by the Peoples Protection Units               
(YPG), who were backed by the U.S. in their fight against Islamic State. Turkey is concerned about                 
the YPG, and the swathe of territory that the Syrian Kurds now control in north-eastern Syria. 
 
The YPG has historic links with the PKK, who are listed as a 'terrorist organisation' by many                 
including the UN and the EU. They have been fighting the Turkish state for some three decades. 
 
 
 
Key Events 
 
 
                    DATE/EVENT                                                         EXPLANATION  
 

1918 After the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in the         
First World War, British forces occupy the       
oil-rich Ottoman province of Mosul, bringing      
extensive Kurdish-populated areas under British     
rule 
 

1920 Treaty of Sevres, signed by the defeated       
Ottoman government, provides for a Kurdish      
state, subject to the agreement of the League of         
Nations. Article 64 of the Treaty gives Kurds        
living in the Mosul vilayet the option of joining         
a future independent Kurdista 
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1946 Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) holds its      
first congress in Mahabad. Within a few months,        
the "Mahabad Republic" collapses under attack      
from Iranian forces, and Mustafa Barzani flees       
to the Soviet Union. 

 
 
 
Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue  
 
While there was optimism during the ceasefire in 2013, the involvement of Kurdish militias in the war                 
in Syria - where they were, and are, backed by the United States, convinced Erdogan that the PKK                  
were gaining military strength on Turkey's southern border. 
 
And while there has been attempts by Erdogan to reach out to Kurds, anti-Kurdish rhetoric is very                 
much part of his narrative now. In March, he said: “If you want to live in Kurdistan, there is a                    
Kurdistan in northern Iraq. Take all the terror lovers with you, clear off and live there.” 
 
Meanwhile, PKK hardliners reject talks with the Turkish state that would secure them anything less               
than an independent Kurdish state in southern Turkey 
 
 
 
Possible Solutions 
 
For a ‘one state solution’, and sustainable peace, political and constitutional changes need to be               
adopted, appreciated and practiced not only by the state, but across society 
 
 

● The Turkish state and the PKK should declare a ceasefire for at least one year. This would create the                   
necessary conditions for peace talks to begin. 
 

● International involvement and guarantees are essential. The European Union and United States must             
put pressure on the Turkish government to promote peace and also to equalise unequal conditions               
among stakeholders for the peace table 
 
 

● Anypeace talks should be inclusive and involve all key stakeholders. Not only the AKP and PKK, but                 
other important Kurdish and Turkish stakeholders, especially women’s groups, should take part in the              
peace discussions. With Kurdish populations living in their historical regions in Syria, Iraq, Iran and               
Turkey, as well as in the diasporas, one cannot separate the Kurdish and Turkish ‘peace process’ from                 
ongoing conflicts and wars in the neighbouring countries 
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● Economic development in the Kurdish areas is one of the most important steps for ensuring               
sustainable peace. The long-term conflict has created social and economic inequalities, which fuel yet              
further conflict. There should be an aim to remove social and economic inequalities between different               
parts of Turkey. This might require, for a limited period of time, positive discrimination in Kurdish                
areas 
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