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efforts to promote minority language rights.6 However, there is no clear 
obligation on the state to act according to such a combination. 

The ambiguity in this article, as in other articles related to minority 
rights, is the “careful formulation” that leaves the state with the freedom to 
choose and make its own decisions regarding minority groups. Apart from 
forced assimilation, which is prohibited, the state may choose a policy of 
assimilation, integration, separation, autonomy or different elements of 
each of these strategies.7 There is no obligation upon the state to provide 
the required funding for education in the minority language. The only 
obligation is that the state provision for any funding must not discriminate 
among different minority groups. 

In addition to private use, areas where the speakers of a language 
demand their language to be used could include education, administration 
and public media. However, the scope of the state’s responsibilities here is 
unclear. Nevertheless, the Human Rights Committee’s questioning of 
states highlights the areas of state responsibilities. These questions are 
directed at the use of minority languages in the school structure, 
publications and media, and in court when members of minorities are 
party to a case.8 

2.4 Language Rights Under the UN Minority Rights 
Declaration 

The Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, 
Religious and Linguistic Minorities is the only United Nations instrument 
addressing the special rights of minorities in a separate document. The 
Declaration contains specific language rights in article 4(3), which states: 
“States should take appropriate measures so that, wherever possible, 
persons belonging to minorities have adequate opportunity to learn their 
mother tongue or to have instruction in their mother tongue.” Though the 
right discussed in this article is more extensive than those guaranteed in 
Article 27, there is a clear flexibility in the obligations imposed on the 
state concerning the right to language. The argument that each case has its 
own characteristic is valid for the flexible formulation of the article. 
                                                 
6 Thio Li-ann, Managing Babel: The international legal Protection of Minorities in 
the Twentieth Century, (Martinus Nijhoff Publication, 2005), 221. 
7 Hadden, Tom, “Integration and Separation: Legal and Political Choice in the 
Implementation of Minority Rights,” in Ghanea and Xanthaki (eds.), Minorities, 
Peoples and Self-Determination, 176, (2005).  
8 Thornberry Thornberry, Patrick, International Law and the Rights of Minority, 
201, (Clarendon Press, 1991).  
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Article 4(3) is both exhortatory and conditional. The provision starts 
with “states should,” which means that a normative obligation is imposed 
on the state to provide the opportunity to persons belonging to minorities 
“to learn their mother tongue or to have instruction in their mother 
tongue.” Such initially exhortatory obligation is conditional; that this 
should happen “wherever possible” is seen to “come close to obviating” 
the right provided in the article.9 

The declaration offers some guidance in relation to minority rights in 
using their language but it does not provide strict obligations on the states 
or detailed requirements. It has no enforcement machinery because it is not 
a convention. The reason for this is that there is still some reluctance from 
states to ratify a convention in the area of minority protection.10 

2.5 The European system  

Minority language right protection is gaining more awareness in Europe. 
In addition to the special instruments directed to the right to language, 
there are also broader actions being taken in the area of protection and the 
promotion of minority language rights. 

ECHR11 

The principal instrument of the Council of Europe is the European 
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental 
Freedoms (ECHR). The European Convention does not contain a self-
standing provision concerning minority rights. Article 14 prohibits 
discrimination in the enjoyment of the rights in the Convention, inter alia, 
on the grounds of being “associated with a national minority.” 

The European Convention contains little in the way of language rights. 
The consideration of the language right is made on the basis of Article 2 of 
Protocol 1, which states: 

No person shall be denied the right to education. In the exercise of any 
function which it assumes in relation to education and to teaching, the 
State shall respect the right of parents to ensure such education and 

                                                 
9 Rodley, (1995), 57. 
10 Morsink, Johannes, (1999), “Cultural genocides, the universal declaration and 
minority rights,” Human Rights Quarterly 21 (4): 1009–1060. 
11 European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental 
Freedoms, 1950. 
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teaching in conformity with their own religious and philosophical 
convictions. 

According to the European Court of Human rights, the article does not 
provide for the right to education in a minority language, but merely 
implies the right to be educated in one of the national languages. There is 
no obligation on the state to provide education in one's mother tongue.12  

The limits of the right to obtain education in a minority language are 
pointed out in the Belgian linguistic case, concerned with the state’s 
refusal to establish French-speaking schools in the Flemish-speaking 
region of Belgium. According to the court, the state refusal does not 
infringe the right to education without discrimination, though the state’s 
policy tends to assimilate the minority to the language of their 
surroundings. Therefore, the court decision in the Belgian linguistic case is 
viewed as a decision constituting forced assimilation.13 

However, in the more recent case of Cyprus vs. Turkey,14 the court 
considered Turkey's refusal to continue provision for the Greek Language 
in northern Cyprus as a breach of the right to education. However, in light 
of northern Cyprus’s status as an occupied territory, there is some doubt as 
to whether this decision provides a foundation for a significant change in 
the court’s view of language rights.15 

The OSCE Documents  

The OSCE is a regional security organisation. Issues of democracy, human 
rights and national minorities are included in the concept of security. 
OSCE standards for minority rights, provided in a series of documents, 
transcend traditional minority rights.  

One of the important instruments of the OSCE in the area of minority 
rights is the 1990 Copenhagen Document,16 which contains a 
comprehensive rights catalogue in the area of minority language rights. 
The importance of the document lies in its including provisions which 

                                                 
12 Craig, Elizabeth, (2003), “Accommodation of Diversity in Education—a Human 
Rights Agenda?” Child and Family Law Quarterly 15 (3): 3.  
13Ibid., 4. 
14 Application No. 25781 (2002) 35 ECHR 731. 
15 Craig, “Accommodation of Diversity in Education,” 3. 
16 The Copenhagen Document is the document of the Copenhagen meeting of the 
Conference on the Human Dimension of the OSCE 30 reprinted in 11 Hum. Rts. 
L.J. 232 (1999). 
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relate to the more important aspects of minority protection in particular 
issues relating to language.17 

In relation to languages, persons belonging to national minorities have 
the right to use their mother tongue in private as well as in public.18 
Persons belonging to national minorities must have adequate opportunities 
to receive instruction in their mother tongue, as well as, wherever possible 
and necessary, for its use before public authorities, in conformity with 
applicable national legislation.19 

The Framework Convention  

The Framework Convention on National Minorities is a legally binding 
instrument devoted to minority protection in general. The Convention does 
not grant specific minority language rights but establishes principles that 
have to be respected, setting out programs and objects that the state party 
undertakes, rather than applicable rights.20 The principles with regard to 
languages are those set out in articles 9, 10, 11 and 14. 

According to Article 9, the state must recognize the freedom to hold 
opinions and to receive and impart information and ideas in the minority 
language. Article 10 recognizes the use of minority languages in private 
and public, orally and in writing, as well as their use before administrative 
authorities. More detailed objectives are set out in Article 11, including the 
use of one's own name, the display of information of a private nature and 
topographical names in the minority language. Article 14 sets the objective 
of learning and instruction in the minority language, and Article 14.2 
impose a flexible obligation on the state to provide education in the 
minority language. 

                                                 
17 Bloed, Arie, “The OSCE and the issues of national minorities,” in Philips and 
Rosas (eds.), Universal Minority Rights, (Turku/Abo) (1997), 114. 
18 Copenhagen Document, para 32.1. 
19 Ibid., para 34. 
20 Aaranio, Eero J., (1997), “Minority Rights in the Council of Europe: Current 
Developments,” in Phillips and Rosas (eds.), Universal Minority Rights 
(Turku/Abo), 130. 
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The European Language Charter21  

The European Language Charter is the only international instrument 
directed specifically at language protection. Its first Article defines the 
“regional or minority languages” as those traditionally used within a given 
territory of a state by a part of the population smaller than the rest of the 
population. The language must also be different from the official 
language(s) of the state. This definition covers languages with a territorial 
as well non-territorial basis. It excludes the languages of migrants, as well 
as the official language and its dialects, from its scope of protection.22 

The charter is divided into two main sections—a general one 
containing the principles applicable to all parties and all regional or 
minority languages (part II), and a second section which lays down 
specific practical commitments which vary according to the state and the 
language (part III). The second section (part III) includes sixty-eight 
concrete and specific undertakings in various areas of public life. After a 
decision by the state as to which language(s) and territories of the state 
part III apply, a state must choose at least thirty-five of the sixty-eight 
obligations in this part, including those relating to education, judicial 
authorities, administrative authorities, public services, the media, cultural 
activities and facilities, economic and social life, and trans-frontier 
exchanges. 

2.6 Summary and Conclusions about International Standards 

The international documents on minority rights generally, and language 
rights in particular, are flexible norms leaving a wide margin of 
appreciation to the states in which minorities reside. In addition, the 
tendency towards non-judicial approaches to address minority problems is 
certainly a limitation in the recognition of rights and the state’s obligations 
towards its minorities. 

In relation to the international standards of language rights, there is no 
positive obligation on states concerning the recognition of linguistic 
minorities or the kind of rights such minorities should enjoy. The actual 

                                                 
21 The European Charter for Regional or Minority language languages adopted by 
the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe in 1992 CETS No 148, 
entered into force on March 3, 1995. At present it has been ratified by twenty-three 
states.  
22 Van Bossuyt, Anneleen, (2007), “Is there an effective European legal framework 
for the protection of minority languages? The European Union and the Council of 
Europe screened,” European Law Review 32 (6): 860–877. 
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implementation of language rights experienced in different countries is 
often the result of negotiation and a reflection of power-relations in the 
country. The solutions in each state are unique and specific to the 
conditions of that state.  

The OSCE Copenhagen document could be considered an alternative 
strategy for developing language rights. Documents which followed, such 
as the FCNM and the UN Minority Declaration, were steps on the pathway 
of OSCE principles. However, the recent instruments recognising the 
importance of the public use of language show that the rights provided are 
rather equivocal. The states should make sure that there are financial 
obligations backing these provisions. 

The European system provides for greater development in the scope 
and standards of minority language rights in comparison with existing 
universal standards. However, the common point is that it does not provide 
for a comprehensive package for language rights. Most of the rights 
provided are attached to conditions stating that steps be taken “wherever 
possible” and fail to impose any financial obligations on the state. 

Due to the special character of each minority group in terms of 
population, demands, concentration and historical background, it is more 
practical to have flexible standards of rights. This flexibility is needed not 
just in the substance of the rights, but also in the implementation 
mechanisms. The principal aim of the OSCE, as a security organisation, is 
to maintain the stability of member states. By relying on diplomacy as a 
mediation tool, minority rights are more effectively protected in practice. 
For instance, Turkey is a party to the ECHR and the legal obligations 
therein, yet the rights of the Kurdish minority have not been secured. 
However, Kurdish language rights are entrenched in Iraq, though Iraq does 
not have to adhere to the ECHR or any other European legal standards. 
This comparison shows that the real protection of minority language rights 
must extend beyond legal means to also include political strategies. 

3. Kurdish Rights to Language in Iraq 

3.1 Introduction to the case of Iraq  

The Kurds’ share of Iraq’s population is the highest in comparison with 
their percentage in the other “host” countries. The scope of language rights 
awarded to Iraq’s Kurds is not indicative of a genuine desire by the state to 
promote Kurdish identity. Instead, such rights exist alongside a policy of 
assimilation known as “Arabization.”  
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The main characteristic of Iraq is its “diversity of terrain, resources, 
and above all of people.”23 Iraq is divided into three major groups: ethnic 
Kurds, Arab Shi'a and Arab Sunnis. Aside from these three groups there 
are a number of smaller ethnic and religious groups like Turkmen, 
Assyrian, Christian (which includes many different communities), and a 
few communities that predate Islam. The map 23.1 below shows the 
population concentration around the country and the estimated share of 
each group. The diversity of Iraqi society and the absence of a historical 
basis for its current borders have been cited as reasons for the country’s 
long history of instability and violence.24  

Iraq’s borders incorporate a diverse medley of people who have not yet 
been integrated into a single political community with a common sense of 
identity. Considerable integration and assimilation policies have been 
followed by almost all Iraqi governments. However, it is doubtful whether 
these policies have succeeded in building a unified Iraqi identity.25 What 
follows is an overview of recent developments in Iraq, and an examination 
of the historical changes in the political system of the country since this 
has played a crucial role in determining the scope of Kurdish language 
rights in Iraq. 

3.2 The Local Language Law and its practice before 1958 

Providing the new state of Iraq with a constitution was part of the 
arrangement made by the British mandate. On March 21, 1925, the first 
Constitution of Iraq came into existence,26 asserting the right to language 
in Article 16: “The various communities shall have the right of 
establishing and maintaining schools for the instruction of their members 
in their own tongue, provided that such instruction is carried out in 
conformity with such a general program as may be prescribed by law.” 
However, there was no specific reference to or recognition of the Kurds as 
a community.  
 

                                                 
23 Marr ,Phebe, The Modern History of Iraq, (Westview Press) (2nd ed., 2004), 3.  
24 Kelidar, Abbas, Iraq: the Search for Stability, Conflict Studies 59, (The Institute 
of the Study of Conflict, 1975), 1. 
25 Lukitz, Liora, Iraq the Search for National Identity, (Frank Cass, 1994). 
26 Davidson, Nigel G., (1925), “The Constitution of Iraq,” Serious Journal of 
Comparative Legislation and International Law 7 (1): 41–52.  
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Map 23.1. The Ethnic and Religious Groups in Iraq, 1992.27  

 
 

                                                 
27 Available at http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/iraq.html (accessed June 17, 2008).  
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The revolts and demands for recognition by the Kurds continued. As 
mentioned previously, the only right Iraqi Kurds were successful in 
securing was the right to language. In 1931, the Iraqi government issued 
the Local Language Law, and “although the provisions were not fully 
carried out, it marked the first time that the Iraqi government legally 
recognized Kurdish cultural rights and separate identity.”28 The Local 
Language Law was an official recognition of the Kurdish language in Iraq, 
“the only country, besides the former Soviet Union, which recognized 
Kurdish as a local language.”29 However, the Kurdish language had been 
used for teaching in schools before that date. In 1919, the total number of 
schools in Iraq was 75, and the language of education in 7 of these schools 
was Kurdish.30 Table 23.1 below shows the number of school in the 
country. The source of the information in the table is the British annual 
report to the League of Nations.31 The next columns explain the mixture of 
Arabic and Kurdish in the school.32  

There were complaints that the number of schools in Kurdish areas 
were less than the number in other parts of Iraq, and the hours of Kurdish 
teaching in the school was decreasing in each stage of education to allow 
for more Arabic classes. As Table 23.2 below shows, there was a decline in 
the number of schools by 1930, which was a result of government policy 
to Arabize Kurdish schools. 

                                                 
28 Entessar, Nader, Kurdish Ethnonationalism, (Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1992), 53.  
29 Hassanpour Amir, Skutnabb-Kangas Tove & Michael Chyet, (1996), “The Non-
Education of the Kurdish Perspective,” International Review of Education 42 (4): 
367–379. 
30 Aziz Omar Abrahim, 'Education in Kurdistan: change from cover to cover' 
Almarifa No. 156 March 2007 ( كوردستان: تغير من الغلاف الى عزيز,عمر ابراھيم ,"التعليم في 

2007مارس  156الغلاف", المعرفة العدد  ) available at  
http://www.almarefah.com/article.php?id=542 accessed at 10/05/08. 
31 Hassanpour 1992, 311. 
32 Ibid., 315. 
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Table 23.1 Number and Proportion of Kurdish Schools in Iraq, 1923-
30 as referred to in The British report33  

 Source 
Total No. of 

Schools in Iraq 
Kurdish 
Schools % of Total Annual Report (pages) 

205 6 2.92 1923–24 (217, 218) 
228 15 6.57 1925 (135, 139) 
247 19a 7.69 1926 (124, 128) 
249 24b 9.63 1927 (153, 157) 
264 28c 10.44 1928 (128, 132) 
271 31d 11.43 1929 (136, 139) 
291 28e 9.62 1930 (122, 125) 

 

Table 23.2. Teaching Arabic and Kurdish in Primary Schools of 
Kurdistan, Iraq 1928  

 Hours per week
Grade Arabic Kurdish 

1 7 5 
2 8 2 
3 6 2 
4 6 2 
5 5 1 
6 5 1 

Total 36 13 
 
It is clear from Table 23.2 that the only stage at which pupils could receive 
education in the Kurdish language was in primary school. In addition, the 
number of hours taught in Kurdish were decreasing each year in favour of 
more Arabic classes. There was no Kurdish teaching in secondary schools, 
since the Local Language Law officially recognized the right to learn in 
Kurdish in primary schools alone.34  

There was a decline in the number of Kurdish primary schools, and 
fewer hours were given to Kurdish lessons towards the end of the 
Monarchy era. By 1958, all girls' schools in Sulemani were taught in 
Arabic. There was only one Kurdish school each in Erbil and Kirkuk. In 
the few remaining schools, instruction was increasingly conducted in 
Arabic. The Iraqi government was not serious in applying the Local 

                                                 
33 Ibid., 311.  
34 Ibid., 316. 
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Language Law. In contrast, there was a deliberate effort to neglect Kurdish 
as a medium of instruction.35 

3.3 Kurdish language in the Iraqi Republic  

The coup led by General Abd al-Karim Qasem overthrew the Hashemite 
monarchy on July 14, 1958, and Iraq was subsequently declared a 
republic. Article 3 of the 1958 Constitution recognized the Kurds as 
distinct national partners to the Arab nation in Iraq, with national rights. 

The government also permitted publications in the Kurdish language. A 
Kurdish studies department in the ministry of education was established.36 
Kurdish publications flourished in the first year of the coup.37 The Kurdish 
Baghdad radio developed positively after the revolution, with broadcasting 
hours increasing to twelve a day.38  

The positive trends in the recognition of Kurdish rights in the first year 
of the revolution were gradually eliminated. In 1961, the government 
prohibited the holding of a Kurdistan teacher's conference, and started a 
campaign against the Kurdish language by renaming Kurdish locations 
with Arabic names.39 This new era in relations was marked by the 
government’s decision to close down all Kurdish publications.40  

The promotion of the Kurdish language by the republican government 
started to decline in 1960 and the policy of preventing Kurdish schooling 
became more evident on the outbreak of the Kurdish revolt in 1961. Since 
then, the relationship between Kurdish leaders and successive regimes in 
Baghdad has been characterized by conflict. The central government’s 
policy in response to the Kurdish revolts was to place greater restrictions 

                                                 
35 Ibid. 
36 A field study in Kurdistan-Iraq. The Role of September Revolution in the Social 
Change Movement, Altaaki Journal, August 16, 2006. ( جريدة التاخي, دراسة ميدانية في  

العراق دور ثورة ايلول في حركة التغيير الاجتماعي -اقليم كوردستان ), available at  
http://www.taakhinews.org/tasearch/wmprint.php?ArtID=3866 (accessed May 10, 
2008).  
37 Sim, Richard, (1980), “Kurdistan: the Search for Recognition,” Conflict Studies 
124, 10. 
38 Kamanger, Muhamad, “Summery of the Kurdish Broadcasting History,” April 6, 
  available at ,(كمانكر, محمد,"موجز في تاريح الاذاعات الكوردية) 2005
http://www.shafaaq.com/paper.php?source=akbar&mlf=copy&sid=10230 
(accessed May 10, 2008).  
39 A field study in Kurdistan-Iraq. 
40 Sim, “Kurdistan: the Search for Recognition,” 10. 
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on Kurdish schools and pay less attention to education in Kurdish areas in 
general. By 1969, illiteracy in Kurdistan was at 80%.41  

3.4 The March Manifesto of 1970 

The outbreak of the war in 1963 gradually led to greater restrictions on 
Kurdish education. In the same year, there was also an 8-month ban on all 
Kurdish periodicals.42 Despite the war, however, the relationship between 
the Kurdish leaders and Baghdad did not break down completely. There 
were many efforts at peace making before an agreement was finally 
reached in 1970.  

The March 11 agreement43 recognized Kurds as equal partners with the 
Arabs. This, however, was not a significant gain since the 1958 
Constitution had also made this claim. What is significant about the 1970 
accord is that it afforded an amount of administrative autonomy to the 
Kurdish region and recognized linguistic and cultural rights for Kurds as 
an ethnic group.44  

Had the manifesto been implemented there would have been higher 
Kurdish representation in the government. According to the agreement, the 
Vice-President was to be a Kurd and there was also to be Kurdish 
representation in the army, Revolutionary Command and State 
bureaucracy. Governors, judges and police officers in the Kurdish region 
were to be Kurds or Kurdish speakers. Within four years, a Kurdish 
autonomous region with a legislative assembly was to be set up. Although 
the agreement’s implementation resulted in dispute, it remains an 
important document since it represents an official acceptance of Kurdish 
demands. Up to the present, the Kurds in Iraq still celebrate the day this 
peace agreement was signed, despite having gained many more rights 
since the 1990s.  

The first point of the March 11 peace deal addressed the issue of 
Kurdish language use. Since 1970, both primary and secondary schools in 

                                                 
41 Aziz, Omar Abrahim Omar Abrahim, (2007), “Education in Kurdistan: Change 
from Cover to Cover,” Almarifa 156 ( عزيز,عمر ابراھيم ,"التعليم في كوردستان: تغير من

2007مارس  156دد الغلاف الى الغلاف", المعرفة الع ) available at  
http://www.almarefah.com/article.php?id=542 (accessed at May 10, 2008). 
42 Kreyenbroek, Philip G., “On the Kurdish Language,” in Kreyenbroek Philip G. 
and Sperl, Stefan (eds.), The Kurds—A Contemporary Overview, (Routledge, 
1992), 78. 
43 Appendix II. Extract from the agreement as cited in Short and McDermott.  
44 Yildiz, Kerim, (2007), The Kurds in Iraq, Past Present and Future, (Pluto Press 
London), 18–19.  
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Kurdish areas began teaching in Kurdish in the disputed province of 
Kirkuk itself, many schools acquired Kurdish names and here too students 
began to be educated in the Kurdish language.  

The genuine will of the central government in Baghdad to fulfil its 
commitment to Kurdish autonomy in a satisfactory manner for Kurds was 
doubted by most observers. The main problem arose when seeking to 
determine the exact boundaries of the “Kurdish area.” According to the 
agreement, “Kurdish areas were to be determined by majority population, 
in accord with a census to be taken in October 1970.”45 The central 
government did not hold the promised census in October 1970 or at any 
other time. Over the course of the following three years, the gap between 
Kurdish leaders and Baghdad widened, mainly over the census and 
whether Kirkuk would be included in the autonomous region. By 1973 
clashes started to occur again between Kurds and the central 
government.46 

With the start of the renewed conflict between Kurds and the Iraqi 
government and the implementation of the autonomy law in 1974, Kurdish 
education stopped in some towns like Khanaqen and Kiffri. The ending of 
education in the Kurdish language and the return to Arabic caused some 
difficulties for school children who were by that time in their fourth year.47 
In Kirkuk, however, although the city was not included in the autonomous 
region, Kurdish education in many schools continued until 1979 when the 
central government decided to switch all Kurdish schools back to using 
Arabic as the language of instruction.48  

3.5 The de facto Kurdish state, 1991  

The Iraqi leaders' decision to occupy Kuwait in 1991 and the ensuing Gulf 
War had an enormous detrimental effect on the country and marked yet 
another turning point in Iraqi history. In the north, the uprising in the 
Kurdistan region had its own unique features in comparison to the rest of 
the country. It was motivated by the desire for Kurdish self-determination, 
was more organized and was backed by the Kurdish militia. A decision 
was made by the Kurdish parties to coordinate their activities and to move 
towards unity. Kurdish parties played a major role in administrating and 
                                                 
45 MEPIP Report, (1974), “Iraq and Kurdish Autonomy,” Middle East Research 
and Information Project 27: 26–27, 30.  
46 Yildiz, 19. 
47 Karadagi, Kais, “Kannaqen, long time waitting,” Sawt Alaraq June 15, 2005, 
available at http://www.faylee.org/2005/50643.htm (accessed May 10, 2008). 
48 An interview with a teacher. 
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organizing the revolt. By March 13, 1991, Kurds announced the 
establishment of a civil administration in the north, which included the 
Kirkuk province.49  

In January 1992, the Kurds held an election for a new government, 
from which the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) was formed on 
July 4, with the establishment of a parliament and a council of ministers. 
However, the KRG’s borders included only approximately half of the Iraqi 
Kurdish population.50  

This new situation was a turning point and led to the vast flourishing of 
the Kurdish language. As a result of the application of the autonomy law 
after 1970, by the time of uprising in 1991 all the textbooks in primary and 
secondary schools had been translated into the Kurdish language. 
Therefore, there were no significant difficulties concerning education in 
schools. However, there were other kinds of difficulties faced by the 
Kurdish administration, in particular economic issues and the ongoing 
pressure from the regime in Baghdad. Kurdish teachers did a remarkable 
job at this time, teaching for six months without pay.51 

Increased attention is being paid to the education system in the Kurdish 
area, with a greater numbers of schools and kindergartens being opened. 
The increases in the number of schools are shown in the Table 23.3 below. 
The data is based on the annual reports of the Ministry of Education in the 
Kurdistan Region.52  

Table 23.3 reports the number of kindergartens and primary and 
secondary schools in the Kurdish region and the number of students in 
each of these levels for the period 2001/01 to 2006/07. It shows that at all 
three levels in general, and in the secondary schools in particular, both the 
number of schools and students has increased significantly.  

There are in the Kurdish region a few primary and high schools where 
teaching occurs in Arabic. In addition, there are schools for other 
minorities in the region. In 1993, the ministry of education in the 
Kurdistan region allowed education in the Turkish language for the 

                                                 
49 Marr, 248–250. 
50 Yildiz, 51. 
51 Ahmed, Tahir Taeb, “Iraq: Education in Kurdistan, Past, Present, and Future,” 
2005, available at 
http://www.noticias.info/Archivo/2005/200502/20050220/20050220_49033.shtm 
(accessed May 22, 2008).  
52 More details can be found in Heshmati, A. and Chawsheen, T., (2008), “The 
education sector in the Federal Region of Kurdistan,” University of Kurdistan 
Hawler.  
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Turkmen minority in the region. In 2005, there existed 9 primary schools 
and 5 high schools for Turkmens.53 

Table 23.3. The Number of schools and students at different levels in 
the Federal Region of Kurdistan, 2000–2007 

Year Kinder-
garten 

No. of 
Children 

Primary/ 
Secondary 

No. of 
Students 

High 
school 

No. of 
Students 

2000–
2001 58 10,138 2,466 570,007 519 171,441 

2001–
2002 60 10,253 2,295 507,468 516 169,476 

2002–
2003 67 12,575 2,428 534,291 583 205,149 

2003–
2004 78 15,484 2,532 550,042 660 237,951 

2004–
2005 122 25,993 3,595 675,154 952 337,084 

2005–
2006 123 27,393 3,538 704,005 1,079 384,889 

2006–
2007 146 27,393 3,674 713,419 1,147 423,346 

Source: Ministry of Education, Federal Region of Kurdistan 

The Baghdad regime’s days came to an end in 2003 when the US-led 
coalition forces invaded Iraq. In 2005, a new Iraqi Constitution was 
ratified. The new Constitution recognizes “Kurdistan, which comprises 
three governorates at present as well as fragments of others, as an 
established federal region.” According to Article 140 of the Constitution, 
the disputed province of Kirkuk may join Kurdistan in case “the majority 
of its population decide to do so in a plebiscite to be held by December 
2007.”54 However, the plebiscite was subsequently postponed to 2008, and 
Kirkuk remains one of the major disputed subjects between the central 
government and the Kurdistan Regional Government.  

                                                 
53 Kakai, Fahmi, “Interview with Asaad Arbil about Turkman education in 
Kurdistan region,” December 9, 2005. ( فھمي كاكه يي: مقابلة مع الشخصية التركماني اسعد
  available at ,(اربيل حول الدراسة التركمانية في اقليم كوردستان
http://bahzani.net/services/forum/archive/index.php/t-4854.html 
(accessed May 12, 2008).  
54 McGarry, John and O'leary Brendan, (2007), “Iraq's Constitution of 2005: 
Liberal consociation as political prescription,” International Journal of 
Constitutional Law 5 (4): 670–698.  
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According to the new Constitution, the official languages of Iraq are 
Arabic and Kurdish. Article 4 (i) states that:  

The Arabic language and Kurdish language are the two official languages 
of Iraq. The right of Iraqis to educate their children in their mother tongue, 
such as Turkmen, Syriac and Armenian, in public educational institutions 
in accordance with educational guidelines, or in any other languages in 
private educational institutions, is guaranteed. 

All over the country, education is free, whether in Arabic or non-
Arabic schools. The new Iraqi passport is written in Kurdish in addition to 
Arabic and English. The Kurdish members of the Iraqi parliament 
generally speak in Arabic although they are officially allowed to speak in 
Kurdish. The scope of rights the Kurds possess in the new constitution is 
wider than ever before. 

3.6 Summary and conclusions of the case of Iraq 

The relationship between Iraqi governments and the Kurdish leaderships 
has often been problematic. Kurdish uprisings on the one hand and the 
central government’s negotiations on the other have been a constant 
feature of Iraq’s history. Successive Iraqi governments have faced the 
Kurds' persistent demands and each had its own unique policy of dealing 
with the issue. Such policies were rooted in the power balance between the 
central government and the Kurdish minority, rather than a genuine will to 
resolve the matter. Partly because they are such a significant proportion of 
Iraq’s population, the Kurdish minority in Iraq have been the most difficult 
to assimilate as part of a planned Arabization policy. 

The Iraqi government has consistently claimed that its Kurds enjoy 
significant rights in Iraq, with such claims appearing particularly in its 
reports to the United Nations. It is undeniable that Kurds in Iraq have 
enjoyed greater language rights than their kin in Iran, Turkey or Syria. 
However, alongside these rights has existed a policy of forced 
assimilation, with almost all Iraqi governments engaging in Arabization.  

A policy of Arabization has been pursued by Iraqi governments in 
order to achieve control over certain Kurdish areas through engineering 
demographic changes. It involves the eviction of Kurds and replacing 
them with Arabs from other parts of the country. The focus of the policy 
was mostly on oil-producing areas, and in particular Kirkuk. The new Iraqi 
Constitution of 2005, which recognizes Kurdistan as a federal region and 
the Kurdish language as an official language in Iraq alongside Arabic, 
includes a provision concerning the fate of Kirkuk. However, 
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implementation of this provision is facing resistance from the central 
government, undermining the relatively peaceful period of cooperation 
and power sharing with the Kurdish minority in Iraq. 

4. Kurds Right to Language in Turkey 

4.1 Introduction to the case of Turkey 

The same historical events following the end of World War I that 
determined the fate of Iraqi Kurds played a similarly pivotal role in the 
future of their kin in Turkey. The aborted Treaty of Sevres, which awarded 
Kurds the right to self-determination, left Kurds in Turkey without any 
protection in the event of the non-realization of the treaty. The official 
Turkish position on Kurds until the 1990s was complete denial of their 
existence. Policies aimed at killing the Kurdish language were part of state 
policy in dealing with the Kurdish case. Nevertheless, by the 1960s more 
than three quarters of Kurds in Turkey still did not speak Turkish.55  

The new system was shaped in the 1924 Constitution.56 The Republic 
of Turkey based its foundation on the two pillars of Secularism and 
Turkish nationalism, and thus the state policy has been directed by these 
two principles. Ataturk’s aim was to construct a new Turkish state which 
would cut off all the ties with the past, and in particular with the Ottoman 
Empire and its Islamic heritage.57  

The first military coup of 1960 replaced the 1924 constitution with the 
constitution of 1961. In this constitution, the position of the military as a 
powerful and overriding authority was secured. The so-called “National 
Security Council” was incorporated into the constitution. Since then, the 
interference of the military in the political life of Turkey has been 
constitutionally acknowledged. The recent constitution of 1982 restates 
this role played by the military in Article 118.58  

Although Turkey has not ratified The ICCPR, it has been a member of 
the Council of Europe since its foundation in 1949. In 1954, Turkey 

                                                 
55 Pierse, Catherine, (1997), Kurdish Rights: Cultural and Linguistic Rights of 
Turkish Kurds, (Centre for International and Comparative Human Rights Law, 
Queen's University Belfast) 28. 
56 Earle, Edward Mead, (1925), “The New Constitution of Turkey,” Political 
Science Quarterly 40 (1): 73–100. 
57 Rouleau, Eric, (1996), “Beyond Ataturk” Foreign Policy 103: 70–87. 
58 Gurbey, Gulistan, (1996), “The Kurdish Nationalist Movement,” in Oslon 
Robert (ed.), The Kurdish Nationalist movement in the 1990s, 12. (The University 
Press of Kentucky); For the text of Article 118 see Appendix IV.   
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ratified the European Convention on Human Rights and has incorporated 
it into its domestic law since 1990. It has been a member of NATO59 since 
1952, the OECD60 since 1961 and OSCE since 1973.  

Turkey did not ratify the Council of Europe's Framework Convention 
for the protection of National Minorities or the European Charter on 
Minority Language. These instruments represent, to some extent, generous 
approaches to minority rights. Since the protection of minority rights is not 
within the purview of the ECHR, it does not guarantee minority rights as 
such. Hence, the ECHR remains the most important international human 
rights document Turkey is committed to.  

4.2 The Republic’s policy towards Kurds 

The Kemalist approach of denying the existence of Kurds resulted in their 
being categorized as “Mountain Turks.” Different measures have been 
applied to eradicate the Kurdish identity, such as: “the banning of 
traditional Kurdish costume, the Turkification of village names and 
various restrictions on the use of language were introduced.”61 The use of 
the words “Kurds” and “Kurdistan” were banned. Any references to these 
words were removed from Turkish history books and publications. In 
1924, all Kurdish schools, organizations and publications were officially 
banned.62  

Prime Minister Nihat Erim, in a speech in 1971, said: “We accept no 
other nation as living in Turkey, only the Turks. As we see it, there is only 
one nation in Turkey: the Turkish nation. All citizens living in different 
parts of the country are contented to be Turkish.”63 As General Hassan 
Arfa wrote in his study about Kurds: “You are Turks not Kurds; there are 
no Kurds in Turkey.”64 All Kurdish aspirations for a distinct identity have 
been repressed by the Turkish state, and many of the regional provinces 
are under a state of emergency. The region is the least developed 
economically. The Turkish repression of Kurdish dissidents and years of 

                                                 
59 The North Atlantic Treaty Organization.  
60 The OECD is the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development of 
thirty countries that accept the principles of representative democracy and free 
market economy.  
61 Robins, Philip, (1993), “The overlord State: Turkey policy and the Kurdish 
issue,” International Affairs 69 (4) 657–676.  
62 Pierse, Kurdish Rights, 28.  
63 Short and McDermott, The Kurds, 7. 
64 Arfa, General Hassan, (1966), The Kurds, an Historical and Political Study 
(OUP, Oxford), 159.  
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official neglect and underinvestment has resulted in the poor educational, 
industrial, healthcare and transport infrastructure.65 The rate of illiteracy in 
the Kurdistan region of Turkey is the highest in the country. About 78% of 
the total population above the age of fifteen were illiterate in 1980.66  

4.3 The present Turkish constitution67 

In the first constitution of 1924,68 Article 2 states that “the official 
language is Turkish.” No reference is made to any of the non-Turkish 
elements of the republic, and according to Article 88: “The name Turk, as 
a political term, shall be understood to include all citizens of the Turkish 
Republic, without distinction of, or reference to, race or religion ….” The 
Kemalist ideology of a homogenous state was incorporated into this 
Constitution, and all harsh measures of assimilation were based upon it.  

Kemalist nationalist policies persist in the present constitution of 1982. 
Article 3 of the Constitution states: “The Turkish State is seen as an 
indivisible entity. The language is Turkish.” This Article embodies “the 
fundamental principle of the Kemalist Turkish State, one which does not 
permit the existence of a national minority.”69 

Article 26 states that: “no language prohibited by law can be used in 
the expression and diffusion of opinions. Written documents, printed 
materials, records, sound recordings, films or any other means of 
expression contravening this law shall be seized by court order.” The 
freedom of expression guaranteed in Article 28 also rules out the use of 
“language prohibited by law.” Thus, the constitution established a strong 
foundation for the prohibition of the Kurdish language and this principle 
has been further extended in many statutes. 

In relation to education, Article 42 of the constitution states:  

No language other than Turkish may be taught to a Turkish citizen as a 
mother language in education and teaching institutions. Foreign languages 
are to be taught in institutions of training and education and the rules to be 
followed by schools conducting training and education in a foreign 

                                                 
65 Sim, “Kurdistan: the Search for Recognition,” 16–18.  
66 Tonge, Daivd, Financial Times, October 1, 1980, as cited in Sim, “Kurdistan: the 
Search for Recognition,” 18. 
67 The Turkish Constitution of 1982 available at 
http://www.anayasa.gen.tr/1982constitution.htm (accessed July 9, 2008).  
68 For the full text of the 1924 Constitution see: Earle, Edward Mead, (1925), “The 
New Constitution of Turkey,” Political Science Quarterly 40 (1): 73–100.  
69 Pierse, Kurdish Rights, 28. 
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language shall be determined by law. The provisions of international 
treaties are reserved.  

The reference to international treaties in the last line refers to the 
minorities recognized by the Lausanne Treaty, which did not include 
Kurds.  

4.4 The Statutes 

Article 28 of the Constitution has been validated by Law 2932 (1983) on 
the “Publication in languages other than the Turkish language,” which 
criminalized the use of the Kurdish language, even in private. The law that 
banned the “use of languages other than Turkish” was been abolished in 
1991 under the then head of state, Turgut Ozel. Ozal’s decision should be 
understood within the political context in which it occurred.70  

The use of the Kurdish language remains a criminal offence according 
to other legislation. Article 81 of the Law of Political Parties bans the use 
of languages other than Turkish in any political speeches. With regards to 
education, according to the Law on Foreign Languages, the Turkish 
language is the only medium of education in schools in Turkey and special 
permission is required for education in other languages.71  

Turkey has tried to extend its policy towards the Kurdish language 
abroad. In the European countries to which Kurds emigrated there was the 
opportunity to develop the language. Turkish embassies demanded that 
countries such as Sweden and Denmark stop teaching the Kurdish 
language to Kurdish immigrants and their children in school.72 It should be 
noted that the same mother-tongue services also applied to the children 
from ethnically Turkish families. Turkey also worked to shut down the 
first Kurdish Satellite television channel MED-TV, which was licensed to 
broadcast from England.73 

In recent years, the ban on the Kurdish language has loosened 
somewhat. However, airing programs in the Kurdish language was among 
the reasons behind a decision to close national and local radio and TV 
stations according to a Human Rights Watch report in 1999.74  

                                                 
70 Robins, 665. 
71 Pierse, Kurdish Rights, 32. 
72 Hassanour 2001, 2. 
73 Hassanpour 1995. 
74 Human Rights Watch, “Turkey: Anti-Terror Law used Against Peaceful 
Activists,” July 7, 2006, available at 
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In 2002, Turkish authorities cracked down on a campaign calling for 
education in the Kurdish language. According to the then Prime Minster 
Bulent Ecevit, “no concessions are possible on education [in Kurdish].” 
The same reaction was expressed by Prime Minster Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
in April 2008. In a meeting with Prime Minister Erdogan, the Diyabakir 
bar President asked for greater reforms in Turkey's South-East, including 
the right to study in the Kurdish language. The Prime Minister responded 
with the argument that “Education in another tongue does not exist 
anywhere in the world,”75 despite the example in Iraq.  

4.5 The Role of the EU in the Reform Process in Turkey  

The European Union (EU) remains the most important international actor 
in fostering respect for human rights in Turkey. Turkey is highly interested 
in joining the EU, and In October 2006, the EU opened negotiations for 
the full membership of Turkey. Such a decision will be based on the 
country's progress on economic and human rights reforms. Turkey's desire 
to be awarded full EU membership has placed its human rights record 
under scrutiny, particularly with regards to its policy on the Kurdish 
language.76  

In recent years, as a part of the commitment to the human right's 
reforms driven by Turkey's quest to join the EU, there are fewer 
restrictions on the Kurdish language, and state broadcasting in Kurdish has 
even been permitted by the Turkish Parliament. However, in contrast, in 
May 2006 the Turkish authorities closed a Kurdish association “for 
conducting its internal business in Kurdish language.”77 As the EU's 
November 2003 report highlighted: “although some progress had been 
made (mainly as regards radio and television broadcasting in languages 
other than Turkish), the alignment of Turkish legislation with the 
Community acquis was still limited.”78  

                                                                                                      
http://hrw.org/english/docms/2006/06/07/turkey13521htm (accessed May 15, 
2008).  
75 Akyol, Mustafa, “Kurds, Turks, and the Tower of Babel,” April 12, 2008, 
available at http://www.turkishdailynews.com.tr/article.php?enewsid=101603 
(accessed May 6, 2008).  
76 McDowall, David, 21, “The Kurdish Question,” in Kreyenbroek, Philip G. and 
Sperl, Stefan (eds.), Kurds A Contemporary Overview, 21, (Routledge). 
77 Human Rights Watch, “Turkey: Anti-Terror law used against peaceful activists.”  
78 EU report, “Summery of Commission Report of 2003,” available at 
http://europa.eu/scadplus/leg/en/lvb/e20113.htm (accessed July 9, 2008).  
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Kurds in Turkish prisons are forbidden from using Kurdish in 
telephone conversations. The ban is according to Article 88(p) of the 
Justice Ministry’s guidelines outlining rules for the “management of 
Criminal Execution Institutions and Execution Penalties and Security 
Precautions.” This issue caused many complaints among Kurdish 
prisoners, some of whose families are unable to speak in Turkish.79  

According to Amnesty International, three boys from the group are 
facing up to five years in jail. They were accused of violating Article 7/2 
of the anti-terror law, which criminalizes “making propaganda for a 
terrorist organisation or its aims.” According to Amnesty International, 
“the singing of Ay Raqip, a Kurdish historical anthem, cannot be regarded 
as a threat to public order, and the prosecution threatens the right to 
freedom of expression.”80  

The Kurdish movement in Turkey is looking towards the country's 
membership of the EU on the basis that this may lead to further reform 
and greater respect for human rights in the region. There is also the 
expectation that the membership: “may be able to exert greater pressure on 
the Turkish government to solve the Kurdish issue more quickly and by 
more peaceful means.”81 The requirement of a stable democratic Turkey 
by the EU has posed a challenge for Turkey. It no longer has the choice to 
deny or postpone a political solution to the Kurdish question. 

Turkey did not ratify the ICCPR, but it is a state Party to the ECHR 
and its protocols. Despite the wide range of civil and political rights 
guaranteed in the convention, there is no obligation on states with regards 
to the minority’s rights to language. As mentioned in the first chapter, the 
outcome of the widely refereed to Belgium linguistic case shows that the 
convention does not provide for the right to education in one's mother 
tongue. 

                                                 
79 Kart, Amine, “Kurdish still a 'mountain language' in Turkey prisons,” Today's 
Zaman, June 22, 2008, available at http://www.todayszaman.com/tz-
web/detaylar.do?load=detay&link=145450&bolum=100 (accessed June 22, 2008).  
80 Amnesty International, “Turkey: Three Children on Trial in Case over Freedom 
of Expression,” Index No. EUR 44/011/2008, 18/06/08, Turkey. Available at 
http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/info/EUR44/011/2008/en (accessed June 25, 
2008).  
81 Marguiles, Ronnie, (1996), “Turkey and the European Union,” Middle East 
Report 199: 27. 
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4.6 Summary and Conclusion of the Case of Turkey  

It is clear and well established that Kurds in Turkey have been denied the 
right to use their own language, enjoy their culture and the right to a 
proper education. This was the result of the Turkish state actively 
implementing a policy of forced assimilation of its Kurdish population 
into the majority Turkish population. The use of the Kurdish language, 
even in private, was criminalized until 1990. Peaceful individual and 
organizational attempts to challenge the ban have faced imprisonment, 
persecution and even execution, as well as other inhumane treatments in 
line with a wide range of laws.  

Various OSCE documents include minority rights to language. Turkey 
is party to OSCE and these documents, which though not legally binding 
are politically important. Turkey’s legal and constitutional systems in the 
context of its obligations within the framework of OSCE and the Council 
of Europe are not adequate. The difficulties of reform are due to the 
Kemalist ideology of national unity at the expense of non-Turks, which is 
simply incompatible with the notion of plurality.  

Speaking in Kurdish has not been illegal since 1991. However, the use 
of the Kurdish language in political communications or in parties meeting 
is still forbidden according to the Law of Political Parties. Theoretically, it 
is possible to broadcast in the Kurdish language and there is more 
tolerance concerning the use of Kurdish in the media. However, the 
position of private broadcasting in Kurdish is precarious. NGOs report 
many cases in which radio and TV stations have been shut down for 
allegedly threatening the country’s unity or national security, or for 
supposedly providing propaganda for the PKK.  

5. Conclusions 

This study has examined the right to language for Kurdish minorities in 
both Iraq and Turkey according to the international standards of minority 
rights to language. The main research question of this study has centred 
upon each state's differing policies in relation to the use of the Kurdish 
language in private, education, the media, publications and state 
administration.  

There is no collective body of rights granted to minorities in 
international documents which are generally focussed on individual rights. 
Non-discrimination is the fundamental consideration in provisions for 
minorities. Article 27 of the ICCPR is a widely accepted and legally 
binding minority provision, granting members of minority groups the right 
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to use their mother tongue. However, it does not impose any positive 
obligations on the state to offer financial support for education in the 
minority language.  

The European system is much more developed than the universal 
standards aimed at addressing the issues of minority rights, including the 
right to language. The realization that the granting of minority rights is an 
important element in ensuring stability is leading to greater standards 
being set for the promotion of minority rights. Turkey is a member state of 
the Council of Europe; however, its commitment to European minority 
rights standards remains doubtful in light of the treatment of its Kurdish 
minority.  

The comparison of Kurdish minority linguistic rights in Turkey (a 
country committed to European standards) and Iraq (with no such 
obligations) makes it clear that the enjoyment of such rights is both 
political and legal. The internal and external dynamics are different in each 
country. In particular, the divergent processes of state formation in Iraq 
and the Republic of Turkey have led to differences in the extent to which 
Kurdish language rights are enjoyed in each country today.  

The scope of language rights in Iraq is an outcome of the long history 
of the Kurdish struggle. Any achievement gained by the Kurds was the 
result of the central government finding itself in an unfavourable power 
balance with the minority, and the impossibility of winning the war in 
Kurdish areas, rather than any genuine commitment to international 
obligations or the desire to grant rights to the Kurds and to promote the 
Kurdish language. The long history of Arabization represented the other 
side of the Iraqi government’s policy towards its Kurdish minority. The 
history of brutality in Iraqi governments’ treatment of the Kurds is well 
documented by international organizations. However, since the 2005 Iraqi 
Constitution the Kurdish language is recognised as an official language of 
Iraq.  

The Turkish state’s policy of building a homogenous Turkish state has 
been far from successful, and has not brought an end to Kurdish demands 
for recognition and the right to use the Kurdish language. It also 
contributed to the growth of the extreme national movement, the PKK, 
which has gained popular support among Kurds.  

Although Turkey did not ratify the Framework Convention or the 
European Language Charter, its desire to gain full membership in the EU 
has played a great role in the development of its policy towards Kurdish 
language rights. The Kurdish language is allowed both in private and in 
the media. However, there are still a wide range of laws that are used to 
criminalize and suppress the Kurdish language. For instance, the use of 
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Kurdish is still forbidden in political discourse. Education in Kurdish is 
also not allowed and Prime Minister Erdogan’s rejection of demands for 
education in the Kurdish language casts doubt on Turkey’s commitment to 
achieving reform.  
 
Note: The Translations in the paper from Arabic are by the author. 
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Abstract 

This chapter examines the potential of human rights education (HRE) to 
contribute to democracy, development and social justice, specifically 
gender equality. We draw on documentary sources and fieldwork in 
Kurdistan, Iraq, including classroom observations and interviews with 
teachers and school inspectors. We examine tensions in implementing 
HRE, including those for policy-makers, juggling the demands of nation-
building and its application through schooling and child rights. The UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child confirms the right to HRE, 
intercultural understanding and learning to live together, to promote 
gender equity, and conditions which guarantee children’s cultural and 
linguistic rights. Rights may operate in tension and be denied in family 
and societal contexts where conservative and patriarchal values prevail. 
We report on teachers’ attempts to reconcile tensions, while facing limited 
resources. Human rights are taught without adequate consideration of the 
denial of children’s everyday rights. Nevertheless, HRE is fundamental to 
democratic development, social justice and cohesion. Gender equality 
underpinned by human rights has the potential to enable girls’ and 
women’s self-empowerment and contribute to socio-economic progress. 
We propose principles for policy-makers and teachers to support effective 
HRE, good governance, sustainable development and quality education.  
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1. Introduction 

This chapter examines the potential of human rights education (HRE) in 
schools to contribute to democracy, development and social justice, 
specifically gender equality, in the autonomous region of Kurdistan, Iraq. 
Across the globe, both international organisations and governments 
recognise the potential of education to contribute to the processes of 
democratisation and development. In post-conflict societies, programmes 
of citizenship education and HRE are often introduced with the express 
aim of developing skills for learning to live together and the peaceful 
resolution of conflicts. It is important therefore to understand how teachers 
and other education professionals understand HRE, so as to support them 
in implementing such programmes.  

Following the 2005 Constitution of Iraq, which established Iraqi 
Kurdistan as a federal entity, the current unified Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) administration was established. From 2006, the KRG 
has focused on developing Kurdistan’s economy and infrastructure, and in 
2009 turned its attention to educational reform. This reform extends the 
number of years of compulsory education from six to nine; introduces new 
learning objectives; and places greater emphasis on human rights and on 
democratic citizenship, making a specific commitment to gender equity. In 
implementing reform, we suggest that the KRG is not merely recognising 
the potential of education to contribute to immediate and longer-term 
economic and social development, but is also acknowledging the critical 
role of education in creating a just and sustainable democracy in which the 
rights of traditionally disadvantaged and vulnerable groups and 
individuals, including women, children and minorities, are protected.  

Our understanding of education policy is that it is a dynamic process, 
in which teachers, administrators and students are actors. These various 
actors can support, subvert, or undermine policy-makers’ original goals, 
both unintentionally and/or deliberately. Our programme of research 
therefore not only focuses on policy documents and textbooks, but extends 
to an examination of the perspectives of teachers, school administrators 
and school inspectors. Here, we focus on their experiences and 
perspectives and their understandings of democracy, development and 
human rights, specifically human rights and gender equality. We argue that 
these perspectives are critical for a proper understanding of the impact of 
education reform and its impact on young people, schools, families and 



Human Rights Education in Kurdistan, Iraq 435

communities. If the KRG is to be effective in realising democracy, 
development and equality through education, then professionals’ 
experiences, needs and understandings need to be taken seriously. Their 
insights enable us to identify appropriate strategies and plans to strengthen 
democratic dispositions among the young.  

2. Education Policy Reforms in a Post-Conflict Context 

Iraqi Kurdistan experienced considerable conflict and instability in the 
later twentieth century and early years of the twenty-first, resulting in a 
severely damaged infrastructure at home and a notable Kurdish diaspora 
across the globe. The conflicts include: a long history of border disputes 
with Iran; the Iran-Iraq war 1980–1988; and the Anfal genocidal campaign 
against the Kurds 1986–89, led by the Iraqi military under Saddam 
Hussein. The Gulf War broke out in 1991, followed by the Kurdish 
uprising, resulting in mass displacement and a subsequent humanitarian 
crisis. The uprising was followed by a brutal crackdown on the Kurdish 
population, a subsequent withdrawal of the Iraqi administration and 
military, and an Iraqi internal economic blockade. At the same time, the 
region suffered the consequences of UN sanctions and international 
embargo against Iraq during 1990 to 2003 (McDowall 2003; Yildiz 2004). 

From 1991, the region gained ad hoc autonomy (Stansfield 2003), and 
in 1992 a regional government was established, following a closely 
contested and inconclusive general election. However, the Kurdish 
leadership was responsible for further difficulties. The rivalry between the 
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan 
(PUK) resulted in a de facto partition of the region (McDowall 2003). By 
1994, power-sharing agreements between the parties had broken down, 
leading to civil war, referred to in Kurdish as “brother killing brother” 
(brakuzhi). Open conflict between the KDP and the PUK was brought to 
an end under the 1998 Washington Agreement. Nevertheless, the conflict 
between the two dominant parties has shaped contemporary Iraqi Kurdish 
politics (Stansfield 2003).  

Following the 2003 invasion of Iraq and subsequent political changes, 
the 2005 Constitution of Iraq defines the internal political, socio-economic 
and judicial autonomous governance of Kurdistan. The current unified 
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) operates a power-sharing 
agreement, introduced in 2009. The federal region, comprising three 
governorates, Erbil, Sulaimaniyah and Duhok, borders Iran to the east, 
Turkey to the north, Syria to the west and the rest of Iraq to the south. The 
region continues to feel the impact of instability in neighbouring 
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jurisdictions as well as ongoing tensions with the Baghdad government, 
fuelled by concerns over disputed areas, including Kirkuk. An opposition 
movement Gorran (Change) challenges power-sharing arrangements, 
placing substantive democracy on the political agenda.  

It is within this complex post-conflict context that education reforms 
are being implemented. In the immediate pre-conflict era, Iraq had a lead 
position in the region in terms of school enrolment and completion rates 
(UNESCO 2010). However, Iraqi Kurdistan’s infrastructure, including 
educational facilities, was adversely affected by the conflicts. Some 
fourteen years after the civil war there remains considerable pressure on 
the system, with insufficient school buildings and continuing and notable 
disparities in basic facilities between urban and rural areas. The KRG 
continues to face considerable challenges in providing appropriate 
facilities and meeting students’ needs in a fast-changing socio-economic 
and political context.  

The challenge for education policy-makers is not only to make good on 
the damaged educational infrastructure and ensure that schools are staffed 
with effectively-trained teachers. It is also to ensure appropriate 
educational measures support other societal priorities, such as anti-
corruption measures and guarantees for the rights of women and 
minorities. Education needs to not only prepare young people for 
successful economic integration but also to enable them to play a full and 
active part in shaping the future society in accordance with democratic 
ideals that embody equity and social justice. In other words, the education 
system, and schools in particular, have a key role to play in strengthening 
democratic development and human rights.  

The conflict impacted disproportionately on women and children and 
on educational opportunities and facilities in Iraqi Kurdistan. Before the 
conflict, girls across Iraq had lower school enrolment and attendance rates 
than boys (UNESCO 2003). Following the conflict, the majority of 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) were women and children, with some 
50% of the most vulnerable children unable to access schooling according 
to UN reports (UN-HABITAT 2001; UNDG/World Bank 2005). In this 
respect, Iraq, including the autonomous region of Kurdistan, reflects a 
wider regional and global picture of discrimination and disadvantage faced 
by women and girls. Security problems may place girls at greater risk of 
gender- based violence, for example in travelling to school (Harber 2004), 
further impacting on school attendance.  

In 2000, the world’s nations promised to free people from extreme 
poverty and multiple deprivations. This pledge was formulated into eight 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Two goals aim specifically to 
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address gender equality in education, recognising that significant 
challenges remain. MDG 2 intends to promote universal primary 
education and MDG 3 to promote gender equality and empower women 
(MDG 2000). Girls from the poorest households face the highest barriers 
to education with a subsequent impact on their access to the labour market.  

The UN Girls’ Education Initiative (UNGEI) aims to operationalize 
MDGs 2 and 3.1 Effectively, education is recognised as a prerequisite for 
sustainable human development (UNGEI 2000; WEF 2000). Such 
initiatives are concerned with enacting international human rights 
standards on gender equality, including the Convention on the Elimination 
of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) (article 10) (UN 
1979) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (articles 2 and 
28) (UN 1989), which confirm the equal rights of girls and women in 
education.  

The MDGs seek to realise both gender parity in education, though 
formal equality (parity in access and participation rates) and substantive 
equality (equal opportunity in and through education) (Subrahmanian 
2005). In Iraqi Kurdistan, some steps have been taken to guarantee formal 
equality in access and participation rates. Since 2006, the KRG has put in 
place arrangements to enable young women not enrolled at the standard 
age, or who had their education disrupted, to continue or restart schooling. 
For example, the education policy states that schools or classes will be 
opened for accelerated learning programmes. Students should not be 
younger than nine for boys starting at grade 1 and not older than twenty, 
whilst girls should not be younger than nine starting at grade 1 and not 
older than twenty-four (KRG 2009, 13, Article 15). 

This provision recognises the traditional disadvantage that girls 
experience in Iraqi Kurdistan (Griffiths 2010; UNICEF 2010, UNESCO 
2011) and thus creates some flexibility by extending the age range within 
which women can complete schooling.  

What we are interested in here is exploring the contribution that HRE 
can play in realising substantive equality, in education and through 
education, by examining professionals’ understandings of human rights 
and HRE in the context of their specific responsibilities. The right to 
education is insufficient in realising gender equality, since it is concerned 
largely with equivalence in enrolment and completion rates between girls 
and boys. By focusing on rights in education (guaranteeing achievement 
                                                 
1 Launched in Dakar in 2000, UNGEI aims to support the realisation of girls’ 
fundamental human right to education and emphasises the role of education in 
realising other human rights, such as labour market access, health care and 
freedom from gender-based violence. 
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and learning outcomes) and rights through education (the ability to utilise 
knowledge and skills to claim rights within and beyond the school) we can 
focus on issues central to girls’ empowerment (Wilson 2003). This means 
recognising and overcoming current inequalities and instances of 
discrimination through an examination of learning content, teaching 
methods, assessment modes, management of peer relationships, and 
learning outcomes (Chan & Cheung 2007). The realisation of substantive 
equality requires a re-examination of how both girls and boys are 
educated.  

3. Diversity and Gender in Iraqi Kurdistan 

It is widely recognised that schools both produce and reflect broader social 
norms and inequalities, related, for example, to poverty, structural 
inequalities, historical disadvantage, institutional discrimination of women 
and minorities, gender-based violence and traditional practices which 
harm or impact unjustly on women and girls (Tomaševski 2005). We 
present here a brief outline of Iraqi Kurdistan’s demographic features, 
contextualising the struggle for human rights for both women and 
minorities. This struggle is taking place within a multicultural setting and 
within communities characterised by gender inequalities and growing 
economic disparities.  

One significant challenge is the successful accommodation of diversity. 
Although the majority population is Kurdish, the region is also 
characterized by long-standing religious, ethnic and linguistic diversity. 
The Kurdish majority has for many centuries lived alongside smaller 
numbers of Assyrians, Chaldeans, Turkmenians, Armenians and Arabs. 
According to the KRG, the region has a population of around five million, 
of which more than 50% are younger than twenty. There has been no 
census, but estimates suggest Iraqi Kurds may comprise as much as 25% 
of the total Iraqi population (Yildiz 2004). A carefully crafted set of 
policies is needed to ensure all groups can claim their rights within the 
democratic framework. 

There is also considerable religious and linguistic diversity in Iraqi 
Kurdistan. The majority of inhabitants, including Kurds, Iraqi 
Turkmenians and Arabs, are from the Sunni Muslim tradition. Within this 
grouping there is further diversity, with some individuals being observant 
and others adopting more sceptical or secular positions. The region also 
has populations of Assyrian Christian, Shiite Muslim, Yezidi, Yarsan, 
Mandean and Sahbak faiths (Begilkhani, Gill & Hague 2010). KRG 
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official languages are Kurdish and Arabic. The two most widely spoken 
Kurdish dialects are Sorani and Kurmanji.2  

Diversity is a highly politicised issue since territorial disputes between 
the federal Baghdad and Erbil regional governments, including Kirkuk, 
require political solutions which guarantee the protection of minority 
rights and interests. This diversity demands pragmatic solutions in the 
public sphere, including schools, where leaners’ rights and societal 
outcomes may be weighed against each other. For example, choices made 
to guarantee linguistic rights through separate schooling for various 
language communities will impact on the ways in which young people of 
the next generation are prepared (or not) for living together in a 
multicultural society.  

The region’s diversity has also increased as a consequence of inward 
migration, with the protection of migrant rights adding to the complexity 
of the picture. Many are new populations drawn to the region because of 
instability at home, while others are former inhabitants who fled past 
conflicts. They include IDPs, drawn from other parts of Iraq, refugees and 
migrants from neighbouring countries, and returnees, including highly 
educated elites, from the wider diaspora. In 2012, the KRG appealed to the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) for more help in dealing 
with the needs of refugees fleeing war in Syria.3 Child refugees may lack 
the appropriate papers to access schooling. Iraqi Kurdistan’s rapid 
economic development is also attracting labour migrants from around the 
globe and irregular migrants (including victims of trafficking) whose 
undocumented status leaves them particularly vulnerable (IOM 2010).  

In a society characterized both by patriarchy and post-conflict 
dislocation, one pressing issue is gender equity (al-Ali & Pratt 2011). 
Three inter-related challenges to realizing gender equality and the human 
rights of women and girls are: violence against women, traditional 
inheritance laws (Sharia law and other inheritance practices across faith 
communities which favour men), and low female school attendance rates.  

Efforts to tackle violence against women, an issue highlighted both by 
local women’s organisations and international non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), has resulted in the establishment of women’s 
shelters to support the victims of domestic violence (Begikhani et al. 
2010). Since 2003, there has been some discussion in the local media of 

                                                 
2 Kurmanji is spoken in Duhok, while Sorani is used in Erbil. 
3 While some Syrian refugees are accommodated in a camp near Duhok, others are 
spread across the region, supported by families and communities (IOM, 2012). 
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society’s failure to support such women, who although protected by law, 
remain vulnerable.4  

Traditionally, married women are expected to receive support from 
their husbands. For this reason, many families, particularly in rural areas, 
consider it shameful to allow daughters to inherit property. While courts 
may rule in favour of women, it is still difficult for women to claim their 
inheritance. Under Islamic (Sharia) law, women are entitled to receive one 
third, while their brothers receive two thirds. In practice, even this 
unbalanced division is unlikely to occur. 

Female school attendance is rising with the Duhok governorate 
recording one of the highest levels of attendance and lowest differential 
between boys and girls, both in Kurdistan and across Iraq (Griffiths 2010; 
UNICEF 2010). Local women’s rights NGO Harikar (2011) reports that 
parents in rural areas are more prepared to send their daughters to school 
where there is a female teacher. Harikar quotes an education supervisor as 
confirming that the number of female teachers now exceeds the number of 
males in the Duhok governorate.  

Where deeply-rooted inequalities persist between children, it is critical 
that the type of human rights education (HRE) offered at school is 
appropriate to their needs and supports them in claiming their rights. 
Acknowledging and addressing the roots of inequalities both within and 
beyond school is essential, whether these arise from gender-based 
discrimination or related to ethnicity, religion or other differences. 
Realising equalities in education requires more than translating 
international instruments into national policies or implementing reforms. It 
implies a holistic approach that includes policies and practices inside 
schools to empower students. Additionally, they imply opportunities to 
transform knowledge into the application of rights both in and beyond the 
school (Stromquist 2006). Such a holistic approach requires sincere 
commitment from policy-makers and other civil society actors concerned 
with improving education quality (Wilson 2003).  

We have identified some pressing human rights concerns which impact 
on schooling and to which schools might be expected to respond. It is not 
difficult to make the case for HRE. However, in this chapter we argue that 
there is not just a pressing need for HRE, there is also a right to HRE. We 
turn now to this right, focusing specifically on its meanings within a 
multicultural context.  

                                                 
4 Women may lack access to shelters, which in any case may close due to lack of 
support. Some claim that shelters have allowed women at risk to be returned to 
their families. 
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4. The Right to Human Rights Education 

While the right to education is widely known, the concept of the right to 
HRE (Osler & Starkey 2010) is less so, even among education 
professionals and policy-makers. The right to HRE is set out in the 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) which underlines “the 
dignity and worth of the human person” and “the equal rights of men and 
women.” Article 26 specifies the aims of education, which include “the 
strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms”; the 
promotion of “understanding, tolerance and friendship among nations, 
racial or religious groups”; and “the maintenance of peace.” This is the 
first official international articulation of the right to HRE. This right is 
confirmed and explicated in subsequent instruments, including the 1989 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (article 29) (Osler 2012). It 
is strengthened by the UN Declaration on Human Rights Education and 
Training (UN 2011). 

CRC article 29 confirms the right to an education which promotes 
human rights, intercultural understanding and learning to live together, an 
education which promotes gender equity, and conditions which guarantee 
certain cultural and linguistic rights of parents and children. It stresses the 
obligation of the nation-state, as the ratifying authority,5 to promote 
education for peaceful co-existence in their communities, the nation and 
the wider world:  

States Parties agree that the education of the child shall be directed to … 
The development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms … 
[and] preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the 
spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship 
among all peoples, ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of 
indigenous origin. 

(UN 1989) 

This implies that children have some engagement with learners from 
different backgrounds to their own and educational structures which 
enable a degree of integration between children from different ethnic, 
religious and linguistic backgrounds. It also implies that all children have 
the right to an intercultural education which recognises difference at the 
level of the community and the nation. Yet education cannot focus 

                                                 
5 In the case of Iraqi Kurdistan, responsibility for guaranteeing children’s rights in 
education lies with the KRG, since education is a devolved responsibility within 
the autonomous region.  
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exclusively on children’s immediate communities or home nations since it 
also addresses global identifications and international understanding. This 
type of learning, where young people are enabled to learn to live together 
with difference at different scales has been termed “education for 
cosmopolitan citizenship” (Osler & Vincent, 2002; Osler & Starkey, 2003, 
2005).  

As Article 29 also notes, each child also has the right to an education 
that promotes: “respect for … his or her own cultural identity, language 
and values, for the national values of the country in which the child is 
living, the country from which he or she may originate, and for 
civilizations different from his or her own” (UN 1989, article 29).  

Thus, all children in Iraqi Kurdistan not only have the right to be 
educated for tolerance and diversity, but also the right to an education that 
supports their own cultural heritage and that of their families’, as well as 
Kurdish cultural heritage and values. This education must be consistent 
with human rights principles. This is not a culturally relativist position 
where anything goes, but a critical examination of cultural norms within a 
broad human rights framework. Therefore, for example, harmful cultural 
practices which impact on girls and women would be challenged as failing 
to conform to human rights standards, as would cultural norms which gave 
another cultural group the status of enemy or inferior. 

Education for tolerance and social justice, in line with the provisions 
for the CRC, cannot be fostered where there is complete educational 
segregation: “educating for peace will require states to mandate some kind 
of educational integration of schoolchildren from diverse ethnic, religious, 
cultural and language groups” (Grover 2007, 60). Currently, the child’s 
right to education is frequently interpreted, legislatively and judicially, as a 
parental liberty right (to have a child educated according to parental 
wishes). Grover (2007, 61) argues that this tends to work against 
children’s rights and that “the notion of minority education is frequently 
erroneously translated into completely segregated school systems” (our 
emphasis). She suggests (2007, 61) that: “the minority and non-minority 
child’s legal right to free association (each with the other) in the 
educational context is frequently disregarded both by the legislature and 
the courts’ in nation-states across the globe.”  

The international community has agreed a definition of HRE in the 
United Nations Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training. 
This suggests that: 

Human rights education and training comprises all educational, training, 
information, awareness-raising and learning activities aimed at promoting 
universal respect for and observance of all human rights and fundamental 
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freedoms and thus contributing, inter alia, to the prevention of human 
rights violations and abuses by providing persons with knowledge, skills 
and understanding and developing their attitudes and behaviours, to 
empower them to contribute to the building and promotion of a universal 
culture of human rights.  

(UN 2011, article 2:2) 

The Declaration specifies that this should include education about rights; 
education through rights and education for rights. Education about rights 
includes knowledge and understanding of human rights norms and 
principles, implying that this education is both founded on and makes 
reference to international standards. Education through human rights 
includes learning and teaching in a way that respects the rights of both 
educators and learners and within schools, operating within education 
policy frameworks which guarantee rights. It addresses educational 
structures and young people’s experiences of schooling. It has 
methodological implications, related to teaching and learning processes in 
which young people’s participation rights are respected. Finally, education 
for human rights includes empowering learners to enjoy and exercise their 
rights and to respect and uphold the rights of others. This implies a 
transformational education, in which learners’ own contexts and struggles 
for justice are considered and addressed and in which learners are 
empowered (Osler & Zhu 2011).  

Clearly, realising social justice in education, including gender equity 
and the rights of minorities, means more than simply translating 
international instruments into national policies or implementing 
educational reforms. It means designing a curriculum in which leaners are 
provided with knowledge about their rights, and equipped with the skills 
to claim them.  

5. Our Methods and Fieldwork 

In assessing the potential of HRE to contribute to social justice, 
democracy and development in the multicultural context of post-conflict 
Iraqi Kurdistan, we draw principally on fieldwork visits to two Iraqi 
Kurdistan governorates—Erbil and Duhok—between 2010 and 2012. In 
Duhok we engaged in classroom observations in two schools and later 
conducted interviews with teachers whose classes we observed.6 In Erbil 

                                                 
6 The data was collected as part of a small-scale research and development 
initiative funded by the British Council’s DelPHE programme (British Council 
2010). A paper from this project, INTERDEMOCRATE (intercultural and 
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we interviewed a range of education professionals, including teachers, a 
school principal and education inspectors. We also participated in a focus 
group discussion (Yahya 2012).7  

In total, fifteen professionals agreed to act as research respondents, 
with interviews taking place in July 2011 and January and February 2012.8 
Interviews were conducted in either Arabic or Kurdish, transcribed and 
then translated into English. The Duhok teachers were working in two 
schools as part of a two-year study and contact was established though a 
mix of official channels and personal contacts (Ahmad et al. 2012). The 
Erbil respondents were a convenience sample, found through personal 
contacts and snowballing methods, with interviewees suggesting 
colleagues or friends willing to participate. This method proved 
appropriate since it was difficult to make personal contact in Kurdistan.9 

All the interviews were conducted by a researcher familiar with local 
cultural norms and practices. In Duhok our respondents were approached 
by colleagues from the University of Duhok, with whom they had been 
working for some months and whom we characterise as having insider 
positions. In the Erbil district, interviewees were interviewed by one of us 
(Chalank) who were familiar with local cultural norms having grown up in 
the city, but whose secondary and higher education has been in Europe.10  
                                                                                                      
democratic learning in teacher education), has been published by Ahmad et al. 
(2012). The project builds on a long-standing partnership between Buskerud 
University College, Norway and Duhok University, Iraq. We are grateful for the 
support of all project members, particularly the principal investigator, Dr Lena 
Lybaek and project members Niroj Ahmad, Adnam Ismail and Nadia Zako for data 
collection.  
7 Chalank Yayha would like to thank the Falstad Centre, Norway, for the award of 
a scholarship which enabled her to complete a second round of data collection for 
her MSc thesis in February 2012.  
8 Of the fifteen respondents (seven female and eight male), five elected to answer 
the questions in writing, rather than through a face-to-face interview. Although we 
stressed we wanted professionals’ own opinions, and guaranteed anonymity and 
confidentiality, it appeared that these five were, to a greater or lesser extent, ill-at-
ease with an interview format, preferring to give considered and ‘correct’ answers, 
as they saw it.  
9 Most schools lack modern communication tools, such as websites and public 
email. 
10 This gave Chalank both insider and outsider status, with research participants 
frequently making reference to shared cultural reference points in the interviews, 
but also, according to her, as a young woman educated abroad, to particular respect 
and courtesies which cut across commonly observed standards between the 
generations, where generally such courtesies are shown to those older than oneself.  
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Our fieldwork is informed by our study of documentary sources, 
notably the reform of the basic and secondary schools (KRG 2009) and the 
human rights textbooks, for which we have had professional (non-official) 
translations made.  

6. Professionals’ Perspectives 

Here we report on respondents’ understandings of HRE and specifically 
their observations on diversity and gender equality. Since teaching for 
gender equality and diversity is taking place within a context of education 
reform, we also invited our respondents to reflect on this, with some 
focusing on broader social issues, and some on the relationship between 
active student-centred teaching methods and education for human rights, 
citizenship and democracy. Table 24.1 below lists the professionals 
interviewed. All names are pseudonyms, to protect the respondents’ 
anonymity.  

Table 24.1. Research respondents: professional roles and 
characteristics  

No. Participant Professional role Gender Religious tradition/ 
ethnic background 

1 Kamaran General school 
inspector  M Muslim/Kurd 

2 Kawthar School inspector—
student counselling  F Muslim/ Turkmenian 

3 Foad 
Principal—urban 
model school—and 
school inspector  

M Christian  

4 Asem Teacher—Arabic, 
grades 7–12 M Muslim/ Kurd 

5 Hassan Principal rural 
school* M Muslim/ Kurd 

6 Sarkawt Acting principal 
rural school  M Muslim/ Kurd 

7 Payman 
School inspector—
social studies and 
HRE, grades 1–6 

F Muslim/ Kurd 

8 Fawzi 
Teacher—social 
studies and HRE, 
grades 7–10 

M Muslim/ Kurd 

9 Sawsan Teacher—social 
studies and HRE F Christian 
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10 Azad 
School inspector—
social studies and 
HRE 

M Muslim/ Kurd 

11 Sherko 
Teacher—social 
studies and HRE 
(grade 5) 

M Muslim/ Kurd 

12 Ahlam 
Teacher—social 
studies and HRE, 
grades 7–9 

F Muslim/ Kurd 

13 Halat 
Teacher—social 
studies and HRE, 
grades 7–9 

F Muslim/ Kurd 

14 
 Tara Teacher—English, 

up to grade 6  F Muslim/ Kurd 

15 
 Loreen 

Teacher—civic 
education and HRE 
(grade 5) 

F Muslim/ Kurd 

 
* This is the only school in which our teacher respondents worked where boys and 
girls are taught separately, attending different shifts. 

Understandings of human rights education  

Generally speaking, respondents place considerable emphasis on the place 
of human rights in creating a just and sustainable society. They recognise 
the importance of human rights but express concerns both about 
understandings of human rights in contemporary Kurdish society and 
about teachers’ limited understandings and lack of training in human rights 
education. 

When it comes to the subjects of human rights education and democracy, I 
do not have very close knowledge of them. Only that my daughter has 
taken these subjects, and from my perspective, it’s important to teach these 
subjects to school students. 

(Kamaran, school inspector)  
 
In general, not only in Kurdistan, but across the Middle East, we are not 
aware of our rights. We do not really understand what is meant by human 
rights. Therefore, a good awareness campaign is needed.. 

(Kawthar, school inspector)  
 
I do not think that the subject [HRE] is given the attention and 
development it deserves. I have not noticed an immediate positive reaction 
from teachers and pupils … It should be included in all grades, either 
directly or indirectly, as it is very important for our teachers and pupils to 



Human Rights Education in Kurdistan, Iraq 447

behave according to human rights standards … Most importantly, it’s not 
enough to learn only about human rights on paper, there should also be 
possibilities to practice them in reality. 

(Asem, Arabic teacher) 

Although Kamaran is a general school inspector, responsible for nine 
schools, he admits he knows relatively little about HRE and citizenship as 
taught in those schools, even though he feels they are important. This 
viewpoint is echoed by others who criticises the minimal coverage of human 
rights in the curriculum and who stress the limited societal knowledge of 
human rights. 

A number of respondents suggest that for HRE to seem relevant, both 
children and adults in Kurdistan need to be in a position to claim their 
rights. Among several respondents, there is an implied criticism of the 
Kurdish administration in not fully securing the rights of citizens and 
enabling them to practice these rights. There is a general impression that 
human rights are important but that both human rights and HRE are ill-
understood.  

Children learn about authority, but the obligations of authority figures 
to children (parents, government) in upholding rights are not addressed. 
Kawthar observes:  

It is not enough only to teach our children about rights in books. As 
individuals we need to be able to practice these rights outside schools as 
well. However, in our reality, there are many rights that we know of and 
yet we cannot claim. Therefore, it would be better that these subjects are 
taken up to the political level and activated through laws. 

A number of individuals link the need for HRE to the Kurdish struggle 
for human rights and political recognition. This concern focuses on the 
need for children to know Kurdish history and to understand the fragility 
of a society when the rights of minorities are overlooked: 

Of course, human rights and HRE are very important to know about and be 
aware of. Especially, in our society and due to the past experiences of 
conflicts and violations, we need to be educated about our rights … Each 
of us needs rights and also to understand our rights and know how to claim 
them. However, HRE as a subject in our education system does not have as 
much emphasis as it should. We lack expertise in this discipline and we do 
not have specialized teachers … For the time being, social studies teachers 
are required instructed to teach this subject … The question remains: to 
what extent are our current teachers able to convey the human rights 
message to pupils?  

(Payman) 
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Thus, despite the new emphasis on HRE in the 2009 curriculum reform, 
the new subject lacks trained teachers. The respondents confirmed our 
impression that the textbooks (particularly for older students) are dry and 
uninteresting, containing long extracts from international instruments, such 
as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, but with little or no guidance 
or explanation as to or what they mean or how they might be made 
accessible and relevant to students. Respondents suggest the emphasis is on 
knowledge not on developing human rights dispositions or values: 

The content is very dry and very limited. It would have been better if HRE 
was not simply regarded as just another subject in the curriculum, which is 
examined to test the knowledge of pupils.  

(Ahlam)  
 

This subject should be designed and taught in all grades at school, but 
according to the pupils’ age and needs. For example, as a child in grades 1–
6, you have specific rights/needs that need to be provided by school and 
society. If they do not learn about HRE and their entitlements at a specific 
age, then they will not understand or be aware they have these rights … It’s 
important for them to be aware of their rights and to be able to demand 
them.  

(Kawthar) 

In some institutions, HRE was so low-status that schools might adopt 
corrupt practices to hide the fact they were neglecting the subject: 

Some HRE teachers … will make the lesson available for other subjects, 
such as English or mathematics … In such cases, HRE topics will be 
limited to a few classes before the exams and all students will be graded as 
if they have mastered their rights very well! 

(Fawzi) 

Practising HRE 

In order to bring the subject to life, a number of our respondents suggested 
more active learning methods, including group work, the use of stories and 
the involvement of NGOs: 

[With active methods] … the student will understand the topic and s/he 
will never forget it because s/he takes part in explaining, presenting and 
discussing. 

(Tara) 
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When I use role-play, the student takes over the role of the teacher and 
explains the topic. This will make him/her feel responsible and will 
improve performance 

(Loreen) 

Foad works as a school principal and school inspector, observed how 
some teachers feel HRE should not be examined because a student should 
not fail in something as fundamental as human rights. He strongly opposed 
this argument, pointing out the importance of the subject matter in learning 
about responsibilities and rights.  
 

Teaching rights where rights are denied 

One specific challenge raised by a number of respondents was that of 
teaching rights in contexts in which rights are denied, both in society and 
in school. Efforts to reform the education system have occurred rapidly, 
and in many places, school building programmes and the provision of 
basic facilities have not kept pace with demand. 

Right now, the [reform] process is being implemented with many 
shortages, which has caused chaos and confusion amongst educational 
professionals, students and their families … You hear now of the current 
pupil demonstrations that are going on in various towns/regions in 
Kurdistan. This is because of a lack of understanding and because of 
[failings in] the system … As a reaction we have been witnessing pupils 
demonstrating on the streets for a few years.  

(Payman) 

One school principal spoke of being instructed by his superiors to drop 
an investigation into a teacher’s professional behaviour, and thus required 
to turn a blind eye to equality and justice:  

Human rights norms should apply to professionals as well as pupils. Very 
often, you are forced to drop taking it to the next level, because someone 
on a higher level instructs you to do so. This contradicts genuine 
implementation of human rights rules and equality. 

(Sarkawt) 

Equally, professionals saw it as important that HRE was not restricted 
to children but extended into communities. One suggested that HRE has 
been introduced merely to conform to international standards, rather than 
with commitment and clearly articulated educational and social justice 
aims: 
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I don’t think HRE fits with our reality. Our society is still based on a tribal/ 
agricultural system, which is not ready to digest the message behind human 
rights norms … including HRE in curriculum, I think it has more of a 
political benefit than a genuine social one. It is more to show to the West 
that we adhere to human rights norms and have included that in our 
schooling, without first focusing and addressing real societal problems and 
injustices. 

(Sawsan) 
 
In order to make HRE content more meaningful, we need to add more 
practical activities. For instance, bring pupils to universities, visit different 
NGOs, and show documentary films … and stories about human rights … 
It’s important to make a link between HRE and the existence of [human 
rights] organisations to make pupils aware of the need to work on human 
rights issues in our region. 

(Fawzi) 
 
For a better outcome … the subject needs to be reviewed. HRE teachers 
need to be continuously trained … It would be good to have HRE 
professionals from local universities and even abroad to provide teacher 
training.  

(Azad) 

While the examples above relate largely to broader societal denials of 
human rights, another challenge facing teachers is responding to children 
who have direct experience of human rights abuses. A number of teachers 
raised this. The example below illustrates how making HRE relevant to 
children’s everyday lives may empower teachers to raise difficult issues of 
child abuse. It also illustrates how giving the child rights of expression in 
class (participation rights) may serve to guarantee children’s protection 
rights:  

Sometimes, pupils give examples human rights violations they have … 
been experiencing themselves at home, such as parents beating them or 
verbally undermining their personality … I have given my students 
freedom to participate, including time to reflect upon the topic and discuss 
examples … Sometimes, a pupil will come to say they have understood the 
content, but this is not practised at home. In such situations, we inform the 
principal and school board, investigating the home situation and inviting 
parents to talk to them … HRE can contribute in building up the student’s 
personality. Many young pupils are not taking seriously at home. Their 
rights may be neglected, denied or even violated. Some may grow-up in 
fear and not dare to speak up.  

(Sherko) 
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HRE, gender and diversity  

Among our respondents, we observed a preference for taking about gender 
issues rather than ethnic or religious diversity in reflecting on the potential 
of HRE to contribute to social justice and learning to live together. 
Although a number of respondents made direct reference to past conflict, 
few elaborated on it. One teacher adopted what we have termed a 
“paradise narrative” (Ahmad et al. 2012) whereby she denied past conflict 
within Kurdistan:  

In our society co-existence exists from time immemorial. There is no 
discrimination between nations, races and religions and history testifies to 
this … We have always been brothers who love and tolerate each other, in 
class, in the neighbourhood, in the village and in the city.  

(Tara) 

Such claims form part of a wide political discourse in Iraqi Kurdistan 
in which the recent conflict among Kurds is denied. We would argue that 
this discourse, while undoubtedly part of the rhetoric of Kurdish 
nationalism and shared political destiny, remains deeply problematic 
within the context of schooling, since it denies realities to which children 
will be exposed, namely past conflicts and on-going inequalities.  

By contrast, other teachers responded pragmatically to diversity. Halat 
proposed asking children questions to find out what they knew about their 
multicultural, multi-faith society and about different religions and cultures 
“because the more information a person has the stronger his/her 
personality and ability to express him /herself.”  

Kamaran spoke at length about his understandings of schooling and 
gender equity and teachers’ responsibilities within this:  

There is no doubt that our society is a closed society, strongly based on 
customs and traditions, where religion plays a vital role as well. Therefore, 
the only way, in my view, in bringing these two sexes closer to each other 
and in enhancing gender equality is via school. Our society is a male-
dominated society. Men are having the power and women are looked down 
on to a certain degree … Schools play an important role in this process 
through enhancing general knowledge about gender equality and its 
advantages in developing society … I try to emphasize a sense of 
responsibility in each teacher and their role in changing the cultural 
mentality towards equality perspectives concerning gender relationships.  

Nevertheless, like a number of other professionals, he did not under-
estimate the scale of the challenge and the considerable conservative 
forces undermining equality initiatives, meaning that education in school 
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needs to be complemented by a comprehensive strategy addressing society 
more broadly:  

We need to acknowledge the reality that tribalism plays a big role in our 
Kurdish society, in combination with traditions and religion, which all 
work against the idea of gender equality. Women are viewed as second-
class citizens and sometimes used as a commodity to be exchanged in 
marriage.  

Most respondents felt that schools had a key part to play in realising 
gender equity, although few were able to articulate the precise contribution 
of HRE. However, many were aware of how the move towards mixed-sex 
schools had led to a loss of community confidence, and some had 
reservations about girls and boys being educated together:  

School has a major role in establishing positive gender relationships, 
because, if children from a very early stage are used to study and play 
together, regardless of sex differences … it will become normal for girls 
and boys to interact, communicate and study together. 

(Kawthar) 
 
Gender equality will have to start at home. Parents need to treat their boys 
and girls equally without any differences … But parents interfere in school 
business … Very often we hear parents’ complain about the fact that their 
daughter is placed next to a boy in class. 

(Sherko) 
 
Our culture is not ready yet in mixing these two sexes at this sensitive age 
[teenage] period. I can bring you to mixed sex [classes] and just look at the 
wall in class; it is all filled up with love messages between boys and girls 
… They do not understand yet to treat each other respectfully as a sister-
brother or as just friends. As a result the numbers of mixed-sex schools are 
decreasing day after day. The staff are sometimes unable to control the 
situation and many parents are against the idea to send their daughters to a 
mixed school, even if it is close to home.  

(Azad) 
 
Mixed-sex schooling should begin in pre-school. In the secondary school 
or college, it is already too late … Ours, the only mixed-sex school in this 
district, will be closed down next year and boys and girls separated … 
There are no big differences in gender relationships between rural and 
urban areas. To the contrary, in some rural areas, girls and boys are more 
open to interact. For example, in the springtime, it is normal as a group of 
girls and boys to have a picnic together. The agricultural-based system has 
made the interaction and working together a normal habit. Although in 
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urban areas we find more educated people, gender relations are not as free 
as one would imagine.  

(Hassan) 

Hassan was not alone in noting anomalies in gender relations, whereby 
in certain contexts, boys and girls are, in fact, free to mix:  

We have still many families that are against the idea of sending their 
children to a mixed-sex school … his is a matter of getting used to the idea. 
In our Kurdish culture, it is not acceptable for a girl to look at a boy … yet 
it’s normal at a wedding to dance hand-in-hand with a strange boy. The 
latter practice is common and accepted in our culture.  

(Fawzi) 

Yet it appears that adult professionals were in some cases perpetuating 
problems by their own reluctance to engage on the basis of equality with 
their opposite sex peers at work, preferring the familiarity of same sex social 
relationships: 

There are many schools, where the female and male teaching staff have 
two separate teachers’ rooms. If this is still a dominant understanding 
amongst teachers, how can they address gender equality with their pupils 
or support interaction between the sexes?  
(Payman) 

Religion, values and gender 

During his interview, Fawzi told a shocking story of a student who 
committed suicide the day after her brother prevented her from joining her 
classmates on a school visit. He suggested that the case raised fundamental 
questions about whether society recognised the capability of girls, as well 
as questions about home-school communications in this particular 
instance:  

Yesterday, a young female student, aged between 16–17 years, committed 
suicide by burning 65% of her body. She did it because her brother didn’t 
allow her to join her class in making a particular out-of-school visit … This 
is … a classic example of lack of communication and cooperation between 
schools and families in grasping curricula activities …Gender equality is 
closely linked to the cultural understanding on the role of girls and boys, 
which is not based either on our religion or on science … It’s an example 
of inaccurate perceptions of our girls’ capacity and behaviour.  
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Fawzi also expressed concerns both about the power of tribalism and the 
influence of mullahs in preventing the realisation of gender equity in Iraqi 
Kurdistan:  

The biggest limitation is the tribal mind-set that controls society. It’s not 
open for the modernisation we so strongly need … Another important issue 
is the lack of well-educated religious personalities … We have many 
mullahs that play an important role in our society, but there are very few 
that are well-educated to understand the real meaning of the Qur’an. Our 
religion allows equal rights for women and men, but this is not understood 
properly. To be honest, we need a mind-set that is ready for religious 
reformation according to societal needs, which is allowed in Islam. I’m not 
talking about reducing prayer from five times to three, but we need to 
understand that time when our Prophet was living was very different from 
today’s age.  

Swasan, herself a Christian, agreed:  

[We need to] link gender equality to our religions, which stress the need for 
equal treatment. Even Islam highlights the need for gender equality. I was 
just now teaching history and our topic was the history of Islam, where the 
Prophet Mohammad highlights gender equality.  

Finally, we observe that few, if any, of our respondents appeared 
familiar with the CRC and child rights were absent from the textbooks 
reviewed. Although it appears that gender-related issues were more 
comfortable for our respondents to discuss than ethnic diversity, a number 
of respondents suggested discussing anything that might be construed as 
political, religious or gender-related was problematic:  

Misunderstandings happen very easily in our community … For example, 
if we would talk about political, religious or gender-related issues. Such 
class discussion may be counterproductive. For example, if we talked 
about Valentine’s day in class, it may lead to misunderstanding … even 
their families might interfere … These things make you conscious to avoid 
opening any gender-related topics in the classroom.  

(Ahlam) 

7. Ways Forward: Principles and Strategies 

We have seen how rights operate in tension, and some may be denied in 
family and societal contexts where powerful conservative and patriarchal 
values prevail. Textbooks in Iraqi Kurdistan overly rely on the UDHR and 
other international instruments to teach human rights. This knowledge-
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based and dry approach fails to engage with societal realities, still less 
children’s everyday lives. Powerful conservative forces, such as religious 
leaders and tribal authorities, combine to undermine efforts to promote 
gender equity. While gender appears to be an often sensitive area for 
discussion, religious and ethnic diversity seems even more off limits.  

In a fast-moving climate of economic development and social change, 
it is important that Kurdistan is able to make best use of human resources, 
especially the contribution women and girls can make to strengthening 
democracy and development. HRE can contribute by enabling all citizens, 
young and old, to see how they can benefit by applying principles of 
solidarity and equality. Gender equality is not just about women and girls. 
First, we would argue, HRE needs highly skilled and well-trained teachers. 
Teachers’ professional education needs to incorporate child rights as an 
essential feature of the curriculum.  

It is the responsibility of the government to uphold human rights, but 
this can best be done with the cooperation of civil society. Any programme 
of teacher education might therefore be best implemented in cooperation 
with local and international NGOs and specialist trainers. Teachers rely 
heavily on textbooks and so these need urgent revision.  

One critique of current approaches made by professionals is that HRE 
in school is taking place in a vacuum, without sufficient attention to 
multidimensional measures beyond the school to raise awareness about the 
rights of girls (and minorities). Such a multidimensional approach might 
make fuller use of TV and other local media to influence families and 
invite them to play a greater part in supporting schooling. Such an 
approach might also indirectly counter conservative religious forces who 
promote fear that women’s human rights are counter to religious teaching.  

Our theoretical work suggests that HRE necessarily contributes to 
learning to live together in contexts of religious and ethnic diversity. Here, 
current policies to protect minorities’ linguistic rights work against 
children’s rights to learn to live together by practising living together at 
school. This is a complex issue but the development of model or 
laboratory schools, linked to universities, which address both linguistic 
rights and learning to live together, might go some way to finding a 
solution to this complex issue.  
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Abstract 

The literature on the case of Kurdistan Region of Iraq mainly focuses on 
the historical aspect of the Kurds’ struggle against successive Iraqi 
regimes, and it lacks a solid theoretical and analytical framework for 
examining the feasibility of an independent Kurdish State in Iraq. The 
main objective of this study is to provide such a framework for the 
Kurdish case in Iraq. This chapter focuses on two mains issues: the right of 
the Kurdistan Region of Iraq to become independent and the feasibility of 
achieving independence. To examine the right of independence, this study 
focuses on the KRI case in light of moral theories of secession, theories of 
self-determination and of recognition in international law. To examine the 
feasibility of such a state, this study critically analyzes the internal and 
external (geopolitical) dimensions surrounding the KRI. It concludes that, 
theoretically, the Kurdistan Region of Iraq has the right to self-
determination and to declare independence, however, this right is deterred 
by geopolitical circumstances. The feasibility of independence therefore 
greatly depends on surmounting those geopolitical barriers. 
 
Key words: Self-determination, Sovereignty, Kurdistan Region of Iraq 

1. Introduction 

In an ideal world, a unified independent Kurdistan would exist, but 
international politics has not created an ideal world. Kurdistan, the land of 
approximately forty million Kurds, is the world’s largest nation without a 
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state. The idea of independence is rooted deeply in the hearts and minds of 
Kurds, who have struggled throughout their history to gain independence, 
yet internal, regional and global factors have always ruled out the 
feasibility of an independent Kurdish state. The partition of Kurdish lands 
among Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria has proved to be a formidable obstacle 
in attempting to create a unified Kurdish state. Thus, the analysis of this 
chapter concentrates on only one part of the divided Kurdistan, the 
Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI). 

The implementation of the no-fly zone by the United Nations Security 
Council in 1991 enabled the Kurds in Iraq to oust Saddam’s regime from 
the KRI. The KRI, despite a two-year fratricidal war between the two 
major parties, had been able to sustain itself as a de facto region from 1991 
to 2003. Following Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003, the newly ratified 
constitution of Iraq recognized the KRI as a de jure federal region within 
the new Iraq. The Turkish parliament’s refusal to join the US-led coalition 
of Operation Iraqi Freedom and its refusal to allow the coalition troops to 
use Turkish land as a base for military attacks on Iraq boosted the KRI’s 
strategic significance in relation to the U.S. interests in the Middle East.  

This growing strategic importance and the considerable and steady 
economic, political and security developments in the KRI have 
encouraged the desire for permanent secession from Iraq to a climax. The 
ambitions for independence were evidenced in two unofficial referendums 
that were conducted by the Referendum Movement in Kurdistan (RMK). 
In 2004, the RMK gathered 1.7 million signatures in favour of 
independence, and in 2005 the RMK held an unofficial referendum in the 
Kurdistan Region on the idea of secession from Iraq. An overwhelming 
98.8% of the Iraqi Kurds voted for seceding permanently from Iraq 
(Rafaat 2007, 278–279). Several factors have affected the translations of 
these wishes into concrete actions and ultimately reality. Disregarding the 
Kurds’ overwhelming and unwavering support for secession from Iraq, the 
objective of this chapter is to provide a solid theoretical and analytical 
framework that inquires into the possibility of an independent Kurdish 
state in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. 

The main question to be addressed is: “How feasible is an independent 
Kurdish state in Iraq?”1 In other words, can the Kurdish Region of Iraq 
become independent? This question begets two sub-questions: First, what 
are the internal and external dimensions/challenges of declaring 

                                                 
1 Feasibility is defined as the capability of acting as an independent state in the 
current international system. 
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independence for the Kurdistan Region of Iraq? Second, what are the 
implications of declaring independence to the neighbouring countries? 

To measure the feasibility of independence, this study examines two 
aspects (one theoretical and the other legal) of the KRI case. The 
theoretical aspect includes both theories of secession and the legal 
argument on self-determination. This study therefore looks into moral 
theories of secession and focuses on articles related to self-determination 
in the UN Charter, the international covenant on civil and political rights, 
UN General Assembly resolutions on self-determination, criteria of 
statehood, and theories of recognition in international law. The theoretical 
argument is applied to the case of the KRI. 

The political aspect of the KRI focuses on the internal and external 
dimensions pertaining to the case. In order to explain the KRI case in a 
broader context, this study uses East Timor, Kosovo and South Sudan as 
comparative case studies.  

2. Literature Review 

The literature focusing on the Kurdistan Region of Iraq has burgeoned 
since 2003. Romano (2006) and Galbraith (2006) focus on the Kurdish 
Nationalist Movement and the challenges of Kurdish nationalists to the 
Iraqi state. They also shed some light on the current political situation 
between the Iraqi fractions, Kurds, Arab Sunnis, Arab Shias and the 
United States policy regarding the three fractions. Yildiz (2004) provides 
an historical background of the Kurdish struggle, and examines the right 
of Kurds to self-determination. Gunter (2008), McDonald and O’Leary 
(2007) and Tahiri (2007) provide an historical overview of the 
developments of the Kurdish case in Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria, while 
Astarjian (2007) highlights the Kirkuk issue as the main problem 
regarding the KRI.  

Bois (1966), O’Shea (2004), Gunter (2004) and McDowall (2005) 
provide historical analyses on the case of the Kurds beginning with the 
partition of Kurdish lands in the sixteenth century between the Ottoman 
and Safavid empires. The authors also inquire into the roots of conflict 
between the Kurdistan Region of Iraq and successive Iraqi central 
governments since the creation of the state of Iraq. Natali (2005) 
elaborates the evolvement of the Kurdish identity in Turkey, Iran, and Iraq, 
while Zebari (2003) examines the circumstances that led to the 
humanitarian intervention in Iraqi Kurdistan and the creation of a safe 
haven following the Kurdish exodus in March 1991. Rafaat (2007) 
uncovers the importance of the KRI to the neighbouring countries, and 
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argues in favour of the KRI’s right to independence. Rafaat, however, fails 
to discuss the geopolitical concerns and lack of political support for 
independence, and underestimates the importance of the neighbouring 
countries to the KRI. 

The main focus of the literature on the KRI is the historical struggle of 
the Kurds and their right to self-determination. The literature fails to 
address the theoretical and political arguments of the issues pertaining to 
the KRI case. This research, therefore, attempts to provide a necessary 
theoretical, legal and political framework to the case. Moreover, little has 
been written on how neighbouring countries might react should the 
Kurdistan Region of Iraq declare independence. Additionally, extant 
research has not addressed or investigated the United States’ objectives in 
this region. This chapter therefore attempts to thoroughly analyze the 
implications of declaring independence. Lastly, political arguments on 
sovereignty and self-determination are rarely analyzed. Why are nations 
with similar causes treated differently? One of the objectives of this study 
is to further explore the political argument of sovereignty and self-
determination. 

3. Theoretical Framework 

The Right of Self-Determination in International Law 

Under the UN charter and resolutions, the right of self-determination has 
evolved considerably. The former Soviet Union’s proposal on the right of 
self-determination during the San Francisco Conference in 1945 was later 
articulated in Articles 1 and 55 of the UN charter. These articles 
emphasized the principle of equal rights and self-determination of 
“people.”  

Attempting to stop the “bloodshed and war” that had resulted from 
“peoples’” struggle to exercise the right to self-determination, the UNGA 
issued Resolution 545 (VI) of February 5, 1952. The UNGA’s declaration 
on granting independence to colonial countries and peoples greatly 
furthered the right to self-determination. The UNGA Resolution 2160 
(XXI) (b) of November 30, 1966 reaffirms the prohibition of the use of 
force against people seeking self-determination. The UNGA Resolution 
2625 (XXV) of October 24, 1970 reaffirms the right of “all peoples” to 
self-determination. Article 1 (1) of the two International Human Rights 
Covenant: International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights clearly 
state: “All people have the right to self-determination. By virtue of the 
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right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their 
economic, social and cultural right” (ICCPR 1966). 

In the wake of Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independence, In 
response to the UNGA’s request, in October 2010 the International Court 
ruled that “general international law contains no applicable prohibition of 
declarations of independence. Accordingly, it concluded that the 
“declaration of independence of 17 February 2008 did not violate general 
international law” (ICJ 2010).  

Moral Theories of Secession 

Allen Buchanan (1997) classifies all normative theories of secession as 
Remedial Right Only theories or Primary Right theories. Remedial Right 
theories affirm that a group of people has a general right to secede if it 
experiences injustice, if the physical survival of its members is endangered 
by the state, or if its territory is invaded unjustly by the state (Buchanan 
1997). Remedial Right Only theories also assert that a group of people can 
have a special right to secede under three circumstances: (1) if a state 
grants the right to secede to a group of people; (2) if the constitution of a 
state recognizes the right to secede, and; (3) if the contract that led to the 
establishment of a new state out of formerly independent units clearly 
legitimizes potential secessions in the future (Buchanan 1997). Remedial 
Right Only Theories grant a special right to secede if one or more of the 
preceding factors are met.  

Unlike Remedial Right Only theories, Primary Right theories affirm 
that “certain groups can have a (general) right to secede in the absence of 
any injustices” (Buchanan 1997, 35). Remedial Right Theories set 
substantial restrictions on the legitimacy of the right to secede, yet they do 
not disregard secession utterly; they legitimize the right to secede only 
when the nation suffers from past injustices. By doing so, Remedial Right 
Theories, according to Buchanan, do not generate a grave threat to the 
“territorial integrity” of sovereign states. Thus, they are more likely to be 
integrated into international law (1997). Conversely, Buchanan argues that 
Primary Right Theories are less likely to be incorporated into international 
law, because they “authorize the dismemberment of states even when 
those states are perfectly performing what are generally recognized as the 
legitimating functions of states” (1997, 45).  
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Applying Remedial Right Only Theories 
to the Kurdistan Region of Iraq 

Due to the shortcomings highlighted by Buchanan in the Primary Right 
theories of secession, this section applies the Remedial Right Only 
theories to the status of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. According to 
Buchanan’s interpretation, the essence of Remedial Right Only theories is 
that a “group of people” can exercise the right to secede if it has suffered 
“certain injustices.” “People” and “certain injustices” are the two 
necessary conditions for secession under the Remedial Right Only 
theories. In order to apply the theory to the KRI status, one needs to 
elaborate on the meanings of a “group of people” and “certain injustices.” 
Buchanan finds five characteristics that comprise a group, a nation or a 
people: “a common culture, history, language, a sense of its own 
distinctiveness, and perhaps a shared aspiration for constituting its own 
political unit” (1997, 38). 

Buchanan’s definition of “a nation or people” needs to be applied to 
the Kurds. “Some scholars believe [Kurds] are the descendants of various 
Indo-European tribes, which settled in the area as many as four thousand 
years ago. The Kurds themselves claim to be the descendants of the 
Medes” (Gunter 2008, 3). A reasonable estimate is that approximately 
twenty million Kurds reside in Turkey, 6.5 million in Iran, 4.5 million in 
Iraq, and 1 million in Syria (Gunter 2008, 2). The Kurds are native 
inhabitants of their land, and they have a rich cultural history (Yildiz, 
2004). Kurdish is the only common language of the Kurds, but they have 
different dialects. The main dialects are Kurmanji and Sorani. The Iraqi 
constitution Article 4 (1) recognizes the Kurdish language along with 
Arabic as the two official languages in Iraq (Iraqi Constitution 2005). The 
majority of Kurds, due to their distinct culture, history, and language, 
identify themselves as Kurds, not Arabs, Persians or Turks.  

The second part of Buchanan’s definition of “people” is “aspiration for 
constituting its own political unit.” The Kurdistan Region of Iraq has a 
long history of pursuing its own political unit. The Kurdistan Regional 
Government and Kurdistan National Assembly (KNA) were established in 
1991 and were able to survive in the de facto Kurdish region. Following 
Iraqi Operation Freedom, according to the Iraqi Constitution Article 117 
(1), the Kurdistan region was recognized as a federal region within the 
state of Iraq. Thus, by applying Buchanan’s definition of “people” to the 
Kurds of Iraq, one can argue that the Kurdistan Region matches the 
criteria necessary to be considered a “people” by the Remedial Right Only 
theories of secession/self-determination.  
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The second condition in the Remedial Right Only theories for 
legitimate secession is “certain injustices.” Buchanan defines “certain 
injustices” as human rights violations by a state against its members 
(1997). The Kurds had been subjected to grave human rights violations by 
successive Iraqi regimes until the creation of a “safe haven” in 1991 by the 
UN Security Council. In order to prove the occurrence of “certain 
injustices” against the Kurds of Iraq, some of the Iraqi government’s 
crimes must be highlighted. In July 1983, Saddam Hussein’s regime 
conducted one of the largest genocidal massacres of all time in Iraq against 
the restive Barzani clan. Approximately eight thousand Barzanis, 
including boys as young as ten years of age, were relocated to the south of 
Iraq and exterminated. A few days after their disappearance, Hussein 
appeared on Iraqi television and announced: “We sent Barzanis to the 
hell.” The Iraqi Supreme Criminal Tribunal, on Tuesday, May 3, 2011, 
ruled that the Barzani massacre was an act of genocide (KRG 2011).  

From early 1986 until late 1989, Hussein’s region initiated the 
infamous Anfal2 campaign against the Kurds. Among the most horrendous 
crimes during the Anfal campaign was the use of internationally-banned 
chemical weapons against the Kurdish town of Halabja in 1988, which 
claimed the lives of five thousand civilians. The overall Anfal campaign 
claimed the lives of more than one hundred thousand Kurds, caused the 
exodus of more than one million people to the borders of Turkey and Iran, 
and destroyed five thousand villages.3 The massacre of the Barzanis and 
the Anfal campaign provide solid evidence that “certain injustices” were 
committed by the Iraqi central government against its own members, the 
Kurds. Thus, one could claim that based on the Remedial Right Only 
theories of secession, the Kurdistan Region is entitled to exercise its right 
to self-determination and secession from Iraq. 

Criteria of Statehood 

The accepted criteria for statehood in international law were articulated in 
the Montevideo Convention on Rights and Duties of States in December 
1933. The criteria for statehood are defined in Article (1): “the state as a 
person of international law should possess the following: (a) a permanent 
population; (b) a defined territory; (c) government; and (d) capacity to 
                                                 
2 Anfal is the Arabic word for spoils.  
3 On the Anfal campaign against the Kurds of Iraq see, Hiltermann, 2008. The 
1988 Anfal campaign in Iraqi Kurdistan. Online encyclopedia of mass violence, 
http://www.massviolence.org/IMG/article_PDF/The-1988-Anfal-Campaign-in-
Iraqi-Kurdistan.pdf.  
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enter into relations with the other states” (Montevideo Convention 1933).  
These criteria have been considered as required conditions for the birth 

of new states. A permanent population does not necessarily mean a 
racially, religiously or linguistically homogenous population. As Aust 
describes, even “the presence of certain inhabitants who are traditionally 
nomadic” does not violate the “a permanent population” criterion (2005, 
16). The size of a territory is not defined under international law. The 
world’s smallest states are Vatican City and Monaco, which comprise only 
0.2 and 0.7 square miles, respectively. Therefore, as long as a defined 
territory exists, size does not matter. 

The third condition, government, is a more rigid one. “There must be a 
central government operating as a political body within the law of the land 
and in effective control of the territory” (Aust 2005, 17). Finally, the 
ability to engage in relations with other states would require a sovereign 
and an independent government. This condition is the most problematic, 
because it requires the ability to enter into international treaties with other 
states. This ability, in practice, is dependent on recognition by other states. 
In other words, a state cannot enter into international treaties unless it is 
recognized internationally. 

Theories of State Recognition 

International law is dominated by two conflicting theories of state 
recognition: the declaratory theory, and constitutive theory of recognition. 
The declarative theory is articulated in the Montevideo Convention, 
Article (3) as follows:  

The political existence of the state is independent of recognition by the 
other states. Even before recognition the state has the right to defend its 
integrity and independence, to provide for its conservation and prosperity, 
and consequently to organize itself as it sees fit, to legislate upon its 
interests, administer its services, and to define the jurisdiction and 
competence of its courts.  

Thus, Bronwlie contends that in accordance with the declaratory 
theory, the consequences of recognition are restricted because it is only an 
announcement of the emergence of a new state, and nothing more than an 
official approval of the existing facts (2003, 86). Unlike the declarative 
theory, the constitutive theory asserts that a state cannot be defined as an 
international legal person unless the state is recognized by other sovereign 
states. 
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The main difference between the two competing theories is that the 
declarative theory does not require recognition from other states. 
Constitutive theory, however, asserts that recognition by other states is a 
prerequisite for the international legal personality of a state.  

Applying Statehood Criteria and Theories of Recognition 
to the Kurdistan Region of Iraq 

The Kurdistan Region of Iraq has a permanent population that has lived 
there for over four thousand years. The current population of KRI is 
approximately five million. The KRI has a defined territory of 
approximately 40,643 square kilometres, excluding disputed areas. Since 
1991, the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and the Kurdistan 
National Assembly (KNA) have controlled the region. The KRG exercises 
executive power in Iraqi Kurdistan according to the KNA’s law, but it 
lacks external sovereignty, which is granted in the form of recognition 
from other sovereign states. According to the declaratory theory, the KRI 
matches the criteria for statehood and is entitled to declare independence, 
because unlike constitutive theory, it does not require recognition from 
other states. 

The case of the KRI is puzzling. In accordance with articles 1 (2) and 
55 of the UN charter, resolutions 545, 1514, 2160 and 2625 of the UNGA, 
article 1 of the ICCPR and ICESC, moral theories of secession, the 
international human rights law approach, and the declarative theory of 
recognition, the Kurdistan Region of Iraq has a general right to exercise 
self-determination, secede from Iraq, and declare independence. A 
question that arises here is, why has independence not been achieved? 

4. Internal Dimensions of Declaring Independence 

Political Developments 

In 2006, citing “the supreme interest of the people of the Kurdistan 
Region,” the KDP and the PUK announced a strategic power sharing 
agreement. According to the agreement, the posts of Parliament Speaker 
and Prime Minister rotate between the KDP and the PUK once every two 
years (KRG 2011). Many observers believe that the strategic power 
sharing agreement is “a way of the KDP and PUK to maintain their grip on 
power and control the affairs of Kurdistan at the expense of other political 
groups and society at large” (Khalil 2009, 23).  
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The monopoly of the KDP and the PUK over wealth, power and 
widespread corruption in some of the KRG offices led to the disintegration 
of the PUK and the establishment of the Change Movement4 in 2009 by 
former disenchanted PUK members. The emergence of the Goran Party 
(Change Movement) has seen positive developments (Elsenstadt 2011). 
The Change Movement secured twenty-five seats in the 2009 
parliamentary election in the Kurdistan Region, and has been a vocal critic 
of the KRG. In early 2011, massive waves of protests broke out in the city 
of Sulaimanya. The protestors cited lack of transparency, rampant 
corruption and cronyism, and the lack of greater political freedom as 
reasons behind their demonstrations. Under mysterious circumstances, a 
few protestors and security forces were killed and injured.  

In my email interview with Falah Bakir, head of the Department of 
Foreign Relations (DFR) for the KRG, he stressed that the KRG has long 
pursued a “policy of progress and reform” even before these protests 
occurred. Despite the KRG’s reform efforts, the prevalence of corruption 
is not a secret to KRG officials. In a statement issued to demonstrators, the 
President of the KRI, Masoud Barzani, stated: “There must be both social 
and political reforms” (IISS Report 2011). Although the KRG has made an 
effort to implement social and political reforms, opposition groups are 
dissatisfied with the slow pace of reform.  

Security Developments 

In 2007, the multinational forces formally transferred security 
responsibilities to the KRG. The fact that the KRI has been the most stable 
part of Iraq since 2003’s US-led war is hardly disputed. The region has 
witnessed the birth of numerous non-governmental organizations 
promoting human rights. The Amnesty International report of April 2009 
acknowledges the KRG’s progress regarding human rights in the region.5 
The Press Law of 2008 issued by the KNA enhanced freedom of speech. 
Also, the establishment of several bodies for monitoring and preventing 
violence against women furthered women’s rights and protection in the 
region (Amnesty International 2009). 

Despite these positive and promising strides in the field of security and 
human rights, serious concerns endure and must be tackled. Concerns or 
weaknesses regarding the KRG security forces can be summarized in three 
                                                 
4 The movement was established by Nawshirwan Mustafa, a co-founder of the 
PUK and former Deputy Secretary General of the PUK.  
5 The report is available at  
http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/info/MDE14/006/2009.  
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points. First, despite the fact that the ministry of Peshmerga was unified 
formally in 2009, Peshmargas, who comprise the bulk of Kurdish security 
forces, are loyal to their respective parties, not the Commander in Chief. 
This disunity has not yet had a crippling impact on the KRI’s 
developments, but dire consequences could result if the disunity persists 
after the declaration of independence. Following the liberation of the KRI 
in 1991, the KDP and the PUK entered into bitter competition over power 
and resources, resulting in a fratricide war that lasted for over three years. 
The existence of loyal military forces to each party inflamed the war. If 
disunity in security forces continues after obtaining independence, it could 
carry the potential for future conflict and create an environment similar to 
the fratricide war of 1994 between the KDP and the PUK.  

Second, the KDP and the PUK maintain their own intelligence 
services—the Kurdistan Region Security Protection Agency (parastin), 
and the Information Apparatus (zanyari), respectively. Chapman (2009) 
notes that the existence of two intelligence services “whose chief 
allegiance is to political parties not to the state as whole is inherently anti-
democratic” (2009, 290). An independent KRI would face a tremendous 
risk should other parties operate their own intelligence services.  

Third, security forces and intelligence services are often accused of 
restricting freedom of the press in the KRI. Following the 2003 US-led 
Iraq war, the KRI witnessed numerous lively independent and opposition 
media reports. However, KRG officials in some cases filed civil lawsuits 
against journalists for public defamation. According to the Amnesty 
International report: “journalists have been arrested and sometimes beaten, 
particularly when publishing articles criticizing government policies or 
highlighting alleged corruption and nepotism within the government” 
(2009, 6). The KRG and its security agencies vigorously and vehemently 
condemned and rejected the Amnesty International report, but the 
prosecution of some journalists in the KRI is difficult to dispute. As 
Friedman (2007) phrased it, the: “[KRI] has a vibrant free press, as long as 
you do not insult the leadership.” Any declaration of independence under 
the current circumstances of the security sector in the KRI might create 
undesired consequences. 

Economic Developments 

The KRI is richly endowed with natural resources, and the oil and gas 
industry, agriculture, and tourism could all bolster the KRI’s economy. 
Relative security and political stability, abundant resources and an 
attractive investment law have made the region the main investment 
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destination in Iraq and a gateway for investment to the rest of the country. 
In accordance with the Iraqi constitution, the Kurdistan National Assembly 
approved the Kurdistan Oil and Gas Law in August 2007 to regulate oil 
production in the KRI. During a conference about the KRI’s gas and oil 
projects for the year 2011, the KRG minister of natural resources, Ashti 
Hawrami, stated that “we see our region sitting on at least 45 billion 
barrels of proven oil [sixth in the world in oil wealth], and as much as 100-
200 trillion cubic feet of gas … production levels are steadily increasing 
and that exports of crude from the region had already reached around 
100,000 barrels per day” (Kurdish Globe 2011). 

The KRG established a board of investment in 2006 to facilitate 
foreign investment in the region, and Kurdistan’s investment law is 
regarded as one of the most attractive investment laws to foreign investors 
in the Middle East.6 The value of the projects licensed from August 2006 
to May 2011 under the investment law is 17,463,145,961 U.S. dollars 
(Investment Board 2011). Local and foreign investors have implemented 
these projects along with several joint ventures.  

Iraqi Kurdistan has massive agricultural potential, however, it has not 
been able to become self-sufficient in its agricultural production. The 
factors that hinder the KRG from reaching its agricultural potential are 
identified clearly by the USAID economic development report on the 
matter, which finds an: “absence of banking, financial services, insurance 
industries, inadequate infrastructure, issues of land tenure, absence of food 
safety and health standards, inadequate agricultural education, training and 
extension, lack of governmental transparency and administrative 
consistency, and bloated bureaucracy” as the factors that establish a 
cumulative negative environment on the agricultural sector (2008, 7). 

5. External Dimensions and Implications 
of Declaring Independence 

The argument against an independent KRI can be summarized in two 
broad points. First, some observers argue that the disintegration of Iraq by 
declaring independence would likely incite civil war between Kurds and 
Arabs in Iraq (Eisenstadt 2011; Gunter 2004; Khalil 2009; Ozcan 2004). 
The second argument against declaring independence involves two 
geopolitical concerns: (1) Independence could spark similar aspirations 
among the Kurds in Turkey, Iran and Syria; these neighbouring countries, 

                                                 
6 Kurdistan Investment Law is available at,  
http://trade.gov/static/iraq_investmentlawkurd.pdf  
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therefore, would probably be hostile to an independent KRI (Gunter 2004; 
Katzman 2010; Ozcan 2004). (2) An independent KRI would be a 
landlocked state whose survival would depend on the cooperation of its 
neighbouring countries. These concerns are salient to most scholars 
observing the KRI case. Nevertheless, the logic underpinning each 
argument must be examined and matched against the practicality of the 
arguments.  

Iraq’s Challenge 

Some observers (Eisenstadt 2011; Gunter 2004; Khalil 2009; Ozcan 2004) 
argue that the disintegration of Iraq by declaring independence would 
probably spark violence and civil war among different ethnic groups. 
Although civil war is plausible, it is not a certainty. Other alternative 
possibilities must be analyzed. A lack of national unity has been an 
indelible characteristic of the state of Iraq since its inception. Force has 
always been used to protect the borders of Iraq that were drawn by the 
British in the wake of World War I. 

Prior to 2003, Iraq had one ruling party and numerous other parties 
attempting to overthrow it: “At least 10 times in Iraq’s history, the army 
intervened to change the government, either by actual coup, threatened 
coup, or political pressure” (McMillian 2003, 1). Since 2003, governance 
in Iraq has been based on a power sharing agreement between Kurds, Shia 
Arabs and Sunni Arabs. In other words, the current Iraqi political 
institutions are established on an ethnic and sectarian basis.  

Power sharing, or collaborative democracy, is often preferred in 
heterogeneous societies (Lijphart 1984). A collaborative democracy cannot 
eliminate cleavages in heterogeneous societies and might cause disastrous 
outcomes. As Seave argues, “Power sharing devices have not consistently 
prevented intercommunion conflicts, [and] yielded peace and stable 
democracy” (2000, 254). Cyprus, Nigeria, Malaysia and Lebanon have 
experienced a failed collaborative democracy. Cyprus’ collaborative 
democracy lasted only three years (1960–1963), Nigeria’s lasted nine 
years (1967–1966), and Malaysia’s collapsed in 1969. Most notably, 
Lebanon’s collaborative system caused the country to experience over 
fifteen years of violence and civil war (Rafaat 2007). 

The current Iraqi parliament highlights the failure of power sharing, or 
collaborative democracy, and division among Iraqi groups. The Iraqi 
parliament often ends in deadlock on approving fundamental issues. The 
national hydrocarbon law is a case in point. The law was submitted to 
parliament in 2007 but the government and parliament have yet to reach an 
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agreement. The point here is not to claim that political disagreement in 
parliament reflects a lack of unity among Iraqis, but to say that the 
structure of Iraqi society does not guarantee the formation of united 
political institutions, which in turn leads to the lack of unity and distrust in 
the government. 

Secession of the KRI from Iraq, despite fears of the contrary, might be 
peaceful. Secession could even encourage Shias and Sunnis to establish 
their own state, which in turn could substantially decrease the likelihood 
of future conflict among the three groups. Secession and disintegration 
have become increasingly sensitive issues in international politics. 
However, secession and disintegration are ineradicable parts of the 
international system, even in contemporary international politics. The 
Velvet Revolution and subsequent divorce of Czechoslovakia into the 
Czech Republic and Slovakia in 1993, the secession of Kosovo in 2008 
and Southern Sudan’s independence in 2011 are three cases in point.  

In 2008, Kosovo declared independence by seceding from Serbia. The 
Serbian government vehemently opposed the Kosovars’ decision, accusing 
the Kosovo leadership of treason, and questioning the legality of 
secession. Furious reactions by Serbia did nothing to preclude Kosovo’s 
independence. The most recent case of secession is South Sudan. Since the 
outbreak of violence in 1956 between the North and the South, Sudan had 
undergone continuous conflicts and the loss of millions of lives (Lin 
2011). In January 2011, the vast majority of Southern Sudanese voted for 
independence. The President of Sudan, Omar Al-Bashir, accepted the 
outcomes of the referendum, and the landlocked Southern Sudan declared 
independence in July 2011. Observers who argue that the KRI’s 
declaration of independence would spark violence between Kurds and 
Arabs should note that a substantial amount of Sudan’s oil exports are 
derived from South Sudan. The Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) 
was signed between the Government of Sudan and the Sudan People’s 
Liberation Movement (SPLM) in 2005. The CPA therefore ended the 
longest running conflict in Africa. The agreement set a power and wealth-
sharing framework between Sudan and the SLMP.  

The disputed oil-rich territory of Abyei resembles that of Kirkuk to a 
great extent, a territory that is located between the borders of Sudan and 
South Sudan. A referendum guaranteed by the CPA agreement was set to 
decide the fate of Abyei in 2011. The referendum was delayed and has yet 
to be conducted. The net oil revenues from Abyei are divided between the 
government of Sudan and Southern Sudan, according to the CPA.  

The histories of Sudan and former Yugoslavia resemble Iraq to a large 
extent. The respective governments all violated universal human rights, 
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committed crimes against humanity and implemented repressive measures 
against Kosovars, Kurds and South Sudanese. Yugoslavia disintegrated 
into several independent states and since then the Balkan region has 
maintained peace and stability. After witnessing decades of violence 
between the North and South, Sudan recognized the Southern Sudanese 
referendum on independence. Pursuing the same policy in Iraq could 
probably put an end to violence and herald a new era for the Kurds and 
Arabs.  

To better understand the case of Iraq and the KRI, one must 
differentiate between Kosovo and South Sudan’s path to independence. 
The Kosovars enjoyed substantial regional and international support, 
whereas South Sudan declared independence after the government of 
Sudan guaranteed and approved a referendum. In other words, external 
support played a huge role in the independence of Kosovo, while internal 
support of the government of Sudan led to the independence of South 
Sudan.  

In the absence of regional and international support, the path of South 
Sudan seems to be more feasible for the case of the KRI. Considering the 
bloody history of Iraq and long years of intra-state conflicts, 
discrimination and destruction, the Iraqi segments could conceivably form 
an alliance and follow the same path as Sudan. The Iraqis might therefore 
finally come to believe that divorce is a much better option than a forced 
marriage.  

The Neighbouring Countries’ Challenge 

The first geopolitical argument against an independent KRI is the hostility 
of its neighbours Turkey, Iran and Syria. Some observers (Gunter 2004; 
Katzman 2010; Ozcan 2004) argue that an independent KRI might spark 
similar aspirations among the Kurds in Turkey, Iran and Syria; therefore, 
these countries would strongly oppose an independent KRI. Turkey even 
warned that it would be a “casus belli if the Iraqi Kurds declared their 
independence” (Gunter 2004, 108). However, an historical analysis of 
practical relationships between the KRI and neighbouring countries, and 
current developments following Operation Iraqi Freedom indicate that the 
neighbouring countries’ hostility to such a state is somewhat exaggerated. 

Despite the fact that neighbouring countries have always demonstrated 
hostility to any Kurdish entity, in practice they have all established and 
maintained relationships with the KRG since its establishment. The 
neighbouring countries, especially Turkey and Iran, have been the main 
contributors to the political and economic development of the KRI. Iraq 
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has always been a source of conflict and instability in the region. Rafaat 
contends that Iraq has clashed with all six of its neighbours; an 
independent KRI, however, could provide more “security, stability, and 
economic advantages” to the neighbouring countries than Iraq has done in 
the past (2007, 292). 

Turkey’s Challenge 

Although Turkey, due to its sizable Kurdish population, is thought to have 
the most rigorous stand on the independence of the KRI, some evidence 
suggests different explanations. In 2006, the Iraqi parliament passed a law 
establishing the mechanisms for federal regions within Iraq. A Turkish 
academic said: “Ankara reluctantly agreed that Iraq’s state structure is a 
strictly domestic affair” (ICG 2008, 11). In an interview with the 
International Crisis Group, a senior Turkish official explained: “The fact 
that the Kurds guaranteed their federal region via the Iraqi constitution 
with U.S. backing does not mean that this is the end. They are inclined to 
see it merely as a step toward their independence. Many groups in Iraq are 
worried that federalism is paving the way for Iraq’s disintegration” (ICG 
2008, 11).  

Turkey’s unease regarding the KRI’s future is understandable, but the 
advantages of the alliance between Turkey and an independent Iraqi 
Kurdistan might outweigh the disadvantages. The Turkish government 
never labelled the KDP and the PUK, the two parties that comprise the 
KRG, as terrorist organizations. In the 1990s, the Turkish government 
provided Barzani and Talabani with diplomatic Turkish passports. They 
were accepted as legitimate partners, and they can remain as such (ICG 
2008). An independent KRI will be more likely to endorse Turkey in 
finding a peaceful solution for the Kurdish case in Turkey and the 
conundrum between the Turkish government and the Kurdistan Workers 
Party (PKK). 

Despite notions to the contrary, Turkey and an independent KRI have 
many common objectives and mutual interests. According to Chathman 
House, Turkey is now more willing “to accommodate Iraqi Kurdish 
independence than oppose it militarily,” because “Turkey will prefer an 
independent Kurdish state rather than Iraqi state dominated by an Islamist 
government” (2004, 4). An independent Iraqi Kurdistan could work as a 
buffer zone for Turkey. Galbraith argues that: “Being secular and pro-
Western makes the Kurds natural allies for Turkey and a buffer to an 
Islamic Arab state to the south” (2006, 117). 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 

476

In the wake of Operation Iraqi Freedom, the KRI became the major 
destination for foreign investment in the country. Realizing the substantial 
economic potential of the KRI, Turkey has made concerted efforts to 
actively engage in the region, both politically and economically. As of 
October 2009, twelve thousand Turkish companies have invested in the 
region, including three hundred construction companies that have 
completed US $2 billion in reconstruction projects (Philips 2009). Several 
Turkish oil exploration companies have conducted contracts with the KRG 
to explore oil fields (ICG 2008). Turkish investors have been the major 
contributor to the reconstruction and economic development of the region.  

The KRG and the Turkish government have common strategic 
interests, and both governments are now economically interdependent. The 
volume of bilateral trade between Turkey and the KRG has reached nine 
billion U.S. dollars, which is one of the largest in the Turkish economy 
(Today Iraq Magazine 2011). The KRG considers Turkey to be a vital 
contributor to its economic developments, because Turkey is the only 
possible route for the KRG to pump energy resources into the European 
market, and Turkey considers the KRI to be a valuable source for 
enhancing its economy. 

Following a series of formal negotiations between the leadership of 
Turkey and the KRI, especially the formal meeting between President 
Barzani and the Turkish foreign minister in Erbil, Turkey officially 
commenced its diplomatic ties with the region by opening its consulate in 
the capital Erbil in 2010. The Turkish Consul General said that the 
opening of the consulate “is part of a strategic and long-term policy to 
establish good relations” between the KRG and the Turkish government 
(KRG 2010). In a historical visit on March 30, 2011, Turkish Prime 
Minister Recep Tayip Erdogan became the first Turkish prime minister to 
visit the KRI.  

Iran’s Challenge 

 “Iran, which has historically supported Kurdish separatists in Iraq, may be 
the more ferocious opponent of a fully independent Kurdistan in Iraq” 
(Galbraith 2006, 218). In response to Iran’s historical support for Kurdish 
separatists in Iraq, as Rafaat notes: “the KRG has banned incursions into 
Iran from those armed camps of the Iranian Kurdistan opposition parties 
that have been based within the borders of Iraqi Kurdistan” (2007, 291). In 
the wake of Operation Iraqi Freedom, Iran opened its consulate in the 
KRI. Since then, a strong bilateral economic and diplomatic relationship 
has flourished between the KRG and Iran. In 2009, the Iranian foreign 
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minister conducted his first visit to Iraqi Kurdistan to consolidate 
economic cooperation between the KRG and Iran.  

Although some observers argue that Iran might strongly oppose an 
independent KRI, Iran lacks the willingness and capability to prevent the 
emergence of a Kurdish state in Iraq. First, Iran is trying to establish better 
economic relations with the KRG, and is making a concerted effort to 
compete with Turkey for bilateral trade with the region. Second, 
considering the tense relationship with the West, especially between the 
US and Iran, as Galbraith (2006) notes, the US and other Western 
countries would not tolerate a military intervention in the KRI by the 
Islamic regime of Iran. Moreover, the current comprehensive economic 
sanctions resulting from Iran’s nuclear program have had a severe impact 
on Iran’s economy. Iran cannot overlook its economic benefits in the KRI 
as long as economic sanctions persist. 

Syria’s Challenge 

Syria has the least influence on the region’s politics and is unlikely to 
influence the future of Iraqi Kurds. As Rafaat (2007) notes, Syria has kept 
channels open with the KDP and the PUK, the two main components of 
the KRG, and the PUK was even established in Damascus. 

The Landlocked Nature of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq 

The second geopolitical argument is that an independent KRI would be a 
landlocked state whose survival would depend on the cooperation of 
neighbouring countries. Ozcan (2004) contends that if an independent KRI 
fails to integrate with the world economy, such a state could survive only 
if an outside power such as the US were to provide support and protection, 
or if good relationships were generated with the neighbouring countries.  

Closing borders on an independent KRI could have a devastating 
impact, and its survival could be uncertain as a result. However, recent 
developments must be taken into consideration. As discussed earlier, 
relationships between the KRI and its neighbouring countries are built on 
the basis of mutual economic benefits. The KRI is among Turkey’s top ten 
economic partners. The two share a 350 km border, which remains 
Turkey’s only crossing point to Iraq (Kurdish Globe, 2011). Any attempt 
to close the KRI’s border would have a severe impact on Turkey’s 
economy as well. In compliance with international sanctions imposed on 
Iraq before the first Gulf War, the closing of the only border point with 
Iraq cost Turkey approximately US $100 billion (Rafaat 2007). In light of 
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recent developments and strong economic and political ties, one could 
argue that the neighbouring countries would help protect an independent 
KRI and make a concerted effort to keep such a state stable to preserve 
their economic interests in the region.  

During the United Nations Millennium Declaration in 2000, the heads 
of states and governments decided: “We recognize the special needs and 
problems of the landlocked developing countries, and urge both bilateral 
and multilateral donors to increase financial and technical assistance to 
this group of countries” (UNGA 2000).  

The countries neighbouring the KRI offer considerable economic 
benefits, yet many scholars continue to view them as a threat to the region. 
If Iran and Turkey oppose an independent KRI, at any cost, the survival of 
such a state will be highly doubtful. Turkey and Iran would suffer if they 
should they close the independent KRI’s border, but the KRI would be 
devastated.  

6. Why Has Independence Not Been Achieved? 

As Krasner notes: “Recognition has been accorded to entities that lack 
either formal juridical autonomy or territory, and it has been denied to 
states that possess these attributes” (1999, 220).  

The main obstacle for the KRI in the path to statehood is a lack of 
regional and international support. In other words, independence is 
hindered by political, not legal reasons. The political impediments of the 
KRI’s quest to independence can better be understood and analyzed in the 
context of Kosovo’s path to independence.  

Kosovo declared independence on February 17, 2008. As of October 
11, 2011, 87 states—including the US, UK, France, and Germany—had 
recognized the Republic of Kosovo. The US, UK and France recognized 
Kosovo less than 24 hours after the declaration. Unlike the KRI, Kosovo 
enjoyed a great level of regional and international support, especially from 
the European Union (EU) and the US. President Bush unequivocally stated 
that: “the end result of the status process should be independence for 
Kosovars” (Kim & Woehrel 2008, 23).  

The United Nations can also play a huge role in advocating the right to 
self-determination and independence. East Timor is a case in point. In 
January 1999, President Habibie requested that the UN conduct a 
referendum on the fate of East Timor, which would choose either 
independence or greater autonomy under Indonesia. In May 1999, a 
tripartite agreement between the governments of Portugal and Indonesia 
and the UN on the case of East Timor was signed. The referendum took 
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place in August 1999, and was monitored and conducted by the UN 
Mission in East Timor (UNAMET).  

Any attempt at independence will require the KRI to overcome all of 
these political hurdles, in addition to geopolitical concerns. The case of 
Kosovo and East Timor indicates that recognition and independence are 
not determined merely through the theoretical and legal applicability of 
self-determination, as was the case in the decolonization of Africa. 
Political legitimacy has become a determining factor in achieving 
independence, recognition and membership in the UN. Recognition has 
therefore become a political tool. 

An independent KRI would require a secular democratic government, 
need to provide a secure and durable source of energy for the US and the 
world’s economy, provide the State of Israel with a trusted ally, and bolster 
US efforts in the war on terror in the region. Despite the growing strategic 
importance of the KRI to the US, the US has always “officially” opposed 
efforts by the Iraqi Kurds to achieve independence. By supporting and 
recognizing an independent Kurdish state in Iraq, the US would risk 
alienating Turkey.  

Turkey is the only Islamic member of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) and part of the G20. Turkey can play a critical role 
in containing Iran’s nuclear aspirations. Philips argues that Turkey is the 
“strongest and most reliable” Islamic ally of the US (2009, 1). Straddling 
Europe and Asia, Turkey played a crucial role in containing the former 
Soviet Union during the Cold War, engaged in the war on terror after the 
9/11 attacks, and twice led the International Security Assistance Force for 
Afghanistan (Philips 2009).  

It is widely believed that as long as Turkey is committed to its alliance 
with the US, and as long as it retains its staunch opposition to an 
independent KRI, the US is more likely to ignore the Iraqi Kurds’ desire 
for independence. Considering this possibility, the only feasible way to 
achieve independence would be to secede peacefully from Iraq. In this 
case, Turkey and the US might be more likely to respect the will of the 
Iraqi people, including Iraqi Kurds. In addition, Iraq can be utilized as an 
alternative route for connecting to the world’s economy. 

No matter what the future holds, the Kurdish issue, specifically as it 
related to the KRI, will continue to challenge international politics in the 
region. For this reason, the issue must continue to be addressed. 
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7. Conclusion 

In light of the recent economic and political developments, the call for 
independence has gained momentum. Although the potential to achieve 
independence exists, however, the Kurds could jeopardize their numerous 
achievements, and current internal and geopolitical circumstances threaten 
their cause. Were the KRI to declare independence, it could face economic 
strangulation from Turkey and Iran. Needless to say, this would hurt 
Turkey and Iran’s economy, but it would paralyze the KRI. For 
neighbouring countries, it would be a matter of losing a source of 
economy, but for the KRI it would be a matter of survival. 

Instead of an untimely declaration of independence, the KRG must 
address some internal and external challenges that could increase the 
prospect of independence in the future. Remarkable economic and political 
developments since 2003 have not been flawless. Internally, the KRG must 
enhance governance and efficiency by diversifying its economy, enhancing 
transparency and accountability, eradicating corruption and cronyism, 
granting greater levels of political freedom and freedom of the press, 
pursuing a strategic plan that encourages the Iraqi Kurds to be less 
dependent on the government, and finding common ground for improving 
its relationships with the central government on the basis of mutual 
interests. 

Externally, the KRG must actively engage its neighbouring countries in 
the political and economic developments of the region. As long as its 
neighbouring countries derive economic benefits in the region, they would 
be unlikely to disrupt its stability and prosperity. The KRG has been 
pragmatic in building ties with its neighbours. By doing so, the Kurdish 
leadership is maximizing the probability of future independence. The 
relationship of the KRG and Turkey is a case in point. Turkey has never 
supported an independent Kurdish state, but the KRG’s policy of 
economic and political integration with its neighbouring countries has 
encouraged Turkey to be the region’s main economic contributor. Contrary 
to expectations, Turkey acknowledged the KRI as a federal region by 
opening a consulate in Erbil. However, frequent Turkish bombings of the 
northern KRI areas, in pursuit of PKK fighters, proves that the relationship 
between the KRI and Turkey can be derailed whenever Turkish national 
security and stability is in jeopardy.  

Given the absence of international support and the Kurds antipathy for 
achieving their independence through violent means, there are only three 
possible scenarios that can unpredictably expedite the independence of 
KRI. The first scenario is where Turkey renounces its resentment to the 
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emergence of a Kurdish state in Iraq. How likely is Turkey to do that? 
Under four circumstances, Turkey might willingly or unwillingly 

renounce its resentment. First, if Turkey insists on joining the European 
Union, it will have to reform its internal policies towards its Kurdish 
population and threatening or strangling the KRI politically or 
economically would not be a feasible option. Second, even without joining 
the EU, Turkey might opt for providing greater political and cultural rights 
to its Kurdish population and renounce its resentment towards the 
independency of KRI. There are three incentives for Turkey to do that: 
First, Ankara would be able to preserve and amplify its massive economic 
revenue in the KRI. Second, it would remedy the long-lasting conflict with 
the Kurds, which would end decades of intra-state violence, and the 
Kurdish leadership can play a positive role in mending fences between the 
Kurdish population in Turkey and the Turkish government. Also, an 
independent KRI would be a secular government, and Turkey might prefer 
a secular Kurdish government to a Shia based Iraqi government. 

Third, the dominance of Shia in the Iraqi government and the growing 
influence of Iran in Iraq might create a strong Shia alliance in the region. 
An independent secular KRI could work as a buffer to a Shia state to the 
South and an ally of Turkey for balancing the probable Shia dominance in 
the region. Fourth, if the U.S. places enough pressure on Turkey to 
renounce its resentment to an emerging Kurdish state in Iraq, Turkey 
might be willing to do that. 

The second scenario involves the Iraqi government’s decision of 
granting the Kurds the right to determine whether to remain as part of Iraq 
or to become independent through a referendum. This scenario is possible 
in two situations. First, if the tense relationships between the KRG and the 
central government keep deteriorating. Since 2003, the disputes between 
the KRG and the central government and future of the KRI have been the 
subject of constant debates in Iraq. These disputes have caused huge 
setbacks in relationships between the KRG and the central government to 
the point that the Iraqi prime minister and the President of KRI 
consistently refuse to meet and publicly criticize each other’s political 
agenda. The KRG practically acts as an independent state. The central 
government accuses the KRG of undermining the integrity of the central 
government. In the absence of KRG, the central government would seem 
more powerful and effective and would gain the confidence of the Iraqi 
people. 

Second, if the Kurds are willing to reach a compromise over the 
Kirkuk issue through a negotiated settlement rather than insisting on 
reincorporating the city. Kirkuk has always been a source of tension 
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between the Kurds and the central government, which are unlikely to be 
abated unless a radical solution is reached over this issue. Untangling the 
Kirkuk intricacy would highly increase the probability of a peaceful 
secession from Iraq. 

The third scenario is the collapse or disintegration of Iraq. The actions 
of the Shia-dominated central government have plunged Iraq into political 
chaos. Instead of alleviating the already tense relationship between Shias 
and Sunnis, and Shias and Kurds, Prime Minister Al-Maliki’s controversial 
and unilateral actions, such as ordering the arrest of Tariq Al-Hasimi, the 
Iraqi Vice President, have deepened and magnified political turmoil, as the 
Kurdish and Sunni leadership have accused Al-Maliki of consolidating 
Shia power in Iraq. 

Throughout the history of Iraq, there have always been ethnic tensions 
among the Iraqi factions. Up to 2003, Iraq was held together by successive 
brutal and authoritarian regimes. Saddam Hussain’s brutal dictatorship is 
an example of holding Iraq together by force. From 2003 to 2011, the 
heavy presence of U.S. troops in Iraq managed to prevent the collapse of 
Iraq. The history of Iraq suggests that only a dictatorship can hold the 
country together. With US troops withdrawing from Iraq, the country 
seems to be on the brink of civil war and ultimately collapse and 
disintegration. The current situation in Iraq to a great extent resembles that 
of former Yugoslavia after the death of Marshal Josip Broz Tito. The brutal 
dictatorship of Tito was the main force behind the republic holding 
together. After his death in 1980, the ethnic groups of the former republic 
initiated a series of conflicts and civil wars in the country, which led to the 
collapse and break-up of the republic at the beginning of the 1990s. 

The KRI is pragmatically dictating itself to the current international 
system. Even without achieving independence, the KRI can still develop 
and flourish. The region has acted as a quasi-independent state since the 
removal of Hussein’s regime and few nations in the world are in the same 
situation as the KRI. Taiwan should be a model for the Iraqi Kurds, 
because that nation exists essentially as an independent state. The 
International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) world economic outlook categorizes 
Taiwan as an advanced economy (IMF World Economic Outlook 2008). 
By restraining secessionist aspirations from China, Taiwan has edged 
away from angering the mainland, and has established strong economic 
relationships with it. Taiwan has also been successful in building strong, 
durable security and economic relationships with the US that guarantee its 
security and stability as long as it does not attempt to change the status 
quo.  
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Should the KRI establish a similar relationship with the mainland, its 
neighbouring countries and the United States, then its numerous strengths 
(economic, democratic and governance) should continue to flourish and 
avoid any unilateral attempts to alter the situation as it stands.  
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Abstract 

Researching the implementation of social security programmes is critically 
important for understanding the outlook of the KRG towards social policy. 
This research broadly examines policy implementation theories within the 
context of politically underdeveloped regions, taking into account two 
social security programmes of the KRG: “Rights and Privileges to 
Families of Martyrs and Genocide Survivors,” and “Social Safety Net.” 
Two questions directed the research; why has the KRG not adopted and 
implemented an effective social policy with its developmental 
programmes since its formation in 1992, and why has the KRG 
implemented its two main social cash transfers differently? Exploring 
these cases would help to understand the extent to which the political 
conditions of the Kurdistan region, formed by its past national struggles, 
as well as the intra-Kurdish civil war during the 1990s and the following 
patriarchy, have influenced the status of social benefit programmes and 
their implementation in the KRG. 

Contrary to almost all policy implementation theories and models, 
which ley emphasis on the role of top officials (top-down approach), or 
bureaucrats and implementers (bottom-up approach), I argue that the 
service user (beneficiary) is potentially a determinant actor in the policy 
implementation success. The KRG deals with social cash transfers in 
accordance with the profile and socio-political status of beneficiaries. 
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1. Introduction 

By drawing on the hegemony of politics over the administration and social 
policy in the Kurdistan region, researching the implementation of social 
securety programmes is critically important for understanding the outlook 
of the KRG towards social policy. This research broadly examines policy 
implementation theories within the context of politically underdeveloped 
regions, taking into account the social security programmes of the KRG as 
an example. A primary question that could be asked at this point is why 
has the KRG not adopted and implemented an effective social policy with 
its developmental programmes since its formation in 1992. The question 
posed in current research is why has the KRG implemented its two main 
social cash transfers ( “Rights and Privileges to Families of Martyrs and 
Genocide Survivors” and “Social Safety Net”) differently. Exploring these 
cases would help to understand the extent to which the political conditions 
of the Kurdistan region, formed by its national struggle in the past, as well 
as the intra-Kurdish civil war during the 1990s and the following 
particracy, have influenced the status of social benefit programmes and 
their implementation in the KRG. 

The research has chosen policy implementation as its theoretical 
framework. Having employed qualitative semi-structured group discussion 
with the implementers of the above-mentioned programmes in the region, 
this research discusses the critical factors in the implementation process of 
social security programmes in the KRG. Contrary to almost all policy 
implementation theories and models, which lay emphasis on the role of the 
top officials (top-down approach), or bureaucrats and implementers 
(bottom-up approach), I argue that the service user (beneficiary) is 
potentially a determinant actor in the policy-implementation success. The 
KRG deals with social cash transfers in accordance with the profile and 
socio-political status of beneficiaries. In this regard, two types of clients 
can be distinguished: high value clients and low-value clients. The 
political status and profile of beneficiaries of social security schemes play 
a decisive role in the salience given to the social programme, and in the 
effectiveness of its implementation. 

2. Politics and Social Policy Background 

It is almost impossible to conduct research on social policy in the Iraqi 
Kurdistan region without tracing some political and socioeconomic 
features that have shaped the Kurdish administration in general and the 
implementation of social policies in particular. As has been followed in 
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this chapter, social policy process in the Kurdistan region cannot be well 
understood without taking into account the priorities of the KRG, which 
drives the political-administrative system in the region. 

2.1 Political, Socioeconomic and Administrative Background  

What Kurds experienced under the command of the previous Ba’athist 
regime was a large-scale state repression, discrimination and 
deconstruction. A large amount of the literature on the political history of 
Kurds in Iraq has reflected on the situation of how and why Kurds have 
been politically victimised and become socio-economically vulnerable 
(McDowall 1996; Randal 1998; Gunter 1999; Rogg & Rimscha 2007; 
Galbriath 2005; Stansfield 2006; Natali 2010). The repression, war and 
genocide experienced by Kurds in Iraq resulted in extreme political 
instability and social vulnerability, and it is through such repression that 
the Kurdish national movement and its political parties have emerged. The 
development of Kurdish political parties consequently had a revolutionary 
legacy and embedded a traditional style of politburo. When the KRG was 
established in 1992, it was a party-controlled administration in which 
nationalist characters and party members were prioritised. Kurdish 
political parties exploited the suffering by labelling themselves as freedom 
fighters or martyrs as a credit for themselves. Exploring the political past 
ultimately explains how in the time of the “revolutionary party-controlled 
KRG,” instead of adopting a public welfare stance, a prerogative system 
for party-affiliated people and political victims (of war and genocide) was 
created. 

In spite of been politically victimised, the Kurdish population also 
lived in extreme socio-economic insecurity. During the 1990s the 
Kurdistan region suffered from an extreme shortage in public services. 
Although international aid and the Oil-for-Food Programme (OFFP) 
secured a short-term food and goods supply (Natali 2010), the KRG was 
still unable to implement social protection schemes which had already 
been regulated in the Kurdistan National Assembly (KNA) (Protocols of 
KNA, Vol. VI, 1993, 256–260). In addition to the state repression from the 
previous Ba’athist regime before the 1990s and economic blockades after 
that, what ultimately paralysed the KRG was the fratricide and the intra-
Kurdish civil war between the major parties the KDP and the PUK in the 
region, in which the social and economic life of the people was badly 
affected. 

The Kurdish fratricide also consolidated a welfare tradition inherited 
from the Ba’athist regime that already existed as a character of Kurdish 
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political partisanship, which can be best called “party-affiliated welfare 
provision.” This type of party-controlled governance that I attribute to the 
KRG would be explained within the clientele politics in social funds. This 
means that the KRG and the ruling parties favour some groups over others 
while delivering public services. In a war-prone society like the Kurdistan 
region, which is still run by a revolutionary party-driven government, it 
aims to better consider party-affiliated people as recipients of public funds. 

Apart from the political and socio-economic opportunities that the 
KRG embraced after the invasion in 2003, the KRG has developed a 
double standard. On one side it has facilitated a rapid socio-economic 
growth, and on the other, due to pursuing the same clientelistic practice, it 
has discharged the KRG into institutionalised nepotism and corruption. 
Ultimately, all administrative procedures in the Kurdistan region have 
remained linked with nepotism rather than meritocracy, and this has kept 
most of the public sector grounded in party-based affiliation (Natali 2010). 
Both ruling parties have always manipulated the public budget for their 
own benefit and for that of their patrons. Both of the major parties make 
monthly or occasional payments to active party members, particularly 
those who advertise for and defend the party. 

However, as will be discussed, mass protests and parliamentary 
opposition since the 2009 general elections awakened the government to 
make some attempt to promote a degree of transparency in administration 
and public services. In this respect, the government responded by 
promising to improve services, initiate transparency, and increase social 
benefits and salaries. Moreover, a strategic socioeconomic plan has 
recently been put into place (Ministry of Planning-KRG 2011). 

2.2. Social Security Programmes: Cases of the Ministry  
of Martyrs and Anfal Affairs, and Social Safety Net 

The idea of devoting a special government body to serving the 
descendants of martyrs and victims of genocide and chemical gas attacks 
can be traced back to several non-governmental foundations belonging to 
political parties. The KRG adopted the idea in its sixth cabinet in 2006 
after combining several government and nongovernment organisations and 
merging them into a ministerial body, the Ministry of Martyrs and Anfal 
Affairs (MoMA). 

The Rights and Privileges to Families of Martyrs and Genocide 
Survivors (RPFMGS), implemented by MoMA, is cash transfers to the 
families of war victims and genocide survivors of the Kurdistan region. 
The programme provides regular monthly cash transfers plus other social 
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services and benefits to eligible people. What appeared to be ambiguous is 
that the programme regulation (RPFMGS Regulation 9, 2007) is implicitly 
operated not as a needs-based programme, rather as an overall 
compensation for the loss of life. As the social security documents 
indicate, the compensation is financial reparation rather than a social 
benefit. However, the RPFMGS programme is not implemented merely as 
a social security policy. In other words, the monthly salary is not specified 
based on the financial situation of the needy but rather on the role and 
status of the victims and their families have had in the national liberation 
movement and Kurdish political parties. For instance, if the beneficiaries 
of RPFMGS are categorised as “war martyrs,” “civil martyrs,” and 
“genocide victims,” then a programme is being implemented which 
functions to reward the families of victims. 

After the uprising and when the Kurdistan National Assembly (KNA) 
and KRG were established, local authorities became the heir of the 
remains of Iraqi government offices. In its early meetings, the KNA 
revised the former Iraqi social protection regulations. Initial remedies 
appeared in the Kurdistan National Assembly’s protocols within the law of 
the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs (Protocols of KNA, Vol. VI, 
1993). The changes include cases like the existence of thousands of 
survivors of genocide and martyrs of Kurdish national freedom or the 
situations of other cases (i.e. widows, disabled, orphans, and married 
students that have responsibility as breadwinners). Although potential 
changes and enlargements were proposed to the Social Protection 
Programme (SPF) by the KNA, in practice there was no trace of its 
implementation. The first cabinet of the KRG did not include a specific 
ministry for social affairs. All directorates of social protection and social 
care were integrated within the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs. For 
the first time in the PUK-controlled administration of KRG-Sulaimaniya 
in 2001, a ministerial body was devoted to administer social programmes. 

When the new law for the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs 
(MoLSA) was issued in 2004 (Law of the Ministry of Labour and Social 
Affairs No. 34, 2004), it confirmed some general goals, of which none 
were well pursued in governmental social organisations. The Iraqi 
Kurdistan Parliament (IKP) revised this law (in law No. 12, 2007), which 
in Act (2) mentioned the below points: 

 
• (Act 2, Section 2)—the Ministry endeavours to cover all workers in 

its social insurance scheme, and to provide social protection to 
them and their families. 
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• (Act 2, Section 8—Paying attention to victims of genocide and 
chemical weapon attacks, and providing social and psychological 
care to them. 

• (Act 2, Section 11)—Providing financial assistance to the poor and 
those incapable of working and with no sources of income. 

 
Although the MoLSA regulations tried to cover war and genocide victims, 
they have been better covered in distinct government programmes. These 
regulations were followed by some instructions issued by the Ministry of 
Finance and Economy, which implied the intention to implement the 
Social Safety Net (SSN), an advanced programme which seemed to be 
developed to merge all MoLSA social cash transfer programmes and to 
cover new clients (MoFE/Financial Instruction, No.24, 2011). Needless to 
say that this change, implementing SSN, occurred after the February 2011 
mass protests demanding public services and criticising parliamentary 
opposition parties regarding the lack of public services and corruption in 
government social funds. The SSN programme instructions clearly address 
the provision of financial assistance to widows, the divorced, married 
students, the families of imprisoned people, females with no breadwinner 
or income, the disabled, the elderly and orphans (MoFE/Financial 
Instruction, No.24, 2011). 

Prior to merging into the SSN, the SPF was subjected to many 
alterations since its reactivation in 2001. During this period, it was subject 
to expansions and deviations. Despite being implemented mainly as a cash 
transfer scheme, in some phases of its development, the SPF has also been 
overloaded with social awareness of families. Thus, when it comes to the 
functionality of the SPF, a contradiction can be seen in the implementation 
of the programme. 

The SSN is potentially defined as social assistance programmes which 
aim to secure an adequate standard of living for all people in the region. 
Taking into account the amount paid to recipients monthly, the 
implementation of the SPF did not make any change in the life of its 
recipients. They were paid an amount of cash, IQD 30.000 (approximately 
US $25), which dramatically increased to IQD 150.000 (US $125) after 
the protests of February 17, 2011, when it transformed to the SSN. This 
programme covers those who with low or no source of income and in no 
way in receipt of any government benefits. Here, an ambiguity appeared in 
implementing the eligibility criteria. A low earner is someone who has a 
job or a source of income, but cannot afford their life expenses without 
help from another source. However, the amount being paid monthly in no 
way covers even the very basic needs of a single person per week. 



Beneficiaries Do Matter 493

Within the framework of the SPF in the Sulaimaniya province, the 
“Special Salary” was delivered to individuals selected as party patrons 
directly by party offices, and mostly by the PUK General Secretary Office. 
None of the SPF and SSN eligibility criteria could be applied to recipients 
of the “Special Salary.” 

3. Theory: Policy Implementation 

Implementation is considered to be one of the most important elements of 
the policy process. It begins once policy targets a social problem or issue, 
starting somewhere in the later stage of the policy process. The start point 
in the policy process is a problem which compels politicians and high 
officials to come up with their agendas to deal with it. Thus, officials 
formulate policy (the policy-making stage) to overcome the issues. In that 
sense, implementation can be considered as part of the post-policy-making 
stage. 

Models of policy implementation can be characterised as theories that 
identify how various actors in the policy process translate policy into 
action. Implementation models have been diverged according to whether 
assessments are developed from the perspective of the initial policy-
makers (centre), field-level implementing officials (periphery), or private 
individuals to whom the policy is directed (target group) (Mazmanian & 
Sabatier 1989). 

The top-down theory/model places emphasis on policy formulation and 
the ability of decision makers to produce explicit policy objectives. This 
model starts from the assumption that policy implementation begins with a 
decision made by central government. Top-downers assume a direct causal 
link between policies and observed outcomes and tend to disregard the 
impact of implementers on policy delivery. They essentially follow a 
prescriptive path that interprets policy as input and implementation as 
output factors (Pressman & Wildavsky 1973; van Meter & van Horn, 
1975; Sabatier & Mazmanian 1979, 1980 and 1981). Due to their 
emphasis on decisions of central policy makers, deLeon (2001) describes 
top-down approaches as a “governing elite phenomenon.” 

Pressman & Wildavsky’s original work, Implementation (1973), starts 
from the assumption that policy objectives are set out by central policy 
makers. In this view, implementation research is left with the task of 
analysing challenges to the manner of achieving these objectives. Hence, 
they see implementation as an “interaction between the setting of goals 
and actions geared to achieve them” (Pressman & Wildavsky 1973). The 
American scholars van Meter and van Horn (1975) offer a more elaborate 
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theoretical model, being concerned with the study of whether 
implementation outcomes correspond to the objectives set out in initial 
policy decisions. 

Sabatier & Mazmanian (1979) suppose a clear separation of policy 
formation from policy implementation. Their model also lists several 
criteria for effective implementation (Sabatier & Mazmanian 1979, 489–
92, 503–4). They argue that policy objectives need to be clear and 
consistent and the programme should be based on a valid causal theory. 
Although Sabatier & Mazmanian acknowledge that perfect hierarchical 
control over the implementation process was hard to achieve in practice, 
and that unfavourable conditions could cause implementation failure, they 
argue that policy makers could ensure effective implementation through 
adequate programme design and a clever structuration of the 
implementation process. They also assert that for implementation to be 
successful, the interest groups (executive and legislative) and sovereigns 
should be supportive, and there should be a condition with no detrimental 
changes in the socioeconomic framework.  

Having tested the top-down model, this chapter explores the extent to 
which leaders of dominant political parties and government officials 
control and influence the direction of policy performance in the Kurdistan 
region. It also explores the implementation of social security programmes 
in terms of their consistency with or deviation from policy regulations. 
Additionally, I argue that regulations and specific standards are not only 
elements to direct policy performance, but that a number of elements are 
also involved in this process, for instance, the implementer’s discretion, 
politician’s intentions and the dominant party agent’s interests. The role of 
non-statutory factors is inevitable in policy implementation process. 

In contrary to the top-down theories, bottom-up theories emerged in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s as a critical response to the top-down 
approach. Their focus is on the role that middle actors play in policy 
implementation. It looks at local bureaucrats as the main actors in policy 
delivery and conceives of implementation as negotiation processes within 
networks of implementers. Several studies show that policy outcomes do 
not always sufficiently relate to original policy objectives and that the 
assumed causal link is thus questionable. Studies belonging to this part of 
research typically start from the “bottom” by identifying the networks of 
actors involved in policy formulation and delivery. Bottom-up researches 
reject the idea that policies are defined at the central level and that 
implementers need to obligate themselves to these objectives as neatly as 
possible. Instead, the availability of discretion at the stage of policy 
deliverance appears as a beneficial factor as local bureaucrats are seen to 
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be much closer to the real problems than central policy makers (Lipsky 
1971 and 1980; Elmore 1980; Hjern 1982). Lipsky’s street level approach 
includes several points which this research intends to examine within the 
given research framework. Policy implementers, as non-elective officials, 
work in and maintain jobs that enable them to accumulate experiences and 
skills, whereas top-level officials are devoid of such experiences and 
skills. All they have is the “power” to compel implementers and lower 
level workers to perform in their respected directions. 

To overcome the one-sided approach of top-down and bottom-up 
models, the hybrid theories of policy implementation recognise that 
policies are made within a dialectical relationship between top-level and 
lower-lever actors. Policy implementation does not occur in separation 
from policy making; they are both related. Consequently, policy 
implementation cannot be analysed without looking at the policy 
formation process. I suppose that the mixed approach can, to a large 
extent, be developed to include two themes: the dynamic network of top 
officials, implementers and recipients on one hand, and the politico-
administrative context which explicitly makes an impact on the 
implementation process on the other. Almost all approaches and 
generation models of policy implementation emphasise the role of actors 
or groups of actors during the implementation process (Schofield 2001, 
255). As demonstrated in the policy implementation literature so far, the 
role of service user is understood to be a recipient or person affected by 
the programme outcome, as opposed to being a significant factor in the 
process of implementation. Policy implementation research considers 
actual actors rather than potential actors. The potential role of a service 
user in the implementation process is often ignored because the focus 
tends to be on the implementers rather than beneficiaries. I argue that 
beneficiaries of social programmes should also be considered in policy 
implementation research. 

Exploring policy the implementation process is mostly about the role 
of implementers as significant actors (e.g. implementation officials, 
managers, professionals and frontline workers). Equally, it concerns the 
organisational and political contexts of implementation. In other words, 
the concept of policy implementation refers to both the performances and 
the politico-administrative and institutional context. Therefore, in this 
research, both spheres are taken into account. What has been neglected by 
mainstream implementation theories in developed and developing 
countries is the assessment of the implementation process within its party 
politics and administrative context. 
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Attempts have been made in the developing world to apply, test and 
articulate these same models of implementation (Grindle 1980; Temple & 
Temple 1980; Lazin 1994 and 1999; Lane 1999; Makinde 2005). For the 
purpose of my research, special emphasis has been placed on the political 
and administrative grounds of policy implementation. This is because 
policy implementation cannot be studied in a context-free manner. Thus, 
politico-administration conditions need to be considered to develop 
implementation theories in a developing-world context. 

Grindle (1980), in his edited book Politics and Policy Implementation 
in the Third World, addresses two broad questions about implementation. 
The first is concerned with the effects of the content, and the extent to 
which the content of social policy has an impact on its implementation 
process. The second is about context. By this, he discusses how the 
political context of administrative actions affects policy implementation 
processes (1980, 5). The contributors of his volume, which consist of 
several case studies, all share in this perspective the content and context of 
policy implementation. 

Lazin (1999) points out how political and administrative institutions of 
particular countries affect their domestic policy implementation process. 
The three major questions addressed in his book The Policy 
Implementation Process in Developing Nations are: Firstly, to what extent 
can the developmental status of particular country be taken into account 
for understanding its policy implementation process? Secondly, do the 
studies of policy implementation in developing countries, in their 
methodological aspects, favour a top-down, bottom-up or synthesis 
model? He also asked whether the dichotomy of policy formulation and 
implementation is helpful or whether is it preferable to consider it as one 
on-going process? 

4. Methodology 

For the purposes of the current research, a qualitative method based on 
group discussion has been employed. Six group discussions (focus groups) 
were conducted. Research participants were chosen from various levels 
and positions in directorates of both relevant ministries, MoMA and 
MoLSA, in all three governorates of the Kurdistan region—Erbil, 
Sulaimania and Dohuk. 

The implementation of social security programmes involves different 
levels of implementers. Their knowledge, perspectives and concerns 
relating to programme performance and relevant issues are an important 
part of understanding implementation in the given context. The 
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exploratory nature of this research and its questions led me to follow 
qualitative research, concentrating on the comparative analysis. Besides 
this, in exploring the implementation of social security policy, contextual 
aspects are taken into account as determinant factors to understand how 
social security programmes work in particular political, administrative and 
organisational conditions. 

5. Social Security Programmes in the Politically 
Underdeveloped Kurdistan Region 

This section will analyse the KRG’s experience in implementing two main 
social security programmes, SSN and RPFMGS. The discussion first will 
focus on the political-administrative context of the programmes, and 
explores the role and status of programme recipients in their 
implementation process. Finally, based on the discussion on these critical 
factors, it provides an analysis on how a rewarding system of distributing 
prerogatives has been adopted by the KRG instead of an effective welfare 
system. 

5.1 The Politico-Administrative Context of Social Policy 

In order to understand how politics influence and direct the 
implementation of social cash transfers, it is necessary to consider the 
political and administrative conditions and social policies of the Kurdistan 
region. The findings of the current research indicate that party politics 
determines the performance of social policy. Taking into account the 
historical background of the Kurdistan region, Kurds inherited depressed 
social and economic conditions caused by the deliberate ignorance of 
socio-economic life and programmed repression of the Kurdish population 
by the Ba’athist regime in Iraq. Furthermore, the Kurdish civil war during 
the mid-1990s doubled the burden of Kurdish society and government. It 
seemed the claim that the social service provision in general and social 
security in particular during the intra-Kurdish war was entirely useless. 
Despite the limited financial sources of the KRG, the budget of the 
government was controlled almost entirely by two warring factions, the 
KDP and PUK, that wasted public finances on a war against each other. 

The civil war also weakened government institutions in favour of party 
institutions. Party leaders had ultimate control over resources generated 
from border imports and exports and limited tax revenues. These finances 
were spent without any accountability. Often, public administration and 
expenditure were the last to be catered for and party affiliation was also 
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the basis on which social cash transfers were made. Even ordinary war 
victims who did not belong to either of the warring factions were 
excluded. In other words, the region’s income was owned and controlled 
by the ruling, later fighting parties, who spent the income on themselves 
and mostly on others affiliated to their parties.  

Although the Kurdistan Region saw relative economic growth in the 
1990s as a result of the implementation of UNSCR no. 986; the Oil-For-
Food programme, and started to reconstruct its social programmes, the 
KRG still continued in the direction of double standards in the 
implementation of social programmes. The party-run cash transfer 
programmes like the Foundation of Martyrs embodied the government, but 
instead of integrating into the rest of the government’s social programmes, 
they were directly attached to the Council of Ministries in both KRG 
administrations of Erbil and Sulaimaniya. The unified government 
announced in 2006 all foundations of martyrs, genocide victims and 
veterans were to be merged in the MoMA. Only after the MoMA was set 
up were non-party victims covered by the programme. 

As for the other programme, SPF, which at the beginning of its re-
activation in 2001 was called Family Protection Fund (FPF), the offices of 
two major parties were placed in charge of making records of the list of 
eligible people. For instance, the first, essential list of FPF benefit 
recipients was mostly made by the KDP in its party offices in Erbil. This 
list formed the basis for the later development of the programme. In other 
words, party leaders and senior government officials continued to misuse 
the cash transfer programme, turning it into a reward system for loyal 
party members and supporters. As confirmed by interviewees with former 
staff members of FPF, the payments handed out to beneficiaries were 
always accompanied by a verbal massage from senior officials indicating 
that such a payment was a gift from the Prime Minister and the ruling 
party. 

Allocating a special government body to serve inheritors of martyrs, 
genocide and chemical gas attack survivors on the one hand, and ignoring 
existing government social programmes on the other indicates unbalanced 
interests in the implementation of social security programmes. Instead of 
integrating the RPFMGS programme into other social security 
programmes within the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA), 
the KRG devoted a different ministerial body to do so. This placed a huge 
burden on the KRG’s general budget and it was also a lost opportunity to 
put together both the Foundation of Martyrs and other government social 
transfer programmes. I believe there are two reasons why the RPFMGS 
did not merge with MoLSA. A simple reason was because of the high 
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number of ministers who agreed on in the coalition government between 
the KDP and the PUK. Increasing the number of ministries allowed the 
allocation of posts to more party candidates in high-ranking positions in 
the government, an action that was widely criticised. In the sixth cabinet 
of the KRG, the number of ministries decreased, but the MoMA remained 
as a ministry. The second reason could be found in the importance of the 
RPFMGS programme and other duties of the MoMA. The KRG sees 
MoMA as a high nationalistic institution (Law No.8, Ministry of Martyrs 
and Anfal Affairs, 2006), and does not intend to mix its programmes with 
other social services. 

It is worth noting here that incompetency is one of the administrative 
characters of the KRG. Until the sixth cabinet of the KRG formed in 2009, 
those who had been recruited to work in government offices were not 
recruited based on job description or qualification. In fact, other external 
factors have always played a role in recruitment in the public services. 
Since loyalty to the political party, as opposed to experience or 
qualification, formed the basis of recruitment, it is unsurprising that the 
capability of administrators and employees is very poor (Heshmati 2010). 
Once in office, these employees are compelled to obey the party rather 
than commit to administrative guidelines. 

5.2 Rewording System or Welfare System: 
Nationalistic Versus Public 

Since both parties and the KRG feel they owe the national liberation and 
civil war victims a great deal to value their loss and sacrifice, they 
prioritise the implementation of the RPMGF programme to reward them. 
In my view, the KRG’s failure in launching sufficient welfare is not due to 
an absence of financial and administrative capacity. Rather, by and large, 
the KRG has not been taking the issue of public welfare provisioning 
seriously. As mentioned earlier, administrative incompetency is one of the 
obstacles that made the implementation process non-systematic, but 
cannot be considered as a determinant factor for successful policy 
implementation. Competency can be built or adopted. Nonetheless, the 
government and politicians have not been determined to truly put social 
welfare on their agenda. Evaluating the government’s agenda, stated in the 
inaugural speeches of the last three KRG cabinets, proves that social 
welfare in general and social cash transfers in particular have less space 
within the government’s priorities. For instance, the fifth cabinet’s agenda 
in May 2006, known as administrative unification and reconstruction 
(speech by KRG Prime Minister N. Barzani, 2006), focused largely on 
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providing security, reconstruction and development via investment. The 
government successfully provided security and took massive steps towards 
domestic and foreign investments. The safety continued to develop the 
foreign investment affectedly (Board of Investment, 2009; 2010; 2011). In 
the sixth cabinet of the KRG, known as renewal and reconstruction, 
despite the promise to continue on the former cabinet’s path one of the 
main programmes initiated was renewing the higher education system and 
implementing the scholarship programme, the Human Capacity 
Development Programme, that aims to develop human capacities in the 
Kurdistan region in the field of higher education, and later transferred to 
all government offices and ministries for building and developing 
government civil servants’ capacities (Ministry of Higher Education 
HCDP 2009; Ministry of Planning RECDP 2010; The Draft of Kurdistan 
Regional Development Strategy 2012). Therefore, among all these, what is 
missing and ignored is social welfare in the Kurdistan region. 

Despite the case of MoMA, which has been increasingly supported by 
political leaders, other social programmes, such as disabled benefits (deaf, 
blind and physically handicapped), pension benefits, and unemployment 
insurance for graduates, have recently gained attention from the 
authorities. Some of these groups have unions to protect their rights, such 
as the Deaf Society and Blind Society. Others recipients have received 
attention after the pressure of the recent mass protests. 

In the party political system of the Kurdistan region the concept of 
“public” has not been well formulated, to the extent that the government 
finds itself responsible for people’s needs, as can be seen in the case of 
social policy in developed nations. In developed democratic countries, 
from right to left, social welfare (either welfare state or private sector) 
focuses on public. Social policy is a government’s response to public 
needs. In the Kurdistan region, social programmes are not targeted at all 
people to cover their minimum livelihood. The KRG’s social programmes 
reflect party politics rather than public welfare. Both researched 
programmes, SPF and MoMA, have been developed and implemented in 
the interests of dominant political parties and their clients’ benefit. 

As current research findings revealed, the KRG is dealing with social 
security programmes discriminatively, resulting from the differentiation 
that the government makes between social security beneficiaries. The 
duality of the KRG’s interest in social programmes is evident in this 
differentiation between the clients based on their socio-political status. As 
has been repeatedly emphasised, the nationalistic character (as will be 
demonstrated below) of the beneficiaries of MoMA has resulted in a great 
interest for ruling party leaders and government. When compared with the 
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SPF beneficiaries we realise that they lack any political privilege. We can 
use these two statuses and interests in the dichotomy of nationalistic 
versus public. In this dichotomy, the implementation of social security 
programmes in the KRG has always been off balance. 

5.3. Clients Do Matter: High and Low-Value Clients 

In tracing the effective implementation of social security programmes in 
the KRG, I was introduced to the concept of preference of target groups in 
the eyes of politicians and top officials. Almost all approaches and 
generation models of policy implementation emphasise the role of actors 
or groups of actors during the implementation process (Schofield 2001, 
255). In the policy implementation research, the role of service user has 
been understood as merely the recipient of a programme, but has not been 
charted as a significant actor in the process of implementation. Policy 
research is considered as actual actors rather than potential actors. The 
potential role of service user in the implementation process is often 
ignored because the focus tends to be on implementers rather than 
beneficiaries. 

The current research identified potential actors that directly or 
indirectly, positively or negatively, influence the implementation 
performance—they are benefit recipients. This does not mean that 
beneficiaries of social programmes in the Kurdistan region are actual 
policy implementers. As this research has highlighted, due to the absence 
of sufficient social security policy in the Kurdistan region, as well as due 
to its political considerations, the social security recipients are seen as 
separated. Some, as in the case of families surviving martyrs and 
genocides, have been well served, and some, as in the case of SPF, have 
been given little attention. The first group and their programme have been 
given a great deal of attention while the second group and their 
programme have been mostly ignored. 

We have to be aware of the differences in the nature of both the SPF 
and MoMA programmes. However, the findings on the performance of 
MoMA and SPF programmes show that possessing administrative 
experiences and competency does not necessarily imply that a programme 
will bring about adequate outcomes. Taking into account the constant 
implementation of the SPF since 2001 shows that it has not made its 
implementation more successful than the MoMA, which potentially started 
as government social transfers from 2006. 

Another advantage of MoMA is that in its staff recruitment policy it 
gives priority to, and to a high extent depends on, relatives and family 
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members of martyrs and genocide survivors. As research participants 
declared, the vast majority, if not all employees of MoMA have been 
recruited from programme beneficiaries. As emphasised by high officials 
of the MoMA, recruiting MoMA civil servants from the victims’ family 
members has two advantages. First, it gives a job opportunity to the 
victims and their family members, as is already one of the ministry 
policies. Second, as claimed by different participants of my research, these 
are the best people to comprehend what martyrs and genocide families 
need and consequently they can treat them better while delivering services 
or dealing with their paperwork. 

Beneficiaries’ influence in the implementation process appeared when 
the implementers are programme beneficiaries at the same time. Hence, 
they can benefit from their relationship with party leaders and provide the 
best services for themselves as client-oriented implementers. From this 
perspective, the beneficiaries of the KRG’s social security programmes 
can be divided into two groups based on their profile (see Fig. 26.1 
below): 

Fig. 26.1. Different Social Security Programme Based in different Profiles of 
Clients 

 
 

First, this can be called high-value beneficiaries, those who are covered 
by MoMA programmes and are characterised as high profile clients of 
social cash transfers. MoMA beneficiaries are not just ordinary citizens, 
but acquire a political character. Most of them might live in a low financial 
condition, as the families of martyrs and genocide have in most cases lost 
their breadwinners, but they are not classified and served based on their 
needs. Even the categorisation of MoMA beneficiaries is made based on 
the way the victim has lost their life, or the victim’s status in the hierarchy 
of positions on the Kurdish forces peshmarga and party. Being a high- or 
middle-ranked member of the party, especially the major ones, brings a 
privilege to the family in the case of loss of life, even in natural death. 
What can be inferred from the research findings is that not all MoMA 
beneficiaries are provided with decent services. Although the MoMA 
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recently tried to equalise the salaries of beneficiaries based on their 
category, the differences mostly appeared in non-cash services such as the 
provision of housing and health services. Beneficiaries in some areas are 
prioritised over others. This refers to the contest which still exists between 
the KDP and PUK, and what each of them does for the people in their area 
of influence. In this way, the KDP has done better. 

What I found was that not only MoMA beneficiaries were saliently 
treated. In the SPF there are also numerous beneficiaries who have been 
entitled to a “Special Salary,” implemented in an ultimate lack of 
transparency. Although the employees of this project are officially related 
to the SPF and the directorate of Social Protection and Development in 
Sulaimania, there is also a difference between payments of Special Salary 
employees and other SPF employees. The salience of the beneficiaries is 
transferred to the programme and its implementers. 

The second group of beneficiaries are low-value beneficiaries. Simply 
being poor, disabled or older does not offer the same privileges as those 
related to martyrs, war victims or genocide survivors. Politicians and 
policymakers are less concerned about the implementation of the SPF 
programme. As with the importance attached to MoMA beneficiaries 
transformed to the high profile programmes and implementers, neglect of 
the SPF resulted in the marginalisation of the programme and its 
implementers. It was only after civil protests started in February 17, 2011 
that the KRG announced that it was going to look back at the poor and 
ignored population. Under pressure from the demonstrators, the 
government promised to increase the benefits of SPF fivefold, from IQD 
30,000 to IQD 150,000. 

In view of the two different profiles of beneficiaries and interference 
that have been identified, I have introduced and will try to substantiate a 
preference model of implementation in this chapter. This model would be 
examined based on the degree of salience the government attaches to 
beneficiaries of social cash transfers. Having distinguished two types of 
beneficiaries, high value and low value beneficiaries, a contradiction in 
perception and implementation of social security programmes in the KRG 
has been highlighted. Bringing evidence from my research findings, two 
types of treatment by the KRG towards implementation of social security 
programmes have been compared in Table 26.1. The first is characterised 
as political/nationalistic, and thus important, versus the second as public 
and consequently neglected. All these discussions have been justified 
through understanding the degree of importance attached to the 
beneficiaries of MoMA and SPF programmes. From this point, a 
clientelistic benefit from social cash transfers can be explored. 
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Table 26.1. Comparisons between Social Protection Fund (and Social 
Safety Net) and Rights and Privileges to Families of Martyrs and 
Genocide Survivors 

Comparison SPF/SSN RPFMGS 

Conditions and 
Criteria of eligibility 

No-income or very low 
income, disabled 

Victims of war, genocide 
operation, former 
veterans 

Target groups 

Very low-earners or non-
earner 
Disabled 
Widows 
Orphans 
Married students on very 
low income 

Martyr’s family members 
Genocide survivors and 
their family members 
Political prisons from 
previous regime 
Chemical attack victims 

Resources Non-contributory, 
regional budget 

Non-contributory, 
regional budget 

Services 

Limited monthly cash Decent monthly Cash 
Help with health costs 
Exemption from tax 
Housing unit 
University fees support 
for their children 

Types of benefit Means-tested benefit Non-means tested benefit 
Level of benefit Income support Additional salary 

Coverage 

Limited: fixed number of 
beneficiaries, if 
maximum number is 
reached 

Open-ended, accept new 
clients 

Feature Public, Neglected Nationalistic, Preferred 
Administration MoLSA MoMA 
Models of 
Implementation 

Top-Down Bottom-Up 

Achievement Failed Effective, Successful 

6. Concluding Remarks 

Having looked at the importance in implementing MoMA, it is evident 
how beneficiaries of the programme can become focal actors in the 
implementation process. It is understandable that every social security 
scheme targets certain recipients. Therefore, I can assert that within the 
KRG’s social policy context the benefits of social security schemes are 
distributed based on the socio-political status of recipients, not on their 
socio-economic conditions and needs. The government and ruling parties 
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assess and divide the population based on their political character and 
value. 

In the Kurdistan region, the oil-based revenue generation on one side 
and foreign investment and trade-based economy on the other promoted 
livelihood, but consequently increased inequalities in the society. I argue 
that after 2003 there has not been a shortage in the budget that caused the 
lack of public funds for social welfare services, but rather an issue of 
transparency and favouritism. Most of the administrative procedures in the 
Kurdistan region remained linked with nepotism and not meritocracy, 
which kept most of the public sector grounded in party-based affiliation. 
Both ruling parties have always stood outside and over the government 
and play with the public budget to benefit themselves and their patrons. In 
other words, political parties make economic interests, and in turn the 
financial incentives stimulate party affiliation, loyalty and intensive 
political engagement. 

The KRG has created a kind of welfare system which targets the 
disadvantaged population less in favour of people with party-nationalistic 
characters. This double standard appears when one compares the benefits 
delivered to beneficiaries of RPFMGV with beneficiaries of SPF or SSN. 
In terms of law and regulations, social protection programmes enjoy the 
same relative status. However, the legal framework does not necessarily 
result in equal treatment. Having looked at both the above programmes, 
one could argue that despite supportive regulations and instructions, in 
their implementation they could come out with different outcomes. It is 
also revealed that there is no balance in the services delivered between 
MoLSA and MoMA. The SPF declined in service until the February 2011 
protests, while in the case of MoMA, services have continuously increased 
for the target groups. The attention given to both government programmes 
are also incomparable. 

I can conclude that what has been prioritised in the government’s 
agenda is not a social welfare provision, but a social cash transfer with a 
political/nationalistic character in support of major parties’ clientelistic 
practices. An adequate system of welfare needs to be adopted in order to 
expect an equivalent interest in all government social programmes. 
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“… Separated by impassable mountain barriers, divided by linguistic and 
sectarian differences, rent by narrow tribal loyalties, and split up by 
international frontiers, they yearn to be what other more fortunate peoples 
are—a nation-state.”1 

1. Introduction 

This chapter is an analysis of the nation building to nation-state building 
process in Southern Kurdistan, Iraq from 1991 to 2012. Southern 
Kurdistan has witnessed some very short periods of being free from 
external rule, but none of them have lasted long with internal and 
international support. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and its catastrophic failure 
in 1991 caused uprisings in Southern Kurdistan, and afterwards an exodus 
of millions of people from the fear of chemical and biological warfare of 
the Iraqi state, which caught the attention of international NGOs (Non-
Governmental Organisations) as well as the international society (the 
states) and international community (the people). As a result of the brutal 
treatment of civilians by the state of Iraq, international society intervened 
and humanitarian intervention took place in the creation of the Safe Haven 
and a No-fly Zone above the 36th parallel for civilians of Southern 
                                                 
1 Jwaideh, Wadie, (2006), Kurdish National Movement: Its Origins and Development, 
Syracuse University Press, USA, xv. 
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Kurdistan. The political leadership of different organisations in Southern 
Kurdistan in a united front took the opportunity of creating institutions 
such as the national assembly, executive, Judiciary, education, economy, 
military and diplomacy. Those institutions were the first fundamental 
elements of the emergent nation-building, evolving into a nation state in 
Southern Kurdistan. I argue in this chapter that although Kurdish 
nationalism has failed in the past, it is unlikely to fail this time because the 
process of nation building has evolved to the institutionalised stage of an 
“undeclared independent state.” It is therefore a combination of nation 
building and nation state building; it is no longer at a stage of failure, but 
seeking independence in a democratic Middle East in which every nation 
could have an equal opportunity.  

In this chapter I will focus on three points:  
 
(1) The historical legacy of the Kurdistan National Liberation 

Movement’s political struggle as the dynamics of nation building 
(2) The opportunities and challenges of the KRG in the nation building 

process 
(3) Building institutions as the fundamental elements of transition from 

democratic nation building to democratic nation state building. 

2. Historical Legacy of the Kurdistan National Liberation 
Movement’s Political Struggle as the Dynamics 

 of Nation Building 

Kurdistan is a bridge among different powerful rulers from the East to the 
West and the North to the South, and has been an important geographical 
passage between continents. From ancient to the modern times it has even 
become a dynamic for challenges and great changes. The communities 
who were and are its residents have suffered over time as a result of 
clashes between Shahs, Emirs, Kings, Tsars, Sultans, Empires, Presidents 
and Prime ministers for control of this region. Those clashes have become 
the source of conflicts between the communities in the forms of religious 
or ethnic differences. In Kurdistan, two empires of Iran and Ottoman 
played the most destructive role up to the World War I in the name of 
Sunni Islam versus Shia Islam. The former implemented its policies of 
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Pan-Iranism with the shield of Shia Islam, whereas the Ottomans were 
Pan-Turkism with the shield of Sunni Islam.2  

The collapse of the both empires after the war resulted in the much 
smaller nation-states of Iran (Persian), Turkey (Turkish), Iraq (Arab) and 
Syria (Arab). Those four states ideologically and politically followed a 
project of homogeneous nation-building and nation-state building. The so-
called national frontiers of the nation-states were not based on the regional 
people’s lingual, cultural and social interests but on the created nation-
states’ and the great powers’ interests. Kurdistan’s ethnic communities3 not 
only lost their independence to be recognised as a sovereign nation, but 
even their existence domestically, regionally and internationally on the so-
called official political world map. 

From 1806 to 1919 the Kurdish communities4 fought, resisted and 
rebelled in different forms and asked for protection and alliance with 
British and Russian rulers; however, those attempts failed and even the 
1920 Sevres treaty’s recognition of an independent Kurdistan became only 
a dream. After Sevres, the Lausanne treaty in 1923 sealed all the national 
ambitions of Kurdistan’s communities, and the four states assumed that the 
Kurdish question was now buried.  

A series of uprisings from Eastern, Southern and Northern Kurdistan 
then took place, such as the Simko, Mahmoud Barzanji, Qazi Mohammed, 
Mustafa Barzani, Sheikh Saied, Agiri and Dersim rebellions, all of which 
were. After the collapse of the Kurdistan Republic in Mahabad in 1946, a 
total silence continued until 1958 when Mustafa Barzani was invited to 
return from the Soviet Union to Baghdad. In the history of Kurdistan, for 
the first time a national liberation movement consisted of participants from 
all stratums of communities of the region and continued an active national-
political struggle in Southern Kurdistan. The collapse of the movement in 
1975 gave birth to a pluralist political environment. The 1979 revolution in 
                                                 
2 Van Bruinessen, Martin. “Kurdish Path to Nation,” in Jabar A. Faleh and 
Dawood, Hosham, eds. The Kurds: Nationalism and Politics, (SAQI, London, San 
Francisco, Beirut, 2006), 21–43. 
3 Up to the 1880s the communities living in Kurdistan—Assyrians, Chaldeans, 
Armenians and Jews—were doing so in peace and harmony with the Kurds. After 
the establishment of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), the idea of the 
Turkish nation building project, based on the elimination of non-Muslim 
communities, took place and created conflicts between the communities. 
Nonetheless, the Kurds saved many lives from brutal and systematic genocide by 
the CUP.  
4 The Kurds are also not a homogeneous social group, as Kurmanjs, Zazas, Yezidis, 
Sorans, Bahdinans, Hewramans, Gorans and Lors identify themselves as 
communities of Kurdistan. 
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Iran created another opportunity, and the Iran-Iraq war, Iraq’s occupation 
of Kuwait and the defeat of the Iraqi state by the US-led international 
coalition opened a Pandora’s Box in the Middle East. Southern Kurdistan 
gained recognition as a de facto state by the international community in 
April 1991, and following the deposition of the Ba’ath regime it became a 
legitimate and internationally recognised entity. 

Historical resistance became a tradition and a legacy for self-
government from 1806 to 1991, and has left a tradition of desiring 
independence and connection to the past history of the inhabitants of 
Kurdistan. That tradition and memories of the past is interlinked and has 
been transmitted from generation to generation, forming their identity. 
This identity has been shaped on a territory with a strong feeling of having 
a history and where their ancestors used the same language. In modern 
times this identity has been called the nation, which in Latin means birth 
or place of origin, but also it means a community that shares the same 
opinion and a common purpose. Historically belonging to the same 
territory, sharing the past memories of resistance and following that 
tradition has shaped them, and communicating and understanding a more 
or less common language, and identifying themselves as the members of a 
common purpose are the essential elements and dynamics for the nation-
building process in wider Kurdistan, and in Southern Kurdistan in 
particular.  

This legacy has also been empowered with the political culture of the 
communities of Kurdistan. For example, the tragedy of the civil war has 
shown that because of the heterogeneity of the reality on the ground, the 
communities do not except the rule of only one actor but respect 
collectiveness and sharing. The historical resistance of Kurdistan’s 
communities have the purpose of seeking freedom and equality rather than 
superiority, excepting and tolerating the differences in a pluralist civil 
democratic society rather following only one path, similar to the Turkish 
nation building process which aimed to homogenise different ethnic 
groups and assimilate the other languages on the base of one language, one 
nation and one country.  

3. Opportunities and Challenges: 
The KRG in the Nation Building Process 

The defeat of the Iraqi army in Kuwait, uprisings in Southern Kurdistan 
and the exodus of millions of civilians put huge pressure on the 
international society and community to save the lives of civilians. 
International humanitarian intervention for the first time since the Cold 
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War took place in the centre of the Middle East, and it was assumed as a 
precursor to fundamental changes in the region. The golden opportunity 
for a long-lasting national liberation in Kurdistan to operate and achieve to 
its aims was created by the international humanitarian intervention. The 
Kurdish political leadership in the form of a broad coalition chose to 
negotiate with the central government in Baghdad. When the Kurdish 
leadership was convinced that the negotiation would go nowhere 
according to their past experiences the negotiations ceased with the central 
government and a collective decision was made for elections in Kurdistan, 
and finally the first free Kurdistan National Assembly was elected and 
declared its existence in May 1992.  

The Kurdistan National Assembly consisted of elected members of 
different political parties as well as Assyrians, Chaldeans, Armenians and 
Turkmen, who had lived for a long time in exile and with a long history of 
conflict with the state, as well as each other. Although it was a great 
opportunity to run the affairs through an elected institution, it was a 
difficult task to bring together different ideological and political factions in 
a broad national coalition, of which there was no historical or traditional 
experience. This was one of the hardest challenges to overcome. 

The two predominant parties of the KDP and the PUK, along with 
other smaller parties, set up a national coalition for the Kurdistan Regional 
Government. With the Kurdistan National Assembly, the Kurdistan 
Regional Government and the judiciary as the three pillars of the emergent 
democracy, despite the de facto opportunity from the international society, 
the challenges were huge, and were both internal and external. The 
internal challenges were and still are that the communities of Kurdistan in 
Southern Kurdistan being divided into Sorani, Kurmanji/Bahdinani, 
Gorani and Hawramani in lingual terms, Sunni Shafii, Sunni Qadiri, Sunni 
Naqshbandi, Shia twelve Imamate (Fayli), Ahli Haq, Yaresan, Kakayi, 
Yezidi and Shabak in religious terms, and on top of all these divisions 
tribalism and political parties’ conflict with the minorities are serious 
challenges and build the common purpose for the emergent nation building 
project.5 

The KRG as the legal governing authority of running and controlling 
the daily affairs of the Kurdistan region had an agenda to establish the 
necessary institutions, of which security, education, the economy and the 
judiciary were the most important. For instance, in dealing with which 
education dialects were needed, if Sorani were chosen then the Bahdinani 

                                                 
5 Natali, Denise, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, 
Turkey and Iran, Syracuse, New York, Syracuse University Press, 2005, xvii–xxx.  
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would have been unhappy, and vice versa. Therefore, from its 
establishment the policies chosen for education are pluralistic and 
democratic. In Sorani-speaking areas the primary education is in Sorani, 
and in Bahdinani-speaking areas it is in Bahdinani. Because Yezidis and 
Shabaks speak the dominant dialect of the area, for them the education is 
in Bahdinani. Among the Kakayi, Hawramani and Fayli, because they 
speak Sorani the education is in Sorani. For the Assyrians, Chaldeans, 
Armenians and Turkmens, education is in their native languages. 

This policy of the KRG shows that the whole concept of nation 
building is not similar to the Arabic, Persian or Turkish examples that are 
based on the elimination and assimilation of other ethnic and religious 
communities, but that it rather supports differences as part of the mosaic of 
social and cultural richness. It is a policy based on democratic pluralism 
and respects the individual, rather than taking social engineering and a 
political project to imagine the community they are assumed to be.  

The society as a whole in Southern Kurdistan, politically and 
nationally, shares the common purpose and is in favour of separation from 
Baghdad, and if they are given a referendum they will vote for 
independence overwhelmingly. Cultural, dialectical and sectarian 
differences are less important than the political and national identity of the 
territory they live in. Although Southern Kurdistan is still not an 
independent state, as in the case of its four neighbouring states, and there 
has not been an official ideology basing the superiority of one ethnic group 
over another to create one homogenous nation, the common purpose is a 
shared history of belonging to the geography and living equally. Therefore, 
the historical belonging has accumulated a culture and a common tradition 
and economic relations between the people, and despite of the deep 
artificial differences and divisions created by the ruling states, they share 
the common purpose proved according to the referendum in January 2005 
wherein the overwhelming majority of the communities of Kurdistan 
voted for independence.6 

In terms of internal opportunities the resources are huge, despite the 
dialectical, cultural and sectarian differences between the communities of 
Kurdistan in both the KRG area and the disputed Kurdistani territory from 
Shingar to Mosul, Kirkuk and Khaniqin. Socially, they do not see 
distances from one other, rather understanding themselves as a unit. For 
instance, when the civil war was at its summit in 1994–96 there was no 
                                                 
6 Stansfield, Gareth “Finding a Dangerous Equilibrium: Internal Politics in Iraqi 
Kurdistan-Parties, Tribes, Religion and Ethnicity considered,” in Faleh A Jabar and 
Hosham Dawod, The Kurds: Nationalism and Politics, (London, San Francisco, 
Beirut: Saqi, 2006), 270.  
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serious social tension between the communities. Culturally, they celebrate 
the same festivals and norms and values, and marriage between Hewler, 
Suliamania, Kirkuk and Duhok has become a common occurrence, and 
they trade goods and services with each other. If we account for these 
dynamics as the fundamental characteristics for nation building in 
southern Kurdistan, the process of developing and evolving as an engine 
totally depends on the policies of the government.  

Moreover, the Kurdistan National Liberation Movement’s rational 
choice of acting as united front with the international community and 
legitimising the federal legal status internally, along with the readiness of 
the communities of the KRG area as well as the disputed areas of Southern 
Kurdistan for the nation building process, put a great responsibility on the 
KRG for transparent, accountable, democratic and pluralistic policies. 
These are interlinked with external and internal opportunities, however, 
and the two predominant actors united for nation building that was paused 
during 1994 to 1996, but restarted following the intervention of external 
actors.  

The challenges are both internal and external. Internal challenges, as 
mentioned, are the Kurdistani communities many dialectical, sectarian and 
tribal differences. They have rarely had a long-established national 
institution in their history and have mostly been ruled by others, despite of 
the short period of running their affairs locally. Taking this into 
consideration, the KRG needs to act democratically to encourage and 
stimulate the moderate, civic political and cultural institutions to flourish, 
and this is the first challenge.7 

The second challenge is to unify the Kurdistan territory from Shingar 
to Mosul, and Kirkuk to Khaniqin, because almost half of the Southern 
Kurdistan region is not under the rule of the KRG. Those are disputed 
territories as well as the most fertile land. Thirdly, the KRG needs to take 
into account the influence of the ruling state’s official ideology and how it 
has played a destructive role, something which needs to be healed 
democratically as well as taking minority rights to be equal to the majority 
rights. Fourthly, modern technology has made communication and the 
transition of ideas very easy. In Southern Kurdistan there are many TV 
channels, radio stations and social media networks. These are dynamics 
for nation building process in Southern Kurdistan.  

The security of the geography of the emergent nation needs to be 
protected by the armed forces—the Peshmerga. Not only do the 
Peshmerga control the KRG territory, but the federal Iraqi army also 

                                                 
7 Natali, 181–189 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 

516

protects the disputed Kurdistani territory. The KRG still challenges the 
federal government’s policies to protect the quasi-independence of the 
Peshmerga from Iraqi army.  

The economy of the region is mostly based on hydrocarbon revenues, 
which has become a source of great tension between the KRG and the 
federal government. The contracts of the KRG with international oil-
excavating companies are still causing tension and have not been proved 
to be legal contracts by the federal government. The KRG needs to have 
policies on fundamental infrastructural developments in terms of economy 
and industrialisation. The economy of Kurdistan in terms of agriculture 
can be developed very quickly and the revenues from the hydrocarbon can 
be invested into modern developed industry.8  

Any political and diplomatic move by the KRG is under scrutiny by 
the federal government and have been called separatist acts, despite the 
distinction of the Kurdistan region in the permanent federal constitution. 
Even the central government never mentions the constitution as federal, 
and they are in favour of changes and alterations.  

The external challenges are centre on the four states of Turkey, Iran, 
Iraq and Syria’s influence at the international level, because the official 
ideology of these nation-states have persuaded the international society 
that Kurds and Kurdistan do not exist. This unjust regional and 
international system acts against the will of the people of Kurdistan and 
needs to be challenged. A struggle for the implementation and declaration 
of the right to self-determination needs to be put on the agenda of the 
regional as well as international organisations.  

Another important challenge for the KRG is to take the resources of 
the surrounding Northern, Eastern and south-western parts of Kurdistan 
into consideration, and how the reciprocal actions and interactions impact 
and influence each other. The struggle for universal national and human 
rights in these parts are ongoing, and are influenced by progression and 
developments and have an impact on the policies of the KRG. Although 
the KRG is not yet an independent state, expectations are high. For 
instance, the KRG played a role as mediator in creating a ceasefire 
between the PJAK (Partiya Jiyan Azad a Kurdistan—the Kurdistan Free 
Life Party) and Iran in 2011, and regarding the conflict between Turkey 
and the PKK (Partiya Karkeren Kurdistan—the Kurdistan Worker’s Party) 
there is still an assumption that the Oslo negotiations and the exchange of 
peace protocols between Turkey and the PKK would not have taken place 
                                                 
8 Stansfield, Gareth “From Civil War to Calculated Compromise: The Unification 
of the Kurdistan regional government,” in Robert Lowe and Gareth Stansfield ed. 
The Kurdish Policy Imperative (London, Chatham House, 2010), 131–143 
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without the acknowledgment of the KRG officials. Finally, in the modern 
political history of Kurdistan the ground-breaking Hewler agreement 
between the ENKS (Encumena Netewiya Kurden Suriya—the Syrian 
Kurds’ National Council) and the EGRK (Encumena Gel e Rojavaye 
Kurdistan—the Western Kurdistan People’s Council) in south-western 
Kurdistan shows how the nation building process is connected with all 
parts of Kurdistan. In this self-explanatory trans-state nature of the nation 
building process, Southern Kurdistan cannot be considered on its own, but 
as having impacts, influences and interactions on all four parts of 
Kurdistan.  

4. Building Institutions as the Fundamental Elements  
of Nation Building to Nation State Building 

In a country like Kurdistan, as quoted from Jwaideh, constructing 
institutions for governing the territory has not been an easy and simple 
task, because on the one hand the internal barriers such as political 
fragmentation, sectarian divisions, lingual differentiations plus the central 
government’s unwillingness to address the depopulated, disputed Arabised 
Kurdistan territories, and on the other hand its being surrounded by the 
regional nation states that do not accept its existence and the huge impact 
of their lobbying on the international society. Given these aspects of 
Southern Kurdistan, it is obvious that internal and external interventions 
have not allowed the KRG to construct the necessary institutions. A 
destructive civil war between political parties, and internal and external 
sanctions, have created burdens and the division of the KRG into two 
separate administrations did not allow for the creation of the institutions.  

The KRG, according to the Washington agreement of September 1998, 
were supposed to be immediately recognised under a unified 
administration; however, it was only implemented after the collapse of the 
Ba’ath regime in 2003. From 2003 to 2005, most of the time was spend on 
writing the constitution, conducting elections and addressing the 
reunification issues of the two separate KRGs. In fact, from 2006 to today 
the KRG has functioned in Kurdistan as a quasi-state, building institutions 
of education, economy, local governance and constructing roads, schools, 
colleges, universities and two major international airports, with the third to 
come in Duhok.  

The political alliance of the two dominant parties the KDP (Democratic 
Party of Kurdistan) and the PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan) has 
become a major reason for the development and construction of Southern 
Kurdistan. This has allowed for the construction of roads and bridges, the 
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rebuilding of villages and towns, and the functioning of agriculture and 
farming, despite the shortcomings. 

Education has become a priority of the KRG. Thousands of schools 
have been built for primary and secondary education, and colleges and 
universities are all functioning at an international standard. While the 
number of the universities at the time of the collapse of Ba’ath regime was 
only two, today in three provinces plus Kirkuk there are more than 
seventeen, funded by the KRG. Today the ministry of higher education of 
the KRG each year gives nearly two thousand scholarships to graduates 
for Master’s and PhD studies around the world in different fields. This 
programme will in the near future boost the number of skilful educated 
technocrats in the region and improve self-sufficiency in all needed 
disciplines and fields.9 

Economy and trade occupies a great importance in the developing 
programmes of the KRG. Because of the richness of natural resources 
such as hydrocarbon and water, worldwide companies such as Chevron, 
Shell, Exxon Mobil and Total have invested in Kurdistan. The KRG is 
now functioning as a trade partner with the US, UK, EU, Japan, South 
Korea, China, Turkey, Iran and the Gulf countries. These global economic 
relations have inevitably made the KRG a regional and global actor with 
trade and diplomatic missions in Washington DC, London, Paris, Moscow 
and Beijing. Ironically, Turkey is the number one trade partner of the 
KRG. 

The KRG have managed to bring the world’s powerful actors to the 
capital city of Hewler, and the number of diplomatic missions are 
increasing day to day.  

In terms of security, Kurdistan has become the most secure region of 
federal Iraq. It has its own military, the Peshmerga, with security and 
intelligence forces functioning not only in the KRG territory but also 
effectively in the disputed cities and territories of Kirkuk, Mosul, Shingar 
and Khaniqin.  

In terms of the judiciary, the KRG has its own magistrates and 
criminal, civil and high courts according to the regional constitution, in 
association with the federal judiciary. 

Furthermore, there is also a democratic environment which provides 
opportunities to vigilant civil society organisations which is still evolving, 
representing a huge pluralistic democratic development in comparison to 
                                                 
9 Interview with the President of the Kurdistan Regional Government, Massoud 
Barzani, by l’essentiel French Magazine. 
http://www.krp.org/english/articledisplay.aspx?id=HCm1GdUZniI= (accessed 
September 29, 2012).  
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its neighbours. Although the KRG is still a nascent democratic entity in 
comparison to its neighbouring countries, in terms of rights and freedoms 
the progression towards active civil society including different NGOs it 
provides a unique example, demonstrated in such things as freedom of 
expression, freedom to criticise the government’s policies, freedom to 
print opposition ideas, and so on.  

The KRG not only has its own national assembly of the Kurdistan 
region, but also has power sharing in the federal government with a 
mission at the highest levels of the federal government, such as the 
president, the foreign ministry, the deputy prime minister and many other 
ministries and duties in the federal parliament.  

All these developments have become major reasons for the authority of 
the KRG to promote these institutions in a unified apparatus to function 
independently from the federal government.  

New institutions in Southern Kurdistan and the political structure and 
cultures in the process of evolution have totally changed the old 
institutions, which represented the colonial era. The communities of 
Kurdistan have a long history of resistance against national, political and 
social inequalities and brutal treatment in the past, and expect an 
egalitarian system based on social justice and equal treatment from politics 
to education and economy; in other words a fair distribution of justice, 
because of the very heavy price over the years and many generations. 
Inevitably the KRG will not be able to overcome and meet all the 
expectations of its inhabitants in a short time. These are huge internal and 
external challenges and shortcomings. However, these are barriers which 
occur in all societies, even evident in the last parliament of the UK.  

Therefore, despite all the mentioned challenges and difficulties, the 
KRG is moving towards a multifunctional institution, to be transparent, 
accountable and democratic, to listen to the people’s needs and to provide 
them with a prosperous future, rather than be an example of coercive 
brutality, exploiting the natural resources of its country. Therefore, a 
pluralistic democratic vision needs to make the institutions of the state 
work for a strong and powerful civil society. 

In terms of advancing the nation state institutions to the independent 
state level, while it has not solved all the outstanding issues with the 
federal government, it could be possible to take such an action. When the 
KRG makes a statement that he right to self-determination is their 
universal right to exercise, they desire their independent state to function 
independently from the federal state in Baghdad. But they also mention 
that when the time arrives the decision will be taken, which means an 
independent nation state.  
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This approach can be analysed from different angels. Firstly, the KRG 
might has been convinced by the international society and the most 
powerful actors in the international political arena that their decision 
would be recognised, as it has many contracts with global cartels. 
Secondly, the KRG might have reached the decision, after exactly half a 
century since the September Revolution in 1961, that they cannot coexist 
under the same roof as the federal government in Baghdad, and have lost 
the hope of finding a solution for the implementation of article 140 and all 
the disputed territories. Thirdly, the KRG could have thought that the only 
method of successful nation building is to listen to the people, as when 
they voted 98.8 % in favour of independence in 2005.  

Over 1991 to 2012, Southern Kurdistan has become the centre of 
attention of all parts of Kurdistan, and its sustainability has become the 
source of hope for the future of an independent and united Kurdistan, at 
least in the hearts and mind of all citizens of Kurdistan. The new changes 
and challenges in the Middle East are foretelling a new era. The events of 
south-western Kurdistan and the declaration of the Kurdish Supreme 
Committee create an umbrella for unification of the political actors of that 
part with the mediation of the President of the KRG. Kurdistan is almost 
free from Mandalli and Khaniqin to the Mediterranean Sea. It could also 
even encourage the KRG officials to put the hydrocarbon of Kurdistan on 
the global market directly via south-western Kurdistan.  

The institutions are the mechanisms for organising and implementing 
the plans, programmes and projects of a state to achieve its aims. Although 
the state is a coercive force and uses violent methods to enforce rules, it 
could also be a democratic, pluralistic and be based on the fundamental 
principles of an egalitarian society, distributing justice and equality. Taking 
the Swiss example, which accommodates the French, German and Italian 
languages as official languages of the state, then Kurdistan should look to 
achieve something similar. It could do this, but not with the situation in 
which it currently exists. An early move of declaring an independent state 
in Southern Kurdistan needs to be well researched and thought through 
broadly . 

5. Conclusion 

The process of nation building and nation state building in Southern 
Kurdistan are intertwined and interlinked, as mentioned above. The 
historical legacy of resistance has manages to overcome the challenges of 
1990s and use these opportunities to create state institutions as the 
foundation of their future independent state. The nation building and 
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nation state building in Kurdistan is a different process to that of the Sunni 
Islam, Persian on Shia Islam, and the ethnic Turkish. From the beginning, 
the Kurds have based it on an egalitarian, democratic, pluralistic and equal 
opportunities foundation. This is a pluralistic culture that has been shaped 
over thousands of years in Kurdistan, and until recently the Kurds, 
Assyrians, Chaldeans and Armenians have lived peacefully, side by side. 
The nation building in Southern Kurdistan also takes into consideration 
the other three parts’ sensitivities, as well as their similarities and 
differences. The nation building since 1991 has shown to the communities 
of Kurdistan that it is a democratic, pluralistic, civic and modern example 
to the rest of the Middle East.  

Despite the shortcomings, the fiscal and budgetary dependency on 
Baghdad, nepotism, mismanagement and corruption in the Kurdistan 
region, the three entities of the Kurdistan Presidency, the Kurdistan 
assembly and the Kurdistan Regional Government have been able to leave 
internal disagreements behind and move forward as a legitimate 
international actor, not only managing to run the region but also make 
impacts beyond its borders.  

The words of Wadie Jwaideh offer a fitting conclusion: 

Today the Kurds occupy an extremely important region in the heart of the 
Middle East. They constitute the most important single national minority in 
that area, forming a substantial proportion of the populations of Turkey, 
Iran, Iraq, and Syria. Despite the failure of numerous Kurdish rebellions in 
Turkey, Iran, and Iraq, Kurdish nationalism continues to be a source of 
deep concern to the government of these countries. Aroused by the success 
surrounding nationalisms—Turkish, Persian, and Arab—and goaded into 
desperation by its own failures, Kurdish nationalism has become 
increasingly radical and uncompromising. For these reasons, the Kurds 
have come to play an increasingly significant role in Middle Eastern 
affairs. Their behaviour is one of the important factors in the future 
stability and security not only of the Kurdish inhabited countries, but also 
of the entire Middle East. Thus, it is important to know the Kurds and to 
understand their aims, their political orientation, and the course they are 
likely to pursue.10 

  

                                                 
10 Jwaideh 2006, xv.  
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The goals of the World Kurdish Congress, since it was created in 2011, 
have been to: 
 

• mobilize the diaspora in support of its people and inspire the new 
diaspora generation 

• build a bridge between scholars within and outside of Kurdistan 
• support government institutions and universities in Kurdistan 

through science and culture 
• implement the research ideas and practical knowledge generated 

by Kurdish and non-Kurdish scientists worldwide to support the 
KRG.  

 
Through the World Kurdish Congress 2012, the Kurdish leadership was 
offered scientifically-based guidelines and long-term strategies for dealing 
with vital issues for all Kurds and the region of Kurdistan. 

1. Introduction 

The WKC has sought to organize and mobilize the diaspora to meet the 
current and future challenges to support the Kurdish people and inspire the 
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new diaspora generation to ensure their involvement in nation building 
and also that they participate in creating freedom for Kurdistan with their 
intellectual capacity. The WKC’s hope was to build a bridge between 
scholars both in and outside of Kurdistan, and through science and culture 
support government institutions and universities. 

The following is an evaluation of the World Kurdish Congress 2012 
compiled by Alan Dilani and Carol Prunhuber, with significant input from 
the WKC Scientific and Organizing WKC Committee Members. The 
contributors analyzed and summarized the successes of the congress as 
well as its challenges, taking into account the feedback received from 
many of the six hundred delegates who attended.  

The goal of this report is to examine the event as a whole–its many 
successes and its weak areas. It is a reflection of what the congress 
achieved, what can be improved and what the next steps for the future 
WKC events are. 

This analysis will cover many aspects of the congress, from inception, 
to production and completion. It also lays out a general organizational and 
content analysis of the congress with an eye to future events. 

The final section of the report outlines the “Next Steps” for improving 
the upcoming WKC 2013. It discusses future directions, ways to 
reorganize the WKC with new directives and an organizational structure 
that involves and inspires as many intellectuals as possible. 

This report also describes actual projects that were generated by WKC 
2012. 

2. Overview of WKC 2012 

The second World Kurdish Congress was held in Erbil from October 11–
14, 2012. It was a highly successful event. Accolades have streamed in 
from countless international participants, and many of these remarks are 
included in this report.  

The participation of Kurds from all parts of Kurdistan sent a strong 
message to neighbouring countries that the Kurds are united. The presence 
of many TV channels—local Kurdish, Turkish and Arabic—also sent a 
clear message that the Kurds are focusing on science.  

 
Our aim is to further strengthen the impacts of future World Kurdish 

Congress events to bring real and lasting innovation. An event of this scale 
requires seamless building blocks to create an optimal effect. This is 
evidenced in the overall evaluation and objective review provided by 
many delegates who in their reviews were asked to honestly and 
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proactively keep in the forefront of their critiques the need to improve 
future activities. 

The WKC 2012 presented a tremendous opportunity for the KRG and 
for those in attendance. More than six hundred scholars came together 
from the diaspora and Kurdistan and created an environment of 
informative scientific dialogue and international networking. Much 
enthusiasm was generated, and connections were made over the shared 
goal to set forth projects and bring professional knowledge in support of 
the Kurdistan Regional Government, institutions and universities. 

The generosity of the KRG in funding the congress cannot be over 
emphasized. The extensive scope of the WKC 2012 would not have taken 
place without the government’s participation. Economic support provided 
by the government enabled the WKC to expand in countless ways. The 
delegate base grew; competent presenters who would have otherwise been 
unable to attend gratefully travelled to Erbil. It became an international 
event. Seeds were cast that are now germinating within thirty-two 
countries. The Kurdish cause rose to the forefront. Solutions were 
presented for possibilities to become manifest realities.  

In his opening speech on the first day of the congress, President 
Massoud Barzani said that it was important to work together for the 
improvement of the region: “We hope with your knowledge and expertise 
and in partnership with the requisite authorities that you can apply your 
experiences to eliminate the shortcomings in Kurdistan.” 

Falah Bakir also referred to President Barzani’s opening speech: “As 
our President said, we should not be focused only in constructing 
buildings, but also upon building human values, democracy, justice and 
social welfare.” 

Starting with the call for papers, we received more than one hundred 
entries. Once registration was opened for delegates, the international 
response was enormous. There were fifty-three presenters and fifty-two 
posters displayed. 

Among the delegates we had several MPs from Canada, Sweden, two 
American Generals, diplomats and a delegation from Israel. 

Successes of the WKC 2012 include 

• A brighter future was for Kurdistan, disseminated globally through 
all congress participants 

• Awareness expanded regarding areas needing improvement 
• High level participants attended from the UK, Canada, Australia, 

and the Scandinavian countries 
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• The political involvement of the KRG was a plus, including the 
session with KRG ministers and universities 

• Diasporans left the WKC eager to offer more to Kurdistan. Some 
want to return; others are offering their knowledge in projects that 
will continue to benefit the region 

• Vast expansion of Kurdish networking 
• Dissemination of knowledge to enhance life in Kurdistan—

practical, informational, current, relevant. 

Emails of appreciation 

“Like many others at the conference who were inspired, I am also currently 
thinking of going back to Kurdistan to complete my PhD. The reason why 
I am sharing this with you is because no way in a million years would I 
have considered going back to the Middle East to do any work. But thanks 
to you we now see a different side of Kurdistan and many reasons why we 
should consider helping to rebuild a nation that struggled for many years.”  

Afsaneh Jolan from Australia 
 
“I am writing to thank you for your vision, hard work, generosity and 
hospitality. The meeting was great. I met many people and learned many 
things from the conference attendees and also as a result of being in 
Kurdistan. I congratulate you all for succeeding in bringing together 
scholars from Kurdistan and Diaspora.”  

Diako Ebrahimi from Australia 
 
“Thanks very much for your efforts to organize such a valuable 
conference. I enjoyed the days I attended and took very valuable notes 
from the lectures and presentations of the participants. I hope that this 
congress is going to continue and progress, and hopefully by the 
conference next year, I will be able to participate with a scientific 
research.”  

Jihan R. Sindi from Kurdistan 
Advisor at the Presidency of Council of KRG Ministers  

 
“First of all I would like to thank you all for your courage in arranging this 
event, bringing the Kurdish people together in the capital of Kurdistan 
from the entire world. Without the KRG’s economic support, that large 
number of participants from abroad would not have been possible. I have 
to mention that personally this is the first time that I have participated in 
such a huge, scientific congress where Kurds and non-Kurds from all over 
the world were gathered.”  

Mariwan Baker from Sweden 
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Areas to improve 

• Logistics of the congress program 
• Increased attention to organizational and congress timelines 
• Poster displays 
• Need for increased professionalism in WKC event. 

 
The WKC 2012 had two organizers: (1) the WKC team abroad, and (2) the 
Department of Foreign Relations in Erbil. Responsibilities were divided 
between these two main organizers. 

The WKC team abroad was responsible for creating the content for the 
congress including the website. It communicated with the participants and 
set up the scientific content/program of WKC. 

The KRG was responsible for the congress logistics which included 
monetary assistance to countless participants, congress welcome, 
entertainment, hall set-up including technical areas of audio and visual, 
budget, accommodations & flights, and reimbursements of tickets. 

3. Organization of WKC Prior To Conference 

International Promotion  

The conference promotion was very successful due to:  
 

• Website announcement and call for papers as sent to the WKC 
mailing list and media, which generated interest 

• Timely response to emails sent to the WKC account by the 
organizing committee. 

Organizing Committee 

The OC made an enormous effort and was successful in getting the 
conference rolling. A team travelled to Kurdistan to work with the 
Department of Foreign Relations (DFR) to gain clarity about the needs and 
direction of the KRG for the event. 

Abstract Submission Process 

The variety of presentation subjects amongst hundreds of speakers was the 
successful contribution to the congress from Kurdish scientists worldwide. 
The majority of papers presented were of a high quality. They held 
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relevance to the congress and were beneficial to the growth of Kurdistan 
as a nation.  
 

• More than one hundred abstracts were submitted and subsequently 
evaluated by the scientific committee 

• The majority of abstracts submitted for the congress were evaluated 
anonymously and selected by the scientific committee. 

Local Participation 

The major challenge of the congress was to involve as many delegates as 
possible from Kurdistan. A wide variety of people from different 
universities and government institutions attended the WKC. Additionally, 
many more academicians within Kurdistan later expressed their desire to 
attend this important conference.  

In the future, the Department of Foreign Relations can create a list for 
future conferences of specific departments within universities and 
institutions that should be included in the WKC.  

Quality of Actual WKC Presentations  

The topics presented during the WKC included the latest research in the 
fields of health and medical science, agriculture, higher education, 
economics, politics, human rights, sustainable and healthy development 
and the necessary infrastructure to support the Kurdistan Regional 
Government in its growth building mission. 

There were different opinions regarding the quality of the 
presentations. Overall, delegates expressed recognition of the erudite 
subject matter and high quality of material.  

“Interesting and high standard presentations, even though there were a few 
presentations which were not of such a high standard. Most of the topics 
were scientifically informative.”  

Mariwan Baker, Sweden 

Session with Ministers and Universities 

Several KRG ministers attended the WKC to discuss current issues in their 
respective fields and to present strategies regarding the challenges ahead. 
Among them were Minister Falah Bakir, Head of the Department of 
Foreign Relations, Prof. Serwan Baban, Minister of Agriculture and Water 
Resources, Dr. Ashti Hawrami, Minister of Natural Resources, Dr. Rekawt 
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Hama Rasheed, Minister of Health, Dr. Asmat Muhamad Khalid, Minister 
of Education, Dr. Ali Saeed, Minister of Higher Education and Scientific 
Research, and Ali Sindi, Minister of Planning. In the afternoon session, 
representatives of the universities of Dohuk, Salahadeen and University of 
Kurdistan Hawler discussed the vision and missions of their universities. 
 

“The participation of the ministers and directors of the universities, along 
with the opportunity to direct questions to them, was highly appreciated.”  

4. WKC Organization During the Conference 

Both infrastructure and organization are key to the production of a 
conference of this size and complexity, and these elements can make or 
break a gathering. Rather than carrying away the main message of the 
program, if participants leave the conference remembering logistical 
details that were lacking, this is most unfortunate. Future WKC programs 
will pay greater attention to these critical areas.  

Some logistical areas need improvement to facilitate the inclusion of 
an ever-growing international participation. This will enable the WKC to 
continue drawing a global participant list in the future. Basic structural 
elements need to be sound and effortless. When there is such professional 
content, learned speakers and impeccable organization, the result is an 
outstanding and successful conference. All these aspects run in parallel.  

Discussion Periods 

Delegates participated very actively during discussion time. Networking 
took place—one of the primary goals of the WKC—and much positive 
feedback came in regarding this program component. Delegates were 
highly interested in these sessions. They were able to interact, share ideas, 
come up with creative solutions and make contacts.  
 
The following are other recommendations from delegates: 

 
• The presentations could be converted to PDFs at the end of each 

day and instantly uploaded to the WKC website. On the last day, all 
presentations could be burned onto one disc and distributed to the 
delegates, with copies being sent to all the universities in 
Kurdistan. 

• A fast video camera could be placed in the hall to record all the 
presentations and copies distributed to the universities in Kurdistan. 
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This process would disseminate the WKC program content much 
more widely. 

• Create parallel sessions on different subjects. 
• Most participants and speakers were from the diaspora. Adding 

more local participants would enhance the conference. 
• There was a small percentage of women participants, as both 

speakers and delegates. heir participation needs to be expanded in 
future CONGRESSES. 

Poster Display 

The fifty individuals who submitted papers and were not accepted as 
speakers were invited to bring a poster to present their research paper. 
These participants put much time and energy into creating their beautiful 
and thorough poster displays. They felt honoured and grateful to be able to 
participate in this way.  

The delegates were genuinely interested in these posters. During coffee 
breaks, much dialogue took place with the authors. This is another 
program element that is highly successful and needs to be professionally 
handled in the future to further enhance its value. 

Recommendations 

• Ensure that the poster display is aesthetically presented and given 
its due import. 

• Someone with design skill could be appointed so the display is 
both pleasing and impressive. 

• In the future, ensure that there is a space in the congress that is 
suitable not only for poster displays, but also for the authors to 
make short showcase presentations of their work. 

The following are recommendations for future poster display from 
delegates 

“After the presentations, posters are the next most important aspect in such 
a conference. The posters could be arranged to attract the attendants’ 
attention. Zigzag placing, with parallel, has shown to be elegant and 
attracts participants. Choose the best posters and award them prizes. A 
prize for each field, such as health, politic, economy, culture etc. could be 
awarded. This would give some meaning to the posters. It would also be a 
good idea to arrange five minute poster-presentations, which could take 
place during the coffee/tea break.”  
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Delegate from Sweden 
 
“The organization of the poster-setting shows considerable shortcomings. 
For instance, it was not clear enough who was responsible for the technical 
issues related to this part of the conference.”  

Mariwan Baker, Sweden  

Communication and language recommendations  

By October 2014, the WKC would aim to: 
 

• Assemble a team of experts to propose a strategic plan for unifying 
Kurdish language varieties such that a single standard Kurdish 
language can be used in the education system inside and outside 
Kurdistan. The aim would be to present the strategic plan and the 
initial outcome at the WKC 2013, and the final work at WKC 2014. 
This program also provides a comprehensive report and 
documentation that can be used to officially register Kurdish 
language as a community language outside Kurdistan.  

• Invite a distinguished leader (e.g. the Dalai Lama) or a Kurdish 
advocate writer (e.g. Quil Lawrence) to speak at the WKC 2014 

“In order to achieve those goals, there could be a team of language experts. 
The WKC could initiate it by creating an online forum by which language 
experts communicate. As funding would be needed, the WKC could attract 
funding and donations using dedicated accounts. 
 
Also given that one of the aims of the WKC 2012 was to create a bridge 
between Kurdistan and the diaspora, an online forum to enable 
communication between attendees would be a necessary tool. The WKC 
could create a free email group (yahoo/google) for this purpose.” 

Diako Ebrahimi Mohammadi, Delegate from Australia 

WKC positive outcomes  

As previously stated, one of the main outcomes of the congress was the 
extensive networking that took place among the delegates. 
Communication also took place between delegates and governmental 
departments and universities within Kurdistan.  

Two months after the WKC 2012, several projects resulting from 
network dialogue and inspiration have been submitted for consideration to 
the KRG that will enhance various aspects of life in Kurdistan.  
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Kurdish studies network 

Many members of the Kurdish Studies Network met for the first time 
during the WKC. The congress provided a platform for them to meet one 
another and network with other Kurdish scholars, enabling them to bring 
forth new ideas and projects.  

“The Second World Kurdish Congress in Erbil was the first time some of 
us actually got to meet face to face,” Zeydanlıoğlu told Rudaw. He added 
that it was at the conference that the decision to establish a journal for 
Kurdish studies was made. “At the moment, no journal of Kurdish studies 
exists, that meets international academic requirements and standards, while 
other fields can have several journals,” Zeydanlıoğlu said 

(Rudaw.net http://www.rudaw.net/english/kurds/5367.html). 

For Welat Zeydanlioglu, the KSN is a tool and platform that:  

… will benefit the scholars who study the Kurds and in turn Kurdistan and 
the wider region. This is especially so for the scholars in Kurdistan who do 
not have the same privileges as us in the West. Through the Kurdish 
Studies Network, which now has evolved into a scholarly network with 
700 members comprised mostly of scholars active in the field, it has 
become easier for scholars from Kurdistan and elsewhere to access their 
colleagues in the West without the usual hurdles and hierarchies. We want 
this ease to increase and intensify so there will be more collaboration to 
assist the progressive development of Kurdistan. 

World wide directory of kurdish businesses 

 “The first ever World Wide Directory of Kurdish Businesses, 
Professionals and individuals is due to be released in early 2013. After 2 
years of hard work and dedication, finally Kurdish communities around the 
world can enjoy their own network of networks. This is the first of its kind 
in the world, a Kurdish Directory / Kurdish Ancestry is dedicated to serve 
the Kurdish nation in Kurdistan and Diaspora, with first-class inherently 
secure networks of individuals, businesses and professionals all in one 
place.”  

Farzad Sanati, Delegate from Australia 
http://farzadsanati.blogspot.com.au/  

The following proposals were submitted to different ministries of the 
KRG 

Mostafa Khezry from Washington, D.C. met in Erbil with Dr. Ali Saeed 
Mohammad and proposed the transfer of Columbia University’s semester-
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long course on Conflict Resolution and Social Harmony to universities in 
the Kurdistan region and Kirkuk. To initiate activities, Columbia’s 
program on Peace-building and Rights at the Institute for the Study of 
Human Rights will work with the KRG’s Ministry of Higher Education 
and Scientific Research in Erbil to organize training and transfer of the 
curriculum to educators from public and private universities in the 
Kurdistan Region, as well as Kirkuk. Columbia University stands ready to 
assist the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research to 
implement the project once the ministry moves ahead on the project. 
Adoption of this program will further facilitate collaborations between 
Kurdish universities and the colleges of Columbia University. 

Background 

Supported by the U.S. Department of State, Columbia University prepared 
a curriculum on Conflict Resolution and Social Harmony with Sri Lanka’s 
Ministry for Higher Education for use during the orientation of incoming 
university freshmen across the country and as a semester-long course. 
Discussions are underway to transfer the curriculum to educators in 
Myanmar, South Sudan and Macedonia. The curriculum provides a 
comprehensive experiential course incorporating theoretical and practical 
lessons on communication, empathic relations, non-violent conflict 
resolution and consensus building. Participation in the course provides an 
opportunity for students to:  
 

• Develop self-awareness and awareness of others. 
• Understand how conflicts and problems arise, and how they can be 

constructively solved. 
• Improve effective communication skills to prevent and resolve 

conflict. 
• Learn and practice the basic skills of collaborative problem solving. 
• Identify ways each individual can contribute to social harmony in 

their communities.  

Activities 

The proposed project will establish the curriculum at universities in the 
Kurdistan Region and Kirkuk University. The curriculum is also offered in 
a three day seminar format, which can be made available to politicians, 
trade union members, business persons, and tribal and religious leaders in 
the Kirkuk area.  
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The following activities are envisioned:  
 

• Assessment Trip. Columbia faculty/personnel will visit the 
Kurdistan Region of Iraq and Kirkuk to conduct a site assessment 
and finalize project implementation. 

• Curriculum Review. Participants will review Columbia’s 
curriculum with Columbia educators in Erbil to offer adaptations to 
conditions in the KRG and the Federal Republic of Iraq.  

• Trainer Selection. Two to three qualified educators from each 
university will be selected to participate in the training of trainers to 
be conducted in Erbil. 

• Training of Trainers Preparation. The KRG Ministry of Higher 
Education and Scientific Research needs to arrange all in-country 
logistics, including local participant travel, venue, catering, and 
materials for the training workshop (cost-sharing arrangements are 
being explored). 

• Training of Trainers. Columbia University trainers will lead a three-
day Training of Trainers on the adapted curriculum in Erbil. 

• Curriculum Adaptation and Implementation. Columbia personnel 
will work with participants to adapt and implement the curriculum 
as either a three-day workshop or as a semester-long course at their 
respective universities.  

• Engaging Kirkukis. Through its outreach program/activities and in 
close collaboration with the Governor Office in Kirkuk, Kirkuk 
University will organize workshops for politicians, members of 
trade unions, tribal and religious leaders, journalists, and civil 
servants working in ethnically mixed communities in the 
Governorate of Kirkuk.  

Institutions 

Columbia University is one of the top academic and research institutions 
in the world, conducting ground breaking research in medicine, science, 
the arts and the humanities. It includes three undergraduate schools, 
thirteen graduate and professional schools, and a school of continuing 
education. Founded in 1754, it is the oldest institution of higher learning in 
the state of New York and the fifth oldest in the United States. 

Institute for the Study of Human Rights (ISHR) was the first academic 
centre in the world to be founded on an interdisciplinary commitment to 
the study of human rights. ISHR is also renowned for bridging the study 
and practice of human rights on both a national and international level. 
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ISHR seeks to promote dialogue between scholars and practitioners 
through human rights research, education, lectures, conferences and 
capacity-building activities.  

Program on Peace-building and Human Rights is an applied research 
endeavour taking a comprehensive approach to peace building through 
humanitarian assistance, human rights, economic development and 
political participation. In addition to Sudan, the program operates in Iraq, 
Turkey, Sri Lanka, the Balkans and the Caucasus. Activities involve 
dialogue initiatives, educational exchanges and curriculum reforms that 
reduce hostile perceptions, as well as cooperative projects with practical 
social and economic benefits.  

Further, Mr. Khezry has proposed to Minister Falah Bakir the 
following: 
 

(a) That the KRG Department of Foreign Relations annually sponsors 
a group of promising students to pursue their graduate studies in 
international relations at Columbia University.  

 
(b) That efforts regarding the international recognition of Anfal as 

genocide is coordinated through the KRG Department of Foreign 
Relations by a group of well-qualified international lawyers. 

 
(c) That a formal invitation is sent to Professor Wheeler Thackston of 

Harvard University to visit KRG to review his work on Kurdish 
grammars with native speakers before it is published.1 No response 
from the Ministry has been forthcoming despite numerous follow-
up from Mr. Khezry. 

 
An Offer of engineering and expert review services was made by Jamil 
Mardukhi, N.C.K. Engineering Ltd., Toronto, Canada, an award winning 
international consulting engineer. Jamil Mardukhi’s presentation at the 
WKC 2012 was on “Advanced Structural Materials and Systems,” where 
he discussed creative structural systems used in two of his firm’s projects, 
The Pyramids of the Louvre in Paris and the CN Tower in Toronto. He 
also, very briefly, made several recommendations and suggestions to the 
KRG on development projects, arising from his forty years of involvement 
in major international development projects.  

                                                 
1 The following books are among the works of this world-renowned linguist:  
http://www.fas.harvard.edu/~iranian/Sorani/sorani_1_grammar.pdf  
http://www.fas.harvard.edu/~iranian/Kurmanji/kurmanji_1_grammar.pdf 
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His firm, with professional involvement in numerous Canadian and 
international projects, can contribute to the development of the KRG in 
this very crucial phase of development in several ways: by providing 
expert review for planning and architectural feasibility studies, making a 
technical review of major engineering and building projects, and by 
construction code and standard development for KRG. 

In this endeavour, his firm will use its in-house facilities for the 
structural engineering aspects of the work and involve top Canadian and 
European consultants and experts from other disciplines. 

He proposes other areas that his firm, with expert engineers and 
consultants, can provide as services to the KRG:  
 

(1) Development of Building Code and Standards for the KRG. 
(2) Feasibility study and preparation of terms of reference for major 

development projects in the KRG. 
(3) Expert review services for building and infrastructure projects 

designed by others. 
(4) Drafting of construction review procedures and standards for 

municipalities within KRG. 
(5) Training of municipal engineers and technicians for design and 

construction review  
(6) Generate policies for technology transfer for international 

consultants and contractors contracts. 
 
Most delegates mentioned the warm hospitality and active participations 
of all the KRG ministers and directors, as well as the university rectors. 

“I will be in touch with my new friends whom I met during the Congress 
and it would be my intention to be present in Kurdistan in order to 
establish new business ventures there. I would like to thank the KRG for 
their warm hospitality. Their kindness and generosity was second to none 
and frankly speaking was beyond my expectation. Thank you very much.”  

Nader Gariban, Australia 
 
“I would like to express my gratitude and appreciation on inviting me to 
the second World Kurdish Congress in Erbil, Kurdistan. I was impressed 
and overwhelmed by the Kurdish regional Government’s warm hospitality. 
I also would like to thank you and your dedicated committee for organizing 
and running this wonderful scientific event in our beloved Kurdistan.”  

Kambez Akrami , delegate from Australia 
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5. The Future Of WKC 

The World Kurdish Congress intends to restructure its organization with 
new leadership to take the mission forward. The WKC mission, based on 
science and culture, would be to develop networking among the diaspora. 
The diaspora needs to be organized whether or not it can receive 
economical support from the KRG. It is a duty to engage in a pragmatic 
way that supports the process of nation building. There is a need for the 
diaspora to critically review this process and play an active role with its 
knowledge and expertise of science and culture. The activities should only 
be based upon scientific knowledge and research which creates a new 
culture inspiring progress and change within our society towards a 
progressive and prospective future. 

One of the challenges today is that the diaspora understands the way 
the KRG operates, and how it can support with scientific evidence, the 
KRG’s nation-building work. So far, one of the main problems for the 
inclusion of the diaspora has been the lack of an institutional authority in 
Kurdistan that understands the value of science, and has engagement with 
the diaspora as its goal. The diaspora’s intellectual capital has not yet been 
considered as a key contribution to the process of nation building. Our 
mission is to reach this goal and inspire the next generation for our 
national duty.  
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WORLD KURDISH CONGRESS 2012 PROGRAM 
Improving the Quality of Life in Kurdistan 

Science and Culture for Progress in Kurdistan 
2nd Scientific World Kurdish Congress 

Shaheed Saad Conference Center 
Erbil, Kurdistan, October 11-15, 2012 

Day 1: Thursday October 11th, 2012 
 
14:00 - 18:00 Registration at Saad Palace Convention Center, Erbil  
19:00-22:00 Welcome Dinner, Welcome Speeches  
H.E. Falah M. Bakir, Minister of Foreign Relations (Diaspora), 
Dr. Carol Prunhuber and Dr. Alan Dilani, WKC Founding Members 
 
19.00 - 00.00 Cultural Performance 
 
Day 2: Friday October 12th, 2012 
 
08:00-08:30 Late Registration 
 
08:45 - 10:00 Opening Ceremony 
Opening remarks by His Excellency President, Masoud Barzani 
Introduction of the 2th World Kurdish Scientific Congress Science and 
Culture for Progress of a Healthy Society in Kurdistan 
Alan Dilani, International Academy for Design and Health (Sweden)  
10:00 - 10:30 Coffee/ Tea Break and Posters Display  
 
10:30 - 12:30 Session 1:  
The Science of Healthcare Treatment 
Chair: Rang Shawis (Kurdistan / UK), The Need for a Health Council for 
Kurdistan 
Nawzad Saleh (Sweden), Focus on Diabetes and Cardiovascular Disease 
in Kurdistan 
Seddigh Zarza (Austria), Health Promotion and Prevention in Kurdistan 
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Kadir Hasan (UK), Tele Radiology in Breast Cancer Care in Kurdistan 
Alan Fotoohi (Sweden), Clinical Pharmacology: A Medical Specialty for 
Efficient and Safe Use of Medicines: How This Can Be Developed in 
Kurdistan 
Adiba Isa (Denmark), The Crucial Role of a Center for Control of 
Infectious Disease in Kurdistan 
Discussion 
 
12:30 - 13:30 Lunch, and Posters Display  
 
13:30 - 15:00 Session 2: 
The Science of Preventive Health and its Promotion 
Chair: Mariwan Baker (Denmark) 
Deiary Fraidoon Kader (UK), Orthopaedic Surgery Development and 
Rehabilitation in Kurdistan 
Jamal Maroof (Kurdistan / UK), Sentinel Node Biopsy for Early Breast 
Cancer: Kurdistan’s Experience 
Rizgar Barzani (UK), The Relationship of Oral Health to Overall Health 
and Longevity 
Koestan Gadan (Norway), The Impact of Stress on Immune System and 
Virus Replication 
Nabi Fatahi (Sweden), The Migration Process and the Mental Well-Being 
of Immigrants in the Resettlement Country: A Study of Kurdish Refugees  
Discussion 
 
13:00-14:00 Lunch 
 
15:30 - 18:00 Session 3: 
Challenges of the Kurdish Diaspora and Migration 
Chair: Falah M. Bakir (Kurdistan), Minister of Foreign Relations 
Khalid Khayati (Sweden), Kurdish Diaspora from Victim to Long Distance 
Nationalism 
Hossein Aghapouri (New Zealand), Kurdish Online: Construction of 
National Identity in Cyberspace 
Barzoo Eliassi (Sweden), We Kurds Did Not Come to Sweden to Become 
Swedish But to Continue Being Kurdish 
Fatima Anamaghi (Denmark), Immigration and Identity Crisis among 
Kurdish Youth in Denmark 
Ahmet Hamdi Akkaya (Belgium), Kurdish Diaspora: A New Subject 
Formation in Transnational Space 
Discussion 
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Dinner 19:00 – 21:00 
 
Day 3: Saturday October 13th, 2012 
 
08:45 - 10:00  
Keynote Speaker: Serwan Baban, Minister of Agriculture and Water 
Resources, Agriculture and the Road Map to Self-Sufficiency in Kurdistan 
 
10:30 - 12:30 Session 4: 
Restoration of Farming and Agriculture in Kurdistan 
Chair: Serwan Baban (Kurdistan / UK) 
Mahdy Barzinjy (Denmark), Medicinal Plants of Iraqi Kurdistan: A 
Scientific and Economic Evaluation 
Soleyman Sahebi (Australia), Water Resources in 21st Century Kurdistan: 
Threats and Opportunities 
Ali Barhoon (Sweden), School of Milk Production: Experiences from 
China and Bangladesh 
Manuel Martorell/ Igor Urizar (Spain), The White Week: An Original 
Project for Rural Development 
Discussion 
 
12:30 - 13:30 Lunch, and Posters Display 
 
13:30 - 15:30 Session 5: 
Higher Education and E-Government in Kurdistan 
Chair: Jakob Krarup (Denmark) 
Farzad Sanati (Australia), Knowledge Society and Sustainable Quality 
Higher Education in Kurdistan 
Diako Ebrahimi (Australia), Multidisciplinary Education in Kurdistan 
Shereen Hakky (USA), Fostering Kurdish Innovation to Fuel Regional 
Development and Economic Growth 
Zaigham Mahmood (UK), E-Government in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq: 
Some Thoughts on Implementation 
Shareef M. Shareef / Johnnes Arreymbi (Kurdistan / UK), Mobile-
Government for Enhanced Public Service Delivery in Advancing 
Economies: The Case of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) 
Wafa Khorsheed and Asad Khailany (USA), An Overview Of E-
Government And Best Strategies For Adoption In Developing Countries 
Discussion 
 
15:30 - 16:00 Coffee/ Tea Break and Posters Display 
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16:00 - 18:00 Session 6: 
The Kurdish Genocide, Our Mind and Reshaping Our City, 
Environment and Design for Public Spaces 
Chair: Alan Dilani (Sweden) 
Osman Ahmed (UK), Documenting the Anfal: The Kurdish Genocide 
(1988) Through Drawing 
Jamal Hamid Zangana (UK), The Environmental Destruction of Iraqi 
Kurdistan 
Ahmad Sohrabi (USA), New Mind and Brain Sciences: Implications of 
Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) 
Jamil Mardukhi (Canada), Advanced Design Methods and Materials in 
Civil and Structural Engineering 
Parwez Zabihi (UK), Does Erbil Have the Potential to Become a Megacity 
by 2020? 
Jangir Maddadi (Sweden), Design for Public Space to Enhance Social 
Interaction and Well-Being 
Discussion  
 
Dinner 19:00 – 21:00 
 
Day 4: Saturday October 13th, 2012 
 
08:45 - 10:00 
Keynote Speaker: Almas Heshmati (Korea University, South Korea), 
A Review of the Regional Development Strategy for the Kurdistan Region 
2012-2016  
 
10:00 - 10:30 Coffee/ Tea Break and Posters Display 
 
10:30 - 12:30 Session 7: 
Economic Challenges and Opportunities in Kurdistan 
Chair: Almas Heshmati (South Korea) 
Nazar Rasul (Germany), Strategic Foresight for Economic Growth and 
Sustainable Infrastructure in Kurdistan (Iraq): A Vision for 2030 
Nabaz T. Khayyat (South Korea), Socio-Economic Impact of Landmines in 
Southern Kurdistan 
Hogir Fatih Rasul (Sweden), The Role of Automation and Mechatronics in 
the Creation of a Modern Industrialized Nation 
Mohammad Sharif Sharifi (Australia), Use of our Indigenous Kurdish 
Plants to Produce Antibiotics  
Discussion 
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15:30 - 16:00 Coffee/ Tea Break and Posters Display 
 
13:30 - 15:30 Session 8: 
Politics, Democracy, Power Sharing and Nation Building 
Chair: Joost Jongerden, (Netherlands) 
Niyaz Barzani (USA), The Feasibility of an Independent Kurdish State in 
Iraq 
Sait Keskin (UK), Kurdistan Regional Government: From Nation-Building 
to Nation-State Building 
Michael Gunter (USA), Hierarchy and Interaction: An Analysis of Kurdish 
Political Groups in Turkey 
Marianna Charountaki (UK), Turkish Foreign Policy towards the KRG 
Mahir A. Aziz (Kurdistan), Power-Sharing and Consociational 
Democracy in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq: 1998-2012  
Discussion 
 
15:30 - 16:00 Coffee/ Tea Break and Posters Display 
 
16:00 - 18:00 Session 9: 
History, Culture, Language, Human Rights Education, and Social 
Policy in Kurdistan 
Chair: Mazhar Khaleghi (Kurdistan / UK) 
Jaffer Sheyholislami (Canada), Language Selection as a Double-Edged 
Sword: Language Planning and Policy in Iraqi Kurdistan 
Kristiina Koivunen (Finland), The History of Genocides in North and 
South Kurdistan, 1920-2010 
Zeynep Arslan (Austria), To Be a Child of Non-Turkish Origin in Turkey: 
The Case of Kurdish Children 
Muslih Irwani (UK / Kurdistan), The Politics of Social Policy: KRG’s 
Experience in the Implementation of Social Security Programmes 
Boyan Hadjiev (Bulgaria), Women’s Role in the Development and Stability 
of Society 
Audrey Osler / Chalank Yahya (UK / Norway), Human Rights Education 
in Kurdistan-Iraq: Enabling Teachers to Contribute to Processes of 
Gender Equity, Democracy and Development  
Discussion 
 
Dinner 19:00 – 21:00 
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Day 5: Saturday October 13th, 2012 
 
08:30 – 12:30 Session 10:  
08:30 - 10:30 
Panel Discussion with KRG Ministers: Vision and Expectations 
Rekawt H. Rashid Karim, Minister of Health 
Asmat M. Khalid, Minister of Education 
Ali Saeed Mohammad, Minister of Higher Education and Scientific 
Research 
Ashti Hawrami, Minister of Natural Resources  
 
10:30 - 11:00 Coffee/ Tea Break and Posters Display  
 
11:00 - 12:30 
Panel Discussion with KRG Ministers: Vision and Expectations 
Chair: Alan Dilani (Sweden) 
Serwan Baban, Minister of Agriculture 
Ali Sindi, Minister of Planning 
Falah M. Bakir, Minister of Foreign Relations (Diaspora)  
 
12:30 - 14:00 Lunch 
 
14:00 - 15:00 Session 11: 
Panel Discussion with University Rectors: Vision and Expectation 
Chair: Almas Heshmati (South Korea) 
14.00-15.00 University of Sallahaddin, Rector Ahmed Anwar Dezaye 
University of Sulaymania, Rector 
University of Dahouk, Rector 
University of Kurdistan, former Rector 
 
15:00 - 16:00 Closing and Discussion with Audience 
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