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Introduction

On September 25, 2017, the Kurds, the largest ethnic group in the world without a state, held a referendum in Iraq to achieve their old dream of creating a sovereign homeland. Ever since breaking up with the Ottoman Empire in 1920, the Kurds have strived to establish an independent state known as Kurdistan proposed in the 1920 Treaty of Sevres, but have not been successful. Starting from 2013, the Kurds played a major role in US-backed deterrence to the spread of Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL)’s power in war-torn Syria. Desiring the international community’s recognition on their achievement, the Kurds have been advocating for self-determination more firmly the past few years—paving way to their referendum to secede from the northern Iraqi. The result of the referendum was an overwhelming majority vote for independence by the Iraqi Kurds. 

Yet the Kurds faced an international opposition not only from neighboring countries like Iraq, Turkey, Iran and Saudi Arabia whose sovereignty is threatened, but also from the United States whose anti-terrorism program was heavily supported by the Kurds’ leadership in thwarting ISIL’s hegemony. The opposing countries pointed out that Kurds’ action is largely “unilateral,” “illegitimate,” and “potentially destabilizing” the status quo. Moreover, the Iraqi central government responded to the referendum by seized one-fifth of the Kurdish territory in Iraq. 
However, the issue of establishing Kurdistan is nothing new. Since 1991, when Saddam Hussein’s army was overthrown, the Kurds have had autonomy within the northern Iraq with their own constitutions, laws, and oil resources that paved their way toward the latest declaration of independence. The UN Security Council is tasked with analyzing the viability of the establishment of an independent Kurdish state and constructing a plan to establish a lasting peace that is equitable to both the Kurds and the sovereign states of Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria.
During the debate and construct your resolutions, use following questions to guide your debate: 

(1) What are the obstacles to a unanimous recognition of a sovereign Kurdish state in the United Nations?

(2) What are the political and economic benefits to western countries of an independent Kurdistan? 
(3) Will the Kurds, who are currently dispersed throughout four countries, unite and fight for their independence? 

(4) What is the position of each country (Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Iran) on allowing greater autonomy to Turks?

(5) What are the political and economic challenges to the Kurdish people of establishing a nation-state on their own? 
Definition of Key Terms
Kurds
The Kurds is the largest ethnic group without a state. They inhabit a region defined as Kurdistan that spans from parts of southeastern Turkey to northern Iraq, and from northern Syria to northwestern Iran. 
Kurdistan or Greater Kurdistan
Kurdistan is an area defined with a predominant Kurdish population. The Kurds aim to establish this area as their own state. 
Autonomy
The right to make independent decisions within the state’s boundaries. The Kurds practiced autonomy in the northern Iraq since 1991. It is important to remember that autonomy differs from independence and sovereignty. 
Sovereignty 
The right to self-govern your state without any interference from outside sources or bodies. The Kurds do not have sovereignty over the Kurdistan region because the Kurdistan Regional Government is still under the Iraqi central government’s administration. 
Kirkuk
After the fall of Saddam Hussein, the US invasion, and the war against the Islamic State, the demographics in this Iraqi city altered dramatically. Consequently, various ethnic groups including Kurds, Turkmen, Arabs, and Assyrians claim their sovereignty to this city. The city is rich with oil and culture, compelling ethnic groups to voice their claims to the city. It belonged to the Kurds before the Iraqi central government seized it back in October 2017 after the 2017 Independence Referendum.  
Operation Provide Comfort
Initiated by the US, UK, and France, “Operation Provide Comfort” was a series of military operations attempted to protect Kurds who were fleeing their homes in northern Iraq with security measures and humanitarian aid in the aftermath of the Gulf War. 
History

History with Iraq
The Iraqi-Kurdish conflict characterized with animosity and betrayals is one of the reasons behind the Kurds’ movement to separate from Iraq. In 1988, during the Iran-Iraq War, the Iraqi President Saddam Hussein launched anti-Kurdish policies, including the use of poison gas to attack the Kurdish town of Halabja, resulting in a genocide against the Kurds. Although the blatant human rights violation was addressed later by the UN in 1991, thousands of innocent Kurds lost their lives under Hussein’s regime. 


1991 Uprisings 
One result of Saddam Hussein’s systematic social repression was the 1991 Uprisings. From March to April 1991, the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) and Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) organized a series of rebellions in northern and southern Iraq. Most rebellions were poorly coordinated by the civilians, but the KDP and PUK managed to earn territory as far south as the Kirkuk–Baghdad highway. As a result, the UN Security Council P5 members US, UK, and France instituted the Kurdistan Regional Government that was granted the autonomy to govern the Kurdish Autonomous Republic in three provinces of northern Iraq. Resisting against their decision, the Iraqi soldiers blockaded food, fuel, and other goods to the autonomous region. Nevertheless, the US enforced a no-fly zone over northern Iraq where they successfully established several refugee camps for the Kurds. Before and after the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, with military support and partnership with the US, the Kurds continued to successfully expand their autonomy to the republic’s adjacent areas. 
The Road to Independence
Kurdish nationalism began in the early 20th century with Mustafa Barzani, father of Masoud Barzani, current leader of the Kurdistan Regional Government in Iraq. After WWI and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the Treaty of Sèvres included provisions for the possibility of a Kurdish state as former territories of France and Britain were divided up. Mustafa Kemal Ataturk of Turkey rejected the provisions, and it was replaced by the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne, which omitted any references to a Kurdish state. Kurds were spread across four newly demarcated countries and their struggle for independence began thus.
For their efforts at gaining independence, Kurds have been repeatedly persecuted. In 1962, Syria stripped 120,000 Kurds of citizenship, rendering them stateless and unable to travel. The al-Assad regime as only recently reinstated limited citizenship to some Kurds in an attempt to gain their support in the face of an escalating civil war in Syria. Turkey has blamed the PKK, founded by Abdullah Ocalan in 1974, for terrorist attacks and their conflict has resulted in over 40,000 deaths, mostly Kurdish. The PKK is not only designated as a terrorist group by Turkey, but also by the U.S. In Iraq, Kurds were in rebellion against Saddam Hussein’s regime until 1975 when the Algiers agreement between Iraq and Iran severed Iranian and U.S. support for Kurdish resistance forces, resulting in the collapse of the rebellion. In 1988, Saddam Hussein’s al-Anfal retribution campaign killed over 50,000 to 180,000 Iraqi Kurds and displaced tens of thousands. As many as five thousand Kurds are killed in a chemical weapon attack on the town of Halabja during this campaign.

Deterring ISIS 
Six months after victory in Kobani where over 1000 ISIS soldiers died, Syrian Kurd forces took the border town of Tel Abyad and cut off the main supply line of ISIS and later pushing to within 30 miles of Raqqah, the capital of ISIS. Since last fall, Iraqi Kurdish Peshmerga forces, with backing from Iran and the U.S, have regained up to 10,000 square miles from ISIS, including the oil-rich city of Kirkuk, which some Kurds refer to as their Jerusalem. The threat of ISIS to already unstable governments in Iraq and Syria has not only united the Kurds but also provided an opportunity for them to become one step closer to achieving statehood by securing land and proving their merits in battle against ISIS.
Key Issues

UN’s Neglect 
The Kurds’ dream for a completely autonomous Kurdistan has long been neglected by the United Nations (UN) and the international community. When the Iraqi Kurds announced about their plan to hold the referendum earlier in the year, the UN reportedly stated that “it has no intention to be engaged in any way or form as concerns the referendum.” Likewise, since 1991 when the UN condemned the Iraqi government for repressing the Kurdish people in the country thorough Security Council Resolution 688, the UN hasn’t offered much help in raising awareness of the issue and opening the neighboring nations and the Kurds to negotiations despite Kurds’ continuous efforts to establish sovereignty in the region. There are no passed resolutions or directives regarding this issue. However, the Kurdistan have sought UN’s help to help arrange a referendum in Kirkuk, to decide whether the northern Iraq will formally become part of the autonomous Kurdistan Region. If the organization with the concept of self-determination as its pillar disregards their fight for a promised land, the Kurds have no one but themselves to struggle for independence. 


Controversy over sovereignty  
In the 19th century, the UN invested time into distinguishing the fully sovereign states and less sovereign entities. Under the UN Charter, the non-sovereign states were categorized as “a sacred trust,” and the administering states agreed to grant the non-sovereign states some degree of self-government. Back then, the UN Trusteeship Council supervised the process of these non-sovereign moving toward either autonomy or independence. Once a principle organ of the UN, the Trusteeship Council aimed to represent the interests of the non-sovereign states. Ironically, once a territory achieved autonomy, whether or not the non-sovereign states sought independence, the Trusteeship Council ceased the supervision. Now, the Trusteeship Council ceased to exist after all the non-sovereign states achieved the status of autonomy or independence. Consequently, the UN has not been paying enough attention to the Kurds’ struggle for independence, and it is more than vital for the UN to get more involved in solving the territorial disputes among the affected nations and the Kurds. 
Kurds in Turkey
 
The Kurds living in Turkey have been consistently repressed by the Turkish government. The Kurds are not only unable to take political actions for independence, but also often unreasonably punished for voicing their rights— “crimes of opinion.” Moreover, the Turkish government withheld resources from the Kurdish region, resulting in the underdevelopment of the areas occupied by the Kurds. By the early 1970s, the Kurdish language and customs as well as the words “Kurds,” “Kurdistan,” and “Kurdish” were banned in Turkey. The discontent on Turkish laws continued to grow among the Kurdish minority. In 2002, the European Union pressured the Turkish government to legalize the utilization of Kurdish language in broadcasts and education.  
Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
The consequence of the Turkish government’s oppression of the Kurdish people was the creation of the Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK). Currently listed as a terrorist organization by the NATO and US, the PKK has been involved in armed conflicts against the Turkish government. Initially, its objective was to overthrow the Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Since the late 1970s, the group has been responsible for various attacks, including the series of bombings against the Turkish governmental institutions since 1984. Not all Kurds in Turkey are in support of this organization because of its radical Marxist views and the violent approaches it uses to achieve their goal. Now, the PKK’s primary aim is to establish linguistic, cultural, and political rights for Turkey's ethnic Kurdish minority. 
Although the Kurdish people in Turkey are discriminated, Turkey has been cooperative with the KRG to some extent. The Turkish and the KRG work together in terms of oil trade, granted greater rights to Turkish Kurds. 
Results of the 2017 Independence Referendum

The 2017 Independence Referendum organized by the Iraqi Kurds instigated negative responses. One reason why the neighboring nations, US, and the UN are not in full support of the independence is the current Kurdistan’s lack of factors that will establish a stable state. In order to prove its competency, the KRG must work toward consolidating democracy, strengthening democratic institutions, and overcoming internal divisions. It must recommit itself to minority rights and women’s rights. Independence of Iraqi Kurdistan will be a unifying event, helping to overcome factionalism among northerners. 

Most heavily used criticism of the 2017 Independence Referendum was the fact that it was organized too spontaneously, further disunifying the already unstable country Iraq. Many neighboring countries are afraid of the potential spillover effect that might cause the Kurdish people in their own nations to call for a complete self-determination. The fact that the referendum was not negotiated with the Iraqi central government and the affected nations makes it a threat to the current status quo and the international community’s goal to stabilize the Middle East region near Iraq and Syria. 
Major Parties Involved and Their Views

United States of America
Although the US cooperated with Kurds to deter the ISIL expansion over the Middle East regions and during the 2003 US invasion in Iraq, the US is not in support of the Kurdish movement for independence for a couple of political reasons. Firstly, it is a setback for the US to keep the Iraq united. The US has been putting efforts into stabilizing Iraq and eliminating the remnants of ISIL terrorist group, and the Kurds independence, in US’s point of view, will only destabilize the region. 
Iraq

The Iraq shares a long and complicated relationship with the Kurds. Although acknowledging their autonomy in the northern Iraq, Iraq refuses to acknowledge the Kurds’ call for independence. If the Kurds secede from the Iraqi borders, Iraqi central government’s legitimacy over its territory will be questioned. Thus, the declaration of independence from the Iraqi Kurds provoked a hostile response from the Iraqi central government. Baghdad responded by seizing Kirkuk, which many Kurds define as the greatest loss of the 2017 independent referendum. 
Syria
In Syria, Bashar al-Assad's regime offered concessions to win Kurdish support – granting citizenships to stateless Kurds. However, Syria rejects the Kurdish autonomy in Syria; but because of its instability, Syria cannot do much to discourage the Kurds from self-governing. 
Turkey
Turkey’s history with the Kurdish population within the Turkish borders can be characterized with hostility. Nonetheless, Turkey was the biggest trading partner with the KRG. For Turkey, a steady progress toward Kurdish independence may bring political and economic advantages because of the close ties Turkey maintained with the KRG. However, Turkey is strongly opposed to the abrupt movement for sovereignty that poses greater economic and political threats to Turkey’s stability. In response to the 2017 Referendum, Turkey called the referendum a “big mistake” and threatened to stop buying oil from the Kurds. 

Iran
Iran is most concerned about its own disunity. Iran, although not as heavily involved in the Kurdistan debate as Turkey and Iraq, still feels sensitive about the issue. Iran is afraid of the movement toward independence spilling over Iran’s territory, encouraging the Kurds in Iran to call for an independence likewise. 
Timeline of Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events

	Date
	Description of event

	October 30, 1918
	The Ottoman Empire is defeated in World War I.

	August 10, 1920
	The Treaty of Sèvres was established and created the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire with Turkey claiming its sovereignty over certain regions. Most importantly, the treaty also pushes for a recognition of new independent states including Kurdistan. Unfortunately, the treaty was never ratified.

	March, 1970
	A peace agreement between Iraqi government and Kurds grants the Kurds autonomy. 

	August, 1984
	The PKK launches violent separatist campaign in Turkey, starting with killing two soldiers. The conflict eventually spreads to Iran, Iraq and Syria.

	March 16, 1988
	Iraq uses poison gas against the Kurdish people in Halabja in Northern Iraq, leaving thousand people dead.

	April 5, 1991
	UN Security Council Resolution 688 was passed to end Iraq’s social repression of the Kurds. 

	1990-1991
	Saddam Hussein invades Kuwait for its oil reserves, marking the beginning of the Gulf War. A large number of Kurds flee out of Iraq and more than a million flee into Turkey and Iran.

	April, 1991
	The US, UK, and France created a safe haven in Northern Iraq for Iraqi Kurds. The Kurds start exercising autonomy within the region. 

	2002
	Under pressure from the European Union, Turkey legalizes broadcasts and education in the Kurdish language. Turkish forces still combat PKK, including military incursions into northern Iraq.

	May, 2002 
	The EU categorizes PKK as a terrorist organization.

	July, 2005
	Six people die from a bomb planted on a train by a Kurdish guerrilla. Turkish officials blame the PKK.

	September 25, 2017
	Iraqi Kurds vote in favor of declaring independence from Iraq. More than 92% of the roughly 3 million people voted "yes" to independence.


Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue

Because of the unilateral demands from the affected countries and the Kurds, little to nothing has been achieved from negotiating about establishing an independent Kurdistan. Escalating nationalism only paved way for more hostilities fired among the nations. The UN has also been trying to stay uninvolved in the Kurdish fight for independence. Over the last recent years, neighboring countries and the KGR have deviated away from arguing about the sovereignty to strengthening economic and political connections with one another. 
Possible Solutions

The most realistic solution to defuse the tension is for Syria, Iran, Turkey, and Iraq to consider granting autonomy or expanding the degree of self-government for the Kurds in each of their country. This agreement is certainly achievable if all parties diplomatically negotiate on how such autonomy would work. At this time, it may be escalating too much conflict without the ISIL completely gone and Iraq still continuing to rebuild its state; thus, each part of Kurdistan would remain under the sovereignty of the administering states Syria, Iran, Turkey, and Iraq. Follow-up negotiations on Kurds’ autonomy in each region is suggested, and the UN should take a leading role in supervising the progress. 
Most importantly, the UN should take a more active approach in ensuring that the fundamental rights of the Kurdish population are met—including the basic human rights that were often infringed upon by Turkey and Iraq, resulting in radical oppositions against their governments and the divisions between the Kurds and their own people. The UN Human Rights Council and Human Rights Watch should take measures to ensure that the Kurdish people’s language, customs, and culture are preserved in the state and that the Kurdish people are not forced to assimilate to their administering countries’ cultures and policies. 
Kurdish independence may be possible, but it still is in need of a more comprehensive and thoroughly-planned measures that will satisfy all the Kurds, the bordering countries, and the UN. 
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