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The referendum on Kurdish independence was a failure  

The Kurdish issue conquered again the attention of the international media in September 2017, 

as a result of the Iraqi Kurdistan independence referendum held on September 25 in the northern 

regions of Iraq, and ended - as expected - with an overwhelming majority of favourable votes.  

92.73% of the 3,085,935 voters thus expressed their adherence to the pro-independence 

project of the Iraqi Kurdistan region, challenging the central authority in Baghdad, which did not 

recognize the referendum and who therefore rejected its outcome1.  

The issue of the Kurdish referendum has produced as a result the reinforcement of the 

interests of the main regional actors, thus favouring the cohesion of the positions of Iraq, Syria, Iran 

and Turkey, which consider any hypothesis of independence or Kurdish autonomy as a threat to the 

integrity of its territory, its national security and more generally the interests that regulate the region 

on a larger scale, and which do not intend to sell through the opening of any negotiating table with 

the Kurdish communities of the respective national entities2.  

Not a few, however, have judged the decision of Iraqi Kurdish leader Masoud Barzani to 

organize the referendum as rash and devoid of strategic vision, given the impossibility of exercising 

any control over the city of Mosul - vital center of the oil production - and that of Kirkuk, for weeks 

now firmly under the control of Baghdad's forces.  

Barzani's decision had also generated negative reactions even outside the region, in the United 

States and in Europe, where the hypothesis of the referendum had been widely considered hasty, 

dangerous and totally uncoordinated locally. The Kurds themselves were divided about the 

possibility and the need to organize the referendum, failing to identify any kind of agreement, neither 

organizational nor political for the post-vote.  

The decision to proceed at any cost with the referendum has exacerbated the already 

deteriorated relationship of the Kurds with the central Iraqi authorities, who therefore did not miss 

the opportunity to exercise their military role in an increasingly pervasive and threatening way, totally 

denying the lawfulness of the referendum and threatening the forces of Barzani with military 

intervention.  

The choice of Barzani was also criticized by Balaf Talabani, son of the former Kurdish prime 

minister of Iraq, and Mahmoud Ozman, the historic Kurdish leader for many years at the top of 

mediation with Baghdad.  

Talabani has defined the referendum held by Barzani as a colossal error, on the contrary 

arguing that a window of negotiation with Baghdad was present and that it would be enough to 

postpone the two-year vote in order to conclude an agreement with Iraq and promote a vote 

altogether different and capable of producing concrete effects on regional autonomy.  

Barzani has instead replied to Talabani's accusations claiming that he would betray the Kurdish 

forces by favouring the entry of government forces into the city of Kirkuk, while the son of the former 

president has instead claimed to have tried to resist the advance of the Iraqi forces, but that they 

had to give up control of the city to prevent losses from growing exponentially among the peshmerga. 

According to Mahmoud Ozman, however, the decision of the referendum was the result of a 

"miscalculation" by Barzani, who himself had warned that, in the aftermath of the European and 

American opposition, nothing would have been possible on a practical level. 

                                                        
1  “The Observer view on the Kurdish referendum”, The Guardian, 1 October 2017, 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/sep/30/observer-view-on-kurdish-referendum-independence 
2  Marc Perelman, “Kurdish referendum a ‘colossal mistake’, says son of late president Talabani”, France 24, 20 

October 2017, http://www.france24.com/en/20171020-interview-bafel-talabani-kirkuk-barzani-sulaymaniyah-puk-
abadi-baghdad-referendum-turkey 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/sep/30/observer-view-on-kurdish-referendum-independence
http://www.france24.com/en/20171020-interview-bafel-talabani-kirkuk-barzani-sulaymaniyah-puk-abadi-baghdad-referendum-turkey
http://www.france24.com/en/20171020-interview-bafel-talabani-kirkuk-barzani-sulaymaniyah-puk-abadi-baghdad-referendum-turkey
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Attempts to convince Barzani were of no avail, added Ozman, who continued on his way, 

believing that the vote would produce a disruptive effect within the Kurdish community, determining 

the conditions for an epochal change3.  

The most ferocious criticism of Barzani was nevertheless formulated in the region, and 

especially within the Kurdish community itself, which accused the Kurdish-Iraqi leader of having 

anticipated the times, avoided the necessary negotiation route especially with Turkey, Syria, Iraq 

and Iran, thus favouring a regional cohesion that in the end not only produced the consolidation of 

regional policies, but also favoured the opposition to the vote of the main European and Asian 

chancelleries, as well as the United States, determining a débacle of colossal proportions.  

Last but not least were personal attacks on Barzani himself, accused of having wanted and 

supported the referendum also in the face of the evidence of his failure only and exclusively to favour 

his personal popularity, in light of the controversial political position. After eight years of government, 

in fact, the regional parliament had granted an extension of two more years in 2013, failing then to 

organize new elections and laying the foundations for a political crisis that was unresolved, which 

Barzani would try to ride through the strategy of nationalism and the referendum.  

In a controversial situation built on crossed accusations and evident political divisions, 

therefore, the overall judgment on the Kurdish-Iraqi referendum can only be negative, once again 

bringing to the surface not only the deep divisions within the complex and heterogeneous Kurdish 

social system, but also and above all the always present personalisms among the top of the Kurdish 

political system, divided today as yesterday in factions unwilling to dialogue and, above all, to the 

definition of a common strategy.  

 

Separatism and independence in the Persian Gulf region 

The issue of Kurdish independence does not represent an isolated case within the region, 

where on the contrary there are a large number of smaller but no less tenacious formations and 

social entities supporting their own prerogatives.  

In Iran, for many years, the Arabian-dominated Khuzestan region has been affected by 

separatist phenomena of various kinds, also resulting in armed struggle. The province of Khuzestan 

is inhabited mainly by Bakhtiar populations, Iranian Arabs and Qashqai, mostly Shi'a confession, 

who have enjoyed a special autonomy over the course of history.  

With the advent of the Pahlavi monarchy and the desire to strengthen state centralism, 

however, the populations of the regions protested by the progressive loss of autonomous control of 

the region, causing tensions that turned into a real revolt between 1922 and 1924 , which ended with 

the victory of the government forces and the cessation of what until then had been informally 

recognized as the emirate of Arabistan.  

On several occasions the local population tried to re-establish its autonomy, and in 1979 - in 

conjunction with the revolution that determined the end of the monarchy - a new revolt bloodied the 

province of Khuzestan. In 1999, however, the first armed organization for the promotion of 

independence was set up - the Arab Struggle Movement for the Liberation of Ahwaz, headed by 

Habib Jabr al-Ka'bi - which in 2005 led to a serious crisis being repressed with the violence by the 

central authorities. New protests broke out in 2011 and 2015, although not comparable to those of 

2005. 

The Iranian government believes that the terrorist threat connected to the independentist 

factors of Khuzestan is of particular importance in terms of security, considering a link with both the 

jihadist organization of Al Qaeda and that of the Islamic State.  

                                                        
3  Loveday Morris, “How the Kurdish independence referendum backfired spectacularly”, Washington Post, 20 October 

2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/how-the-kurdish-independence-referendum-backfired-
/2017/10/20/3010c820-b371-11e7-9b93-b97043e57a22_story.html?utm_term=.c13de183074f 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/how-the-kurdish-independence-referendum-backfired-/2017/10/20/3010c820-b371-11e7-9b93-b97043e57a22_story.html?utm_term=.c13de183074f
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/how-the-kurdish-independence-referendum-backfired-/2017/10/20/3010c820-b371-11e7-9b93-b97043e57a22_story.html?utm_term=.c13de183074f
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Other minor Iranian separatist movements are those of Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and 

Baluchistan, although very small in size and lack of security capacity.  

In Saudi Arabia there are organizations considered outlawed especially in the eastern part of 

the country, mainly Shi'ite, where more than a separatist sentiment is a strong autonomous aspiration 

in favour of non-Sunni Arab confessional minorities.  

Within the Shiite communities there are also some subversive organizations, on which the 

suspicion of having carried out attacks and assassinations with a political and sectarian background 

is weighed down. Saudi Arabia mainly accuses Iran of wanting to stir up Shiite minorities on its 

territory and neighbouring Bahrain, considering this a Tehran plan to provoke a sectarian conflict 

within Saudi territory.  

Iran has in turn accused Saudi Arabia for years of being the main supporter and financier of 

the Arab instances in the province of Khuzestan, identifying also in this case a sectarian matrix 

capable of causing a crisis within the areas with the Arab majority of the Islamic Republic of Iran.  

In Iraq, in addition to the aforementioned Kurdish case, there is a minority separatist factor 

connected to the Assyrian and Turkmen population, while autonomous and confessional instances 

are pleaded by the Yazidi people.  

In Syria, the Kurdish authorities assume different and often conflicting connotations, as the 

Rojava case demonstrated during the long civil conflict that began in 2011. The north-western region 

of the country is in fact already today an autonomous entity led by the Federation Democratic 

Northern Syria (DFNS), divided into three autonomous cantons of Afrin, Jazira and Kobane, in 

addition to the Shahba area.  

The Rojava first took advantage of the civil war in Syria to become autonomous with respect 

to the central forces of Damascus, seeing then forced and defend their territory by the continued 

action of the militias of the Islamic State, against which they tenaciously fought in a sort of alliance 

implicit with the government of Damascus.  

If a clash between the forces of the central government and that of the Rojava is so far 

substantially lacking the cause of this particular circumstance must be sought in the communion of 

interests between the regime and the Kurdish group of Rojava. Interest that may, however, fail in the 

near future, when the government forces, having solved the problem with the Islamic State, will have 

to ask themselves the question of how to re-establish national authority in the vast regions, today 

under the control of the Rojava.  

Finally, in Yemen, civil war has again triggered the mechanism of autonomy, freeing up forces 

that have remained inert during the long and troubled government of Ali Abdullah Saleh.  

In Yemen there are not only deep political and social fractures among the peoples of the 

eastern and western regions (actually lived separately in two autonomous entities until the unification 

of 1990), but also on the confessional level deep lacerations emerged, especially in the areas with 

a majority Shiite where the zaydites live and where the Houthi militia have for some years engaged 

a real war against the central government authorities presided over by Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi. 

 


