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Introduction

Over the past several years, the conditions
supporting the consensus-style government
that had previously defined relations between
the two ruling parties, the Kurdistan Democratic
Party (KDP) and Patriotic Union of Kurdistan
(PUK), have diminished considerably. Meanwhile,
partisan rivalries and a preoccupation with
surveilling dissidents have left the Kurdistan
Region of Iraq (KRI) ill-equipped to meet
external threats to its security and mend its
relationship with Baghdad. In this brief, we
describe the shifting political climate in the KRI
and its effect on governance within the region,
as well as how it has influenced its relations with
its neighbors in Iraq and the broader region.

An imbalance of political and economic
power

The economic crises that the KRI has suffered
over the past seven years as a result of the
suspension of its share of the federal budget have
diminished financial incentives for the KDP and
PUK to cooperate within the framework of the
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG). Today,
federal transfers, which were once 96% of the
region’s budget, comprise a little over one third
of the region’s income." The parties increasingly
compete to consolidate sources of revenue
derived from oil and natural gas production,
customsduties, taxes, and fees, which has resulted
in friction between and within the political
bureaus. This has also contributed to the gridlock
in budget talks with the federal government,
which seeks to extract concessions from the
KRG for increased control over the region’s
borders, a primary source of PUK income, and its
energy sector, which is dominated by the KDP.

Meanwhile, political power has shifted
decisively in favor of the KDP. The KDP's
2018 electoral victories allowed it to retain

key positions in the government including
presidency, premiership, security council,
Ministry of Interior and Natural Resources.
Provocatively, Prime Minister Masrour Barzani has
also claimed a majoritarian mandate to govern
and declared an end to the consensus system.ii
Accordingly, he has rebuffed demands from his
new counterparts in the PUK, Lahur Sheikh Jangi
Talabani and Bafel Talabani, for parity in the
division of political and economic power. As part
of his public sector reform and anti-corruption
platform, PM Barzani has also attempted to
exert control over the region’s borders" and to
centralize administrative authority in his cabinet,
weakening institutional levers through which
the PUK can exercise veto power. The PUK
has responded by escalating its demands for
“decentralization,” which is widely interpreted
as coded language for a return to the system
of 50-50 rule (or even, some suggest, the re-
establishment of the de facto governments that
existed prior to 2005)." The parties’ increasingly
volatile relationship poses challenges for
Baghdad and for foreign governments,
which face competing demands from the
KDP and PUK, as seen in recent budget talks.

Diminishing confidence and
securitization of public space

The situation of the KRI's citizens has continued
to worsen as the deterioration and privatization
of public services, salary cuts, hiring freezes,
and labor strikes become the norm. Although
the parties retain economic power through
their affiliated private enterprises and physical
control over natural resource deposits and
border checkpoints,'' these revenue sources

are not enough to pay the full salaries of nearly
1.2 million civil servants on the KRI payroll, let
alone to provide employment opportunities to
high school and college graduates. The decline
in public confidence is exacerbated by the
ineffectiveness of parliament and provincial
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councils in addressing popular grievances."

As public confidence in the KRG's political
system erodes, the frequency and intensity of
protest has increased. The government and
incumbent parties have reacted by curtailing
citizens’ speech and assembly rights and
the immunity of lawmakers who expose
corruption.* While the PUK has attempted to
balance coercive and co-optative responses to
protest in Sulaimaniyah and Halabja* the KDP
has commenced an unprecedented crackdown
on journalists and activists in Duhok and Erbil.
Notably, defendants in a recent high-profile
case were charged with violating a previously
rarely applied national security statuteX for
allegedly provided information to the U.S.
and German consulates and the American Bar
Association. This raises the question of whether
foreign diplomatic missions and NGOs may, in
good faith, continue to work with a government
that regards their engagement with civic
organizations and journalists as a security risk.x

Parity in the Security Sector

While the imbalance of political power has
resulted in KDP dominance over KRG institutions,
there remains relative parity in the distribution
of armed force. Thus, in the absence of partisan
consensus, coercion has again become a
primary instrument through which the two
parties advance their political goals. The PUK in
particular has relied on its security apparatus to
protect its political and economic interests in the
“Green Zone" against what it perceives as KDP
overreach. i The incidence of tit-for-tat arrests of
party and intelligence operatives™ and the KDP
and PUK intelligence services' use of their official
social media accounts to harass and threaten one
another (as well as dissidents) has also increased.

In 2017, the US, the UK, and Germany
began efforts to unify the region’s

peshmerga forces and resolve ongoing
disputes over their control in collaboration
with the Ministry of Peshmerga Affairs>
Yet this approach addresses only one part of the
KRI's multifaceted security sector. Since the 2017
withdrawal of peshmerga from the disputed
territories, units under the Ministry of the Interior
and intelligence agencies, historically focused on
protecting party hegemony, have eclipsed the
influence of Peshmerga units that were formed
to protect the region from external threats. This
transition is attributable to the emergence of two
commanders of the KDP and PUK intelligence
services — PUK Co-President Lahur Sheikh Jangi
Talabani and Prime Minister Masrour Barzani —
as the pre-eminent actors on the KRI's political
scene. A significant challenge to the integration
of these forces is the KDP's control over the
KRG's primary security institutions: the Ministry
of the Interior, the Kurdistan Region Security
Council, the premiership, and the presidency.
This has meant that the KDP has been more
open to peshmerga reform initiatives that would
create a government monopoly over the use of
force while the PUK, which retains the Ministry
of Peshmerga Affairs, has been reluctant to cede
control over the forces that defend the territorial
and economic sources of its veto power>

Regional conflicts and the KRI

The withdrawal of Kurdish forces from the
disputed territories® in October 2017 left a
political and security vacuum. Militias backed by
Iran and affiliated with splinters of the Popular
Mobilization Forces (PMFs) have staged attacks
against the KR, such as the recent rocket
barrage of Erbil i Kurdish communities in
Kirkuk and Diyala have also been targeted in
attacks by Islamic State cells* and have faced

a renewed campaign of evictions* However,
talks between the Iragi Ministry of Defense and
the KRG Ministry of Peshmerga to re-establish a
peshmerga presence in these areas have not
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borne fruit. Political intransigence, including the
KDP and PUK's own (often competing) demands
for territorial control and administrative
influence, has also prevented the restoration
of Kurdish administration and return of the
nearly 650,000 internally-displaced persons
(IDPs) hosted by the KRI* Thus, an agreement
between the KRI and the federal government,
as well as affected commuxaministrative
presence in the disputed territories will be
necessary to protect the KRI from future attacks,
to facilitate IDP returns, and to promote a
resolution to territorial disputes. An important
part of this process will involve strengthening
coordination among Kurdish stakeholders,
namely the KDP and PUK, to form a coherent
regional policy toward the disputed territories.

The PKK presence in the Kurdistan Region has
also provided a pretext for Turkey to expand the
scope and frequency of its attacks in the KRI and
Sinjar district (Nineveh province) in pursuit of the
organization®¥  Although the Iragi federal
government and KRG reached a pact to dissolve
PKK affiliated forces in Sinjar, resistance from the
PKK-linked interim district administration has
prevented implementation. ™ Turkish air raids in
the border regions of Erbil and Duhok have also
killed dozens of civilians and forced the evacuation
of villages, resulting in popular frustration with the
KRG’s response to Ankaras incursions. The recent
involvement of KDP armed units in skirmishes with
guerrillas contemporaneously with the escalation
of Turkish hostility*" has raised concerns among
the PUK® (which both accommodates and limits
the activities of PKK affiliates in its territory) and
locals of the possibility that the region could be
drawn deeper into a regional conflict. Although a
solution to the conflict is rooted in Turkish domestic
politics,* the KRI must form a coherent strategy
to address the PKK presence in the region and
participate in negotiating the cessation of hostilities.
The KRG and federal government must also commit
to a resolution in Sinjar that goes further than the
current agreement in promoting citizen participation
in choosing the district’s political representation.*

Conclusion

The KRI finds itself in a precarious situation,
consumed by internal political and legitimacy
crises while facing increasingly complex
external challenges to its security and stability.
Diplomatic and military missions in the KRG will
be required to address a range of governance
and security issues to maintain stability in the
KRI and ensure its constructive participation in
national and regional politics. This necessarily
begins with promoting cooperation between
Kurdish parties on issues of local and national
significance, especially with regards to security
sector reform and the return of Kurdish forces
and administration to the disputed territories.
Diplomatic missions should also focus on
strengthening the accountability of public officials
inthe KRG by supporting regularlocal elections as
well as anti-corruption initiatives that encourage
the participation of citizens, legislators, provincial
council committees, and local administrators
as an alternative to the divisive, top-down
approach taken by the KRG. Finally, diplomatic
missions should continue to closely monitor civil
rights violations and unequivocally denounce
mass arrests and political trials of dissidents.
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