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QAMISHLI: Syria’s Kurdish minority, hailed as an
indispensable Western ally during the war against
the Islamic State group, faces hard bargaining with
Damascus to save its hard-won autonomy. Early
last year, President Bashar Al-Assad’s government
held just 17 percent of Syrian territory and was un-
able to do anything about the autonomous institu-
tions the Kurds have set up in areas under their
control. But a succession of Russian-backed victo-
ries over the jihadists and a range of rebel factions
has transformed the balance of power.

Assad’s government now controls nearly two-
thirds of Syria and is determined to reassert its au-
thority over Kurdish-held territory which forms the
lion’s share of the rest. Recognizing their weakened
position, Kurdish leaders and their supporters last
month opened talks with Damascus, desperate to
salvage what they can of the institutions they
painstakingly built over the years. “We are trying
to preserve everything we built in terms of the au-
tonomous system, the institutions, the democracy,”
said leading Kurdish figure Saleh Muslim. “But
there’s a mentality that won’t accept this right away,
so it has to happen gradually,” Muslim said. 

Before the start of Syria’s civil war in 2011, the
Kurds were an oppressed minority in what was ef-
fectively a one-party state with an Arab nationalist
ideology that had no tolerance for Kurdish tradi-
tions or the Kurdish language. Hundreds of thou-

sands did not even have Syrian citizenship. But
after government troops withdrew from Kurdish-
majority areas in 2012, local authorities began
forming their own security forces and institutions,
including a Kurdish-language school curriculum.

Trying to reconcile those institutions with the
system in force in government-held areas will be a
formidable task. “Syria will not go back to what it
was. There needs to be decentralized democracy,”
Muslim said. “We have our project, which we be-
lieve will be a model for all of Syria — and we’re
holding onto it.” 

‘Everything recalculated’ 
In late July, Damascus hosted the first round of

talks with the Kurdish administration. Joint com-
mittees were formed to discuss economic issues,
politics, military affairs and public services. The ul-
timate goal was “drawing a roadmap that leads to
a decentralized Syria,” says the political arm of the
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), the Kurdish-led
alliance which Washington backed against IS. 

Between them, the SDF and its allies control
around 30 percent of Syria, including several of its
largest oil fields. “The government and Kurdish-
led SDF are the two players that control the vast
majority of Syrian land,” said Mutlu Civiroglu, an
analyst in Kurdish affairs. “One way or another,
these two forces will find a solution. Either they

fight, or they do it peacefully.” The Kurds are
ready to negotiate because of President Donald
Trump’s repeated pledges to end the US troop
presence in northern Syria that has been their
principal protection. In late May, Assad gave the
Kurds a stark choice, warning that if talks fail,

“we’re going to resort... to liberating those areas
by force.” Nonetheless, the Kurds feel they have a
strong negotiating position. “We had never been
part of the equation, but today, everything has
been recalculated... We will defend what we estab-
lished,” Muslim said. — AFP
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RAQA: In this file photo taken on February 8, 2017, a member of the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF), made up of US-backed Kurdish and Arab fighters, raises a flag of the SDF
near the village of Bir Fawaz, 20 kilometers north of Raqa during their offensive to retake
the former the Islamic State (IS) group’s stronghold. — AFP 


