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NASHVILLE: Like many Kurds living in the United States,
Lava Antar has had a hard time sleeping this week, waking
often to check reports of Turkish jets and artillery pound-
ing her northeast Syria homeland and learning her former
neighbor’s 30-year-old son was killed. “We feel betrayed,
we feel angry,” said Antar, a 26-year-old student, during at
a meeting to plan a rally in New York City decrying
Turkey’s strikes, which sparked international criticism and
fears of a humanitarian catastrophe.

Turkey attacked after US President Donald Trump
decided to withdraw US troops who had been fighting
alongside Kurdish forces against Islamic State militants.
“We’ve been helping the US Like, 11,000 people died for
this,” she said. “Is it because I’m Kurd that I have to be
killed?” The US Census Bureau has estimated there are
about 21,000 people of Kurdish ancestry in America.
Hundreds on Friday protested in front of the federal court-
house in Nashville, home to the largest US concentration
of Kurds.

Kurdish-American demonstrators carried signs with
messages including “US protect us. Stand by your word”
and “If you don’t want refugees, stop creating them.” More
rallies were planned in the coming days in New York,
Washington and Dallas. Kurds have long played a role in
US military action in the Middle East, from the first Gulf
War in the early 1990s to the latest fights against Islamic
State militants. “We’re not going to just let this go in
silence,” said Jotyar Hussein, a 34-year-old construction
worker that attended the rally with his 5-year-old son. 

“We stand side-by-side with the US Army and fight the
ISIS. They do air, we do the ground. We both do our job.
Now this is what the Kurdish people get as a reward?”
“Trump all of a sudden forgot that Kurds were fighting

shoulder-and-shoulder with American soldiers,” said
Tabeer Sindi, 34, secretary of the Tennessee Kurdish
Community Council in Nashville and a rally organizer.
“Kurds were the only main force on the ground, the only
boots on the ground. We sacrificed thousands of lives.”

Sindi, a married father of four boys whose family came
from northern Iraq 24 years ago, said his father, Ismail, was
a Peshmarga commander killed in a mustard gas attack
while fighting Saddam Hussein’s forces in 1988. Even some
of Trump’s closest allies blasted the move, announced on
Sunday. Twenty-nine of his fellow Republicans in the
House of Representatives on Thursday said they would
announce sanctions against Turkey over the attacks, a day
after similar legislation was announced in the Senate.

‘Stand by your word’
Sindi said people in Nashville’s Kurdish community

have been getting news from Syria through social media
and media outlets but also personal contacts and family
members. “We have a lot of Trump supporters in our
community, but even they are mad. They are unhappy
about this decision,” Sindi said, adding that he also
blames Congress and other US allies for allowing the
attack to begin. “Where are all the other countries? The
whole world has been silent about this.” Turkish President
Tayyip Erdogan has said the purpose of the assault is to
defeat the Kurdish YPG militia which has links to insur-
gents in Turkey.

Kurdish activists in the United States said they planned
to call congressional representatives. “I hear the senators-
Republican and Democrats-talking about sanctions, but
that that’s not going to stop Erdogan,” said Shyar Antar, a
24-year-old cousin of Lava Antar, from Qamishli City in

northeast Syria, at the same New York meeting. “President
Trump should send back the troops to the border so that
Turkey would stop the bombing. But I don’t think after

what has happened that Trump will go back,” Antar said.
“So I think right now the only hope is in Congress, try and
implement a no fly zone.” — Reuters
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Exposed and under 
fire, Syria Kurds may 
turn to Damascus
BEIRUT: A US withdrawal from Syria’s northern
border this week has exposed Washington’s Kurdish
partners to a Turkish assault, creating conditions for
a rapprochement with Damascus that both sides
need badly, analysts said. The main US partner in the
years-long battle against the Islamic State group,
Kurdish forces were left to fend for themselves after
allied US forces pulled back on Monday.

What the Kurds resent as a US betrayal paved
the way for a Turkish operation that has seen Ankara
bombard positions since Wednesday and send
forces across the border. With little leverage left in
the game, Syria’s Kurds - viewed by Ankara as “ter-
rorists” - may have to thaw ties with President
Bashar Al-Assad’s Russian-backed regime.

“The absence of US forces could cause them to
turn to Damascus for assistance,” Syria expert
Samuel Ramani said. Marginalized for decades,
Syria’s minority Kurds carved out a de facto
autonomous region across some 30 percent of the
nation’s territory after the devastating war broke out
in 2011. After the Islamic State group swept across
the region in 2014, the Kurd-led Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) mounted a fierce defense of their
heartland and became the US-led coalition’s main
partner on the ground.

Middle East analyst Jean-Pierre Filiu argued that
the leadership of Turkey’s outlawed Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) - of which the SDF is an off-
shoot - was paying a price for two misjudgments. “It

believed its political project could take root in Syria
without clearly antagonizing the Assad regime, and it
thought it could build a lasting alliance with the United
States thanks to the anti-jihadist fight,” he said.

In the short term, according to Alexey Malashenko
of the Dialogue of Civilizations Research Institute,
the Kurds should expect no help from Damascus to
fight off Turkey. “Assad cannot give it to them for fear
of harming relations between Moscow and Ankara,”
he said. The Kurds have already opened talks with
Damascus on a long-term rapprochement but nego-
tiations have stalled over outstanding issues, includ-
ing the form of government in Kurdish regions and
the future of forces stationed there.

‘A bitter pill’ 
Damascus, which has accused the Kurds of trea-

son over their alliance with Washington, rejects
their self-rule and wants central government institu-
tions restored in Kurdish-held areas, especially in
the oil-rich east. In comments published Tuesday,
Deputy Foreign Minister Faisal Mekdad said
Damascus was ready to welcome the Kurds back
into the fold but stressed the government would not
relinquish control over “a single pinch of dirt” in the
war-torn country. 

Waddah Abed Rabbo, editor-in-chief of the pro-
government Al-Watan newspaper, said the Kurds
would have to disband their fighting force as part of
a rapprochement. “They have to hand over all their
heavy weapons to the Syrian army... and return to
the military’s ranks so they can fight Turkey’s incur-
sion together,” he wrote in an editorial. 

Experts say these demands may be hard for the
SDF to accept. “The SDF does not want to reconcile
with Assad on terms placed down by Damascus,
which would amount to surrendering their autono-
my,” said Nicholas Heras, an analyst at the Center for

a New American Security. “Turning to Assad might
work to keep Turkey at bay, but it would be a bitter
pill for the leadership of the SDF to swallow.”

Resources and reconciliation 
Despite this, Turkey’s invasion has bolstered calls

for deeper engagement from both the Kurds them-
selves as well as the regime and its Russian backers.
Moscow on Thursday said it would “push to get
contacts going between Damascus and Kurdish
organizations” to calm the situation on Syria’s north-
ern border. For its part, the Kurdish administration
has said it “looks forward to Russia playing the
role... of a backer and guarantor” in talks with
Assad’s regime.

In a statement carried by state news agency
SANA on Wednesday, Syria’s foreign ministry said it
was ready to “embrace” Syria’s Kurds if they chose
to “return to their senses”. After successive Russia-
backed victories against rebels and jihadists since
2015, Assad’s regime controls some 60 percent of
the country. But resource-rich areas in eastern Syria,
essential for the regime’s supply of oil, water and
wheat, remain under Kurdish control. “On a strategic
level, Russia and the Syrian regime stand to benefit
the most from (Turkey’s) operation,” said the Eurasia
Group, a political risk consultancy.

“The benefits of forcing the Kurds to move to a
deal that allows President Bashar Al-Assad to
reassert control over the resource-rich east are
immense,” it said. As Washington prepares its exit,
the Eurasia group predicts the “Kurds will rebalance
and allow Assad’s forces to incrementally expand in
the east”. Faced with Turkish fire and difficult
demands by Damascus, the Kurds are seemingly
stuck between a rock and a hard place. “Any solution
will likely not be on the Kurds’ own terms, because
they don’t have leverage” Ramani said. — AFP 

Facing pressure, 
Baghdad probes 
Iraqi bloodshed
BAGHDAD: Iraqi authorities, under pressure from the
streets as well as political and religious forces, yesterday
increased the number of commissions to investigate the
deaths of more than 100 people in recent protest. From
October 1 to 6, at least 108 people were killed and more
than 6,000 wounded, according to the government’s
Human Rights Commission. The vast majority of them were
protesters demanding an end to rampant corruption and
chronic unemployment who were shot by live rounds.
Authorities have blamed “unidentified snipers”.

But human rights advocates and the growing numbers
of Iraqis who have been able to access social media via
channels bypassing restrictions in the country or from
abroad, disagree. They hold security forces responsible for
the bloodshed: either by firing themselves or not protect-
ing protesters from snipers who infiltrated the demonstra-
tions. So far, authorities have accepted responsibility for
two incidents.

They have acknowledged that the military had used
“excessive force” in the Shiite bastion of Sadr City in
Baghdad and say anti-riot police were responsible for the
killing of a protester in Babylon south of the capital. But
overnight Friday, authorities ordered the creation of two
new investigatory commissions. One is led by Iraq’s mili-
tary command and expected to shed light on the deaths
and wounded as well as attacks on public buildings and
raids by unidentified gunmen on media. 

The other, composed of representatives from the armed
forces, parliament, the human rights commission and the
judiciary will investigate and bring to justice soldiers who
acted illegally. This comes after a failed attempt in parlia-
ment on Thursday by lawmakers from former premier
Haider Al-Abadi’s Victory Alliance to garner enough votes
to summon Prime Minister Adel Abdel Mahdi. During his
sermon on Friday, Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, spiritual
leader for Iraq’s Shiite majority, upped the pressure on
authorities.

“The government is responsible when, under the eye of
law enforcement, protesters are fired on illegally and
media are beaten or attacked to terrorize their employ-
ees,” he said. Sistani, who wields significant power to influ-
ence the government, gave authorities “two weeks” to
release the findings of the promised investigations. The
prime minister’s office said the creation of the commission
set to investigate military personnel, comes “in response to
Grand Ayatollah Sistani’s sermon”. — AFP 

STRASBOURG: Demonstrators hold kurdish flags and placards as they take part in a demonstration in
Strasbourg, eastern France yesterday to support Kurdish militants as Turkey kept up its assault on Kurdish-
held border towns in northeastern Syria. — AFP 

BAGHDAD: Iraqi demonstrators run next to a burning tyre
during a demonstration against state corruption, failing
public services and unemployment on Oct 5, 2019. — AFP 


