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The knowledge of  Kurdistan Region is still limited. At the same time the Kurdistan 
Regional Representation in Poland has operated in Krakow for a few years now, and the 
Jagiellonian University and Adam Mickiewicz University have signed agreements on 
exchange programs and cooperation with Kurdish universities in Suleymaniye, Arbil and 
Duhok. As proof  of  the existence of  a platform for contact development, several joint 
projects have been organized, which might bring fruit in the future. Kurdistan Region is 
a space open to the external world, and offers spacious areas for European investments, 
and more significantly, ensures security.

In the current issue of  the “Pulaski Policy Papers” our Research Fellow Joanna Bocheñska 
analyses the future development of  Kurdistan Region. “Unsettled issues are not at all 
a bridle on the Kurdistan people seeking to develop their young country. A spontaneous 
desire to go forward is especially visible among young people, for whom getting higher 
education has acquired great importance. In a country which lacks qualified people, 
education, especially an academic degree acquired in a western university, means a rapid 
career, social advancement, better salaries, etc. Moreover, for many young Kurds, studying 
gives opportunities to get to see the external world, which, for many years, had remained 
out of  reach or was just associated with exile. ”

We encourage you to read the new issue of  the “Pulaski Policy Papers”!
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Joanna Bocheñska, Ph.D.

The knowledge of  Kurdistan Region is still limited. At the same time the Kurdistan 
Regional Representation in Poland has operated in Krakow for a few years now, and the 
Jagiellonian University and Adam Mickiewicz University have signed agreements on 
exchange programs and cooperation with Kurdish universities in Suleymaniye, Arbil and 
Duhok. As proof  of  the existence of  a platform for contact development, several joint 
projects have been organized, which might bring fruit in the future. Kurdistan Region is 
a space open to the external world, and offers spacious areas for European investments, 
and more significantly, ensures security. 
For this part of  Iraq, connections with Europe and the West are a guarantee of  freedom 
and development, and an opportunity for getting rid of  inequalities that had emerged after 
years of  wars and economic stagnation.

At the roots of  independence

Kurdistan Region (KR) was not created on the day of  the American invasion of  Iraq but 
gained its independence a while beforehand. Kurdistan's balance was not subject to the 
kind of  turmoil that was experienced by the rest of  the country. Consequently it did not 
require a great reorganization of  its administration and entire public order. After 2003 
Kurdistan Region could spread its wings and became an Iraqi oasis of  peace. In the period 
of  quasi-independence, gained in 1991 (as a result of  the UN resolution no. 688, which 
guaranteed the Kurdish territory an air umbrella with NATO bases in Turkey protecting it 
from an attack by Saddam's army) the region functioned thanks to illegal oil deals and 
smuggling until 2003. The resolution was carried in fear of  revenge of  the Iraqi dictator 
against Kurdish rebels after his defeat in the first war in the Persian Gulf. Perhaps the 
resolution also served as a soothing medicine after the lack of  intervention in the period of  
1987-1988 when Saddam's army conducted genocide on Kurds using chemical weapons. 
The roots of  Kurdish independence in Iraq reach even deeper, to the period of  the British 
mandate in the years 1918-1932, especially the initial period until 1926. The British had 
supported Kurdish nationalism hopes for political and economic benefits. Later British 
support waned in order to keep Iraq unified. However, Kurdish independence became 
a fact and could not be easily suppressed either by the British or by Baghdad. Every Iraqi 
government had to take it into account, and the range of  negotiated freedom was always 
much wider than for the Kurds living in the remaining parts of  Kurdistan (Turkey, Iran and 
Syria). Years of  struggle for independence led to the formation of  political balance in the 
region: a division of  power between the two main parties – the Kurdistan Democratic 
Party, associated with the Barzani family (today the president of  Kurdistan Region Messud 
Barzani is leading the party) and the Patriotic Union of  Kurdistan (with the current 
President of  Iraq Jalal Talabani as the party's leader). Reaching the present situation has not 
been without its obstacles, such as the series of  fratricidal conflicts between the advocates 
of  the two groups in the 90s. These only concluded with the signing of  an agreement in 
Washington in 1998. Many Kurds admit that the experience of  internal weaknesses has 
been an important lesson in democracy and the importance of  compromise. This 
experience may bring yet more fruit, which could be crucial when attempting to maintain 
stability in the region on the eve of  the U.S.'s final withdrawal from Iraq.
The undoubtedly buoyant development of  Kurdistan Region, which due to numerous 
diplomatic efforts is able to communicate with a few opponents simultaneously (for 
example, with the central authorities in Baghdad, Turkey and Iran), gives hope for the 
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future of  this part of  the Middle East.

Freedom in the name of  respecting dignity

The first and foremost impression one gets after arriving in Kurdistan Region is an 
awareness that it is a germ of  an independent state, and the connections with Iraq are an 
added element, tolerated courteously, but purely out of  necessity. Even the stamp in your 
passport says that it is a Region of  Kurdistan in Iraq, rather than 'regular' Iraq. The Kurdish 
flag (red-white-green with an emblem of  the sun) is a dominant element in the whole of 
Kurdistan. It is sometimes accompanied, somewhat accidentally, by an Iraqi flag. Kurdish 
signs, Kurdish language in the streets, a palpable enthusiasm and self-confidence, these are 
all the things one will never find in all the other parts of  Kurdistan situated within borders 
of  other countries. It should be no surprise that it is the Mecca for the Kurds coming from 
neighbouring states. After visiting this place they can easily regain their self-confidence, 
start believing in the possibility of  being free, and most importantly in the right use of  this 
freedom. But Kurdish democracy is certainly not perfect. Moreover, it is based not as much 
on the vision of  a free individual but on a 'free community'. The obvious community-like 
character of  its social structure and the tribal and family solidarity all contribute to the sense 
of  security one feels here. They also account for the difficulty a stranger might experience 
trying to fit in. On the other hand, these bonds are no longer the only indicator of  one's 
social status. Education is starting to play a significant role. It is worth noting that Kurdish 
patriotism does not exclude the existence of  other ethnic or religious identifications in the 
region, and recognizes its diversity. The public sphere seems to be more open to other 
points of  view and outlooks. When compared to other countries in the Middle East, even 
to more liberalized Turkey, the attachment of  the people of  Kurdistan Region to freedom 
and respecting the dignity of  others is more noticeable and wins them respect. 

Struggle for stability and peace

The difficult craft of  diplomacy has become the chief  means of  the authorities of  
Kurdistan Region for ensuring stability. Its main purpose is to deal with its neighbours 
using the method of  consensus and bargaining, creating the right conditions for profit, 
especially when it comes to trading oil. The main change of  its relations with the neigbours 
is related to the move away from confrontation and towards promoting talks and 
negotiations. The amount of  progress achieved here is considerable, especially when 
bearing in mind that only a few years ago both Turkey and Iran were constantly threatening 
Kurdistan with military intervention, believing this kind of  belligerence to be a necessary 
tool of  protecting their territories against attacks from PKK and PEJAK terrorists. At the 
moment Kurdistan Region recognizes such partners as Turkey, which in recent years has 
been able to and is willing to engage in the politics of  dialogue. Another partner is Iran; 
despite the fact that it has moderated its methods, it is still perceived as a potential threat (it 
conducts politics directed towards causing chaos and destabilization in the region). It may 
come as a surprise that in Kurds' eyes (in Iraq) Turkey has grown into the role of  its closest 
and valued partner, and is perceived in such a positive light. It is connected with the degree 
of  its economic involvement (Turkey has been a chief  investor in Kurdistan) but primarily 
with recent visits of  the Turkish Minister for Foreign Affairs, Ahmet Davutoðlu and Prime 
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoðan. The March visit of  the Turkish Prime Minister and the 
accompanying pictures in papers and news programs of  smiling Erdoðan with the Kurdish 
flag in the background, has played an especially important role (although Erdoðan himself  
did not use the word 'Kurdistan' even once, instead using the euphemism 'this beautiful 
region'). In the Kurdish media this visit has been labeled as 'historic' and 'of  great 
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significance', although one should not forget that policies of  AKP after the parliamentary 
elections will decide the future steps of  Turkey towards Kurdistan Region.

Natural resources

The main subject of  negotiations between Arbil (capital of  Kurdistan Region,) and 
Baghdad is the issue of  free trade of  oil and gas and the related problem of  Kirkuk. For 
Kurdistan profits from oil are the main means of  support (profits from sales contribute to 
93 per cent of  Kurdistan's budget). Since 2005 Kurdistan Region has signed numerous 
international contracts to search and extract oil and gas on its region. However, the KR's 
autonomy in this respect caused concerns among the central powers, which for a long 
period of  time were not willing to ratify the agreements. The export of  resources extracted 
on the basis of  these contracts was also suspended. Due to dismissals in the Iraqi 
government at the turn of  2010 and 2011, a new Minister of  Oil Abdul-Karim Elaibi was 
appointed who was ready to make certain concessions favouring the Kurds. The 
agreements were finally ratified and the Prime Minister of  Kurdistan Region, Berhem Salih 
stated that Kurdistan received the first installment for February and March compensating 
the expenditures made for the extraction and sale of  oil from Kurdistan. According to the 
declaration made by the Kurdish minister of  natural resources, Ashti Hawrami, in the 
period between March 27 and April 29, 2011, 4.5 million barrels of  crude oil were extracted 
in Kurdistan, which was around 135 thousand barrels a day. This number is to be increased, 
reaching 200 thousand barrels a day by the end of  2011.

Disputed Kirkuk

Another issue causing controversies is the undecided future of  Kirkuk. The city is situated 
outside the present borders of  the region, on territories rich with oil. A few ethnic groups 
have claimed their right to Kirkuk, with the Kurds, the Arab and the Turkmen being only 
some of  them. During Saddam's time in power, the Kurds were displaced on a large scale 
from this region, and the Arab people have been brought here instead. The lacunae in the 
updates of  the local census make it impossible to depict the real demographic situation of  
the city and the province. Conducting a new census is a rather sensitive issue. Still, without 
it, once/one? cannot really speak about the right administration of  the province. This has 
caused such basic problems as, for instance, the impossibility of  holding provincial 
elections. The Arabs, the Turkmen and the Assyrian people demand that local council 
authorities be elected using the so-called quotas, i.e. a number of  seats set in advance that 
fall into every ethnic group. Such a solution clearly favours these ethnic groups. The Kurds 
who could achieve a majority of  seats advocate elections without such a priori assumptions. 
As written in the Iraqi constitution the future of  the disputed city should be decided in 
a referendum. It was to take place by 2007. However, it was postponed due to the unstable 
situation. Arab Sunnis are one of  the greatest opponents of  the referendum in Kirkuk. 
They claim that since it did not take place by 2007, then any other attempts to conduct it are 
against the constitution. Recently, however, relations between the Kurdish and Turkmen 
parties have become closer (the Kurds have backed a Turkmen candidate to the position of  
the Chairman of  the Provincial Council), which some perceive as an attempt to form an 
anti-Arab alliance. In spring 2011 Kurdish military forces (the Peshmerga forces) were 
temporarily placed near Kirkuk as a result of  consultations with the authorities in Baghdad 
and American command. Their goal was to take over control after the withdrawal of  the 
U.S. troops, and counteract the influence of  radical Islamist groups. Despite the serious 
impasse of  recent years, the future of  Kirkuk remains open. A large influence in shaping 
Kirkuk's future is also exerted by Turkey which, in the context of  the withdrawal of
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American troops, is starting to play the role of  security guarantor competing for influence 
in the region with Iran.

Looking ahead

Unsettled issues are not at all a bridle on the Kurdistan people seeking to develop their 
young country. A spontaneous desire to go forward is especially visible among young 
people, for whom getting higher education has acquired great importance. In a country 
which lacks qualified people, education, especially an academic degree acquired in 
a western university, means a rapid career, social advancement, better salaries, etc. 
Moreover, for many young Kurds, studying gives opportunities to get to see the external 
world, which, for many years, had remained out of  reach or was just associated with exile. 
The impressive development of  cities is another proof  of  how people are starting to fulfill 
their ambitions and desire to catch up with other developed countries. The capital of  the 
region – Arbil (Kurdish: Hawlêr) – is a city of  over one million citizens with a modern 
airport, residential areas and shops and a growing number of  skyscrapers. Even if  such 
a manifestation of  modernity brings a smile to a Westerner, it is fully justifiable.
The example of  Poland – a country with a tradition of  fighting for independence and with 
the experience of  the last two decades – provokes feelings of  warmth among the Kurds. 
The problem is that this knowledge is still not sufficient enough in order to build long-
lasting and productive relations. Similarly, Polish people's knowledge about Kurdistan is 
not impressive either, although recent publications on the subject and a growing circle of  
enthusiasts deserve some attention here. Meanwhile, the Kurds who, in recent years, have 
been acquiring Ph.D. degrees at Polish universities (thanks to the agreements signed 
between Polish and Kurdish universities), and speak about our country in terms of  their 
'second homeland', cannot understand why it has taken almost two years now to open the 
new Polish consulate in Arbil. One does not need much to notice that the platform for the 
development of  mutual relations already exists. Perhaps the two sides need more faith in 
the purposefulness of  further actions?
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The Casimir Pulaski Foundation 

Pulaski Policy Papers 

is an independent think tank which specializes in foreign policy, with a mission to promote 
freedom, equality and democracy, as well as to support actions of  strengthening civil 
society. The foundation carries out activities both in Poland and abroad, among others in 
Central and Eastern Europe and in North America. 

The Casimir Pulaski Foundation was founded due to political changes that took place in 
Poland after 1989. The principal values of  Casimir Pulaski (freedom, justice and 
democracy) are an inspiration for every initiative undertaken by the Foundation. A few of  
the Foundations activities include: conducting scientific research, preparing publications 
and analyses, organizing seminaries and conferences, providing education and support for 
leaders (www.instytutprzywodztwa.pl).

The Foundation is the main organizer of  the Warsaw Regional NGOs Congress 
(www.warsawcongress.pl), the co-organizer of  the Academy of  Young Diplomats 
(www.diplomats.pl) and publisher of  the Communication Platform for 
Non-Governmental Organizations (www.non-gov.org). 

The Foundation also awards the Casimir Pulaski Prize “The Knight of  Freedom” to 
outstanding people who have made a significant contribution in promoting democracy. So 
far the prizewinners were: Professor W³adys³aw Bartoszewski, former Minister of  
Foreign Affairs of  Poland, historian Professor Norman Davies, Alaksandar 
Milinkiewicz, leader of  democratic opposition in Belarus, Lech Wa³êsa and Aleksander 
Kwaœniewski, former Presidents of  Poland as well as Javier Solana, former High 
Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy, and Valdas Adamkus, former 
President of  Lithuania.

The Casimir Pulaski Foundation is one of  only two Polish institutions that have 
a partnership status with the Council of  Europe. More about Foundation at: 

are the analyses of  foreign policy, international economy and domestic politics issues, 
essential for Poland. The papers are published both in Polish and English. Researchers 
willing to publish their articles in the Pulaski Policy Papers are asked to contact the editorial 
office (office@pulaski.pl). If  you would like to receive new issues of  PPP please add your 
e-mail at www.pulaski.pl.

www.pulaski.pl. 
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