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Turkey’s Waiting Game in Sinjar
Michael Knights

The battle to dominate the district of Sinjar, 100 kilometers west of Mosul, has been
approaching like a sandstorm on the horizon. This is because Sinjar, the scene of Yezidi
genocide! since 2014, is undergoing a multi-faceted struggle for power between the
various factions fighting the Islamic State (IS). These groups include the Iragi Kurds,
the Iragi government, Iranian-backed elements of the Popular Mobilization Forces
(PMF), the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), the Syrian-Kurdish People’s Protection
Units (YPG), and numerous Yezidi factions aligned with the different players.

Background on Sinjar

Situated on the Iraqi-Syrian border, Sinjar is the last Iraqi city on Highway 47, the trade
road between Mosul and Syria. The Yezidis and Kurds of the district were brutalized
by the Ba'thist government in the 1970s and 1980s, with rural populations displaced
into dismal collective villages called mujamma.? After Saddam’s fall, the majority of
Yezidis continued to live in the mujamma, which by that point had grown into towns
and fallen under the political dominance and security aegis of the Kurdistan Democratic
Party (KDP), the dominant Kurdish force in the northern part of the Kurdistan Region
of Irag. The rural areas of Sinjar were policed by the (mainly Yezidi) 3" Iragi Army
division.

The Iragi Army disintegrated when the Islamic State attacked in June 2014, and then
two months later, the KDP Peshmerga also fled as the Islamic State’s war spread into
the Kurdistan Region.® The Yezidis formed the Sinjar Resistance Units (YBS), which
received support from the PKK armed wing and the neighbouring Syrian Kurdish YPG,
an affiliate of the PKK.* These forces sustained a safe haven for Yezidi civilians on
Sinjar Mountain, a forty-kilometer-long anticline towering nearly 700 meters above the
surrounding plains. Another Yezidi militia called the Protection Force of Ezidkhan
(HPE) operated at a slight remove from the PKK and eventually fell under the control
of the KDP Peshmerga.®



Though the KDP Peshmerga and their Yezidi allies played a major role in relieving the
Islamic State siege of Sinjar Mountain in November 2014, tensions have remained high
between the Kurds and most of the other militias in the area. From my experience
visiting the area before the Islamic State takeover, | can attest that the Yezidis of Sinjar
were never overly fond of KDP domination of their local politics, but nonetheless
desperately needed Kurdish protection, being lodged between the terrorist hubs of Tel
Afar, Ba‘aj, and the Syrian border. Since the failure of the KDP Peshmerga in 2014,
Yezidi forces, such as the YBS, are now seeking greater autonomy in local governance
and have set up their own Self-Administration Council with PKK and YPG support.®
Yezidi forces in the YBS lacked the military power to liberate the Yezidi villages south
of Sinjar, and pro-KDP Yezidi forces have suffered the frustration of sitting in static
defensive positions under KDP command, less than 30 kilometers from the homes, for
the last two years.” For the Kurdistan Region, although the domination of Yezidi towns
became a political habit, these towns were not considered worth sustaining high
casualties to liberate.

Enter the Outside Players

Turkey and Iran-backed PMF militias crashed into this complex picture during the first
half of this year. Ankara’s interest in the issue has been twofold. First, the PKK and
YPG roles in Sinjar were alarming to Turkey because the area appears to provide the
anti-Turkey groups with a land bridge between their bases in Iragi Kurdistan and Syrian
Kurdistan, known as Rojava. Turkey and the KDP had collaborated on closing the
KDP-Rojava border,® and Sinjar seemed to give the PKK and YPG a way to flank this
obstacle. For both the Turks and the KDP, expansion of PKK military power inside the
Kurdistan Region is considered deeply unsettling. An escalation of pressure against the
PKK in Sinjar may have been appealing this summer, considering President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan needed military distractions to placate the Turkish General Staff.®

The problem for Turkey is that the PKK, YPG and Yezidi YBS enclave in Sinjar is not
such an easy target. Contrary to depictions of Sinjar as “another Qandil,”*° Sinjar is not
a formidable redoubt with imposing physical defenses, such as those of the PKK’s base
camps. Instead, the difficulties of attacking Sinjar are primarily political. The KDP-
PKK battles of the 1990s'! left today’s Kurdish leadership with a deep impression of
the PKK as a fanatical and skilled adversary. Additionally, spilling PKK blood, Kurdish
blood, would be politically unpopular in the Kurdistan Region. For these reasons, the
KDP’s preference was first to use KDP-trained Syrian Kurds, the so-called Rojava
Peshmerga,? to isolate Sinjar Mountain and the surrounding areas from the Syrian
border, and thus from the assistance offered by the YPG. This effort failed when the
YPG backed up Yezidi YBS and PKK forces on Sinjar Mountain’s northern foothills.
Using two hundred troops, eight tanks, and two-dozen anti-aircraft cannons,* the YPG
blunted the Rojava Peshmerga in a series of skirmishes!* in early March 2017. The
Syrian Kurds were clearly sensitive to the risk that Sinjar might be cut off from its
Syrian base of support — an indication of YPG commitment to its salient into Iraqg.

As a senior Kurdish security official told me in April 2017, for the KDP, the second
best solution is for Turkey to intervene against the PKK in Sinjar.™® Intensified Turkish
drone operations, probably launched from the KDP’s Suhela camp 90 kilometers to the
northeast, were followed by demonstrative Turkish airstrikes!® on YBS and PKK
positions in Sinjar on April 25, 2017. A new Turkish-backed offensive by the Rojava
Peshmerga seemed to be impending in the lead-up to President Erdogan’s White House
visit on May 16, but the prospect of a major Turkish air and special forces effort later
faded away. One interpretation is that intensified provision of U.S. targeting
intelligence!’ to Turkey has diverted Turkish attention towards a renewed campaign
targeting the PKK leadership in Qandil, where airstrikes have accelerated since late
May 2017.18



Popular Mobilization Forces and the Syrian border

A new impetus for potential Turkish intervention was provided by the PMF operation
launched towards the Syrian-Irag border on May 12, 2017. The seventeen-day operation
saw Iran-backed militias of the Badr Organization and Kata’'ib Hezbollah penetrate
100km of sparsely defended desert between their jump-off positions near Tel Afar and
the Syrian border.® For Turkey, one key fear related to the extension of Iranian proxy
forces onto the eastern edge of the northern Syrian theater of operations. With Assad
forces creeping towards the Syrian Euphrates River Valley to the southwest,® the
PMF’s advance created additional concerns that Assad and Iran were positioning to
dominate security and political arrangements in post-Islamic State eastern Syria. If Iran
were to strike a deal with the YPG, for instance, they would gain an indirect route
between Iran and Damascus, albeit via Syrian Kurdish areas. This could give the YPG
additional options if their relationship with the United States were to cool post-Raqqga.

As important, from Turkey’s perspective, the PMF’s advance brought the Iraqi Shi‘a
militias into direct contact with the PKK, YPG, and Yezidi YBS forces in the Sinjar
salient. The PMF advance saw the Iraqi forces seize the Yezidi mujamma that the KDP
has chosen not to liberate, and saw the PMF establish at least two battalions of Yezidi
PMF “hold forces.” KDP-associated Yezidi forces began to suffer desertions to the
PMF during May.?! Eventually, the PMF contacted the 35-kilometer stretch of frontline
between Sinjar city and the Syrian border held by the PKK, YPG, and Yezidi YBS.

But what happened next may have surprised the Turks. For a couple of years, the
dominant narrative in Ankara and Erbil has been that Baghdad and Tehran pay and
support the YBS via the YPG-held Qamishli airport.?? Yet, when PMF forces advanced
south of Sinjar, there was instead evidence of competing objectives. The PMF began to
draw Yezidi recruits away from the YBS, while the PKK and YPG did their best to
prevent this transfer. As Matthew Barber noted, “One area where the KDP and PKK
arch-rivals agree is that Sinjar should be distanced from Baghdad. The PKK’s message
to the local Yezidi population has been ‘you are not part of Iraq’. The [PMF] has the
opposite message.”?

Outlook for Sinjar

We have already dodged two bullets in Sinjar this spring and summer: a major Turkish
escalation against the PKK and the chance of KDP-PMF fighting. Are these
possibilities like to remain at bay, or does their forestallment merely reflect a calm
before the storm? It may be that after Ragqa is liberated, when the YPG is less vital to
the United States, Turkey and the KDP will act more resolutely in Sinjar. If the area
can be isolated from Syria, then a better-planned Rojava Peshmerga offensive backed
by Turkish and KDP Special Forces and heavy weapons could be attempted once again.
One factor to watch is the PMF’s readiness to step in to aid the YBS, testing the local
Yezidi willingness to trade out the PKK and YPG as protectors. The risks of military
setbacks or political opportunism by Baghdad would loom large over any Turkish
military escalation in Sinjar.



For Turkey, the optimal outcome may instead involve using soft power to remove the
PKK and YPG from Sinjar, leveraging the threat, but not the actual use, of force. This
could involve a combination of U.S. and international pressure, Kurdish and/or Iraqi
inducements of self-governance, and security guarantees for local Yezidis. Ankara will
remain ready to make a “Sinjar for Bashiga” deal, in which a Baghdad-brokered PKK
and YPG departure from Sinjar would result in a Turkish withdrawal from the Bashiga
base, which would constitute a major public relations victory for Iragi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi in the forthcoming election year. A trilateral Iragi-Kurdish-Yezidi
“combined security mechanism,”?* such as the joint checkpoints and headquarters run
by the U.S. military in Sinjar before 2011, might be another option for Turkey to
support.

Michael Knights is a Lafer Fellow with The Washington Institute and author of its 2016 report "How to
Secure Mosul." He has worked in all of Iraq's provinces and spent time embedded in the country's
security forces.
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