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Today, Iraq and Kurdistan are in the
middle of a great contest of wills: the
will of the Kurdish people expressed in
their recent independence referendum,
and the will of the Iraqi federal
government to keep Kurdistan in
Iraq. The Macdonald-Laurier Institute
hosted Her Excellency Bayan Sami
Abdul Rahman, the Kurdistan Regional
Government’s Representative to the
United States, on October 25. It was a
rare opportunity to discuss with one of
the leading experts of the world what
is affecting the Kurdish people, their
aspirations, and the complicated region
they are confronting.

Her Excellency Bayan Sami Abdul Rahman is the
Kurdistan Regional Government’s representative
to the United States. Prior to her US appointment
in 2015, Ms. Abdul Rahman was the High
Representative to the United Kingdom. She was
elected to the Leadership Council of the Kurdistan
Democratic Party in 2010. Before her career in
public service, Ms. Abdul Rahman worked as a
journalist for 17 years. She began her career on
local newspapers in London and won the Observer
Newspaper’s Farzad Bazoft Memorial Prize in
1993, which led her to work at The Observer and
later at the Financial Times. She worked for the
FT in Britain and in Japan, where she was Tokyo
Correspondent. Ms. Abdul Rahman was born in
Baghdad. Her family briefly lived in Iran in the mid1970s before moving to Britain in 1976. She is a
history graduate from London University.
The author of this document has worked
independently and is solely responsible for the views
presented here. The opinions are not necessarily
those of the Macdonald-Laurier Institute, its
Directors or Supporters.
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MLI: As Iraqi forces and militias have moved against the Kurdish Peshmerga in recent days, many are
questioning the timing of the recent referendum on Kurdish independence. Why did the Kurdistan
Regional Government decide to proceed with the referendum when they did? What was the significance of holding it in September 2017?
HE Abdul Rahman: We wanted to hold a referendum much earlier, years earlier, but because of the fight
against ISIS it was set aside. But why did we even want a referendum? The Kurds have wanted an independence date for 100 years, essentially since the creation of Iraq and the carving up of the Middle East. But in
2003, we decided that we would be part of the new Iraq. We had a choice in 2003. We had been autonomous
since ’91. We knew that America was about to intervene and we made the decision that we wouldn’t push for
independence. Instead, we would join the new Iraq. An Iraq that we believed would be federal, democratic
and secular. And we’ve genuinely invested in this new Iraq.
We helped to draft the new Constitution, which was passed in 2005. We sent some of our best people to Baghdad. The President of Iraq was Jalal Talabani, a Kurd. And the foreign minister, later the finance minister, was
Hoshyar Zebari. And members of Parliament – Kurdistan has had a block in the Iraqi Parliament since 2005.
We have done our best to make Iraq work. But unfortunately, in the decade following 2005, we have seen
violations of the Constitution by successive prime ministers and governments in Baghdad, with the international community largely turning a blind eye. We have seen the hounding of the Sunni community. We have
seen the Iraqi army turn into a sectarian army, which is why they fled when ISIS came.
We have seen that some of the key institutions that were set out in the Constitution have not been created.
For example, to ensure the federal structure of Iraq, the Constitution stipulates that there should be two
chambers of Parliament: The House of Representatives and a second chamber. The second chamber, established by a large majority in the Parliament, would create a chamber that represents the regions and the
provinces, thereby guaranteeing the federal structure of Iraq. We don’t have a second chamber. There are
many other examples I can give you of violations and of articles of the Constitution that have been ignored,
including Article 140 on the disputed territories.

“Over the past decade we have seen Iraq becoming more
sectarian, more violent, and we don’t see a partnership.”

Over the past decade we have seen Iraq becoming more sectarian, more violent, and we don’t see a partnership. We don’t believe Kurds are seen as partners. We don’t see governance by consensus. We hear more and
more noises from the sheer majority that they believe in majoritarian rule.
Then we have ISIS, which commits genocide against the Christians, the Yazidis, the Kurds and others, including fellow Arabs. And all of the problems that we had seen bubbling away, festering before ISIS came, have
essentially been suspended over the past three years. The international community has had a focus on ISIS.
It has ignored the fact that the problems that created ISIS have never been dealt with. We have those. In addition to that, over the past three years we have seen a creation of new problems, including the creation of
the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF).
MLI: The Shia militias.
HE Abdul Rahman: The Shia militias, but we’re not bothered whether they’re Shia or Sunni. What we’re
bothered about is that this is an armed wing of a force effectively led by Iran, loyal to Iran. This is another
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IRGC, another Revolutionary Guard from Iran created in Iraq, something like Hezbollah. And the day that
the Popular Mobilization Forces were created, we started to ring the alarm that this is creating a problem for
the future.
We predicted that the Popular Mobilization Forces, the Iran-backed militias, would one day attack Kurdistan.
And unfortunately, we are now seeing that come true. So we have all of the problems that we had before
2014, untouched, festering away. We have new problems that have been created: genocide, Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF), units directed and commanded by Iranian leaders and so on. And then we have a prime
minister who has not really been able to create an atmosphere of reconciliation.
So for us, how much longer should we have waited to have a referendum? How much longer should the
people of Kurdistan continue to be second-class citizens, with the Constitution being violated? We felt that
we had waited long enough and that in fact, there were many who wanted the referendum to take place in
2016. The political will was not there then. But in 2017, the vast majority of political parties in Kurdistan
wanted the referendum.
We were under pressure to postpone the referendum on the promise that the US and the UN would broker
a dialogue and a negotiation with Baghdad. We wanted a guarantee that if those negotiations failed, that we
could hold a referendum then and that it would be supported. We didn’t get that guarantee. And so in the
end, it was decided to go ahead with the referendum.

“Kirkuk is historically, geographically, culturally, and
linguistically part of Kurdistan.”

MLI: So, in the context in the aftermath of the referendum, you’ve now seen the invasion of Kirkuk,
which was a position that the Kurdish Peshmerga fiercely held against ISIS when the Iraqi security
forces abandoned their posts. What is the meaning of Kirkuk to the Kurdish people?
HE Abdul Rahman: Kirkuk is often described as “the oil rich city of Kirkuk,” and that explains a lot as to
why it is contested. But for us, from a Kurdish perspective, Kirkuk is historically, geographically, culturally,
and linguistically part of Kurdistan. It doesn’t mean that everybody there is Kurdish. Of course, there are
Turkmen, Assyrians, Arabs and others in Kirkuk. But when you look at maps from the Ottoman era, Kirkuk
is in Kurdistan. It became a contested city and a contested province because oil was discovered there by the
British about 80-100 years ago.
For us, it is a significant place and so many lives have been lost because of the disputed nature of Kirkuk. The
people of Kirkuk have suffered gerrymandering of the borders of their province to change the demographics, to minimize the number of Kurds there. There has been genocide in Kirkuk. There has been a program
called by the Iraqi government of the time “Arabization.” What did that mean? Kurds were literally forced out
of their homes, only with the clothes on their backs and Arab settlers were paid to move into their homes
and properties.
And if I may go back to the Constitution, the Iraqi Constitution of 2005 stipulates that the disputed territories
– which include Kirkuk and others – should be resolved through a mechanism set out in the Constitution.
And this mechanism, very briefly, is to allow people who were the original people of Kirkuk to return, compensate the settlers so they can move elsewhere, have a census, and then a referendum so that the people of
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the disputed territories can choose if they want to be under the federal government’s authority or to join
the Kurdistan region.
The deadline for this was the end of 2007, exactly 10 years ago. Neither Baghdad, nor the international
community was interested in implementing Article 140. If they had, perhaps we would not be where we
are today. For us, the blood that has been spilt over Kirkuk, the oppression, the cruelty, the genocide, the
Arabization program, we cannot forget that. It’s impossible to forget that. Too much has been at stake for
the people of Kurdistan and Kirkuk. We are still prepared to talk about Kirkuk and the other disputed territories within the framework of the Constitution.

“We exercised a democratic process, arguably, the highest
form of expression, a referendum. And the response has
been tanks and Humvees.”
The Constitution is a very good document. It sets out how we will all live together. It sets out a resolution
for issues like the disputed territories. Let’s go back to that and let’s find a peaceful way of settling this.
MLI: It’s a heart wrenching issue now, the Constitution, because what you’re seeing today is almost
the intensification of that Arabization policy of Kirkuk with the Arab militia takeover the city. Who
are these military actors we’re seeing at work in the region?
HE Abdul Rahman: We exercised a democratic process, arguably, the highest form of expression, a referendum. And the response has been tanks and Humvees. The militias are Iraqi. We don’t say that they’re Iranian.
They’re Iraqi. But they are advised by Iran. They are loyal to Iran and they are using the tanks and Humvees
provided by the United States. They carry pictures of Ayatollah Khamenei and other Iranian leaders. When you
watch their propaganda machinery, it’s very clear where their loyalty lies. Some of them have played a role in
Iraq for a very long time. There are people like Hadi Ameri, Abu Mahdi Mohandes and others.
MLI: Terrorists.
HE Abdul Rahman: Well, some of them have been accused of killing Americans, so yes. But they are
guided, they are instructed, they are trained by Iran. We question their loyalty to Iraq. We believe that their
loyalty lies elsewhere. We also question the power of the Iraqi government and the prime minister’s office
to control them. We are confident that Prime Minister Abadi wants to control all of the armed forces in Iraq,
but we are not sure that he’s able to do so.
What we have seen in Kirkuk since the takeover by the Iraqi military and the Iran-backed militia, is 170,000
people fleeing for their lives. Nobody leaves their home in that situation unless they fear for their lives or the
lives of their children; 170,000 people fleeing overnight tells you something. In Tuz Khurmatu, which is also
very close to Kirkuk, Amnesty International recently issued a report alerting the world to what is happening
in Tuz Khurmatu, where homes of Kurds have been burnt, properties have been taken over and Amnesty
is highlighting the human rights abuses there. Kirkuk was actually quite stable despite its disputed nature
under Governor Najmaldin Karim. Until October 16th, it was a stable part of Iraq. Now you have another
mass displacement of people, another humanitarian crisis and the potential for a civil war.
MLI: Some people would say that the referendum catalyzed this attack. Was it inevitable or was it
that the referendum was a spark in this tinder box waiting to explode? What do you believe was the
intent of these private militias?
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HE Abdul Rahman: For us, the militias, particularly the Iran-backed militias have been a threat from the
day that they were created. We have sounded the alarm from that moment onwards. I, and colleagues in
Washington, have been talking about this threat. We believe that Iran has had its eye on Iraqi Kurdistan for a
very long time. Its plan is to divide and conquer, to divide us geographically, politically and to have a weak,
unstable Kurdistan like the rest of Iraq.
It is not in Iran’s interest to have a stable, democratic, prosperous Iraq or Kurdistan on its doorstep. So what
we are seeing today, from our perspective, has been the plan all along. Maybe the referendum gave them
the spark or the excuse, but I’m sure if we go back to our meeting notes from two years ago, there would be
notes where we have been telling our friends in the international community that we’re very fearful about
the potential for an attack from the Iran-backed militias.
MLI: Since the advent of ISIS, Canada has been contributing training and assistance to the Kurdish Peshmerga who have proven to be brave, ferocious, heroic allies. The Kurdish people share the
same values as Canadians on pluralism and tolerance, the aspiration for democracy. In so many
ways, Kurdistan is an ally of Canada’s. What can Canada do now in the context of this imminent civil
war as the Kurdish people are being supressed by so many actors in the region?
HE Abdul Rahman: Well, the threat to us is very real. We’re under an economic blockade by Baghdad, but
with the help of our neighbours. And, for example, flights have been banned to Kurdistan. This is not only
impacting business, but also it means that international journalists can’t go and can’t report for themselves
on what’s happening on the ground.
MLI: You have sympathy for this. You used to be a journalist.
HE Abdul Rahman: Yes, and I definitely believe in being present somewhere. I think it makes a difference.
MLI: It does.

“We’ve explained to the international community, to the
United States, to Canada that any further attacks and we
will fight back.”
HE Abdul Rahman: So for us, the threat is real. The economic blockade is real and the military threat is not
just a threat now. Baghdad, with the backing of the Iran-backed militias, has been attacking us. We believe
that what the militias want to do is to cross over from Rabia, which is close to Syria, to then be able to block
the Syrian and Turkish border crossings. This is a very real threat. And this is where the potential for civil
war is. This is where we need the international community to act, to step in. It’s not enough to say we’re
watching, we’re monitoring, or we’re not taking sides. It’s time to act. … We’ve already warned the Iraqis.
We’ve warned the Iranian-backed militias. We’ve explained to the international community, to the United
States, to Canada that any further attacks and we will fight back. And this has the potential to end up in a
civil war. We don’t want that and I believe Baghdad doesn’t want that. And certainly the coalition should not
want that. Otherwise the entire Iraq project, so much has been invested in over the past several years, the
project is finished.
MLI: What can the international community do now?
HE Abdul Rahman: Well, from our perspective, we have been calling for a dialogue with Baghdad for weeks
and months, actually. Before, during, and after the referendum we said that we wanted to have talks with
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Baghdad. Since October 16, when Kirkuk was taken, we have still been repeatedly saying we want to enter a
dialogue with Baghdad. What we are asking Canada, and our other international partners, is to warn Baghdad that any further escalation, any further military movements will not help the situation. We’re asking our
partners to call on Baghdad to stop any other military deployment and to begin a dialogue with Kurdistan.
Our leadership, our cabinet has made an offer. Again, the offer has always been there, but it’s been renewed
to have a dialogue with Baghdad. We have frozen the results of the referendum. This is a huge concession
and there is uproar among the Kurdish population. So it’s a big risk to take by our government to do this.
But we see that that risk is necessary because we want to avert bloodshed and war. So we ask Canada to play
its part. Canada has been a key player in the coalition against ISIS. It’s provided military and humanitarian
assistance. It’s pledged money for the stabilization program.

“We’re open to a dialogue on any subject. We haven’t said
it needs to be about the referendum.”

MLI: It’s in Baghdad’s interest to make sure that does not get to the Kurds.
HE Abdul Rahman: Yes, we’re still waiting for weapons and ammunition that was promised in 2016 to
come over. We want Canada to play its role in the coalition, in the United Nations, play a role as it does in the
international community as a leading voice on human rights, on democracy, and ask for a serious dialogue
between Erbil and Baghdad. We’re open to a dialogue on any subject. We haven’t said it needs to be about
the referendum. We’re open to discuss anything that Baghdad wishes to discuss. The important thing is to
avert and avoid bloodshed, and to begin the conversation.
MLI: Excellency, Kurdistan has had very sophisticated diplomacy with its neighbours, and with Baghdad and the international community for many years. You’re an obvious example of one of the best
in the Kurdish diplomatic community. Thank you so much for taking some time to visit with us at
the Macdonald-Laurier Institute during your visit here in Ottawa. And we hope to see you successful
and to see you back here when you can come back.
HE Abdul Rahman: Well, thank you for your very generous comments. And thank you for this opportunity
to explain our position.
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Critically Acclaimed,
Award-Winning Institute
The Macdonald-Laurier Institute fills a gap in
Canada’s democratic infrastructure by focusing
our work on the full range of issues that fall
under Ottawa’s jurisdiction.
•	One of the top five think tanks in Canada and
No. 1 in Ottawa according to the University of
Pennsylvania.

Ideas Change the World
Independent and non-partisan, the
Macdonald-Laurier Institute is increasingly
recognized as the thought leader on national
issues in Canada, prodding governments,
opinion leaders and the general public to
accept nothing but the very best public policy
solutions for the challenges Canada faces.

•	Cited by five present and former Canadian Prime
Ministers, as well as by David Cameron, the
British Prime Minister.
•	First book, The Canadian Century: Moving out
of America’s Shadow, won the Sir Antony Fisher
International Memorial Award in 2011.
•	
Hill Times says Brian Lee Crowley is one of the
100 most influential people in Ottawa.
•	The Wall Street Journal, the Economist, the
Globe and Mail, the National Post and many
other leading national and international
publications have quoted the Institute’s work.

Where You’ve Seen Us
“The study by Brian Lee Crowley and Ken Coates is a
‘home run’. The analysis by Douglas Bland will make many
uncomfortable but it is a wake up call that must be read.”
former Canadian Prime Minister Paul Martin on MLI’s project on
Aboriginal people and the natural resource economy.

For more information visit: www.MacdonaldLaurier.ca

About the Macdonald-Laurier Institute
What Do We Do?
When you change how people think, you change
what they want and how they act. That is why thought
leadership is essential in every field. At MLI, we strip away
the complexity that makes policy issues unintelligible
and present them in a way that leads to action, to better
quality policy decisions, to more effective government,
and to a more focused pursuit of the national interest of
all Canadians. MLI is the only non-partisan, independent
national public policy think tank based in Ottawa that
focuses on the full range of issues that fall under the
jurisdiction of the federal government.

What Is in a Name?
The Macdonald-Laurier Institute exists not merely to
burnish the splendid legacy of two towering figures
in Canadian history – Sir John A. Macdonald and Sir
Wilfrid Laurier – but to renew that legacy. A Tory and
a Grit, an English speaker and a French speaker – these
two men represent the very best of Canada’s fine political
tradition. As prime minister, each championed the values
that led to Canada assuming her place as one of the world’s
leading democracies. We will continue to vigorously uphold
these values, the cornerstones of our nation.

Our Issues
The Institute undertakes
an impressive program of
thought leadership on public
policy. Some of the issues we
have tackled recently include:
•	Aboriginal people and the
management of our natural
resources;
•	Making Canada’s justice
system more fair and efficient;
•	Defending Canada’s
innovators and creators;
•	Controlling government debt
at all levels;
•	Advancing Canada’s interests
abroad;

Working for a Better Canada
Good policy doesn’t just happen; it requires good
ideas, hard work, and being in the right place
at the right time. In other words, it requires MLI.
We pride ourselves on independence, and accept no
funding from the government for our research. If you
value our work and if you believe in the possibility
of a better Canada, consider making a tax-deductible
donation. The Macdonald-Laurier Institute is a
registered charity.

•	Ottawa’s regulation of foreign
investment; and
•	How to fix Canadian health
care.

For more information visit: www.MacdonaldLaurier.ca

What people are
saying about the
Macdonald-Laurier Institute

CONTACT US: 	Macdonald-Laurier Institute

323 Chapel Street, Suite #300
Ottawa, Ontario, Canada
K1N 7Z2
TELEPHONE: (613) 482-8327
WEBSITE:
CONNECT
WITH US:

In five short years, the institute has
established itself as a steady source of
high-quality research and thoughtful
policy analysis here in our nation’s
capital. Inspired by Canada’s deeprooted intellectual tradition of ordered
liberty – as exemplified by Macdonald
and Laurier – the institute is making
unique contributions to federal public
policy and discourse. Please accept my
best wishes for a memorable anniversary
celebration and continued success.
THE RIGHT HONOURABLE STEPHEN HARPER

www.MacdonaldLaurier.ca

@MLInstitute
www.facebook.com/
MacdonaldLaurierInstitute
www.youtube.com/
MLInstitute

The Macdonald-Laurier Institute is an
important source of fact and opinion for
so many, including me. Everything they
tackle is accomplished in great depth
and furthers the public policy debate in
Canada. Happy Anniversary, this is but
the beginning.
THE RIGHT HONOURABLE PAUL MARTIN

In its mere five years of existence, the
Macdonald-Laurier Institute, under
the erudite Brian Lee Crowley’s vibrant
leadership, has, through its various
publications and public events, forged a
reputation for brilliance and originality
in areas of vital concern to Canadians:
from all aspects of the economy to health
care reform, aboriginal affairs, justice,
and national security.
BARBARA KAY, NATIONAL POST COLUMNIST

Intelligent and informed debate
contributes to a stronger, healthier and
more competitive Canadian society. In
five short years the Macdonald-Laurier
Institute has emerged as a significant
and respected voice in the shaping of
public policy. On a wide range of issues
important to our country’s future,
Brian Lee Crowley and his team are
making a difference.
JOHN MANLEY, CEO COUNCIL
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