CHILDREN AND FAMILIES
EDUCATION AND THE ARTS

The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit institution that helps improve policy and
decisionmaking through research and analysis.

ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT
HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE
INFRASTRUCTURE AND
TRANSPORTATION

This electronic document was made available from www.rand.org as a public service
of the RAND Corporation.

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS
LAW AND BUSINESS

Skip all front matter: Jump to Page 16

NATIONAL SECURITY
POPULATION AND AGING
PUBLIC SAFETY
SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY
TERRORISM AND
HOMELAND SECURITY

Support RAND
Purchase this document
Browse Reports & Bookstore
Make a charitable contribution

For More Information
Visit RAND at www.rand.org
Explore the RAND National Defense Research Institute
View document details

Limited Electronic Distribution Rights
This document and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law as indicated in a notice appearing
later in this work. This electronic representation of RAND intellectual property is provided for noncommercial use only. Unauthorized posting of RAND electronic documents to a non-RAND website is
prohibited. RAND electronic documents are protected under copyright law. Permission is required from
RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another form, any of our research documents for commercial use. For
information on reprint and linking permissions, please see RAND Permissions.

This product is part of the RAND Corporation occasional paper series. RAND occasional papers may include an informed perspective on a timely policy issue, a discussion
of new research methodologies, essays, a paper presented at a conference, a conference
summary, or a summary of work in progress. All RAND occasional papers undergo
rigorous peer review to ensure that they meet high standards for research quality and
objectivity.

Managing
Arab-Kurd Tensions
in Northern Iraq
After the Withdrawal
of U.S. Troops
Larry Hanauer, Jeffrey Martini,
Omar Al-Shahery

Prepared for United States Forces–Iraq

Approved for public release; distribution unlimited

NATIONAL DEFENSE R ESEA R C H I N ST I T U T E

The research described in this report was prepared for United States Forces–Iraq. The
research was conducted within the RAND National Defense Research Institute, a federally
funded research and development center sponsored by the Office of the Secretary of
Defense, the Joint Staff, the Unified Combatant Commands, the Navy, the Marine Corps,
the defense agencies, and the defense Intelligence Community under Contract W74V8H06-C-0002.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available for this publication.

ISBN: 978-0-8330-5321-3

The R AND Corporation is a nonprofit institution that helps improve policy and
decisionmaking through research and analysis. RAND’s publications do not necessarily
reflect the opinions of its research clients and sponsors.

R® is a registered trademark.

© Copyright 2011 RAND Corporation

Permission is given to duplicate this document for personal use only, as long as it
is unaltered and complete. Copies may not be duplicated for commercial purposes.
Unauthorized posting of RAND documents to a non-RAND website is prohibited. RAND
documents are protected under copyright law. For information on reprint and linking
permissions, please visit the RAND permissions page (http://www.rand.org/publications/
permissions.html).
Published 2011 by the RAND Corporation
1776 Main Street, P.O. Box 2138, Santa Monica, CA 90407-2138
1200 South Hayes Street, Arlington, VA 22202-5050
4570 Fifth Avenue, Suite 600, Pittsburgh, PA 15213-2665
RAND URL: http://www.rand.org
To order RAND documents or to obtain additional information, contact
Distribution Services: Telephone: (310) 451-7002;
Fax: (310) 451-6915; Email: order@rand.org

Summary

Though the United States has pledged to withdraw its combat forces from Iraq by the end of
2011, ethnic and sectarian fault lines will continue to divide the country. Tensions in northern
Iraq—where Arab and Kurdish communities face off regarding disputes over land, resources,
governance, and security—could easily, with the right catalyst, lead to armed conflict. The
risk of violence is increased significantly by the presence of roughly 75,000 Kurdish peshmerga
fighters and thousands of Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) in and around disputed areas.
To prevent violence between Arabs and Kurds, U.S. forces have supervised a joint security
architecture that includes representation from the ISF, Kurdish forces, and USF-I. The United
Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) has also launched a range of CBMs to establish
trust between the Arab and Kurdish communities and to defuse potential flash points.
Continuing to contain Arab-Kurd tensions will require a neutral third-party arbitrator
that can facilitate local CBMs, push for national-level negotiations, and prevent armed conflict
between Iraqi and Kurdish troops. While U.S. civilian entities could help implement CBMs
and mediate political talks, the continued presence of U.S. military forces within the disputed
internal boundaries would be the most effective way to prevent violent conflict between Arabs
and Kurds.
This paper presents options for mitigating the risks of Arab-Kurd conflict both before and
after the withdrawal of U.S. troops. It discusses the feasibility of establishing a range of CBMs
that can help Arabs and Kurds build trust and avoid local conflicts that could derail efforts to
resolve Iraq’s fundamental political challenges through negotiations. It also suggests mechanisms through which U.S. government entities—both civilian and military—could work to
alleviate tensions in northern Iraq.
The United States should encourage Arab, Kurdish, and Turkmen leaders in northern
Iraq, under United Nations auspices, to make incremental progress toward resolving issues
that have been divisive—particularly topics on which parties can make concessions without undermining their positions on similar disputes being discussed at the national level. For
example, agreements to share power in municipal government institutions, the establishment
of inter-communal cultural exchanges, the resolution of the more clear-cut property claims,
and pledges to protect the rights of minorities would help reduce the likelihood of violence
in the region without setting a precedent for negotiations on national-level power sharing or
normalization.1 An interim agreement on the management of hydrocarbon resources would
1

“Normalization” refers to efforts to reverse Saddam Hussein’s forced “Arabization” of predominantly Kurdish areas in
northern Iraq, where Kurds were forced to leave and Arabs encouraged to settle. Article 58 of the Law of Administration for
the State of Iraq for the Transitional Period (March 8, 2004) [hereinafter TAL] called for steps “to remedy this injustice,”
including the restoration of property, the creation of employment opportunities, and—most important—changes to intervii
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enable both the central government and the KRG to benefit from oil revenues while a permanent arrangement is pursued. Such steps would foster contact between the Arab, Kurdish, and
Turkmen communities, reduce ethnic and sectarian tension, and demonstrate that even smallscale cooperation can produce tangible benefits.
Regional and local CBMs have the potential to keep a lid on inter-communal tensions
that will, without question, boil beneath the surface for a long time. They cannot, however,
resolve what is, at its heart, a strategic political dispute that must be resolved at the national
level. While regional conflicts have certainly taken on aspects of ethnic (Arab-Kurd-Turkmen)
and sectarian (Sunni-Shi’a) conflicts, the prospect of Arab-Kurd conflict in northern Iraq is
directly linked to Iraqi politicians’ failure to resolve fundamental questions regarding federalism, the legal and political status of disputed territories, and the allocation of budgets and
natural resources (especially hydrocarbons).
CBMs are thus unlikely to contain Arab-Kurd violence over the long-term absent a
national-level agreement over these disputes. The key question is whether CBMs and other
initiatives can prevent violence long enough for Iraq’s politicians to resolve these broader issues.
nal administrative boundaries and a resolution to the status of Kirkuk. The implementation of these measures was further
mandated by Article 140 of Iraq’s 2005 Constitution.

