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Security Council Update No. 1: The Kurdish Struggle 

 
Introduction 
 
The Kurds are an indigenous group located primarily in the Middle East, specifically in the “Mesopotamian plains, 
south-eastern Turkey, north-eastern Syria, northern Iraq, north-western Iran, and south-western Armenia.”1 The 
Kurdish population numbers between 25 and 35 million people and are an idiosyncratic culture for the region, 
unified via their race, culture, and language, even without a standard dialect.2 The majority of Kurds are Sunni 
Muslim people, though there are groups and individuals of many different religions and creeds.3 
 
The Kurds modern struggle began in the early 20th century. With the conclusion of World War I (WWI), the Kurds 
sought sovereignty after centuries under the rule of the Ottoman Empire.4 While WWI was ongoing, the British and 
French secretly created the Sykes-Picot Agreement.5 The goal of the Sykes-Picot Agreement was to divide the 
Middle East into states that were under British and French colonial rule for the benefit of said Western Powers.6  
The Kurds believed that this settlement would allow them to have a territory with defined boundaries, even if under 
colonial rule.7 However, after the conclusion of the Turkish War for Independence and the resulting formation of the  
Turkish Republic, the Turks rejected the Sykes-Picot Agreement and instead ratified a new treaty, titled the Treaty 
of Lausanne, which made no mention of consideration of a Kurdish homeland and resulted in minority status for the 
ethnic group across multiple Member States.8,9 Since then, the Kurds have encountered repression particularly in 
Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey. 
 
Current Situation  
 
In Iraq, since the 1970s, attempts were made for an autonomous region for the Kurds but violent conflicts delayed 
such plans until 1991.10 Following the Gulf War, a safe haven region for Kurds was created, known as Iraqi 
Kurdistan, and a parliament was established in 1992.11, 12 In 2005, Iraq's Constitution formally recognized Iraqi 
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Kurdistan as an autonomous region.13 Sectarian tensions within Iraq, however, continued, which strengthened the 
Islamic State jihadist militant group across the Middle East.14 In July 2014, Iraqi Kurdistan's government announced 
plans for an independence vote from Iraq.15 The growth of the Islamic State delayed referendum efforts as the Iraqi 
government and the Iraqi Kurdistan government partnered to defeat the jihadist militant group.16 In September 2017, 
despite warnings from the United Nations (UN) Security Council that a referendum vote would destabilize Iraq, 
Iraqi Kurdistan voted in favor of independence.17 The Iraqi government reasserted its authority towards Iraqi 
Kurdistan, which included Iraqi troops securing oil fields and territory.18, 19 
 
An autonomous region in Iraq, strengthened by Iraqi Kurdistan’s referendum efforts, raised alarms for surrounding 
UN Member States with their own minority Kurdish populations. In Turkey and Syria, policies restricted Kurds 
from expressing their ethnic identities and cultures. Turkey’s policies instructed Kurds to assimilate into the Turkish 
ethnic identity.20 Syria’s policies saw the restrictions of the Kurdish language in public settings and literature and 
prohibited Kurdish events, such as the traditional Kurdish New Year of Nowruz.21 With the United States of 
America's (US) invasion of Iraq, the Syrian Kurdish population monitored the war's developments with renewed 
aspirations in Syria.22 While the Iraq War continued, Syrian security forces further repressed Kurdish political and 
cultural public gatherings.23  
 
The Islamic State militant group’s growth in the Middle East led to the US’s partnership with Syrian Kurdish forces, 
known as the Kurdish People’s Protection Unit (YPG), and other Arab groups to form the Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF).24 The US, France, United Kingdom, and other Member States supplied the SDF with weapons and 
resources.25 The partnership resulted in the weakening of the Islamic State.26 Despite the YPG’s battles against the 
Islamic State, Kurdish forces also encountered pressure from Turkey.27 In October 2019, US President Donald 
Trump withdrew his troops from northern Syria, and this allowed Turkey to launch an offensive titled “Peace Spring 
Operation” against Kurdish forces.28 According to the UN, more than 130,000 people were displaced within days of 
the offensive.29 
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Approximately half of the entire Kurds population reside in Turkey.30 For decades, Turkey has fought against the 
threats of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), a Kurdish nationalist militant group.31 Through those years, the 
conflict between Turkey and Kurdish nationalists has resulted in tens of thousands of deaths.32 While numerous UN 
Member States and the SDF fought against the Islamic State, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan believes that 
efforts to counter the YPG and PKK takes precedence over combating the Islamic State.33 Erdoğan claimed the 
offensive in northern Syria will establish a “safe zone” for nearly a million Syrian refugees to return.34 The US 
threatened Turkey with economic sanctions if civilian populations were attacked.35 France and Germany halted arms 
sales to Turkey.36 The Syrian government, led by President Bashar al-Assad, which had its own conflicts against the 
SDF, formed an alliance to push back against Turkey’s territorial gains in northern Syria.37, 38 The alliance, brokered 
by the Russian Federation, would allow the Assad government to once again regain the SDF’s Syrian territory.39 
 
In a press conference in Copenhagen, Denmark, in October 2019, UN Secretary-General António Guterres said he 
does not "believe in military solutions for the Syrian problem, also for any other problem in the world. I always 
strongly believe in political solutions.”40 Guterres also expressed concern regarding the civilian displacement and 
humanitarian situation.41 The UN Security Council has held meetings regarding Turkey's military operation. Turkey, 
in a letter to the UN, stated its offensive would be "proportionate, measured, and responsible."42 
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