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Abstract

|l ragdbs disputed internal boundaries (DIBs) c
enduring governance challenges, marked by competing territorial claims between the
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and the federal Government of Irag (Gbugit

Article 140 of the Iragi Constitution provides a legal framework for resolving the status of

these territories through normalization, census, and referendum, its implementation has
stalled, leading to a fragmented governance landscape. In this vadwlond governance

structures have emerged, where +state armed actorfNSAA)p ar t i c u l-najorityy S hi 06
paramilitaries under the umbrella of the Popular Mobilization Foraercise considerable

influence, often beyond the reach of formal state institutiontike the more homogenous

regions of central and southern Iraq, the DIBs are characterized by ethnic and religious
pluralism, competing security providers, forced population movements, and ongoing
contestation over natural resources. The peesistthreat of the Islamic State, especially

through sleeper cells in ungoverned or poorly governed areas, adds an additional layer of
insecurity. This thesis pursues two primary objectives. First, it offers a new and systematic
classification of keysuchesahe B5bBi ami pBabra © wa a IF
Organization, Sadrist Movemergtc.) based on ideological orientation, relationships with
paramilitary structures, positions on federalism and territorial integrity, and alignments with
religious authority. Second, it presents a detailed territorial governance analysis across four
selecteddistricts, Sinjar, the Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, and Khanagand introduces the

original concept of transegional governance. This concept refers to governance dynamics

that: (1) emerge in areas of limited statehood where institutional weakness eN&#éso

fill power vacuums; (2) are sustained by impdependent local economies; (3) are located in
strategic proximity to external actors, facilitating emohg access and influence; and (4) are
inhabited by ethnoreligious minorities who often seek protection or symbolic affiliation from
neighboring kirstates or cros®order identitybased network®y integrating empirical case

study research with original conceptual contributions, this thesis enhances academic
understanding of hybrid territorial governance and the political fragmentation of the post

2003 Iraqi state. Its findings offer theoreticaldapractical insights relevant to other contested

and postconflict settings worldwide.

Key words: disputed territories, Iraq, KRG, PMF, ISIS, Sinjar, Kirkuk, p2803



Abstrakt

Il r 8cks§ S p o rdisguted Yiatemml2 boufgdaries, DIBs p Sedst avuj 2

znej kompl exnhDj g2 ch a nejtrvalejg?ch probl ®n
konkurenl|l n2 mi Yaz e mn 2 mi n8r ok yKunmigan iRegiknalr d s k o L
Government, KRz a f eder 8| rGdvernmerd dfdrag, Gdlr. 8 kAUl k(o | i Il I 8§n.
ir8ck® Wstavy poskytuje pr8vn? rémec pro S
nor mali zace, sl 2t 8n? obyvatel a referenda,
zpTwepbs upnou fragment aci spr8vy tDchto obl a:t

rozvinuly hybridn2 formy vl 8§ cdomnstatéarmedactors,c hg n

NSAA , zejm®Ana ¢g2itsk® polovojensk® skupiny s
(Popular Mobilization Forces, zast 8vaj2 viraznl viiv, | ast:c
instituc?2. Na rozd?z| od homogennDj g2 ch obl

charakterizovg8§ny etnickou a n8bogeAskowkp®u]
nucenlimi pSesuny obyvatelstva a pSetrv§vaj?
pSedstavuje |Isl &mskl st&t, a to zejm®na pros
nebo sl abhRD spravovanich onbelsasatbeclhi,t yc.o gl aptSoi ddS
sl eduje dva hlavn? cz2l e. Prvn2m je nab2zdnol
irg8cklch ¢g2itskTch pollsiltantikc ch®ddn@rgaizatioftjyak o
nebo Sadristick® dhhujte) iaadh )i,deaoltwmginak @ 8&kd i eni
struktury, postoj T k federalismu a %Yzemn?2 i
c2lem je detailn?2 anallza Yzemn2 spr8§8vy ve |
pl 8n2chy &i KR%naqg?2nu, a pSedgtegveomBI méw®h o | |
Tento koncept oznaluje specifick® formy vI 8c
st&§tn2 pS2tomnost?2, kde institucion8l22 sl at
j sou udrgov8§ny m2stn? ekonomi kou z8vislou n
bl 2zkosti vnhDjg2ch akt®rT, cog umogRuje jej.i
ng§bogenskImi menginami, kter ® alcas tuo phSleeschaja2n i
ApbS2buzensikT KbmisitrBac[2 empirick®ho vIizkumu pS
teoretickim pS2nosem tato pr 8§ce prohl ubuj e
hybridn2ho vI8dnut?2 a polit2@@®. fdajgmeniagti D
teoretick® i praktick® poznat ky, Kktoenrf @ i jkg o @
prost Sed2 ve svDdDtDN.

KI 2] ov:& polrmvga “zem2, | r &g S8KRG@IHRMOMAK , 1 SI S, S
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1. Introduction?

The Middle East remains one of the most volatile and unstable regions in the world. The

existence and functionality of natistates defined through Westphalian sovereignty and

Weberian bureaucratic criteyiare frequently challenged in the region, particularly in Iraqg.

Since 2003, posbfaddam Iraq has experienced multiple waves of instability: a civil war

bet ween Sunni $20@r) idsur§emtiattackson U.3.0ofcds (Z@WA1), the rise

and territoial control of the Islamic State of Irag aBgria (ISIS) (201B2017), the Tishreen

protests (2012021) demanding systemic reform and the end of foreign interference

(especially from Iran), and int@hi 6a tensions following the =2

between the Shi 6a Co9andMugtada aboard r Forsa nmeowoerike n(t S C
During these periods, the Government of Irag (Gol) often functioned more as an

institutional shell, plagued by systemic corruption, patronage networks, and bureaucratic

inertia. As of 2025, Iraq is comparatively more stable and secure, experiegocitige first

time in decadesa sustained period free from largeale conflict. However, the influence of

regional and global powericluding the United Statesf America (USAor U.S), Russia,

China, Turkey(T ¢ r B, iran,eandheKingdom ofSaudi Arabiaremains deeply embedded in

l ragds internal pol i ti cTadOctobered ,2antasoffensavad e c o

against Israel intensified tensions between the-l3r&el bloc and Iran, indirectly affecting

l ragds internal e q u i |-affibated alements Enmbedteld within lcagint e x t

institutions especially within the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF eHabhd alSh a p b i )

have become increasingly contenti (espscialgct or s

hardlinerpro-lranian core described &asayi). Internally, Irag remains deeply fragmented,

acondition that opens space for both state andstaiearmedactors(NSAA) to exploit

fissures between ethss®ctarian groups. Iraq is typically viewed through the prism of its three

primary ethnes ect ari an constituencies: Shi 64 Ar ab:c

Geopolitically, it has become a contested arena for proxy competition among regional and

global powers. The persistence and proliferation of NSAAgher complicate state

consolidation and territorial governance.

1This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Irad's dispute
internal borders. Traagional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies,

DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412.

2Which represents a composition of the nfaih ipdod i t i cal actors such as thdsladlidomi ¢ D
Ahl al-Hagaffiliated Sadigoun bloc, Harakat Huquq;KAikma, Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq (ISCI), ofNgasr Coalition.

3 Which could be problematic for understanding the local dynamics and conflict solution as it will be explained later in this

thesis
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Firstly, this thesis conceptualizes the Ir&yh i poliical actors and classifs them
according to their position on the Islarsecular andsectariannationalist axes. The aim is to
shedmore light on the issue of the main decisroakers within the Gol, represented by the
S h istalkeeholders. The Sunni political class is then examined through extensive field work in
the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRhand federal Iraq. Particularly, it researches the role of the
local Sunni Arab tribes and their connections to higher political elites in Baghdad. Through the
same framework, the role of the Kurdish actors and the minorities is exaasneid explained
later.As its main focus His thesis examindstrritorial governance arrangemenisi t hi n | r aq
Disputed Internal Boundaries (DIB8)a central point of contention between the Gol and the
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG), which administers the northern Kurdish enclave, the
KRI. The DIBs are deeply enmeshed in national political dynamics and represent a microcosm
of Iraq's broader staotural challenges. The geographical scope of this research is therefore Iraq
as a whole, with a particular emphasis on internal administrative structures, governance
mechanisms, and the interaction between local, regional, and national Bottag, local and
regional governance in |Iraqo6s DIBs presents
contextual factors, ethnoreligious composition, and historical legacies.

This Ph.D. thesis introduces a novel concept of trag®nal governance as a key
contribution to the understanding of contemporary spatial and political configurations. This
concept arises as a direct consequence of persistent instability within DB, fndgmented
authority and territorial contestation have prompted the emergence of governance mechanisms
that transcend conventional regional framewoBkspirically, the research focuses on four
core case studies within the DIBSinjar, the Nineveh Pilas, Kirkuk, and Khanaginwhile
also addressing the related contexts of Makhmour andKfiuematd (to fully cover the local
dynamics, preferring the botteap governance approach)he study aims to uncover the
nature of territorial governance in these contested areas, contributing to broader academic
debates on the stabilization of pasinflict and disputed territories. It places special emphasis

on the period between 2003 and220pwith a particular focus on the p&fi17 phase, when

4 This Ph.D. thesiJerritorial Governance and its Impact on Local Conflict Resolutigh Case Study of Iraq's Disputed
Territories is thematically aligned with my previous academic outputs, such as my Bacheddygis of the Geopolitical
Relationships between Iragi Kurdistan, Regional and Global Acamd diplomaGeopolitics of Iraqi Kurdistan: A Role of
External and Internal Actors in the Kurdish Is}tieesis. From researching the geopolitical anchorage of Iraqi Kurdistan (or
KRI), specifically KRG, my focus turned towards a more complicated issue: the DIBs territorial governance arrangements,
contested between KRG and Gol/PMF and other relevant actors

50r more commonly referr éMdreabsut thisinthe &haptébil.sMolti-Scalat Dynamicsin t or i e s .
Irag.

6 SeeMap no. 1.

” From the sulnational perspective two of the three of Irag's most unstable governoNiteveh and Diyala- include the

large parts of the DIBs. Basra province is considered as the third one.
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pro-lranian components of the PMF reasserted control over much of the DIBs following the

Kurdish independence referendum and the military defeat of ISIS.

The thesis is guided by the following research questions:

1. How can the main | raqi Shi éa political
positions along the Islanii&cular andSectariari Nationalist axes?

2. Whatare the main patterns ¢érritorial governance arrangements in the selected case
studieswithin the DIB®

3. What are the main conditions and factors contributing to stability or instability in these
areas?

4. Do the specific governance structures and relationships between actors contribute to
local conflict resolution and gradual stabilization, or do they reinforce conditions of

conflict and fragmentation?

To answer these questions, the thiistly deeplyanalyzes he main | raqi Shi o0a
based on their position on the Islarsecular andsectariannationalist axedo frame these
powers in terms of their domestic and foreign politlyis is crucial for understanding pest
2003 Iraq andts main political, econoin, social and security layers connected to the national
level decisioamaking.This part is later divided into several sections discussed further.
Secondly, it examineBow governance arrangemendefined as the distribution of
power, provision of basic services, management of security, and regulation of internal affairs
(Risse 2010)tunction in each case. It draws upon both secondary literature and extensive field
research conducted between March 2021 and February 4. findings reveal that the
institutional vacuum and contestation over authority in the DIBs have enabled various actors
including NSAA to establish governance structuresic®i2017, shared governance between
the Gol and KRG has ceased. Where Gol institutions dominate, KRG actors are absent
mirroring a prior dynamic from 2002017 when Kurdish parties held sw&imilarly, there
is nospacefor shared territorial governance betweka KRG and Gol. Once Gol is holding
the upper hand, there is no room for KRG institutions or representatives within the local and
regional institutionsthe same strategy uség KRG and its two major political parties
Kurdistan Democratic PartyKPP) and Patriotic Union of KurdistanRUK), respectively
within the 20032017 period The local poweand authoritywere then reshaped by creating
anew Provincial Council after the 2023 Provincial elections, consoiglan only the power

of the rulingSCF, but also other prtvanian allies on ta ground. By the excuse of protecting
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the S h knd@jar groups and minorities, Iran is through the processes of-regimnal
governancginfluencethe local ruling system. Tehran hasaated not only th& h igfoaps

but also Christians and Sunmhisthe PMF structures, withdapecific strategy to coordinate all

kinds of ethnic groups, militias, and political acto(Biterview 28B). Regarding this issya
security coordinator adne of the PMF elementhie QuwatSahl atNinewa (QSNj mentioned
thatdroday we are as HasH®MF] made up of minorities; among us there are; Christians,
Kurds and Arabs, even there are affiliates from soutMosul5(Interview25B). In termsof
security, Tehranalso relies ora pragmatic alliance witthe Kurdistan WorkergParty (PKK)

and control of PMFfasayil Politically is then connected the PUK, such as irthe caseof
Sulaymaniyah province within KRI aritirkuk and Sinjarareas within the DIBsSince May

2024 it has also normalized ties with a leteym Kurdish rival KDP (Sommer, Salih 2024).
However, as of August 2025, Iran is weakening not only in the broader region but also on the
Kurdish front. This is due to the PKKa&s norn
well as the shifting positions of actors such as the KEditionally aligned with Turkey and

the Westand the PUK, which is increasingly oriented toward the West (primarily i8¢ U

and is also improving its ties with Turkey, a development closely linked to the aforementioned
normalization. This has prompted increased Iranian pressure on Kurdish actors, both directly
from Tehran and indirectly through its affiliated groups withiea BMF, with June and July
witnessing a rise in drone attacks tanyg oil fields controlled by both main Iraqgi Kurdish
partie$.

The individual actorsé relationship arral
results. However, these are by the most framed by the-&BIGdisputes) or more in general
Kurdish-Arab divisions, the internal fragmentation of the Kurdish (but alstréogS h iadda
Sunni Arab) political scene, existence of qtgtaite structures in the Iraqgi state apparatus and
poor governance zones (the-caled areas of limited statehd8dramed by Risse (2011)),
which are often exploited by NSAA.

The thesis also categorizes stabilizing or destabilizing factors across political,
economic, social, and security dimensions, and across geographic scales from local to global.
Examples include the existence of informal posfearing, equitable resourcesttibution,

tribal conflict resolution mechanisms, educational autonomy, and service pro¥sially,

8 Quwat Sahl aNinewa/3(¢ brigade of Liwa aiShabak othe PMF.

9 Authorés main observation and analysis.

On the contrary, Ri s s dimitad stpieloa is ndifanimitédd butdiconsgligatedssiateheod,o f
meaning that the areas of a country in which the state enjoys a monopoly over the means of violence and/or the akility to mak
and enforce central decisidi{Risse 2012p. 7).
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the research identifies patterns of governance where state institutions offer limited inclusion,
often excluding key actors like the KDP Waqi Turkmen FrontITF). Here | argue that
governance patterns in the DIBs can be understood through a specific subtype of hybrid
governance, which | define as tramgional governance. This concept contributes to the
literature by introducing a new category of hybrid governance applies to cases where
foreign actors shape local outcomes through strategic @sawith domestic proxies. Both

case studies align with this framework, illustrating how local policies and dynamics are
increasingly shaped more by regional than national forces. In this context, political, economic,
and security decisions are mediatedotiyh multilayered governance structures involving
states and NSAAs embedded at the local le&#l.examinedcase studies meet the main
conditions of transegional governance: Firstly, both case studies can be framed as areas with
limited statehood, wher state authority is diminished, creating a vacuum that is filled by
NSAA, which leads to hybrid governance based on shadows of hierarchy. Secondly, both case
studies witness poor local economies based on imports, despite being rich in natural and other
resources, and thirdly, both of them are located in a strategic proximity to external actors,
namely Iran and Turkey.

As the Iranian influence ialsothe case in the northern (Sulaymaniyah), cendrad
southern (mainly Shiéa) I ragq, the specific ¢
by its diverse ethnoreligious composition) cregiatterns of relations and poweeals (or
territorial disputes) between local actors with a regional power behind them. Moreover, Iran
and Turkey strengthemdrole is a consequence of institutional and power vacuum, making
external intervention in the DIBs distinct from theile®in other parts of Irag, where influence
is channeled more through institutional mechanigiisexamined case studies are populated
by ethnoreligious components, such as minorities who may seek connections and possible
protection with geographically close kin states based on the same or similar ethnoreligious key.
A clear example could be the presemnd the Turkmen minority, whose Sunni components are
closer to Turkey under the banner of the I TF
Iran or ts proxies on the ground. While those proxies are dependent on external actors, they
fill their local strategic goals and aims, not standing against the interests or wider strategies of
both regional superpowers. While Iran and Turkey may show limitedrgeeoancern for these
minorities, they frequently invoke minority protection to justify expanding influence on the
ground. Thispart of the thesichallenges and expands those models by illustrating how
governance is often hybrid, negotiated, and exterraatibedded. In territories where state

authority is limited or contested, governance emerges not only from internal institutional
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arrangements but through mestalar interactions between local actors and {rag®nal

powers. Local elites, militias/paramilitaries, political parties, and even communities make
decisions that are deeply entangled with regional and global actorg wHasnce is exerted

through security, economic, and ideological channels. This complicates the neat division
between internal and external politics, and between domestic and international governance.
These theoretical outcomes are interwoven with tisellt® of thecase studies of Sinjar,
Nineveh Plains, Kirkukand Khanaginwhereboth Iran and Turkeynanage internal and
external governance processes through the support ofdfese$on t he ground.
approach is part of the regi onaWalS&adidastcrmr estc
such as the Badr OrganizatioA,s a 6 i b -Hal hahd Kadalib Hezbollah This strategy
intensified after 7 October 2023, when Hamas launched an offensive in fasdielg the
Israelilranian longterm regional conflict, which later on spilled also to southern Lebanon and
Syria. Turkey views parts of the DIBs as areas to protect Sunni Turkmen minorities, pursuing
Neo-Ottoman aspirations and countering the logistical roanelspresence of the PKihich,

despite the current peace talks, continues.

Answering thefourth research question, there are several patterns of territorial
governance within the DIBs. The governmental institutions are filled by Gol structures,
providing basic services, employmeand educatiorfand possibly security)The areas are
governed by local Provincial Councils, often composed of var®tisi abdSunni Arals,
Kurdish, and minoritypolitical actors. Those structures are connected to the national level of
Gol, where the process of decision making is deeply centralized (even though Iraq is in its
constitution described aa single federal, independent and fully sovereign &{@enstitute
2005). However, those institutional bodies are not fully inclusive, leaving the Kurdsarel
of the Kurdish and othepolitical parties (especially KDRnd the ITFK aside. Finally, the
security structures are geographically determined. While the borders of provinces are often
under the control of various Iragi army divisgthe outer circles of the cities are untie
control of prelranian elements ahe PMF. There are several exceptipeach as the PKK
presence in Makhmour camp or Sinjarspecific erritorial arrangemergancontribute to the
long-term stability of the areakaving asidea noncoercive and violent approach of holding
the full monopoly to use violenc&hus, territorial governance could work as a stabilization
factor only when it is combined with specific contextual local factirally, thosecontextual
factors of the main selected case studies are fully described and develtpedhapter 14.

Results
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2. Researcher's Positionality

As a researcher based at a Western academic instjt@larles University, Faculty of
Scienceworking on a Middle Eastern topic, it is essential to articulate my positionality within

this research. The study adheres strictly to the Charles University Research Data Policy and
Code of Ethics. Data collection followed ethical guidelines appropriateddk in sensitive,
postconflict areas, with particular care taken to ensure voluntary participation, informed
consent, and t he preotities.cAll data maveobleen stered securedydon t s 6
prevent wunauthorized access and safeguard p
2025a; Charles University 20250)o gain a grounded understanding of the realities in the

field, | have undertaken eleven rounds of field research since June 2019, primarily in the KRI
but also in several di s tyearendgagemenfhasbeed deepared | r a
by my academic tenure at the American University of Irag, Sulaimani (AUIS), and itschsea

center, the Institute of Regional and International Studies (IRIS). IRIS has substantial expertise

on the politics of power distribution within the DIBs, particularly regarding strategies of
authority imposition. Due to the scarcity of reliable quatitre data, such as structured
datasets or official statistics, this research relies primarily on qualitative mgaimoaisproach

that further underscores the importance of positional reflexikigndl 2005).

Given my institutional location in the Global North, | am aware of the risks of
unconsciously adopting a Westarentric analytical lens. At the same time, | seek to avoid
reproducing the full extent of the Orientalist framework described by Edward &ald1978)
conceptualized Orientalism as a process through whicldhen®was constructed by the
West through generations of intellectual, artistic, and political representations, ultimately
serving to justify domination. While it may not be possilde completely escape such
frameworks, | aim to critically engage with the largely Western body of literature on Iraq by
grounding my analysis in empirical knowledge of the local context. Much of this literature
tends to oversimplify complex dynamics andksigeproducing superficial or essentialized
portrayals. For this reason, the reference to Orientalism in this research serves not as a primary
theoretical lens, but as a call for vigilance in how knowledge is produced, framed, and
validated.

More centrally, the study is grounded in postonial theory, which offers a critical
framework for situating I ragdés contemporary
global contexts. Postolonial critique calls attention to the enduringdeigs of colonial rule

especially the British Mandate and subsequent international intervertiabscontinue to
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shape I raqés political geographies and ident
Eurocentric assumptions that often dominate global academic and policy discourse on the
Middle East, revealing how knowledge production is embedded in hidtbrerarchies of
power. Through this lens, | examine how colonial techniques of governance, territorial
fragmentation, and sectarian categorization have been rearticulated 20@8straq,
frequently under the rhetoric of democratization and stabiliza#o crucial part of this
framework is critical selfeflection, which must remain an ongoing process throughout the
research lifecycle. How does my positionality influence the research? This is a question that
must be continually revisited during both datdlection and analysis. | approach the topics of
governance and identity in Iraq with a critical awareness of the limitataor political
consequence®f interpreting Iraqgi society primarily through an etksextarian lens. While

such categorizatianare meaningful for many Iraqis, they have been strategically deployed by
both internal and external actors, especially during and after colonial and occupation periods.
These externally imposed identity frameworks have contributed to the fragmentdtionafg 6 s
social and political fabric.

It is important to recognize that communities in Iraq have long histories of coexistence,
particularly prior to the institutionalization of thdu h a s a s a (settarian gliatay sgstem
after 2003. While sectarian and ethnic identities remain significant, reducing Iraqi political life
solely to thesecategoriesrisks reinforcing the very divisions that many Iraqgis strive to
overcome. As an external researcher shaped by a European academic context, | am committed
to interrogating dominant narratives and ipgyclose attention to local knowledge systems,
lived experiences, and naectarian forms of political engagement encountered during
fieldwork. This approach aims to privilege bottam perspectives and disrupt the uncritical
reproduction of ethnsectaran framings in both academic and policy debates.

Methodologically, the research draws on a combination of positivist and post
structuralist approaches, recognizing the epistemological tensions between them while also
valuing their complementary insights. This pluralism reflects the multifaceted nature of
governance and conflict in Iraqb6s DIBs and t
the positivist side, the research employs empirical data collection to investigate how various
Iraqgi political actorsi nc |l udi ng Shi 6a, S yigronds influddae patterrs h an
of (in)stability across the DIBs. This includes the use of surveyspaditipant observation,
and semistructured interviews to document observable trends in political behavior,
institutional functioning, and governance practid&sthe same time, a pestructuralist lens

informs the analysis of how governance is not merely a set of technical arrangements but
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adiscursively constructed phenomenon shaped by language, identity, and power relations.
Governance is approached as a contested and dynamic process, influenced by historical
narratives, symbolic claims, and competing legitimacies. This enables the rasearahe

beyond surfacéevel empirical description and interrogate the discursive and representational
frameworks through which political realities in the DIBs are constructed, sustained, and
challenged.

In this way, the research aims to contribute not only to a deeper understanding of
governance and conflict in Iraqo6s DIBs but a
foregrounding the perspectives and experiences of local actors and comsntingistudy
challenges dominant narratives that often marginalize or erase subaltern voices. It advocates
for a more reflective, inclusive, and responsible form of knowledge productien that
remains aware of its own positionality and historical embddsdss.

3. Theoretical-methodological Conceptualizationt

3. 1.Introduction to Conceptualization and Broader Literature Review

As Kane (2011) aptly observe#he net result is a tangled web of administrative and security

arrangements between the Iragi government and Kurdish regional authorities that sit atop

poorly defined internal boundaries amid a toxic legacy of mi€t(ps®). This researcaims

to untangle this welwithin a defined geographical area, framed by selected case studies across

the DIBs. To do so, it is essential to reconceptualize the notigovernanceand its relation

to governmentto better align with the dynamics and mechanisms chaistatef this context.
Governance constitutes a core concept in political geography, encompassing various

definitions that generally descriikow and to what ends power might be exercised within

acommunityd (Gisselquist 2012). This concept is further developed by scholars such as

Katsamunska (2016), Dingwerth and Pattberg (2006), Kahler (2011), and Hooghe and Marks

(2020). Historically, governance has been present since the earliest human societies; however,

its conceptualization has become increasingly complex and, at timbgyumus. As Weiss

(2000) notesgmany academics and international practitioners who emfgoyernance to

connote a complex set of structures and processes, both public and private, while more popular

writers tend to use it synonymously wijovernmenio (p. 795).B° r z e | and Risse

define governance d@he various institutionalized modes of social coordination to produce and

1 For all the main theoretical concepts used in this work see Figure no. 1.
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implement collectively binding rules, or to provide collective goddikeir definition draws

ontheworko f Mayntz (2004, 2009) , Benz et (aal . (2

cited i,Ri 8e¢ z&I1010, p . 114) . Expanding on

aclassification system that addresses a notable gap in the literature. He distinguishes between

three dimensions: (1) governance by scglebal, national, and local; (2) governance by

implementationmacro, meso, and micro; and (3) governance by fungtialitical, economic,

and institutional. Particul ar |l y -stads dhava n't (S

increasingly delegated responsibilities to local governments and global institutions, due to their

limited capacity to independently addresansnational challenges such as economic and

financi al Ccrises exacerbatedl4®)y gl obali zatio
Within the theoretical framework of this study, governance is definéatas makes

decisions and how decisions are made, from national to local scale, including formal and

informal institutions and rules, power relations and practices of decision rhgkargon

Petkova 2011, p. 87). Trinn and Schulte (2020) conceptualize governance as a system property

@he ability and the right to unilaterally impose decisions on constitédisir perspective is

grounded in hierarchical relationships, distinguishbejween actors in control and those

subject to controlKhan, 1968; Schliesky, 2004; Weber, 1928 cited in TrinnSchulte2020,

p. 6). They emphasize governance as both capacity and entitlement tim edetexts of

limited statehoogdsuch as authoritarian regimes, areas affected by internal conflict, or states

with fragmented societiegovernance is often exercised by rgiate (including armed) actors.

These actors frequently fill the void left by weakened state structures. Piattoni (2010) explains

that @he focus on governance, as opposed to government, represents the incorporation of

societal actors and organizations outside of the®tasdecited in GiraudyNiedzwiecki 2021,

p. 397). The motivations of these actors can be political, economic, or military. As they provide

services or security, they may effectively replace state functions, giving rise to parallel

structures that interact with formal stateinstit i ons i n compghedawag91l1g8y
Risse (2010) distinguishes three modes of governance: by governmeretatath

government (collaborative), and without government {siateled) (p. 9). The third mode is

particularly salient in this research, as ex

that nonstate actors assume governing roles when state institutions are too weak to do so. Such

areas ofdimited statehoodmay be governed by external actdrdernational organizations,

nontgovernmental organization®dNGO9, or NSAA, which compensate for the absence of

adhadow of hierarcty( B ° rRiseel2010p. 114). While governance without government

can function in the absence of hierarchical
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of hierarchy can serve as a key incentive for cooperation amongtaienactors (p. 116At

the macro level, Weiss (2000) critiques early conceptualizations of global governance in the
1970s and 1980s for failing to account for the increasing role ofstate actors and the
technological transformations associated with globalization (p. T9&.research, however,
focuses primarily on the regional and local levels through frameworksudfi-level
governanceandsubnational analysisThe natiorstate perspectivespecially that rooted in

the Westphalian modek insufficient for examining dynamics in the Middle East, including
the DIBs. Nonetheless, the national scale remains relevant, particularly through the role of
Baghdadods centr al davel eanstateeactors. ahe dlobal adale &sn a |
represeted by external power@ncluding the US, Russia, and ChinandInternational Oil
CompanieglOCs), andinternational NGOs.

Coumans (2019) highlights that thevernance gaphould not be conflated witheak
governance I n examining transnational corporat.
violations in extraterritorial contexts, she identifies governance gaps where formal governance
mechanisms are absent or ineffective (Gagnon et al. 2003, as cited in Coumans @0ap, p
Ruggie (2008) introduces the conceptvafak governance zaosté, typically in low-income or
conflict-affected countries, where the rule of law is fragile and corruption is endemic (as cited
in Cat8 Backer 2016, p. 299). Notably, weak
states, but rather reflect localizedaas of defi cient governance (

From another perspectivegbel governance, broadly understood dasganizing
civilians for political purpos&(Kasfir 2015, p. 21)needs to be mentioneRebel governance
tends to emerge in areas where the state fails to provide basic services or ensure security. Rebel
governance often involves the provision of public goods, security, and political organization
(e.g., elections), aiming to establish anfioof social contraét with local populations.
Legitimacy can stem from performance (e.g., perceived effectiveness or sacrifice) or from
symbolic sources (e.g., alignment with communal myths or political aspirations) (Schlichte
Schneckener 2015). In this research, rebel governance is particularly applicable to the
operations of the PKK in areas such as Makhmour and Sinjar, where governance is deeply
embedded in ideology and manifested through education, employment, securggnadod

provision.

12 Author defines weak governance zone@@s investment environment in which governments are unable or unwilling to
assume their responsibilitiés Ca t § 2B1®,qk3&0).
B3Closer to Hobbes soci al contract theory then to Locke or |
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3.2.Concept of Identity

As in the rest of Iraq, identity within the studied territories plays a crucial role in understanding
internal dynamics and relationships. In political science and international relations, a central
focus often lies in national identity. However, underéasing pressures from globalization
and macrg mese, and micreregional dynamics, the traditional concept of national identity is
being challenged. In the context of this research, national identity has never been as strong as
subnational affiliationsnamely, those based on family, clan, or tribe. Etlmoicfessional
identities, such as the Arddurdish divideortheSunithi 6 a r el i gi ous di stin
significantly more salient than stat@sed or national identitie&.thorough exploration of the
regional and local dimensions of identiparticularly interactions between Arabs, Kurds, and
l ragds numer ous mwonled idaalty yequeo anlongerm dthinagraphic
approach and extended fieldwork.

Conceptually, Parekh (1995) argues tiidentity is not something that we have, rather
it is what we are; it is not a property but a mode of being. To talk of preserving, maintaining,
safeguarding, or losing one's identity is to use misleading metaphors. As we saw earlier, by its
very nature a community's identity needs to be constantly reconstituted in the light of its
inherited resources, present needs, and future aspi@{o268). Focusing more specifically
onterritorial identity, Banini (2017) ontends that it cannot be studied solilgm above and
the outsidd) via tangible or intangible features such as landscape, urban form, culture, or
language. Rather, it require&® complex and articulated field research, mainly with
ethnographic methods, aimed at exploring representations amdm@i§entations, local actors
and relationship networks, strategies and practices, territorial ties and attitudes of local
collectivitiesd (p. 19).Pollice (2003), referencing Raffestin (1983), highlights tHatienal
nature of territory&he territory is precisely a relational space that grows in time as the product
of a process of cultural sedimentation; the engine of this process is the identity relationship
between a community and the space occupied by the com@(Réffestin 1983, as cited in
Pollice 2003, p. 107). As such, a reciprocal relationship emetgestorial identity produces
and orientates territorialization proceséeshile, converselydhe acts of territorialization
themselves strengthéhe process of identification between the community and its lived&pace
(Pollice 2003, p. 108)in the context of this research, territorial identity is fundamental to
understanding local communitietheir histories, languages, religions, ethnicities, and the

bonds that may give rise to calls for autonomy. This importance partially explains the extensive
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emphasis placed on fieldwork and local data collectiontfeeehapter 4. Methodology and
Operationalization).

As previously discussed, religious and ethnic identities are particularly pronounced in
Irag and the broader Middle East. These identities are frequently instrumentalized as tools for
et hnopolitical mobilizati on b wydHKurdishipolitcal act o
spectrum. The prioritization of specific identity markers often shifts depending on situational
factors and external pressures, such as the nature and context of political mobikZhean.
viewed through the lens of geographic schkdeal social and communal ties tend to be more
cohesive and immediate than those at the regional or global level. Iraq has long witnessed
competing and overlapping nationalist discourseduding Iraqi territorial nationalism, pan
Arab nationalism, and Kurdish nationaliskurdish identity and nationalism, in particular,
diverge significantly from European models. Vali (2003) distinguishes Kurdish nationalism as
a reactionary movement rooted in historical oppression and the denial of Kurdish identity,
rather than a productf anodernity and democratic citizenship, as is often the case in the
European tradition. Similarly, l raqi Shi 6a i
Sunni dominance and marginalizatigks Patriarch Louis Raphael Sakoof the Chaldean
Catlolic Church in Iraq stated in an interviedVhat we need is a spirit of nationalism. We
dondét feel we are |l raqis. SWe Siswd Kurds,WMarkmefis am C
and so on. The unity of Iraq is in danger. The identity is more local, religionshieastate
identity. Identity should be based on citizenship. And not feel that | am a s#assdcategory
citizen6(Interview 15B).

Turning to the contested city of Kirkuk, Saeed (2016) underscores the relevance of both
constructivist and primordialist approaches to understanding ethnic identity. While
constructivism is@enerally more useful in terms of explaining the nature of ethnicity and
ethnic groups in the cityprimordialism remaingrelevant when it comes to explaining and
understanding the deep implications of ethnic narratives on the thinking and behaviour of the
members of ethnic groupSaeed 2016, p. 442). Finally, identity can be framed as a factor
of (in)stability (more described in the suobapter14.2.1.3 Social Factorsin the chapter

14.2.1. Factors Leading to Instability in Selected Case Stud)es
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3.3.Islamism, Sectarianism, Secularism, Nationalism*

The relationship between the state and religion is widely presented in various academic papers,
focusing on the role of political Islam and secularism within the modernAtafd a 6 2008)
explaining thatsecularism does not amount to the complete privatization of religion and its
exclusion from public life and morality, but rather merely the detachment of religious doctrine
from the process of constructing coercive lagdarch 2015 p. 113'°. From a historical
perspective, precolonial Muslim society governed by Sharia law criticizes theg(l4tdlizq

2013) The Islamic statavhichisio r gani zed organically around G
as the moral cod€Cesari 2018p. 2 is then not compatible with the concept of the Western
modern stateThe connection between Islam and politics and deep analysis of the concept of
Islamism havealreadybeen researchg@Roy 1994) also in the specific case study®h + 6 a
Islamism in IraqSchmidt 2009)

Further, sectarianism as a reaction against the imported state or Western influence on
the region is discussed by Hashemi, Mahmood, and Postel, while Cammett, Matthiesen, Weiss,
and White perceive the sectarian approach as a consequémmoiplete or failed adoption
of liberal governandias cited inCesari 2018p. 4. Dodge and Manso{2020) investigated
the rol e of s e c-R083pbliical system, questiohimgahg léagi papliangentary
elections and the role of sectarianism withe fprocess of postlection negotiations and
coalition building. As an example, the former Iraqgi prime minister (PM) Nowviadiki, in his
two terms in office not only centralized his powgbodge 2012) but also challenged the
democratic trends applied sectarian policy, which later contributed to the emergence of ISIS
(Isakhan 2018%. The concept of sectarianism is explo
distinguishes between sectarianism, ggesttarianism, and argectarianism and their roles
during the specific period of -2003@gcdes infpodge,i t i c al
Mansour 202Q) Saouli (2019) connects sectarianism to a political process, claiming that
political sectarianism i@he mobilization of sectarian communitiéseir emotions, memories,
beliefs, aspirations, and feafsr political goal§ which is typical for the Iragb h ipdlitcal
parties. The evolution of Iraqgi nationalism (together with Islamism and sectarianism) is
discussed by Sidahmg@007) while Clausen2020) acknowledges thaflragi statebased

14 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and nationalist?
New classification of Ilraqi Shi éa political actors based o
DOI: 10.1080/13530194.2024.2373066.

15The author here refers to a previously mentioned work eNAN 6 i Istam andl the Secular State: Negotiating the Future

of Shartad . March is here arguing that the statement of O6secul a
and its exclusion from public |Iife and moralityd is 6a mis
towardtheideaf secul ari smé, p. 113.
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nationalism is used to signal opposition to the etbextarian status quo and a desire for an
Irag based on unifywhich is consistent witthe conceptualization in this article. Dodge and
Mansour(2020) then build upon the Brubaker and Coo2000) analytical rubric, where
nationalism and secularism (together with sectarianism) can be perdelatidnal categories
of practice, ways of ordering a specific society deployed by those in competition with each
other for the allegiance of a population coméal within a given political field Finally,
nationalism is often examined in the early pp803 erd® (such as the case of sectarianism),
leaving a knowledge gap to research a perception towards nationaleslaten period, and
more specifically posR02], as in the case of this research. Several authors exploring the
connection between t he [@hamidaesyndedthetumbredalof par t i
the PMF, such as Cole (2007), Hubbard (2007), Thurber (2014), Cigar (2015), or Rached and
Bali (2019). A broader perspective of the ke
Katzman and Humud (2015). Finally, the relationship between the cigietgp mainly
represented by the Iraqi Fedéwatof Oil Unions, and the governirfgh iaétas such as PM
al-Maliki, is researched by Isakh&2015 or 2021)

Although the mentioned studies discuss the value anchorage through historical
perspectives, they do not reflect the pp321 parliamentary election development, which led
not only to the consolidation of power by more traditional political actors suitte 8sate of
Law Coalition orthe Fatah Alliancé’ and the sidelining of rivals like Sadrist Movement but
also empowered a new player: Imtidad political entity. Thus,thi@sisprovides a new and
innovative classification of the foll owing I
main vingdled by Nouri alMaliki), Badr Organization (Hadi alAmiri), Sadiquri® (Qais a
Khazali), Harakat Hugqud (Hossein Moanes), AHikma (National Wisdom Movement,
Ammar atHakim), Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq (ISCIl, HumamHamudi), Sadrist
Movement (Mugtada ebadrf® and the Imtidad political coalition (Alaa-Rlikab?l). These
political actors were chosen according to their current position in the Iraqi parliament or their

historical I mportance within the Shida poli

16 For exampleby Terill (2003) or Machlig2021)

Wi th | sl ami c Da 6 waStakaflLawCoditeand BadrtOhyanizatian the domihant player within Fatah

Alliance.

Bpolitical wing of the -Sdy,ilafearefemedtdby thimbettgmownnnameAsadi b Ahl al
Bpolitical wing of the Shioda militia group Katadib Hezbol Il :
20Which was rebranded to tigh iNat@nalist Movement on April1,2024. It is expected th& h iNat@nalist Movement

will compete in the upcoming parliamentary elections schedulédidieembe2025. Although, the more familiar name Sadrist

Movement is preferred in ththesis(K24 2024).

2L Although Alaa alRi k a b i of ficially holds the partyds chairman posit
2023, the vote of no confidence removed him from his post. He was replaced by Hamid Schiblau, who then soon disappeared
from the litical field. Imtidad remains internally divided over trivial political mattdrg€rview 13\).
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analysis were selectedthe level of individual political actors/parties, not the whole coalition,
exceptfor Imtidad. The reason for the inclusion of Imtidad in the analysis is to cover the
segment of Shioda public representation (with
Tishreen parties) emerging after the Tishreen PRQ20 protests, and challang the status

guo and the surviving political realifdaddad 2022)

3.4.The Middle Eastern Contexti Literature Review??

Several scholars have examined the concept of governance in the Middle Eastern context.
Notably, Cavatorta and Durg2023) in their bookPolitics and Governance in the Middle

East delineate various forms of stdevel governance across the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region. Their work explores both historical and geopolitical perspectives and their
implications for contemporary governance structures, including a cabe @tulraq. Their
contribution is particularly significant in the conteximstitutionalized state frameworks, with

a focus on nationdével governance. The authors compare governance systems in monarchies
and republics, applying these models to specific Middle Eastern states. In this regard, | concur
that the degree of cenliation within a state significantly affects the vertical dynamics of
governance. For instance, there are notable differences between the governance structures of
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (a monarchy), Jordan (a monarchy), and Irag (a republic).
Broadly, a state's internal configuration has a direct impact on bottldep and bottorup
governance processes and the hierarchy that connects various levels of authority.

On a broader scale, governance in the Arab world has been addressed by Elamer et al.
(2019) and Hashem (2019), who primarily examine the topic through security and economic
lenses, applying governance frameworks to public sector departments. While saeicligien
studies are valuable, their scope is often too broad, applying overarching governance models
to the entire MENA region without accounting for subnational or-standard political
configurationsThe concept of governance in nstandard and quastate formations is more
specifically addressed by Hinnebusch (2018), who critiques the imposition of the Westphalian
state model on Middle Eastern structures. According to Hinnebusch, this imposed framework
has contributed to state disintegration andwkakening of central authorities, leading to the

emergence otheterarchica governance forms. He exemplifies this through Syria, where

22This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Irad's dispute
internal borders. Traaggional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies,
DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412.
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alternative for ms of governance have taken

exploration of these governance models and their regional implications aligns closely with the
focus of this thesis, and thus his work will serve as a partial theoreticedation.

Quaststate structures and local governance are also examined by Rafaat (2018), who
focuses on the devel opment of the KRI. Hi
perceptions of the DIBs, making this perspective crucial to the present study. Gemialely,
Mustasilta (2019) investigates the conditions under which traditional governance supports state
stability. Although heresearchfocuses on SuBaharan Africa, her analysis of traditional
governance mechanisms remains highly relevant for uraelisg regional stability in fragile
contexts.Further contributions to the understanding of territorial governance within Iraq,
including the KRI and DIBs, are provided by Katzman and Humud (2015). Their work maps

out stages of local governance transition and assesses the implications of thesegamsit

broader regi onal dynami cs. They also expl or

distribution of power not only within DIBs but also beyond. Their study critically engages with

governance bNSAA,such as t he | sl ardayshal@ahdi Army (Jad), | r aq,

and the Kurdish peshmerga. These actors, historically and currently, play pivotal roles in
shaping local governance structures, particularly in the context of conflict andomdlétt
governanceFollowing the military defeat of ISIS in many of the disputed territories, the
various components of the PMF have become
(2018) addresses this issue through a constitutional lens, particularly interpretings Artigle
and 140 of the Iragi Constitutionle emphasizes the limited decentralization permitted within
DIBs and explores how both the central government in Baghdad and the KRG interpret these
articles.

Territorial governance in Sinjar is the

closely examines the interplay between political and armed actors and the resulting impact on

the | ocal Yazidi community. Kawdhneitérégiewsa ppr oa

with local stakeholdergolitical, religious, and militaryhas significantly influenced my own
methodological design (seéhe chapter 4. Methodology and Operationalization).
Additional insights into governance within Iragi (andinJengd en6s case, al so
areas are provided by Yoshioka (2015) and Jongerden (2019). Both highlight the specificities
of local governance and examine how political actors, including the KDP and the PUK, manage
governance within the KRI, with imighations that extend into the DIBs. A complementary
regional perspective is presented’ime Making of the Kurdish Frontier: Power, Conflict, and
Governance in the Iragbyrian Borderland®y Hasan and Khaddour (2021), which discusses
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the distribution of power in Sinjar and its consequences for local goveridrese academic
contributions are vital for understanding the composition of territorial arrangements and the
positioning of key actors in relation to conflict and governance within the disputed areas.
Notably, Wolff (2010) explores the concept of terriddseltgovernanc€TSG)and its role in
dispute resolution, using Kirkuk province focal point of the conflict between the KRG and
Baghdadas a key case study.

ChristineVanDen Toor nBebproj Aaoathority and, I raqgqo
conducted under the London School of Economics, provides valuable empirical grounding.
One of the key outputs of this project, the arti8kcurity and Governance in the Disputed
Territories Under a Fractured GOI: The Case of Northern Diyalaauthored bywan Den
Toorn, analyzes governance from the perspective of local actors who derive legitimacy through
ethneconfessional affiliation. Her case study on northern DiyalastOctober 2017, is
especially relevant as a methodological model for the present thesisas/anDen Toor noé s
and Ka Rele)adld my research relies heavily on field engagement and respondent
interviews, forming the empirical backbone of the study. More broadly, the output of the IRIS
serves as a critical reference point for both methodological guidance and the analytiogl frami
of collected dataFinally, Cancian and Greenwald (2022) analyse thestaie infrastructure
functioning and governance provision within
6rebel sé, with whi c lverlhis arécie ohallengds that vigw, aagginge e . I
that the KRG and its armed forces, often aligned with KDP or PUK, function as legitimate co
governors in the KRI. Authors perceive the governance in Kirkuk and Khanagin through the
lenses of Kurdish governambetween 2014 and 2017. Both of the mentioned case studies are
then framed asrevergee ner at i ng, suggesting that OKurdi
proactive role in providing servicésadministration, justice, and educatibnn Kirkuk and
Khangi n when compared to other parts of the d
2022,p. 465). Thus, this research develops the {204f7 situation irselected case studjes
where the vacuum caused by the Kurdish Peshmerga withdrawal was filled by the Gol and
PMF.
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3.5.Conceptualization and classification of the main political partie€

Conceptualization and classification of the main political parties are essential for under
standing the value anchoring of the parties, their position on certain issues, prevailing
discourses, considerations on legislation in parliament, the buildirepbfiens, and the self

promotion of their image. In its context, the Middle East is highly various in its political system
classifications, where individual states are governed by different types of political
arrangements, ranging from theocracies toiparime nt ary republ i cs. I n
suffers from a deficit of par(Hgnebussh@lep i ti on
1). The region is dominated by autocratic regimes, where leaders remain in their positions for
decades due to their family ties, coupled with the support of elites and the nfitayyist

2010) The classification of Middle Eastern political parties has been discussed by Aydogan,
(2021)wh o ar gues t {sexulardvidesis thie pranadingemnsioruospoliticaparty
competitiono. He al so mentions the axis of ¢
connected to the religiotsecular axis. Several other authors classify the political parties into
conservative/lslamist versus leftist/secular, suckyedat (2015), Hamid (2014), Hamzawy

(2017), and Lust and Waldner (2016). Finally, so far little has been written on Middle Eastern
(and especially I raqi Shidéa) political part:i
of the themes are hithertinderstudied; yet, they are crucial if we are to understand the
intricate dynamics of regional politics past and prefidimnebusch et al. 2021)

Cavatorta and Durac (2023) view political parties as the primary stakeholders and
representatives of the state, describing them as institutiondévat traditionally been seen as
instruments controlled by ruling elites to
consumptiod(CavatortaDurac, 2023, p. 85). To project their influence within the government
and secure control over specific regiodibgir elected officials do have access, to varying
degrees, to state resources, which can be redistributed and employed to satisfy the needs of
specific constituenciégCavatorta Durac, 2023, p. 86)in Iraq, political parties effectively
embodythe authority of the state, as the role of the president is largely ceremonial. Despite
enduring serious security and economic challenges;Saddlam Iraq is classified as an
electoral democracy. Its political systemstablished after 2003s structured around the
sectarian apportionment mechanism knowhash a s a s a , whexedpowel isydistebuted

among the dominant ethoe | i gi ous communi ti es: Shi éa and

23 This chapter ipartly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and nationalist?
New classification of Ilraqi Shi éa political actors based o
DOI: 10.1080/13530194.2024.23066.
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(similar to the Lebanese model). This sectarian logic continues to shape political agendas, as
parties frequently prioritize their respective ethnic or religious constituencies by directing
funding and development projects to provinces aligned with themtity and power base.

Here, he aim is to challenge existing preconceptions of Islesagular and sectarian
nationalist division by its application towa
simplistic narratives of these concepts. In particular, the religiousemtarign categorization
i's justified by the numeri cal representati ol
argue that 60Shiites have always swung bet we:
formation of an independent Shiite pmlal identity, while the second calls for the
establishment of some sort of a secular state and the participation of all parties in bdlding it
(Al-Hamud 2013) Also, historically, across the Middle East and in Iraq specifically, the
competition between Arab Nationalism, sthgsed nationalism, Islamism, and sectarianism
has utilized ideology, coercion, and state institutional capacity in this interactive struggle
imposed competing categories of practibedge 2019) So, what do these po®nceptions

meanand are they applicable to the Ilraqi Shi o

3.5.1.Delimitation of classification axes
3.5.1.1.Islamicsecular axis

The first axis reflectsthe Islamgce c ul ar approach and its involywv
agendas as a major dimension of toentry (see Figureo. 3. The religious dimension is

further divided into two different categori
religious i ssues on the | r a4.iThedntetnal issuesa | sc
concentrate on the position of the individua

of religious principles in the lives of individuals or families. More specifically, the domestic
approach targets the agenda of allowing meemave more than one wife and the stance of the

political actors against the legalization of alcohol (i.e. making the drinking of alcohol legal).
Within the ideological Islamisecular axis, the more Islamic parties would strongly support

the integratoo f t hese religious principles into mot
secular parties would have a more liberal posture towards it. The domestic approach is
compl eted by the 0§ex-sesuansand® ofghe chosermoactolsish e r e |

“These categories were selected based on communication with
of the Iraqi political and social environment.
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involves their position towards the Iranian conoefptilayet atfaqih?®, and their position on
the concept that PMF should operate independentlyngoatallel to the Iragi army and police
(and not be included under its operational control). Finally, the issue of normalization relations
with Israel is considered a religious matter since this question is widely discussed not only on
the Iragi political sene but especially within the Ira§i h i poliical circles.S h ipdlitcal
actors often perceive Israel by religious optics, labelling the Israeli government as Zionist,
following the Iranian foreign policy. The religios&cular divide represents tiade of religion
within the design and implementation of Iraqi political entities and actors. Within the concept
of this article, the religious sphere is I|inm
di fference between SWhile Sunnialsiathisnb emerged frdmstthea mi s n
6defiance of postcolonial, aut horitarian nat
and international ali gnment s écentriithasa @sponsel a mi s
to longterm political,economic, and cultural discriminatiqdabar2003 in Haddad 2022)
Further, in Shida | slamism, t hegysgmAicedtecee i de
back 1400 years to the killing of I mam Al i
the battle of Karbalan 680 AD. This concept frames the ideology of theSsathi 6 a pol i t i
parties still toda¥, whi |l e 6Shi das are more |ikel-y to s
2003 Iraq whereas Sunnis are more likely to do the same with regards® @dst3 | r aq 6
(Haddad 2011, p. 486). Interms ofth&& h iAGaa bs &6 approach towards t
to Iraq increased after the change of political regime in Z008is article researches the role
of Islam within Iraqi political processes, adopted by various political actors, where political
Islam tends to accept some features of modern politics such as the state, its institutions and the
use of technolog{Hallaq 2013 in March 2015The state apparatus is a version imported from
Western societies, so the modern Islamist vision in terms of a homogenized Islamic public
sphere and a codified Islamic legal system is linked to the concept of the modern state rather
than premodern Islamicpolitical tradition (Asad 2003 Hirschkind 1997 in March 2015)
Political Il slam is the result of | sl amic t
reformation/westernization, where the concepts of religion, nationadiaoh secularism are
essentia(Cesari 2018)

As other examined concepts, secularism not only separates public and private

approaches towards religion but is also open to transformasiboing religion to reform.

25 Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist.

26 Interview 12\.

27 0On the other hand, majority of Sunni Arabs and Kurds confirmed that their loyalty to Iraq did not change after
transforming the political system in the counf®y-Hamud2021)
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Secularism thus supports religion as more private, moral, and ethical, rather than legal,
political, and adjudicativéAsad 2003)An-Na 6 i m t hen supported the
Ra z i q 6 dslarh anél thesPoundations of Governmentc al | i ng f or Osepar e
religion rather than experi ment gMarclo 2015wi t h t
p. 113) Within the Iragi context, the termisnaniyya (secularism) ananadarmgal-dawla at
madaniyya(civil/the civil state) also need to be presentdd.RobinDd Cr uz and Mans
pointed out, the oOcivil stated frequently f
adi verse range of ideological actors |l ies pr
amoreor-l ess coher ent (RpbmD 6 € fMaasbur2@R0, p.t12) i ne 6

3.5.1.2. Sectariannationalist axis

The second axis represents the issue of sectaatonalist division (see Figureo. 3. The

sectarian dimension explores the position of the individual actors on Iraqi state territorial
nationalism (and on using it as a mobilization tool), their position on sectarian policy (and,
again, on using it as a mobilization tool), and the posiiihe parties on sectarian policy in

terms of willingness to create pedection crossectarian coalitions with Sunni and Kurdish
parties/coalitions/alliancés On t he one side, there are 0di
ethnosectarian groups, promoting sectarianism and hatred towards otherratbious

groups and empowering ethneligious nationalism of the population. On the other side, there
standghe preservation of national unity as a whole, including the various minorities, based on

the belief that all inhabitants of a chosen territory should share a common national identity,
regardless of ethnic, linguistic, religious, cultural, and other diffegs. Hence, the location of

the individual political parties on the axis shows their reflection of societal cleavages inside
society, either deepening the gaps or, on th
this understanding of sectariamisloes not refer to secoded violence and entrenchment at
asocietal level, which was the phenomenon of the Iraqgi civil war with its peak in 2006 and

2007 (Haddad 2019)In terms of nationalism, we can speak about supporting Iragi state
territorial nationalism, where all the inhabitants share a common national identity, regardless

of their ethnereligious backgrourid. As Barth (1969) points out, the sectarian processes

2%These categories were selected based on communication with
of the Iraqi political and social environment.

29 Whereas in ethngectarian processes the symbolism within a sect is used as a demarcation from other sects, territorial
nationalism uses a supethnic symbolism that is not completely-ehicized, but is a composite of the symbols of different

ethnic goups in a given territory. The two concepts are thus linked in practice by the overlapping use of ethnic symbols, but

their ideological purpose is different. Therefore, tesisconsiders these concepts analytically separated.
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strengthen both thieternal coherence of each religious group as well as the boundaries that

divide thesegroups from each oth&r

3.6. Scalability of the Research Issue

Giraudy and Niedzwiecki (2021) compare the concepts of #lewiéll governance (MLG) and
subnational research (SNR), both of which address issues of territorial politics. While they
share foundational assumptigssich as the interaction between various levels of governance
and the unfolding of processes in both formal and informal subnational jurisdidtieys
remain theoretically and methodologically distinct. The authors emphasizpritasses and
outcomes of interest unfold in two types of subnatigarisdictions (formal vs. informal),

[with] interactions across scales and levels of government which take place in both federal and
unitary countriefand note that thesinteractions can be both vertical or horizoritgét the

two concepts remaidunconnectedl(Giraudy, Niedzwiecki 2021, p. 394).

Crucially for this research, both MLG and SNR focus on a broad and diverse set of
subnational units, rangingrom formal units (such as a province) to informal areas (such as
areas controlled by criminal organizatiam$iraudy, Niedzwiecki 2021, p. 397). In my
research, | adopt a scaddased perspective, distinguishing between local governance (e.g., the
Sinjar Democratic Aut orotbanPKiklmkedsrsceregrdgipnall MX DK |
governance (e.g., the Kurdistan Regional Government [KRG]),matgovernance (e.g., the
Iragi state), and international/supranational governance (e.g., international institutions or actors
like IOCs operating in the DIBs). Despite this musitialar outlook, because my primary focus
is on regional and local actorsganizations, and institutions, and their formal and informal
linkages, the SNR framework proves more suitable. It is definédsisategy of social science
inquiry that focuses on actors, organizations, institutions, structures, and processes located in
territorial units inside countries, that is, below the national and internationaldé@aisudy,
Moncada, Snyder 2019, as cited in GirauNyedzwiecki 2021, p. 397). Notably, both my
research and the SNR framework exclude individoafamily-level analysis.

The relationship between the national government and regional or local institutions
depends on variables such as the degree of state centralization. Trends toward regional self

government are commonly observed in Europe, South America, and parts ohAsiatrast,

30 Despite my attempts to connect with the other political actors surveyed, their members were unwilling to be interviewed on
the topic of ideological positions. | am aware that this may be one of the limitations of the research.
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decentralized or autonomous regions are rare in the Middle East. In this cdareextal
governments have played a pivotal role in orchestrating, mediating, and sometimes resisting
the territorial transformation of governaidddatham et al. 2021, p. 609). Full secession or
state creation is generally resisted in the region, as it is fé@aeslich moves would trigger
adomino effect, exacerbating instability across the Middle Easfjue that in contexts where
neither regional nor international actors favor outright secessionstaté governance
structures are likely to evolve @éngain autonomy, thereby reducing pressures for full
independencd=rom the MLG perspective, the framework was originally developed to address
the increasing interplay between identity politics, territorial disputes, and the erosion of state
competencies (Giraudiiedzwiecki 2021, p. 396). It facilitates analysis of interactions among
autonomous entities operating from the local to supranational levels, which share authority
over specific or multiple tasks. According to Hooghe and Marks (2003), thesesemtity be
bounded by nomverlapping jurisdictions (e.g., provinces) or operate within-spscific and
flexible boundaries (e.g., b uyciked ;mdGiraadg soci at
Niedzwiecki 2021, p. 396)This logic also applies to nestate or informal governance
structures, which are increasingly significant across fragile or contested regions. Giraudy,
Moncada, and Snyder (2019) address the role of these entities in contexts where state authority
is erockd or absent. Noestate actors ofin assume critical state functions, including the
monopoly(or duopolyor polyopoly) of violence, the provision of public services, education,

and economic regulation. Thus, governance cannot be understood purely in terms of coercion
or military power soft power (e.g., winning hearts and minds) also plays a pivotal role. These
actors often negotiate a new social contract with local populations in the absence or weakness
of the stateln this research, | argue that nstate structures and processes musgiveEn equal
analytical weight as state institutions. These systems often interact with, rather than operate
independently from, formal state mechanisms. For exampldram@n paramilitarieswithin

the PMF are deeply embedded within state structures (e.g., parliament and ministries) while
also maintaining independent networks of governance involving local politics, economic
activities, and military command. &e forcesstand withd@ne foob in the state and one
outside, forming an asymmetric hybrid st that challenges traditional notions of
Westphalian sovereignty. Such structures exemplify areas of limited statehood, akin to those
observed in Sudan, Syria, Libya, or YemBr r z e | and Risse (2010) nc
contexts:@On the one hand, the lower the capacity of the state, the greater is the need for
governance through nedmerarchical modes involving nestate actors to compensate for
government weakness or state failure. On the other hand, limited statehood impli#s a we
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shadow of hierarchy, as ahierarehscal nddesoffjoveriance h s u-
are unlikely to emerge and be effece. 119).Thi s bui l ds on Weber ds ¢
statehood agan institutionalized rule structure with the ability to rule authoritatively
(Herrschaftsverbandand to legitimately control the means of violenGeWaltmonopQb
(Weber1921/1980, as cited in Risse 2012 6. In spatial terms, areas of limited statehood
refer to territories where the central governméails to enforce its authority or deliver
governance (Risse 2012).

Given this context, my research often operates outside institutionalized systems,
requiring a broader understanding of governance. As Agnew (2013) aésedex;standing
governance requires looking beyond formal government into the realm of various forms of
authority exercised by agents other than states at and across a variety of geographigal scales
(as cited in Blume, Sauls, Knight 2022, p. Zhis necessitates engagement WiG,
particularly in terms of bottorap dynamics from local and regional actors to the national level.
The nature of these arrangements varies, depending on how subnational borders are drawn and
how centralsubnational relations arstructured. They may take the form of federacies,
devolved authorities, or decentralized units (Wolff, 2013), and may involve symmetric or
asymmetric federal arrangements (McGarry, 2007), or polycommunalcammunal, or
mixed federal models (Sisk 199@&)s(cited irNeudorfer et al. 2022, p. 505).

Wolff and Weller (2005) define territorial sedovernanc€TSG)as:@ll state structure
arrangements that give formal power to territorially delimited entities within the internationally
recognized boundaries of an existing state, to exercise public policy functions that are
independent of other sources of authority irs thtiate but subject to its overall constitutional
and legal ordéi(as cited in Neudorfer et al. 2022, p. 50&hile Wolff and Weller defind SG
as the delegation of formal power toritarially delimited entities that operate independently
within a state but remain subject to its overall legal framework, | contend that this definition
does not fully capture the empirical complexity of governance in fragmented or hybrid political
environments particularly in the Middle East. In practice, such entities do not exist in
avacuum. Their functioning and legitimacy are often contingent upon, or influenced by,
external actorsbe they formal institutions like the central government (Gol), oreai
administrations such as the KRG, powerful 1sbate actors like the PMF or the PKd#t even
regional powers such as Turkey or Iran (as will be explained furifieese actors, while not
always part of the formal constitutional order, often shape governance dynamics on the ground,
provide resources or protection, and mediate authority relationships.TB@E#) this context
is not merely a stateanctioned, insulated arrangement, but rather a node in a broader network
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of political, military, and economic power. Recognizing these linkages is essential for
understanding the real mechanisms of governance in areas of limited or contested statehood.
Also, this definition presumes an institutional environment, which may be inapplicable not only

to my research context but to many areas in the broader MENA region. In these settings, the
proliferation of nomstate actors, informal governance arrangementsagyrdmetric authority
structures are the norm. Most of the authors ditee focus primarily on institutionalized
contexts (akin to formal models #5G), but not on hybrid or informal governance, which
better reflects the reality of the Middle East.

3.6.1.Multi -Scalar Dynamics in Iraq

As Tatham, Hooghe, and Marks (2021) argtlee more heterogeneous a country, the greater
the disparity between the policies that a government provides and the preferences of individual
citizend (p. 610). Within the Iragi conteximarked by deep societal heterogenettyis
disparity is clearly observable and significantly affects governance outcomes. National and
provincial elections serve as mechanisms to consolidate the influence of regional and local
actors, especially those with strong ties to the central governkivéiatt emerges is a form of
fa-ade dmmwhiahdwer procedural democratic rights have not been attained and
elections simply reinforce the ruling elite®/olpi 2020, as cited in CavatortBurac 2023,
p. 85). Il raqbs parliamentary elections in 2010,
wherein traditional political parties merely reinforced the authority of entrenched €lies.
very definition of a political party in Iraq differs from conventional models. Iraqi politics is
often centered around charismatic individuals, with politicians coalescing around leaders based
on shared economic interests. These groupings form digérmlitical entities that compete
primarily for access to state resourced arstitutional powerln a society where loyalty to
family, clan, and tribe frequently surpasses civic obligations to the state, sectarian processes
are amplified and can be instrumentalized by political actors to advance specific agendas.
Political parties extend their influea regionally and locally through branches, offices, or loyal
segments of the population. According to Belmont, Mainwaring, and Reynolds (2002), two
institutional components are particularly important for conflict managerd@atioal systems
for the national legislature and forms of government at the é&B&lmont et al. 2002, as cited
in Neudorfer, Theuerkauf, Wolff 2022, p. 507).

Hi storically, sectarian strategies were

notably in the Ar abi z atapatiayaimell at alterimgdénsogrdphic put e
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compositions to consolidate control. After 2003, similar tactics were adopted by Kurdish
political parties, particularly the KDP, to assert dominance and legitimacy in these territories.
Sectariani sm, therefore, i s doeemn@nteystruetumds.e d d e d
Dodge and Mansour (2020) emphasizetheh i | e t he maj ority of 1raq
moved away from the overt promotion of sectarianism, the political system still functions, as

it has since 2003, with systemic corruption andrcion taking place of sectarian ideology in

terms of delivering elite cohesion and defending the statug(ualge Mansour 2020, as

cited in CavatortaDurac 2023, p. 98).

While Ilraqés national g 0 vV eexacludimgntlte seme mai n s
autonomousRI governed by the KRG@he spatial connections between different levels of
governance are critical. Tatham et al. (2021) discuss how governance operates across
subnational, national, and supranational levels, emphasizing the devolution of power both
downwardto subnational administrative units amglvardto international institutions. This has
led to the emergence of a mditred governmental architecture. Theywe thatdhis
multilevel structure stems from the tension between the desire to exploit the functional
advantages of scale diversity in a globalizing economy and the pressures arising from collective
selfruleb(Tatham et al. 2021, p. 607).

Additionally, they explore how central governments vary in tiseed of responée
to dynamics at subnational and supranational scales. Although the-statierremaingthe
natural political form in the modern world and the default basis for compé(iBatnam et al.

2021, p. 607), the entanglement of actions and actors across spatial levels is undeniable. As
Giraudy and Niedzwiecki (2021) notéhe actors and institutions located at one level of
government are shaped by and shape governments at other scales ad(ple3@13.In line

with this, Trinn and Schulte (2020) argue that political authority in modern democracies is
divided across three dimensions: (a) horizontal separation of powers, (b) vertieal self
governance, and (ajliagonad forms of powersharing (p. 6). These interrelated processes
underpin both tomlown and bottorup governance mechanisnBanini (2017), in her article
Proposng a Theoretical Framework for Local Territorial Identities: Concepts, Questions, and
Pitfalls, builds upon French and Italian geographic scholarship to introduce the concept of
active territoriality. This approach emphasizes thlgnamic and open social construction of
territory from belowby actors, groups, and individualsiot only from above, by institutional,
political, and decisioimaking entities, as emphasized in the prevailing Awgiterican
conceptualization of territof(Governa Salone 2004; Gverna 2006; Elden 2010, as cited in
Banini2017, p. 17).
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Finally, an important aspect of this research concerns how we perceive and name space,
particularly in politically and symbolically contested environments such as Iraq. The
terminology used to describe territories can reflect underlying assumptions, political biase
and analytical orientations. In this study, | have chosen to use the term Disputed Internal
Boundaries (DIBs), a designation adopted by several scholars affiliated with the AUIS. This
term emphasizes the administrative and jurisdictional naifitbe conflict over territory,
drawing attention to the internal governance disputes within the state, rather than framing the
issue solely in ethneectarian or irredentist termét the same time, it is important to
acknowledge thafi r aqgdés di s [Pis & widely usedr atternttiger terqares/alent in
policy discourse, media reporting, and even official government documentation. Although
these two terms refer to the same geographic and political phenomenon, their usage carries
different analytial weight. Referring to them assputed internal boundaridsregrounds the
constitutional, legal, and institutional mechanisms (e.g., Article 140 of the Iragi Constitution)
through which these disputes are meant to be addressed. In contrast, thiisperad
territories may unintentionally naturalize the idea of persistent conflict, reinforcing the
perception of these areas as chronically unstable or exceptional.

By consciously choosing the DIBs terminology, this research aligns with a perspective
that treats these areas not as anomal i es, b u
spaces where competing visions of governance, identity, and sovereignty are negotiated. This
choice reflects both an analytical stance and a normative commitment to understanding these
territories within the broader framework of pasinflict governance ah constitutional

resolution, rather than perpetuating narratives wabutin or exceptionality.

3.7.Territorial Governance

To begin unpacking the concept of territorial governance, it is essential to break it into its
constituent parts. Territory is a foundational concept, referring to a defined geographical area
governed by a form of authority through specific actors. As &4A012) notesigovernance

is more or less defined by a certain area of the governingé(tit¥2). In the contemporary
context, however, the state is no longer the sole, or even primary, actor wielding authority
whether domestically or internatioha(Hall, Biersteker 2004, p. 5)n political geography,

recent scholarship has significantly reengaged with the notion of territory. Rather than viewing
it as a fixed, homogeneous space over which state power extends, territory is now

conceptualized as porous, historically contingenttaile, uneven, and perishable (Painter
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2010, p. 1094). Elden (2010), cited in Blume et al. (2022), emphasizes that territory involves
both land(a property relationand terrain(a power relationeach historically and politically
producedLambach (2022) further argues that territory is a politically controlled and bounded
space, characterized by three elemenfs:Classification by area?) Territorial claims
communicated through symbolic means (e.g., maps, border marker§), Bnfbrcement of

control over the defined space (p. 29@mbachconcludes that territory i&he attempt by an
individual or group to affect, influence, or control people, phenomena, and relationships, by
delimiting and asserting control over a geographic@teambach 2022, p. 290). Within my
research, I do not adopt L éoliticallg d¢okdtrslleddandf i ni t i
bounded spac@&but instead view it as &ibrant entity,fiwithin its frontiers, with its specific
qualitie®d (Foucault 2004, pp. 9900, cited in Elden 2007 Foucault describes a compteal
transformation, noting théthere is a shift between territory as the focus of governance and the
government of things, essentially people as a populétighlighting &he parallel shift from

people to population and from land/terrain to terribqiiglden 2010, p. 810Elden further
develops this perspective by asserting d&atitory is more than merely land, and goes beyond
terrain, but is a rendering of the emergent concepspdce as a political category: owned,
distributed, mapped, caltated, bordered and controlfig&lden 2007, as cited in Elden 2010,

p. 810). Crucially, territory should not be understoodtlas container of things and subjects

(or rather, an absolute space where events happen and things are located), but the content of
relation®(Law, Mol 1994, Banini 2017, pp. 187). In this relational sense, territory is shaped

by ongoing internal and external processeduding individual, institutional, and powbiased
interactionsFrom a geographical perspective, the cohoéperritory can also be approached
through the notion of milieu, whiclrepresents at the same time the local and territorial
foundation of a specific collective identit)
potential®(Governa 1998, p. 89, as cited in Pollice 2003, p. 108).

3.7.1.Subnational Authority and Territorial Autonomy

The Regional Authority Index (RAI) is a key tool for measuring subnational authority. It
assesses botelfrule, such as the power to elect representatives, design policies, or set tax
ratesandshared rule where subnational units influence national decisions (Elazar 1987; Riker
1964; as cited in GiraugdyNiedzwiecki 2021, p. 402)Tatham et al. (2021) highlight
afundamental governance questidho gets to govern? Which groups are empowered to

make binding laws?2n many cases, regional and local indtdns share governance
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responsibilities with the central government. Throsbhred rule citizens can participate in

the cadetermination of regional and national policies. This mechanism disperses authority and
integrates lowelevel governance into national structures, potentially mitigating separatist
demandsYet, as Johnson (2022) argues, the effectiveness of autonomy arrangements depends
on context. In peacetime, autonomy may reduce the risk of conflict and serve as a power
sharing tool. During civil war, however, it maynpower secessionist movements, enhancing
their capacity to challenge central authorities and increasing the likelihood of independence. In
my research, autonomy is not viewed as a preferred or primary outcome, but rather-as a last
resort solution in straed relations between regional and national actewen when public

goods are aligned with local preferences, territorial groups may still desetfmdle, driven

by identity-based distinctions. This demand can lead to symbolic boundaries batgieens
andoutsidersreinforcing parochialism (Tatham et al. 2021, p.i®!ld ; Bernhard et al. 2006).
Parekh (1995) also addresses the societal underpinnings of identity, defining a community as
@ body of individuals bound together under their participation in a shared wayi.li258),

encompassing both cultural and political dimensions.

3.7.2.Conflict, Governance, and the Role of Institutions

In unstable environments, rebel movements may emerge, asserting control over territory and
governance structures. This leads to rebel governance, wherstat@nactors not only
administer areas but also challenge the legitimacy of the central goverioemtsharing
institutions can play a critical rol e in
Hoddie (2003), and Lijphart (1977, 2002) emphasize the interaction between different
institutional arrangements as a central factor in reducwignge. Neudorfer et al. (2022) argue
that the typerather than the quantityf political institutions matters most in contributing to
postconflict stabilization. Combining institutional forms (e.g., federalism, autonomy,
proportional representation) witfSG may yield the best resultaccording to the authars

The RAI index expands the scope of MLG analysis by applying its principles to
countries beyond the Global North. According to Hooghe et al. (2@h6)selfrule and shared
rule usually correlate highly, and yet they have contrasting consequences. Both of the concepts
are further disaggregated into five dimensions that tap into legal authority over fiscal,
administrative, and political matteend both of them are forms of the higloeder concept of
fdivided authoritpd (Falleti 2005, Montero and SamueR004, as cited in Giraudy
Niedzwiecki 2021, p. 402).rinn and Schulte (2020), however, caution against conflaettg
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rule andshared rule arguing they should be treated as analytically distinct. They critique the
RAI index for merging the two, which may obscure the unique political dynamics aSgldy.
rule aligns more closely witiSG, while shared rulepertains to powesharing within national

institutions.

3.7.3.External Pressures and Contestation of Authority*

Local and regional authorities are often exposed to external pressures, whether from regional
powers like Turkey or Iran, or from internal community demands. As Blume et al. (2022) note,
&heir authority is ripe for contestatiofp. 3. Broschek, Petersohn, and Toubeau (2018) argue
that TSG is defined by geographic, not solely grebgsed, distinctions. However, when
cultural and geographic boundaries overkegpin spatially concentrated ethnic grgups two

often become fused. Powslaring arrangements may therefore be either territorial or group
based (TrinnSchulte, 2020)Lambach (2022) brings spatiality to the forefront, stressing the
mutual constitution of space and governance. Governance always entails spatial claims that
(re)produce space, while spatial arrangements condition how governance operates. He
challenges deterministic interpretations of geography, arguing inste&gebgtaphy matters,

not for the simplistic reason that everything happens in space, but bedeusthings happen

is critical to knowinghow and why they happed (Lambach 2022, p. 282Wolff (2013)
similarly highlights the significance of sedbverning territories relative to the rest of the state.
Their importance may arise from geography, populatr@sources, strategic location, or
cultural value (p. 1367).

Territorial control and political authori:f
institutions or recognized powerholders, but are shaped by a complex web e$caiass
affiliations, strategic dependencies, and proxy alignments. These inchateiéil flows,
informal governance structures, and ethnoreligious solidarities that transcend national borders.
The influence of Iran and Turkey in those areas exemplifies this dynamic. Both states actively
shape local governance by cultivating clierstietietworks, supportingSAA, and leveraging
ethnesectarian and clossommunitybased ties. Rather than framing the DIBs solely within
the binary of KRGGol competition or local selfule, this study has shown how governance

is externally embedded, with transnational linkages skyalmoal power configurations. In

31 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Irad's dispute
internal borders. Traaggional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies,
DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412.
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addressing theecondresearch questioWwhat are the main patterns of territorial governance
arrangements in the selected case studidisin the DIB#, thisthesisidentified transregional
governance as the prevailing mode, operating under four specific conditions: (1) diminished or
contested state authority, (2) a poor impbesed local economy, (3) strategic proximity of
external actors enabling sustained ieflae, and (4) the presence of ethnoreligious
communities with potential kistate connectian

Since 2017, governance practices have diverged between and within localities. While
the Gol provides direct servicesareasuch asirkuk, in areas such as Khanagin, governance
is outsourced or delegated, often to external actorsir@én@n PMF paramilitary brigades,
despite being part of the Iraqgi security architecture, pursue independent agendas, shaping local
governance througbheckpoint control, strategic zoning, and political brokerage. In contrast,
Turkey asserts influence via the KDP, Sunnikhoen elites, and infrastructure initiatives like
t he Devel opment Road Project, which bypasse
posture. These interventions reveal the DIBs as a front line in the growing geopolitical
competition between Ankaraandife an. Kir kukodés 2024 provincial
the entrenchment of proxy politics and identiysed governance. Despite efforts at rotating
powersharing, factional disputes and eximaal alliances, such as those involving Bafel
Talabani,Qais alKhazali, and Mohammed-&lalbousi, undermined inclusive governance. In
both Kirkuk and Khanagin, formal institutions remain hollowed out, while informal, sectarian,
and patronagéased networks dominate political l{f@ore inthe subchapter5.11.2. Kirkuk.

Rather than restating the full conceptual framework,ttiésisemphasizes the central
analytical contribution: reframing governance in contested territories through the lens-of trans
regional governance. While existing frameworks such asstate theory and hybrid
governance highlight elements of fragmentation axigreal influence, they fall short of
capturing the strategic, mudic al ar embedding of power obse
advances the debate by showing how regional powers operationalize influence through
institutional ceoptation, infrastructural el@nchment, and proxy networks. As a middiage
theory, trangegional governance provides a tool for understanding authority in spaces marked
by limited statehood, identity fragmentation, and geopolitical riy@eg moren the chapter

14.2.2.Trans-regional Governance as a Consequence of Instabiljty
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3.7.4.Relational Dynamics and Local Actor Strategies

Blume et al. (2022) conceptualize territorial governance as a set of dynamic relationships
among actors. They identify five possible relational forms between territorial adfors:
Coexistence?) Cooperation3) Corruption,4) Competition, and) Confrontation

1. Coexistencei A clear separation exists between key territorial actors; they remain
parallel and do not overlap.

2. Cooperation i Actors maintain collaborative, sometimes mutually supportive,
relationships.

3. Corruption T A hierarchical relationship where one actor dominates and the
subordinate actor provides resources (financial or otherwise), resultcigentelist
structuresiot based on voluntary cooperation but rather coercion or implied threat.

4. Competition i Actors seek taindermine or overtake each other to gain leverage, often
resulting in parallel authorities

5. Confrontation i The most antagonistic interaction, characterized by clear conflict or
threat of violence. As Blume et al. (2022) ndtkis pathway may be a last resort and/or
result from prior pathways failing(p. 7).

These relationships are not fixed but evolve in response to economic conditions, political shifts,
regional trends, and external shocks. The authors also emphasize spatiality in shaping these
configurations While Blume et al. (2022) focus on the interaction between illicit actors and
territorial authorities, | adapt their framework to my context. Here, territorial administrations
often reflecting the ethnoreligious makeup of a given distaiat central research subjects.
These include political partiessjbal leaders, local minority representatives, and the broader
local populationThese stakeholders exercise decisimaking authority over a range of issues,
including:local resource usajonetary policyjnfrastructurecultural governancesducational

standards, ansecurity.

3.8.Factors Leading to (In)Stability

In examining the factors contributing to the stability or instability of specific areas, daeed

and Pelise (2021), based on field interviews, identify four major drivers: the administrative and
governance vacuum, fragmented security arrangements, chronic displacement, and growing
social tensionsHartzell and Hoddie (2003) argue that poisil war settlements are more
stable when they institutionalize powsraring across four key dimensions: political,
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economic, military, and territorial (as cited in Wolff 2013, p. 1365). Still, the academic
community remains divided on whether territorial autonomy is the optimal approach for
sustainable peace in divided societies. While some studies support its auititjeting

effects (Cederman et al. 2015; Well&/olff 2005), others suggest it can have the opposite
impact (Cornell 2002; Horowitz 1985; Roeder 20089 €ited inTrinn, Schulte 2020, p. 2).
Neudorfer, Theuerkauf, and Wolff (202@jth ther article Territorial Self-Governance and
Proportional Representation: Reducing the Risk of Territ©entered Intrastate Violence
advance a nuanced framework, distinguishing between supportive, skeptical, and conditional
perspectives on the relationship between TSG and codffithe supportive view, represented

by Lijphart (1979), Bermeo (2002), and Stewart et al. (2007), sees TSG as a valuable conflict
management tool, diffusing political power and enabling minority inclusioricriéates
additional settings forgaceful bargaining apart from the central government level and brings
the government closer to the pedjgkes cited in Neudorfer et al. 2022, p. 5@)The skeptical

view, articulated by Chapman and Roeder (2007) and Lake and Rothchild (2005), argues that
TSG can empower secessionist leaders, intensifying natiegi@nal power struggle8) The
conditional view highlights the importance of contextual factors, suclbegree of fiscal
decentralization (Ezcurra 201%)olitical party system charactertst (Brancati 2006)Spatial
arrangements of governance (Christitug 2012) Implementation challenges (Joshi et al.
2017) Structure of the central political system (Cederman et al. 2885)ited inNeudorfer

et al. 2022, p. 506Wolff (2013) emphasizes the potential of powsbaring institutions to
regulate staieT SG bargaining, reduce violence, and maintain political order. However, he also
cautions that such institutions can strengthen separatist movements by creating asymmetric
power structures (Wt 2013, p. 1367).

Iraq is cited by Neudorfer et al. (2022) as an example of a state where national conflict
manifests at the regional level. The authors argue that the copfliating effect of TSG
increases when combined with proportional representation. Iraq, viewed é&d &ast
minimally democratic regimé,offers a relevant case where both TSG g@ndportional
representatiortan expand political inclusion (p. 504). Yet, this model works best in open
political regimes, and only when paired with a parliamentary systenm Irag (Neudorfer et
al. 2022, p. 504)My critique of the authors is that they do not fully define the contextual
variables they reference. Moreover, their study relies primarily on quantitative methods,
leaving space for a qualitative, contexth analysis, as conducted in my case studies.
According to Wolff (2013), territorcentered violence can take two forrhsConflict between
a sovereign state and a domestic challenged 2)Conflict between subnational groups
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without state involvement he latter is rarer, and most studies focus on the @pstmestic
challengeréare understood as territorially concentrated, politically mobilized entities sharing
a common ethnoational identity.

Further | view internal territorial organization as a flexible structure that may lead to
autonomy, greater oversight from the center, or separatist aspirations, depending on context.
Some scholars advocate combining TSG with transitional justice and -gheséng into
&complex consociatiodl O6 Leary 2005) , or argue that Di s
Reintegration(DDR) and education reform enhance lelegm peace (McAuliffe 2017;
RamirezBarat Duthie 2016as cited inFontana et al. 202 aFontana eal. (2021a) identify
five institutional categories for peacebuilding: TSG, poslearing, transitional justice,
cultural institutions, and intergovernmental assistafbey also note that international actors
(e.g., UNAMI) can mediate conflict through monitoring, implementation, governance, and
peacekeeping (Fontana et al. 2021b, p. 352). Although no active armed conflict exists in my
case studies, coexistence, coopergtcorruption, competition, and confrontation still shape
inter-group relationspari cul arly among Shi d6a and Sunni Ar 8
violence renders the region highly sensitive to renewed instalflstyCavatorta and Durac
(2023) write:Beset by the threat of Kurdish separatism, facing a civil conflict in the mid
2000s, driven by sectarianism and then <chal
democratic system is still in its infancy. Political parties have traditionally besninterested
in ensuring benefits for their ethnoreligious communities ratharftrahe country as a whole,

but recent trends seem reasonably encoura@in@b).

3.8.1.Conceptualizing Stability

Johan Galtungbés theory of peacebui-fo-peaceg pr e:
transition, following:1) Peacemaking negotiation of agreements by decisimakers 2)
Peacekeeping third-party intervention to prevent violencand 3)Peacebuilding creating

long-term, structural peace based on justice, equity, and cooperation (Galtung 1975, as cited in
Gawerc 2006, p. 439Positive peace addresses structural and cultural violence, not just the
absence of physical violenceeggative peade In my research, peace/stability is not seen as

merely the absence of war, but rather as active bhdgding between ethroonfessional
communities in the case study areBarnett, Hunjoon, O'Donnell, and Sitea (2007) outline

three phases of pesbnflict transition:1) Stabilization (security, peace agreements, DI2R)

Institutional restoration (rule of law, governance, electioBys)Socioeconomic recovery
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(reconstruction, economic reform, community dialogu&)jthin my research, | consider
stability as a situation closer to the positive peace definition by Galtung.

Thus, peacebuilding is not simply about discouraging renewed violence; it also requires
inclusive engagement across spatial scales. My research reflects this by analyzing local actors
(casespecific), regional actors (Turkey and Iran), and global powags {ee U.S. and Russia).

In Iraq and the broader Middle East, collective historical grievances often fuel conflict across
generations. As Saunders (1999) not#sar, suspicion, rejection, mistrust, hatred, and

mi sperceptioné are often greater obstacles
definable problentas cited in Gawerc 2006, p. 44B)r a viable peacebuilding strategy, all
levels horizontal and verticalmust engage. While full coordination may be unrealistic,
focusing on incremental, localized efforts carake meaningful contributions to regional

stability.
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4. Methodology and Operationalization®?

Thisthesisb egi ns by conceptualizing the main | ragqi
according to their positions along two analytical axes: Islaseicular and sectarian
nationalist. This typological framework is intended to provide greater claritydiegathe
ideol ogical orientations and strategic behav
role in decisioamaking within the GolThis part of the research was conducted mainly through
the online space arttie use of enumeratot’ as a reaction to possible security risks and low
accessibility of the data.

The research further investigates the Sunni political landscape through extensive
fieldwork conducted in both the KRI and federal Iraq. Particular attention is paid to the role of
local Sunni Arab tribes and their linkages to natidagél political elites in Baghdad. These
relationships are explored to assess the extent of tribal influence on governance structures and
political negotiations in thBIBs. A similar analytical approach is applied to examine the role
of Kurdish actors and minority communitjess elaborated in the subsequent sections. This
comparative framework enables a cresstional understanding of how various ethno
sectarian actors operate within Iraqds fragm

nationatlevel governance.

4.1.The Classification ofthel r aqi Shi 6a pardYl i ti cal act

Several methodological techniques are widely used in the political sciences to uncover
ideological positions or the value anchoring of political actors and pastiek as discourse

analysis, content analysis, or roll call vote analysis. Pphis of the thesisses an innovative
combination of data collection from expert survegsmplemented by 14 sesiructured
interviews(see Table no. Skreating a new dataset leading to the classification of the main

l raqi Shi da politicalted¢ctadarme. iUnleewvys ewvebkrebdw
anonymous. Firstly, due to security reasoasd secondlyto enable the most accurate

responses. To triangulate the evidence, the data were complemented from online sources,

32This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Irad's dispute

internal borders. Tranggional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies,

DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412.

33 An enumerator is a trained individual responsible for collecting data directly from respondents, typically through surveys,
interviews, or questionnaires in the field. Enumerators ensure accurate, consistent, and ethical data collection atte®rding to

thesi® s met hodol ogy.

34 This chapter is based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and nationalist? New
classification of Ilraqi Shi éa political actors based on i d:¢
10.108013530194.2024.2373066.
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speeches, and posts, mainly through social media (such as Telegram, Twitter (X) channels, and
Facebook posts), and official media platforms content analysis. To reflect the approaches of
the Iragi population towardbe examined political parties, data from opinion polls conducted
under the leadership of Ali Taherldamud and Mungith Dagher were also included in the
research.

Expert survey data acquisition was conducted inKRé and the rest of Iraq from
March to May 2023. Otthe-ground surveys and interviews were conducted with Iraqi political
experts, journalists, and activists to discover how the parties are perceived in tehas of
chosen categorization criteria of Islarsiecular and sectariarationalist division by the
surveyed sample of people. This methodological approach aimed to obtain the subjective
perspectives of these political experts, which could shapevbedeunderstanding of these
concepts associated with the individual I r a
surveys introduce more local perspectives, challenging these concepts and their Western
understanding by domestic elites. This studgdithe approach of the Chapel Hill Expert
Survey, which was sent to 37 Iraqi political experts, with 21 of them completing it, representing
a 568 % return of the responses. These experts were selected due to théarorigcus on
thisissueandapproshed t he aut horés contacts from the
from academic institutions and think tanks such as The Washington Institute for Near East
Policy, Chatham House, and The Century Foundation. This survey aimed to find out how the
conapts of religion versus secularism and sectarian versus nationalist divisions are perceived
by the people. Although within the intervievg®me politicians were included, the major focus
was oriented towards independent political experts.

The expert survey consisted of five questions based on the research objectives, which
were reflected by the research questions mentioned in the introduction of this article. After each
guestion, the respondents were presented with-poll@ Likerttype sal e fr om O st r
agreebd6 to O0strongly disagreed. Respondents w
the aforementioned Ilraqi S h thé givenpsiuktiorts.i Fora | p a
example, they were asked to determine the posttfagach Iraqgi political actor towards the
issue of sectarian policy, with O points representing strong opposition to the idea of sectarian
policy and its use in their agenda, while 10 points represented full support for it.

The answers in the form of quantitative data from the expert survey were then converted
into a table, where thaverages (see Tahit®. 1) and standard deviations (see Taiube 2 of
the values for each research question were calculated. Subsequently, two aggregated indicators
were created, representing the two areas of the research focus: the religious dimension
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(including the importance of the implementation of religious principles in the life of
individuals/families and position on the external religious issues), and the sectarian dimension
(including position on Iraqi state territorial nationalism and sectgraicy). The averages
relating to each aggregate indicator are shawfigure no. 3 on the Islamiesecular and
sectariamationalist ideological anchorage axes. Finally, the outcomes represent the
ideological anchorage of the mentioned actors in the-Z@t parliamentary elections,
involving changes within their ideological positions over time, in response to events on the
Iraqi political scene.

Additionally, 14 semstructurednterviews(labeled as interviews 1A, 2Aand so on)
were conducted with various political experts and politicians from some of the mentioned
actors such as the Fatah coalition or Independ&n@f these 14, 7 were conducted in person
and 7 via phone. These interviews were conducted between January and December 2023,
mostly during field research in the Iraqi cities of Erbil and Sulaymaniyah and through phone
calls with political experts basedtine rest of Iraq, Jordan, and the United Kingdom. Some of
the interviews followed up on the completed expert questionnaire. Their main objective was to
supplement the quantitative data obtained from the expert survey with thematically sorted
gualitative &planations of some research gaps. The other prominent methods capturing the
ideological position of individual political partigkke roll-call vote analysiswere excluded
due to the inaccessibility of obtaining this data, particularly from the rankbeotraqi
parliament. The data collection was complemented by social media and officiatnedtant
analysis, and outcomes of opinion polls aiming at perceptions of Iraqi society towards political
processes in the country. The analysis focused primarily on the aforementioned leaders of
individual political parties, who often determine the idegatal direction of their political
entity. The positions of some ordinary members were also reflected. In terms of diwatent
analysis aimed at the approaches of these actors within the frameworks of the dsleutac
and sectariamationalist approaches. During the analysis of the speeches, the main focus was
on the similarities and differences between the results apdtsdtom the expert questionnaire
and the interviews. Finally, to reflect the voice of Iragi society towdreexamined actors,
the data from opinion polls were added. One limitation of the methodology used is the non

coverage of the responses of some political experts, especially from Baghdad and the southern

35 Including some of official interviews with members of examined political actors. In assessing the positions of the actors, |
also focused on the official meetings betw&eh iparts leaders and their Sunni and Kurdish counterparts.
36 In a quadrant tending more towards secular and nationalist paiiessigurano. 3.
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Shi éa part of I raq. Another | imitation is th

perceptions of the different political parties.
4.2. The DIBs part

This thesis aims to contribute to the academic debate on theqmdbtt development of
territorial governance in DIBs by analyzing the mechanisms that shape relationships among
various actors in the defined case stu@iEndl 2005) Within this context, the central research
guestion asks whether territorial governance arrangements in these regions contribute to
gradual stabilization, or instead foster further internal conflict. Firstly, the thesis focuses on the
internal structure foterritorial governace by analyzing the organization and relationships of
selected key actors, applying the conceptual framework developed by Blume et al. (2022).
Secondly, it examines governance practices in terms of service delivery, regulation of social
affairs, and prowdion of security, following the framework proposed by Risse (2010).

The geographical scope of the study is local in nature, covering the selected case studies
within lraqdés DI Bs: Sinjar, t lfaed sbcomdle Vue h P11 a
Khurmatoand Makhmour)The analysis of local contextual factors draws upon the contingent
approach outlined by Neudorfer et al. (2022). Each area is influenced by a distinct combination
of contextual variables, shaped by its geography, historical development, demographic
strucure, and ethneultural characteristicsThe territorid selection was made based on:

a) ethneconfessionalcomposition b) socieeconomic indicatorsc) politicalgeographic
configuration reflecting the bottorup dimensions of territorial governance formation.

The specific context then shapes local and regional identities related to ethnicity,
religion, clan, and tribe affiliation. In this case, etlsyonbolist nationalism, which explains
the role of ethnopolitical sy mthe)lontsemound hi 6 a,
is preferred for examination rather than civic nationalism, which is declining in Irag. As
emphasi zed i n my e ar dsdctarian proeessesathecspmbolismi withini n 6
asect is used as a de mmer20a4p.il3). Thisfconceptualzatibone r s e
was applied irall researched case studi€dan and tribal loyalties often override national
affiliations, especially in times of conflict, leading to fragmentation of state authority and
aweakened monopoly on the use of for€eciceconomic variables include demographic
trends (e.g., youth bulge), oil exports, and corruption levels. The political arrangement is
analyzed through the questiaiVho controls what, and how are local resources and power
distributed®

52



This study holds both theoretical and applied value by identifying new mechanisms of
territorial governance and institutidruilding to stabilize postonflict areas. The timeframe
of the research spans 2003 to 2025, divided into four stages, eachngfteatiique national
alignment that shaped territorial dynamics:
1. 2003 2011:U.S. invasion, Coalition Provisional Authority under Paul Bremer, early
statebuilding, sectarian civil war (2002008), and U.S. withdrawal.
2. 2012 2014:Rise of ISIS and territorial contestation in the DIBs.
3. 2015 2017: CounterISIS operations, empowerment of Kurdish Peshmerga and
Popular Mobilization Forces (PMFs), and territorial reassertion by Iragi Security Forces
(ISF) postKurdish independence referendum.
4. 2018 2025:Postconflict phase marked by PMF rule, declining Kurdish influence, and

evolving governance dynamics.

The first three periods are treated primarily as historical phases, analyzed through content
analysis of government and KRG documents, supported by-stemtured interviews,
participant observation (based six years of field presence in th€Rl), and general field
research. These phases are described in the historical section of tharitemisbased on
historical development, which is given space in the following sections of this fhiesss.here

is then some overlap with the defined historicadigds since 2003The fourth stage of data
collection focuses on field interviews conducted in the four selected case studies. This data
helps answer thesecondresearch questionWhat are the main patterns of territorial
governance arrangements in the selected case stwidies the DIB® The historical overview

also contextualizes DIBs as a critical issue in Iragi politics long before 2003.

Territorial administrations, often reflecting the ethnic and religious composition of
agiven district or region, are considered key actors in this research. Specifically, these include
those who influence decisianaking processes within the defined territarreamely political
parties and representatives, leaders of local clans and tribes, representativesreligtbns
minorities, andnembers of the local majority population. These key actors (described in more
detail inthe chapter 7 . | r a daliticab Actos,asubchapterl0.1. Researched Actors
within the DIBsPerspectivechapter 11. A Few Words about the Kurds andchapter 14.

Resultg are involved in decisions concerning the exploitation of natural resources, the
administration of monetary policy, the management of cultural affairs, infrastructure
development, educational standards, and issues related to local s&rségrch desigmas
consultedoy the IRISresearcltenter scholarsuch as Skelton, and Ali Saleem.
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The process of data collection primarily involved setnictured field interviews
(labeled as interviews 1B, 2Bnd so onpacross the Nineveh Plains and Mosul, Kirkuk city,
Kalar, Kifri andKhanagin.Due to security concerns, the Sinjar case study was excluded from
fieldwork (hencethose interviews were done onlinahd all respondents' identities were kept
anonymous for the same reas®hese interviews were conducted fr@utober2021 to April
2025 with local politicians, journalists, religious authorities, and local citizens, including
Kurdish, Arab, Turkmen, and other ethnicities (where individual ethnicity had an impact on
the tone of the respongea deeper analysis of these differences wouldm@emove towards
more pos{positivist research method€)uring fieldwork, | closely collaborated with local
fixers and translators, whose support was essential for facilitating access to interviewees,
navigating local contexts, and ensuring accurate communication across languages and cultural
nuances.

All respondents were informed about the purpose of the research, and gave consent for
their information to be usethterviews withmentionedactorswereconducted throughleven
fieldwork rounds(first round15. 10.i 31. 10.2021;, secondround:5. 2.7 20. 2. 2022third
round:2. 6.7 12. 6.2022 fourthround:23. 9.7 16. 12. 2022 fifth round: 6. 11 28. 1. 2023
sixthround: 24. 51 5. 6. 2023seventiround:15. 9. 2023i 18. 12. 2023eighthround:29. 1.

20247 22. 5. 2024ninthround: 1. 9. 2024 14. 9. 2024tenthround: 17. 21 1. 3. 2025and

eleventh round: 14. 4. 24. 4. 2025)within the selected case studigs incorporatdessons

learned from previous rounds method inspired in part by the Delphethod. All interviews

were conducted in accordance with the ethical standards. Unless otherwise noted, the
respondentsé identities were kept anonymous
enable the most accurate responBeslly, thethesisadheres strictly to the Charles University
Research Data Policy and Code of Ethics.

The insights gained from these interviews infeththe development diigures (see
figures no. 510) that illustrate the structures and processes of territorial governance. These
figures highlight the involvement of the aforementioned actors and will focus on four key
dimensions: political, economic, social, and security, with particular attention to scalability
that is, how governance mechanisms operate across different levels or Boojpgssome of
the fieldworks (especially those taking part in tHB£) | wasaccompanied by a local translator
arranged through academic networks (e.g., AUSsbsequently, the aforementioned actors

participate in the local governance of the territory by providing basic goods and services,
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maintaining securif}/, administering education, and generating employment opportunities. In
this field, it is essential to answer both general questions (suthes function does a given
actor play in the governance syst&? dVho is responsible for vidh agend&9 and more
specific ones (such &ho resolves tribal conflict§dr d&Vho handles traffic acciden§?

Given the sensitivity of the data, several protective measures were implemented. Data
collection was conducted through sestructured interviews with selected respondents
(described in detail in the previous sections). To safeguard both the researcdmtedme
participants, the highest level of care was taken. Strict ethical standards of fieldwork were
observed, and respondents were informed about the purpose of the interviews. Additionally,
anonymization was offered, whereby only the respondent's #yhaied occupation were
disclosed. In some cases, interviews were conducted in safer locations, such as Erbil or
Sulaymaniyatl{especially in the case tife Sinjar case study).

In accordance with security protocols, sensitive questsuth as those related to local
power distributionwere approached indirectly. Instead, broader questions were asked, such
as:How does your community perceive the current situaion®Vho is providing services,
and in what manne@However, it would be unrealistic to expect respondents to provide highly
specific answers (although some responses did yield exclusive insidted)eldwork largely
contributed to answing thethird and fourttresearch questiong/hat are the main conditions
and factors contributing to stability or instability in these areas®l Do the specific
governance structures and relationships between actors contribute to local conflict resolution
and gradual stabilization, or do they reinforce conditions of conflict and fragmentation?

One of the methods employed during fieldwork was-participant observatiofHend|
2005) with a particular focus on ethnopolitical symbolism in public spaces. This included the
vi sual representation of Shidéa, Sunni, Kurdi
contested areas of Kirkuk and Khanagin. The observation centergdhbole markers such
as flags, election posters, insignia of political and armed actors, religious symbols, and other
forms of visual expression. These symbols were analyzed as indicators of territorial claims,
political presence, and group identity, oiifey insights into how power and affiliation are
communicated and contested in the everyday spatial landSaapepport this observational
data, a research diary was maintained throughout the fieldwork to record impressions,
contextual details, and evolving interpretations of the symbolic environment. In addition, photo

documentation was systematically used totuge examples of public symbolism and spatial

37 For example, under the agenda of which actor is combating local common crimes.
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markers, providing visual evidence that enriched later analysis and helped triangulate findings
from interviews and secondary sources. Together, these tools enhanced the depth and
reflexivity of the research process, allowing for a more grounded and muanderstanding
of symbolic power in theelected case studies

To bridge the methodological approach with its theoretical underpinnings, this study
draws on the framework proposed by Hartzell and Hoddie (2003), who argue thaivppost
war settlements are more likely to be stable when peWaring is institutionalizd across four
key dimensions: political, economic, military (security), and territorial. This rdirtensional
approach provides a useful |l ens t hr olkBsh whi c
(as cited in Wolff 2013, p. 1365)he political dmension is addressed by exploriwgo are
the main political actors on the grodrand how is local political power distributedlhese
objects of researchim to uncover the structure and legitimacy of local governance, the
presence or absence of state institutions, and the interaction between local and national
authorities. The economic dimension is analyzed by investigatimgo controls local
businessesvho benefits from economic activigndwhere local revenues originat&his
includes the role of puial versus private sector actors, patterns of economic dependency, and
the presence of patronage networkbe social dimension is examined through questions
related to the control of narratives, employment, and education sysWhts:controls
dominant discourses in the ared¥ho provides access to employment and educational
opportunitiesAVho are the main religious authorities, and what is their role in governance
particularly in relation to minority communities®dditionally, this dimension incorporates
ademographic analysis, focusing on ethebigious composition, age structure, and
population distributionThe security dimension investigatedo provides security on the
ground what motivates the main security actoedhow these actors relate to political
institutions or rival security forcesrhis includes assessing formal versus informal security
providers, their sources of legitimacy, and their impact on local stabilitglly, the territorial
dimension is addressed by examining how these galliteconomic, social, and security
processes are embedded in specific geographic contexts. This involves &skmglo
governance practices and power relations manifest differently across the case study areas
Sinjar, the Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, and KhanagarTo what extent is control over territory
symbolic, administrative, or contested®is dimension allows for a spatialized analysis of
power, highlighting how territorial control intersects with identity, governance, and conflict

dynamics.By struduring the fieldwork and data analysis around these five dimensions, the
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research ensures a systematic and cosEnsitive assessment of governance and power
sharing, grounded in both empirical observation and theoretical rigor.
The aforementioned diagrams of territorial governance are based on the foundational
context actoil governancenodel (sed-igureno. 2). Firstly, as noted earlier, the local context
is shaped by (a) the ethioonfessional structure, (b) so@eonomic indicators, and
(c) political-geographic arrangementhiree core aspects that reflect bottopmprocesses in
the development of territorial governance. Secondly, actors represent the main stakeholders on
the ground. This research examines the strategies employed by these key actors, which are
subsequently pjected into their territorial policie§.he diagram then outlines the organization
and struatre of the positions of key actors, their relationships, and their mutual interactions,
based on the conceptual framework proposed by Bkirag(2022), as referenced earlier. To
differentiate among individual actors, a classification is applied that distinguishes between state
actors and various types of netate (including armed) actors. For example, Schuberth (2015)
offers a typology that categzes these actors into: (1) rebels and guerrillas; (2) militias and
paramilitaries; (3) clan chiefs arddig mer@ (4) warlords; (5) terrorists; (6) criminals, mafia,
and gangs; (7) mercenaries, private military companies (PMCs), and private security
companies (PSCs); and (8) marauders and 06sob
others differentiate amongercenaries, warlords, terrorists, insurgents, and criminals (Krause
Milliken 2009; Mulaj 2010; Mandel 2013, as cited in Schuberth 2015, p. 298). In my research,
Schuberthodés typology proves particuleadofl y us:e
actors in the selected case studges c | udi ng, however, the catego
From a total of75 interviews,52 of the respondents (see Tahle € agreed to share
personal information such as name, profession, ethnicity and place of opdra¢ioast of the
identities were kept anonymous. ldterviews were conducted onlindhe gained data
represent opinions and narratives of actatsp influence decisiomaking processes within
the defined territoriesnamely political parties and representatives, leaders of local clans and
tribes, representatives of ethraigious minorities, and members of the local majority
population The data also reflect the views of the local and international researchers, journalists
and those, who bringmore analytical outlook to the specific case studibs. qualitative data
obtained from interviews were analyzed using thematic coding, a method conampityed
in interpretive socialesearchThis approach enables the researcher to distill complex and often
fragmented narratives into coherent analytical themes that reflect recurring ideas, concepts, or

concerns expressed by respondents (Guest, Mac(uaerey2012).
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This approach involved systematically identifying, organizing, and interpreting

recurring patterns aithemeg$within the interview transcripts. Thematic coding allowed for

the categorization of complex narratives into analytically meaningful units, revealing how

different actors perceive governance, identity, and conflict in the disputed territories. Coding

was onducted manually, guided both by jefined themes derived from the research

guestions (deductive) and emergent themes identified throughtthéssdf (inductive). This

method enabled a nuanced understanding of the political dynamics across the case study

districts and the diverse perspectives of local stakeholdeersifying sources of information

enhances the reliability and relevance of the data, while also contributing to the overall

objectivity of the research. In line with this approach, the study gathered a substantial amount

of in-depth data from a limitedumber of participants, which, as Hendl (2005) notes, is

adefining characteristic of the case study method.

define

I

Context Actors » Governance
influence/shape produce
Figure no. 2: Model context- actors- governance. Source: Author
4.2.1.Justification of the Selected Case Studies
As the area of the DIBs is quite large, approximatelp4D0 km)] , t hi s

project

selected key areas in the northwest, center, and southeast: Sinjar, Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, and

Khanaqgin. The Makhmour district (Erbil province) and Tooz district (Salibiraprovince)

were also partly included in the researti.total, they are inhabited by 3 million people
(Abdullah Hussein 2023Dn the contraryWasit (Badra district) asexcluded due to potential

security risks, particularly the presence of ISIS sleeper, dellewing consultation® with

experts from IRIS at AUIS, citing similar security concetngach of the selected case studies,

local governance is characterized by competition among various political, religious, and

38 These discussions took place during October and Nove22&r when the author held the position of Visiting researcher

at IRIS/AUIS.
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security actors who vie for local dominance in pursuit of strategic goals and interests. These
actors compete over local resources, border crossings, and the strategic positioning of the area.
From a geographical perspective, the selected case studiesergpthe northwestern, central,

and southeastern regions of the DIBs. This geographical diversity allows for comparison of
similarities and differences across the cases, while maintaining a strong emphasis on local
context and contextual factohe follo wi ng anal ysi s refl ects the
time frame, spanning from October 2017 to February 2025, which is regarded as the post
conflict period. This phase is characterized by a new balance of power, the emergence of PMF

territorial rule,and a decline in the influence of Kurdish parties within the DIBs.
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5. Historical delimitation i the state of Iraq

The historical roots of | r-200B8¢psriodahdBase deeplyt e n d
embedded in the broader political and colonial legacy of the region. This chapter examines the
key historical developments that have shaped the dynamics of poweardict between Arab

and Kurdish actors, with a particular focus on the evolution of territorial claims and governance
within the DIBs. While based primarily on a review of academic literature, this section is also
supported by insights from fieldwork asdmistructured interviews. Rather than offering an
exhaustive history, it aims to highlight the most significant milestones that continue to inform
contemporary territorial disputes in Iraq.

5.1.The End of the WWI and Collapse ofthe Ottoman Empire (19181932)

The origins of the DIBs dispute can be traced back to the collapse of the Ottoman Empire
following the First World Waf(WWIl). Even before the warés end,
were shaping the political future of the regitm1915, an agreement between Sharif Hussein
andthe British government was signed, promising his authority ovevitaget Baghdad and

Basra after the end of the war. The vilayet Mpswtluding the Kurdish parts of Iragvas
handed oveto the hands ofhe Brits in 1918 according to th€reaty of Murdos, signed
betweenthe former rulers ofthe Ottoman Empire and the representatives of Great Britain
(Entessar 2009 he 1916 Syké&$icot Agreement divided the former Ottoman provinces into
British and French zones of influence, laying the groundwork for modern state boundaries that
paid little attention to local ethnic or sectarian realities. Notably, British diplorast Bykes
occasionally referred to the idea of @utonomous Kurdistdran area south of the Lesser Zab
River and north of the Rawanduz, Hakkiari and Bohtan districts (McDowall 2004). However,
the various Kurdish tribes could not find aostg leaderwho could unify them and thus
subordinate his own or tribaiterests to théhigher purpos@&of the interests of the Kurdish
nation.

In 1920, the Treaty of S vres offered tt
Kurdish political aspiration#\n Article 62 of the Treaty defined the autonomous Kurdish area
south of Armenia, which would be located north of Syria and east from the Euphrates River,
parts which were formerly under Ottoman Empire control, excluding the Kurdish Persian areas
(Bengio D12). The Article also stated that the protection of the other local minorities should

be grantedHowever, the treaty was never implementadtead, the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne,
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which formali zed the boundaries of the moder

extinguished hopes for a Kurdish state. The Kurdmstjority vilayet of Mosul was placed
under British administration and later integrated into the new Iragi stater British mandate,
despite resistance from Kurdish lead@ie vilayet Mosul was placed under the administration

of the Brits and its new mandate of Iraq, while the northern area (North Kurdistan) was
incorporated into the new Turkish state. The d@uwere unsatisfied and thus started to rebel
against the state artie occupation forces. As Sari (2019) stated, the Kurdish uprisings
includedd&he Kocgiri revolt of the 1920s; the Sheik Said rebellion of 1925; the revolt of Agri
Dagh in the 1930s; the Dersim uprising of 1937 and 38 in Turkey; the Simko rebellion of the
1920s, the 1946 Mahabad Republic of Kurdistan in Iran; the Barzani led ref/ties 1960s

and 1970s in Iraqg; and the 2004 uprising of Serhildan in &Baxi 2019, p. 2834).

Among the most prominent Kurdish figures in this period was Sheikh Mahmud
Barzant®, who declared an independent Kurdish government in Sulaymaniyah and proclaimed
himself King of Kurdistan. While initially tolerated by British authorities, his revolt was
eventually crushed. His younger brother, Mullah Mustafa Barzani, would later easetige
dominant Kurdish nationalist leader, laying the foundation for the modern Kurdish movement
in Irag. Despite their efforts, Kurdish demandsdelfrule were consistently suppressed, and
Baghdad's control over the Kurdish north was gradually consolidated.

A pivotal development occurred in 1927 with the discovery of oil in Kirkuk, a city that
would later become the epicenter of DIBs disputes. Managed by the Iraq Petroleum Company
(IPC), the oil fields rapidly industrialized the region and attracted largdersof workers,
significantly altering the city's demographic composition. By 1931, o3®02PC employees
were stationed in Kirkuk, and by 1940, the population had doubled compared to 1920 (Quesnay
2021). This rapid urban growth and economic stratibiceheightened ethnic tensions between
Kurds, Arabs, and Turkmepgnsions that continue to influence the political contestation over
Kirkuk today.

Meanwhile, Mullah Mustafa Barzani led a series of rebellions against the monarchy and
later the republican governments, establishing himself as the face of Kurdish residtasee.
early struggles set the stage for the institutional and territorial challenges that continue to define
the relationship between the KRG and @a@. The legacies of broken promises, demographic

engineering, and centralized rule created structural conditions that entrenched the contest over

39 Who was a descendant of an old Qadiri sheikhs and fought against the British army in 1915. In 1918 he was appointed as
Sulaymaniyah governor. Due to the later disagreements Sheikh Mahmud fought with British army again, with several peace
periods between It actors. His rebellions were seen as manifestos of early Kurdish nationalism (Syamand, Hashem 2014).
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DIBs. The emergence of oil as a strategic asset and Kirkuk's symbolic and economic value
further entrenched its position as the most hotly contested area between Kurds andsArabs.
this chapter Il lustrates, the governance o
acknowledging the long arc of Kurdish political marginalization and resistance. The roots of
these disputes are not merely administrative but are deeply tied toyider@rory, and the

historical trauma of exclusion. These foundations contitmeshape the trajectory of
contemporary territorial governance arrangements and remain central to the broader debate

over federalism, autonomy, and coexistence in Iraqg.

5.2.Development of the Kurdish Issue within the Iraqgi State (19321970s)

Following the end of the British mandate, Iraq was officially recognized as an independent
state in 1932 and admitted to the League of Nations (Polk 2005). This formal independence
marked a significant moment not only for the Arab population but alstvéoKtrds, whose
nationalist aspirations gained momentum during this period. One notable development was the
enactment of the Local Languages Law, which granted Kurdish the status of an official
language alongside Arabic in districts with a Kurdish majofidgngio 2012). This legal
recognition represented a symbolic step forward in Kurdish cultural and linguistic rights,
though it fell short of fulfilling broader political ambitions.

The postindependence era, however, did not resolve the longstanding tensions between
the central government and Kurdish nationalists. From 1943 to 1945, another Kurdish uprising
this time led by Mullah Mustafa Barzamwas met with significant repression. The British
Royal Air Force supported Baghdadodos efforts
Barzani into exile in Iran (Yildiz 2004; Aziz 2011). During his time in Iran, a major milestone
in Kurdish politicd history occurred: the establishmef the shorived Republic of Mahabad
in 1945. Supported by the Soviet Union, this Kurdish entity sought to assert autonomy and laid
the foundations for the formation of the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), which initially
called for full independendaut soon shifted towards advocating for Kurdish autonomy within
Iraq (Bengio 2012). However, the republic survived for only one year. The Iranian government
swiftly dismantled it, executing its leader Qazi Muhammad and suppressing Kurdish
aspirations infte region (Bruinessen 1986).

In the aftermath of the Second Worl d War,
tied to British interests until the 1958 military coup, which marked a critical turning point in
the countryos history. On Jul y Hhdepublit @8 8 , t h
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declared under the leadership of General Abdul Karim Qasim (Polk 2005). The new regime
opened a brief window of opportunity for the Kurds, who reasserted their demands for
aut onomy. However, these demands weregl argel
further dissatisfaction among Kurdish leaders.

This discontent was compounded in 1963 when the Ba'ath Party, with backing from the
Central Intelligence AgencyC{A), orchestrated a coup that brought Colonel Abdul Salam Arif
to power as president and installed HasaBaMr as prime ministgby the group ofNational
Council of the Revolutionary Comma®dThe newly empowered Ba'athists adopted a more
aggressive stance toward the Kurdish population. Between 1963 and 1968, government forces
reportedly destroyed approximately 779 Kurdi
counterinsurgency measuraslademographic engineering policies (Quesnay 2021).

When Saddam Hussein rose to power in 1979, there was a brief perception among some
Kurdish leaders that a political solution might finally be within reach. Earlier in the decade,
Hussein had engaged in negotiations with Mullah Mustafa Barzani, suggeptiagilale path
toward Kurdish autonomy. However, this hope quickly faded. Hussein increasingly viewed the
Kurds not as partners in national reconciliation, but as a potential threat to his rule and
apossible base for opposition movements (Polk 2005)rddjiine would later pursue policies
of Arabization and violent repression, solidifying the marginalization of Kurds within the Iraqi

state and setting the stage for even more repressive campaigns in the following decades.

5.3.Mullah Mustafa Barzani and Saddam Husseid agreement(1970s)

Following the collapse of the Republic of Mahabad, Mullah Mustafa Barzani fled to Iran, where
he remained until the establishment of the Republic of Irag in 1958. Three years later, Barzani
initiated another Kurdish uprising against the Iraqi state asdiny appointed leader of the
KDP. This rebellion ultimately led to a period of de facto autonomy for Kurdistan, though
intermittent clashes between the Kurdish forces and the central government continued until
1964 (SyamandHashem 2014).

A significant turning point came on March 11, 1970, when Mullah Mustafa Barzani and
then Vice President Saddam Hussein reached an agreement known as the March Manifesto,
following the second Ba'athist coup in 1968 (Yildiz 2004). This accord promised ewtdoo
the Kurdish people within the KRI and was set to be codified in the Iragi constitution. However,
the regime subsequently reneged on key aspects of the agreement, most notably its refusal to
include the odrich city of Kirkuk within the proposed aatomous zone (Romano 2010). In
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1974, the saalled Autonomy Law was enacted, effectively nullifying the 1970 accord and
deepening Kurdish distrust of the Iraqi state (Aziz 2011 in Jungbluth 2015, p. 5).

In response, Barzani ordered the deployment of oved0BOKurdish peshmerga
fighters to Kirkuk, i n protest against Bagh
reaction to the intensifying Arabizatitpolicies in both Kirkuk and Mosul (Alukrafi 2024).

The Arabization campaign, which began in the 1960s, aimed to alter the demographic
composition of disputed aregsarticularly in Nineveh and Kirkyloy relocating thousands of
Kurds (and, to a |l esser extent, Tur kmens) f
southern provinces. These displaced populations were replaced by Arab families brought in
from the south and other regions (Jungbluth 20a&ernational Crisis Grodp 2020). This
demographic shift also reshaped the local economic structure, particularly in the energy sector,
where Arab workers and managers wereAsnstal/l
Kurdish journalist and Director dhe Draw Media, Mohammad Rauf, explainéthe region

was historically the Kurdish majority, but after the oil revenues were discovered, the
government decided to take control of the regions. The main reason behind this was the amount
of oil in Kirkuk. So, what they did, they went after the terie®around Kirkuk, like Kifri, Tuz
Khurmatq they separated them from Kirkuk and added them to Salahaddin (with the
jurisdiction), to lower the Kurdish majorityit was after the 1975 after the Mullah Mustafa
failed negotiations with the former Iragi gowenent to make the Kurds minority inside
Kirkuk.0 (Interview 2B). In December 1975, the Iraqi reginssued Republican Decree 608,
which officially detached predominantly Kurdish districts such as Chamchamal (po0R0

Kalar (3Q000), Kifri (50.000), and TuKhurmato(80.000) from Kirkuk province (Saeed 2016;

Ihsan 2017). Chamchamal and Kalar were annexed to Sulaymaniyah province (though
reattached to Kirkuk in 1976), while Kifri was incorporated into Diyala province and Tuz
Khurmatointo Salah aDin province (Bartu 2010). This gerrymandering of administrative
boundaries aimed to dilute Kurdish demographic dominance in Kirkuk, thereby reinforcing
Arab control over its vast oil wealth.

Relations between the Kurdish leadership and Baghdad further deteriorated after the
signing of the 1975 Algiers Agreement, brokered during aheéhe Organization of the
Petroleum Exporting Countrie€OPEQ conference in Algeria. In this deal, Irag made
territorial concessions to Iran regarding the Sha#trab waterway in exchange for Tehran's

withdrawal of support for the Iragi Kurdish insurgency (Alukrafi 2024). Consequently,

40 For more about the Arabization process see Saeed 2016.
4% Later referred as ICG.
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Baghdad offered Barzani two options: retreat into Iran or surrender. Barzani chose exile,
relocating to Iran with approximately 2000 Kurdish fighters and civilians (Syamand
Hashem 2014). Simultaneously, th&5, under Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, disengaged
from its covert support for the Kurds, further isolating them (Maenza 2019).

These developments deepened the rift between Kurdish and Iragi authorities and
solidified Kirkuk s -Kurdidh eontenson.tFdr Bagredadj Kirlelkowase r o f
a critical h u b, ite dilfields desap\@ered i 193Aanddehereforeoteo wtrategic
to cede. For the Kurds, Kirkuk represented not only a historic homeland but also a vital
economic lifeline. Since then, successive regimes in Baghdad have pursued policies of
Arabization to alter the demographic and politicahdscape ofKirkuk, systematically
expelling Kurds and Turkmens in order to ens
under Arab control (AnderspBtansfield 2009, p. 113, cited in Saeed 2016).

5.4.End of the Iragi-lranian War and the Anfal Campaign (1988)

During the Irailrag War (19801988), the Kurdish political parties in Irag were internally
divided over whether to ally with the Iragi regime or with Iran. While the PUK engaged in
negotiations with Saddam Hussein between 1983 and 1984 in pursuit miapalittonomy,
the KDP, on the other hand, aligned itself more closely with Iran (Blaydes 2015). In a strategic
countermove, the lIraqi regime supported smaller Iranian Kurdish opposition groups,
particularly the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran (KIFDKI), led by Abdulrahman
Ghassemlotf, and the Komala party (Bruinessen 1986). These rival alignments deepened the
fragmentation between Iraq's two dominant Kurdish factions, a vulnerability exploited by both
Baghdad and Tehran to reinforce their own strategic interests (Blaydes 2015).

Despite their differences, both the KDP and PUK were subject to attacks by the Iraqi
military, and at times, by Iranian forces as well (Chubnipp 1988, p. 106). The breakdown
of negotiations between the PUK and the Bad:
position, ultimately aligning with the KDP. In 1986, both parties signed an agreement in Tehran
to form a unified front against Sadam Hussein. This agreement, backed by the Iranian regime,
led to the establishment of the Iragi Kurdish Front (IKF), an umbrella coalition of Kurdish

parties united in opposition to the Badathis

42Which also lived and worked in Prague. He was teaching International Economic¥ attheo k 8 gk o | (@ragueon o mi c k
School of Economid@ (PDKI 2025).
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As the war drew to a close in 1988, Saddam Hussein retaliated for what he perceived
as Kurdish betrayal through their alliance with Iran. Between February and August of that year,
his regime launched the Anfal Campaign, a brutal military operation tagdétiraish civilians
in northern Iraq. It is estimated that over ZW® Kurds were killed, and more thar®d0
villages were systematically destroyed (Robson 1996; Bengio 2017). The campaign, named
after Surah AlAnfal (Chapter 8) of the Qurameferring b divine punishment against the
wicked was orchestrated by Ali HassanM&jid, infamously dubbedChemical Albfor his
use of chemical weapons. The Anfal Campaign left a profound and enduring scar on modern
Kurdish history (Yildiz 2004; Polk 2005). Some scholars regard it as the culmiratidithe
most extreme phagef the Arabization campaign against the Kurds (Saeed 2016).

In a tragic twist, some Kurdish militias, driven by internal grievances and a desire for
revenge, reportedly fought alongside the Iragi army during the campaign (Polk 2005).
Nevertheless, the establishment of the IKF during this period laid the foundatidhe
emergence of a de facto autonomous Kurdish region following the 1991 Gulf War (Syamand
Hashem 2014).

5.5.Establishment of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (1990s)

A pivotal period for the Iraqi Kurds was the creation of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq during
the 1990s. The foundation of what would become ags®iérning entity within Iraq was laid

in the aftermath of the Second Gulf War in 1991. Following the wadigluforces, alongside

Shi 6 a,bgtwithoupasy meaningful coordinatidaunched a rebellion against the regime

of Saddam Hussein. The uprising was indirectly encouraged by statements from the United
StateqSari 2019) As Maenza noted th@Presidat George H.W. Bush accidentally inspired

a Kurdishled revolution against Saddam Hussein that he never meant to pledge support to
mentioning in his speech théithere's another way for the bloodshed to stop, and this is for the
Iragi military and the Iragi people to take matters into their own hands and force Saddam
Hussein, the dictator, to step as@®aenza 2019)The brutal crackdown by Saddam's regime
triggered a massive humanitarian crisis, forcing hundreds of thousands of Kurds to flee toward
the Turkish and Iranian borders. However, neither Turkey nor Iran was willing to admit large
numbers of Kurdish refugeek response to the deteriorating situation, the United Nations
Security Council adopted Resolution 688, which condemned the repression of Iraqi civilians
and led to the establishment of aftyozone in northern Irag. This effort, supported militarily
bythe U.S., the ditedKingdom France, and Turkey, enabled operations suéBafs Havea
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anddrovide Comfoid(Maenza 2019; Sari 2019), which protected the Kurds and allowed them
to begin administering their own affairs.

These developments resulted in the de facto establishment of the KRI, with its own
regional government and administrative structures. The boundaries of the KRI were
demarcated by what became known asdBeeen Line) a de facto border corresponding
roughly to the 38 parallef® (Yoshioka 2015). While this line marked the extent of Kurdish
control, it excluded significant Kurdighopulated areas further south, leaving much of the
Kurdish heartland outside the jurisdiction of the KRThe Green Line was formally
recognized in Iraqdés Transitional Administr a
Article 53. While the TAL acknowledges that the authority of the KRG extends beyond the
governorates of Dohuk, Erbil, and Sulaymaniydtdoes not clearly define which areas in
disputed provinces like Kirkuk, Diyala, and Nineveh are included (Kane 2011). Despite having
its own institutions, the KRG shares governance in certain,aneets as oil sales to Turkey
with the federal governant in Baghdad, indicating a complex interplay between regional
autonomy and central oversight.

From a theoretical perspective, scholars such as Trinn and Schulte (2020) assess the
depth of regional autonomy through various indicators. These include the scope of authoritative
powers exercised by regional legislative and executive bogasicularly in economic,
educational, social, and internal security palieyithout interference from the central
government. Fiscal competence, such as the power to levy and collect taxes, as well as the
existence of directly elected assemblies and executivesrthabtaappointed by the central
government, also serve as key markers of autonomy (TSichulte 2020, p. 13Jollowing
the establishment of the KRI, regional elections were held. However, neither of the two
dominant Kurdish political partiehe KDP and the PU}secured an outright majority, leading
to a fragile powesharing arrangement. This uneasy cooperation broke down in May 1994,
erupting into a violent civil war between the two factions. The conflict continued until
aceasefire was brokered byettClinton administration in 1996 (Bengio 2012). While the
ceasefire restored a degree of political order, it entrenched the division of power between the
KDP- and PUkcontrolled zones, a dynamic that continues to shape Kurdish politics to this

day.

43 The similar nefly zone was created in the south of thégrallel (Polk 2005).
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5.6.U.S-Led Invasion of Iraq and Post2003 Developments

In April 2003, the USI ed coal i tion toppled Saddam Husse
fabricated intelligence linking Iraq to ADaeda and claims of weapons of mass destruction.
On April 16, 2003, U.S. President George W. Bush announced that Irdupbiadiberated®
(Polk 2005). The invasion initiated a series of consequeatidloften unwiselecisions made
by the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), headed by Paul Bremer. On July 13, 2003, the
CPA established the Iragi Governing Council (IGE, i nt erim body repr ese
ethnoreligious communities. The IGC adopted the TAL, which served as a provisional
constitution until the adoption of the permanent Iraqi constitution in 2005.

The American ambition was to foster a democratic Iraq that would serve as a model for
the broader Middle East (Dobbins 2009). However, this democratization project triggered
significant instability. Two key decisionmass deBaathification and the disbanding of the
Iragi army, provoked widespread unrest. As Quesnay (2021) and Dobbins (2009, p. 133) noted,
Bremer ordered the purge of approximately080 Ba'ath Party members from public service.
Furthermore, the dissolution of the Iragi army left nearly &ahillion trained and armed men
unemployed, many of whom turned against the occudtiéfheS h igaps took revenge
on Sunnis. We had a new-8aathification law, which was used very selectively against the
people. If somebody w&h iBaadhist, it was not that hard to close eyes about it, but when
somebody was Sunni Baathist, he was an enemy
population, they were scared about i i céntrolling all aspects of the government in Iraq
in the way that happened. It was during the election through the militias, military force, through
everythingd(Interview7B). Moreover the DIBsthave been a persistentfalli ne i n t he s
history and rapidly emerged as a core dispute after the 2003 invasiona{Blasigy 2010, p.
1329).The creation of the new Iraqi constitution highlighted the issue of DIBs existence within
Article 140, and created a path towards the solution of this issue. Article 140ttdtéis
accomplishes completely (normalizattérand census and concludes with a referendum in

Kirkuk and other disputed territories to determine the will of their citizens), by a date not to

44 There is also an interesting point about the Kurdish reluctance to join a new Iraqd4iitery2003 the KRG didn't actually
encourage the Kurdish youth to join the army, air force, ministries and so on. So, when you ask why the Kurds have so minor
a role in the state it's because of the Kurdish administration in Erbil. Because they didrthatafind it was a very deadly
miscalculation to not join the state, the army, or diplomatic missions or not to encourage the people to learn Arabic. That's
why they are weak n@finterview 3B).

45 Which should include resettling Arabs to their areas of origin, followed by the return of the expelled Kurds and Turkmens
to Kirkuk and other parts of the DIBs andareation of the Kirkuk administrative borders to their-p8§6 position (where
Chamchamia Kalar, Kifri and TuzKhurmatodistricts should be returned to the Kirkuk province, previously annexed to the
neighboring governorates by Saddam in 1975) (Natali 28808tedin Saeed 2016, p. 52).
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exceed the 31st of December 20QConstitute 20053¥. Thus this process was never fully
implemented, leaving the solution of the DIBs as a future burden fothie@ol andtheKRG.
A joint Arab-Turkmen oppositionprimarily represented by the ITRctively opposed the
pl anned Kirkuk referendum, fearing it would
With the missed deadline, the United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI)
took over the mediation process but failed to achieve tangible results (ICG 20&ther path,
possibly | eading to an agreement or soluti ol
proposal included recognition the areas south of the Green Liileoas which are majority
Kurdish should be governed by KRé@nhddhose inhabited bgmix of ethnareligious groupd
which should be treated in a different way (Bartu 2020, p. 1Z31Saeed (2016) highlights,
post2003 Kirkuk became a site of contestation among Arabs, Kurds, and Turkeaehs
claiming historical and political legitimacy to control the city.
Kirkuk came under Kurdish control on Apdl0, 2003, when approximately 100
Peshmerga fighters entered the city. This marked a major political victory for the PUK,
solidifying its alliance with U.S. forces (Saeed 2016). Two months later, the U.S. appointed 30
representatives from the cityénsg acoundilnlatec o mmu n
expanded to 40 members. A third local government was formed through elections in January
2005, creating a 4fnember provincial council (AnderspStansfield 2009; Saeed 2016).
During this time, the KRG expanded its territorial conaofoss many DIBs, monopolizing
political, economic, and security functions. The presence of Peshmerga forces was authorized
by the Coalition Forces (SkeltpA | i Saleem 2019) . | n m2ntbérs , Sun
of parliamenproposedapowes har i ng pl an for Kirkuké% Provi
each to Arabs, Kurds, and Turkmens, withb4o Christians. The Kurds vehemently opposed
the plan, arguing it underrepresented their demographic weight, and Kurdish President Jalal
Talabani exercised a @tTensions peaked after a suicide bombing at a Kirkuk demonstration
and the Kurdislkdominated council threatened to invoke the 2006 Regions Law to annex
Kirkuk to the KRI (Bartu 2010).
The gradual U.S. withdrawal (20083014) led to a consolidation of Gol authority under

the PM Nouri atMa | i ki . Mal i ki 6s sectar i anreligiogister nanoc

46 Future of Iraq territorial arrangements was perceived by varidgaipblicy makers differently, especially within the context

of Iraq civil war. In September 2007 Senator Joseph R. Biden (former chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee
and later US. president) presented a nbinding resolution to decentralize Iraq into three autonomous Zo8h&s, Sunni

and Kurdish. The 8. Senate voted clearly 75 for the resolution and 23 against. As the reactior.tRenbassy in Baghdad
published a statement, arguing that th8.Was in favor of a united Iraq. It also opposed any partition, which would cause
extraordinary suffering and bloodshed (Bartu 2010).

69



minorities, particularly Shida Tur kmens, t h
(Skelton Al i Saleem 2019) . Uu. S. forces continued
during which time the Kurdish Peshmerga fil/
Rahman Mustafa, a neaffiliated Kurdish lawyer, was elected governor by a t$ifpervsed

CPA. In the same period, the Kurditdd Kirkuk Brotherhood List won 26 of 41 council seats

as Arabs boycotted elections, effectively granting Kurds control over local governance (ICG
2020, p. 4).Intercommunal relations improved slightly in 2009 with a pesfsiring
agreement: Kurds retained the governorship, Arabs assumed the deputy governorship, and
Turkmens chaired the Provincial Council (ICG 2020). However, the full U.S. withdrawal in

2011 ledto the collapse of joint security mechanisms between Iraqi forces and the Peshmerga.

As general Zangana pointed odih the beginning we establishede@int CooperationCenters,

between Peshmerga ancdi Army. One in Khanagin, in Kirkuk (K1 base), Makhmour, in

Kessek base (close to the Syrian border, in the province of Ninewa). We also have two major
coordination centers, one in Baghdad and one in Ekihterview 5B. Meanwhile, some

Arab and Turkmen interviewees accused the KDP and PUK of pursuigrdificationd

strategy in the DIBs between 2003 and 20k¥@ating dual administration and duopoly of use
violence between its own security actdrkis alleged strategy included the marginalization of

Arabs and Turkmens and the exploitation of local resources by Kurdish authnitéesiéw

37B) . These claims echo earlier grievances r e
regime, highlighting how each dominant power sought to reshape the demography and

governance of the DIBs to secure letegm control.

5.7.The Emergence and Existence of ISIS (2012017)

The withdrawal of U.S. forces from Iraq, combined with mass protests in-Biajority areas
such as Hawija (2012 0 1 3) a g a i-ledscéntral governnseht; céeated fertile ground
for renewed sectarian tension. The brutal repression of these deronstog the government

of the PMNouri atMaliki paved the way for Islamist groups like ISIS to gain traction and local
legitimacy, particularly in marginalized Sunni areas. From its foothold in Hawija, ISIS
expanded its presence to Anbar and beyond @GZD).

The first visible indication of a shift in governance and authority within the DIBs came
when ISIS captured Mosul on June 10, 2014, followed by the seizure of Sinjar on August
3,2014. Iragi army units, unprepared and demoralized, withdrew southward. Local governance
collapsed, with both Governor Atheel-Mujaifi and Kurdish officials fleeing the region
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(Skelton Ali Saleem 2020). The fight against ISIS catalyzed new alliances, including
temporary cooperation between the KDP and the PKK (and its Syrian offshdogrtioeratic
Union Party(PYD)*"), and fundamentally reshaped the political geography of Iraq and Syria
(see Gunter 2015The ISIS expansion had a devastating impact on Sinjar, home to the Yazidi
population. With the retreat of KD&ffiliated Peshmerga forces and the Iragi army, Yazidis
were left defenseless, resulting in mass atrocities now widely recognized as genociele. Sin
then, the Yazidis have viewed both the KRG and Gol as unreliable protectors. Sinjar was
eventually liberated not by these state actors, but by-Bifikated forces arriving from
northern Syria and by units of the PMF, who subsequently entrenched esrieghe area.
KDP has not been able to restore itspdé4 influence. To aid the besieged Yazidis, PKK and
Peopl eds Pr(¥WGydighters @apenedarmuntarstarian corridor allowing them to flee
to northern SyriaAli SaleemMansour 2024)The ISIS offensive also had a significant impact
on Kirkuk. On June 12, 2014, federal forces abandoned the city, allowing Kurdish Peshmerga
to move from the northern and eastern outskirts into the city center. Although ISIS did not take
Kirkuk itself, it captued surrounding subistricts, including Hawija, which it controlled until
its defeat on October 8, 2017 (ICG 2020). In the power vacuum, PUR'8rigade took
control of the areas to t he "Brigade decumdtioe oie a s t
rich northern and eastern zones. The KDP gained control of oil production and redirected
exports through the KirkulCeyhan pipeline, bypassing the damaged KirlBagjii Zakho
route.

The Kurdish dominance in Kirkuk during this period was viewed with increasing
resentment by Arabs and Turkmens, who saw their political representation éweadgdrmer
Arab deputy governor of KirkykEsmail Hadidi pointed outd~rom 2003 to 2017, we had
Turkmen and Arabs in governmerand | was deputy governor at the time. So, the problem is
not whether Arab or Turkmen participated in the government or not. Of course we were there.
But the problem was th¢the Kurds]had absolute power which they used to like for example
kidnapping and also taking lands and also misusing government @¢wezrview 35B).
Secondly,the counteroffensiveagainst I1SIS helped the Kurds to gain a large part of DIBs:
BeforeOctober16™ 2017, the DIBs were around 480 kni. Before, around 1800 kn was
underthe control of Iraq[Gol], the rest of that was still under the jurisdiction of KRG. But

after ISIS was founded and it took control of the regibe Peshmerga forces fought them

47 Formalized by the agreement in Dohuk on October 25, 2014 (Gunter 2015). The -tSliitattacked formed other
unexpected alliances, bringing together US air power and Iranian ground forces to liberate and Iraqi city of Amerliarear Iran
borders $kelton, Ali Saleem 2030
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back; they gained another D0 kni from ISIS by KRGfrom 2014 until 201}, The KRG

gained more territoried(Interview 2B).

Both KDP and PUK capitalized on the centr

authority across strategic areas in the DI@%il the October 16, 2017 shift, following the
Kurdish independence referendum. General Hazhar Zangana elabofdtedthree years
fighting with Daesh[Arab acronym for ISIf§ they have been able to deliberate on many
villages and cities. We have been able to defed6I1S caliphate. But honesthsIS still exists,

like sleeping cells in disputed cities and territorig® Kirkuk, Diyala, sometimes in Mosul.
During the fighting with ISIS, we had as Peshmergas a long frontline which was 1050 km
frontline, fromthe Iranian to the Syrian border (Interview 5B. To mitigate the ongoing
security vacuum, joint coordination centers between Peshmerga and the Iragi army were
established in key locationdosul, Kirkuk, and Khanagin. However, plans to form joint
brigades failed, | argely due to resistance
groups within the PMF opposed Kurdishemtry into those areas. As a result, remnants of ISIS

still operate in security gaps throughout the DIB#orts by the U.Sled Global Coalition
against ISIS to foster cooperation between Peshmerga and Iraqi Federal Police saw only
minimal success. Alanned joint mission was conducted, but demped mistrust ahlack of

operational coordination hindered further collaboration (ICG 2020).

5.8.Fight Against ISIS and the Prclranian Paramilitaries (2015 2017)

As governance in Kirkuk increasingly came under Kurdish control, Arab and Turkmen
communities began to feel marginalized and insecure about their political representation and
rights. Between 2015 and 2017, around 30 targeted assassinations were r@conaeitly
affecting Arab and Turkmen political figures, especially those affiliated with the North Oil
Company (NOC) (ICG 2020). Ethrmolitical tensions between Kurds and Arabs deepened
further wh e-govénon Naun&ldnKarimhoedared the @on of Arab residents.
These included both lorgrm Arab inhabitants and internally displaced persons from Hawija
and surrounding districts. The decision came in response to a complex ISIS attack on Kirkuk
on October 21, 2016 (ICG 2020).

The emergence of ISIS in the DIBs created a power vacuum that prompted a strong
counteroffensivenot only from Kurdish forces but also from various PMF brigades. Many of
these units were backed by Iran and included influential groups such as the Badr Organization,
As a 0 i bHag larnd Kadib Hezbollah. Their battlefield success enabled themeaantr
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themselves territorially and expand their influence beyond military operafidvese pre

Iranian factions began consolidating economic leverage, engaging in racketeering and
controlling key checkpoints. Through their historical and political allignedst en wi t h Sh
parties in Baghdadthey gained preferential access to state contracts in construction,
agriculture, and local security. This institutionalization of power at the expense of local
governance led several respondents to describe the procasSHagficationd of areas like

Sinjar, Kirkuk, and KhanagirAligned ideologically with Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah

Ali Khamenei, thesgaramilitariesal so asserted symbolic domi neé
flags, funded Shidéa religious institutions,
areligiouspolitical narrative that went beyond mere security provisidre fight against ISIS

also brought more attention of the U.S. to Iraq, leading the coalition of 15 states involved in
the combatingerrorism operations. These forces conduetgeties of airstrikes and supported

Iragi Counter Terrorism Service fighters and Kurdish Peshmerga (see Map no. 2) (EBSCO
2023).

COALITION ADVISING IN IRAQ
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Map No. 2: Coalition advising in Iraq@JTFOIR, vetting comment, 7/16/2024; DIA, vetting
comment, 10/24/2024, cited in DoD, DoS, USAID 2024)
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5.9.The Kurdish Referendum of Independence (2017)

On September 25, 2017, the KRI, under the leadership of President Masoud Barzani, held
along-anticipated referendum on independence. The goal was to formally separate from
federal Iraq and establish a sovereign Kurdish state. This move was underpinned by the
institutional framework developed by the KRG, which had exercised a degree of aytmbm
seltrule for over 25 yearsAlthough often portrayed as a united expression of Kurdish will,

the referendum was not without internal dis&m prominent opposition campaign, titled

dNo for Nowpled by businessman and politician Shaswar Abdulwghidiced skepticism

about the timing rather than the goal itself. He argued that while independence should remain
a longterm aspiration, the prevailing regional and international conditions were not favorable
for such a move (Rodgers 2024he referendum faced staunch opposition from regional
powers with sizeable Kurdish populations of their own, particularly Turkey and Iran (ICG
2020). Despite these warnings and the lack of strong support from international actors such as
theU.S. or Russia, voting proceeded in all four KRI provind@shok, Erbil, Sulaymaniyah,

and Halabjaas well as in KR&ontrolled areas of the disputed territories, including parts of
Ninewa, Kirkuk®, and Diyala.

Over 92% of participants votedyein response to the questiofido you want the
Kurdistan Region and the Kurdistani areas outside the administration of the Region to become
an independent staté?The Guardian 2017; Palani et al. 2019b, p. 1). The announcement of
the result provoked a swift and harsh backl
government. On the domestic front, tiieiM Haider alAbadi ordered the Iragi Security Forces
(ISF), supported by units from the PMF, to retake control of disputed territories previously held
by the KRG, including key oil fields and the city of Kirkuk (BBC 2017a; Reuters 20Tfie).
rapid military response led to a Kurdish withdrawal, creating a significant territorial loss for
the KRG. This retreat sparked internal political tension between the KDP and the PUK. The
KDP accused the PUK of betrayal, claiming it had handed oveul&tkhistorically under
PUK influence without resistance (BBC 2017b; Interviedi). Meanwhile, clashes between
KDP Peshmerga forces and Iraqi federal troops, including the PMF, resulted in the deaths of
around 70 Kurdish fighters (ICG 2020).

48 The various responses can be found within the resea@kagolitics of Iragi Kurdistan: A Role of External and Internal
Actors in the Kurdish Issudiploma thesis

4% One year later, he established the biggest Kurdish opposition party New Generation Movement (NGM, in Kurdish Naway
New) (Rodgers 2024).

50The PUK authorities in Kirkuk were strongly opposing to include the area inside referendum (ICG 2020).

51 Prior to conducting the referendum Baghdad unsuccessfully seek KDP (dominating the KRG) to withdraw from Kirkuk.
This turned the central government to the rival PUK to, with which stroke a deal about their retreat from the area.
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5.10. PostKurdish Referendum Period of Governance (2018022)

On October 16, 2017, government foraasmprised of the ISF, including the Iragi Army and
Federal Police, as well paramilitariea f f i | i at ed with Shida politi
of the PMF, regained control of the erich city of Kirkuk. The KRG was expelled from most

of Irag's DIBs. In the absence of Kurdish political representation and security forces, many
Kurds in the area felt vulnerable and uncertain about their future. Conversely,aAda
Turkmen populations expressed hope that tluason would improve under federal authority

(ICG 2020).Following the military recapture of the city, the federal government in Baghdad
took several measures aimed at stabilizing the area. At the security level, it established the Joint
Forward CommaricKirkuk, led by Major General Maan-8aedi, who also served head of

the Counter Terrorism Service. This new security structure integrated the Iraqi Army, Federal
Police, local police, and PMé&ffiliated groups. Notably, Kurdish security forcesludingthe
Peshmerga and Asayislere excluded from participation in tBeint Forward Commaiid

Kirkuk. However, offices of the PUdffiliated Asayish remained operational within the city.

In parallel, political changes followed. The Kurdish governor of Kirkuk, Najmaldin Karim,
was replaced by his Arab deputy, RakkarJabouri. This shift triggered considerable
frustration, particularly among Kurdish and Turkmen communities. Many localergsi
perceivedgovernor alJubouri as neglectful of their needs, accgsmm of favoring Arab
constituents through his established patronage networks. These included preferential access to
employment opportunities and public servicésther entrenching local grievances and
undermining prospects for inclusive governalil
with Kirkuk residents, April 2024).

5.11.PostElection Negotiations after the 2023 Iraqi Provincial Elections

5.11.1.Nineveh

The Nineveh Provincial Council (NPC) comprises 26 seats, plus 3 minority quota seats
designated for Christians, Yazidis, and Shabaks (Kirkuk Now 2024b). The elections were
dominated by the Nineveh for Its People Alliance, which secured five seats, folgwbd

KDP with four seats. The National Contract Alliance won three seats, while the Sovereignty
Alliance (@l-Siyadg and the Progress Alliancddgadduny each secured two seats. Other
parties receiving two seats included the National Resoluthiadbaa (a Coordination
Frameworkaffiliated party), National Identity, and Nineveh People Union. Additionally, the
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Azm Iraq Union and the National Party each won one seat. The three minority quota seats were
awarded to representatives of the Shabak, Yazidi, and Christian commuruiseslection
negotiations led to the formation of two main blocs: the Nineveh People Union Alliance,
holding 16 seats, and the United Nineveh Coalition/Alliance, holding 9 seats. This division
effectively aligned the Provincial Council along broader negidault lines, with one bloc
leaning toward Iran and the other toward Turkey. Theeieh People Union Alliance pushed

to overhaul 20 key administrative positions in the province, including the replacement of seven
district mayors and thirteen sulstrict mayors.

However, the United Nineveh Coalition and the KDP boycotted this process, suspended
their Provincial Council member ship, and cal
(Shafag News 2024). The KDP also filed a formal complaint with the Iraqi &eGeurt,
positioning itself in opposition to the NPC majority (Kirkuk Now 2024d). Nonetheless, on
October 10, 2024, the KDP and its Sunni Arab allies ended their momnip®oycott (Rudaw
2024a). Following this, the United Nineveh Coalition announceautid only attend Council
sessions focused on provincial service delivéiyneveh province, including the contested
Sinjar district, remains strategically important for both Iran and Turkey. A focal point of the
current tensions is the appointment of Dawood aln d i a PUK member, a
district mayor. His appointmentas boycotted byhe PMF chairman Falih aFayyadh, who
claimed Jundi was t oo c{HagsDedpie tha boycgtihteedSinumi t h A
subdistrict came under PUK conb | thereby bolstering Ilrano
aformally recognized Iraqi party. This shift followed the Iragi government's July 2024 ban on
PKK-af filiated political parties (Anadol u Aj ar

These developments reflect I ranbds expandi
through allied actors like the PUK, PKK, and various PMF elempatsicularly in Sinjar and
its surrounding areas. Conversely, the KDP has experienced a notable decline in influence, both
in Sinjar and across the broader Nineveh province. This decline illustrates the waning of
Turkeyods | everageeinotheanégi gnowi ngrnéws pmbnan
security agreement with Baghdad on August 15, 2024¢chwincluded plans for joint
coordination centers in Bashiga and Baghdad (Al Monitor 2024a). While the agreement was
officially framed as a cooperative effort to combat PKK activity, Turkey also sought guarantees
to maintain its control over Bashiga, dés@ i ncreasing | ranidust i nf |l
two weeks later, however, Iragi security forces shot down a Turkish drone over Kirkuk, which
had entered from the direction of Sulaymaniyah province (Al Monitor 2024b). This action sent
a clear signal o/m the Gol that, despite the new security pact, Turkey cannot unilaterally assert
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its influence particularly in areas now under the control of-fiamian provincial councils such
as Kirkuk.

5.11.2 Kirkuk

The first provincial elections in Kirkuk were held in 2005, resulting in the formation of a 41
member Kirkuk Provincial Council (KPC), whic
then (Anderson, Stansfield 2009). In the 2023 elections, the KBCadaced to 15 seats, plus
one quota seat reserved for the Christian mincfig PUK? secured five seats, followed by
the Arab Alliance with three seats, the ITF and th€Mlada Alliance with two seats each, the
KDP with two seats, and the Uruba Alliaft®ith one seat. The Christian quota seat was won
by the Babylon Movement, led by RayanKaldani (Al-Sumaria TV 2023). AKi | dani 0s
increasinginfluencdd ol st er ed by hi-KHaqleade Qaist{bazah and BUKb A h |
head Bafel Talabanis noteworthy. Both aKildani and alKhazali have been under U.S.
Treasury sanctions since 2019 (OFAC 2019a; 2019b).

Eight months of posglection negotiations highlighted deep divisions withinKIre,
particularly over the governorship. A key stumbling block was 4Ktredish rivalry between
the PUK and KDP, which prevented agreement on a unified candidate. Two covert deals
emerged from the impasse. The first, between the KDP, ITF, and Arab partipesgu
arotating governorship shared among a Kurd, Arab, and Turkmen. This plan notably excluded
both the PUK and Christian representatives. The second deal was stiivagust 10, 2024,
at B a g h-RashkédsHotél &nd involved the PUK, the Babylon Movement, and Sunni
actors allied with Mohammed-tla| bousi ( The New Region 2024) .
Taha was appointed governor on August 14, with an Arab goverhedsled to replace him
in December 202%hough that part of the agreement remains unimpleme@Qgad.alKhazali
played a central role in brokering the second agreement, reaffirming his alliancal-with
Halbousi at the national level. This deal margmadid Tur key ds | oc al al | i
ITF. The Turkmen community, traditionally represented by the ITF, is now symbolically
represented by Haji Khari b, a Shida Tur kmen
Badr Organization. Kharib later secdréhe deputy governorship for Jaafar Abbas, another

Shi éa Turkmen, despite the Fatah Alliance (w

52 Within the coalition&irkuk our strength and wil
53 A political alliance of Arabism Alliance led by MuthannaSdmarai and United Arab Front led by WasfAski, the leader
of alObeidi tribe.
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2023 elections in Kirkuk. This further illustrates the enduring influence of Fatah/Badr through

informal power structures and backroom negotiations.

5.11.3.Diyala

The Diyala Provincial Council consists of 15 seats. In the 2023 Iraqgi provincial elections, four
seats were won by the Our Diy#lgDiyalatuna atWatani Alliancg, three by the Progress
Alliance (Tagaddunp, and another three by the Sovereignty AlliaredeSjyadg. The Diyala
Entitlement List Estihgaqg, the Azm Alliance Tahaluf Az the Iragi FoundationHilaf

Asag, and the PUK each secured one seatSinaria TV 2023)Postelection negotiations

led to the formation of two major blocs: tl&roup of Eight which included the Badr
Organization, Sunni actors such as the Progress Alliance and the Resolve Party, along with the
PUK; and theGroup of Severcomprising the Sovereignty Alliance, théAikma Movement,

As a 6 i bHa4, land tha Diyala Entitlement List. These blocs failed to reach consensus on

t he governor s hi p-Haqwiplicily ogpssm@ theb relestion of frimer
governor Muthanna @lamimi. Amid the impasse, Hadi-Amiri nominated Jassim -al
Oumairi as head of the Provincial Council (Kirkuk Now 2024a). HoweveQ @lma i r i 0 s
nomination was disqualified due to his failure to meet the minimum age requirement (Kaabi,
Knights, Malik 2024)This prolonged deadlock underscothdt even BadOrganizationthe

most influential actor on the ground, could not secure the governorship without support from
the State of Law Coalition. Eventually, on August 1, 2024, the Council elected Addayiral

from the State of Law Coalition as the new governor, with thigaing governgrMuthanna
al-Tamimi, peacefully transferring power. This transition also illustrated the growing influence
of As a 0-Hdg, whidh| despite winning only two seats, managed to secure the position
of Deputy Cha of the Diyala Provincial Council. That post was filled by SalirTamimi,

af or mer Badri st who haHdg (dnaglite Kaabe 2024Meanwhile,a 6 i b
the role of the PUK in Diyala has steadily declined. Since the 2013 provincial elections, the
party has lost nearly half of its votes and corresponding seats. Its sole remaining representative
from the Khanagqin district is Aws Ibrahim MahdiMlahdawi, an Arab candidate (Shafaq
News 2023).

54 A political alliance close to Hadi-#miri and former governor of Diyala MuthannaBamimi.
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5.12.Latest Developmentg20232025)

Since March 23, 2023, Kurdish oil exports to Turkey have been halted following a ruling by
the Parisbased International Court of Arbitration, which declared the process illegal (Reuters
2023a; Reuters 2023b). The Gol emerged as the primary beneficidig decision, leaving

the Kurds with no option but to continue oil exports by truakt only to Turkey but also to
Iran. Both of the main ruling Kurdish partjgéDP and PUK capitalized on this shift, as the
alternative export routes brought increasedricial revenue directly into party coffers rather
than into the official KRG treasurynterview67B).

On October 20, 2024, parliamentary elections were held in the KRI. The results
confirmed the prevailing status quo, with the KDP securing 39 seats and the PUK 23 seats.
From the perspective of regional and global actors such as the United States, Tutken,a
a powersharing arrangement between KDP, PUK, and other key parties like the New
Generation Movement (NGM) is preferable to KDP dominance alone. Nevertheless, post
election negotiations deepened the rift between the KDP and PUK leadershipdailicto
form a new legitimate, stable, and quoraapable KRG. While the KDP seeks to maintain
dominance in local governance, the PUK is demanding greater{staeng, particularly over
positions such as the Ministry of Interior, the KRG presidenay tlae premiership.

Following the provincial elections of December 2023 (discussed in prior chapters), the
PUK has managed to consolidate greater influence within the DIBs, notably by securing the
governorship of Kirkuk t hHag thgBadr®igdratianaode s  wi t
Sunni actors such as MohammedHalbousi (seethe subchapter 5.11.3. Diyala).
Additionally, the PUK has increased its presence in Sinjar, reinforcing its ties to the PKK,
which remains a dominant force in the area. By contrast, the KDmuaestio face difficulties
within the NPC, struggling to align with Sunni Arab political actors and pacteese to the
SCF or the PMF.However, in generalihe political campaigning of these regions is not
governed by a coherent political program or party ideology, but rather reflects a collection of
sectarian or ethnicithased groups aiming to bring their voters to the ballot ig#d=iullah
Hussein 2023)n terms of local governance, this process $adhesive policy, where each of
the political repesentativeis interested mainlin the provision of services to his or her ethno
religious group or constituengAbdullah Hussein 2023).

On August 1, 2024, British Petroleum (BP) signed a Memorandum of Understanding
(MoU) with the Gol to explore the redevelopment of key oil fields in Kirkuk, including the
Baba and Avana domes, as well as three adjacent fi@ds Hassan, Jambur, and Khabbaz
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currently operated by the Goldéds NOC (BP 20214
billion in the redevel opment o f Kirkukos oi
agreement reignited tensions between the KRG and the Gol overtheaonhtroKi r k uk 6 s na
resources. KRG Prime Minister Masrour Barzani responded strongly, asserting that Kirkuk is
part of the DIBs and should not be governed unilaterally by either Baghdad or Erbil (Reuters
2025a). He emphasized that the KRG should have inekrded in the BP dealn terms of
oilfield security and stability, June and July saw several lacgée drone strikes, primarily
targeting the Khurmala and Khor Mor oilfields, positions located in the DIBs controlled by the
KDP and PUK.These strikes also targetsites such as Sarsang, TawkishiRabir, and Ain
Sifni. The issue of the DIBs thus continues to be a major source of contemtiamly between
the KRG and the Gol, but also between regional actors such as Turkey and Iran (as elaborated
in later chapters specificaly the chapter 14.2.2. Trans-regional Governance as
a Consequence of Instability. This thesis seeks to bring renewed academic attention to this
ongoing issue by examining the impact tefritorial governance arrangementsn local
conflict resolution in disputed territories.

The core research question asks whether these territorial governance arrangements
contribute to theyradual stabilizatiorof the regionor if, conversely, they are more likely to
fuel ongoing conflict. The research focuses on how different actors manage (or escalate) local
disputes, emphasizing the form and function of territorial governance rather than the basic
delivery of public servicg regulation of social life, or provision of security, though these
factors may interrelate (Risse 2010). The jwsiflict period under investigation begins in
2017, following two transformative events that reshaped territorial governance in the DIBs:

1. In October 2017, Kurdish forces were removed from the DIBshbyl[SFand pre
Iranianparamilitariesunder the PMF umbrella (Eppel 2018).

2. In December 2017, ISIS was territorially defeated in Iraq, after having controlled
substantial parts of the DIBs where it had enforced its rule through Islamic Sharia law
(Wilson Center 2019).

As of 2025, the DIBs are largely under the control of the Gol, in coordination with various

PMF elements across Sinjar, Tal Afar, the Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, Klurmatq and

Khanagin. As one side consolidates power, the ptianely the KRGhas limited ability to

reestablish control. Nonetheless, through regional alliances (the KDP with Turkey and the PUK
with Iran and Gol/PMF structures), both Kurdish parties have retained political representation

in provincial councils (since December 2028)d a de facto presence in select regietts,

t he PUKOGs gradual ex pansi g palihi 2024)Nhencarsemst h Pro
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relationship between the KRG and Baghdad can be characterigiearad ruleat the regional

level, with the KRG itself operating more autonomously, resemblisglfaule entity. The

DIBs, however, remain a unique and unstable terrain, contested not only between the central
and regional governments but also involving qusdiate actors like the PMF. While the Iraqi
Constitutionds Art i c-btep pribebdforoesolving tmeeDdBs iasuec | e ar
normalization, census, and referenduins framework has never been implemented. The

December 31, 2007, deadline expired without action, and the issue remains unresolved.

6. Iraqi political system®

Within the context of the Middle East, the Iraqgi political system is ufftqure is classified as
consociational (or sertionsociationaly/ parliamentary, and muiparty systemi®. The ethne

sectarian system &flu h a s as a, TeasOtiahblyiashed after the fall
in 2003, is the main source of sectarian apportionment, based on specific conditions and the
composition of Iragi society. The idea of the distribution of individual key political positions
accordingoMu has asawdsa 6tid ilyrai ng a proportional rep
Kurdish political actors and to avoid the return of state authoritarianism. The idea is to share
power between all the components of Iraq, based on #tleiresectarian and religious
affiliations. As in their highest positions, the post of the Iraqgi presidency is always reserved for

the Kurds (with Sunni an& h i dépaties), the parliament speakership is designed for the
Sunnis (withS h iaddaKurdish deputies), and the post of PM is intended fo® thes @vih

the Sunni and Kurdishdeputies) These divisions are just the
governmental and provincial positions and bureaucracy are reserved for specific ethno
religious groups including the minorities. However, this division of power is functional more

on paper rdner than in reality. Thusu h a s a s a didTnat&ucdeédyngreventing either
asectarian civil war between 2006 and 2008, the emergence and existence of ISIS, or massive
demonstrations beginning in 2009, erupting sporadically, with their peak in(26ap 2007).

In terms of classification, significant trends occur within the individual political forces. Firstly,

55 This chapter is based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and nationalist? New
classification of Ilraqi Shida political actors baswed on id
10.108013530194.2024.2373066.

56 Middle East is divided between republics governed by autocratic regimes or individuals (such as Egypt, Syria or Iran),
absolute monarchies such as Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and Oman arcosestitutional monarchies such as Jordan, Kuwait

orUnited ArabEm r at es. Thus, in wider comparison is lraqds politic
57 (Aboultaif 2020)

%'n its constitution, the Republic of Iraq is | abelled as
system of government is republ i can(Constitetp20@sent ati ve, parl i al
59 (Tripp 2007).

81



the formerPM NouriaMa | i ki (and the current | eader of ¢
Party) used the policy of sectarianism and ¢
Sunnis. The sectarian policy against Sunnis manifested itselexeimnple, in the violent
suppression of protests in 2Q¥dich led to the Hawija massacre. Later, the rise and existence

of ISIS were used as a pretext for government interventions against Sunnis, which only paved

the way for more religious extremism. Thtare, alMa | i ki 6 s pol i cy deepen
his second term in office from 2010 until 2694The end of the sectarian systenivafhasasa

T a 0 iir Irag, avhich is seen as a tool for corruption and nepotism, was also one of the
demands of the Tishreen protest movements established in 2019. According to Dodge and
Mansour(2020) during that time (and also since then), the elites in Baghdad changed the
6symbolic capital of sectarianism to coerci
secured by théluhasasasystem. The authors also pointed outthatfMmh asasa Taodi f
(sectarian apportionment), the system transformed Midham Muhasasa(systemic
apportionmenf}. Moreover , Haddad pointed out that
amuhasasafit a 6 i & i(sgcta@ah apportionment): it was always alsomahasasa
fihizbiyyal ( par t y a p p>omhdre the mdinédoat polidical actors securing the posts

inside the establishment acoegithe main rules of governing relations between the sects
(Haddad 2019)Thus, the evolution of the sectarian apportionment and competition between
the Shidéa, Sunni, and Kur di s h pgaidioustgiopsih part
Iraq, recreated the system where elites sought the preservatiorvhilthsasasystem in Iraq

and the consolidation of their political power. Since 2003, the Iraqi political system of
ethnoreligious consociationalism or sectarian apportionnMnot i a s a s a ) haabeenf | y y a
challenged by political actors (and their actions) and Iraqi citizens. The purpose of this system

of ethnareligious division of the Iraqgi state was to create equal opportunities for the political
representation of all ethnic and religious geup begi nning with Shida
Sunni Kurds(Dodge, Mansour 2020However, Iraqi state institutions have become nothing

more than holloweaut shells, with no higher authority in a country where the power of the

tribal and clan system and thewer of religious leaders continue to pefSisilso, in Middle

Eastern structures, political parties often lack a political apparatus and institutions and must be

understood in a different sense from the way we see the traditional organization of

60 More on the political development of NouriMdialiki in Said (2009).

61 (Said 2009)

62 (Haddad2019).

63 An example could be the lorgrm intraShi 6a r i ft b eSadv angl NouMalMaliki,andhieh oecasionally
surfaces as it did in 2008, 2014 and 2022.
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Western/European political parties. The state structures and-sthtarian system are then
used as a tool for achieving the goathapolitical elites. Thus, it is in their favour to preserve

the Muhasasasystem, leaving the Tishreen movement parties such as Imtidad as the only
power emphasizing the need for a change in the status quo.

Within the Iraqgi political context, political parties cannot be understood in the classic
Western concept of a political party. The lack of internal structure, party apparatus, official
institutions, anda wide leadership is typical in Iragi political parties. Furthermore, it is more
agroup of people with the same or similar economic interests that they want to achieve and
secure through political processes, connections, and power. Moreover, they can be
characterized by having one charismatic leader viiting decisiormaking power within the
party or movement, following his interests and the interests of the group around him. As Van
Veen, Grinstead, and El Kamowhianssen pointed out, the 1ragq
tended to be largely personatityased, with no space for two or more dominant leaders, instead
having more modest personalities within the party structijyas Veen et al2017) In this
article, the goal is to discover how the Iraqi political parties profile themselves through their
approaches towards religion, focusing either on one specific group of the population (triggering
processes of sectarianism) or emphasizing Iradi sta t er r i t or i al nati oneé
bridgesd between the major it gd@ ihoritpgougsmp ul at i

Iraqi society.

7.1lragi Shiod6a®olitical actors

After the USled coalition toppled the dominant Sunni regime led by Saddam Hussein in 2003,
the I ragqi Shi 6a pol i ti caimakingattarsbstalsoednstitatedl y b e
the firste v e r -ledl lauthray in the modern Arab worldsakhan 2018). l raqi Shi
evolved into the main force in the country, drawing strength from the support of the majority

Shi 6a poputeledidn anity irm20@b am 26®an Veen et al2017) However,

over time gradual fragmentation occurred, espdlgi due tothe 2014, 2018, and 2021
parl i amentary =elections, where individual S
political and ideological dimension but also on the security |éRejhelati 2023. Despite

parti al di visions, today the main I|Iragqi Shi o

64 This chapter is based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and nationalist? New
classification of Ilraqi Shi éa political actors based on i d:¢
10.108013530194.2024.2373066.
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except for the Sadrist Movement. On JUi2e2022, 73 Sadrist representatives resigned their
positions in the Iraqgi parliament after MugtadaSaldr asked them to step down amid
aprolonged stalemate over forming a governni{&atis 2022) These steps led to the failure
to form the national majority government (and implementing reforms) that Sadr called for,
making the difference in involved actors in the Iraqi political scene gmeé post2021 (Al
Monitor2022). | n t hi s | i ght ,eedshrmreconceptuatizatioSih thetcantexto | i t
of todayds I ragq, due t o t HHaddade262@)Adcordth@te el o p mi
many scholars and analysts, sectarian policy and Islamism are essential concepts defining
present Shioda politics

The main I raqi Shida political parties di
legacy, and legitimacy, especially during the Saddam Hussein era from 1979 to 2003 and their
role in postSaddam Iraq. After the toppling of the @thist regime in 2003, some of these
parties have taken different stances towards US forces and administration. For example, while
the | slamic Dab6bwa Party (and SuprwokedCounci
pragmatically together with ttHe&dSenddhitedber at i
Kingdom administrations(Al-Ali 2014), the Sadrist Movement (together with Sunni
insurgents) stood against théxan Veen et al2017)

There is no clear boundary between religious and political leaders in Irag. Within the
Iraqgi political scene, there are two big religious centres of power represented loyj a 0 i yy ah
in Najaf, led by Grand Ayatollah Ali i st ani , and the Shida rel
represented by Grand Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. The influence of two traditional religious
families Hakims and Sadristalso needs to be mentioned as the stance of these parties towards
Tehran and Qomas well as religious authorities in Najahd Iraqi traditional familiesis
essential for understanding their common functioning. Moreover, inpast dam | r a q, S
clerical authority has evolved as a largely autonomous tradition that plays a crucial role within
social and political structurd&\l-Qarawee2017).As Rojhelati(2023) pointed out, there are
0t hree different views on the relationship b
reflect the role of the Shida cl eri cien auth
categorizes mainly the Najaf religious elites such as Afipaaim alKhoei and alSistani as
those who do not want to intervene in politi

view identifies some Shi 0 aatollare MohagnmadBaqgirdle ader

65 However, the author mentioned another factor that explains the Iragi political scene. These are divides between core and
periphery, competing elite factions and status quo and reformist chall¢Hgeldad2022).

66 Which changed its name to ISCI in the middle of 2007, distancing itself from the Iranian influence. ISCI also announced
following Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, shifting its loyalty from Grand Ayatollah Ali Khameteakhan, Mulherir2020)
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Sadr, Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, and Grand Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as those who
directly intervene in political processes as
di vision into oO6quietistsd atnldatéa%hiibvd sn eslbi, g ic
intervene in politics whenever there is an opportunity to do so. An example could be the
occasional actions of -&istani, who campaigned in the Iragi elections in 2005 and has
sometimes shown (dis)approval of previous minsstRiojhelati 2023)as well as advocating
the blocking of Malikids bid to run for a th
Iraqi citizens to defend their country its sacred places and honour of the cjAzeéparawee
201%).

Currently, there are several actors, highly influenced by Iranian policy, receiving
commands from Tehran, and respecting and following the religious authonilapét at
fagih. Among them are the ptQom armed forcesvhich have been part of politics since the
2018 parliamentary electioffsand are mostly gathered within the Fatah coalition. The most
vocal position of Tehran in Baghdad is held by #he a 6 i b-Ha§ patamildaariesed by
Qais Khazali. Not only is there a connection to th#aliki sectarian policy of politically
deepening the differences between Shibdas and
anti-Kurdish stance. However, historicallthe Iranianma r j adéominated the Iraqi
ma r j a @ndymade Imo distinction between Irag and Iran as state entities, considering all
theircommuni ty a sAl-Qdrdwee2017aThe fhrfnation @f modern natiestates
changed the ewept of umma, creating differences between the religious authorities in both

states.
8. Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF)®

Since the emergence of ISIS in Iraq, the creation of the PMF in 2014 played a pivotal role,
particularly in the security sector of local governance. Following the collapse of the Iragi army,
Grand Ayatollah Ali alSistani issued a fatwa calling on capdbdejis to join the ISF to protect

the country from Sunni Salafist forces. However, many of those who responded joined
paramilitary units under the PMF umbrella rather than the formalASHnore territory was
liberated from ISIS, especially in tHRIBs, PMF units particularly the prdranian core

secured dominance under the pretext of preventing an ISIS resurgence. Just as Kurdish actors

advanced into large parts of the DIBs from the north, PMF brigades advanced from the south

67 And to some extent since the 2014 election.

68 This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Irad's dispute
internal borders. Traaggional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies,
DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412.

85



with a similar rationaleln November 2016, the PMF were formally integrated into the ISF,
l egitimized as part of IlrapbadoifilLawall Haoddace
From being a militarily effective force against Sunni Salafism, the PMF gradually became
politically integrated(see more in subhapter9.1.3 Approach towards independent PMF
which in turn allowed them to secure economic contracts and exert influence on the ground.
Since October 2017, the PMF have emerged as the dominant security force in many areas,
wielding influence in both the local economic and political secidrs.weak state institutions
(defined by sectarianism fragmentation, corruption, lack of judicial independence, or
inadequate services provision) then created an institutional and territorial vacuum,
subsequently filled by various paramilitary groups regmésd bythe PMF.
The PMF consists of three sgboupsi HashdalWa | ad6i ,-MBEas hdi al and S
al-Salam. Some analysts would classify those three groups-&hproenei, preSistani, and
pro-Sadr. The structures of HashdV@a | a 6 i connect ed iticaband r an,
religious concept ofvilayet alfagih of Iranian Grand Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (Badr
Organi zati onHaoAs adri bKaAthd 6iad Hezbol |l ah and ot
two other groups often classified within the PMHashd alM a r jcondected mainly to the
religious authority of Marjayyia and Grand Ayatollah AliSiktani, focuses on protecting
Shi éa religious shri nes -Salam, dhajmadfwingaitde SKdsist b a | a
Movement, recent |y Maerenmidaddad 2018NAfter stengthdningShi 6 a
their role during the fight against ISIS, these forces transformed military success into political
ambitions to secure and maintain local economic gaic®rssuch as the Badr Organization,
As a 6 i bHadWata'ib&lézbollah, and Kataib Jundlalam maintain offices in urban areas
and exert control over various rranban zones as well.
From a local perspective, notable brigades include:
1 The 30" Brigade (Liwa al-Shabak/Quwat Sahl aiNinewa, QSN) composed mainly
of members from the Shabak minority, opesgtrimarily in the Nineveh Plaingiashd
Brigade Number Index 2017).
1 The 50" Brigade (Kata'ib Babiliyun), ostensibly led by Chaldean Christians but in
practice dominated by Shib6a Arabs. This |
and maintains links to QSN (Hashd Brigade Number Index 2017).
9 Thel6'and529Brigades composed of Shiod6a Turkmen al
Organization, patrol areas such as Daquq and the southern outskirts of (kidglid
Brigade Number Index 2017).
1 The 56" Brigade, a Sunni Arab Tribal Hashd unit, operates in Hawija.
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While lowerranking members of these brigades are often local residents, leadership tends to

be connected to the PMF central committee in Baghdad (ICG 2020). To enhance their leverage

on the ground, the PMF often collabosateth local minority brigades, promoting a narrative

of seltdefense and protection against external threats. This pragmatic strategy aligns with

l rands inclusive policy towar dCompetitorramoeng es, d
political actors is not limited to the natiarevel; it extends to the provincial and local arenas,

where the struggle for power is often even more intense. Through processes of state capture,
including the extraction of state resources and patlient networks, these actors seek to

pursue theistrategic agendas (Skeltokli Saleen2020).

The relationship between the PMF and the Iraqgi state is complex and cannot be
characterized by outright antagonism. There is no clear dividing line between the two centers
of power. Many PMF brigades serve as armed wings of political parties, such aadihe B
Organization, which also exists as an independent political entity outside of the PMF
framework (Haddad 2018). Since the legal legitimization of the PMF in 2016, the Iraqgi state
has continued to endorse and institutionalize PMF structures, enablirgexsstence

cooperation dynamic between formal state institutions and paramilitary forces.

9. Semiresults®®

This part of the thesis aims to answer the first research questionvn can t he mai n |
political actors be categorized according to their positions along the Isia®oular and

sectarian nationalist axes@

Firstly, al most all of the respondents made
actors |ike the Islamic Dabdbwa PartyAs&aihh p
Ahl al-Haqg and Harakat Huquq), and ISCI on the one side, whidikina, Sadrist Movement

and Imtidad (which was created in 2019) were put on the ‘Bthiergeneral, there is a clear
correspondence between the Islamic and sectarian approaches on the one hand and the secular
and nationalist approaches on the other. Also, there is an obvious cluster (see Cl. no. 1 in Figure

no. 3 of the prelranian political parties, where Harakat Huquq is the party most inclined

69 This chapteand subchapters arbased on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and
nationalist? New classification of Ilragqi Shi éa political a
Eastern Studies, DOI: 10.1080/13530194.20273D66.

70 Both of those clusters are located in the ugijggt part of thefigure, representing higher tendency towards Islamic and

sectarian policies. The low4gft then shows higher tendency towards secular and nationalist p{dieeeEigure no. 3).
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towards Islamic and sectarian policies on the ground. The second cluster is created by the
| sl amic Dadwa Party an dno.l3%Guhich(instléseresg@dt mayn o . 2
indicate similar approaches by these parties to the stated research objectives. Finally, Al
Hikma, Sadrist Movement, and Imtidad (as a new political coalition) tend to accentuate less
the religious and sectarian policies (anthie case of Imtidgdctively stand againduhasasa
T a 0 i, Whictyisaexplained below).

The approaches of individual political actors towards chosen topics reflecting the
religious (represented by the blue shades in Figorel) and sectarian (represented by the
green shades in Figune.4) ideological anchorages, perceived by the various political experts,
are more visible in the case of Figure 4. Finally, the higher the value on the axis, the more
political actors gravitate towards Islamic and sectarian politics. The lower value thus indicates
the inclination of these actors towardsezular and Iraqi state territorial nationalist approach.
Exceptfor]l mt i dad, we can see that all ot her I ragqi
towards Iragi domestic policy, in terms of religious issues. However, they differ in their
religious foreign policy.

Specifically, we can interpret that Harakat Huquq represents the actor with the highest
tendency towards using Islamic and sectarian policies, followed by othEapranactors like
As a 6 i b-Hagdnd BadrlOrganization. Those actors are thersome extentoound by
their connection to the Iranian regime. With these actors, there is also the lowest willingness to
normalize ties with Israel, which fits into the framework of their geopolitical orientation. There
is also a clear difference between the-fanian actors, who strongly oppose the idea of Iraqi
state territorial nationalism, and the creation of a esgssarian coalition with Iragi Sunni and
Kurdish political parties. Generally, in terms of sectarian ideologyHikima, the Sadrist
Movement, and Imtidad are less inclined towards sectarianism. However, when it comes to the
approach of the Sadrist Movement towards Islamism, | believe that their position should be
more inclined towards Islamist policies. Especially when it cotoegheir consevative
approach towards religious policy in domestic isétiaad strong ardisraeli stance, which
further deepened since Octo®r2023, when the Israelamas war started. Comparing the
positions of the Sadrist Movement andHakma in Figureno. 3 the Sadrist should be
considered as more Islamic tharHikma, consideringamor e O har dl i ned appr

domestic and foreign Islamic issues. On the other haihtikada has better relations with Iran,

" For example, when it comes to approach towards veiling of women and their representation inside the political party, the
approach of Sadrist is much less opened théatilaha (nterview 14).
72 Expert survey answer.
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which in terms of Sadrists could be marked as highly complicated. | also believe that the
position of Sadrists on those axes is also influenced by their rejectionist attitude towards
independent PMF andlayet atfagih. Al so, as one r@oempmpetdiemg Phoii
factions approach these questions instrumentally and most of their strong positions are entirely
negotiable if there is a question of achieving more power or a greater share of government
posts and resourcés.

Finally, the point about the generation gap between the r8ling poliacal elite and
| r aq o0 sS hmpdputation needs to be further explained. Leaders of indiviguali 0 a
political parties such as Nouri-Maliki, Hadi atAmiri, Ammar atHakim, and Humam al
Hamudi represent t h e S b irdlimgreliteg Eneirepereeptions wereo f I r
deeply influenced by the period of @#hist rule, when myr of those leaders took a refuge and
lived in exile in neighbouring Iran or were oppressed b§aBests. Hence, when they came to
power in posiSaddam lIraq, they seized the opportunity forShe itddaminate the Sunnis
after years of Sunni despotism. However, atlea8400f | raqés popul ati on
15 (Maar, Tollast2023) so their experience with the &ahist rule is often blurred. The needs
and demands of the youth are often not heard and reflected by the older gener&itns @ a
party leaders. The gradual distrust from the younger generation then culminated in the already
mentoned Tishreen protests in 2019, and the Istagding frustration then contributed to the
inclusion of the Imtidad political platform in the Iragi parliamentary elections in 2021.
However, state power is concentrated in the hands of 8lder ntemwho are out of touch
with | raq®msiyooaai br popul ati onds needs and vi s
opinion polls, the highegtercentage of respondents would vote in Iragi parliamentary elections
in 2018 for a bloc, coalition, party, or individual wafcivil/secular agenda (24,3 %), followed
by votes for independent autocrats (23,9 %). These groups are followed (by a relatively large
gap of 9 %) by the group that would vote for a bloc, coalition, party, or individual backed by
religious authority (14,86). On the contrary, only 4,6 % of respondents would vote for the
bloc, coalition, party, or individual with a religious sectarian ageadd 2,3% for the bloc,
coalition, party, or individual with ethnic/nationalist loyaltits Thus, comparing the
approaches of the main political actors and the Iragi population, one can see a huge difference

in attitudes within the Islamisecular and sectariarationalist anchorages.

73 Further, there is a young generation of new Iraqi leaders on the rise, such asdQaizatilor Rayan aKildani (Interview
14A).
" Interview 3.
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Islamic Asadi

Dawa Badr Ahl al- Haragat  [Al- Sadrist

Political party Party Organization [Haq Huquqg Hikma |ISCI Movement |Imtidad
Supports religious policy in domestic issues 7,35 7,7 7,8 8,05 6,65 7,75 7,75 2,8
Supports vilayet alagih 6,05 8,3 8,45 9 4,8 6,5 2,6 11
Supports independent PMF 7,8 9,05 9,35 9,25 59 7,2 2,4 0,65
Supports possible normalization with Israel 9,5 9,7 9,8 9,85 9,2 9,5 9,75 8
Opposes the idea of nationalism (emphasizing Iraqi

state territorial nationalism) 4,35 5,8 5,65 6,85 3,65 55 2,1 14
Supports sectarian policy 7,55 8 8,45 8,65 5,7 7,5 4.8 1,95
Opposes crossectarian coalition 6,65 7,1 7,9 8,45 4,7 6,65 3,8 2,95

Table no. 1:Averages of the individual political actors towards religious and sectarian issues
calculated from answers of the political expert sur&urce: Authar

Islamic Asaodi

Dawa Badr Ahl al- Haragat  [Al- Sadrist
Political party Party Organization [Haq Huquq Hikma |ISCI Movement |Imtidad
Supports religious policy in domestic issues 2,01 2,03 2,14 2,31 2,32 2,00 2,45 2,19
Supports vilayet alagih 3,36 2,27 2,39 1,84 2,69 2,46 2,60 1,62
Supports independent PMF 2,28 1,76 1,63 1,77 2,51 2,75 2,62 0,99
Supports possible normalization with Israel 0,89 0,66 0,52 0,49 1,15 1,00 0,64 2,00
Opposes the idea of nationalism (emphasizing Iraq
state territorial nationalism) 3,15 2,98 3,47 2,76 2,85 3,05 2,47 1,88
Supports sectarian policy 2,01 1,97 1,99 1,93 2,30 2,09 2,76 2,58
Opposes crossectarian coalition 2,48 2,45 1,89 1,67 2,92 2,39 3,22 3,10

Table no. 2: Standard deviations of the individual political actors towards religious and
sectarian issues calculated from answers of the political expert sBouage: Authar
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9.1.Islamic-secular axis

9.1.1.Approach towards religious policy in domestic issues

Regarding the first researdubquestion about the importance of the implementation of
religious principles in the Iife of individ
categorized as o6religiousdéd when Islam is the
religious authorities (like in the case of a religious centre in Qom by parties involved in the
Fatah coalition). Concerning the religious and political affairs and their overlaps, one of the
respondents divided political acsanto three groups: 1) Full overlap of religious and political

affairs Badr OrganizationA s a 6 i b-Ha4 larld Hardkat Huquq; 2) Attempts to separate
religious and political processes s| ami ¢ Daodbwa Party and Sadr
Complete separation between religious and political processdisiad™. Regarding the

position of individual political actors towards Islansecular issues, one of the respondents
answered that it is O6hard to compared since
t a b’® Aandexample of a higher tendency towards Islamic discourse is condemning the form

of celebration of | r d@@3 poing oubom displaylavgid ad n  Oc |
values in terms of poor womenoXHasdeinMdares , ag a
20233. The mmjority of examined parties then condemned the Quran burning in Sweden
throughout 2028Sadiqun official websit@023,Badr Organization Facebook 2Q2BAmmar
al-Hakim2023a) Also, during the Iraqi provincial election 2023 campaigns, the political actors

within theSCFtargeted the opposition platforms such as Qiyaam Civil Coalitibith served

as an umbrella of Democratic Forces of Change, accusing the individuals of supft@ting

LGBTQ community (thus threatening the Islamic principles and Iraqi traditional family) or
labelling them as Mossad agefit#\ strong antiLGBTQ stance is then typical for the Sadrist
Movement, often presented on its social media platforms. MuqteBadalalso declared that

0l raqg i s a (RuawiAmioh2024) WHHnircame®to the protection of traditional

religious values, SadiquA(s a 6 i bHad, then agalnoften targeted the Tishreen platform,

accusing them of being infiltrated by theS) ¢l ai mi ng t hat o0Men and
together and staying during the ni@digunwi t hot
official website 2020 On the contrary, some statements of Ammadakim, leader of al

Hi kma show a more moderate appr oédangingthewar ds

5 Interview 6A. The responderttid not include ISCI and AHikma parties in his classification.
“®Interview 1 4.
TInterview 14A.
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environment and social heritage and the wrong interpretation of religious scripts like the Sunna
and the Quran (limiting womendés rights) and
women agai nAnmaralHakim efficalevébsite 2021)According to Iraqgi public

opinion in 2021 on democracy and governance%a36f respondents labelled themselves as
OAery religiows ape rosAo rsd menwdh afaghes, Kaltgnthalem s per
2021) At the end of 2023, 49 of the respondents feel a high religiosity in terms of their
identity, while 55% feel moderately religiou8IACS Research Group 2023)hen it comes

to the relationship between religion and politics, in 2@y 39% of respondents believed

that Iraq should implement only the laws of the Sh@Diagher, Kaltenthale2021) In early

2023, only 44% of respondents trusted religious institutions in Iraq (while at the end of 2023,

it was 64% (IIACS Research Group 2023)0n the contrary, 8% of respondets believed

that religious practice is a private matter and should be separate from political life in 2021
(Dagher, Kaltenthale2021) while 77% endorsed the separation of religion and politics at the

end of 2023IIACS Research Group 2023)

9.1.2.Approach towards vilayet alfagih

The outcomes of the next reseastip-question focused on the positions on external religious
issues. In terms of following the Iranian concepvitdyet alfagih, the connection between

the Iranian regime and the ph@nian actors (Badr OrganizatioA,s a 6 i b-Hafjlahd a |
Harakat Huquq) is undeniabfelrarisrole in Iraq slightly decreased after the 2019 nationwide
protests and the assassination of General Qasim Suleimani in 2020. Thesaiproactors

also lost a significant number of seats in the 2021 parliamentary elections (where Fatah, for
example, Ist about 31 seats). However, as of 2023, these parties are once again back on track,
strengthening their position inside and outside of the state structures, using political leverage
and involvement withithe PMF®. Other respondents marked political parties, namely Islamic
Da 6 wa % Madr OrganizationA s a 6 i b-Ha4 karakad Huqug, and ISCAs 6r adi c al
Islamic parties, where the majority of thdmlieve in thevilayet atfagih in one way or

a n o t%h I thé case of Haragat Huquqg, we can find posts mourning Ayatollan Khomeini,

and highlighting the internal political arrangement of Iran as a possible model for future

8 Interview 8A.

7 Interview14A.

80 As Al-Qarawee (2019 poi nted out 0Ot hedvahetweee the Malkiiwing, sthich mas grownh dlosen D a

to Ilran and its allies, and the Abad({Al-Qaiawmeg20lbwMorecabbouth as pur
Maliki connections to Iran for example in Fantap(623).

81 Interview &A.
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arrangements in Ira@ Hossein Moanes 202RbDespite the mentioned actors following the

Iranian ideology, they are building upon their economic independence, exploiting Iraqgi state
structures and access to financial flows, and controlling significant businesses and border
crossings. On the other iy other responses described ISCI (together withlika) as

closer to the conceptoiar j a ® iny WNalh af , despite Obeing infl
presence in Iran during the rule of the previous (8aud s ) 8f. Regadrding Iftidad, they

are the furthest frooma r | a decaugeahey are Iragis who have been affected by Iranian
influence and formed a party during the protests, one of whose goals was to end Iranian
hegemony over lIragi political decisionaking. AKSadr 6 s movement ds appr
Iranian influence is mucmore complicated but rather far from the Iranian influence than other

mentioned political actors (except Imtidad).

9.1.3.Approach towards independent PMF

Answering the researcdub-question about the position on the concept that PMF should operate
independently andh parallel to the Iragi army and police, one of the respondents noted:

6l sl amic Dadwa P-BMFt partiesl BkaA ssa 0w ibt-Haghghd Badr
Organization as threat when aMaliki is afraid that prePMF parties will destroy his political
gains, which are rooted in the 2021 parl i ame
the influence of those parties and contred PMF on th@& own. In electoral circuits, where
acandi date of the 1 sl amic DaRBJWactodliketthe alwas a
Fatah coalition or Harakat Huqug)wenn d v i 8e WVhus,adét hese rel ati o
conflicts between those two sides, in whictvelliki sees PMF not as an ideological force but

some force that should be kept under % he rul
So,thel sl ami ¢ Dadwa Party would support % he PMF
More particularly, d eaked audio file from &helrgdledf0 23 |
coward® according to the leader ¢fiel s | a mi ¢ D AldunvaMakka (AltKhafaji

2024 Among the answers, it was also said that
that they can use for thgiurpose®. Al-Hikma, t he | SCI, and the 1 sl am

interested in dissolving the PMF, even though they know that their strength and continued hold

82 |nterview 7A.
83 |nterview 8A.
84 Interview 8A.
85 Interview 8A.
86 Interview 11A.
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on power today depend on the existence of these factions as a balance against the populist line
that rejects Iranian hegemony. On the other hand, Badr OrganizAt®rg 6 i b-Ha#y h | al
Harakat Huqugq, and | SCI 6do not believe in t
the bodyguard of the entir e ¥slythetcasenof E5@GIdts t hey
leader Humam aHamudi wasfor example highlighting the role of PMF not only during the

war against ISIS but also in the p#StS Irad®. Mugtada aiSadr has different calculations

about PMF and is trying to dissolve PMF and distribute its fighters among other security
agencies in Irag. He is also counting on the fact that if PMBImm@ed somehow, other parties

(who are now opponents of&hdr) would not be able to remobilize their forces. On the other
hand, if atSadr demobilizeSaraya alSalam, he can still mobilize his people within hours. So,
dissolvingtheP MF 6woul d gi ve %hHowever, Mugsadaakhdr asoiltatasy e 6
between being a supporter and an opponent of this issue. As for the Imtidad Party, they are
against these factions, although not explicitly. According to Iragi public opinion in 2021 on
democracy and governance,%q9Dagher, Kaltenthaler 202bjf thelragi populationbelieved

that armed groups outside of state control have either much more or slightly more control of
Iragi politics than the stat®

9.1.4.Approach toward possible normalization of relations with Israel

In terms of the possible normalization of ties with Israel, all traditional parties oppose this
process. More deeply 6it is more a communit)
where O0the majority of the adegreeunooneygantale pr es
about the normaliz8pbrorntef 0tbésl wWythgaisnsael
principles of the parties or because they want to avoid being treated as an enemy by the people

in general , espe &iOaMWMdy2s, 2022 the Iradi paniasnens unanimoualy s 6
passed the 6Criminalising Normalisation and
Lawb, criminalizing any f or m (A Jazeerao2028fhei z at i O

bill had been submitted by Muqtada3#dr one month earlier. In April 2023, the Sadrists
protested, accusing PM Sudani &@F of being part of the Summit for Democracy (organized

87 Interview 8A.

88 Interview 8A.

89 Expert survey answer.

%0 Where the percentage $fh is i& laighest among tf& h is @2%), followed by Sunnis (58 %) and Kurds (44 %) (Dagher,
Kaltenthaler 2021).

91 Expert survey answer.

92 Expert survey answer.

94



by the US), together with the Israeli PM Benjamin NetanyZh®ne of the answers claimed

that oO6even if they are against it, %“Smneey cann
the outbreak of the IsragHamas war o®ctober7,2023, these trends have deeply intensified.

The prolranian Iragiparamilitariesunder the umbrella of Islamic Resistance in Yrdtpve

begun to launch drone and missile attacks against Israel, presenting the active approach of their
foreign policy. On the contrary, the Sadrist Movendeattion has not crossed the border out

of Iraq, organizing mass demonstrations and reinforcing strondsaai rhetoric. Yet, they

remained the dominant political force that condemned the Israeli actions towards the Gaza
Strip, while other political actors such as Fatah coalition parties also rhetorically opposed
Israel, empowered by its geopolitical connections to Iran. On their official media, Sadiqun
strongly condemned Owhat t he Ziniannpeaple bye nt i t
committing cimes of murder and destruction, which represents the cafieedi oni st 0 s
recklessness and undermining of the innocent blood and their negligence of humanity and
sanctity of t he (Bddiqua dfficial média RG23Betls, prelraniaa Inagi) 6

political actors and the Sadrist movement are competing over the dominance of-tbeahti

and antiWest narrative within the Iraqgi political scene. Finally, strong support for Hamas
activities against Israel came from NourMdliki, leader ofthé s | ami ¢ [DPaNowia Par t
al-Maliki 2023.

9.2.Sectarian-nationalist axis

9.2.1.Approach towards nationalism

Regarding the issue of the position towards Iraqi state territorial nationalism and using it as
amobilization tool, the Sadrist Movement and
parties. A case in point is the name change of the Sadrists in April 2024tdthidéatianalist
Movement. The name is meant to define itself against the parties witt8&Ehthat Muqgtada

al-Sadr sees as a ph@anian player, emphasizing his distinctiveness in supporting Iraqi
nationalism. AlHikma is perceived as more nationalist than the rest of the traditional political
actors. However, accordingtoonebbfé r espondents o6al l factions

nationstate, they just define it very differently and often corrode the state even while

9% When the US. invited Iraq and Israel, considering them as the only democratic countries in the region (Rudaw 2023).

% Interview 14A.

%0Or -Bughwama alslamiyahfiall r ag6, including Kat-HadgbahdzKat-Bhaliaha 8apnééed
(Malik, Knights 2023).
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employing nati®on®hi $thedios beur e d, ot her s n
parties do not believe in the concept of citizenship or the nation, but rather they believe in the
concept of the Islamic ummah. This issue varies from one party to another based on their
interestand the political %aAgfrtht imtidadParty, itgsonfawaum s t h
of the concept of Iraqi citizenship as it represents the popular Iragi sentiment that requires
nati onal bel onging to solve its crises. Il n o
build a state wheraw and justice prevail and that accommodates everyone, personal freedoms
must be protected as long as they do not infringe on the freedoms of others, and no party has
the right to set | imits or pr e(Xétdad2022g e d o ms
Additionall vy, they supported the idea of I r
formulate state policies, make decisions, or discriminate between Iragi citizens in rights and
duties on the r el Xgtdad282Dp Howeaver,catcarding o publia s i s 0
opinion poll done by IIACS in 2023, there is a declining number of Iragis who identify
themselves primarily as Iraqis, with a growing proportion leaning towards Islamic or sectarian
identities(IlIACS Research Group 2023)

9.2.2.Approach toward sectarian policy

Answering thesubquestion on the position towards sectarian policy and using sectarianism as

a mobilization tool, some of the respondents
its oOaudiencebo, which comes mainly ¢&rom th
interdependence between religion and sectarian policy both targeting a specific religious group
and distinguishing it from other ethnoreligious grotipsSSectarianism is a part of the

establishment of these parfikgand al so the oO6main product of t

they have nothing to sell to their follower
sectarianism i s di fferent. By sectarian p G
interpretations of religion, where Sunni s a
| sI'®m$ one of the respondents pointed out: 0
parties use sectarian religious feelings to

their votes even though the citizens themselves know the problems cgusedh e s &L par t i e

9 Expert survey answer.
97 Expert survey answer.
%8 |Interview 6A.

9 Interview 6A.

100 nterview 6A.

101 Expert survey answer.
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In this case, the transformation of the sectarian approach of the Sadrist Movement has to be
mentioned. During the Iraqgi civilwar (20060 08) 6t he Sadri st Movemet
one of the main sectarianactdfs over ti me t he y!%hverespecidicalljmor e ci
|l sl amic Dadwa Party and Asaa GaihbHpdaHamkasHaqug) Bad r
seem to rarely avoid using sectarian terms in their rhetoric, although they do so in a way that
does not provoke people from other sects. Firstly, in one of his Telegram posts, Hossein
Moanes highlights the position of Shiites inlraqtltni s post , Moanes 1S act
only Shiites sacrifice and not the othe(32legram Hossein MoaneéX¥246 poi nti ng C
Sunnis and Kurds and their lack of sacrifice on the Iragi issue. Secondly, in a leaked audio file
fromJuly203 | eader of the | s iMalikiatack&@e&onnis ladellngt vy NoO
the majority o(FacebdoleHuphates E§esNetiv@B22) Qnl thée contrary,

the Sadrist movement sometimes tries to show deep respect for other sects and religions in their
rhetoric. Imtidad has seldom used any sectarian terms within their political speeches,
Opromoting the necess.ilizeandpdnisheanyane who nsgs rdligiows t h
to sow divi si o(XImidad202%b)aFnially, scoocdingetd thed Iragi public

opinion in 2021 on democracy and governance, only 43 % of Iraqi people were willing to vote

for a party that represents a séblagher, Kaltenthaler 2021)The majority (51 %) of
respondents in public opinion reports believed that political sectarianism has once again
emerged, casting a formidable shadow over the political landscape illk&$ Research

Group 2023)

9.2.3.Approach towards willingness to create a crossectarian coalition

On the position towards sectarian policy in terms of willingness to createedept®n cross
sectarian coalition with Sunni and Kurdish p
namely AFHikma, Sadrists Movement, and Imtidad are willingiteate a prelection alliance

with Sunni and Kurdish parties. In the case eflddma, its policy is more open to the case of

KRG representatives such as PM Masrour Barzani or President Nechirvan Béraamnar

al-Hakim 2023h X Ammar alHakim 202%). As for the Sadrists, (
principles are mentioned in most of their rhetoric, they seem to be more open to allying with

nonlslamic parties. For instance, they allied with the Iragi Communist Party as well as the

102 jke in the case of the most rouge elements of JaM called Death squads during ttidtubiberd2007). More about the
JaM sectarian agendy in Dod(g912).
103 Interview 8A.
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Civil Democr at i ¥ InC2021) Mugtada abadri praised thd @éd to form

anati onal maj ority government, stating that
there is no room foviolation, regardless of whoever it may be. There will be no return to
sectarian fighting or WNRG 12@21) clre the pasklecttom e | a w
negotiations, he formed a cressctarian national majority alliance with the KDP and
Tagaddum. The idea was preserved even after his withdrawal from the Iragi parliament in June
2022, representing a form of alliance between the &utite Sunis, and the rulingSCF.

However, with the continuous pressure from 8@Ftowards KRG, especially KO, and

the unresolved issue of t he post u-seetarianf t he
cooperation is highly at risk. On the other
have always allied with parties whose political identities arelaino their own political

i den®i tAys6 for I mtidad, d6éalthough all of its
far more open to allying with the parties that do not adopt the political Islamic identity. They
have not allied wi¥hntidacdhdid, howseleg foimca pgdectiony y et
coalition with the Kurdish Pad&ty O6New Gener a

9.3.Semiconclusiont®®

Thissectonbr i ngs a new comprehensive analysis of
whose actions in the political field are motivated by their ideological anchorage, often shaped

by internal and external event s forcdontheldagiaqgi S
political scene, where the role of Iran has a significant external influence that impacts the
decisions of some of these parties concerning their domestic and foreign activities. In
particular, these actors such as the Badr Organizatisna 6 i bHaé &ndd Hamakat Huquq,

are the closest in their affiliation with th
These political actors are followed by more

or ISCI, which also have historicaés with Iran. AlHikma and the Sadrist Movement then

104 |nterview 8A.

105 For example, on FebruaBl, 2024, the Iraqi Federal Supreme Court (IFSC) decided to transfer the obligation of salary
payments of KRG employees to the central government in Baghdad and increased its upper hand over leftovers of KRG local
institutions and employees, paralysing the d{sin government. The decision came almost one year after the Iraqgi central
government to halt KRG oil export to Turkey based on the arbitration ruling from the International Chamber of Commerce
(Salih2024).

106 |nterview 11A.

107 Expert survey answer.

108\Which is no longer active at the time of writifigterview 14).

109This chapter is based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2024): Islamic and sectarian or secular and nationalist? New
classification of Ilraqi Shi éa political actors based on i d:¢
10.108013530194.2024.2373066.
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have a specific position wi t himtidad aishttee ndwesa q i S
politically relevant actor tends to be more towards secular and nationalistic p@eadsigure
no. 3)

Within the domestic context, there is no clear boundary between lIraqgi political and
religious | eaders, as all of the | arge main
The partiesd6 positions towar dsreussd lalamaar e s h
amobilization tool. Their positions owilayet alfagih are more strongly held but are not
relevant to any important decisions. Groups that do not sugfayret atfagih for instance are
still willing to work closely with Iran when isuits their interests. The ideological anchorage
of the main Ilraqi Shi éa political actors is
possibly lead to gaining more power or leverage, where all of these (except Imtidad) are already
well known estblished in the Iraqi political system, so they know how to play the power
politics game. Further, within the environment of various ettondfessional groups of the
population, sectarian rhetoric became a tool for the epfibcal mobilization of masseto
support individual Iraqi political actors to gain or consolidate power and pursue their interests
within the post2003 periodAl-Ali 2014) This research also confirms that parties that tend to
be more Islamic also have a higher tendency to be sectarian, from the perspectives of the
political experts. However, the reality on the ground goes far beyond this simplistic dichotomy.

For examplethere are signs of pragmatic cooperation between the menttheipdliacal

actors with their Sunni countemp® on the provincial level during the paséection
negotiations aftermath of the Iraqi provincial elections held in December 2023. However, the
voices of the Iraqgi citizens are not fully represented, especially after the failGré édedl a
Tishreen protests from 2019 until 2020, which have called for more nationalistic and secular
policies, later promoted by Imtidad.

In conclusion, thissectionpr ovi des a new and unique «cl ¢
political parties; however, there are many other reseaublguestions worth exploring. One
area of interest, for example, would be to e
to build a coalition with Iragi Sunni and Kurdish political actors who together shape the local
political environment. It ishten important to map the relationships between the different actors
to find certain patterns and thus conttiéto clarifying the very dynamic and complicated Iraqi

political scene.
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10. Perspective ofGeography

Al t hough I raqés DIBs are referenced in the
The constitution merely refers tgirkuk and other disputed arggBartu 2010), a phrase that
is dunhelpfully vague on both the current boundaries of the Kurdistan region and which areas
outside it are under disp@téane 2011, p. 7). The DIBs are contested between the KRG,
which exercises a degrees#ifrule, and the central government in Baghdad. These territories
span from the northwest to the southeast of Iraq, including areas from Sinjar to Khanagin. Some
authors, particularly those reflecting stronger Kurdish nationalist perspectives, extend the
definition of DIBs to include areas such as Mdn(Bartu 2020 for example see Map no).1
To analytically frame the issue, it is essential to begin with the tundistan which
traditionally refers to a broader transnational region extending from the Taurus Mountains in
the west to the Iranian highlands in the east, and from Mount Ararat in the north to the
Mesopotamian plains in the south (Bengio 2012). However, thigrag®n is highly
contentious. Kurds themselves often divide the region into four parts: Northern Kurdistan or
Bakur(Turkey), Sothern Kurdistan oBashur(lraq), Eastern Kurdistan &ojhelat(Iran), and
Western Kurdistan oRojava(Syria). In contrast, central governments refer to these regions
using statecentric terminology: southeastern Turkey, northern Irag, and northern/eastern Syria
(Bengio 2012). Geographically, the KRI is landlocked and traversed by mountain ranges that
historically served as both sanctuary and divider within the tribal andbelsed Kurdish
society.As a regional authority, the KRG has its own parliamenhistries, judiciary, and
presidency, governing the four Kurdish provinces of Duhok, Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and Halabja.
Territorial control within the KRI is effectively partitioned: the KDP dominates Duhok and
Erbil governorates while the PUK governs Sulaymaniyah and Halapjavinces!:.
Understanding the governance of DIBs requires recognizing the coexjstarnteoften
confrontation of two overlapping legislative authorities: the Gol and the KRG. These operate
with distinct conceptions of territory and governance, especially visible in the functioning and
composition of DIBsd& Provincial Council s.
The governance of the DIBs should thus be interpreted not simply through the binary
of Gol vs. KRG authority, but through a broader framework that includes divergent historical
trajectories, demographic patterns, geopolitical alignments, and localizedtcahtvariables.

The DIBs themselves are highly heterogeneous in terms of local governance structures and

111 Here the terndgovernoratéanddrovincedis perceived as the same administrative unit.
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demographic compositions, comprising a patchwork of etkBhgious majorities and
minorities. These features lie at the heart of the longstanding Baghdad dispute, with the
city and province of Kirkuk standing as the symbolic and strategic epicAst&kelton and
Ali Saleem (2019) notef-rom 2003 until the rise of the Islamic State in 2014, the federal and
Kurdish sides have sought to shape the loyalties of these communities, extending enhanced
services and economic benefits to suppodtdps 6). Following the failed Kurdish
independence referendum in September 2017, Kurdish territorial control in the DIBs receded
sharply,andthe Gpp r i mar i | y -dlignedaciogseassered authority over many of
these contested areas. This shift resulted in a fragmented and unstable political landscape,
aefined by micrepolitical contests over control and a resulting sense of despair among citizens
over the disintegration of coherent public auth@(ig8kelton, Ali Saleem 2019, p. 6).

Geographically, the DIBs are known for their fertile agricultural lands, particularly in
the southern parts of Kirkuk province, long contested between Arabs and Kurds. The terrain
gradually slopes southward, making it more suitable for cultivaBomescholarg Abdullah
Hussein 2023) consider it ébe breadbaskéof the country, where more than 40 % of country
wheat is producedin addition, Kirkuk is rich in hydrocarbonasil and gas were first discovered
there in 1927, ma r k oil mdustry (Reutets 20g4i). Since them, canfrol | r a g
over resource revenues has remained one of the most contentious issues between Erbil and
Baghdad. Initially, British forces seized control of oil production (Polk 2005), and in August
2024, British Petrolem re-established its presence in the area by signing multiple memoranda
of understanding to redevelop oil fields in Kirkukhe absence of effective governance has
allowed various nosstate and quastate actors to fill the vacuum, offering security,
empbyment, and basic services in exchange for local legitimacy and, often, ideological
alignment. This de facto governance by armed actors further erodes the authority of the central
state.

Security challenges persist. Parts of the DIBs still host remnants of ISIS sleeper cells
(Roy 2017), which exploit the security gap caused by the lack of coordination between Kurdish
peshmerga forces and the Iragi army. ISIS currently operates in thenrHduntain range
and the desert regions of Anbar, taking advantage of these ungoverned spaces. The PMF,
particularly its various brigades, control swathes of territory from Diyala to Sinjar. The turning
point came on Octobdr6, 2017, when ISF and PMF forces retook these areas following the
Kurdish referendum. These territories also serve as strategic corridors for Iranian proxies. Until
the collapse of the Syrian regime on 8 December 2024, the DIBs functioned as logistical
arteres linking Tehran with Beirut, facilitating coordination between the Islamic Revolutionary
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Guard Corps (IRGC) anbebaneseéHezbollah under the ideological umbrellavifayet at

fagih. The presence of the PKK, especially in Sinjar and Makhmour, further complicates
territorial governance. These actors not only control territory but often shape local governance,
social structures, and ideological education.

10.1.Researched Actors within the DIBs perspective

In the context of Irag's DIBs, the relevant actors in my research fall into several categories.
First, political actors include the two main Kurdish parttae KDP and the PUKalongside
the Iraqgi central government, which is itself divided between Sunni alliancesT@ggddum
a-Azmp and Shi 6a pdlsiltaimd a&l D@adnstdodemen(t e/.Ox.h,er Shii
politicalactorss uch as t he Badr OHggaHaiakatHugqugp AHikmaAs a6 i b
and the Islamic Supreme Council of Iréi¢Cl), are also affiliated with their respective
paramilitariesunder the PMF umbrella. These groups are not only key security actors but also
significant players in the local economy and governa8eeond, local clans and tribes form
another layer of governance, particularly among Sunni Arabs &-dubour, al-Obeid al-
Hadidi, al-Hamdanj al-Shammay and Kurds (e.g.Barzanj Talaban). Third, the ethne
religious minorities in DIBs include Christian€lfaldeans, Assyrians, Armenian¥ezidis,
Shabak |, Tur kmens, -MEakaéians Sabedn Bahg802 s, al on
religious authorities (Minority Rights Group International 20Aipally, the local majority
popul ation (depending on the spatial scal e
Sunni Arabs, Kurds, Yezidis, Christians, Shabaks, or Turkmens. Their inclusion is essential for
understanding prevailing attitudes aperceptions within each case stu@everal of these
communitiesd advocate f or s aswatfoomad pnaect®n agdb v er n
political recognition. For instance, Yazidis support provincial status for Sinjar, and Christians
seek a similar arrangement in the Nineveh Pldinet h ci ti ng the KRI 6s
framework. Demographic realities are often instrumentalized by external actors who claim
protective mandates over their ethmtigious kin, thereby justifying intervention and
influence.The i ssue of demographic dominance r es.!
census since 1987, conducted November20-21, 2024, which reopened debates over the
ethnesectarian balance in DIB areas (Rudaw 2024b). These demographic tensions will
continue to shape both the governance and the contested nature of these territories.

All these actors operate across multiple scales, from local to national. On each scale,

their power and representation vary, and these levels are interconnected and interdependent, as
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embedded in the theoretical framework of MLG. Even though Iraq is formally a federal state,
the central government 6s historical prefer
governance dynamicgee Map no. 5)Nevertheless, MLG processes still apply, as state
institutions often stratify vertically across scal&sthe regional level, the roles of Turkey and
Iran (and to a lesser extafingdom of Saudi Arabia) are crucial. The governance of DIBs is
increasingly regionalized, reflecting these actors' competing interests and power projections.
Various political actors in Iraq make strategic use of patronage networks to influence
local populations and consolidate power. Patronage is most commonly distributed through
public sector employment, particularly within ministries and provincial governsterctures,
and is often reinforced by political financing, influence, and, at times, coercion. This practice
is not confined to the dominant Kurdish partigee KDP and the PUKbut is also prevalent
within central g o v e r n cakfactions] amé $unni tldaliaodhctan S hii
structures. Over time, such patterns have become deeply embedded in the functioning of Iraqi
political life (Skelton Ali Saleem 2020)Iin their previous researclbkelton andili Saleem
(2019) introduce two conceptual frameworks that help interpret the dynamics of political
competition in Irag. The first, théolitical marketplacédescribes a system of transactional
politics, in which political loyalty is secured in exchange for material benefits such as jobs,
cortracts, and access to state resources. This system reinforces a hierarchy oflfatton
relationships and sustains elite dominance across different regions and institutions. The second
concept,dmoral populismj captures the use of exclusivist religious and ethmakonalist
rhetoric by political actors to simultaneously mobilize their constituencies and marginalize
rivals. Within the context of the DIBs, the political marketplace is particularly pronounced, as
competing actors seek to gain legitimacyd &erritorial control by extending benefits and

services to ethnically aligned or politically supportive populations.
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11. A few words about the Kurds

The Kurds represent one of the largest stateless ethnic groups in the world, numbering between
30 and 40 million people, primarily spread across Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria, with significant
diaspora communities in Europe, particularly in Germany, Sweded the Netherlands
(World Population Review 2025). Despite their shared linguistic and cultural heritage, the
Kurdish population is not homogeneous but marked by considerable regional, tribal, religious,
and political diversity (HaigMatras 2002).The majority of Kurds adhere to Sunni Islam,
predominantl y f ol | o yurisprgdentensee Majwa3j. Nevertheless h o o |
within the broader Kurdish community, there
as well as followers of heterodox beliefs such as Yarsanism (also known-adHallq or the

People of Truth). Additionally, prislamic religious traditions & persisted among some
Kurdish groups, notably Zoroastrianism and Yazidism (Syartaashem 2014).

The Yazidis, in particular, constitute a unique ethnoreligious group with a distinct
theological framework. Their complex identishaped by syncretic religious elements, oral
tradition,i s t he subject of significant academic
(2020), Al (2022), and Tezcg¢gr (2022) have
examining their classification as both a separate ethnoreligious communidycamiponent
of the broader Kurdish nation. This topic is explorethore detail in theubchapterl4.1.2.2.
EthnoReligious Affairqof Sinjar)

Linguistically, the Kurds speak several dialects of the Kurdish language, which belongs
to the Northwestern branch of the Iranian family within the larger-Ewaimpean language
tree. The primary dialects includ@rmaniji(predominant in Turkey and Syri&orani(central
Iraq and parts of IranBadini(northern Iraq), andazaki(southeastern Turkey). These dialects
are not always mutually intelligible, and their distribution corresponds closely to regional
identities, political affiliations, and educatial systems across the Kurdigbpulated
territories.

Historically, references to the Kurds date back to at least the third millennium BCE.
Two Sumerian inscriptions describe a region cdfladda-ka, possibly linked to early Kurdish
ancestors. Ancient Greek sources referred todaduchoid while Assyrian and Islamic
records also mention groups that can retrospectively be associated with the Kurds. One of the
earliest known Islamic mentions of the Kurds comes from a correspondence between Imam Al
bin Abi Talib and the governor of Basra (Bgm 2012). During the Ottoman and Safavid eras,

Kurdish tribes often enjoyed semutonomous status, managing their own local affairs while
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paying tribute to central authorities (McDowall 2004). However, the centralizing reforms of
the 19" century Ottoman Empire, particularly during the Tanzimat period, curtailed Kurdish
autonomy and triggered numerous revolts (Bruinessen 1992).

The 20th century marked a new phase in Kurdish political consciousness. The rise of
Turkish and Iranian nationalism posed existential threats to Kurdish tribal structures and
identity. This shift catalyzed movements for greater recognition, autonomynaodye cases,
independence. In Iraq, three distinct phases in Kurdish political development are identified by
Bengio (2012):

1. 19181946 A transitional phase characterized by tribal uprisings lacking centralized
leadership.

2. 19461961 The institutionalization of the Kurdish national cause through the
foundation of the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), led by Mullah Mustafa Barzani.

3. 1961 1968 The emergence of a fufledged Kurdish national movement, culminating

in armed struggle and negotiations with Baghdad.

The termKurdistan meaningd_and of the Kurd€first appeared in official usage during the
early 12" century under the Seljuk Turks, referring to a region extending from presgnt
Azerbaijan to Luristan (Fubad 1931 in Bengi
highly politicized and contested. While Kurdish groups often speaRBreater Kurdistan
divided intoBakur (Turkey),Bashur(lraq), Rojava(Syria), andRojhelat(Iran), the respective
central governments of these states categorically deny the existence of any unified or
autonomous Krdish homelandas referred previously).

The Kurdish population in Iraq is estimated to comprise betweéf a5d 20% of the
total population, according to the CIA World Factbook (2025). The most recent Iragi national
census, conducted in November 2024, placed the population of the KRI at over 6.37 million
(K24 2024). However, precise demographic figures remain politically sensitive and often
contestedToday, the Kurds remain a pivotal political and demographic force in Iraq. Their
experienceranging from periods of armed struggle and geno@dg, the Anfal campaign of
the 1980s) to the establishment of a functioning regional governpremides a critical case
for understanding subtate governance, identity politics, and ett@witorial conflict in the
Middle East.

10¢



Religious composition of Iraq

satlal il

Hanafi Sunni islam
Shafii Sunni Islam
Maliki Sunni lslam

Hanbali Sunni Islam
[ imami shia lslom
[ |eastem christianity
B v e:idism & Yarsanism

Bl scbianism

Source: Dr. Michoel |zodi, Athas of the islamic World and
Vicinity, Columbia university, 2004

Kurds & Turks
in Syria & Iraq

Maps no. 3 and 4: Ethnoreligious composition in Iraqglgadi 2006,Historical Maps from
Around the Worldracebook 2024
107



12. Arabi Kurdish Division

Or'he Kurd has been coming down from the mountains, especially since he has given increased
attention to agriculture ... He is taking possession of the arable land @kdidising certain

towns ... For centuries, too, the Arab has been advancing, settling along the river banks,
cultivating the land, founding cities and tradig@artu 2010, p. 1329)

The longterm disputes between Arabs and Kurds are partly institutionalized in the relationship
between the Gol and the KRG. These are often marked by persistent disagreements on key
issues, such as the independent export of Kurdish oil and gas, thehkshdrie of the federal
budget, the status and funding of the Peshmerga forces, cooperation between Kurdish and Iraqi
security forces, and the ongoing dispute over the status of the DIBs. A detailed framework for
understanding the ErbBaghdad relationshifs provided in my earlier workGeopolitics of

Iragi Kurdistan: A Role of External and Internal Actors in the Kurdish I§Soenmer 2021).
Throughout the examined period, the dynamics ofi &BIG relations have significantly
influenced the strategies and public postures of both governments. Importantly, both dominant
Kurdish partiesKkDP and PUK compete for influence in negotiations with Baghdad and often
differ in their approaches.

At the political |l evel, both parties have
coalition, the SCF. However, the relationship between the KDP and SCF has been historically
turbulent. Following the 2021 Iraqi parliamentary elections, the KDP allitdMohammed
al-Halbusi and Muqtada8adr to form a majority gover nme
preference for a consensbased system. The political rivalry escalated on the ground,
culminating in Sadrist protests and armed confrontations, ardweally their withdrawal from
parliament in June 2022. As a consequence, beHakusi and the KDP were politically
marginalized for their alignment with-8ladr.In the aftermath, the KDP gradually repaired its
relationship with the SCF, primarily through engagement thiéhPMMohammedS h 6 6 a |
Sudani. By May 2024, the KDP had also begun normalizing its relations with Iran, particularly

under the new president, Masoud Pezeshkian.

13. Balance of Power Between Erbil and Baghdad

A recurring challenge in resolving disputes between Baghdad and Erbil lies in mutual
misunderstanding and unwillingness to compromise. As one local expert@ldiitier Erbil
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nor Baghdad understands the situation in disputed areas. The way you rule Bagbwalad
cannot rule Kirkuk, and the way you rule Etfilou cannot rul e Kid& kuk.
(Interview3B). Both centers of power compete for dominance within the DIBs and show little
inclination to negotiate or share power. The greater the dominance one actor achieves in these
areas, the less incentive it has to compromise. This competition fosters a clirmetecath
actor aims to entrench its own authority and resist redistribution of territorial control,
thereby complicating discussions on powbkaring or decentralization withthe DIBs.

On October27, 2022, a new lIraqi cabinet was formed and approved by 253 of 329
members of parliament (Al Monitor 2082 This development marked the end of a yleag
political stalemate following the 2021 elections and raised expectations among Kurdish
political actors, particularly within the KRG, for a potential resolution to the-&agding
Erbili Baghdad disputesiopes centered on progress regarding independent oil exports and the
KRG6s share of t helnifiaydSadam pursied cogceiatory fappnoact? 0 2 3 .
signalingawillingness to address key Kurdish grievances. He also launched a public relations
campaign to portray himself as a reformist capable of rescuing Irag from deep economic and
political crises. However, as his position consolidated, his approach shiftechégutiation
to maintaining the status quo, particularly regarding contentious issues with the KRG (based
on interviews with political experts in Erbil, NovembBecember 2022\While Sudani has
since remained largekilent on unresolved questions about oil exports and the federal budget,
prol rani an factions within the SCF have wor ke:q
that of the KDP. These actors have soughtto curBiiies a mbi t i ons, vi ewi ng
stance toward the Kurds as contrary to their own interests. As such, internal coalition dynamics
within the SCF often act as a constraint on progress, further complicating already fragile
relations between Erbil ancaBhdad.

13.1.The Position of Baghdad

A temporary agreement was signed between Erbil and Baghdad to restart northern oil exports

to Turkey, and it had been under negotiation since April 4, 2023. The deal focused on the
transfer of 4000 barrels per day (bpd) of oil from the KRI to Turkey via the State
Organization for Marketing of Oil (SOMO). This development followed the Rmsed

I nternati onal Court of Arbitration's rul i no
independent oil expts to Turkey illegal (Reuters 2023a; 2023b). However,apeement

remains unimplemented, primarily because the KRG did not receive its offigsdl%2share
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of the federal budget, which was conditional upon routing oil sales through SOMO.
Simultaneously, the proposed thwesar Iragi federal budget (2023025) reignited tensions
between Erbil and Baghdad. On May 25, 2023, the Iraqi parliamentary financial committee
amended Articles 13 and 14, which pertain specifically to the KRI. Thesedameats were
strongly rejected by the KRG. They included:

T Assigning SOMO full responsibility for marketing Kurdish oil;

1 Reducing the time available for the KRG to repay its debts to the Trade Bank of Iraq

from seven years to five;
T Establishing a dedicated KRG revenue account at the Central Bank of Iraq;
T Authorizing the Iragi Finance Minister to determine whether the KRG Prime Minister
can make withdrawals from this account (Rudaw 2023d).

Furthermore, Baghdad insisted that the KRG sendd®00bpd, along with all other regional
revenues. The most hardline positions on this issue were taken-bypmian factions within
t he SCF, i ncl tHdgandd&atalsHezbolldh, afomglwithahleir political affiliates
Sadiqun and Harakat-8lugoog. Nevertheless, other prominent actors, sutiedsrmerPM
Nouri akMaliki and Badr Organization leader Hadi/Aainiri, have expressed more moderate
views and seem willing to negotiate a solutiotivthe KRG. Still, the political weakening of
the Kurdish government has largely benefited these grtug624, a MoU between BP and
l ragés NOC | aid the groundwork for increase:(
DIBs. This agreement, further developed in early 2025, indicates that Baghdad is entrenching
its influence in the DIBssecuring both presence and protaghdadés positi or
unchanged: when it holds power, it is unwilling to share it, especially with Kurdish actors such
as tle KDP. However, by leveraging its relationship with the PUK, Baghdad can advance its
own agenda while maintaining an appearance of inclusivity, inviting select Kurdish figures to

participate in local governance.

13.2.The Position of Erbil

Initially, the PMMohammedS h 6 6-@udlani was generally received positively by the KRG.
However, over time, expectations for progress on key disputes remained unmet, and the
relationship between Erbil and Baghdad began to deteridriagepositions of both the KDP

and PUK in Baghdad are shaped by their respective political visions. While the PUK sees its
core territory particularly Sulaymaniyah provinceas an integral part of Iraq, the KDP
promotes a more assertive stance, advocating for a united som@ous Kurdistan. This

11C



vision also serves to centralize KDP influence, often at the expense of the PUK, even in regions
under PUK administration such as Sulaymaniyah and Kirkigo, the KDP here strongly
promotes the narrativéiKurdistan is wherever the Kurds dralso highlighting the role of the
demograplt composition(see Map no. 4)using it as an excuse to penetrate and control
specific territories, similarly to the strategy which the neighboringstates (mainly Turkey
and Iran) often use. Also, the delimitation of Kiitirders and the DIBs often differs between
the KDP (in this regard often use the tool of Kurdish nationalism) and the PUK (psiiteive
Kurdish parts more as an integral part of federal Ir@gpnsequently, the PUK has forged
stronger ties with the SCF, in part due to their mutual relationship with Iran.

Meanwhile, for the KDP, a top priority remains resolving the issue of independent oll
and gas exports from the KRileemeddinconstitutiona by the IFSC in February 2022
(Reuters 2022). The issue was revived by Finance Minister Taif Sami, who used the IFSC
decision to halt budget negotiations, casting doubt on the legality of foreign contracts with oil
companies operating in the KRI (Intervi®4B). In early 2023, the dialogue between the KRG
and Baghdad continued, including a highel visit by a KRG de&lgation led by PM Masrour
Barzani to Baghdad on January 11, 2023. The agenda included security cooperation, energy
ties, and unresolved bilateral disputes. However, no tangible solutions were reached during this
meeting (Al Monitor 2023), and the IFSC ngj of January 25, 2023, further strained relations.
With regard to the DIBs, since Octobes, 2017, the KDP hadabelledKirkuk as@ccupied
territory 6maintaining a longerm goal to regain control over the city and its nearby oilfields
(as elaboratednithe chapter 5.12.Latest Development$. As one KDP official statedirhose
areas are Kurdish. Many people that live there are Kurdish too. One of the new documents in
every election from 2005 (also 2009, 2014, 2018, 2021) until now shows that Kurdish parties
won the most votes in those cities. And there are so many pressurkurds in these
territories. There is much historical evidence that proves that those territories are Kardish.
(Interview 6B). The Erbil Baghdad approach to the DIBs remains oheeoo-sum politics,
governed by the principle thahothing is agreed until everything is agréeloth sides

perceive concessions as weaknesses, perpetuating a climate of distrust and political gridlock.
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14. Results

14.1. Answering the secondresearch question

This part of the thesis aims to answergheondesearch questiohVhatare the main patterns
of territorial governance arrangements in the selected case studlies the DIB# divided

into Sinjar, Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk and Khanagin (and Khznrmatqg Makhmour) sections.

14111 raqds DI Bs

This research focuses primarily on four case studies within Irag's DIBs: Sinjar, the Ninewa
Plains, Kirkuk, and Khanagin. These areas are administratively defined by districts or
subdistricts and are characterized by the complexity of their internal goverprocesses,
often intertwined with external actors and dynamidse DIBs are considered to include the
following districts and subdistric{&ane 2011)
T Nineveh: Sinjar, Tal Afar, Tilkaef, Sheikhan, Hamdaniya, Makhm(istricts)
o Qahtaniya, Bashigagbdistrits)
1 Kirkuk: Hawija, Daquq, Dibis, KirkuKdistricts)
1 Salah atDin: Tuz Khurmatd(district)
o Markaz Tuz, Sulayman Beg, Ame(tiubdistri¢s)
1 Diyala: Kifri, Khanagin (districts)
o Mandali(subdistricjy

Additionally, this study includes marginal consideration of the Makhmour and Tuz Khurmato
districts both also falling under Iraq's DIBss well as subdistricts within Salah-@ih
Province, such as Markez Tuz, Sulayman Beg, and Amerli (Kane 2011).

The primary research question investigéestorial governancarrangemerstin these
four key case studies arater focuses oithe main conditions and factors contributing to
stability or instability in these areaBinally, it answers ithe specific governance structures
and relationships between actors contribute to local conflict resolution and gradual
stabilization, or do they reinforce conditions of conflict and fragmentaianh case study
represents a distinct demographic composition, which is treated as a major contextual factor
shaping the governance mechanisms. These areas are populated predominantly-by ethno
cultural groups represented through religious and politicatutisns, as outlined earlier in the

text. In this context, Fontana (2017) is particularly relevant, as he not only exadtiees
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contextual factors leading to the adoption of specific cultural provisions in a political
settlemengbut also analyzedhe relationship between cultural reforms and sustainable-peace
building in conflictaffected societigsFontana 2017, cited in Fontana et al. 2019a, p. 358).
Geographically, all selected territories are administratively defined and span parts of the
Nineveh, Erbil, Salah &Din, Kirkuk, Diyala, and Wasit provinces. Collectively, they cover
approximately 4@ 0 0 k m] ( A b d u 38),lwihiproxinityste tieei Iraniar2 ah® Syrian
borders. This strategic location enhances their geopolitical importance, especially for regional
actors such as Turkey and Iran.

Regarding this issue, Blume et al. (2022) further develop the concept of territorio as
@he appropriation of space in pursuit of political projé@tkalvorsen 2018, cited in Blume et
al. 2022, p. 785). They argue th@ultiple territorial projects may conflict, overlap, and
entangle, as both the idea and the practice of territory function to challenge hegemonic concepts
of state power as well as toirescribe ib(Blume et al. 2022, p. 3T.his research is primarily
oriented toward internal governanceopesses within the selected case studies, rather than
examining the interconnections between them. However, it recognizes the broader framework

within which these local events unfold and interact.
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14.1.2.Sinjar Territorial Governance 1314

14.1.2.1Background and Administration

Sinjar is located within Nineveh Governorate, east of the city of Mosul, and serves as a strategic
nexus connecting Iraq, Syria, Turkey, and Iran. Its proximity to the Duhok province
astronghold of the KDHurther enhances its geostrategic importance, particularly for Turkey.
The current governor of Nineveh is Abdul QadefrDad k he el . Sinjards
predominantly composed of Yazidis, particularly in the areas of Sheikhan and Sinjar, alongside
SunniAmbs, Sunni Kurds, AsArgbs.i an Christians,
Prior to the expansion of ISIS in Iraq, the Yazidi population numbered approximately
500.000. Following the Islamic State's territorial gains across Iraq and Syria, neadQ00
Yazidis fled the country, 36000 became internally displaced, and approximately (280

112 Based orAziz, Wahah(2023.
113 Mainly composed of interviewsith the respondent 9B.
114 Since there was no field research within Sinjar, this chapter does not include the suliSeayitzé
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remain in internally displaced persons (IDP) camps. Additionally, aroid@® 3according to
some sources, ever0B0) Yazidis were killed near Mount Sinjar860 were kidnapped, and
about 3000 remain missing (Rudaw 2019). As of today, roughly.@®D Yazidis continue to
live in displacement (The New Arab 2024bje rise of ISIS fundamentally transformed the
local governance landscape in Sinjar, as was the case inpaitigrof theDIBs. However,
unlike other DIBswhich havessomehow returndio theirpre-ISIS structures, the situation in
Sinjar remains notably distinct.

The I SI'S offensive in August 2014 |l ed to
the sudden, unannounced withdrawal of KDP Peshmerga forces, leaving the local population
vulnerable and eventually leading to the Yazidi genocide. Since then, botlottendGthe
KRG have suffered significant credibility and trust deficits among the local population. The
absence of these powers created a vacuum that allowed the PKK and PMF to enter and liberate
the area from ISIS, later supported by U.S. airstrikes andwed Peshmerga involvement.

A humanitarian corridor was opened from Mount Sinjar to the Democratic Autonomous
Administration of North and East Syria (DAANES) and later to the KR, facilitating the escape
of many Yazidis.

The involvement of the PKK and PMF solidified their dominance in the area. By
controlling local resources and checkpoints, both groups entrenched their presence,
transforming Sinjar int@a corridor for moving weapons and fighters between their regional
hubs of operatiorigAli Saleem, Mansour 2024, p. 13). Like the KDP, the PMF and PKK also
established patronage networks, mainly through employment in the security sector. With
strategic command over the region, the PKK maintains logistical continuity from the Qandil
Mountains though KRI to Sinjar and further to DAANES. However, stringent control over
checkpoints has hindered importation processes, causing shortages in medical supplies and
food (Ali Saleem, Mansour 2024).

Despite the formal liberation from ISIS, Sinjar remains in a prolonged phase of post
ISIS reconstruction. Physical infrastructure is only partially rebuilt, and the central government
has shown little political will to invest. The region remains fragileerms of social cohesion,
with internal divisions among the Yazidi community, which is fragmented along allegiances to
the PKK, PMF, and KDP. The KDP leverages its geographic proximity to Sinjar by offering
economic incentives to eopt Yazidi religious éaders and community membeSsnjar also
holds significance for the PMF as it lies along the axis offhe i 6 a &stretckirg &amt
Tehran to Damascualthough this axis was disrupted with the collapse of the Assad regime
on December 8, 2024. Furthermore, the PMF views Sinjar (as well as other DIBs) as a buffer
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zone against Kurdish nationalism promoted by the KDP. ThelStperiod has also seen
the introduction of reconciliation programs aimed at fostering communal harmony within the

district.
14.1.2.2 EthnoReligious Affairs

Understanding the religious structure and internal dynamics of the Yazidi comptheity
primary ethnereligious group residing in Sinjais essential to contextualizing the broader
sociopolitical processes in the region. Religious authority in Sinjar is deeply intertwined with
political power and conflict, reflecting broader patterns of alignment and division among
regional actorsThe majority of Yazidis identify as a distinct ethraligious group, while
aminority consider themselves ethnically Kutdi\ithough Yazidis speak Kurmaniji, one of
the two primary Kurdish dialects, most of them view Yazidisndoash a distinct ethnic and
cultural identity and do not identify themselves as Ka(d@srkuk Now 2024c). The Yazidi
religious hierarchy is organized under the Yazidi Spiritual Council, led by the Mir (prince of
the Yazidis), t he Baba Sheikh (the communit
Shei kh, and t he urctik dadidismfis daeplyeconservatieer cendered an the
veneraion of Melek Taus (the Peacock Angel), the central figure of their cosmology.

Geographically, Sinjar is divided into two religious spheres, each aligned with different
political actors. Yazidis in Shingal tend t
Sheikhan are closer to the KDP. This schism is further mirrored in thedbagustructure of
the Yazidi communityFollowing the death of Mir Tahsin Beg, the Yazidi spiritual leader, in
January 2019, the Yazidi Supreme Spiritual Council selected his son, Mir Hazim Tahsin Beg,
as his successor to lead the Yazidis in Iraq andagbrdowever, his appointment sparked
internal controversy. Some religious author
compromi sed due to his fatherds marriage t
hereditary Il i ne. C o n goergcogairet his yleadership eand Yn8dad r e f
appointed their own religious leader, Mir Naif Dawud Sulaiman, who is based at the Yazidi
Shrine of Shibel Qasim (Rudaw 2019).

Respondents aligned with the KDP argue that this conflict ended in favor of Mir Hazim
Tahsin Beg, who is closely affiliated with the KDP and is based in Sheikhan. Nonetheless, his
authority is not universally recognized within Sinjar, where many perceiweak a KDP
proxy. This perception was particularly evident when Mir Hazim attempted to visit Sinjar to
consolidate his support among the local commumsiigh as during his visit on Octob2r,

2022 (Kirkuk Now 2022b)Further complicating the religiouaridscape, a third Yazidi leader,
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Saleem Najman Daud Beg, was appointed on AfjR024 in Baghdad. This appointment
resulted in three concurrent Yazidi leadership clabased in Sheikhan, Sinjar, and Baghdad
further fragmenting an already divided community. The Yazidis thus find themselves victims
not only of genocidal violence committed by Sunni Salafists, but also of continued political
instrumentalization and institutional neglect. Sinjar remains severetierdeveloped,
neglected by both the KRG and the Gol, with many areasistiihabitable due to the trauma

and destruction caused by the genocide (Kirkuk Now 2014¢. Gol and Prime Minister
Sudani are currently engaged in efforts to rebuild the village of Kocho, with support from
United States Agency for International DevelopmebtSAID) and the International
Organization for Migration (IOM). However, this projeicttended to resettle just 135 families

who were among the most severely affected by the genaudstitutes less than% of the
postwar reconstruction efforts needed in Sinjar. Economic hardship continues to compel many
Yazidis to join local security forces, often as a means of securing both income and protection
(Interview13B).

14.1.2.3 Territorial Governance and Key Actors P&17

Sinjar is currently administered by Mayor Sidou Khairy Ahmed, a former Yazidi activist
elected on July,2024 by the NPC. Alongside his appointment, mayors for six other districts
and thirteen subdistricts were named (The New Arab 2024b). Ahmed is perceived to be
aligned with the KDP and has committed to cooperating closely with the Gol. His primary
objective isto establish coordination among local forces, including the Iragi Army and local
police, in a region where no such cooperative mechanism dyresigts(Interview10B)
Sinjard6s Democratic Autonomous Assembly (
seeking greater autonomy within Iraq's state structures, is not recognized by the Gol or Nineveh
Governorate. The PKK maintains a substantial presence in the area, heaédwartiefount
Sinjar, through its local branch, Tafda (ICG 2022). The PKK is affiliated with the Sinjar
Resistance Units (YBk) and the Yezidxan Asay
areas, administratively under the PMhere is intermittentco per at i on bet ween
MXDKk . MXDk i1is funded from Mosul , whil e YBK
channel s. YBk maintains strong support among
recruited from within these communities. As of 202B,¥ had ap p.000 membeast el vy 5
of whom only 250 were under for mal PMF c¢comma
PMF include Foca Lalesh (Brigade 36), Foca 79, Hisms Murad) Foca@&eid Mehmud
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(comprising Shioda fighters), and the 80th Be
Units (YJk), with &00t5000 dghtereCoriversely battadion§sachc e o f
as Lalish, Kocho, and Arafitar e i ndependent of YBk and alig
According to one interviewee, since 2017/2018, the PKK r o u gdook ¥datkol of the
area and later created a new narrative and political opportunity to ask for autonomy,
positioning itself on the issue of the genoodideterview 8B . 't is worth noti:
have been affiliated with the PMF since their joint efforts to liberate the area in 2015 (Al Jazeera
2015). The PMF has also-opted local Arab tribes such as the Shamiimaerview 8B. The
PMF today is represented in Sinjar by powerful groups such aslKidezbollah, Asa'ib Ahl
al-Haq, Kata'ib Imam Ali, and Kata'ib Sayyid-@lh u h a d a . Sinjarbés geost
allows these factions to exert regional pressure on both the United States and Israel. For
example, onanuary29, 2024, factions operating under the umbrella of the Islamic Resistance
in Iraq launched a drone strike that killed three U.S. soldiers at Tower 22 near theShordan
border (AP News 2024).

In 2024, the Gol dissolved three political parties alleged to have ties with thePKK
(The New Arab 2024a). The role of the PKK, however, should be analyzed through-a trans
regional lens rather than confined to the Westphalian state framework. With its headquarters
in the Qandil Mountains in northern Iraq, the PKK maintains close ties$yiian counterpart,
the PYD, whose armed wing, the YPG, is a dominant actor along th&yrag border,
connecting PKK structures to DAANES. The PKK and PMF are often described -@saten
or hybrid actors becausthey do not conform to Westphalian notions of the state, in which
state power is confined largely to formal government institufighls Saleem, Mansour 2024,
p. 16).

Operating through informal authority structures and bolstered by its role in defeating
ISIS, the PKK has established institutions dominated by the local Yazidi populAfion (
Saleem, Mansour 2024). It has also constructed an extensive network of tunnels in Mount
Sinjar and across the border. These serve dual purposes: smuggling light arms to Syria and
protecting PKK personnel from Turkish airstrikgsterview 10B. The broader TurkisRPKK
conflict also impacts Sinjar, as Turkish bombings against PKK aBkyY t ar get s h ¢
intensified since 2020. Although peace talks commenced on Fel#8a2025 initiated by

115 These battalions are composed not only from the Yezidis, but also from Arabs and Turkmens.
116 Namely TheYazidi Freedom and Democracy Party, the Democratic Struggle Front Party, and the Kurdistan Society's
Freedom Party (Tavgari Azadiere dissolved on Auguit 2024 (The New Arab 2024a).
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Abdul |l ah ¥cal ands a p p,ebanmbardiments coRtikue, obsirusteng ma me
reconstruction efforts.

The Sharaf aDin Temple area is under the control of the Yezidi Protection Force
(HPg), aligned with the KRG Pes htaglar@gleshi ni st
and his HPg are officially on the payroll of
a proxy actor for the PUK. Even among the Qassim Shigsemephew of Hayder Shesho]

HPg and P MpRhereiaandodug BvBndi and they have a primarily symbolic presence
that is not contested in any way, thus the tacit agreement on their presence that crystallized
after October 2017 persist{Interview 10B. Qasim Shesh considered close to the KDP
and his Peshmergas are loyal to the presidency offices ofddBWever, neither Qassim nor
Haidar Shesho play any practical role in the administration of the district or control of
economically interesting checkpoir@ginterview 108. KDP influence inSinjar has been
greatly diminished since October 2017. WiiH&P has some actors on the ground, YBS/PMF
controls their activity. TheyKDP] don't have a strong administrative position and there is no
official KDP office or representation in the a@@nterview 8B. Since the December 2023
provincial elections, the PUHKeveraging its ties to Iran, PMF, and PKKas expanded its
footprint. The appointment of Dawood.&lndi as leader of Sinuni reflects this s{iifterview

72B)

Ahrar Sinjar has also played a role in the region. Connected to PMF structras, A
Sinjar has been involved in attacks against Turkish interests, such as the Zilkan base near
Bashiga. Arar Sinjaris often categorized asé a - a d @under theubppader umbrella of
PMF actors like Kata'ib Hezbollah, Asa'ib Ahhaq, or the Badr Organization. These entities
have consolidated economic influence by securing assets from the Gol and developing
patronage networks that ensure local loyalli Saleem, Marsur 2024). North of Sinjar,
smal l er i ndependent S h i, paaticularty ghbse Sunndl trib8sutiman i Ar
opposed ISIshave largely been eopted by PMF forces.

From a broader geopolitical perspective, three main axes are vying for dominance in
Sinjar: the alliance between PMF brigades an
and the Golods institutional "hivision tee Natiorapr e s e n
Security Service, and the Federal Police. Despite its weakened position, Baghdad continues to
view the KDP as a legitimate governing actor in Sinjar, as residents often travel to Duhok to
fulfill bureaucratic needs. Nevertheless,sn¥azidisin Sinjar identify more closely with the
PKK than with the KDPAs previ ously noted, the relation:
political actors is characterized by coexistence, punctuated by competition and, at times,
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confrontation. Armed clashes occurred between militia groups affiliated with the PKK and the
Iragi Army in 2019 and 20227(i Saleem, Mansour 2024). The PKK also opposes the KDP,
its longstanding Kurdish rival, due both to ideological differences and divergent relationships
with the Turkish state. Whiléhe PKK follows leftist, revolutionary principles and proposes
ademocratic confeder al political arrangement
and Syria, the KDP calls for a conservative ethationalist state independent of lég@li
Saleem, Mansour 2024, p. 13).

In an effort to counter PKK influence in Sinjar and Rojava, the KDP established the
Roj Peshmerga, affiliated with the Kurdish National Council (ENKS), itself linked to the KDP.
PKK presence is partly shielded by various PMF factions, which have fadilifstace
negotiations between the PKK and the Iraqgi Army following their clashes. PMF has also
integrated certain PKK groups into its ranks, providing them with salaries and administrative
cover @Ali Saleem, Mansour 2024). However, this is largely a pragreail alliance and does
not resemble the PKK/PYiDranian axis dynamic in Syria prior to the events of December 8,
2024. As one respondent notedyerybody thinks what is the best for him in its closest
operational spacg(Interview 73B.Geogr aphi cally, the PKK and Y
in Khanasor, Sinuni, and Mount Sinjar, while also exerting influence over local religious and
educational institutions such as the Red School. Additionally, the PKK is involved in service
provision, incluihg road maintenance and electricity distributidnterview 10B. Local
employment opportunities are primarily connected to the Gol, whereas security is

predominantly under the control of PMF forces located further south.

14.1.2.4 Sinjar Agreement 2020

In 2020, the Sinjar Agreement was signed between the KRG and the Gol. The agreement aimed
to facilitate reconciliation through measures in administration, security management, and
reconstruction. Administratively, it called for the joint appointm@ytErbil and Baghdgdf

an independent mayor for Sinjar. However, this appointment remains pending. In the domain
of security, the agreement stipulated the expulsion of allstate armed groups from the
district and the formation of a.800-strong local seaity force. A crucial, yet unrealized,
component remains the reestablishment of local police authority in the district. The agreement
also addressed the withdrawal of the PKK from Sinjar, recognizing its arrival during the

security vacuum created by thd3$3ncursion in 2014 (Marouf 2021).
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As of August2025, the agreement has not been effectively implemented. According to
one respondentifhe only development was the recruitment.60@ Sinjar Yazidis as local
armed police. The names of the new potential police officers were selected primarily from
among Yazidis living in KRI and partly from those now living in Sinjar. A list of these recruits
was sent to the federal Ministry of Ini@r, which approved their recruitment. After that, the
implementation completely stopped and these new potential recruits were not officially
accepted into the ranks of the police, nor did they receive any training or pay at agy time
(Interview63B). Froma security standpoint, the proposed forces were divided betws@h 1
recruits from KRI, approved bythe KDP,an@ D 0 fr om Sinjar, associ at
The ongoing complexity of the situation on the ground was elaborated by General Hazhar
Zangana, advisor to the KRG president on military and Peshmerga af#aiother security
issue is the Sinjar issue. In 2020, we had an agreement with Gol about solving the Shingal
[Sinjar]issue. In Shingal, we have PKK, PMF, Iraqi Army, small units of therfagja which
are outside of the city. According to the agreement the PKK and PMF should leave the area.
The local police should do the operation, their job on the Shingal. To provide the security there
in order to allow the Yezidis to return to those are&syou know, during fighting with Daesh
[ISIS], we [the KRG]received almost 2 million of refugees so the IDPs, Turkmen, Christians,
Yezidis, came to KRI, because it was much safer than in their areas. People from Mosul, Tikrit,
Diyala, especially Yazidand Christian. After the defeat of Daesh, many people returned to
their areas, but still, we have more than one million people from those areas. Some of them
refused to go to theinomes, like Shingal, some of them because of the PMF, or because of
ISIS6(Interview 5B.

14.1.2.5Conclusion: Territorial Governance in Sinjar

The case of Sinjar illustrates the complexities of territorial governance in-aguabtt, multr

actor environment shaped by overlapping etheligious, political, and geostrategic interests.
Unlike other parts of the DIBs, Sinjar has not returned poedSIS governance model but
remains fragmented and contested. The withdrawal of the Iragi Army and KDP Peshmerga in
2014, followed by the genocide of the Yazidis, irreversibly altered local perceptions of state
legitimacy.In the resulting power vacuumepn-state and hybrid actgreamely the PKK and

PMF, established deemoted control, combining military presence with patronage networks
and service provisiolisee Figure no. 5)Despite formal agreements like the 2020 Sinjar

Agreement, the lack of implementation reflects both political deadlock and entrenched interests
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on the ground. Governance in Sinjar today is characterized by parallel and often competing

structures, where informal authority and militarized patronage often substitute for formal state

institutions.Further complicating governance are the fragmented Yazidi religious leadership

and the ongoing strategic contest between the-KDiRey axis, the PKKPMF alliance, and

the Gol. Without a credible and inclusive administrative framewgrlunded in local

legitimacy and external coordinatioinjar is likely b remain a zone of geopolitical

contestation and humanitarian vulnerabiliys Ali Saleem and Mansour pointed ailhis

dynamic has significant consequences not only for those inside Sinjar but also for those far

away but connected to the conflict that spills over. These impacts and relationships can be

described

as refhéedamdggdbobluist 6bmemhédae sthout

external actors, such as tREKK and the PMF, compete for military, economic, politieald

ideological authoty in Sinjar. A n d

from

t he

0 i n s iaddviolenget spills

over across countries in the regidf@li Saleem, Mansour 2024, p. 6)

Sinjar governance: main actors after 2017
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14.1.3.Nineveh Plains Territorial Governance
14.1.3.1Background and Administration

The Nineveh Plains are located within Nineveh Governorate, northeast of the city of Mosul.
Nineveh is a predominantly Arab governorate, yet its population is deeply heterogeneous,
composed of Assyrian Syriac Christians (mainly Assyrians and Chaldeans pehé s
Aramai c) , Kur ds, Yazidis, Kakaobdi s, Shabaks,
Christian community is further divided into Chaldean Catholic, Syriac Orthodox, and Syriac
Catholic denominations. The area spans approximat@y0® k m] , drofromi ng ar
Hammam alAlil in the east to the Kurdisimajority town of Barada Rush and westward to

Farah, near Mosul Dam Lake (Ezzeddine, Pellise 2021).

The Nineveh Plains are contested by the Iraqgi Security Forces (ISF), the KRG, Assyrian
security forces, and minority brigades under the PMF, particularly those affiliated with the
Badr Organization. Administratively, the key districts are Hamdaniyah, [&eilkand Tel
Keif. These areas remain vulnerable due to the slowlStéStreconstruction process. In 2003,

Iraq had an estimated 1.5 million Christians; by 2016, only aroun@@0@emained (Kalian
2017). ISIS displaced more than two million people durts occupation of areas including
Qaragosh, Tal Asgaf, Tal Kayf, Bashiga, and Bartella for nearly 27 months (Knights, Kalian
2017).Further, therare about 350.000 Shabaks in Irag, mainly living in Bashiga, Bartella,
Hamdaniyah, & Keif and villages in the Ninewa Plaifisirkuk Now 2023).

Hi storically, t he Badat hi st Arabi zati on
displacing Kurds and Yazidis and replacing them with regime loyalists. After the fall of
Saddam Hussein in 2003, the area became part of the DIBs, shifting local control BRthe K
and PUK. Efforts by Kurdish actors to reverse Arabization once again disrupted local minority
populations. The emergence of ISIS deepened divisions and governance dysfunctions,
exacerbated by the enduring governance gap between Baghdad and Erbili(iezzeeltise
2021). Lacking oil wealth, the region has been neglected and left open to various external
armed actors.

Many Christian areas remain dominated by Paigned units involved in the fight
against I1SIS. However, repoft$ have detailed abuses by thgsaramilitaries including
human rights violations, blackmail, kidnappings, and the seizure of property belonging to

displaced Christians. This has led to secondary displacement, forcing returnees to settle in

117Such as Gadalla (2020) or Report by Persecution International Christian Concern (2021).
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informal structures or IDP camps. Around#0 of Duhokdés popul ation c
refugees. The area also remains unsafe due to widespread landmine contamination from the
ISIS conflict.

14.1.3.2 EthnoReligious Affairs

Ethnoreligious tensions remain a central factor in the governance of Nineveh Plains. Post
ISIS, divisions between Muslims and Aablu s | i ms , and between Sunni
intensified. Many Sunni Muslims are collectively blamed for ISIS atrocifigghout
differentiation of who cooperated and who did not with 1Sf&@ling further marginalization.
Meanwhi | e, the rise of PMF has empowered |
Shabaks and Turkmens, some of whom have been accused of seizing rétweaga
properties (Ezzeddine, Pellise 20ZIHhe Assyrian community itself is internally divided into

three subgroups: Chaldeans (Catholics), Syriacs (Catholics and Orthodox), and Eastern
Assyrians(Interview 14B. Despite shared historical and cultural roots, disagreements over
political identity persist. One interviewee identified as Chaldean religiously but Assyrian
nationally, reflecting the fluid and contested nature of local iderthgse identity divisions
combined with weak state institutions, sectarian dynamics, and limited reconstreatibmue

to obstruct social reconciliation and political cohesion in the Nineveh Plains.

14.1.33. Territorial Governance an#&keyActors Post2017

Following the liberation of Nineveh from ISIS, Governor AtheeNaijaifi was replaced by
Nawaf atAgoub. AFAg o u b , aligned with Shiéa political
entry into local governance structures. After the 2019 Mosul ferrytdisaghich killed 100
Iraqgis, he was succeeded by Mansour Murid. Baghdad responded by further centralizing
control over local institutions. Murid resigned after seven months and was replaced by Najm
al-Jubouri (Ezzeddine, Pellise 2021).

Among Christian political organizations, the Assyrian Democratic Moveient
remains prominent. It established the Nineveh Plain Protection Units (NPU), but its legitimacy
has eroded since 2003 due to quota laws enablingAssyrians to vote for Assyrian
representatives, and dissatisfaction among the local Christian poputiice provision

remains a challenge. Onespondenstated KRG is using the Gol resources. Even if some of

18 Established in 19704 tour 2025.
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the services are from Gol, they are selling like it would be theirs. And Babylon Movement is
using the same strategy as KDP. They are using Gol resources and they are selling it as their
resourced (Interview 14B. According to a QSN security coordinatdyineveh Plains are
underdeveloped and they lack infrastructure. Most villages lack even drinking water, not to
mention hospitals, clinics and schools are very few in number and municipal services-are non
existent. Most villages have no pavim@nterview 25B). Minorities such as the Shabak,
Tur kmen, Kakaodi s, and Christians are wunderrtr
17B).

Security is largely controlled by PMF minority brigades, many composed of local
recruits. As Knights and Kalian note, the Nineveh Plains becaipelyglot patchwork quilt
of security force§(Knights, Kalian 2017). One example is thé"3habak Brigade, Quwat
Sahl alNinewa (QSN), led by Waad Qado and affiliated with the Shabak Democratic
Assembly. It controls Bartella and key transport ro(fiasexample between Erbil and Mosul)
and is accused of arbitrary arrests and detenfidresShabak brigade maintains good relations
with the 50" Babylon Brigademainly composed afiortlocalShi 6 a Ar abs and Shi
(Assyrian Policy Institute 2018)As Intelligence Security Officer of the"®Brigade/1%'
Regiment oBabylon Brigadanade a omment towards the relations between the Q8%
are all on one principle and one heart. There is no difference between us. Here we are all
brothers. There are no problems betweeld{isterview24B). The leadeof Babylon Brigade
is Rayan aKildani. Babylon Brigades operating mainly in the Tel Keif area. Within the PMF
structures, both brigades are affiliated with Badr Organization which is under the command of
Hadi atAmiri. Both of its leaders (Qado and Kildani) are under US sanctions since 2019 (as
is previously mentioned OFAC 2019a)

The NPU, established in 2014 and supported by ti& anhd Gol, is institutionally
under PMF but functions independently (Knights, Kalian 2017). Since spring 2022, the NPU
has been integrated intbhe Babylon Brigade Ifiterview 27B). Existence of the Christian
paramilitariess then one of the main dispsteetween Rayan Kildani and t@ardinal Raphael
Louis Sako 1., patriarch of th€haldean Churchabout the existence of the Christian
paramilitaries According to Sakothe existence of thesparamilitariesis against the main
principles of the Christian religion. In the past, Sako stated that whoever wants to fight against
ISIS should join institutional forces like the Iragi army or Kurdish Peshmergas rather than PMF
paramilitaries (Kalian 2017 Interview 15B). He also publicly criticized Christian
paramilitaries statingthat G t bel ongs to the Shibda militia
them. ¢ [Kildani] is a politician trying to do whatever for himself and his group and the
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coalition. The quota is kidnged, and we are not representediy BabylonBrigade, because
they won the election021 parliamentary electionsjy t he voi ces of Shi ¢
Chaldeans and also Assyrians are not dealing with them. We refused that. And everybody
knows that we are not in their favor. Also, there are some Christian soldigrsimagi army.
We want to have national army and not sectarian. Mangs, | have said that if Christians
want to defend their country, it should be througk traqi army or Iraqi police, not the
militias. Because it belongs to the state and not to one politicalg@@mterview 158.

Parts of Hamdaniyah are under QSN influence. Some areas, such as &balme
used by unidentified armed groups to launch attacks on-&ddirolled zones. During the ISIS
conflict, several Christiaparamilitariesemerged, including Nineveh Plains ForcKsirdish
proxy group, aligned with the B&tahrain Democratic ParntyNineveh Plain Guards, and
Dwekh Nawshdin Syriac as fofbne who sacrificéonnected to Assyrian Democratic Party
(Kalian 2017 Knights, Kalian 2017). Bartella remains a contesdeglhh between QSN and
NPU, where accusations include arrests, assaults, and sexual abuse by QSN personnel.
Additionally, the NPU is accusing both of the previously mentionedraroan brigades (QSN
and Babylon Brigadg of managing demographic changes instteir controlled areas.
Regarding this issyethe Security Coordinator at QSN mentioned tidahe Christian
component is our brothers and through coexistence among us; They are a quiet minority,
a qualified component, serious about work, we have bégntiaem in the Nineveh Plain for
thousands of years. This is a model of coexistence, where we have strong relations and family
relations with them. Their areas are safe and the return is better for them, and we support them
because they have a history tinis regiond (Interview 25B. Regarding the question of
cooperation with the local political authorities, both respondents connected to QSN and
Babylon Brigadeeferred that they do not interfere in the political issues in the region, even
QSN referredhatthey deal as ésecurity agendy(Interview 25B.

The KDP and Badr Organization function as external power brokenmsientioned by
one of the respondendi looks like it's a dispute between Erbil and Baghdad. In reatiig
aresult of a dispute between KDP and especially the parties that are closead ianview
67B). Kurdish actors have maintained a strong presence in Nineveh since 2003. The U.S.
supported the KDP and also backed the Sunni Arab coalitibladbaa to countekl-Qaeda
in Iraq. After the 2009 elections, Atheelldujaifi established a rival administration to the KDP
in Nineveh (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2020h October 2016, aNujaifi decided to join PMF to
gain its funding and maledncentral govemmoepkeaving¢he at i o n -

12¢



doors open fothe post-ISIS period. To cement his presence wittiia PMF, he incorporated
his Sunniled Nineveh Guardsito the PMF structuregdaddad 2018).

Kurdish forces established early control via Christ@amdish militias and later through
Peshmerga and Zerevani forces, such as those stationed at Mar Mattai monastery. However,
following the PMF/ISF takeover of much of Nineveh, the KDP was pushed b&thetkhan
and northern borders near Tel Kayf. In terms of local governance, areas like Algosh and Mar
Mattai are officially under Gol control but remain under de facto KDP administr&adaylon
Brigade patrols the area between Tel Kayf and Mosul, functioning as a gatekeeper. QSN
dominates Hamdaniyah and is headquartered in Bartella. The NPU controls checkpoints in
eastern Christian towns such as Bakhdida and Bartella (Ezzeddine, Pellise 202Bal&tih
Brigade and QSN also exert influence over Qaragosh. These overlapping controls create
afragmented landscape of security and administrative procedures, where checkpoints are used
as instruments of local authority.

After t he KRGO s i ndependence referendum,
deepened. As one respondent not&he of the side effects of the referendum was that the
minorities are more fragmented and divided from inside and as they are divided to different
groups within the Shiéa militias. I n Al gosh,
they are from le same arga(Interview 3B). Minority representatior(Yazidi, Assyrian,
Christian and Shabakn national and regional bodies such as tlgilparliament and NPC
remains largely symbolic. This fragmentation hampers efforts to form a unified political bloc
and facilitates the coptation of individuals and groups by external actbozals view the
presence of armed groups through varied lenses. Initially seen as liberators, PMF brigades are
increasingly regarded as coercive actors. In contrast, Peshmerga forces face criticism for
withdrawing during ISIS advances, contributing to ladiatrust. Since 2017, perceptions of
the PMF have shiftedagatively due to their conduct in civilian areas (Ezzeddine, Pellise
2021).

14.1.34. Services

The provision of basic servicesuch as education, healthcare, and wadenains uneven and
heavily politicized. Service networks vary by geographic location and political alignment.
While some communities are integrated into KR@ systems, others rely on Baghdad.
Ezzeddine and Pellise (2021) describe situations wdséizens live in a town where security

is provided by, for example, KR@ffiliated groups, as in Sheikhan; work in a second town
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benefiting from empl oyment opportunities wi.
town closer to Mosul for benefits from the central governmdritese fragmented service
systems weaken state authority and reinforce sectoral divislomgver, as Christian Female
housewife from Bartell a di st ésforthe rddds, Beséea mo s
some roads being rehabilitated at the present time, but we need more road rehabilitation, and
frankly, the lack of services has caused the Christian component to emigrate significantly, and
the migration rate reaches 9, and some families are thinking of residing in the Kurdistan
region to provide all servicedInterview20B). As for the medicinél'he very basic medicines

are in the hospital, and the rest of the medicines and needs are forced by the wtizeyn

them from otside the hospital, and even the new doctors provide the service in a limitéd way
(Interview19B). Some of the respondents even define the level of servidesmaexistenbd
(Interview 16B). As for the administration process, the administrative ambiguity exsts:

most of our departments now, it is not only administrative ambiguity, a deadly routine and
boredom, following complex administrative procedures by employees, which causes
administrative ambiguity for all citizenBor example, the citizen gogsm room to room and

from window to window. Theyre giving arguments to citizemover the smallest and simplest
things.Sometimes, for me, | turn to the director of the department with a queatiais the

reason for this obstruction? Why did the administrative staff not explain to me the correct
methods and correct procedures thahbuldfollow to complete my transactiod@nterview

18B).

14.1.35. Conclusion: Territorial Governance in Nineveh Plains

The Nineveh Plains encapsulate the broader challenges e¢ mostf | i ct governanc
DIBs. Despite the defeat of ISIS, the region remains deeply fragmeptdiically,
administratively, and socially. The coexistence of overlapping security providers, ranging from

state forces to PM#Aligned minority paramilitariesand Kurdish actors, has resulted in
afractured and inconsistent governance strucf(see Figure no. 6 and 7)Security, rather

than being a neutral public good, has become a mechanism of control used by various actors to
entrench influence and secure political and economic glims fragmentation is mirrored in

the delivery of essential services, which remain uneven and often dependent on sectarian or
political affiliations. Many communities, particularly Christians, face continued

marginalization, inadequate infrastructure, amgreaucratic opacity. The administrative
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ambiguity, where areas fall under de jure Baghdad jurisdiction but de facto Kurdish or militia
control further blurs accountability and undermines institutional trust.
Ethnor el i gi ous di visions, exacerbated by
sectarian identities, have hindered reconciliation and allowed external actors to exploit internal
fractures. Christian and Assyrian communities, once demographicalificagt, have been
substantially reduced and internally divided, weakening their political leverage. The
widespread perception of PMF units as both protectors and coercive actors illustrates the
complexity of local sentiment and the absence of a singpgé@imate authorityUltimately,
governance in the Nineveh Plains is characterized by a patchwork of competing sovereignties,
unresolved disputes between Baghdad and Erbil, and the entrenchment of informal power
structures. Without comprehensive political settlements andsimelveconstruction strategies,
the region risks remaining in a protracted state of instability, exclusion, and contested

governance.

Nineveh Plains governance: main actors after 2017
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Source: Author

Figure no. 6: Nineveh Plains territorial governance: main actors after 2017.
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Territorial governance in Sinjar and Nineveh Plains

Governance sectors after 2017
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KDP
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Figure no.7: Sinjar and Nineveh Plains territorial governance: governance sectors after
2017.
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14.1.4 Kirkuk territorial governancé!®
14.1.4.1Background anédministrativé°

Kirkukisamulttet hni ¢ ci ty situat epdoducimgregions.Itis homé r a g 0 s
to Kurds, Arabs (mainly from thal-Jubouri,al-Obeidi, al-Hadid*?!, andal-Zubeidi tribes),

Turkmens, and Assyr@haldeans. Historically, Kirkuk has been a focal point of contention
between Kurdish and Iraqi authorities and has repeatedly been subjected to demographic
engineering (Syamand, Hashem 2014). As noted by Saeed (20d&)k is considered

adeeply divided city, with reinforced ethnic and national cleavages.

Among the disputed territories, Kirkuk enjoys a relatively improved political and
security environment since October 2017. The Gol has attempted to present a more competent
administration compared to that of the Kurdish authorities before 2017, aimiegqtorce
state legitimacy in the city. However, both the KRG and Gol approach governance through the
l ens of their respective capitals, -&hnici l anc
composition. The province, home to approximately 1.9 mnilliesidents (with Kirkuk city
alone accounting for nearly 1 milli&f), is predominantly inhabited by Sunni Arabs, alongside
significant populations dfurds, Turkmend?®, Chal dean Chri sti ans, an

Often described as a microcosmofidg Ki r kuk6s et hnic divers
the 1957 census, which recorded Iragi Turkmens as comprisi6 % of the population.
During Saddam Husseinbdés regime, the o0ty und
and 200000 Kurds and renaming Kirkuk tiramimbto commemorate the nationalization of
its oil fields in 1972. Arabs replaced the expelled Kurds, incentivized by state support
(Syamand, Hashem 2014). These historical policies also created enduring tensions over
agricultural land ownership between Aradnsd Kurds.Following 2003, and up until 2017,

Kirkuk, like other parts of the DIBs, such &8z Khurmatq Sinjar, and the Nineveh Plaijns
witnessed a period oKurdificationd The KDP and PUK reversed &dhist Arabization
through domination of the cityobés political,
with each other for local dominance. These parties also established dual security and

119This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sarfn(2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Iraq's disputed
internal borders. Tranggional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies,
DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412.

120|nterview3B.

121 Which settled in Kirkuk since 1920s. The second wave immigrated to Kirkuk as part of the Arabization policy (referred
locally as newcomeris wafidin) (Quesnay 2021).

122 Macrotrends 2025.

123The Turkmen minority inhabited several cities within the DIBs such as Tal Afar (Nineveh province), Tuz Khurmato (Salah
al-Din province), Kirkuk, Amerli (Diyala province) (ICG 2020).

124 Similarly to the Diyala province.
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governance hierarchies, employing their respective intelligence fdtaesstin for the KDP

and Zaniyari for the PUKcreating a complex and competitive security environmaigifview

29B). Business activities during this period required alignment with these Kurdish security
structuresThe Kurdification process has effect@ne middleclass trajectory, because Kirkuk

was connected to Erbil and Sulaymaniyah. And since during the war with ISIS, you have Arabs
going to Sulaymaniyah and Erbil and there @@lso different trajectories and business, so
that explained the fact that the middle class of Kirkuk city was actually very well connected to
Kurdistan6(Interview28B). In terms of administratiothe PUK was divided into provincial
offices (malbangd at the governorate levemhafadhain Arabic or parezgain Kurdish),
divisional offices komite at the district levelqadain Arabic and Kurdish), and local chapters
(kert) at the level of the neighborhood, and groups of villagaki¢g or individualvillages

(binkd. cCarding the population t@zkya hizhiliterally enroliment in the party) let it build
aweb of networks covering the I and. The | ocal
mechanism, its permanent interfaces with the population (Quesnay 2021, p. 61).

Oil discovery in Kirkuk dates back to the
economic development. Further oil field discoveries in the 1940s escalated interest from both
Arab and Kurdish groupd@G 2020). Today, control of these resources remains contested
between the KRG antthe Gol. The NOC, under Gol oversight, operates five major oil fields
in the province. Ki r k u klietsveenBz0.000 yo 3@000@ hamets 1 s a
per day(Rudaw Research Center B)2with plans to expand tb million bpd. The province
serves as the origin point of the strategic Kiddgyhan oil pipelineAlthough Kirkuk is one
of the richest Iraqgi provinces when it comé&s natural resources, the area remains
underdeveloped and neglected. As Skelton AfidSaleem pointed out, théprovincial
governments in the eproducing areas in theory receive direct share%o)5of oil profits
according to decentralization and regional development arrangements, but these provincial
shares have been intermittent depegdon shifting political and security circumstarices
(Skelton,Ali Saleem 2020, p. 4Finally, the districts of Hawija, Dibiq and Daquq still host
the remnants of ISIS, which occasionally target civilians, armed fa@wedgoil) infrastructure.
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14.1.4.2 Territorial Governance an#&KeyActors Post2017

From October 2017 until August 2024, Kirkuk was administereddiyng Governor Rakkan
al-Jubouri, a Sunni Arab politician operating under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Interior.
Al t hough f or mal | y-lechdentrg gogednment, helwastpéreeive8 byisame
as continuing to represent Sunni Arab interestspeshe multiethnic nature of Kirkuk,
political decisioamaking remains complex and fragmented, with key paidsi 6 a, Sunni
Kurdish viewing governance primarily through the lens of ethnic competition.

On the ground, the most powerful actor is represented birgm@n elements of the
PMF, notably the Badr Organizatioh,s a 6 i bHad dnt Saeaya ¢balam, whose influence
is tiered according to their operational strength. These PMF components have expanded beyond
their military role, now exerting control over significant economic and social processes. They
intervene in local businesentures, employment allocation, tax collection, and even non
economic administrative approvals. Major projects in krkften require prior approval from

PMF factions, transforming theparamilitariesnto de facto gatekeepers of the local economy.

Fees extracted from merchants and businesses provide an income stream for these groups.

While PMF units are generally viewed favorably for their role in defeating ISIS, their broader
involvement in civil affairs raises concerns about parallel governance. As one respondent
noted,érhey have complete authority in the region and a broader agenda. PMF is seen as
having sacrificedn the fight against ISIS and has significant control over the social and
economic aspects of the city. They interfere with business, employment, and taxes. Projects
must be approved by PMF, who are concerned with their ith@géerview 3B. This
consolidation of influence mirrors PMF operations in otteats of DIBs such as Khanagin.
Relations between PMF and other actors, particularly the PUK, are stable but
characterized by neengagement. The PUK remains limited to Kurelisajority areas, and
PMF avoids encroachment in those zones (IntervZ8B). On the contrary alternative
narratives have emerged, such as Ahd aNiliated withA s a 6 i b-Haglbader @dis al
Khazali alleging Turkish infiltration of the PMF via support for tfi&rkuk Shielddgroup led
by Turhan Abdurrahman. According abKhazali, this may signal a broaderrKish effort to
expand influence in northern Iraqg (X Kurdistan Watch account 2025dddition to Badr
OrganizationandA s a 6 i b-Hag h | o t ahl ealigne® dctiord iaclude the Sadyésfiliated
Saraya alSalam (Interview37B). The security landscape in Kirkuk is comprised of four
primary armed forces: the PMF, Iragi Army, Federal Police, and Local Police. These entities

operate in a state of mutual coexistence rather than coordinated cooperation.
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Onerespondentiescribed the security model as a system of concentric ciGles:
provision of security in Kirkuk, the city and the province as a whole follows the model promoted
by the PMF in concentric circles. In the center is the local and federal police, in the middle
circle is the Iragi armyand the outer circle is the PMF elements. This model is actually
enforced in real terms and security is organized in this way. The model was enforced by the
commander of the northern Badr district, Muhammad MahdBa}ati. In practice, aBayati
can be onsidered the supreme commandealbPMF elements in Kirkuk city and the province
as a whole. Further, he is also in charge of the other regular Iraqi security forces, i.e. he
coordinates the activities of, among others, the Federal Police and the Iragi Army in the area.
(Interview63B).

Currently, PMF factions are in a phase of strategic consolidation. With ISIS no longer
posing an existential threat, PMF groups are focused on preserving influence, building
economic leverage, and avoiding direct confrontations with other actors. Nezsstheternal
rivalries persist, particularly over economic control. Key PMF factions active in Kirkuk include
the Badr OrganizatiolA s a 0 i bHaé Kata'ibaund almam, and Kata'ib Hezbollahll of
which maintain operational outposts in various tewoross the governorate (ICG 202Q.3).

Publ i c perception remai ns mi xed. Whi |l e man
counterterrorism, trust is generally higher toward tagilArmyand Local Police, particularly

because thedcalPoliceis composed of local recruits who understand the community's needs.

The kaqgi Army, in turn, is perceived as a more professional, standardized force. Locals are
more inclined to report incidents to thradi Army or Local Police rather than to the PMF or
FederalPolice (Interview 3B).

The FederalPolicein Kirkuk falls under the Ministry of Interiotraditionallyunder the
control of the Badr Organization. This force is predominantly staffed by Kurdish personnel and
Shi éa Arabs. All security wunits in the gover
(JCFK), which are directly subordinated to the lragiiPme Mi ni st er 6s Of fi
bypasses the Ministry of Defense and includes only federal Iraqgi fdreeg Army, Iraqi
Counter Terrorism Forces (ICTF)geéeralPolice, and PMF, excluding any Kurdish units.
Additional security stakeholders include Brigade 61 (Special Forces), the Kurdish PMF unit
known as@Al-Hashd AtS h a 6 #urdiéad the Kurdish Hashd Brigade, and the Turkmen
dominated 18 (Quwat alTurkmen) and 52 Badr 6 s Fa w]| Amer | i bri ga
commanded by Mahdi Tagi-&lmerli, a Badr member of the Salah@Rih provincial council
(Hashd Number Brigade Index 2017). Also active is th® BBIF Sunni brigade, based in
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Hawija. Federal Police Divisions 5, 6, and 14 are responsible for securing the governorate's
periphery (ICG 2020).

14.1.4.3Services

Diverging visions for Kirkukés devel opment
divisions. One illustrative example is the ongoing dispute over the renovation of the Kirkuk
Citadel. The core issue lies not only in infrastructure planning babmpeting historical
narrativesArabs, Kurds, Turkmens, and otherettme@ | i gi ous communi ti es |
past differently. This divergence has delayed the placement of informational panels and
hindered heritage el at e d pr oj ect svatigh aandt imterviewss witholecal o b s e
residents, Kirkuk, April 2024).

Development policies have often been ethnically selective, depending on which
authority Baghdad or the KR@Gas controlled the city. Between 2003 and 2017, the KDP and
PUK prioritized investment in Kurdismajority neighborhoods such as Rahimawa and
ShorawaWhile from the October 2017 until August 2024 (when the new Kurdish governor
Rebwar Taha was elected) the Kurds claimed that Rakkdobaluri neglected Kurdish
dominated areas in Kirkuk, focusing mainly on developing the Arab part of the city and
province. As one of the respondents pointed oltie PUK is still really strong at the
municipal/district level in the Kurdish areas. Because the parties work firstly with political
offices in each district, which is organized by mukhtar. The list of the people's complaints of
their daily life. So, if yo need anything you go to the mukhtar and then you go to the political
office. And then you get somethidqd the city is growing faster since its under Baghdad
control. Now you have a lot of new businessesi@rgtabled(Interview 28B).

Although Kirkuk is an o#rich province, it benefits minimally from its natural
resources, leaving the local economy poor and heavily reliant on imports. Almost all oil is
exported outside the city and province, leading to a weak local oil market anddrglices.
Additionall vy, Kirkukodés infrastructure remain
a fair share of petrodollars from the Gol. The extracted oil is transported to other parts of Iraq
and neighboringcountries (such as Jordan), leavimehind only environmental degradation,
soil, water, and air pollution, for local residents. Consumer goods are predominantly imported
from Turkey or Iran. Similar to Khanagqginds c

also seen developments ineegy infrastructure. OnJu®1,2 024, Ol raq i naugur
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stage of a power grid connection with Turkey

adDi n provinces with up to 300 megawatts of e
Even though Kirkuk i s not positioned near

aligned with both Iran (which now holds the upper hand) and Turkey. Beyond the significance

of the horizontal geographical axis, the vertical axis, between Baghahérbil, is equally

important, placing Kirkuk at the core of a leteym contest for control. While not located on

a national frontier, Kirkuk lies close to the internal boundary between federal Irag and the KR,

transforming it into a strategic zone oseen by various PMF brigades monitoring transit in

and out of the city and province. Although the city is predominantly Kurdish, the Arab settlers

have grown in recent years. Several respondents indicated that since 2017, a renewed phase of

Arabization ha occurred in Kirkuk, marked by disputes between Arab and Kurdish farmers,

the prioritization of Arab neighbourhoods, the removal of Kurdish language from public

spaces, and a higher birth rate among Arab families compared to Kurdishnbeessv54B).

This has led to a situation where the Kurdish presence is largely symbolic in the region,

stretching from Khanagin to Kirkukr{terview52B). Further demographic transformations are

taking place, with Arab families increasingly relocating into DIBs like Kirkuk, aided by Gol

policies (nterview56B). Turkmens, as an ethnoreligious minority, also play a crucial role in

Kirkukds political and economic |ife. Sunni

which maintains strong ties with Turkey throughirent leader Hasan Turan and former leader

Arshad Salihi (however, the ITF is currently experiencing internal fragmentation due to

leadership disputeis K24 2025). Despite its limited political clout, the ITF is significant in

social life in Kirkuk (nterview 28B). From a Turkish perspective, the ruling Justice and

Development party (AKP) frequently defends local governance arrangements, particularly in

relation to the Sunni Turkmen minority represented by the ITF (Kirkuk Now 2024b). As

aSunni Turkmen loal pointed out, Kurdish people are north of Kirkuk, towards

Sulaymaniyah and Erbil. Arabs are in Hawija towards Baghdad. We Turkmen are in the

middle, and we are sufferin{nterview34B). That is one of the reasons why Sunni Turkmen

seek protection from nearby Turkey, building on the similar ethnic and linguistic similarities.

Shi éa Turkmens, fewer in number, are represe

Islamic Party and areften linked to PMF groups such as the Badr Organization. Thissalig

with the broader PMF strategy of coordinating diverse ethnic grquarsmilitaries and

political actors t oTheex tlernadn iTaenhsr6a nidrsf |i unef Nl cuee nic

they have advisors there making decisions, which do not intervene directly, but they make

a decision behind the curtaininterview37B).
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14.1.4.4 1L ocal Communities / Actors Tensions

Since 2017, tensions between Arab and Kurdish commurasesell as between the Gol and

the KRG have persisted and occasionally escalated in Kirkuk. A prominent example occurred

in February 2025, involving a clash between Kurdish farmers and the Iragi Army in the
Sargaran subdistrict, northwest of Kirkuk. The dispute centered on the return of Kurdish
farmers to their |l ands near the village, I
Arabization campaign. Although the Property Restitution Law was passed in January 2025 to
facilitate the return of such lands to their original Kurdish and Turkroamers,
implementation has proven politically contentious and logistically challenging (Rudawa)2025
Another significant incident underscoring the continuing tension betweendiB@ed actors

and the PMF occurred in September 2023. In late August 2023, various PMF elements and
their supporters blocked the road between Erbil and Kirkuk in response tts ityad the KDP

might return to previously vacated administrative offices in the city. These offices, previously
used by the ISF as the local Joint Ogieres Command, had been abandoned by Kurdish parties

since October 2017. The blockade was widely perceived as an attempt to prevent the symbolic
and administrative return of the KDP to Kirkuk (Al Jazeera 20Z8gse incidents reflect

deeper structural divisions within Kirkuk. On one hand, the KRG continues to advocate for the
reintegration of Kirkuk into the Kurdistan Region based on Article 140 of the Iraqi
Constitution, which outlines mechanisms for resolving status othe DIBs On the other

hand, tle Goland par t i-daminated lpartiesSahdi afilmtghramilitaries seek to

maintain the current balance of power, often through the instrumentalization of local security
forces and demographic engineering. These maneuvers exacerbate community grievances and
perpetuate mistrust b e tMoreavar, the bngoing présgnéesof et h n
various armed actors, including the PMF, ISF, and Kurdish security units operating on the
citydés periphery, continues to serve as a f|
avoided since 2017, latent rivalsieemain and periodically flare into political or social unrest,

particularly when provoked by symbolic acts or disputed policy decisions.

14.1.4.5Conclusion Territorial Governance irKirkuk

The territorial governance of Kirkuk remains one of the most complex and contested issues in
post2003 Irag. Despite being an-oith province with vast economic potential, Kirkuk suffers
from chronic political instability, institutional fragmentation,dannresolved identitpased

tensions. Historically subjected to successive waves of Arabization and Kurdification, the city
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today embodies the deeply embedded legacy of-stajmeered demographic manipulation.

The aftermath of the 2017 federal reassertion over Kirkuk further altered the balance of power,
displacing Kurdish parties from key administrative positions and intingunew governance
structures heavily 1 nfl ueiackedPMFy Shi 6a pol it

While the security environment has relatively stabilized through a -haykred
structure involving the Iraqgi Army, Federal Police, Local Police, and PMF, this arrangement is
best characterized as coexistence rather than cooperation. The PMF, partactarg such
as the Badr Organization aAds a 6 i b-Ha# bohtinwee ko wield significant influence over
the local economy, taxation, and business approvals, effectively inserting themselves into the
province's governance infrastructysee Figure no8). In contrast, local populations show
greater trust in the Iragi Army and Local Police, especially in matters of public security.

Service provision remains uneven and politically selective, further entrenching ethnic
grievances. Development initiatives are frequently channeled through ethnically aligned
governance networks, exacerbating the marginalization of certain communitiesoVeior
Kirkukos demographic transformati on conti nt
heightening tensions between Arabs, Kurds, and Turkmdtimately, Kirkuk exemplifies
the broader c h a IDIBg wepk govemance] idegtity fragmeyaatsand
competing regional interests. Without a comprehensive, inclusive political settjement
particularly concerning the implementation of Article 1#@ cityand the provincwiill likely
remain a focal point of contestation between Baghdad, Erbil, and external actors.
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Kirkuk governance: main actors after 2017
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Figure no. 8: Kirkuk territorial governance: main actors after 2017.



14.1.5.Khanagin territorial governance'?®

14.1.5.1. Background aratiministrativd.26

Diyala province is predominantly inhabited by Sunni Arabs and Sunni Turkmens, who together
constitute approximately 6% of t he popul ati on. SRH4 énd Ar ab
Kurds concentrated primarily in the Khanagin distrieccount for the remaining 1%
(Skelton, Ali Saleem 2020). Located in the northeastern part of the province near the Iraqi
Iranian border, Khanagin includes the subdistricts of Jalawla and Saadiya. The district hosts an
estimated population af35.000and reflects significanttlenic diversity, including Arabs,
Turkmens, and a Kurdish majoriy (Ali Saleem, SkeltonyanDen Toorn 2018Kirkuk Now
20243.

The Kurdish population in Khanagin is col
Faili, Jaaf?® and Kalhor. Notably, Khanagin remains the only city in Diyala province with
aKur di sh maj ority. The region al so accommo
Ker manshah province, al ongside both Shida at
population. Historically, Khanagin also housed a substantial Jewish community in theadewlak
guarter, which was forcibly displaced during the 1950s under the Iraqi re§imea n a qi n 6 s
geographidstrategi®proximity to Iran increases the influence of yfranian factions such as
the Badr Organization anls a 6 i b-Ha# o exert leverage ev local institutions via
their representation in the Diyala Provincial Council.

During the Saddam Hussein era, Khanagin underwent Arabization, aimed at altering its
demographic and political makeup. This process was reversed following the 20d8dU.S.
invasion of Irag, when the PUK established dominance in local political, econandc,
security affairs, supported initially by the WI8d Coalition. PUK Peshmerga forces were
deployed in the area for local protectiontérview75B). Their presence was initially based on
Coalition requests and, from 2005, endorsed by the Gol (Rué&). Erstly, the presence of
the Kurdish Peshmergas in the area was following the request of Coalition forces and from
2005 the request of Gol (Russo 2008). The Gol was also present when both of th@vaotors

funding separate administrative entitiéali Saleem, SkeltonyanDen Toorn 2018, p. 2).

125This chapter is partly based on an academic artic&omymer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Iraq's disputed
internal borders. Tranagional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies,
DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412.

126 Interview3B.

127 The current Iragi foreign minister, Fuad Hussein is originally from Khanagqin.

128 Jaaf is then one of the strongest clans in the whole area. Before 2017 there was a local mayor from Jaaf.
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The Gol and KRG maintained separate administrative structures, with the institutions
heavily staffed by PUK affiliatesa dynamic tolerated in Baghdad due to the longstanding
PUK-Badr Organization relationship. Notably,
Islam, aligned more closely with Najaf than with KRG institutions, resisting incorporation into
the Kurdishauthority (Bartu 2010).

I n 2008, t hé&Divsioraeqtered Aalamly, &aadiyh, and Qara Tapa during
Operation Omens of Prosperity. The move was not coordinated with PUK Peshmerga forces.
Later, the situation escalated when the Iraqi Army, following the orders of the PM Nouri al
Maliki, demandedthat the Kurdish Peshmerga withdraw from the Khanaqin territory
(specifically the 34" Brigade of Kurdish Peshmerga by th& Bivision of the Iraqgi army).

A spokesman of the Ministry of Defense, the Iragi Army Chief of Staffaghglad, Babakir
Zebari (a Kurd) was present in the delegation. On the other side, the Commander 8f the 34
Peshmerga Brigade, Gen. Nazim Kirkuki refused to abandon the Kurdish position, which later
led to the standoff between both sides. This was later followed by the negotiations between
KRG (led by Kosrat Rasul Al KRG Deputy President) and Gol. As a résthe Kurdish
forces left the Qara Tapa and Jalawla cities to maintain their control over the district of
Khanagin. However, the ISF entered thg oit Khanaqin and demanded the withdrawal of the
Kurdish forcegromthe city and its institutions. These events were followed by repeated rounds
of negotiationdetweertheKRG andtheGol (Russo 2008). Finally, the Kurds withdrew, while

the security vacuum was filled ke Iraqgi Police. As another step, a nétsibal support
councib(isnad) program was created to push tribal development at the local level. However, it
was seen as a concern by KRG president Masoud Barzani, especiallytideaatusion of
Kurdish tribes such as Kakaie, Hamawand, Surchi, Mzuri, Goran, Zebari and Harki into the
program.

The ISIS offensive led to a full withdrawal of government forces from Khanagin,
creating a security vacuum filled by the PUK and the Badr Organization (Skelton, Ali Saleem
2019). However, following the Kurdish independence referendum in October 201U Ké 3
influence was sharply curtailed, and el reasserted control. Kurdish Peshmerga forces were
expelled, and although factions suckAas a 6 i bHagamd BadOrganizatiorsought entry
into the city, local opposition prevented their full integmati€onsequently, a PMF outpost
was established outside the city (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2@&3pite this, the longstanding
PUK-Badr relationship enabled the PUK to maintain administrative functions within a dual
governance system shared between KRG and Gol (Ali Saleem, Ski&dtiden Toorn 2018).

The Arab population in the district increased significantly, now comprising approximately
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65% of resident s, i ncl udiKrhga n&hgii dhad st rl iolcead | prne \
routes to Najaf and Karbala enhances its strategic relevance. The Kho$fawizarieh

border crossing, overseen by the Badr Organization, provides a key transit route and revenue
source. In contrast, the Parwezkhan booilessing remains under KRG control, as it did prior

to 2017 (Ali Saleem, SkeltoW,anDen Toorn 2018).

14.1.5.2 EthnoReligious issueand Services

From a religious perspective, two prominent figures operate in Khanagin: Sayyid Abbas and
Sheikh Mohammad, the latter serving as the assista@tand Ayatollah Ali Sistanin the

area The area gains particular significance
occurs 40 days after the observance of Ashikileanagin's geographical proximity to Iran
facilitates strong economic and infrastructural ties with the Iranian market. A substantial
volume of goods is imported through the Khosravifainzareh border crossing. Additionally,

the district is connected to the Iranian electrical grid; however, electricity provision is
contingent upon timely financial transfers from Baghdad to Tehran. Conversely, Khanagin's
water supply is integrated into the Iraational networkln the domain of education, Khanagin
adheres to Baghdadbés curricula, reflecting t
Employment in the district is bifurcated: approximately%®f the population is employed

through thePUK networks, while the remaining 30 is linked to institutions under the Gol.

This division manifests in administrative disparifiesr example, Gol employees typically

receive salaries punctually, whereas those affiliated with the KRG often experience delays.
Salary distribution is managed through Baqu
federal government's dominance oveur#ish institutions.One illustrative case of this

dynamic is the judiciary: Gol control over legal institutions prompiedrelocation of KRG

affiliated courts to PUKdominated areas, Hiategrating them into the Iraqgi judicial system
(Interview 11B). Moreover, Baquba's centralization of authority extends to budgeting for
development projects. Due to limited federal investment, reconstruction efforts must often rely

on private funding or international ngovernmental organizations such as Oxfam (Ali
Saleem, Skeltonyan Den Toorn 2018)The limitations of local opportunities have led to
significant youth outmigration. As one interviewee statdtew generations are coming to

Erbil and Sulaimaniyah, because of employment and investment. Khanagma# eity, you

cannot find a future there. So, you have to go somewher@(kiterview60B). Khanaqgi noés

continued use of Baghdad' s curriculum reinfc
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over historical and contemporary governance issudkeIBs, particularly regarding the
language of instructigmpredominantly Arabic, with limited Kurdish provision. Like Garmiyan
University in Kalar, Khanagin hosts three colleges: Social Sciences, Sport, and Information
Technology. However, these institutions remain unrecognized by the central government. As
one respondent notedThe three colleges in Khanagin are part of Garmiyan University in
Kalar. The central government does not recognize themusedhe university is under KRG
authority. Even the University of Garmiyan is not recognized by the Gol. Baghdad sees the
presence of those three colleges in Khanaqin as a violation of theirG{ghtesrview 3B). As

the head of the Kurdistan regions board for disputed territories Fahmi Burhan mentioned in his
interview, @he conditions of the Kurdish population of the towns of Khanagin, Mandali, and
Saadiya are deteriorating due to negligence by the Iragi government and its failure to ensure
security inthe areaé (Rudaw 2023f). There unproper security remains since the areas were
liberated from ISIS occupation. Moreover, the Gol does not provide the share of fertilizers to

the local farmers, which are unable to develop local agriculture areas (Rudaw 2023f).

14.1.5.3Territorial governance and thieeyactorspost2017

The region is often considered a neglected part of both the DIBs and Iraq more broadly. The
situation in Khanagqin remains sensitive and volatile, interconnected with the ndiogial
relations between Erbil and Baghdad. From 2003 until 2017, administratid security
institutions were staffed by KRG employees and decisiakers, creating a dual governance
system between the KRG and the Gol, dominated by the Kurdish administration. Since October
16,2017, Khanagin has been under the full control ofGloé administration. This shift in

aut hority occurred rapidly, as the | ocal KRC
reduced to a largely symbolic presence, losing much of its previous infli&nce 2017, the
center of political control has shifted to Baquba, the capital of Diyala governorate (Ali Saleem,
Skelton,Van Den Toorn 2018). The geographic proximity of Iran and Muntheira border
crossing point makes Khanadarstrategic place, especially for ph@nian elements of PMF.

The ongoing position of Khanagin as part of the DIBs leaves the place neglected in
terms of governance, where neither the KRG nor the Gol are willing to allocate appropriate
funding to this area. Due to conditions described within the theoretical frakneftbrsthesis
Khanagin certainly fits into the firgiartof thetransregional governance definitipbeing part
of areas of limited statehood, where state authority is institutionally weak (mainly in terms of

lack of services and presence of NSAAhisTgovernance vacuum is filled regionally by Iran
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and locally by prdranian PMF units. Ongoing financial disputes and KRG budgetary
constraints have prevented consistent funding from eitherlsigeiew 3B). On the Kurdish
side, there are several local projects, such as supplying drinking water from the Sirwan River
to Khanagqin Interview60B). Thus, the unresolved status of DIBs not only affects the local
quality of services but also contributes to the fact that those areas are being neglected
financially. In terms of local governance, the PUK masagely public spaces at its own
expense, aiming to maintain the support of the local Kurdish majority. The PUK also provides
some basic services, such as water supply in the city. Through KRG institutions, the PUK
directly employs about 500 administratigéaff and 800 teacherslifiterview 60B). The
imbalanced joint administration between the KRG and Gol has further contributed to the
vacuum increasingly filled by Iran.

This governance breakdown is also linked to the transfer of salary payment authority
from the KRG to the Gol. ThB-SC decision on Februar®l, 2024 (Salih 2024), mandating
t he Gol to assume responsibility for salary
KRG institutions and employees, not only in the DIBs but across the KRI. This reflects
Baghdadods broader e f f o titttional @and woereomie mfluende.e KRC
Communication and decisiemaking processes are similarly fragmented. Localas often
require decisions to pass through both Erbil and Baghdad before returning to the local level,
contributing to administrative delays and inefficiencies that hinder development. Another
dimension of governance is security, which is divided inteceatric circles. While theocal
and Federal police operate in the area to provide internal security in the city, the external
security is controlled by PMF units, namely the Badr Organization (which also has a visible
presence in the city) asdls a 0 i ahrHag(mterview47B).

Secondly, due to its enormous leverage in Baghdad, can Tehran boycott the creation of
a strong local market that could produce and sustain its place and the surrounding districts and
subdistricts. As an example, the Gol has long opposed the construttielocal refinery to
process crude oil from the nearby Naft Khanah oil field. Instead, Gol preferred the development
of the oil field on the Iranian side of the border and, later on, to receive the exported oil from
Iran (Interview 60B). This processno onl y hel ps l rands economy
extensive international sanctions such as Financial Action Task Force (FASBLiety for
Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunicati®@WIFT) sanctions (FATF 2024; Reuters
2018). Thirdly, the geographical proximity of Khanagqin to the Iranian border allows Tehran to
control the area through its proxies and help facilitate strong connections to the Iranian market,
with most local goods and prodscimported through the Khosraviflslanzarieh border
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crossing. Khanagin is also linked to Iran by its electrical grid. However, electricity supplies

often depend on payments from Baghdad to Tehran, which lack occasionally result in local
power shortageslrfterviews 38B, 59B). The conditions of strategic proximity towards
aneighbouring state then cause the existence and operation of the actors, who want to gain an
additional source of income by controlling checkpoints at the border crossing. This is the case

for the Badr Organization ards a 6 i b-Hagdndltheia dominance over the Khosravi/al
Manzarieh border crossing, one of the main revenue sources in the area. While these groups do
not directly control the city, they tmoni tor
Peshmerga and Asayish are very powerless. Their presence is very weak and symbolic in
Khanaqgin. Ités just a f edvinterviewd/B)elehsanusesthcne he
strategic proximity to coordinate intector relationships, including the PeBadr partnership,

to servdts regional interests and maintain dominance.

This relationship helps protect the pred
tends to align politically with the PUK whi
l rands role in the area 1 s si g necurity actra on, i mp
the ground. As a significant ethnoreligious component, Fayli Kurds seek protection from Iran
based on the common ground in Shidism. Final
zones of government is contributing to the mass enmgrdtom specific areas. A specific
example is the ongoing poor economic and security situation in the area, which has led to
significant spontaneous migration to KRI cities like Sulaymaniyah and Erbil. Another example
could be a Kurdish language educatextinction. At one of the remaining Kurdish schools,
only 1 of the previously 160 enrolled Kurdish students remained. Based on the data provided
from X account Kurdistan Watch, there are only 14 out of 164 schools that offer education in
Kurdish. Moreoverout of the 15.046 students, 14.821 are studying in Arabic (X Kurdistan
Watch account 2025alrayli Kurds also express frustration over poor services in Mandali,

located in Diyala province, as a result of neglection by both KRG an@Radaw 2025).

14.1.5.4 A case of Jalawla and Saadiya

Jalawla represents a town with a large proportion of the Kurdish population. However, ISIS
attacks and postferendum situations changed the demographic situation rapidly. Frégn 60
Arab, 35% Kurd, and 3% Turkmen composition before those events an&84arab, 10%

Kurd, and 5% Turkmen demographic structure after them, it is clear that the area witnessed

huge Arab influx, pushing the Kurds to the KR@ntrolled territoriesDuring the antlSIS
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campaign, a joint operation between the PUK Peshmerga and Badr Organization facilitated
adivision of influence: the PUK retained Jalawla, while Badr took control of nearby Saadiya

(Ali Saleem, Skeltonyan Den Toorn 2018). However, the Kurdish presence in Jalawla
generated friction with the local Sunni Arab population, especially the Karawi tribe, who
strongly opposed Kurdish influencafter the October 2017 fallout, Badr aAds a 6 i b- Ah | a
Haq assumed full security control over Jalawla. Sunni Arab |doaggmn collaborating with

t h e s e-do@ihated BMF forces and eventually took part in patrolling the city. This
illustrates the extent to which security, governance, and demographic engineering are tightly

interwoven in disputed territories like Diyala.

14.1.5.5Conclusion: Territorial Governance in Khanagin

The territorial governance of Khanagin illustrates the broader complexities and contradictions
inherent to I raqés DI Bs. Hi storically shapec
and shifting allegiances, Khanaqin has evolved into a contesteflagmiented zone where

the KRG, the Gol, and nestate actors each exert varying degrees of co(ged Figure no.

9 and 10) Since the withdrawal of Kurdish Peshmerga forces in October 2017, the Gol has
assumed full administrative control, centralizirecdiorrmaking in Baquba and reducing the

influence of the PUK to a symbolic presence.

Despite this formal transition, the governance vacuum has not been fully resolved.
Instead, Khanagin remains characterized by dual institutions, overlapping jurisdictions, and
selective service delivery. Rtanian PMF, particularly the Badr OrganizatemmdA s a 6 i b A h |
al-Hag dominate the external security apparatus, while federal and local police manage
internal af fairs. However, the central state
entrenched Iranian influence, particularly given theategic importance of the nearby
Khosravi/atManzarieh border crossingBasic service provision remains limited and
politicized. Education, employment, and legal systems are bifurcated between Baghdad and
Erbil, creating inconsistencies in salaries, curriculum recognition, and administrative
accountability. This fragmented gemance model has led to widespread local disenchantment,
especially among Kurdish communities, who face political marginalization, economic neglect,
and cultural suppressipmcluding the decline of Kurdistanguage educatioiKhanaqin thus
exemplifies a hybrid and asymmetric governance order, where contested sovereignty, sectarian
affiliations, and foreign influence combine to undermine largn stability. Without

meaningful political reconciliation and institutional integoati Khanagin is likely to remain
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amarginalized zone, marked by unfulfilled state obligations and growing grassroots

frustration.

Khanaqin governance: main actors after 2017
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Figure no. 9: Khanagqin territorial governance: main actors after 2017.
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14.1.6.Tuz Khurmato territorial governance

Tuz Khurmatd?® is a commercial center and transportation hub located in the northeast of
Salah alDin province. In 1976, the regime of Saddam Hussein administratively separated Tuz
Khurmato from Kirkuk Governorate, aiming to dilute the Kurdish demographic presence in the
area. Consequently, Tuz was merged into Sakikraprovince. Following the 2003 U-&d
invasion, Kurdish forces asserted dominance over the city, occupying former Iraqgi government
buildings with the support of Coalition Forces. The Kurdish administrasubsequently
assumed control over key administrative positions, including that of the mayor. This presence
was justified as a corrective measure to reverse Saddamrabization policies across the
DIBs, although critics argued that Kurdish dominawes facilitated by preferential treatment
from the Americans (Skelton, Ali Saleem 201%he Kurdish authorities marginalized the
significant Arab and Turkmé® populations, leading to growing tensipaspecially with the
Shi éa Turkmen community. I n 2004 and 2005,
concerns over thé&urdificationbof Tuz Khurmato, echoing similar grievances from Kirkuk.
They called on U.S. forces to ensure a more balanced {ha&eng arrangement. However,
the U.S. response was perceived as inadequate, prompting shifts in Turkmen strategy. Elements
of the Sunni Ttkmen community aligned themselves withQdedain Irag, whil e Shi
Turkmens joined thdaM (Skelton, Ali Saleem 2019, p. 16).

Tuz Khurmato holds strategic importance due to its geographic position linking
Baghdad with Kirkuk, its fertile land, and local oil revenues. Following the U.S. withdrawal,
the I raqi government moved to empowederat he Sh
security force in the district. This initiative was framed as a measure to protect against radical
Sunni Arab actors. The pekdlS period further consolidated ti@ol control, with the Badr
Organi zation encouragi ng Snhbei2018, TozKhuknmate has t o |
been divided into zones of influence between Kurdish Peshmerga and PMF factions such as
BadrOrganization Armed clashes between these groups occurred in 2015 and 2016, resulting
in over 20 fatalities on both sides. Tensions peaked after the Kurdish independence referendum,
when PMF units retook the city. Radical elements, including Badrfasda 6 i b-Hag h | a l
targeted Kurdish neighborhoods, burning homes and displacing approxima@£9 Bairds.
In response, th&ol intervenedand brokered a temporary agreement between Kurdish and

Turkmen leaders, deploying the Rapid Response Force (RRF) to stabilize the situation. This

129 While Tuz meangsalfy Kurmatu meangdate§ referringto the fact, that the area is rich regarding these commodities
(Interview74B).
130Which was also a victim of Saddam's Arabization po{gkelton, Ali Saleem 2019).
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facilitated the return of displaced Kurdish families. Nevertheless, administrative control
remained firmly under the Badr Organization. In the summer of 2018, the RRF was redeployed
to Basra due to emerging unrest there, and was replaced by Iragi ArmaySkedton, Ali
Saleem 2019). One of the principal security actors on the ground is Qtiluakeden, the 16

Turkmendominated brigade operating within the PMF structure.

14.1.6.1 Conclusion: Territorial Governance in Tuz Khurmat

TuzKhurmator e pr esent s a deeply contested space wi
territorial claims, shifting power dynamics, and fragmented governance. Historically subjected

to demographic manipulatiph i r st t hrough the Arabization p
later by Kurdish attempts aKurdificationg the city has become en
unresolved ethngectarian and administrative disputes. Following the U.S. invasion in 2003,

the Kurds, particularly the PUKpok administrative control of the city, dominating key
institutions. This shift marginalized the local Arab and Turkmen populations, triggering
tensions and, in time, violent confrontations.

The rise of the Shida Turkmen community,
involvement ofthe PMF, particularly the Badr Organization aAds a 6 i b-Haf reVversed |
Kurdish dominance following the 2017 Kurdish independence referendum. Since then, Tuz
Khurmatohas been governed predominantly by RMigned authorities, with the Kurdish
presence significantly diminished and largely symbolic. While a brief attempt at stabilization
was made through the deployment of the Iragi RRF, the city remains tinedmfluence of
PMF factions, with the #6Turkmen Brigade playing a central security role.

TuzKhurmatot oday stands as a microcoswheref | r a
governance is not defined by formal constitutional arrangements but rather by military control,
ethnapolitical allegiance, and the ability to project force. Its territorial governance remains
fragile, exclusionary, and highly vulnerable to broadgjianal tensions. Without meaningful
political reconciliation and inclusive governance mechanisms, Rluzrmato will likely

remain a flashpoint witape n I ragds unstabl e f
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14.1.7.Makhmour territorial governance

The Makhmour area is distinct due to the presence of the Makhmour refugee camp (officially
known as the Camp of the Martyr Rustem CudWa r g e ha ke h ™ id Kullisty,t em Cu
which hosts approximately 1000 refugees and is recognized by the UNHCR (HRW 2019,
cited in K¢g-¢kkelek 2022). Established in 1
oppression and violence in Turkey, the camp's population is largely composed of supporters of

the Kurdistan Workrs' Party (PKK), reflecting the broader context of the PKigkish

conflict that began in the 1970s. Initially located outside the jurisdiction of the KRG, the area
came under KRG administrative control after 208lthough de facto authority has remained

with the PKK ( Kg ansekckptidn evithin th@ RIBsS) Makhmour is often
characterized as a seltitonomous area, aligned with the ideology of democratic
confederalism as articulated by PKK | eader A
area through PickerillandClhae r t on6s (2006) <concepdfinedds aut ol
spacesiwhere people display the desire and political will to govern themsglvss, - ¢ k k e | e kK
2022, p. 2). The Makhmouefugee camp aptly fits this framework.

Administratively, Makhmour is governed by both the KRG and@Guo# with each
maintaining a security presence in the area. The local miegiongkan is Kurdish, while the
Iragi Army also operates locallinterview74B). Though both forces generally coexist, clashes
do occasionally occur, such as the confrontation in October 2023. This was triggered by the
withdrawal of some PKK elements near the refugee camp, prompting both the Iragi Army and
Kurdish Peshmerga to attpinto fill the resulting security vaem and consolidate their
positions (Rudaw 2023e).

From a broader theoretical perspective, Makhmour exemplifies a patchwork
governance model, shaped by overlapping authorities and contested sovereignty due to the
unresolved status of the DIBs. In addition to being a point of contention between Iragi and
Kurdish forces, Makhmour is also enmeshed in the broader Tiurkdy conflict. In 2020, the
camp was targeted by several Turkish airstrikes during Operation-Exgle, aimed at
eliminating local PKK figures. Subsequent Turkish operations, including-Cigtning and
ClawThunder bol t, have also included airstrike
Mak hmour serves as a critical connection poi
Mountains to Sinjar and the DAANES.

In response to regional instability and the threat posed by ISIS, the Makhmour

Protection Units (MPU) were established in 2014 as a local defense force. The MPU emerged
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in the context of insufficient cooperation between the Kurdish Peshmerga and Iraqi Army,
which allowed ISIS to exploit security vacuums in the region. As expected, the MPU is closely
affiliated with the PKK (Rudaw 2017).

14.1.7.1 Conclusion: Territorial Governance in Makhmour

Makhmour represents one of the most complex and unique cases of territorial governance
within I raqdbds DI Bs. Situated between the ju
characterized by overlapping administrative structures and a fragmentedyskcwscape.
What distinguishes Makhmour, however, is the presence of theetidjnized Makhmour
refugee camp (Wargeha keh”  d Rust a@amniSereldi ), wt
zone under the ideological and organizational influence of the PKis.hks created a quasi
autonomous pocket that functions beyond the effective control of either Erbil or Baghdad,
embedding alternative governance structures
confederalism.

Although both the KRG and Gol maintain administrative and security presences in the
broader Makhmour districthrough the local Kurdish mayor and the deployment of Iragi Army
units, their cooperation remains ad hoc and fragile. Occasional clashes, such as the
confrontation in October 2023, reveal the underlying competition for territorial control,
especially when security vacuums emerge. The Turkish military has further complicated
gwvernance by treating Makhmour atkxal etwak r at e g
launching repeated airstrikes in the afemsuch, Makhmour exemplifies a form of patchwork
territorial governance shaped by local autonomy, contested sovereignty, regional conflict
spillover, and international humanitarian dynamics. Without a durable settlement between
Erbil, Baghdad, and regiohactors such as Turkey, Makhmour is likely to remain governed
through a tenuous balance of competing authorities and informal arrangewiefdscing its

status as a liminal and unstable zonénwitn | r agés territori al mo s a i
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14.2.Answering thethird and fourth research questios

This part of the thesis answers thied d/Vhat are the main conditions and factors contributing

to stability or instability in these area8&nd thefourth Do the specific governance structures

and relationships between actors contribute to local conflict resolution and gradual
stabilization, or do they reinforce conditions of conflict and fragmentafice8earch
guestionsMore specifically, thehesisseeks to determine whether these factors contribute to
the stabilization of territories or, conversely, perpetuate inteordlict. The answers to these
guestions reflect the more general conclusions and results emerging from answering the
previous research questidihat are the main patterns of territorial governance arrangements

in the selected case studies within the D@Bs?

Within the scholarly discourse, various theoretical lenses have been applied to address
this question. Given the centrality of geography in DIBs, this thesis adopts territorial
governance as the main analytical conclepthis context, scholars such as Bermeo (2002) and
Stewart et al. (2007) adopt @upportive perspectiv@yiewing territorial governance as
aconflict management tool through the diffusion of political power. Conversely, Chapman and
Roeder (2007) articulate @keptical perspectiv@contending that territorial autonomy can
embolden secessionist actors and exacerbategraap rivalries. Finally, Neudorfer et al.
(2022) propose econtingent perspectiv@emphasizing the role of contegpecific variables
in shaping local conflict dynamics.

This thesis demonstrates the salience of such contextual variables across case studies
ranging from geography, demographic composition, and historical demographic engineering
to the configuration of local economies and the presence of political and security actors. These
factors significantly influence governance outcomes, especially wieractors involved do
not represent local ethrsectarian demographics. Moreover, the governance of DIBs is
increasinglydegionalized as conceptualized through theé¢ si s & or i gliamsa | not
regionalityand its new concept of tramnsgional governanc@External actorsincluding Iran,

Turkey, theU.S, and Russia (with growing Chinese interegfpy decisive roles, often
undermining internal cohesion. At the same time, communities, based onsetttadan
identities, frequently seek protection from these external patrons in the absence of strong state
authority, as was the case during the |Bi®at.

This reliance on external actors often results in their formal or informal integration into
local governance structures. For instance, paramilitary forces such as the PMF offer minority
communitesShabaks, Christians, Yazi,arlsinlocdluedk me ns
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security arrangements when state institutions are absent or dysfunctional. As Skelton and Ali
Saleem (2019, p. 20) obserd#’hile the security sector will likely remain in the hands of the
PMF in the near future, the international community must work with the Gol to empower
district and subdistrieevel governments and grant them the funds and expertise to administer
serviced

At the national level, the most intractable dispute remains the contestation over Kirkuk.
While the PUK assumed the governorship in August 2024, the deeper political rivalry pits the
KDP against local Arab actors and, more significantly, against the Pktfauyh a degree of
calm has prevailed since 2Q2artly due to the normalization of KDIPan relations beginning
in May 2024 Kirkuk remains symbolically and strategically vital. Baghdad continues to regard
its potential secession as a threat to natioeaitorial integrity and a loss of valuable oll
resources. As one respondent not@tie Arab nationalistthink that if oitrich Kirkuk will be
part of the Kurdish administration, that will lead to the independence of the Kurds in the future.
This is really a political deadlock. So obviously, from the Kurdish side, we think it is naturally
extension of Kurdtan. We think that there has been historical unfairness when Kurdish people
being deported, and the area was under Arabization process. It hagar@aocial tension
within the communities there. This is one of the sticking points of any lasting agreements
between KRG and rest of Irédlnterview7B). This sentiment reflects the historical grievance
over the Arabization policies and fears of renewed fragmentation.

A cleardvhat would happdexample could be seen in the reaction of the Gol led by
Haider atAbadi on the holding the independence referendum not only in KRI, but also in the
&Kurdish areas outside of KRIn 2017, which included KirkukThe implications of such
territorial reconfigurations go beyond Kirkuk, potentially heralding the disintegration of Iraq
into Kurdish, Sunni A eaahbwith diffaridg |evdisi od aabiliyr a b

depending on access to oil resources.

V4

Further complicating t he picture S Bag

influence in the KRI, especially following the fall of the Assad regime on Dece&)Bép4,

which bolstered Turkey's regional allies. Baghdad continues to view the KDP as a proxy for
Turkish ambitions to expand southward. The integration of Kirkuk into the KRI, from this
perspective, risks triggering similar autonomy demands in other nu&sior districts,
potentially inflaming demographic tensions and sparking armed conféct. Y f r om t h e
perspective, Kirkuk is indispensable to the feasibility of Kurdish independence, particularly
due to its oil resources. Without Kirkuk, the KRG remains economically dependent on federal
Irag. Alternative solutions, such as the-32-32-4 powersharing scheme, have been firmly
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rejected by Kurdish actors who assert they represent at le#sbfithe population. Therefore,
no viable compromise currently exists, and the governance of, pscularly in Kirkuk

continues to reflect a fragile and unresolved equilibrium.

14.2.1.Factors Leading to Instability in Selected Case Studies

The key factors contributing to instability across the examined case studies are summarized in
Tableno. 3(see Tablao. 3. For analyticatlarity, these factors are categorized based on their
relevance across various geographical scideal, subregional, national, transegional, and

global. Additionally, they are classified across four principal sectors: political, economic,

social, and security.

14.2.1.1 Political factors

Firstly, let us examine the political dimension in greater depth. At the local level, one of the
most pressing issues remains the lack of institutional clarity and administrative coherence in
the DIBs Everyday questions such @Vhere should | go if | cause a traffic accideh?
AVhich institution can help resolve a land dispute peacéfutiften receive ambiguous or
contradictory answers. These decisions are not based on formal legal jurisdiction, but instead
are deeply embedded in local etksextaran identities and geographic proximity to centers of
political influence For instance, in multiethnic areas of Kirkuk, neighborhoods like Rahimawa
and Shorawawhich are predominantly Kurdishend to refer disputes and administrative
affairs to KRGaffiliated institutions, particularly those linked to the PUK, which has
longstanding roots in the area. In contrast, Arab neighborhoods may turn to the institutions of
the Golor their tribal affiliated councilsin Sinjar, the situation is similarly complexiany
Yazidis, especially those with family or support ties in the IDP camps in Duhok, lean politically
toward the KDP. This political affiliation is often informal and based on a social cqoniract
which the KDP provides physical protection and basic services, and the Yazidis reciprocate
with political loyalty, particularly evident during the Kurdish parliamentary elections.

At the subregional level, these dynamics become even more intricate. Areas such as
Sinjar and TuKhurmatoare sites of political fragmentation and mialtitor contestation. Here,
governance is not only a competition between KRG and Gol, but also includes powerful non
state actors like the PKK and PMF. These actors seek not just territorial control but also

administrative legitimacy and grassroots allegiance, often establishing parallel institutions that
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compete with state structures. This rivalry exacerbates the political fragmentation and erodes
the populationés trust in the idea of a sing
communities are internally dividedlong tribal, religious, or historical fault lineshich are

often exploited by these external actors to reinforce their foothold and marginalize rival
factions.

On the national level, a fundamental source of political instability in the DIBs lies in
the constitutional ambiguity of Article 140 of the 2005 Iragi Constitution. The provision
vaguely calls fonormalization, a census, and a referendtordetermine the final status of
Kirkuk and other disputed territories, yet it fails to clearly define what constitutesitiee®
territories, nor does it establish an actionable mechanism or timeline. This has led to legal
paralysis and political deadlock, which not only delays resolution but also invites manipulation
by political elites who exploit the ambiguity for shéetm gans. Moreover, the
communication mechanisms between Erbil and Baghdad are outdated, ad hoc, and ineffective.
Coordination over critical issugsuch as border control, salary payments, education policy, or
security jurisdictionoften stalls due to mutualstrust and overlapping bureaucratic mandates.

In areas like Khanagin, this has translated into inconsistent service provision, dual
administrative structures, and overlapping claims of authority, further alienating local
communities from both governments.

Thetrank egi onal <context adds aDIBshavelbecomayer o
arenas of strategic competition between Turkey and Iran, both of which project power through
local proxies and economic leveraggee more inthe chapter 14.2.2.Trans-regional
Governance as a Consequence of Instability As Sirwan Mohammed, First Deputy
Governor of Nineveh (affiliated with KDP), statedhere is great pressure on the local
government in Nineveh by neighboring countdiekhis pressure translates into pickl
interference, resource extraction, and population engineering, which deepen the fault lines in
already fracturedegions(Interview22B).

From a regional to global perspective, one of the persistent sources of instability is the
ambivalence of global powers toward Kurdish aspirations for autonomy or independence.
While there is symbolic support for Kurdish rights and -#8t5 cooperation,here is no
coherent or consistent international policy supporting a-teng Kurdish political solution.

The United States, for example, lacks a comprehensive Iraq gadityer see it through the
orbit of its policy towards Iran)instead, its engagentewith Iraq is often subordinated to

broader regional concerns, particularly its strategies toward Iran, Israel, and Syria. This absence
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of a clear and sustained U.S. policy leaves a strategic vacuum that regional actors are more
than willing to fill.

Furthermore, the global oil economy heavily shapes foreign engagement with Iraq and
the KRG. Oitrich provinces like Kirkuk are viewed less as homes to diverse communities and
more as strategic energy hubs, which global stakeholders are keen to keepsiadkreven
if undemocraticadministration. The result is a political environment where local governance
priorities are often sidelined in favor of resource control and geopolitical stabiligum,
political instability in the DIBs is a mulscalar phenomenon. It stems from the failure of local
institutions, constitutional ambiguity, ineffective national coordination, and external
interference. Unless these structural and systemic challengegidressed through inclusive
dialogue, legal clarity, and transparent powiearing arangements, the DIBs will continue to
be a crucible of conflict, both domestically and regionally.

14.2.1.2 Econonic factors

As the main factors connected to the economic processes can be framed by the unequal
distribution of resources. The local resoursegh as oil and gaare often used as a revenue
resourcepeing seninto the state treasury. However, this process is not mutually beneficial,
leaving the locals only air and water pollution caused by gas flaring. Within the DIBs, the most
affected area is Kirkuk (however, the same approach of the Gol is used in Basta, wh
struggles with huge environmental damagesich asvater, air- and landpollution). During
the field research in Kirkuk, | witnessed a lot of concerns regarding the air and water pollution
as abyproduct of the oil production and gas flarifgs for the national level, the oil rich
provinces should get petrodollarsper barrel produced or refined in oil rich provinces (such
as Basra or Kirkuk) of oil or 150 cubic meters of natural gas (According to the amended law
number (21) of 2008 also called O0Lawateof gov
possibly used for the local development and reconstruction projects, which should be
beneficials for locainhabitantsHowever, due to the drop of oil prices in 2015, Iraqgi budget
has allocated only @ollars per barrabr 150 cubic meters of natural g&aeed 2016).

However, this is only wishful thinking by local and regional authorities, which are often
in a difficult position to absorb the anger of locals on one hand, but also to stay loyal to the
national governmen@lhae isa problemof corruptionin Iraq, whichis dependentn oil, the
money from it goes to the government #dr@gvernment use it on different administrations,

salaries and so on. This is one of the thitigg is up to date, there are hundreds of billions of
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dollars, which nobody knows where gone. And that has created a very rich class within society
and the majority, which is very poor without any of the kind of benefits providédeby
government. The agriculture sectorirs a very poor condition the industry barely exists,
health, educatioin everything is going backward. It will taleelecade to get over lnterview

7B).

One of the main obstacles leading to local instability is the process of militia and armed
group$racketeering of the local businessesere were several reports of PMF techniques of
the local trades éxtortion, such as in Kirkuk or Khanagidowever, the same approach was
witnessed for the components of Asayish between 2003 and20& 1o its security presence,
various local groups under the umbrella of PMF often seek financial income without work,
using coercive pressure on the loc&s. a nationalevel, one of the main factors is the fact
that the creation of the federal budget is based upon the expected &if dadased on a stable
oil price (above $80 per barrelJhis approach seems to be benefigaice 2022, which
brought stable and higher oil prices. Moreover, this can be supported by OPEC+ decisions to
cut regional production of oil in order to sustain higher oil prigesvever, this approadould
only lead toa sustainable national (and thus selgional) and local economic situatjon
assuming stable oil priceSecondly, 40 % of the budget accouitspublic spending (mainly
salaries and pensions) to maintain social stability (Tabaqgchali, Pfaf 2025).

From a trangegional perspective, Iran is holditige upper hand over Iraq due to the
mutual agreementggas impors. Iraq, which is rich in its gas reseryesthus flaring the gas,
coming as a byproduct of the oil production, leaving its door open to dependencageits
neighbor.Despite holding vast reserves of associated gas, Iraq continues to flare a significant
share of its natural gas, lacking the infrastructure to capture and process it. Consequently, the
country relies on Iranian gas imports to meet domestic electricity rdeneapecially during
peak summer months. TheS.has issued multiple temporasgnctions waiverallowing Iraq
to pay Irarfor these imports, most recently extending a waiver in 2024 for 120 days. However,
this workaround highlights rather than solves the underlying dependency, leaving Iraq
vulnerable to both U.S. foreign policy shifts and Iranian leverbgthe Spring of 2025, the
U.S. removed the sanctions waiver that allowed the Gol to import electricity from Iran. The
exception was only left for the import of natural gas from Iran to Iraq, which represents 40 %
of the total export (Tabaqchali, Pfaf 2025).

131 Where oil revenues constitute to approximately to 90 % of the state if@ainaqchali, Pfaf 2025).



Most critically, thechronic underdevelopmeat DIBs contributes to economic despair.
Infrastructure in these regions remains rudimentary, particularly in rural andsairareas.
Many villages lack access to potable water, reliable electricity, paved roads, or functioning
health and educationdgities. The lack of capital investmemixacerbated by political gridlock
between Baghdad and ErHilas left DIBs in a state of infrastructural stagnation. In Khanagin,
for instance, budgetary transfers feconstruction are sporadic, and international NGOs such
as Oxfam are often the sole source of public service deliTéng. systemic neglect drives
outmigration, especially among the younger population, who seek education, employment, and
security in major cities like Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, or Baghdad. The DIBs, despite their strategic
location and resources, remain trapfrec cycle of economic marginalization, institutional

fragility, and coercive governance.

14.2.1.3Social Factors

Social instability in theDIBs is deeply rooted in institutional dysfunction and societal
fragmentation. At the local level, the collapse or inefficacy of formal institytfmansicularly

courts has driven communities to seek alternative mechanisms of justice and conflict
resolution. In the absence of trusted state institutions, religious and tribal leaders often serve as
intermediaries, mediators, and adjudicators in both civil and criminal tdspdhese
customary figures may even gmegotiate tribabr interclan arrangements, which are later
sanctioned by local or regional authorities. As noted by Yousef Faraj Mohammed, Director
General of Education in Nineveh and a former member of the Sunni political party Tagaddum:
Most of the problems that occur are in tribal areas, where the clans have a major role in
solving problems, as Nineveh Governorate tends to the tribal solution more than the
governmental and political solutiai(Interview23B)

However, based on extensive field research, the most critical social factor contributing
to instability is internal community divisigrespecially in Sinjar, the Nineveh Plains, and
Kirkuk. These internal rifts are frequently exacerbated by external astgisnal and global
powers alike who pursue influence through proxy alignment with segments of these
communities. This phenomenon is not limited to Yazidis or etkhgious minorities in
Nineveh or Kirkuk but extends into the Kurdish political langscd@Beyond the longstanding
rivalry between the KDP and the PUK, a range of smaller Kurdish pairidading the
Kurdistan I slamic Union (Yekgirt %), Kurdi st

Democratic Party, and thdGM, also represent divergent social bases, often aligned with
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ideological or geographic cleavages within Kurdish soc@tyistian communities in Iraq face

their own challenges of marginalization and underrepresentation. As Cardinal Louis Raphael
Sako | lamentedoThe Christians are not represented in the Iraqgi Parliament. The five deputies
belong to the Babylon Brigade and are aligne
Babylon will attract or pressure him to side with them. Only the Church represehtsaacts

the Christiang (Interview 15B). This dsence of independent political agency leaves Iraqi
Christians exposed, with limited access@umatrord states or actors who might otherwise
champion their interests or protect their rightsthe context of divided societies, Lijphart
(1995, p. 276) describes such settings as b&@inhgrply divided along religious, ideological,
linguistic, cultural, ethnic, or racial lines into virtually separate subsocieties with their own
political parties, interest groups, and media of communicét®uelke (2012, p. 32) further
argues that such societies are markedbgck of consensus on the framework for the making

of decisions and a contested political process in which the legitimacy of outcomes is commonly
challenged by political representatives of one of the segrents.

At the subregional level, demographic engineering has left a legacy of mistrust and
friction that continues to affect intercommu
Arabization policy systematically displaced Kurdish and Turkmen populaticareas such as
Kirkuk, Tuz Khurmatqg and Khanagqin, replacing them with Arab settlers and shifting
administrative boundaries to dilute Kurdish claims to these territories. This policy was not
merely demographic but also symboeirdended to assert Arab ghinance over contested lands
through population manipulation, land confiscation, and identity suppregstiowing the
2003 U.Sied invasion, the reverse process &lrdificationd unfolded. Kurdish parties,
particularly the KDP and PUK, facilitated the return of displaced Kurds and often exerted
political and administrative control over previously Arabized areas. This process, although
framed as a reversal of past injustice, wagqudently implemented through informal or coercive
means exacerbating tesions with Arab and Turkmen communities. In some instances,
property disputes, access to services, and identity documentation became flashpoints of
conflict. These overlapping layers of historical injustice and political exclusion have rendered
reconciliaton efforts particularly difficult in the DIBIMioreover, variations in fertility rates
between Arab and Kurdish populations have introduced new dimensions of demographic
anxiety. In ethnically mixed areas such as Nineveh Plains or parts of Diyala, cdynieaahéers
have expressed concerns about shifting population balances potentially leadingterriong

changes in voting power, representation, and access to public resources. These demographic
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dynamics, while often politically instrumentalized, reflect deeper insecurities about identity
preservation and political marginalization.

At the national | e v e dsharing modeaiNbush acscanssap cTiaabtiifo
instituted after 2003, has become a dotduged sword. Initially conceived to prevent the
return of centralized authoritarianism and ensure inclusivity, the system has evolved into
amechanism of elite cartelization. By dividing executive, legislative, and bureaucratic
authority among ethneectarian blocdylu h a s a s a haJiastitutiénalized division rather
than unity. It creates incentives for zemam competitionmong groups and discourages merit
based governancéVhile figures like Muqgtada #badr have attempted to challenge this
structure advocating for @ational majority governmedithat bypasses sectarian quotagh
efforts have met resistance from entrenched interests. Even when popular support exists for
reform, institutional inertia and patronage networks have repeatedly blocked systemic change.
This gridlock has led to public disillusionment, as evidenceoh&sgs protests in Baghdad and
southern Iraq ir019 2021, where demonstrators called for an end to sectarianism, corruption,
and foreign influenceHere, identity plays a central role in shaping both stability and
fragment at DIBs.nWhileraforinal laaqi &tate identity exists, it remains weak and
inconsistently embraced across the population. Expressions of Iragi national itkttity
emerge symbolicallysuch as during international sporting events, when support for the
national football team momentarily unites citizens across etbotarian lines. However, these
moments are fleeting and largely fail to translate into sustained civic nationalism. Atbympts
the state to promote unity through national sympsigh as the flag, anthem, and state
holidays are often perceived as togjown and instrumentalized, and in many cases are met
with indifference or outright rejection by various segments of sodietyontrast, suistate and
proto-national identities rooted in tribal, clan, and etlsegtarian affiliations remain
significantly more robust. Among Kurdish communities, for instance, there is often a clear
delineation from an Iraqgi identity in favor of d@distinct Kurdish national consciousness.
Similarly, many Arab communities continue to prioritize tribal and local affiliations over
identification with the central state. This fragmented identity landscape is further complicated
by the legacy of the ISI8se andits territorial contro] which both exploited and deepened
existing societal divisions. | SI S6s targetin
narratives, and undermining of state authority eroded public trust and reinforced reliance on
nonstate identity structures as soes of protection and meanirigltimately, the absence of
a shared civic identity weakens prospects for {targn national integration and governance
stability. Instead, Iraq remains characterized by a layered igdesystem, where loyalty to

16C



tribe, sect, or ethnic group often outweighs allegiance to the state. This fragmentation presents
both a challenge to conflict resolution and a key variable that must be addressed in any effort
to stabilizenot onlyl r aB$,dut alsahestate of Iraq as a whole

From a gl obal perspective, I nternational
remains largely episodic and reactionary. The 2014 genocide of the Yazidis by ISIS prompted
a rare moment of global mobilization, including humanitarian interventions taed
classification of the atrocities as genocide by several international bodies. Yet, once the
immediate crisis subsided, international focus largely shifted away from the structural
conditions that made such violence possiblaman rights monitoring méanisms remain
underfunded, and foreign donor attention is often dictated by geopolitical interests rather than
community needsFurther compounding the situation is the lack of sustained Western
engagement, especially following the USAID funding cuts initiated by the U.S. administration
in early 2025, which resulted in the termination of thousands of development and stabilization
projects. The absence of economic and institutional alternatives to security groups has left
many local communities dependent armed actors not only for protection but also for
services, employment, and dispute resolutioi@rnational aid is frequently channeled through
shortterm stabilization programs rather than legegn capacity building or reconciliation
processes. This selective and inconsistent approach has undermined trust in external actors and
failed to addresghe root causes of identityased fragmentation sum, the persistence of
sectarian and ethnic stratification at selgional, national, and global levelsters social
cohesion in Irag. While shetérm peace is often maintained through informal arrangements
or elite bargains, the structural conditions that perpetuate instaligtioric grievances,
demographic manipulation, exclusionary governance, and uneven international ,support

remain largely unresolved.

14.2.1.4 Security Factors

Security remains the dominant axis of instab
economic, and social domains. In many areas, security actors serve not as protectors of public
order but as agents of coercion and economic extraction. dnst@aoviding protection, these

forces frequently operate extortion networks, smuggling routes, and influence peddling
systems to consolidate their control over territory and resoudres.of the key sources of
instability is the existence of parallehaed groups loyal not to the state, but to political parties

or foreign powers. These include various factions within the PMF,-BIK}&ed militias, and
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party-based security units from the KDP and PUK. These armed entities often pursue divergent
political agendas, maintain separate chains of command, and lack institutional accountability,
thereby fragmenting the national security landscape. In contestéegssguch as Kirkuk,
Khanagin, Sinjar, and TukKhurmatq these groups compete for influence and revenue
generating resources like oil, trade checkpoints, and border crossings. Their operations are
deeply embedded in tramsgional patronage systems, witha n b a ¢ kparanglitarledr i 6 a
and Turkey conducting operations against PKK elements, primarily near Sinjar and Makhmour.
This militarized fragmentation is not simply the result of internal dynamics but part of a larger
regi onal security architectur e, in which |r;
strategic calculus includes securing its supply corridors bamhen via prdranian PMF units.
Conversely, Turkey frames its incursions into northern Iraq as cet@mterism campaigns
againstthe PKK, but they also serve broader strategic goals: projecting power across its
southern border and influencing Kurdish political structures, particularly the KDP.

At the national level, the proliferation of weapons remains a major destabilizing factor.
Iraq is among the most heavily armed civilian populations in the world, with small arms widely
accessible through both licit and illicit markets. This saturationezpenry fuels cycles of
retaliatory violence and weakens formal legal institutions. In regions like the DIBs, tribal
customs and retaliatory norms often replace judicial arbitration, creating a systentivhere
gunboutweighs the rule of law. As a resudtyen minor disputesuch as land ownership or
marital disagreementsan escalate into armed confli€ompounding this, the lack of a unified
national security doctrine prevents the establishment of a coherent and professionalized
security sector. Competing forces often overlap in jurisdiction and responsibility, leading to
confusion, duplication, or, in evst cases, confrontation. Kurdish Peshmerga uRéderal
police, and PMF brigades have clashed intermittently over control of administrative
institutions, oil infrastructure, and local checkpoiiftsr example in Sinjar, Makhmour or
Kirkuk).

At the regional | evel, Ilraqdés DIBs functi
power s. Tur k ey 6Eagle @2020), &£laviightming,Canca @lawl hunderbolt
targeted PKK positions in Sinjar and Makhmour, disrupting civilian life and fumiigarizing
the region. Simultaneously, Iraniackedparamilitarieshave fortified their positions along
the Iraq Iran border, facilitating both security influence and economic leveespecially at
key border crossings like -Manzarien (Khosravi).These activities often occur without

meaningful coordination with the central government, undermining Iraqi sovereignty.
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At the gl obal l evel, international i nvol

piecemeal, reactive, and undesourced. The UNAMI, though tasked with supporting
reconciliation and stabilization, lacks the mandate, resources, and political leverage to
intervene in local disputes or security vacuums. In contrast, peacekeeping missiongrsich as
United Nations Interim Force in LebanotNIFIL) demonstrate the value of robust,
multilateral security arrangements with clear rules of engagement. A simitil oo Iraq
tailored to its ethn®ectarian realitiesould provide transitional peace enforcement and help
establish norms of civilian protection and demilitarization.

In sum, the security ecosystem of the DIBs is characterized by competition,
fragmentation, and external manipulation. Without structural reforms to unify the security
sector, regulate the proliferation of arms, and insulate governance from militarizecbgatr
| r a@IBs svill remain zones of perpetual volatility, vulnerable to both local conflicts and
regional escalations. A credible international intervention, potentially in the form of
arestructuredJN peacekeeping mission, may offer a last avenubdibding durable security

and fostering longerm trust between communities.
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Factors leading to instability

Scales/Sectorg Political Economy Social Security
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Table no. 3 Factors leading to instability connected to the issue of BBarce: Authar
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14.2.2 Trans-regional Governance as a Consequence of Instabilt?

The concept of hybrid governance has become central to understanding political authority in
fragile and contested spaces, particularly where state control is limited. Building on Risse
(2011), these contexts are understood as areas of limited stateheoel fevimal institutions

are either absent or ineffective, and governance functions are increasingly provided by a mix

of actors, including NSAA, traditional authorities, and external powers. Rather than denoting
disorder, these spaces often exhibit compdex]i negotiated forms of authority, where
governance is shared, layered, and contingent. Boege et al. (2008) frame these as hybrid
political orders, where state, customary, and globalized forms of rtd&isband intertwine,

without a singular institutio a | centre. These framewor-ks <cha
centric assumptions, t he <dalarrrelationa undeetandinbgr a p 6 ,
of space and authority. Scholars like Meagher (2012) and Colona and Jaffe (2016) emphasize
the fusion of formal and informal institutions, and the need to distinguish hybrid governance

not merely by institutional multiplicity, but by blurred lines between state anestad@

spheres. In such settings, governance is not an exclusive domain of thieuttatprocessual

and negotiated outcome shaped by local needs, power asymmetries, amegicare
connections, which are represented by the influence of regional patrons and proxy
relationships. Thischapteroffers a robust foundation for conceptusd transregional
governance (as a specific subtype of hybrid governance) that foregrounds how external actors
embed themselves in local governance networks, especially in ethnically and geopolitically
sensitive regions.

While academic literature does not fully elaborate on the concept ofragiosal
governanc¥? this thesisbrings a new conceptualization as a specific subtype of hybrid
governance. Here, tramsgional governance refers to midéyered governance, where local
decisionmaking is influenced by higher scales of governance (regional and global), including
political, economic, and security actors such as states estatsorganizations. The process
of local decisiommaking by specific actors is intertwined with the objectives of regional and
global actors, who use their agenda through their allies (or proxesheoground. This
definition can only be met under the following four conditions: (1) it applies to areas of limited

statehood, where institutional weakness allows NSAAs to fill power vacuums, (2) the local

132This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Irad's dispute
internal borders. Traaggional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies,
DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412.

133There are a few exceptions such as Stone and Moloney (2019).
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economy is importlependent, (3) the area lies in strategic proximity to external actors,
enabling sustained access and influence and (4) are populated by ethnoreligious minorities who
may seek affiliation or protection from nearby Jstates based on skdr identity3*,
Methodologically, thischaptens grounded in the tradition of theebyilding case studies as
outlined by George and Bennett (2005). Their approach emphasizes the value of structured,
focused comparison and process tracing for uncovering complex causal mechanisms in social
science resarch. This framework is particularly suited for conceptualizing {‘rag®nal
governance, as it enables the identification of patterns across cases marked by limited
statehood, external interference, and hybrid governance structures. Moreamaphssis on
typological theorizing supports the development of migddlege theory, explaining how and
under what conditions external actors become embedded in local governance networks. This
ensures the concept of traregional governance is both empirically grounded and theoretically
transferable beyond the specific context of
To underline the connection between the theoretical framework of-regimal
governance and the patterns on the ground, it is essential to describe the situation on the ground
in more detail. Prdranian paramilitariesHashd aWa | a 0 i |, as part of the
dual identities, both within formal state structures (e.g. through lobbying for PMF funding) and
outside them, pursuing independent military, economic, and political agendas. More
importantly, theprdrani an PMF i s | i n kgahdcoromands fromth&lBGC. p ol i
Thus, it creates an asymmetrical environment, which has to be examined more deeply
concerning existing concepts of governance and government, challenging the concept of
Westphalian sovereignty of the state, creating anafriaited statehood, such as in parts of
Sudan, Syria, Libya, or Yemen. Thieesisc ont ends t hat the current
(2012) contheptr aonthiodNaoln I nfl uence by Externa
strategically influence goveance in areas of limited statehood. While one could argue for the
U.S. presence in the Middle East, such as in the KRI, as an external influencer, this influence
lacks the longerm sustainability of actors like Iran and Turkey, whose strategic proximity
ensures entrenched and persistent engagement. For example, Turkey uses its leverage through
several mechanisms, such as supporting the KDP in Sinjar and the Nineveh Plains and the ITF
in Kirkuk and TuzZKhurmatothrough financial and political incentives. M@ o v e r |l ragods

are populated by ethnoreligious components such as minorities who may seek connections and

134 These conditions also fit the case of Northern Kosovo, in particular the connection between the major local Serb party
Srpska Lista (Serbian list) and the ruling party in Serbia, Srpska Napredna Stranka (SNS; Serbian progressive party), led by
the presidet Aleksandar VLil (Vulovil 2020).
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possible protection with geographically proximate kin states based on the same or similar
ethnoreligious key. Theoretically, this can be framed by thestdte theory, which in its
broader under st andi nesertstleefmajority tiagn of a ransbardert e t h
ethnic group whose members residep.i799).Imei ghb
this research, both Iran and Turkey represent thestiites, which actively cultivate ties to
external members of similar or shared, ethretigious, cultural or national kinship, and take
on O0a role in the protection and pp&@®ervati
The external penetration of the society is even easier, especially in a divided Iraqi society,
through its ethnoreligious lines, legally embedded withim h a s a s a. Impataéntlyf Inary a
and Turkey do not pursue territorial claims in the DIBs but instead seek control framed as
protective intervention. Yet this narrative often masks strategic interests. MoradwoeQf
local and regional alliances can be framed by pragmatic calculations such as the case of Turkey
KDP/Sunni Arabs or Irai?KK relations. Therefore, those relations cannot be framed only
through kinstate theory lenses. While kstate theory provideinsight into identitybased
external engagement, it does not account for the institutionalized -laydted nature of
governance in the DIBs. The concept of tra@gional governance extends this framework by
analysing how regional powers not only aligith ethnic kin but also embed themselves in
local governance through proxies, resource flows, and strategiptation. As Jenne (2007)
argues, minority groups strategically escalate or moderate their demands in response to shifts
in support from exteral patrons. Her work shows that ethnic demands are not simply triggered
by ethnic ties or irredentist agendas but are dynamically shaped by perceptions of bargaining
power.Finally, the kinstateoften contributes to the marginalization of a minority igigen
state rather than to its integration.

As the main result, | argue that governance patterns in the DIBs can be understood
through a specific subtype of hybrid governance, which | define asregimal governance.
This concept contributes to the literature by introducing a new category od lgglvernance
that applies to cases where foreign actors shape local outcomes through strategic alliances with
domestic proxies. Both case studies align with this framework, illustrating how local policies
and dynamics are increasingly shaped more bynagithan national forces. In this context,
political, economic, and security decisions are mediated through multilayered governance
structures involving states and NSAAs embedded at the local Advedsearcheatase studies
meet the main conditions of trarsgional governance: Firstly, both case studies can be framed
as areas with limited statehood, where state authority is diminished, creating a vacuum that is
filled by NSAA, which leads to hybrid governancasked on shadows of hierarchy. Secondly,
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both case studies witness poor local economies based on imports, despite being rich in natural
and other resources, and thirdly, both of them are located in a strategic proximity to external
actors, namely Iran and Turkey. While Khanagin is located nedrahian border, and thus,

the presence of prlvanian actors is almost inevitable, Kirkuk represents a strategic location in
the heart of DIBY® The governance structures of DIBs areas are often neglected as the
consequence of the norsiouth GolKRG disputes, creating openings for both Iran and Turkey.

As the Iranian influence is the case also in the northern (Sulaymaniyah), central and southern
(mainly Shioa) Il raq, the specific context of
diverse ethnoreligious composition) create patterns of relations and-gealsr(or territorial
disputes) between local actors with a regional power behind thereoWe, Iran and Turkey
strengthen role is a consequence of institutional and power vacuum, making external
intervention in the DIBs distinct from their roles in other parts of Iraq, where influence is
channeled more through institutional mechanighisexamined case studies are populated by
ethnoreligious components, such as minorities who may seek connections and possible
protection with geographically close kin states based on the same or similar ethnoreligious key.
A clear example could be the presentéhe Turkmen minority, whose Sunni components are
closer to Turkey under the banner of thefFwh i | e Shi 6a Tur kmen ofte
from Iran or its proxies on the ground. While those proxies are dependent on external actors,
they fill their local strategic goals and aims, not standing against the interests or wider strategies
of both regionabuperpowers. While Iran and Turkey may show limited genuine concern for
these minorities, they frequently invoke minority protection to justify expanding influence on
the ground.

This chapterchallenges and expands those models by illustrating how governance is
often hybrid, negotiated, and externally embedded. In territories where state authority is limited
or contested, governance emerges not only from internal institutional arrangemémisugt
multi-scalar interactions between local actors and {regmnal powers. Local elites,
militias/paramilitaries, political parties, and even communities make decisions that are deeply
entangled with regional and global actors, whodtuence is exerted through security,

economic, and ideological channels. This complicates the neat division between internal and

135Even though Kirkuk is located in the center of DIBs, it is not physically proximate to Turkey or Iran. However, it is part of
broader logistical, ideological, and economic networks that extend from those regional powers, which allows them to project
their influence deeper into the Iraqi territory. Thus, proximity should be understood not just as border adjacency, but as the
ability to project sustained influence through allies, access, and infrastructure. Control over Kirkuk is for both reginsal p
represent a symbolic and practical leverage and a strategic node for theetmmsl governance strategy.

138Which is in the time of the writing struggling with internal discord between its two leadeshad Salihi and Hasan Turan

(K24 2025).
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external politics, and between domestic and international governance. These theoretical
outcomes are interwoven with the results of the northern Diyala case(Khatyaqgin) where
Iran manages internal and external governance processes, and the Kirkuk case, with the strong
i mpact of Iran and Turkey through the suppor
is part of the regional H&hdialval abessénucstur al
the Badr OrganizationrA s a 6 i b-Ha§ landKa#alib HezbollahThis strategy intensified
after Octobef7, 2023, when Hamas launched an offensive in Isfaeling the Israelilranian
long-term regional conflict, which later on spilled also to southern Lebanon and Syria. Turkey
views parts of the DIBs as areas to protect Sunni Turkmen minorities, pursuif@tidetan
aspirations and countering the logistical roated presence of PKKvhich, despite the current
peace talks, continues.

Finally, | argue that the concept of territorial sgtivernance(TSG) within DIBs
(applied, for example, by Wolff) is no longer valid since the Gol retook large parts of these
areas in October 2017. Moreover, there is no political will from the Gol to accept more
decentralized autonomous regions or provinces, such as Basexveh Plains, Kirkuk, or
adominantly Sunni region in Irag. However, there are small exceptions, especially within the
DIBs, such as selfovernance within Sinjar and Makhmour refagamp, where the authority
is fully (Makhmour) or partially (Sinjar) under the influence of the PKK. In both mentioned
case studies, the governing system is officially based on the ideology of democratic
confederalism, representing the bottamapproaclf governing structures. In contrast to self
governance model s, |l ragdbs DIBs have increasi

Iranian and Turkish influence.



14.2.3.Factors leading to stability in selected case studied

As presented in this chapter, the factors coc
viewed from an academic perspective but also serve as a foundation for potential conflict
resolution strategies. As illustratedTableno. 4 territorialgovernance mechanispanging

from local initiatives to subegional structures such as the KRG and Provincial Couneits

function as stabilizing forces. Since theestablishment of Provincial Councils in 2023,

incidents of ethneectarian violence hawdeclined significantly, suggesting that the inclusion

of diverse ethnaeligious communities in decisiemaking processes at local and regional

levels may serve as an effective tool for conflict mitigatiemally, factors or conditions

leading to stabilitican be seen as a process of reducing the factors causing instability described

in the previous chapter.

14.2.3.1. Political Factors

At the grassroots level, political stability is closely tied to the existence and functionality of
local councils, which serve as platforms for inclusive governance and community participation.
These councils often represent different ethnic and religionstituencies, enabling bottem
up engagement that can bridge divides in fragmented districts. Their presence provides
acritical mechanism for negotiating local grievances, managing communal disputes, and
reinforcing legitimacy in otherwise marginalizecas.

At the subregional levelgovernancébodie®such aghe Provincial Councils and the
KRG provide an intermediate layer of governance that bridges local dynamics with broader
regional strategies. Their political presence can harmonize local interests and provide
institutional mechanisms for managing disputes that transcend individual towns
communitiesin 2009, the UNAMI report suggested 4 possible options to resolve the dispute
over Kirkuk:dl) reformulating Article 140 to make it unambiguous andrclElais would mean
resolving key questions related to a referendum, such as the referendum question, eligibility
and voter registration, and the boundaries o
as a governorate that is not organized inte@on, as with the other Iragi governorates; 3)
6dual nexus6 which administratively | inks Ki

statusdé that gives Kirkuk speci al admini str

137This chapter is partly based on an academic article by Sommer, F. (2025): Iran's and Turkey's footprint within Irad's dispute
internal borders. Traaggional governance of northern Diyala and Kirkuk after October 2017, Regional & Federal Studies,
DOI: 10.1080/13597566.2025.2518412.
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Irag with high degree of administratigelfrule and less direct influence from Baghdad and
Erbilé (ICG 2009, p. 7 cit. in Saeed 2016, p. 1Rplian (2017) further argued that the
establishment of minoritadministered provinces could stem population outflows.
Specifically, the Nineveh Plains could be designated as a province for Christians, while Sinjar
and the Shekhan district might serve ageaidi province. Likewise, the district of Tel Afar
could be administered by the Turkmen community. Empowering local governance structures
in these regions could pave the way for a more inclusiveltfStsetiement.

As demonstrateth Tableno. 4 hybrid governancgnot a trangegional governance)
structures drawing from both the KRG and Provincial Council models can foster stability
across the DIBs. Nevertheless, any governance model must be adapted to local contextual
factors, particularly the areadspredemmmargly aphi c
Yezidi, the Nineveh Plains are largely Christian, Kirkuk remains rethinic, and Khanagin
i s popul ated by botAsth&b communities shoukl haaentideir 3wn a b s
political representatives within the Provincial Councils ficd@nected by powesharing
agreements), connected both with the KRG and Gol. However, some of the respondents
(connected to KDP, KRGespectively) view the solution in a different wa&go maybe they
could have autonomous administration within the KRG for those regions. For their local
people to run their own affairs. No@oranhasbecome a selidministrative area to run their
own affairs, the Garmiyan areaasits own administrationwhen they have their own local
decisionmaking to do that. So obvidysKirkuk has to be that special status, but it has to be
a part of the KRG. This is final. They have beenngllbout joint administration and so on.

But | d o&mwbitkable that waly. Wie insist on the constitution. We are not saying that
the constitution says théhese areas should go under the KRt these areas should decide
where they want to belong, to which €idénterview 7B). Saeed (2016) offers several
governance options for Kirkuk: integration into the KRG (favored by Kurds), autonomous
regional status (advocated by Turkmens), or incorporation into federal Iraq (preferred by many
Arabs). While these options reflect divergeational visions, Saeed importantly argues that
local elites are more predisposed to compromise than their national counterparts. Living amidst
their communities and bearing direct responsibility for everyday governance, they possess the
contextual awarerss and proximity needed to negotiate realistic solutions. Yet, this potential
is stifled by the dominance of external party leaderships, particularly in the Kurdish case, where
local agency is frequently subordinated to broader party discourses origmasidge the city.

In this regard, much of the academic literajuisech as the influential works by
Anderson and Stansfield (2004) or Dodge (20b2s been critiqued for relying heavily on
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elite narratives and failing to capture the complex mechanisms of idbeasgd mobilization
on the ground. As Quesnay (2021) notes, these accounts often portray sectarian divisions as
fixed and spontaneous, thereby obscuring the strategic choices #m@lpatgotiations that
ty
DIBs, future governance models must better account for local agency, evolvirgroupr

underli e ident.i claims and conflict behavi

relationships, and the role of suhtional ators in shaping inclusive and functional

administrative arrangements.

Factors leading to stability

Scales/Sectors

Political

Economy

Social

Security

existence of local

stable environment
based on cooperatio
between individual

willingness to interconnect

existence of selprotection
forces based on their

Muhasasa

exportbased

companies, support
of the private sector
and small businesse

Local councils communities, with other communities, territorial identity,
existence of private | building bridges approach | connected to the state
sectors and small structures
businesses

existence of united model of existence of tribal and cla

Sub-regional Provincial economy unification | existence of tribal and clan councils- conflict
9 Councils for different councils- conflict mediation "
. - mediation

existenceof KRG | territories
staple oil prices dismantling of patronage
national market ;

. L networks between various . .
diversification, . . UNAMI multi-ethnic force,
L . communities and their . "

consociationalism | support of other than olitical representation Iragi-armyi Peshmerga

National - democracy oil-production and P p coordination including

existence of effective

communication connections

between KRGGol-and
Provincial Councils

elements of locatecurity
self-protection forces

Trans-regional

supportive role to
the KRG,
Provincial
Councils through
the Gol by the
regional actors

building up of the
Development Road
Project

support of the local
communities by regional
actors

support of the UNAMI
multi-ethnic force and Iraq
army Kurdish Peshmerga
coordination through the
UN General Assembly

Global

supportive role to
the KRG,
Provincial
Councils through
the Gol by the
international actor:

global market
diversification,
support of other than
oil-production and
exportbased
companies

protection of minorities,

efforts of their integration int

the state institutions

efforts by the international
actors to create minorities
self-protective forces,
support of the UNAMI
multi-ethnic force and Iraq
army Kurdish Peshmerga
coordination through the
UN General Assembly

Table no. 4 Factors leading to stability connected to the issue of C8Barce: Authar

While the reactivation of the Provincial Councils in 2023 represents a meaningful step

toward enhanci t er r i DIBs iis bhgtergneswceessmiagesson a c r «

ng
full inclusivity. The effectiveness of these councils is undermined when key stakehslaérs
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as the KDP, the ITF, and Arab representatigesexcluded or underrepresented. The challenge
is compounded by intrEurdish rivalries, particularly between the KDP and the PUK, which
continue to shape institutional loyalties and local governance outcomes. Notably, the traditional
binary framing of coflict as Arab versus Kurd has weakened over time, as the PUK
increasingly cooperates with Arab political actors, indicating a shift away from rigid-ethno
sectarian alignments toward pragmatic local partngsshi

One important factor contributing to local and sule gi o n a | st R@IBsisl i ty
the ability of communities to access education in their mother tondnather Kurdish, Arabic,
Turkmen, or another minority language. Linguistic inclusion in the educational system not only
affirms cultural identity but also fosters a sense of belonging and legitimacy within the state,
particularly in regions where commueisi have historically felt marginalized. Motktengue
education can thus function as a powerfabgizing mechanism, enhancing trust in public
institutions, improving educational outcomes, and promoting civic participation among
minority groupsHowever, this dynamic is not without its complexities. While metbague
education strengthens identity, it can also serve as a vehicle forrethapnalist narratives,
particularly when curricula emphasize glorified historical accounts, victimhoodtivas, or
group exceptionalism. In such cases, educational content may reinforce collective memory in
away that deepens societal divisions, framing other communities as historical adversaries or
diminishing the legitimacy of shared national identity. This is especially relevant in regions
like Kirkuk or the Nineveh Plains, where multiple ethnic and religiguoups coexist in
contested political spaceBhe dual potential of language educatiasboth a tool for inclusion
and a potential driver of polarizatiomghlights the importance of curriculum content, teacher
training, and oversight. Inclusive edtioa policies must therefore balance cultural recognition
with narratives that encourage intercommunal understanding and national cohesion, rather than
deepening ethneectarian boundaries. In this context, language rights are not only cultural or
legal isues but also intimately tied to the broader politics of recognition, representation, and
power. However, in the beginningf June 2025, Iraq's Ministry of Higher Education and
Scientific Research (related to thes a 0 i bHad)tsdnt adetter to universities and institutes
in Kirkuk, Nineveh, and Diyala provinces, stating that all teaching and examinations must be
in Arabic or English according to specializations, not KurdigRudaw 2026). This decision
clearlyviolatesthe Iraqgi Constitution which states that Arabic and Kurdish are the two official
languages of Iraq (also, Iragi people have the right to educate their children in their mother

tongue, referring to Turkmens, Assyrians, and Armenians) (Rudaw(2bs decision ad
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its counterreactions will further worsen the educational opportunities, leading to more
polarized society.

Nationatlevel political stability rests on the broader framework of consociational
democracy, which is intended to ensure pesvdrar i ng among I|-secagqads di v
groups. While often criticized for entrenching identity politics, consociationallso provides
a degree of predictability and representation, especially in deeply divided societiesetrong
stability requires reforming this model to reduce z&wm competition and ensure more
equitable resource distributiolm this context, the aksical consociational modeltlined by
Lijphart (1977) through principles of grand coalition, mutual veto, proportionality, and
segmental autonomypffers a theoretical roadmap for resolving disputes in cities like Kirkuk.
However, the practical realization of such a model is obstructed by entrenched local power
deals and the tegown control exercised by political elites in Erbil and BaghdHuis
evolution in local governance highlights the limitations of interpreting all dynamics solely
through an etho-sectarian lens. While identity politics undeniably play a role in shaping
conflict and cooperation, local development is often driven by broader nageeapolitical
bargainssuch as those between Sunni leader Mohammétdaal b o u s i and Shi 6a
al-Khazali which directly influence powesharing at the provincial and municipal levdlee
prevailing ethnesectarian framing of Iragi society is deeply problematic, both historically and
analytically. This perspective, which emphasizes rigid sdivio n s bet ween ShiC
Kurdish, and other identity groups, is largely a product of colonial andcptstial
interventions, particularly those by Western powers that instrumentalized identity as a tool of
governance. Under the British Mandate, fatamce, administrative and political power was
distributed in ways that reinforced communal boundaries, often privileging one group over
another to maintain control through division. This legacy of diaddrule laid the
groundwork for subsequent idegtibased competition and mistrust.

| mportantl vy, Il ragbs soci al fabric prior t
sectarian antagonism. While differences undoubtedly existed, intercommunal coexistence and
cooperation were common, especially in urban centers and multiethnic regabnas Kirkuk,

Mosul, and Baghdad. The institutionalization of identity politics reached its peak with the post
2003 imposition of th&lu h a s a s a sySteanpwhithi fornaally distributed political power

along sectarian and ethnic lines. While intenaeeisure inclusion, this system has entrenched
identity divisions, weakened national cohesion, and incentivized-dzliten patronage

net wor ks. Thus, any anal ysi ®IBsonfust ave eeyomda n c e
simplistic ethnesectarian narratives. Instead, it should account for the historical manipulation
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of identities, the legacy of colonial structures, and the dynamic ways in which communities
have navigated power, belonging, and resista
At transregionallevel, regional powers influence the political environment by either
supporting or under mining l ragos internal
neighboring stateschanneled through mechanisms like infrastructure investments or
diplomatic backingcan strengthen the position of both the KRG and provincial authorities.
Conversely(as previously discussedhterference can exacerbate instabildy.the global
level,int er nati onal actors also play malysthepst ant i
can support institutional development and the capdwitiding of local and regional
governance structures. International support for the KRG and provincial councils, when aligned

with national policies, helps bridge the cerperiphery divde.
14.2.3.2. Econoia Factors

From an economic perspective, stability depends on the creation of a cooperative environment
among diverse local communities. This is facilitated by the development of small businesses
and private sector initiatives, which not only generate livelihoods dsb foster
interdependence among groups that might otherwise remain segregated. Economic
interconnectivity at this scale reduces the incentives for conflict by increasing the opportunity
costs of violenceThus &he longterm solution of these issuessid be anchored in a clear
vision for Iraq as a whole, encompassing the-gisions and goals of all ethrmonfessional
components, mainig h i, Suanj and the Kurds. The Iraqgi leaders and representatives of all
groups should ask themselves how they want to see Iraq inds,2@years. The Iraqgi leaders
should also work on uniting the Iraqi people rather than triggering sectarianism. More
specifically, to encourage Iraqi state territorial nationalism and identity by developing shared
economic objectivee which could become a unifying element for the Iraqi pe(igerview

75B).

Economically, the subegional scale benefits from the unification of economic models
across different territories, enabling a more coherent approach to development. Integration of
markets, infrastructure planning, and investment strategies helps to desharéties and foster
interdependence between previously contested aréasnational economy plays a crucial
role. Stability is contingent on maintaining oil price stability, diversifying the national economy
beyond oil, and promoting the private sedad exporo r i ent ed enter pri ses.

dependency on oil revenue and investing in human capital and innovation would foster
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resilience in regions like Kirkuk and Khanaqgin that have long suffered from economic
marginalization.

At the transregional levelinitiatives like the Development Roaal planned transport
and trade corridor linking Iraq to regional markegsemplify how regional integration can
bolster local economies and reduce reliance on oil exports. Such projects have the potential to
foster interdependence among historically antagonistic groBfmbal economic trends,
particularly those related to market diversification and reduced reliance on fossil fuels, have
direct iIimplicati ons flabalingdttutiang @d investots cgan eatalyz8 u p p o

the development of neail sectors, stimulating job creation and reducing regional disparities.
14.2.3.3.Social factors

Socially, the willingness of communities to interact with one another is essential. Initiatives
that promote intecommunal dialogue and briddgmiilding, whether through civil society,
education, or shared infrastructuoan reduce mistrust. Such efforts are particularly vital in
postconflict settings like Sinjar and the Nineveh Plains, where deep scars from past violence
continue to define intergroup relatiomdso, identity based on mutual economic goals, rather
than ethnesectarian goajsould lead ® more cooperation and stability from the communal to
the national level.

Social cohesion ahe subregionallevel often hinges on the role of tribal and clan
councils, which act as traditional mechanisms of conflict mediation. These structures maintain
significant authority in many areas of Iraq, particularly where formal institutions are weak or
absent. Theirnivolvement in dispute resolution, land rights, and igt@up negotiations is
instrumental in maintaining peac&he demographic structure within DIBs will remain
acritical factor for any future resolution. As Wolf2@13) argues, there are several structural
factors such asidemography (e.g. how numerically large a particular group is and how
concentrated its members are) d@igeéographg (e.g. how clearly defined and unfragmented
the disputed territory is), which have an effect on the balance of pfwelff 2013,p. 1368).
These factors can also empower the demands o
words, the larger the homogeneous group within the disputed territories, the greater the claims
to control its affairs at the local (or regional) ledrough forms of corporate (or cultural)
autonomy and powesharing to make territorial seffovernance meaningful rathdran it
becoming another instance of majority cor@Volff 2013, p. 1369).

On thenational level dismantling patronage networksd corruptiorand improving

political representation across communities is vital. These patronage systems often serve short
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term political interests but undermine letegm governance by promoting loyalty over merit.
Strengthening communication channels between the KRG, the Gol, and provincial authorities
is equally important to ensure policy coherence and reduce bureauagtreehtationFrom
a transregional point of view the support of regional actors can help empower local
communities, particularly if directed toward inclusive development and reconstruction efforts.
However, external support must be carefully managedada gperceptions of favoritism or
foreign manipulationNumerous political and administrative barriers complicate the DIBs
issue. Not only the Gol but also regional powers like Iran and Turkey oppose the establishment
ofsefgoverning zones within the DI Bs. Her e, I
andgeography are crucial, but in Iragbds case,
readily serve as a justification for kgtate intervention. In such scenarios, external actors claim
t o od e rc-ethinicsorcereligionists, transforming regional strategies into local realities by
backing proxy groups with aligned identities and objectives.

And globally, protecting minoritiegsuch as the Yazidis or Christiare)d ensuring
their integration into state institutions is a shared priority for both domestic and international
actors. Mechanisms for cultural recognition, equal citizenship, and transitional justice are all

necessary to build trust among groups histdlyicaibjected to marginalization or violence.

14.2.3.4. Security Factors

In the security domain, localized s@lfotection forces grounded in territorial identgych as
Yezidi, Turkmen, or Arab community defense unatisly a dual role. When connected to state
security structures, they can serve as effective stabilizing forces that offer comapatitijc
protection while reinforcing state legitimacy. However, if left unregulated or politicized, these
forces can contrilte to fragmentation and localized insecurlyence the enhancement of
local selfprotection forcesintegrated within national frameworks such as the Iragi Ansy
vital. At the subregional level the tribal and clabbased networks not only contribute to
conflict mediation but often field their own security units. These formations, when coordinated
with formal security actors, can enhance stability. However, absent oversight, they risk
becoming peallel power structures.The delegation of territorial authority over
demographically homogeneous areas to a single administrative actioe establishment of
multi-ethnic political and security institutionsas been identified as a potential pathway to
stability. For example, ICG (2020) proposéd form a 6000-10.000-strong locally recruited

multi-ethnic force to supplement the proposed joint apaghmerga security mechanism. Such
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a force would cover the smlled second layer of security, the first being municipal police and

the thirdbeingarmyardle s hmer ga patrol s on oO(IC@20800pvA.r nor at
Also, it would not only serve locally in cities and rural areas, but also be deployed in between
them, on the roads, filling the vacuums often led by militias, gangs and unspecified armed
groups.Financially, such initiatives could be supported by allocations from the federal budget,

while localized stability may alsmeourage foreign investment and contribute to both national

and regional fiscal revenues.

Security at the national level is reinforced by coordinated efforts among the Iragi Army,
the Kurdish Peshmerga, and international actors such as UNAMI-lttic forces and joint
operations help prevent theeeergence of insurgent groups like ISISl gmomote a shared
sense of national security ownership. Integrating local protection units into this framework
remains a challenge but is necessary for a sustainable security archit€cioperation
betweenthe Kurdish Peshmerga units and Iraqi forceéswdd be institutionalized to avoid
overlaps and confrontations. Such locally grounded security arrangements could provide the
foundation for broader stabilization across the DIBs, where dialogue replaces violence as the
primary mode of political expressioln conclusion, a localized and contesdnsitive approach
to governance is likely more feasible and effective than a grand, nationwide agreement. Based
on extensive fieldwork and analysis conducted over five years, the prospect of a singular,
comprehense resolution appears unlikely. Finally, international recognition dpecial
statudfortheDIBss i mi | ar t o the Brl| ko Di st rcouldoffermod el
a | egal and administrat DBe(Saped20d®.dent f or st a

At the transregional level the support of regional actors can help empower local
communities, particularly if directed toward inclusive development and reconstruction efforts.
However, external support must be carefully managed to avoid perceptions of favoritism or
foreign manipudtion. Globally, in the security domain, international efforts focus on
supporting minority selprotection structures, ensuring coordination among national forces,
and reinforcing the mukethnic composition of security institans. The continued
engagement of actors like UNAMI and the UN General Assembly provides critical oversight
and technical support for these efforts.

And finally, it is crucial to answer théourth research questiono the specific
governance structures and relationships between actors contribute to local conflict resolution
and gradual stabilization, or do they reinforce conditions of conflict and fragmentétion?
Here, he governance structures and irdec t o r rel at i DIBsseRhibip Bothi n | r

stabilizing and destabilizing dynamics, depending on how they function across different scales
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(local to global), the inclusivity of their design, and the alignment (or misalignment) of interests
among key stakeholders. In other words, these structures are not inherently stabilizing or
fragmentary their impact is highly contextual, shaped by the quality of cooperation, the
political will for inclusivity, and the nature of external involvement.

At the local leve| governance structures such as local councils and comrhasied
selfprotection forces often serve as effective mechanisms for conflict resolution and
stabilization. When these bodies are representative and enjoy legitimacy among diverse
communities, thy can mediate disputes, support reconciliation, and reestablish order. For
example, tribal and clan councils in some areas of Sinjar and the Nineveh Plains have played
constructive roles in restoring social trust and negotiating retfrid3Ps However, in the
absence of integration into formal state structures, or when such forcesopteddy partisan
or sectarian actors, they risk entrenching fragmentation and competing claims to authority.

At the subregional and national levelformal political institutions like the KRG and
Provincial Councils can provide frameworks for more structured governance. When these
bodies are supported by inclusive policies, coordinated planning, and clear lines of
communication with Baghdad, they dohute to conflict resolution by creating predictable
political processes and reducing local grievances. However, in cases wherespariay
arrangements devolve into elite bargains and patronage networks, theyemfoyce
exclusivist politics, block reform, and perpetuate instabiigyrticularly in contested areas like
Kirkuk, where institutional ambiguity fuels zesmm competition.Economic governance
across these levels also plays a dual role. Where economic cooperation, investment in
infrastructure, and development initiatives like tfi@evelopment Rodilare equitably
implemented, they reduce competition over scarce resources and foster mutual dependency. In
contrast, when economic initiatives are uneverniltritbuted or benefit select groups (e.g.
politicized oil revenuesharing), they can exacerbate distrust and deepen territorial claims.

Security arrangementeepresent perhaps the most volatile dimension. While joint
security mechanisms involving the Iraqi arnfyrdish Peshmerga, and local units can build
trust and deter renewed violence, the fragmentation of command, overlapping jurisdictions,
and occasional confrontations between Kurdish and federal forces illustrate the fragility of
these arrangements. The presenc® bf kn@jarity PMF units in Sunni and minorityajority
areas has also introduced a new layer of contestation, ofteredsi@s occupation or
demographic engineering, which undermines local confidence in state neutrality.

Moreover, theelationships between local, national, regional, and international acéors
critical. When aligned toward stabilizatioms seen in some instances of UNAMd
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coordination or regional support for reconstructittrese relationships can reinforce positive
governance outcomes. Yet, conflicting agendas (e.g. betweebdckedparamilitariesand
Westernbacked Iraqi forces, or between KRG and Gol over administrative boundaries) often
translate into localevel contestation, thus perpetuating fragmentation.

In conclusion, the evidence suggests tbpécific governance structures and actor
relationships can contribute to local conflict resolution and gradual stabiliZatioonly under
certain conditions: when they are inclusive, coordinated, and embedded in transparent and
accountable institutions. Conversely, where governance is fragmented, exclusionary, or shaped
by competing external interests, these same structuagseaimforce conflict dynamicand
entrench territorial fragmentation. The dual
the need for a more integrated, mgitialar approach to pesonflict statebuilding, one that
emphasizes institutional legitiacy, participatory governance, and intergroup trust.
Considering the time aspedtis crucial to frame whether we are in a time of peace or in a time
of war.According to Johnson (2022), autonomy functions as awk&mechanism that serves
different purposes depending on the political context. In times of peace, autonomy
arrangements can help preserve state integrity by enabling compromise with centraiesuthor
and managing ethnic mobilization. However, during civil war, the same institutions can
echance a minority groupbs capacity to wage ¢
increasing the likelihood of secession. Johnson emphasizes that in such contexts, autonomy not
only provides the means but also intensifies the motivation for indepee, as ethnic
organizations are more likely to repurpose institutional tools toward pursuing separation rather

than reconciliation.
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15. Conclusion

This thesis has explored governance and con’
four key postconflict districts: Sinjar, the Nineveh Plains, Kirkuk, and Khanagin. Using
amultidimensional analytical framewaqrkovering political, economic, social, security, and
territorial dimensionghe study has provided a grounded, comparative analysis of how various
actors compete for authority, legitimacy, and control in contested spaces.

One of the core contributions of this th
political | andscape. 't classifies kely Shi 0c¢
secular and sectariamationalist. This typology offers a clearer urstanding of the
ideol ogi cal orientations and internal di ver
principal decisiormakers within the Gol. By mapping these positions, the research contributes
to a more nuanced understanding of wseatarian potics, moving beyond homogenizing
narratives and helping to explain policy diwv
to territorial governanceThe thesis also engages directly with the lived realities of local
g oV er nan dDBs. Thmough extensivesfieldwork, including sestructured interviews,
thematic coding, neparticipant observation, a research diary, and photo documentation, the
study captures the voices and perceptions of a wide range of, &ciordocal officials and
tribal leaders to researchers and civil society representatives. Collaboration with local fixers
and translators was essential in navigating these complex environments and ensuring linguistic
and cultural accuracyBy incorporating the perspectives of both local and international
stakeholders, the thesis moves beyond-down analyses and offers a mdaalar
understanding of power, identity, and governance. It critically examines how institutions such
as language deication, security provision, and symbolic gohtof public space can both
stabilize and fragment contested distridegppending on how they are embedded within political
and territorial agendas.

Theoretically, the research contributes to broader debates eoguikstt governance,
territorial powersharing, and stateuilding in divided societies. It also challenges the
dominance of ethnreectarian narratives in Iraq by revealing the complexrpeadic, and often
transactional nature of political behavior at both the elite and grassroots lav&lsn, this
thesis provides an original contribution to the study of disputed territories andgndistt
stabilization, combining empirical depth witheoretical relevance. Its findings are applicable
not only to Iraq but also to other confliatfected contexts where governance, identity, and

territorial control remain deeply contested.
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The Kurdistan Region of Irag, governed by the KRG, stands as a partial modelstatsub
governance capable of offering lessons for the wider Iraqi comspécially in the complex

DIBs such as Kirkuk, Nineveh Plains, Sinjar, Khanagin, Makhmour, andKhuzmato

Despite its internal political rivalries, budgetary dependencies, and external pressures, the KRG
has developed functional administrative, educational, and security institutions. It has weathered
immense challenges, including the Kurdish civanef the 1990s, the fall of the Ba'ath regime

in 2003, the |1 sl amic Sit2@l7, eddsthe @ontsolessial 217 b et
independence referendum. Its endurance suggests that decentralized govetmamceoted

in local legitimacy and supported by a cohesive administrative framewamloffer a viable
mechanism for managing ethneligious diversity and regional instability.

In light of the geopolitical and domestic constraints that preclude Kurdish
independence, a reimagined autonomy framework may provide a pragmatic alternative for
managing conflict and governance in |lraq6s
modelwholesale, but rather adapting its key componeasiinistrative decentralization, local
security mechanisms, and iderigignsitive political inclusionto the unique historical and
demographic contexts of each area. As Skelton and Ali Saleem (2018) sss®sing the
continued fragmentation of administrative and security structures at the local level must be
atop priority for any Baghdaérbil settlement.

The contingent approach used throughout this thesis highlights that governance
solutions must be locally grounded. Factors such as the presence of arnstdt@@ctors,
patterns of displacement and return, environmental degradation, and historicalagieat
shape what is feasible in each DIB. For instance, Sinjar remains a symbol of both trauma and
contested governance. The failure to implement the 2020 Sinjar Agreement demonstrates the
paralysis caused by multiple competing act&iBP, PKK, PMF, ad Gol, each with different
claims over territory, security, and governance. Here, any progress will require a negotiated
governance framework that reflects Yazidi preferences, demilitarizes local politics, and
guarantees a viable security arrangemantliineveh Plains, the proliferation of armed groups
and the fragmentation of Christian political representation illustrate the limits of current
governance arrangements. While there are proposals for creating a new province for Christians
or Yazidis (Kalan 217), their feasibility is constrained by national politics and unresolved
guestions over resource control and territorial boundaries.

Kirkuk, perhaps the most emblematic of the DIBs, remains a deeply divided city.
Though consociationalishbased on Lijphartoés principles o
proportionality, and segmental autongmmay appear theoretically sound, its practical
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implementation is constrained by extrinsic elite interventions and entrenched clientelistic

networks. Saeed (2016) rightly notes that local elites, by virtue of their embeddedness in local
communities and accountability to their constituents, are moily tikseek compromise than

their national counterparts. However, they often lack the political autonomy to implement such

agreements, with decisianaking dominated by party leadership in Erbil or Baghdad.

In Khanagin, the overlapping presence of Gol and KRG institutions, and the dual
dependency of the population on both Rlitked and federal employment networks,
highlights the fragility of hybrid governance. While this duality offers stearn flexibility, it
undermines institutional coherence and creates insecurity regarding service delivery, law
enforcement, and political representation. In Makhmour, the coexistence of Iragqi Army,
Peshmerga, and PKknked militias compounded by Turkish airstrikeku strates the extreme
consequences of unresolved sovereignty and international interference. A durable governance
arrangement here must address not only local administrative control but also external military
pressures. In Tughurmatq the legacy of ethneectarian violence following the 2017 Kurdish
referendum and the subsequent PMF takeover underscores how fragile intercommunal
coexistence can be. Stabilization in such contexts depends on restoring inclusive governance
and demilitarzing local administratin through mechanisms like the reformed Provincial
Councils.

The revival of these councils in 2023 represents a foundational opportunity. However,
for them to function as vehicles of stabilization and inclusion, they must be fully representative.
The exclusion of major actgrsuch as the KDP, the ITF, and certain Arab parties&s
undermining legitimacy. Moreover, these councils must transcend simplisticstbtazian
guotas and engage with new social cleavages and alliances. For example, the increasing
cooperation between PUK and Arab actors shows the potéatiarossethnic coalition
building at the local leveEqually important is the recognition that not all political tensions
can or should be reduced to etksextarian binaries. As Quesnay (2021) argues, much of the
scholarly and policy discourse on Iraq essentializes identity politics while overlooking the
mechanisms of political mobilization, everyday governance, and local brokerage. Reducing
conflict in the DIBs to static categories risks ignoring the economic grievances, environmental
challenges, andgovernance failures that often drive instabilitfherefore, territorial
governance solutions must be holistic, integrating political, economic, security, and social
dimensions while remaining rooted in the local context. Effective governance requires more
than institutional design; it depends on contaktawareness, local legitimacy, and the

proximity of actors who can negotiate and enforce realistic solutions.
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While theoretical models such democratic confederalismas proposed by Abdullah
¥cal an and adopgmphasize gragsrobtdhdemoericif pluralism, and ecological
sustainability, their application on the ground often diverges significantly from these ideals. In
the case of Makhmour, for example, what is presented as-goselfning autonomous zone
aligned with democratic confederalist ideals is, in reality, more accurately characterized as an
area of de facto PKK control. This consolidation of poweflects a broader pattern where
theoretical governance frameworks areopted by dominant actors to legitimize political
authority, often at the expense of pluralistic representation and genuine autoffusy.
disjuncture underscores a core problem in many of Iraq's DIBs: the gap between idealized
models of inclusive governance and the actual power dynamics on the ground. Whether it is
KDP dominance in parts of Sinjar, PMF influence in Hlmurmatq or PKK hegemony in
Makhmour, the consolidation of cwal by a single actor often undermines the potential for
truly representative and participatory governance.

Thus, while theoretical paradigms like consociationalism or democratic confederalism
offer important conceptual tools, their success ultimately hinges on the willingness of local
powerholders to engage in genuine poglegring and to decentralize authobgyond narrow
partisan or militant interests. Only when theory is matched by institutional commitment and
inclusive practice can territorial governance serve as a durable foundation for stability and
coexistence in Iraqbs disputed territories.

To this end, the creation of mu#thnic local security forces, shared resource
management, and decentralized development planning could complement political devolution.
The federal budget should incentivize local stability and inclusive governanceatiadpc
resources to governorates based not just on population size or oil output, but also on
demonstrable efforts toward pow&hmaring and minority protection. Moreover, international
support from institutions like the UNAMI or development agendigaust bcus on longerm
capacitybuilding and transitional governance frameworks conclusion, the path to
stabilizing I ragbs DIBs |ies in embracing di
to the specific needs and histories of each area. This requires not only legal and institutional
reforms but a paradigm shift in how paweédentity, and sovereignty are understood and
distributed. A federal Irgganchored in territorial governance that is inclusive, responsive, and
locally rooted holds the potential to transform its disputed territories from zones of contention
into laboatories of cooperative governance and reconciliation. Achieving this vision, however,
demands political courage, lotgrm commitment, and a willingness to place the interests of
local populations above the imperatives of party dominance and geopoiadaf.r
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17. Appendixes

No. | Name Profession Ethnicity | Place Date
1A Hamzah Journalist focusing on Iraqi political scene, Baghd Arab Sulaimani Winter
Mustafa Irag 2022
Ziryan . . . Winter
2A Rojhelati Director of the Rudaw Research Center, Erbil, Irgd Kurd Erbil 2023
Mungith CEO and founder of the Independent Institute of Winter
3A d Administration and Civil Society Studies (IIACSS] Arab Online
Dagher 2023
research group, Amman, Jordan
Iraqi MP - independent/affiliated with Fatah Politig . Winter
4A Anonymous alliance, Baghdad, Iraq Arab Online 2023
Saad at . . . Winter
5A Muttalibi Iragi MP - independent, Baghdad, Iraq Arab Online 2023
Mungith CEO and founder of the IIACSS research group, . Winter
6A Dagher Amman, Jordan Arab Online 2023
7A Adngn Jaafer | Former IRIS worker, currently unemployed, Najaf Arab Sulaimani | Spring 2023
Sadig Irag
8A ﬁgﬁ;del al- Researcher in Iraq, Najaf/Baghdad, Iraq Arab Najaf Spring 2023
Political and development expert with experience
9A Ashleigh !mpler_nentmg governance, transparency, political American | Online Spring 2023
Whelan inclusion, and community engagement programs
Baghdad, Iraq
Hayder al- . .
10A Shakeri Researcher at Chatham House, London, UK Arab Online Spring 2023
11A | Anonymous Iraqi Kurdish journalist and commentator, Erbil, I Kurd Online Spring 2023
12A | Anonymous AUIS Student, Sulaymaniyah, Iraq Arab Sulaimani | Spring 2023
AUIS Student, employed at Baghdad Businees . . .
13A | Anonymous School, Baghdad, Irag Arab Sulaimani | Spring 2023
14A | Anonymous Employee at AUIS, Sulaymaniyah, Iraq Kurd Sulaimani | Spring 2023

Tableno.5: Re s

pondent so

d sttuctuiret istenfiewoused ih the te&eunce:

Author.
General Interviews
No. |Name Profession Sthnlcn Place Date
Fall
1B | Anonymous Researcher, Baghdad, Iraq American| Online 2022/Spring
2023
: : g : Fall
o8 Muhammad Independengournahst, ed.ltam chief of the Draw Kurd Sulaimani 2022/Spring
Rawf Media website, Sulaymaniyah, Iraq 2023
3B | Salam Omer Journalist Kirkuk Now, Sulaymaniyah, Iraq Kurd Sulaimani Winter 2023
- - . ] Fall
4B Anonymous Civil activist and NGO worker, Erbil, Mosul, Basr4 Kurd Erbil 2022/Spring
Iraq
2023
General, senior advisor of the KRG president, for
5B Hazhar Zangana| military and peshmerga affairs, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Erbil Winter 2023
Senior advisor of the KRG president regarding th
6B | Dizhwar Faeq Article 140 of the Iraqgi constitution, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Erbil Spring 2023
. . . . Fall
Senior advisor of the KRI president regarding the . .
B Anonymous KRG foreign policy, KRG retired minister, Erbil, Kurd Erbil gggg/smmg
Iraq
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Sinjar case study

No. | Name Profession 5thn|(:|t Place Date
88 | Anonymous Eggcyorker at Promediation, focused on Sinjar, French | Online Spring 2023
NGO Worker, Journalist, Freelancer, cooperation
with for Rojava Information Center (RIC), focusin . .
9B Anonymous on postISIS issues, such as the Yezidi communit Dutch Online Spring 2023
Amsterdam, Netherlands
Freelance journalist AP News, Former fixer, Christian .
10B | Anonymous Erbil/Duhok, Sinjar, Iraq Assyrian Erbil Fall 2024
11B | Anonymous Lecturer at the Suli Ur_nverglty, Chatham House 4 Kurd Sulaimani Fall 2024
IRIS researcher, Sulaimaniyah, Iraq
12B | Anonymous Researcher, London, UK British Online Fall 2024
13B | Anonymous Local Yazidi from Sinjar, Sinjar, Iraq Yazidi Online Fall 2024
Ninewa Plains case study
No. | Name Profession Ethnlcn Place Date
Karam Faris Researcher at IRIS, mainly envormental issues, | Chaldean . . .
14B Robeil Sulaimaniyah, Irag Christian Sulaimani Winter 2023
158 Louis Raphael | Cardinal, Chaldean Church in Baghdad and later| Chaldean Online Summer
Sako |. Erbil, Erbil Irag Christian 2022
16B | Ali Muhammad | Student, Tribe/Clan: Barwari, Mosul, Iraq Eﬂrdm Mosul Fall 2022
Hassan Rashid . Shabak
17B Ahmed Retired, Bartella, Iraq Shi 64 Bartella Fall 2022
Maysam . - . ) Sunni
18B Abdullah Civil Activist, Tribe/Clan: al Mamaary, Mosul Iraq Female Mosul Fall 2022
. .| Employee with civil society organizations, Kakai | Kurd - al-
19B | Qutaiba Hussain tribe, atHamdaniyah, Iraq Kakai Hamdaniyah Fall 2022
20B Samaher Housewife, Christian, Bartella, Iraq Christian Bartella Fall 2022
Kyriakos Hanna Female
21B Osarr_la Hamid University professor, Shabak Sunni, Mosul, Iraq Shab?"“ Mosul Fall 2022
Ibrahim Sunni
298 Sirwan First Deputy Governor of Nineveh, KDP politician| Kurd I Mosul Fall 2022
Mohammed Mosul, Iraq Rospiani
23B Yousef Faraj Dlrector Genergl of Educatllon Nlneveh and depu Arab Erbil Fall 2022
Mohammed in the next Iragi parliament's, Erbil, Irag
Tavseer Sobeih Intelligence Security Officer of the 2nd Brigade ak
24B Y /13th Regiment Christian Brigade, Habeel tribe;g Christian . Fall 2022
Fattouh Habeel ; Hamdaniyah
Hamdaniyah, Iraq
Jassim Security Coordinator at 30th Brigade, Shabak al-
25B | Muhammad Brigades, Tribe/Clan: ABayati, atHamdaniyah, Shabak . Fall 2022
; Hamdaniyah
Jassim Iraq
Writer and scholar of Genocide in Kurdistan and .
26B | Adalat Omer Head of Disputed areas directorate, KDP, Erbil, | Kurd Erbil Fall 2022
Former member of the Iragi parliament PUK .
278 | Anonymous Owner of the Hawal media agency, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Erbil Fall 2022
Kirkuk case study
No. | Name Profession 5thn|0|t Place Date
288 | Anonymous Research(_-:-rpolltlcal dynamics of sectarian conflic French | Online Spring 2023
in lrag, writer, France
29B | Anonymous Former AUIS student and IRIS fellow, Germany | Kurd Hamburg Spring 2024
Dr Burhan Ali Position in academia: Head of the Department of
Politics at the University of Kirkuk. Position in . .
80B | Muhammad | i o Deputy head of the PUK in Kirkuk, Kirkuf <Urd | Kirkuk Spring 2024
Darwesh Iraq
31B | Anonymous Journalist at KDP affiliated media. From Kakai Kakai Kirkuk Spring 2024

minority, Kirkuk, Iraq




328 | Anonymous E;(rquSh local singer, From Kakai minority, Kirkuk Kakai Kirkuk Spring 2024
Journalist, working mostly on Kurdish genocide. . .
338 | Hemn Haseed Not sure about his political affiliation, Kirkuk, Iraq Kurd Kirkuk Spring 2024
Raad Rushdi . I . .
34B Agah Former member of Kirkuk Council, Kirkuk, Iraq | Turkmen | Kirkuk Spring 2024
Former member of Kirkuk Council (I think) One o
35B | Esmail Hadidi tribe head of Hadidi, the Iraqi President's advisor| Arab Kirkuk Spring 2024
Kirkuk, Irag
36B ﬁlr?gj%ra%ri]med Head of Zubaidi Amara in Kirkuk, Kirkuk, Iraq Arab Kirkuk Spring 2024
Local political expert, Reuters correspondent, clo Kirkuk/Cham .
37B | Anonymous to KDP, Kirkuk, Iraq Kurd chamal Spring 2024
Khanagin case study
No. |Name Profession Ethnlcn Place Date
Kalar/Kifri
Lecturer at Garmiyan University Department of Fall/Winter
38B | Aryan Rawf Law, Kalar, Iraq Kurd Kalar 2023
39B | Anonymous Teacher from the region, Qara Tapa, Kalar, Iraq | Kurd Kalar gggglvlnter
40B | Anonymous Former mayor of Qara Tapa 2003013, Kalar, Iraq Kurd Kalar gggglvlnter
41B Juma Karim Teacher, artistst, civic and political activist, Kalar Kurd Kalar Fall/Winter
Mohammed Iraq 2023
Professor Dr.
Sahib at . . . Faily Fall/Winter
42B Badrawi/al- Lecturer Garmiyan University, Kalar, Iraq Kurd Kalar 2023
Mandalawi
43B i:irwan Adnan Citizen from Jalawla, Jalawla, Iraq Kurd Kalar gggg/\/mter
448 Siamand Karim | Assistant professor, lecturer at Garmiyan Univerg Kurd Kalar Fall/Winter
Mahmood Kalar, Iraq 2023
Garmiyan University lecturer of Arabic literature, Fall/Winter
45B | Anonymous from Shahraban, Baquba, Iraq Arab Kalar 2023
46B | Laila Ahmad Journalist for Kirkuk Now, Kalar, Iraq Kurd Kalar gggg/\/mter
. Civil activist working in Khanagin, live in Kalar, Fall/Winter
47B | Saman Aziz Save the Children, Kalar, Iraq Kurd Kalar 2023
48B Sor_an Osman PUK member, head of the Kifri museum, Kifri, Iral Kurd Kifri Fall/Winter
Amin 2023
Sarkaut - . o Fall/Winter
49B Parishan Independent activist, teacher, Kifri, Iraq Kurd Kifri 2023
Sezgin . .
50B | Muslahadin Ali Member of the Iraqi Tl_Jrkrr)e.n F_ro_nt (ITF), head o Turkmen | Kifri Fall/Winter
) the ITF headequarter in Kifri, Kifri, Iraq 2023
al-Bayati
51B | Ashraf al-Basa | Member of the ITF, Kifri, Iraq Turkmen | Kifri ;gg/?\)lvlnter
Nizamadin
Kuekha . Fall/Winter
52B Mohammed Leader of the Zand tribe, Kalar, Iraq Kurd Kalar 2023
Kuekha Ghani
Bawa Hamid S Kurd - Fall/Winter
53B Bawa Rashid Teacher, leader of Kakai tribe in Kalar, Kalar, Irag Kakai Kalar 2023
54B Ibrahl_m Qassim | Professor at Garmiyan UniversityPolitical Kurd Kalar Fall/Winter
Palani Geography, Kalar, Iraq 2023
55B | Anonymous Stud_ent AUIS, originally from Khanagin, Kurd Sulaimani Winter 2023
Sulaimaniyah, Iraq
Rebwar Rawf Lecturer Halabja, Sulaimani Universities and AUI . . Fall/Winter
56B ; ; . Kurd Sulaimani
Salih researcher, Sulaimaniyah, Iraq 2023
Khanaqin
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578 | zaniyar Johar Journall_st, leader of the Youth Center Khanagin, Kurd Khanagin Spring 2024
Khanagin, Iraq
58B ﬁgrl](:r:wal Sport Teacher, Khanagin, Iraq Turkmen | Khanagin Spring 2024
Mustafa
59B | Mohammed Hamdeya Muxtar, Khanagin, Iraq Kurd Khanagin Spring 2024
Zahawy
60B | Soran Ali Hasan Architecturer, head of Khanagin municipality part Kurd Khanagin Spring 2024
KRG, Khanagin, Iraq
61B | Aso Wahab UN worker in Kalar, UNAMI, Sulaimaniyah, Iraq | Kurd Khanagin Spring 2024
Others
No. | Name Profession 5thn|0|t Place Date
. . Fall
628 | Anonymous Former journalitst K24, now work for GIZ Iraq, Kurd E il 2022/Spring
Erbil, Iraq
2023
63B | Anonymous Researcher, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Erbil Spring 2024
64B | Anonymous Local businessman, KDP member, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Erbil Fall 2024
65B | Anonymous Employed in the hydrology sector, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Erbil Spring 2024
66B | Anonymous Reporter for Iragi Oil Report, Sulaimaniyah, Iraq | Kurd Sulaimani Spring 2024
Fall
67B | Anonymous Lecturer at AUIS, Sulaimaniyah, Iraq Kurd Sulaimani 2022/Spring
2023
Fall
68B | Anonymous Researcher, Najaf, Iraq Arab Sulaimani 2022/Spring
2023
. Fall
69B | Anonymous Jogrnallst, Chatham House fellow, London, British Sulaimani 2022/Spring
Edinburgh, UK
2023
Fall
70B | Anonymous Former IRI_S wquer, currently Ph.D. student at th Kurd Sulaimani 2022/Spring
Boston University, Boston, USA 2023
Fall
71B | Anonymous Researcher in Irag, Najaf/Baghdad, Iraq Arab Najaf 2022/Spring
2023
72B | Anonymous Researcher, Baghdad, Iraq Arab Baghdad Spring 2024
73B | Anonymous Researcher at Chatham House, London, UK Arab Sulaimani Spring 2024
74B | Anonymous NGO worker, Erbil, Iraq Kurd Erbil gggg/\/mter
75B | Anonymous Employee at AUIS, Sulaymaniyah, Iraq Kurd Sulaimani ggg/;Nlnter

Table no.6: Re s p o ndktails from @5 semstructured interviews used in the teXource:
Author.
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Photo no.2: A view of the Nineveh Plains from the Christian monastery of Mar Mattai.
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Photo no. 3:Mar MattaiChristian

monastery on the top of Nineveh

Plains.

Photo no. 4:Marketplace in Kirkuk.
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Photo no.5: Kirkuk Citadel.
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Photo no. 6:An interview with the leader dheal-Zubeid tribe Ammar Ahmed alZubaidi.
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Photo no. 7:Author during the field work in Khanagin.
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