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MIDEAST: Ofra Bengio

Ramifications of Iraq’s Kurdish  Elections

FORMER U.S. PRESIDENT GEORGE W. BUSH’S VISION 
of democratizing the Middle East may have been realized in Iraqi
Kurdistan (known as the Kurdistan Regional Government, KRG). 

This is at least what Iraq’s Kurds claim. For years they have been
boasting of being a model democracy for Iraq as a whole, and some of
its leaders even went as far as to suggest that their democracy is second
only to that of Israel. 

The elections in the KRG were unique in many respects. The Kurds
went to the polls separately from the general elections in Baghdad, open-
ing a gap between Irbil “time” and Baghdad “time.” The two historical
parties, the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), headed by Mas`ud
Barzani, and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), headed by Jalal
Talabani, ran together as the “Kurdistani list.” Such a move was excep-
tional indeed, since the two parties were deadly rivals having had no
qualms in fighting bloody battles as late as the mid-1990s.

The marriage of convenience was forced upon them by a new rising
star: the five-month-old Gorran (change) coalition, which threatened
them both. The reformist Gorran list, headed by Nawshirwan Mustafa,
himself a cofounder of the PUK, challenged the soft underbellies of the
two parties. Echoing the Kurdish street’s feelings and complaints,
Gorran accused the old guard of corruption, nepotism, tribalism, mis-
management, lack of transparency, monopolizing power, marginalizing
the Kurdish parliament and enriching themselves at the expense of the
people.

A novelty of these elections was that the president of the KRG was
elected, this time, directly by the people and not appointed by the parlia-
ment as had been the case in the past, raising fears that this would give
him too much power. Apart from the incumbent Barzani, there were four
other candidates, but he outstripped them, winning 70 percent of the vote.

The elections were revolutionary in that, for the first time, they were
competitive. In the past, the KDP and the PUK shared power 50-50,
but the stunning results of this election will not allow them this luxury.
The joint Kurdistani list still holds the majority: 58 percent of 111
seats. But this pales in comparison with 2005 when they held around
90 percent. 

The biggest winner is Gorran with about 24 percent of the votes, thus
posing real opposition in the parliament. The “change” was made possi-
ble by the burgeoning civil society, the emerging middle class, the more
or less free press and the spread of education. As Gorran was an offshoot
of the PUK, the latter emerged as the biggest loser. The KDP on the other
hand managed to keep much of its power.

The KDP was established in 1946, and was headed by the legendary
mulla Mustafa Barzani, father of the current president. The Barzani tribe
has thus become the ruling elite, which could claim to have borne the
brunt of the Kurdish national struggle against Baghdad and provided
continuity for more than half a century. The riches it has amassed from
oil transit to Turkey, its cohesiveness and autocratic tendencies, and the
power machinery it holds helped it in its strongholds of Dhok and Irbil. 

By contrast, the PUK, which was established in 1975, was from the
start an amalgam of three factions and deemed to be more liberal and

democratic than the KDP. The fact that Nawshirwan Mustafa defeated
Talabani in his Sulaymaniya stronghold is itself an indication of the more
fractious and more democratic nature of the PUK. Talabani’s preoccu-
pation as the president of Iraq was not helpful either in the competition
with Mustafa, who remained in the Kurdish areas and generated the
democratic “coup.” 

The elections changed the balance of power between the KDP and the
PUK, and the defeat of the latter might raise thorny questions of power
sharing between the two. With the opposition now holding 40 percent of
the seats in the parliament, it is likely to be much more 
effective.

The fact that the hawkish Barzani retained his post as president of the
KRG may increase friction with Baghdad. Thus far Talabani has played
the role of mediator with the central government, but his dwindling pow-
ers in the KRG might reflect negatively on this role. Moreover, the burn-
ing questions of Kirkuk, the new Kurdish constitution and other stand-
ing issues are likely to be exacerbated as Iraq approaches the general
elections in January 2010. Most likely Prime Minister Nouri Al-Maliki
will increase his efforts for centralization, while the KRG will strive for
greater autonomy. 

The KRG democratic model will most certainly reverberate in the
neighboring countries, where Kurdish communities are closely watching
the developments in Iraq and trying to imitate them.

Finally, a stronger and more democratic KRG is likely to impact
heavily on its relations with its patron, the United States. So far the lead-
ership has been more moderate than the Kurdish street. Empowering the
people might mean radicalization of the Kurdish demands within Iraq.
Thus, the creature might rise up against its creator.

The “model democracy” has yet to prove itself, but one thing is cer-
tain: Taking its fate in its own hands, Iraqi Kurdistan has made a great
leap forward from the days of its annihilation under Saddam. •
Ofra Bengio is a Dayan Center senior fellow and professor of Middle
Eastern History at Tel Aviv University.

IRBIL, KURDISTAN: A Kurdish woman votes July 23

A
P



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo true
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K 0
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [737.008 1048.819]
>> setpagedevice


