\
Oty
s
@) Mesopotamiav 5
O <7
"hno‘.
ey Online ISSN : 2821-2444 Political Studies Jowrnal RAZI UNIVERSITY

The Impact of Disputes Between Erbil and Baghdad on the
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Abstract

One of the major challenges facing post-Saddam Iraq has been the series of disputes between
the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and the central government of Iraq. These
disputes, which emerged during the process of drafting the Iragi Constitution, have continued
to manifest themselves in political, economic, and geopolitical spheres. Initially, the
disagreements centered on the status of the disputed territories during the early stages of the
formation of the new lIraqi political order. Subsequently, issues related to energy and the
budget were added to these disputes. In recent years, the Kurdistan Region’s independence
referendum and its alliance with Mugtada al-Sadr over the formation of a majority
government in Iraq have further intensified these disagreements. The aim of this article is to
examine the effects of these disputes on the political security of the Kurdistan Region of Irag.
Accordingly, the study addresses the following question: What impact have the tensions and
disputes between Erbil and Baghdad had on the political security of the Kurdistan Region of
Iraq? This study employs a descriptive-analytical method and draws on library and online
sources. Drawing on the Copenhagen School of Security Studies and its conceptualization of
political security through indicators such as the state’s idea, institutions, and physical
foundation, the study hypothesizes that these disputes have produced a range of consequences
for the political security of the Kurdistan Region. With regard to the physical foundation of
the state, the Kurdistan Region has experienced consequences such as a reduction in its
authority over the energy sector, direct communication between some regional institutions
and the central government, disruptions to its political effectiveness, the transfer of non-oil
revenues to the central government, the dissolution of the Kurdistan Region’s electoral
commission, and the dissolution of provincial councils. With regard to threats to the state’s
idea, the Kurdistan Region has faced a widening gap between the government and society and
a decline in the social capital of the Kurdistan Regional Government.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The study and analysis of federal systems, particularly the distribution of
powers between central and subnational governments, constitutes a crucial area
of political science. The Middle East, and Iraq specifically, provides a
significant case in this regard. Following the fall of the Baathist regime in 2003
and the establishment of a new political order, disputes between the Iragi central
government and the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) over authority and
jurisdiction have remained persistent.

The Kurdistan Region, which established self-governance after the 1991
uprising, initially managed its affairs with significant autonomy from Baghdad.
However, after the formation of the new Iragi government and the constitutional
recognition of the Region, numerous disputes emerged. These can be
summarized into five principal areas: disagreements over disputed territories,
particularly Kirkuk (related to Article 140 of the Iragi Constitution); disputes
over the regulation of oil and gas resources; disagreements over the federal
budget allocation to the Kurdistan Region; tensions arising from the 2017
independence referendum; and disagreements concerning the formation of a
majority government in Iraq. These ongoing disputes have had significant
consequences for the political security of the Kurdistan Region.

2. Theoretical Framework

The Copenhagen School is one of the most influential approaches in
contemporary  security  studies. It challenges the traditional, state-centric
understanding of security and broadens the security agenda. Unlike realism or
liberalism, the Copenhagen School rejects a narrow, war-and-peace conception
of security, while also moving beyond purely critical or deconstructive
approaches to provide an alternative analytical framework.

Barry Buzan, a founding figure of the School, argues for a broader
conceptualization ~ of  security. He  criticizes  simplistic  understandings,
distinguishing his approach from realists who equate security with power and
idealists who see peace as the primary condition for security. Instead, Buzan
proposes a framework that recognizes the interconnected relationship between
power, peace, and the absence of existential threats.

Through concepts such as the broadening of the security agenda, societal
security, referent objects beyond the state, and the processes of securitization
and desecuritization, the Copenhagen School has significantly advanced
security studies. Its approach focuses on threats that are constructed and
presented as existential dangers to a referent object. Ultimately, the School has
moved beyond a one-dimensional, military-centric  view, introducing a
multidimensional ~ conception of security encompassing five interconnected
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sectors: military, political, economic, societal, and environmental. This
framework provides the theoretical basis for analyzing how disputes between
the KRG and Baghdad affect various dimensions of the Kurdistan Region’s
security, particularly its political security.

3. Metholology

This study employs a causal-explanatory method to examine the impact of
Erbil-Baghdad disputes on the political security of the Kurdistan Region of Irag.
The independent variable is the disputes between the two governments, and the
dependent variable is the political security of the Kurdistan Region. The
research relies on library-based research and documentary sources, including
academic literature, official documents, legal texts, and relevant online sources.

4. Discussion

The disputes between Erbil and Baghdad have centered on several key areas.
Initially, the status of Kirkuk was a primary point of contention. Iragi Kurds
have consistently viewed Kirkuk as an inseparable part of Kurdish territories
and have been unwilling to compromise on its future. The central government,
however, has rejected incorporating Kirkuk into the Kurdistan Region and does
not consider it a Kurdish-administered province. Beyond Kirkuk, differing
interpretations over jurisdiction on energy resources and the KRG's efforts to
independently export oil and gas have been major sources of disagreement. The
distribution of the federal budget subsequently became another major point of
contention, making these three issues central before the rise of ISIS.

The emergence of ISIS and its capture of several disputed territories
prompted Kurdish leaders to increasingly raise the question of independence,
culminating in the September 2017 independence referendum. This move
provoked a strong reaction from Baghdad, including the deployment of federal
forces to disputed areas and the reassertion of federal control over Kirkuk. This
had significant consequences for the Kurds and the political and institutional
position of the Kurdistan Region. Following the referendum, the Kurdistan
Region was compelled to re-engage more actively with Baghdad for stronger
political participation in Iraq.

However, the alliance with Mugtada al-Sadr and efforts to form a majority
government in lraq during the post-2021 political process created new tensions.
This further complicated relations between Erbil and Baghdad, generating
additional political consequences for the Kurdistan Region. The disputes have
thus evolved from specific disagreements over territory, natural resources, and
the budget into a broader contest over the distribution of constitutional authority
and the political status of the Kurdistan Region within the Iragi federal system.

The findings indicate that these disputes have significantly impacted the
Kurdistan Region across three dimensions of political security identified by the
Copenhagen School: the physical, institutional, and ideational (the state's idea).
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Physically, disputes over territory and the reassertion of federal control have
affected the Region's territorial authority and jurisdiction. Institutionally,
disagreements over energy, financial resources, and constitutional interpretation
have constrained the autonomy and effectiveness of regional institutions. At the
level of the state’s idea, prolonged tensions with Baghdad have contributed to
political uncertainty, weakened public confidence in the Region's governing
institutions, and intensified debates over its political identity and future status
within Irag.

5. Conclusion

The Kurdistan Region has a long history of political struggle and has exercised
substantial de facto autonomy within Irag, particularly since 1991. This autonomous
administration was characterized by limited interference from Baghdad in many internal
affairs, a situation that continued after the 2003 regime change and the constitutional
recognition of federalism in 2005. However, despite Kurdish participation in establishing
the new Iraq with hopes of building a state based on federalism and free from past
authoritarian practices, factors such as mutual distrust, regional power interventions, and
the enduring influence of centralist political discourses have undermined these
expectations.

Following the collapse of the Ba'athist regime, factors like institutional weakness, the
development of Kurdish security forces, the presence of U.S. forces, the emergence of
ISIS, and the Kurds' role in combating it, all increased the political and strategic
importance of the Kurds in Irag. This period can be considered one of the most
significant eras of Kurdish political influence, with the Kurdish issue occupying a
prominent national position. To some extent, the KRG exercised powers extending
beyond those of a conventional federal unit, which this study characterizes as para-
federal powers.

However, the 2017 independence referendum, the subsequent federal recapture of
Kirkuk and other disputed territories, and the political dynamics favoring a reassertion of
Baghdad's authority, have subsequently diminished the power and autonomy of the
Kurdistan Region. As a result, the Region's effective autonomy has been substantially
constrained in areas such as territorial administration, energy governance, public finance,
and institutional authority.

This article concludes that from roughly 2005 to 2013, the Kurdistan Region
exercised a comparatively high degree of political and institutional autonomy, which can
be characterized as para-federal in certain respects. From 2013 onwards, and particularly
following the 2017 referendum, the Region has faced increasing constraints on its
jurisdictions, powers, and political privileges. Consequently, the political security of the
Kurdistan Region has been affected across all three dimensions identified by the
Copenhagen School. The Region has been subjected to sustained political and
institutional pressure to relinquish some of its effective powers and accept a narrower
interpretation of its constitutional authority, potentially reducing it to a subnational
political unit with substantially more limited federal powers and jurisdictions.
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