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YPJ fighters participated in the resistance to the 2018 Turkish invasion.
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the Turkish attack. In September 2017, Russian media had speculated that 
a comparable step could also be undertaken in Afrin. On January 22, Alder 
Khalil, a leading member of the Movement for a Democratic Society (TEV-
DEM), the PYD’s mass organization, stated that Russia had openly exerted 
pressure on the administration in Afrin to relinquish the region to the 
regime and let the latter defend Afrin against Turkey. He claims that the 
Kurdish side rejected this “offer.”7

But even if such a ploy fails, for Russia this is a win-win situation. 
Should the YPG/YPJ not submit itself to the control of the regime, by coop-
erating with Turkey, Russia could at least drive a wedge between NATO 
and Ankara and possibly bind the latter strategically to Moscow instead 
of the West, which is not much loved by the Turkish leadership, as it is. 
Russia would thereby profit from the Turkish attack however it unfolds.

In Turkey, the attack on Afrin was extensively prepared for with 
propaganda. Any failure to support the war was treated as treason, and 
critics were intimidated and even legally prosecuted. The nonreaction to 
the Turkish announcement of war in Europe and the clear positioning of 
the U.S., which stated that it was not responsible for the Kurds west of the 
Euphrates, certainly also encouraged the regime in Ankara to actually 
carry out its war designs.

The Beginning of the War
On January 20, 2018, the Turkish army finally began with its offensive 
against Afrin, which it cynically chose to call “Operation Olive Branch” 
(Turkish: Zeytin Dalı Harekâtı). Contrary to all facts, Turkish prime 
minister Binali Yıldırım told the media that the Turkish offensive was 
directed against all “terrorists,” that is, the YPG and the IS, and that these 
two groups were fighting “side by side.”8

The impudence of this propaganda lie by the Turkish prime minister 
is demonstrated by the fact that the YPG has been the IS’s main enemy in 
Syria and had borne the brunt of the struggle against this force. Moreover, 

7	 Thomas Schmidinger, “Türkische Truppen in Syrien: Ausweitung der 
Kampfzone,” derStandard.at, January 22, 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, 
https://derstandard.at/2000072706997/Tuerkische-Truppen-in-Syrien- 
Ausweitung-der-Kampfzone?_blogGroup=1.

8	 “IŞİD ile YPG omuz omuza savaşıyor,” Timeturk, January 22, 2018, 
accessed October 1, 2018, https://www.timeturk.com/isid-ile-ypg-omuz- 
omuza-savasiyor/haber-833707.
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and not least because of the military successes of the YPG/YPJ against 
the IS in 2016, there were no IS fighters anywhere near Afrin by this 
point. At the beginning of 2018, there were only remnants of IS territory. 
Nevertheless, the Turkish government still tried to convince the interna-
tional public that its battle targeted both the IS and the YPG.

In order to be able to advance into Syrian territory parts of the three-
meter-high [nine feet] concrete wall that Turkey had erected at the Syrian 
border over the previous years had to be dismantled, so that the militia-
men and soldiers could cross the border with their tanks.

In Turkey, the start of the war was celebrated with a wave of reli-
giously charged propaganda of the first order. On the first day of the 
fighting, under orders from the Turkish Presidium for Religious Affairs 
(Turkish: Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı), Turkish mosques practically called 
for a jihad by reciting surah 48 (al-Fatah, or “victory”). This was not just 
the case at mosques in Turkey, the same was true for the umbrella organ-
izations in Europe supported by the Presidium for Religious Affairs: 
simultaneously with the mosques in the motherland, this prayer for the 
victory of the Turkish army was recited in the mosques of the registered 
association, the Turkish-Islamic Union of the Institution for Religion 
(DİTİB) in Germany and its Austrian counterpart, the Turkish-Islamic 
Union for Cultural and Social Cooperation (Turkish: Avusturya Türkiye 
İslam Birliği, ATİB). Since then, regular prayers for the Turkish soldiers 
and their victory have taken place in many of these semi-official Turkish 
mosques in Europe.

Since the start of the war, the Turkish media have referred to Erdoğan 
all but exclusively as the “commander in chief.” Anyone who dares to pub-
licly criticize the war faces the possibility of arrest and trial for “terrorist 
propaganda.” Even though almost all the critical dailies in Turkey have 
been banned in recent years and more than one hundred journalists had 
been jailed even before the war,9 since the start of the war more journal-
ists, politicians (mainly from the HDP), and activists have been arrested. 
One hundred and fifty critics of the attack on Afrin were jailed in the four 

9	 Susanne Güsten, “Türkei: Hoffnung für mehr als 100 Journalisten in Haft,” 
Die Presse, January 11, 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, https://diepresse.com/ 
home/ausland/welt/5352072/Tuerkei_Hoffnung-fuer-mehr-als-100- 
Journalisten-in-Haft.
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days from January 20 to January 24. Some of them were released after a 
few hours, while others were held.10

“Commander in chief ” Erdoğan himself frequently describes his 
critics as “terrorist lovers” during his public appearances. Even the 
largest umbrella organization of Turkish doctors, the Turkish Doctors’ 
Association (Turkish: Türk Tabipleri Birliği, TTB) is now among the 
groups that have suffered repression since the beginning of the war. At 
the end of January, after criticizing the attack on Afrin, eleven leading 
members of this organization, which counts about 80 percent of all 
doctors in Turkey among its members, were arrested for “propaganda 
for a terrorist organization” and “incitement of the people to hatred and 
hostility.”11 Because they warned of the humanitarian consequences of the 
attack, Erdoğan berated the officials of the Doctors’ Association as “agents 
of imperialism,” “scum,” and, as mentioned, “terrorist lovers.”

In reality, the Turkish army was only in the second row of the fight-
ing in the war against Afrin. The war’s foot soldiers were the Syrian 
militias marching side by side with, or, rather, in front of, the Turkish 
soldiers. These allies represented a very heterogeneous mix of militia-
men. Turkey’s references to them as the “Free Syrian Army” can safely 
be described as mere propaganda. As already noted above, the Free 
Syrian Army actually ceased to exist in northern Syria in autumn 2013. 
Individual groups continue to use this label, particularly in the south of 
the country, but since the secular brigades split and were dislodged in 
autumn 2013, the previous loose joint structure of armed resistance in 
Syria that existed between 2011 and 2013 is no more and any remnants are 
by no means identical with it.

The fighters on the Turkish side represent a mixture of soldiers, 
desperados, and Islamists. Some of them probably chose to participate 
because they saw an opportunity for themselves and their families. On 
March 13, a ranking commander of the pro-Turkish militias claimed that 

10	 Sybille Klormann et al., “Zehra, Ayşenur, Mehmet—angeklagt wegen 
Journalismus,” Zeit Online, March 13, 2017, accessed October 1, 2018, 
http://www.zeit.de/gesellschaft/zeitgeschehen/2017-03/pressefreiheit- 
tuerkei-inhaftierte-journalisten-deniz-yuecel-freedeniz.

11	 “Türkei führt bei Ärzten durch, die Militäreinsatz kritisieren,” 
derStandard.at, January 30, 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, https://derstandard.
at/2000073289605/Tuerkische-fuehrt-Razzien-bei-Aerzten-durch-die- 
Militaereinsatz-kritisierten.
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the Turkish government guaranteed its Syrian allies that the families of 
fallen soldiers would be awarded Turkish citizenship.12 But there were 
also politically motivated people among the pro-Turkish allies with a long 
history of conflict with the Syrian Kurds who saw the opportunity to take 
revenge for the defeat of the IS: jihadists who were by this point fighting 
their enemies alongside Turkey.

Jihadist Fighters in Afrin
Since the beginning of the attacks by Turkey and its Syrian allies on Afrin, 
the Kurdish side made the claim that Turkey was fighting the YPG along-
side jihadist fighters. At the same time, Turkey claimed to be fighting 
not just the YPG but also the IS. As noted above, the latter claim is easily 
exposed as a propaganda lie, since by January 2018 there hadn’t been any 
IS fighters in the vicinity of Afrin for at least two years. In 2018, the last 
remnants of the areas controlled by the IS were located at the Syrian-Iraqi 
border north of the Euphrates, reaching from the small town of Hajin to 
Syria’s border with Iraq. In addition, there were a few steppe areas further 
to the north, as well as at the southern edge of the Golan, in the area bor-
dering Jordan, where the IS-allied Khalid ibn al-Walid army controlled a 
few villages. On the other hand, surviving IS fighters had fled to Turkey 
in late 2017 after being defeated in Syria. It would not be very surprising 
if some of these fighters had joined other militias in order to make their 
way back into Syria. It is hard to assess what proportion of the Turkish 
allies is made up of former IS fighters, but there is clear evidence that the 
YPG’s claims that IS fighters are involved in the attack on Afrin is accurate.

A former IS fighter who was still in close contact with his former 
companions told the British paper the Independent (February 7, 2018): 

“Most of those who are fighting in Afrin against the YPG are Isis, though 
Turkey has trained them to change their assault tactics.” According to 
him, Turkey deceived the public by claiming to fight the Islamic State, 
while in reality, it trained the IS fighters. Similarly, at least one known 
IS fighter from Vienna was killed in Afrin in February 2018 in the battle 
against the YPG. The European jihadists regard the fighters of the YPG 

12	 “Turkish Government Grants Citizenship for Families of FSA Members Killed 
in Syria’s Afrin,” SOL International, March 13, 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, 
http://news.sol.org.tr/turkish-government-grants-citizenship-families-fsa-
members-killed-syrias-afrin-174283.
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and the YPJ as mushrikūn, that is, as idolaters and polytheists. This is 
also the term that they use for the two armies. A former IS fighter from 
Austria told the author of this book that he knew at least some former 
fellow fighters who were fighting against the YPG in Afrin. In addition, 
there have been increasingly numerous videos by fighters in the pro-
Turkish militias speaking out against Kurds with unequivocally jihadist 
rhetoric—and more and more reports of decapitations of Kurdish fight-
ers. But how systematic the recruitment of former IS fighters and other 
adherents of various currents of political Islam (including jihadists) by 
the Turkish army and its allies really was cannot be safely assessed on the 
basis of these statements alone.

The really problematic factor here, however, was that even groups 
that hadn’t fought with the IS before but hailed from other political 
Islamist militias increasingly resorted to a similar rhetoric, with even 
seemingly moderate Islamists legitimizing severe war crimes. At the end 
of February 2018, the Syrian Islamic Council, an umbrella organization of 
oppositional non-jihadist religious scholars that has been characterized 
as “moderate[ly] Islamic” by the Carnegie Middle East Center,13 announced 

13	 Thomas Pierret, “The Syrian Islamic Council,” March 13, 2014, Carnegie Middle 
East Center, accessed October 1, 2018, http://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/55580.

An ambulance from Germany flies the YPG flag.
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a fatwa according to which the battle against the YPG and the SDF was a 
jihad and captured fighters could be executed. Even though the fatwa 
signed by ten Islamic scholars stated that noncombatants, that is, women, 
children, and old people, were not to be killed but to be treated respect-
fully, with regard to any enemy fighters captured in the war, it explained 
that the “mujahedin” were free “to do with them whatever they please.”14 
Fighters in the pro-Turkish militias fully understood what this meant: it 
was a free pass to murder, torture, and rape prisoners of war.

Reactions to the Attack
The international reaction to the attack was muted. The EU, Russia, and 
the U.S. all failed to firmly condemn the attack. The EU, for example, didn’t 
suspend a single one of its programs in Turkey. As noted above, Germany 
even approved additional permits for the delivery of war materiel. The 
sharpest condemnation of the attack came from a relatively powerless 
body, the European Parliament. On March 15, a large majority at the 
parliament called on Turkey to end its military intervention, asking the 
Turkish government to withdraw its troops and to make “a constructive 
contribution.”15

The Turkish president Erdoğan reacted angrily and was quoted 
by the pro-government Turkish media as having said, “Hey, European 
Parliament, keep your admonitions to yourself.”16 Erdoğan was apparently 
well aware that he had nothing to fear from the European Parliament as 
long as the most important European governments continued to support 
him. After all, in the intergovernmental construction of Europe the locus 
of political power continues to reside with either the Council or the gov-
ernments of the EU member states and not with the democratically elected 
European Parliament. That there was no need for the Turkish regime to be 
afraid of the powerful states of Europe was demonstrated to the Turkish 
foreign minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu as recently as March 2018, during 

14	 “Fatwa no. 11 of the Syrian National Council,” accessed October 1, 2018, http://
sy-sic.com/?p=6465.

15	 “EU-Parlament verlangt Ende der Angriffe auf Afrin,” Zeit Online, March 15, 
2018, accessed October 1, 2018, http://www.zeit.de/politik/ausland/2018-03/
kurdenmiliz-ypg-syrien-afrin-krieg-tuerkei-eu-parlament.

16	 “Erdogan zu EU: ‘Behalte deine Belehrung für dich!’” TurkishPress, March 16, 
2018, accessed October 1, 2018, https://turkishpress.de/news/politik/16-03-2018/
erdogan-zu-eu-behalte-deine-belehrung-fuer-dich.
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his visit in Germany. Instead of having to deal with criticism about the 
war in Afrin, Çavuşoğlu brashly demanded that Germany arrest the PYD 
politician Salih Muslim.17 The then foreign minister of Germany Sigmar 
Gabriel (SPD) refrained from criticizing the war in Afrin in any meaning-
ful way. On the contrary, Çavuşoğlu had hardly even left Germany for 
Austria when the Kurdish publisher Mezopotamien Verlag in Neuss was 
raided and had four truckloads of books and other items seized.18

During his official visit to Austria, Çavuşoğlu was also carefully 
shielded from demonstrators and any criticism of the attack on Afrin. 
After the meeting, the daily Kurier reported that the Austrian foreign 
minister Karin Kneissl (FPÖ) “received and courted her Turkish ministe-
rial colleague.”19

At the same time, Russia and Turkey announced increased military 
cooperation. On the same day that the European Parliament reprimanded 
Erdoğan for the war against Afrin, the Russian foreign minister Sergey 
Lavrov responded to a Turkish query by announcing that Russia intended 
to accelerate the delivery of Russian S-400 air defense systems to Turkey.20 
This may merely have been a Turkish attempt to send a warning signal to 
its NATO partners, but it might also have been the first sign of an end to 
NATO as we know it. When criticized, Turkey has repeatedly threatened 
to turn its back on the West and to side with Russia. Nobody knows how 
serious this is this time, how the U.S. will react to it, or what the conse-
quences will be for the relationship between the SDF and the U.S. in the 
region. Even now, Erdoğan is threatening to next attack the Kurdish areas 
east of the Euphrates, in the U.S. sphere of influence. At the same time, 
there have been negotiations with the government in Baghdad about a 

17	 “Turkey Asks Germany to Arrest and Extradite Former PYD Co-Chair 
Salih Muslim,” Hürriyet Daily News, March 5, 2018, accessed November 3, 
2018, http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-demands-ypg-former- 
chairs-temporary-arrest-from-germany-128245.

18	 “German Police Confiscate Thousands of Books and CDs,” ANF News, March 
11, 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, https://anfenglishmobile.com/news/
german-police-confiscate-thousands-of-books-and-cds-25406.

19	 “Österreich-Türkei: Lipizzaner und Trippelschritte,” Kurier.at, March 8, 
2018, accessed October 1, 2018, https://kurier.at/politik/ausland/kneissl- 
empfing-cavusoglu/313.255.670.

20	 “Russia to Speed Up S-400 Deliveries to Turkey—Lavrov,” RT, March 15, 2018, 
accessed October 1, 2018, https://www.rt.com/news/421335-turkey-s400- 
complex-deliveries/.
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large-scale attack on PKK areas in Iraq. Here the risk of acting against U.S. 
interests is far greater than is the case with the attack on Afrin.

The War in Afrin and the Kurdish Opposition
The opponents of Kurdish autonomy, be it in Iraq or Syria, can also 
always rely on internal Kurdish conflicts, which they can instrumental-
ize. The lack of democracy and the nonexistent broader cooperation of the 
Kurdish parties were certainly not the reason for the Turkish attack. But 
in this case the internal Kurdish conflicts have made it easier for Turkey 
to enforce its own interests. The long history of conflicts between the 
ruling PYD in Afrin and its allies, on the one hand, and with the ENKS, on 
the other hand, only played a minor role in this war, but the war is being 
further complicated by yet another conflict.

This is so despite the fact that the main rival of the ruling PYD, the 
ENKS, condemned the Turkish attack as early as January 22, 2018.21 Some 
of the ENKS supporters even felt prompted to move closer to the PYD in 
response to Turkey’s attack, particularly those who had family ties with 

21	 Yekîtî Media, accessed October 1, 2018, https://ara.yekiti-media.org.

This baker demonstrates his allegiance to rival Kurdish movements by hanging 
a poster with the portraits of Kurdish leaders as diverse as Abdullah Öcalan, Jalal 
Talabani, and Masoud and Mullah Mustafa Barzani.
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Afrin. But much to the disappointment of many Kurds, the ENKS has not 
withdrawn from the National Coalition of the Syrian Revolutionary and 
Oppositional Forces, even though this body is dominated by pro-Turkish 
oppositionists and openly supported the war against Afrin. This not only 
led to criticism on the part of political forces close to the PYD but was 
also denounced by the Society for Threatened Peoples (Gesellschaft für 
bedrohte Völker, GfbV) in Germany, among others. In a press release sent 
out on February 5, 2018, the society’s spokesperson for the Middle East, 
Kamal Sido, who is himself from Afrin (albeit not a sympathizer of the 
PYD, but rather a liberal and a member of the German Free Democratic 
Party, FDP), criticized the German support for this alliance: “We know 
that, for example, the National Coalition of the Syrian Revolutionary and 
Oppositional Forces maintains a liaison office in Berlin and that repre-
sentatives of this movement appear at various events. On its website, this 
National Coalition openly makes the case for the war against Afrin and 
welcomes the fact that armed Islamist groups attack peaceful regions in 
support of Turkey in the latter’s neighboring country of Syria. Germany 
cannot participate in financing such movements.”22

Its position vis-à-vis Turkey’s war has also led to conflicts within the 
ENKS. While one of the two “future movements” that broke away in 2011 
turned its back on the ENKS, accusing the Council of having known about 
the planned attack on Afrin and doing nothing to prevent it, in February a 
representative of the other “future movement” in the ENKS’s Committee 
for International Relations, Siamend Hajo, was suspended because he had 
participated in an anti-PKK conference of the pro-government Turkish 
think tank SETA in Ankara that same month.23

Conversely, the PYD and the YPG rejected the ENKS offer to deploy 
its own troops (the so-called Roj Peshmerga) to defend Afrin. In a similar 
vein, the party chairman of the PDKS, Abdelrehman Apo, who had been in 
jail since July 2017, was not released before Afrin fell and was later handed 
over to the Syrian secret service.

22	 Kamal Sido, “Syrien: Unterstützung für syrische oppositionelle Gruppen 
offenlegen,” Pressportal, February 5, 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, https://
www.presseportal.de/pm/29402/3858686.

23	 “PYD/PKK Declares Kurdish People ‘Enemy’ Over Criticism,” Seta, February 14, 
2018, accessed October 1, 2018, https://www.setav.org/en/tag/siamend-hajo/.
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Though only very small Kurdish groups predominantly consisting 
of village protectors from Turkey24 and Kurdish Islamists have actively 
fought on the side of Turkey,25 the uncompromising character of the con-
flict among the big Kurdish political forces has certainly done massive 
damage to the self-administration in Afrin. The reason for this irrecon-
cilability must be sought less in the local political conditions in Afrin or 
the certainly very real ideological differences, but rather in the politi-
cal and financial dependency of most of the relevant political forces on 
actors abroad. The PYD ruling in Afrin until 2018 is the daughter of a 
Turkish-Kurdish party, and its main rival, the PDKS, was actually founded 
by Masoud Barzani’s PDK in Iraq. Between these poles, local parties can 
at best position themselves on one or the other side of the line of con-
flict in order to retain at least a minimum of influence. Thus, the conflicts 
between the respective mother parties often have an immediate influence 
on the local and regional level.

Concretely, these conflicts generally play out among the functionar-
ies of the Kurdish parties. However, during the war, the ordinary popula-
tion, even families whose members are more or less anti- PYD, for the most 
part maintained solidarity with the population of Afrin and the YPG and 
YPJ fighters against the Turkish invaders.

Battle for the Border Regions
At the beginning of the war, Erdoğan had grandiloquently claimed that 
he would take Afrin in half a day. In the early weeks of the Turkish attack 
on Afrin it seemed that the “commander in chief ” had underestimated his 
opponents. From a Turkish perspective, the first four weeks of the attack 
on the Kurdish region of Afrin in the north of Syria unfolded relatively 

24	 Kurdish paramilitary force used against the PKK in Turkey since the 1980s.
25	 Both Pro-Turkish journalists and sources close to the PYD mentioned the 
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˙
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˙

 ad-Dīn, Kurdish: 
Ketaib Selahedîn El-Eyûbî), the Mashaal Tammo Brigade (Kurdish: Ketîbeya 
Mişel Temo), the Kurdish Front (Kurdish: Siqûr El-Ekrad), and the Azadî 
Brigade (Kurdish: Ketîbeya Azadî) as Kurdish groups allegedly fighting on 
the side of the Turkish army. Of these groups, only the Azadî Brigade and the 
Descendants of Saladin Brigade had something in the range of several hundred 
fighters each, while the other groups each consisted of just a handful of merce-
naries and village protectors. For its part, the Descendants of Saladin Brigade 
was actually dissolved in the summer of 2017, and thereafter only consisted of 
a quickly reassembled remnant of the previous unit.
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slowly. In the first few days, the Turkish army and its allies didn’t manage 
to conquer a single village. It was only at the end of the first week that the 
first villages were captured. By the end of January, the Turkish troops and 
their allies had captured 11 of the 366 villages in the region. Almost the 
entire population of these border villages fled to the town of Afrin.

Though in the second and the third weeks of the war, the Turkish 
army and its Syrian militias succeeded in taking some additional villages, 
at first, they didn’t get much closer to the city of Afrin. On the contrary, 
the YPG/YPJ was even able to reconquer some of the villages that had 
been occupied by the Turkish army. In the hilly regions bordering Turkey, 
the local fighters enjoyed many advantages over the attackers because of 
their knowledge of the territory and their high motivation. Thus, during 
the first month of the war, one of the strongest NATO armies, equipped 
with German tanks, a modern artillery, and drone technology, apparently 
could achieve no more than an advance of four to six kilometers [two to 
four miles] into Syrian national territory. Though the Turkish air attacks 
repeatedly hit fighters of the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) 
and the Women’s Protection Units (YPJ), as well as civilians, four weeks 
after the beginning of the war the Turkish army was still about eighteen 
kilometers [eleven miles] from the Afrin city limits.

The Turkish problems in Afrin primarily had to do with the underes-
timation of Turkey’s opponents and the overestimation of its allies. While 
the Kurdish YPG/YPF units were highly motivated, locally rooted militias, 
Turkey’s jihadist and political Islamic allies came from other regions of 
Syria, were badly trained, and had little motivation to die for the Turkish 
war aims in Syria. Conflicts between Turkish units and their Syrian allies 
that erupted in late January showed that the coordination between the 
Turkish army and its Syrian ancillary troops was not optimal.

In early February, negotiations between the YPG/YPJ and the Syrian 
regime that were aimed at allowing fighters of the former to be brought to 
Afrin through government held territory finally took place. On February 
6, the first convoy of YPG/YPJ fighters from the eastern Kurdish areas 
of Kobanê and Cizîrê reached Afrin through areas under the control of 
the regime. Apart from YPG and YPJ troops, among the fighters there 
were also contingents of the Resistance Units of Şingal (Yekîneyên 
Berxwedana Şengalê, YBŞ) and the Women’s Units of Êzidxan (Yekinêyen 
Jinên Êzidxan, YJÊ), and two Êzîdî units from the Iraqi Sinjar (Kurdish: 
Şingal).
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Then, on February 18, an agreement between the regime and the YPG/
YPJ was announced, according to which Syrian troops were to come to the 
support of the Kurds without the latter having to transfer the political 
administration of the canton to the regime. However, this agreement was 
implemented only in a very limited way. Even though Shiite militias loyal 
to the government arrived to reinforce the YPG/YPJ during the following 
days, no Syrian government troops ever showed up. Whether unequivo-
cal threats by Turkey, a Russian veto, or the regime’s ultimate strategic 
considerations were the reason for this hesitation cannot be determined 
at this point. It is clearly true that these Shiite militias were useful but 
could only slow down not stop the advance of the Turkish army.

It remains unclear whether the advance of the Turkish army was 
accompanied by the use of prohibited chemical weapons, as was claimed 
by the Kurdish side but denied by the Turks.26

Advance of the Turkish Troops
Despite the support by Shiite militias, in the second half of February the 
YPG and the YPJ came under increasing military pressure. The region was 
successively encircled and under siege. More and more civilians were 
forced to seek refuge in the city of Afrin. Finally, on February 22, the YPG 
had to withdraw from the Kurdish district of Aleppo in order to support 
the struggle in Afrin.

On February 28, the UN Security Council unanimously adopted 
Resolution 2401, calling on all war parties27 in Syria to implement a cease-
fire of at least thirty days to enable humanitarian aid. Turkey clearly stated 
that it would disregard the resolution and continue its war on Afrin. After 
an increase in territorial gains by Turkey in the second half of February, 
more and more civilians from the contested villages and the villages cap-
tured by Turkey and its allies fled to the city of Afrin. This was accompa-
nied by a tendency of the middle class in Afrin to migrate to Aleppo or the 
other Kurdish areas further to the east.

26	 “Turkey Denies Use of Chemical Weapons in Syria,” DW.com, February 17, 
2018, accessed October 1, 2018, http://www.dw.com/en/turkey-denies-use- 
of-chemical-weapons-in-syria/a-42627819.

27	 The only explicit exceptions were attacks against the IS and al-Qaeda, that is, 
the Hai’at Tahrīr ash-Shām.
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According to reports, by March, several thousand civilians had 
already fled to Aleppo and in the direction of Qamişlo. That route, however, 
passed through areas under the control of Shiite militias from both Syria 
and Iran and was only safe for refugees smuggled by the Shiite militias 
from Nubl and az-Zahrā’. In early March, these militias demanded between 
eight hundred and a thousand dollars per person, a price that, given the 
economic situation in Afrin and the size of the average family, is for many 
simply unaffordable.

Between March 2 and March 5, Turkish troops captured their first 
regional capital, Reco. After a bombardment lasting for days, they also 
took the second largest city in the region, Cindirês. At the time, the over-
whelming majority of the inhabitants had already left both towns in the 
direction of Afrin.

On March 6, the Kurdish and Arab organizations in the Syrian 
Democratic Forces announced that in the future they would take a defen-
sive position concerning the remnants of the Islamic State, because they 
had to withdraw troops from the southeast in order to defend Afrin.28 
Altogether, at that point, 1,700 fighters were withdrawn from the front 
against the IS. Thus, the IS, which at the time only controlled a stretch 
of about thirty kilometers [eighteen miles] on the northern side of the 
Euphrates valley, reaching from the town of Hajin to the Iraqi border, and 
was on the brink of military collapse was given a new lease on life and pos-
sibly even a chance to consolidate itself at a reduced level. Be that as it may, 
for the time being the struggle against the IS had come to an end, because 
all military resources were needed for to defend Afrin.

About six months after the beginning of the war, both sides published 
intermediate assessments that could not have been more different. While 
the Turkish president Erdoğan, at the March 6 cornerstone laying cer-
emony for the new Supreme Court of Turkey building, claimed that “2,878 
terrorists” had been “neutralized”29—the language used by Turkey for the 
killing of YPG/YPJ fighters—since the beginning of the war, on the fol-
lowing day the YPG declared that since the beginning of the fighting, 283 

28	 “Revolutionary Forces: We Will Send Our Forces to Afrin,” AFN News, 
March 7, 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, https://anfenglish.com/news/
revolutionary-forces-we-will-send-our-forces-to-afrin-25328.

29	 “Erdoğan: Afrin’de etkisiz hale getirilen terörist sayısı 2878 oldu,” Türkiye, 
March 6, 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, http://www.turkiyegazetesi.com.tr/
gundem/548486.aspx.
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of its fighters had “been martyred during direct engagements and heroic 
resistance against the terrorist invaders.”30 According to the YPG balance 
sheet, 165 civilians including 28 women and children were killed by the 
bomb attacks and Turkish artillery fire, and 650 civilians were wounded. 
The YPG further claimed to have killed “1,588 members of the terrorist 
factions and Turkish soldiers,” among them 11 Turkish soldiers, who had 
lost their lives when two helicopters were shot down.

These numbers from Turkish and Kurdish sources diverge sharply, 
and there were no independent observers on the battlefield. Other institu-
tions were also forced to rely on information from the local war parties. 
On March 9, the London-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, 
which is politically close to the moderate Sunni opposition and tends 
to sympathize with the groups on the side of Turkey but is not directly 
linked to any of the war parties in Afrin, published a balance sheet that 
was much soberer than those produced by the two war parties. It claimed 
that since the beginning of the war 409 fighters on the Turkish side had 
been killed, including 71 Turkish soldiers, the rest of the dead having been 
fighters in the various militias. According to the Observatory, the YPG 
lost 359 fighters, while the regime-controlled National Defense Forces, 
essentially the Shiite militias, lost 81 fighters since entering the war on 
the side of the YPG on February 20. The Observatory talked about 204 
Syrian civilians of Kurdish, Arab, and Armenian descent killed, includ-
ing 32 children.31

In general, one could assume that the war parties would try to down-
play the numbers of their own casualties, while exaggerating those of 
their enemies. But anyone acquainted with how the YPG and the YPJ 
deal with their own dead and who has seen the ceremony surrounding 
martyr funerals in Afrin will agree that the YPG does not hide its casu-
alties. On the contrary, the pictures of the fallen fighters, who are ven-
erated as martyrs, are to be found everywhere in Afrin. The funerals 

30	 “SDF Releases Balance Sheet on Afrin Battle Since January 20,” ANF News, 
March 7, 2018, accessed October 6, 2018, https://anfenglish.com/rojava/
sdf-releases-balance-sheet-on-afrin-battle-since-january-20-25335.

31	 “With the Continued Turkish Killing against People of Afrin Area, Thousands 
of Civilians Displace from the Area and Stay in the Open with the Increase of 
the Tragedy of More Than a Million Civilians,” Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights, March 9, 2018, accessed October 6, 2018, http://www.syriahr.com/
en/?p=86414.
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of YPG and YPJ fighters are celebrated as propaganda exercises, during 
which even the stores are administratively ordered to close down. One can 
thus assume that the number given by the YPG of the YPG/YPJ fighters 
killed was accurate. Moreover, as opposed to the Turkish army, the YPG 
always provided the exact location and time of the death of its fighters. 
Whether the number of enemies it claimed to have killed is as precise is 
open to debate. What, then, explains the enormous difference between 
the Turkish and the Kurdish numbers?

The Turkish government claimed that there were no civilian casu-
alties in this war. Responding to criticism over the killing of civilians, 
Erdoğan employed an openly racist undertone in public speeches broad-
cast on Turkish TV: “You unscrupulous, you shameless, you dishonorable 
people! It is not us but you who have it in their blood to kill civilians!”

To mask the obvious propaganda lie that Turkey didn’t kill civil-
ians, the Turkish side simply counted civilian casualties as “neutral-
ized terrorists.” But this alone would not have been sufficient to arrive 
at the alleged number of 2,878 “neutralized terrorists.” The key to this 
success record probably lay with Turkey’s dead allies. The Syrian mili-
tias fighting against the YPG/YPJ alongside Turkey were not officially 
registered anywhere. Nobody really knows who fought in the ranks of 
the militias that Turkey called the Free Syrian Army, a group that by 
then actually had very little to do with the groups that had taken up the 
fight against the Syrian regime under that name back in 2011. They were 
nothing more than a hodgepodge of more or less Islamist and jihadist 
rebels, including foreign fighters who had previously signed up with 
the IS. Turkey, for its part, now claimed to be fighting not just against 
the YPG but also against the IS. Even though the claim was completely 
absurd, given that there hadn’t been any IS fighters anywhere near Afrin 
since at least 2016, Turkey could use the death in action of any former IS 
fighters to support its propaganda. The solution to the riddle therefore 
seemed to be that Erdoğan simply counted the dead among his Syrian 
allies as “neutralized terrorists,” thereby improving the Turkish army’s 
track record without mentioning that these “terrorists” were casualties 
on the Turkish side. That said, even if the allied Syrian fighters and the 
civilians were counted among them, the numbers provided by Erdoğan 
were probably still extremely exaggerated. The balance sheet of the 
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights probably provides a more real-
istic overall picture.
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German Arms and German Money
While the Austrian National Assembly adopted an arms embargo 
against Turkey supported by all parties represented in the parliament 
in November 2016, to this day Germany continues to export arms and 
other military equipment to Turkey. Germany not only delivered war 
materiel in the years leading up to the attack on Afrin, as the Turkish army 
advanced militarily against Kurdish cities in the southeast of Turkey and 
was already threatening to attack Afrin, but even after the war against 
Afrin had begun it continued to grant export permissions. The German 
minister for economic affairs responded to a question in parliament from 
the Green member of parliament Omid Nouripour by saying that twenty 
export permissions for the delivery of German military equipment worth 
4.4 million euros to Turkey had been granted during the first five and a 
half weeks of the war. Only weeks before, in February 2018, the German 
foreign minister Sigmar Gabriel had repeatedly claimed that a complete 
export ban for all armaments destined for Turkey had been in force 
since the beginning of Turkey’s Syria offensive.32 Between 2006 and 2011, 
Germany delivered 347 so-called Leopard 2 tanks from the Düsseldorf-
based arms dealer Rheinmetall to Turkey.33 At least some of these combat 
tanks were verifiably used by the Turkish army in its war against Afrin.

While there has been a massive crackdown against Kurdish protests 
accompanied by warnings against “importing conflicts” into Germany, the 
country profits handsomely from the Turkey’s wars against its own popu-
lation and the population of Syria. Columnist Schluwa Sama hit the mark 
when she addressed the Germans recently with the following words: “OK, 
dear people of Germany, you are not just complicit in these crimes because 
you sell some arms to Turkey. No, your whole lifestyle, your economy, 
your success as the world champion in exports is based on the export 
of murder. In 2016, while I was protesting the repression in Turkey, the 

32	 Michael Fischer, “Millionenschwere Rüstungsexporte in die Türkei 
gehen weiter,” Neues Deutschland, March 15, 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, 
https://www.neues-deutschland.de/m/artikel/1082516.syrien-krieg-
millionenschwere-ruestungsexporte-in-die-tuerkei-gehen-weiter.amp.
html?__twitter_impression=true.

33	 Wolfgang Wichmann, “Exportschlager ohne Einsatzbeschränkung,” 
Tagesschau, January 23 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, http://faktenfinder.
tagesschau.de/inland/leopard-109.html.
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German government granted permissions for the export of war materiel 
to Turkey worth more than ninety-eight million euros.”34

Germany does not just earn good money with the exports of arms to 
Turkey, which are then used against Afrin. The European refugee policy 
also makes its contribution to war and occupation in Afrin.

EU Refugee Policy and the War against Afrin
Europe has a close connection with Afrin not just because of arms exports 
but also because of its refugee policy. In 2015, governments hostile to refu-
gees, including those in Austria or Hungary, tried to convince Turkey to 
close the escape routes from Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan through Turkey 
into the EU. On November 29, 2015, representatives of the EU and Turkey 
activated the October 15 EU-Turkey Joint Action Plan to limit immigration 
via Turkey, which included a pledge of up to three billion euros for Turkey 
and assigned it the task of preventing refugees from continuing their 
journey into the EU and taking back refugees who had managed to make 
the dangerous voyage across the sea to one of the Greek islands.

On March 18, 2016, the European Union concluded an agreement with 
Turkey that provided for an accelerated payment of the envisaged three 
billion euros and the replenishment of this sum by an additional three 
billion euros before the end of 2018. Then, on June 1, 2016, the EU-Turkey 
Readmission Agreement of December 16, 2013, came into full effect within 
the framework of the provisions of the new EU-Turkey Agreement of 
2016.35

On the one hand, the agreement left the EU increasingly open to 
Turkish blackmail, because the latter could always threaten to “unleash” 
the refugees the EU was so afraid of. At the same time, however, it led to a 
growing backlog of refugees in Turkey. In 2012, Turkey had accepted the 
largest number of refugees from Syria, a fact that had already led to sub-
stantial social and political tensions in some of the border regions. These 

34	 Schluwa Sama, “Der Mordexportweltmeister sorgt sich um importierte 
Konflikte,” Alsharq, March 2, 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, http://www.
alsharq.de/2018/gesellschaft/der-mordexportweltmeister-sorgt-sich-um- 
importierte-konflikte/.

35	 “Cecilia Malmström Signs the Readmission Agreement and Launches the Visa 
Liberalisation Dialogue with Turkey,” European Commission Press Release 
Database, December 16, 2013, accessed October 1, 2018, http://europa.eu/rapid/
press-release_IP-13-1259_en.htm.
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tensions were exacerbated because the Turkish government instrumen-
talized for its own political power purposes the many conservative Sunni 
refugees, among whom were many loyal adherents of Erdoğan’s political 
line. Turkey tried to keep the refugees in regions where the AKP had many 
opponents, such as the Kurdish border regions or the province Hatay, 
which is strongly dominated by Arabic-speaking Alevi. It was no accident 
that both are areas with many leftist and secular opponents of the AKP.

Since the March 2016 agreement with the EU, the number of Syrian 
refugees in Turkey has increased quite substantially. On March 8, 2018, 
the UN Refugee Agency, the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), said that there were 3,547,194 registered Syrian refu-
gees in Turkey,36 which was one million more than at the beginning of 
2016! Obviously, the EU border regime and the agreement with Turkey 
has led to an additional backlog of refugees in Turkey, many of whom 
want to travel to Europe but are forced to remain in Turkey because of the 
Turkish-European cooperation in erecting a defense wall against refugees.

To the Syrian refugees in Turkey we must add the refugees from 
Iran and Iraq and those originally from Afghanistan who, because of 
the European-Turkish anti-refugee policy, are also stuck in Turkey. At 
the beginning of the “refugee deal,” 125 thousand Iraqi asylum seekers, 
120 thousand Afghan asylum seekers, and 30 thousand Iranian asylum 
seekers were stuck in Turkey, numbers that have since increased. In many 
regions of Turkey, this extremely high aggregate number of refugees—
altogether almost four million people—has turned into a genuine social 
and economic problem, a problem for which there is no simple solution, 
because the situation in Syria has not yet calmed down and there is now a 
lack of escape routes to Europe.

The fact that the EU is buying the closure of the borders by financially 
supporting Turkey not only makes the EU susceptible to blackmail but 
also intensifies the problems in Turkey. This has contributed to Turkey’s 
decision to conquer Afrin. In doing so the Turkish regime is not just con-
cerned with domestic political power objectives and the destruction of 
de facto Kurdish autonomy but also with the repatriation of the refugees 
to Syria.

36	 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Syria Regional Refugee 
Response,” September 21, 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, https://data2.unhcr.
org/en/situations/syria/location/113.
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Ethnic Cleansing: Arabization and Turkmenization
Turkey made it plain from the beginning that one of the goals of the war 
against Afrin was the “readmission” of half a million Syrian refugees to 
Afrin. In mid-February 2018, the president’s wife, Emine Erdoğan, pub-
licly announced in a speech in Istanbul that “nearly 500,000 people are 
expected to return to Afrin” after the Turkish conquest.37 This speech was 
widely circulated in the Turkish press and was noted internationally at 
the time. But the notion of a “readmission” can be confidently described 
as a propaganda lie, because until Turkey’s attack on the Kurdish enclave 
there had been hardly any refugees from Afrin in Turkey. The five 
hundred thousand Syrians whom the government in Ankara wants to 
settle in Afrin come from completely different areas in Syria and are not 
Kurdish but are predominantly Arab. Moreover, before the Syrian war 
the number of inhabitants of all of Afrin wasn’t even close to five hundred 
thousand. Thus, the first lady’s pronouncement, which was subsequently 
repeated by a number of officials, was actually nothing but an open threat 
of impending ethnic cleansing.

The aim of Turkey is not to just conquer Afrin but also to expel or 
kill the Kurdish population that had already been living in this region 
centuries before the emergence of the Ottoman Empire and that gave 
the “Mountain of the Kurds” its name, to obliterate the Kurdish language 
and culture in this region, and to settle pro-Turkish Arab and Turkmen 
settlers there.

Most of the civilians fled from the villages when the Turkish army 
approached. There have been reports from several villages where people 
have been prevented from returning. In cases where villagers were unable 
or unwilling to flee on time, they were sometimes brutally murdered. A 
video depicting a peasant who refused to relinquish his tractor to the pro-
Turkish militias and was immediately shot circulated on social media, as 
did photos of other atrocities perpetrated against civilians. At any rate, 
the Turkish army’s jihadist allies are now so feared that only a few civil-
ians remain in the villages, creating room for the Turkish government 
resettlement program.

37	 “500,000 Syrians will ‘return to Afrin’ after fighting ends, says Turkey’s 
First Lady,” The Arab News, February 18, 2018, accessed October 2, 2018, 
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2018/2/18/500-000-syrians-will- 
return-to-afrin-turkeys-first-lady.
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To mislead the international public about what is really going on in 
the run-up to the Arabization and Turkmenization of the region Erdoğan 
had personally claimed that Afrin’s population was in fact 55 percent 
Arab, 7 percent Turkmen, and only 35 percent Kurdish, adding that he 
wanted to give the land “back to its rightful owners.”38

Turkey apparently felt certain that this plan would not meet with any 
relevant international protest. So, on March 15, an official spokesperson 
for the Turkish government openly declared that the Turkish government 
had no intention of returning Afrin to the Syrian government and that 
Turkey intended to rule the town in the future.39

The battles in the city of Afrin had hardly even started in March 2018 
when the first Arab and Turkmen settlers were brought in and given the 
houses of the civilian population that had fled the villages conquered by 
Turkey and its allies. Some of the first families settled there were relatives 
of fighters in the pro-Turkish militias, along with Arabs from various 
Syrian cities and Turkmens from Iraq who had cooperated with the so-
called Islamic State. Even before the attack on Afrin, Sunni Turkmens 
from the city of Tal Afar had appeared in the region around A’zaz held by 
the Turkish army and pro-Turkish militias.

In 2014, when the IS took Tal Afar, many Sunni Turkmens in this almost 
exclusively Turkmen city had assaulted their Shiite Turkmen neighbors, 
stolen their property, and raped their daughters. Not all of them partici-
pated, however, and some of them also fled from the massacres of the IS 
and the murderous anti-Shiite policy of the jihadists. But the collabora-
tion of a substantial number of Sunni Turkmens, coupled with fact that a 
number of them held high positions within the IS and had a particularly evil 
reputation,40 only served to intensify the already existing confessionalized 

38	 “Erdogan says Afrin Is Majority Arab, Threatens Arabization,” Kurdistan 24, 
January 21, 2018, accessed October 1, 2018, http://www.kurdistan24.net/en/
news/7899b6c9-f475-40fb-a9bc-ffda4b69f0df.

39	 Andrew Illingworth, “Turkey Will Not Hand Over Afrin to Syrian Government 
After Seizing It—Erdogan’s spokesperson,” AMN, March 15, 2018, accessed 
November 3, 2018, https://www.almasdarnews.com/article/breaking-turkey-
will-not-hand-over-afrin-to-syrian-government-after-seizing-it-erdogans-
spokesperson/.

40	 Between 2014 and 2017, stories about such particularly notorious IS command-
ers in Tal Afar were widespread among the displaced persons from the region. 
These stories were not just told by Shiites from Tal Afar, but also by Christians 
and Êzîdî. Among others, Patrick Cockburn wrote in the Independent on 
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perception of the conflict. The Shiite Turkmens from Tal Afar either fled 
to Kurdistan or, at first, to the Êzîdî in Sinjar (Kurdish: Şingal), from where 
they had again to flee from the IS in August 2014. If they were not killed by 
the IS, just like the other religious minorities in the region around Mosul—
the Christians, the Kakai and Shabak from the Nineveh plain, and the Êzîdî 
from Sinjar—they eventually found themselves in the camps for displaced 
persons around Erbil or Dohuk. In conversations with Turkmens from Tal 
Afar, one would quickly hear that it was now impossible to live together 
with “these monsters.” The Sunnis were regarded as abusers, and many of 
the refugees mentioned their neighbors by name and described the crimes 
they had committed. In Tal Afar, the IS did not represent an alien army, but 
consisted of Sunni neighbors and friends who now attacked and savaged 
their Shiite fellow citizens. With the reconquest of Tal Afar by the Iraqi 
army and Shiite militias, the only realistic option for the Sunni Turkmens 
still in the city was to flee. The IS had poisoned the situation to such an 
extent that it was now either/or: them or us. The Sunni Turkmens finally 
ended up in the region around A’zaz or in Turkey, but in the latter case, they 
did not receive Syrian refugee status nor were they regarded as Turks.41

Now the Turkish government obviously sees the opportunity to 
get rid of these unwelcome guests, while simultaneously destroying the 
Kurdish character of the Kurd Dagh and creating a perceived reality that 
will not be easy to reverse in the future. As the Arabization policies of 
both Saddam Hussein in Kirkuk and the Syrian regime in the 1960s in the 

November 15, 2016: “‘Isis is full of killers, but the worst killers of all come 
from Tal Afar,’ says a senior Iraqi official who did not want his name published. 
Abbas, a 47-year-old Shia Turkmen from Tal Afar living in exile in the Kurdish 
city of Zakho, agrees, saying that several of the senior military commanders 
of the self-declared Caliph Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi come from there. He adds 
that officers from the Shia paramilitaries have been told that they will soon 
attack the city. The Turkmen are one of Iraq’s smaller minorities but impor-
tant because of their links to Isis and to Turkey.” Patrick Cockburn, “‘Isis is 
Full of Killers, the Worst Come from Tal Afar’: Bitter Fight for City Ahead 
and the Violence May Not End There,” November 15, 2016, accessed October 
2, 2018, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/isis-mosul-
offensive-latest-tal-afar-killers-iraq-sectarian-violence-a7419536.html.

41	 Suraj Sharma, “Iraq’s Turkmen, the Refugees Created and Forgotten 
by Everyone,” September 1, 2017, accessed October 2, 2018, http://www.
middleeasteye.net/news/iraq-s-turkmen-refugees-created-and-forgotten- 
everyone-134794379.
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Cizîrê show, such resettlements can contribute to ethnic conflicts decades 
later. In the case of Afrin, the expulsion of the Kurdish population and 
the colonization of the region by Arab and Turkmen settlers represent a 
particularly perfidious strategy. Of course, the Turkish authorities know 
perfectly well that the Kurdish population will never simply accept being 
expelled from a key Kurdish area such as Afrin, and that it regards the 
settlers now moving into its houses, not entirely unjustifiably, as part of 
the military aggression against the Kurds. Erdoğan’s brazen lies about 
an Arab majority and a substantial Turkmen minority in the region are 
setting the stage for a later narrative about the Kurds attacking innocent 
civilians when they resist the new settlers.

Indeed, on March 13, 2018, the YPG command in Afrin issued a state-
ment warning Turkey against any “settlement of families of the gangs 
that act with the invading Turkish state” in the villages Kurds had fled or 
been expelled from. According to the statement, Turkmens from A’zaz, 
Atmeh, Turkey, and Iraq had already been settled in the regions of Şiye and 
Cindirês. The statement further said that these groups had been brought 
to the Kurdish villages and cities in violation of international law and 
were thus regarded as legitimate targets by the YPG.42

It is obvious that Turkey not only envisages a genocidal expulsion of 
the Kurdish population, but that it also consciously includes future ethnic 
conflicts in its calculations. It is apparently so sure of itself in all of this 
that it has openly announced this ethnic cleansing—and indeed, neither 

42	 In the English translation by the ANF news agency, which is close to the PKK, 
the end of the statement reads: “We in the YPG state clearly that the regions 
where the invading Turkish state is changing the demographic structure have 
been a battle field since the first day and military activities have been taking in 
these regions up until now. We warn those who are an instrument to or have a 
part in the Turkish state’s scheme not to approach these regions. In contrary 
case, they will be a target to the legitimate aims of our fighters. We also call 
on those that become an instrument to this dirty scheme to not be deceived by 
the Turkish state’s schemes. We also warn them not to put support behind the 
Turkish state’s hostile practices against the local people because the settlement 
in the regions that have been invaded without a consideration of any law or 
legitimacy will be realized by use of force, which will constitute a violation of 
international laws and it is a most incontestable right for our fighters to target 
these regions.” “YPG: Those Coming to Afrin with Turkey Will Be Our Target,” 
ANF News, March 14, 2018, accessed October 2, 2018, https://anfenglish.com/
rojava/ypg-those-coming-to-afrin-with-turkey-will-be-our-target-25464.
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its NATO partners nor Russia have registered any meaningful protests. 
For Erdoğan, this must have looked like a free pass for proceeding with 
his endeavor.

The Attack on the City of Afrin
By March 6, the Turkish troops and their allies had already advanced 
toward the city of Afrin. From that date on, mobile phones in the city 
stopped working, because the Turkish military had done such extensive 
damage to the cell towers. The Meydanke dam, which holds a large part 
of the city’s water supply, was attacked several times and was damaged 
so severely that after March 8, the town’s water supply largely collapsed.

After the conquest of Cindirês on March 9, the Turkish troops and 
their allies advanced toward Afrin from the southwest, beginning a pincer 
attack on the region’s capital. At that time, there were at least three times 
as many civilians in the town as usual, because the regular population had 
been augmented by the refugees from the villages and small towns that 
were already in the hands of Turkish troops.

Beginning on March 10, the Turkish Air Force bombarded the city, 
hitting not only YPG/YPJ military positions but also residential housing. 
On March 12, Turkish troops reached the city limits, converging from two 
sides. But Turkish reports that the city was completely encircled turned 
out to be premature. Until March 15, the city was still accessible from the 
southeast and the northwest, even though Turkish units were firing on 
the access routes, turning the flight from the city into a dangerous under-
taking. Nevertheless, on March 13, an increasing number of civilians 
began fleeing southeast, trying to reach areas under government control. 
Though it is difficult to provide accurate numbers, from talking to civilians 
in the region I could ascertain that until March 16 it was possible to flee the 
city, and that the YPG—contrary to Turkish claims—did not prevent the 
civilians from fleeing. On the other hand, a substantial part of the civilian 
population did not want to leave the town, either because they feared they 
would never be able to return, or because they regarded an escape under 
Turkish fire as just as dangerous as simply remaining in the town. Be that 
as it may, by March 17, around two hundred thousand civilians had fled.43 

43	 “Hundreds of Civilians Flee as Turkish Forces Advance on Syria’s Afrin 
City,” France 24, accessed November 3, 2018, https://www.france24.com/
en/20180312-syria-afrin-city-hundreds-civilians-flee-turkish-forces.
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However, because of the influx of those expelled from the villages in the 
weeks before the attack on the city, it is next to impossible to say how many 
civilians remain in the town at this point. As of May 2018, a number of 
residences were still inhabited by several parties. Thus, the town probably 
still harbored many more civilians than before the beginning of the war.

During the night of March 15, there were targeted bombardments of 
residential areas that, according to Kurdish reports, killed eleven people 
and wounded many more.44 On March 16, the town’s hospital, which had 
provided emergency care for the wounded during the previous days, 
was bombed by the Turkish Air Force. According to Kurdish sources, at 
least fifteen people were killed during the attack. Altogether, according 
to Kurdish reports, forty-seven civilians died during this indiscriminate 
Turkish army attack on what was bloodiest day of the invasion up to that 
point.45

On March 17, the bombardment of the town continued, with more 
civilian casualties. At the same time, thousands of additional civilians fled 
in the direction of Syrian government–held areas. On the midmorning 
of March 18, the YPG/YPJ finally withdrew from the city. Even though a 
statement said that the struggle had reached “another stage” and was not 
over, it also said that to avoid a civilian massacre the YPG had decided to 
evacuate them from the town. It added that 500 civilians and 820 SDF fight-
ers had been killed since the beginning of fighting.46 Pictures of Turkish 
tanks on the main square and the replacement of Kurdish flags by Turkish 
ones on official buildings were disseminated via Twitter, making it clear 
that the city had fallen into the hands of the Turkish army and its allies 
by midmorning.

The reasons for the surprisingly quick withdrawal from the city and 
the avoidance of any fighting in the urban areas themselves remained 
unclear. The official version of the YPG/YPJ continued to be that this 
was to enable a civilian retreat and limit civilian casualties as much as 
possible. Within the YPG and the PKK, however, there were discussions 

44	 Information Center of Afrin Resistance—Weekly Bulletin 5, March 8–15, 2018.
45	 “Turkish Attacks Kill 47 Civilians in Afrin in One Day,” ANF News, 

March 17, 2018, accessed October 2, 2018, https://anfenglish.com/rojava/
turkish-attacks-kill-47-civilians-in-afrin-25536.

46	 “Afrin Administration: The War Has Moved to Another Stage,” AFN News, 
March 18, 2018, accessed October 2, 2018, https://anfenglish.com/rojava/
afrin-administration-the-war-has-moved-to-another-stage-25570.
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about extent to which Öcalan might have directly exerted his influence 
to accelerate the abandonment of the city. There are two variations on 
this speculation: on the one hand, there were persistent rumors that a 
Russian and/or Turkish delegation visited Öcalan on the prison island 
of Imralı and pressured him to order the withdrawal of the YPG from 
Afrin; on the other hand, there was also a supposition that Öcalan wanted 
to use the withdrawal as a way to get back into the game. But all of this 
remains speculation, and it is by no means clear that Öcalan was in any 
way directly involved in this decision, given that the PKK leader has been 
almost completely isolated on Imralı since 1999 and for the most part can 
only communicate with the Kurdish movement in general and the de facto 
leadership of the PKK around Murat Karayılan in particular through his 
lawyers—and he hasn’t seen his lawyers since 2011!

Reports of YPG fighters who had remained in Afrin until March 18 
gave the impression that toward the end the situation in the town was 
increasingly chaotic, that many of the fighters didn’t have clear orders, and 
that many of the communication channels had apparently broken down.

It can certainly be said that even though the YPG could have raised 
the ante for Turkey’s conquest of the city by engaging in street battles, the 
price would probably have been the destruction of the city and many civil-
ian deaths. To prevent the seizure of the city without the support of any 
true allies would presumably have been impossible. Thus, the decision to 
withdraw from the city—whoever actually took it—probably did prevent 
an even worse bloodbath and allow the refugees to flee.

The Battle for the Last Rural Areas
On March 17, the Turkish army reached Mabeta, the center of the Alevi 
minority in the canton of Afrin. Like Afrin, Mabeta was captured on 
March 18. By that evening, the YPG/YPJ fighters only controlled a few 
rural areas in the center of the region and in the predominantly Êzîdî 
area in the far southeast of the canton. In May 2018, it was still not clear 
whether these villages would be taken by the Syrian or the Turkish army. 
For the Êzîdî minority, the conquest of their villages by the Turkish army 
would probably be far worse than a takeover by the Syrian army, not least 
because of the Turkish army’s jihadist allies.

Though there was still fighting in the central hill lands of the canton 
for a few days after the fall of the city of Afrin, with the loss of the latter 
it had become clear that for the time being the Turkish army and its allies 
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had won the war. Several days after the fall of the town of Afrin, the 
Turkish army and its allies ended their final offensive in the southeast of 
Afrin with the conquest of Basûfanê, Bircê Hêdrê, and some nearby Êzîdî 
villages. By April 2018, the YPG/YPJ was only able to hold its ground in a 
few mountain villages in the far southeast of the region, on the mountain 
plain of the Çiyayê Lêlûn between Fatritin, Bircilqasê, and Meyasê.

In the second half of April 2018, much less was heard about a guerilla 
war than had been the case in the first two weeks following the capture of 
the city of Afrin. Even in rural Afrin, there do not seem to be any organ-
ized YPG or YPJ units at this point. By mid-April 2018, a stable front line 
had reemerged between the YPG/YPJ and the Turkish army and its allies 
with almost the whole Kurdish region of Afrin under Turkish occupation. 
Apart from Fatritin, Bircilqasê, and Meyasê, there were areas around Tal 
Rifaat in the east of Afrin that had been captured in 2016 that were under 
the joint control of Syrian government troops and the YPG/YPJ.

The Situation in the Province Şehba and at the Çiyayê Lêlûn
Despite Turkish President Erdoğan’s repeated announcements that 
Turkey would also conquer Tal Rifaat, this region—which the Democratic 
Federation of Northern Syria describes as part of the province of Şehba—
has not yet been attacked. For the YPG, this thirty-kilometer-long [nine-
teen-mile] and ten-kilometer-wide [six-mile] strip, which was only con-
quered by the YPG/YPJ and its Arab allies in 2016, and which has a very 
mixed population, with an Arab majority and Kurdish and Turkmen 
minorities, forms, along with the geographically separate Manbij, the 
province of Şehba, which, in turn, with the province of Afrin, has consti-
tuted the region of Afrin (Herêma Efrînê) since Democratic Federation of 
Northern Syria administrative reform of 2017.

The town Tal Rifaat with its approximately twenty thousand inhabit-
ants was the political center of the region and was once predominantly 
Arab, but the mass flight from Afrin it made it the most important haven 
for Kurdish refugees. Of the total of 200 thousand displaced persons in 
May 2018, around 150 thousand were in the area around Tal Rifaat, which 
is difficult to reach even for aid organizations. Only the Kurdish Red 
Crescent had access, and it was able to build an emergency infrastructure 
in the first weeks after the fall of Afrin.

There were efforts underway to reintegrate the refugees into the 
political structure of the Democratic Federation of Northern Syria by 
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means of refugee councils. But because international journalists had no 
access to the region, an enclave sandwiched between the regime and the 
Turkish forces, information about the region is not terribly reliable.

Were the Turkish government to capture this enclave, the situa-
tion faced by refugees would be even more difficult. But the presence of 
Russian soldiers and units of the Syrian government army alongside the 
units of the YPG/YPJ and its allies seems to indicate that Russia hasn’t 
given Turkey the go-ahead to attack Şehba and apparently envisages this 
region under Syrian government control in the long run.

Apart from the region of Tal Rifaat, a few Êzîdî villages on the massif 
of Çiyayê Lêlûn have also remained under the control of the YPG/YPJ. 
These villages around Fatritin, Bircilqasê, and Meyasê are located in a 
barely accessible mountain range immediately next to the Arab-Shiite 
enclave of Nubl and az-Zahrā’, which is held by the Syrian regime and is 
probably of no great strategic interest to the Turkish side. Even though 
these last remaining villages in the region of Afrin have not experienced 
any expulsions, the situation there is undoubtedly very dangerous and 
uncertain. They too have become havens for displaced persons from the 
nearby regions. In addition to the constant fear that Turkey and its allies 
might decide to advance even further, these villages are now cut off from 
all their markets and have no choice but to be self-sufficient.

Afrin after the Turkish Conquest
Since the Turkish conquest of the city, the situation in Afrin has been 
extremely precarious. The fact that the Turkish occupiers don’t allow 
independent journalists into the region should set off alarm bells, as it 
makes verifying the news coming from the Kurdish side about massive 
abuses of the civilian population very difficult. For example, rumors 
about kidnappings, forced conversions of Êzîdî, extrajudicial executions, 
and rapes cannot be accurately assessed. On the other hand, it is not only 
sources close to the YPG who talk about these practices but also refugees 
who still have some very limited contact with relatives in the region.

At least one Êzîdî cemetery in the village of Gundê Feqîra was des-
ecrated and partially destroyed. The defiling of individual Êzîdî graves, 
as well as Muslim graves with Kurdish inscriptions, was also reported in 
a number of other places. In the city of Afrin, the Mala Êzîdiya, a religious 
and social center established by Êzîdî close to the PYD, and the statue of 
the prophet Zoroaster that had been placed in front of it, were destroyed. 
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In July 2018, In the village of Basûfanê, which until March 2018 was inhab-
ited almost exclusively by Êzîdî, and in whose surroundings a number of 
early Christian church ruins are to be found, the house of a sixty-year-old 
Êzîdî was confiscated by the pro-Turkish Ahfad al-Rasul Brigade, which 
was originally financed by Qatar, and converted into a Sunni mosque. The 
mosque is now used to give Quran lessons that the children of the Êzîdî 
are forced to attend. The goal is to alienate them from their parents and 
to convert them to Islam.

There is clear proof that there has been systematic plundering of 
the houses of the those expelled, and that there have been at least indi-
vidual kidnappings and rapes, as well as forced conversions of Êzîdî. How 
systematic these practices are and whether they reflect the policy of the 
Turkish army or simply represent excesses by its jihadist allies has not yet 
been independently verified. Even if these practices were “only” excesses 
of individual jihadist militias and were not condoned by the Turkish army 
or government, the latter are still politically responsible for them. After 
all, it was these bodies that decided to attack the Kurds in Afrin with these 
particular allies.

At any rate, the Turkish occupiers are preparing for a prolonged 
presence in the region. School is now based on the Turkish curriculum, 
pictures published in the Turkish media show students in Afrin being 
obliged to salute the Turkish flag, and Turkish flags and pictures of 
Turkey’s President Erdoğan hang in the schools in the region.

With the creation of an Afrin Council, chaired by a Kurdish spokes-
person Hasan Şindi, in late March, Turkey established a civilian adminis-
trative body that, though predominantly staffed by Kurds, does not enjoy 
any legitimacy in the region. Apart from the eleven Kurds, the council 
includes eight Arabs and one Turkmen and operates from the Turkish 
town of Gaziantep.47 Because Hasan Şindi had in the past been close to the 
ENKS, the PYD and the YPG have accused the latter of collaborating with 
the occupiers. Even though the ENKS and its member parties have not, at 
least officially, participated in the Turkish Afrin Council, at the beginning 
of April a “people’s court” in Qamişlo issued an arrest warrant against the 
two top officials of the Yekîtî Party, Fûad Elîko and Ibrehîm Biro, accusing 

47	 “Turkish-Backed Interim Council Elected in Afrin: State Media,” Rûdaw, April 
12, 2018, accessed October 2, 2018, http://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/
syria/120420183.
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them of “treason against the achievements of the Kurdish people.”48 For 
his part, Fûad Elîko told the Iraqi-Kurdish broadcaster Rûdaw, part of the 
pro-Barzani media, that the ruling Rojava parties had endangered the 
Kurdish people with their policies, which enabled the Turkish govern-
ment to occupy Afrin. He said that for him the biggest problem was the 
demographic changes in Afrin planned by Turkey, and he claimed to be 
working “day and night to ensure the return of our nation.”49

This is not the place to decide whether members of the ENKS who 
are trying to use diplomatic means to get Turkey to withdraw from Afrin 
and to specifically allow those expelled to return should be evaluated 
as collaboration, which is how the PYD and the YPG see it, but it is clear 
that the loss the YPG suffered in Afrin has intensified its conflict with the 
ENKS, and it has been looking for “Kurdish collaborators” to blame—some 
might also say, excuse—its defeat. At any rate, it is surely true that even 
though certain individual Kurds on the so-called Afrin Council cooperate 
with the Turkish occupiers, these persons are neither representatives of 
Kurdish parties participating in the ENKS nor are they otherwise relevant 
in the region. At least officially, the ENKS also speaks of an occupation of 
Afrin in violation of international law. Thus, despite the intensification 
of the internal Kurdish tensions, all important Kurdish forces agree that 
it is necessary to enable the return of those expelled and to have Turkey 
withdraw. Up until May, the Turkish army and its allies systematically 
prevented those expelled from returning to Afrin.

According to UN estimates, at the end of April about fifty to seventy 
thousand civilians remained in the city of Afrin, living under the strict 
occupation of Islamist militias who try to enforce “Islamic” dress codes 
for women and to prevent religious minorities from practicing their 
religion. The houses of those expelled have been occupied by Arab and 
Turkmen settlers coming from East Ghouta—which has by now been cap-
tured by the regime—and whose settlement the Turkish regime tries to 
sell as a “return of refugees.” In reality, these people originally come from 

48	 “People’s Court Issues Arrest Warrants for two ENKS Members,” ANF 
News, April 6, 2018, accessed October 2, 2018, https://anfenglishmobile.
com/rojava-northern-syria/people-s-court-issues-arrest-warrants-for-two- 
enks-members-25949.

49	 “Rojava Rulers Call on Rival Kurdish Movement to Leave Pro-Turkish 
Coalition,” Rûdaw, March 23, 2018, accessed October 2, 2018, http://www.rudaw.
net/english/middleeast/syria/23032018.
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other parts of Syria, or even from Iraq, and have no relationship whatso-
ever with Afrin. On April 11, the deputy director general of the Turkish 
Ministry of the Interior’s immigration authority, Abdullah Ayaz, said 
that “around 162,000 Syrian refugees have returned to the areas liberated 
during Operation Euphrates Shield and Operation Olive Branch.”50 This 
refers not only to Afrin, but also to the regions between Kobanê and Afrin 
captured by the Turkish army and its allies in 2016. But if even half of this 
number was brought to Afrin, this is enough to indicate the extent and the 
systematic nature of the demographic shifts brought about by Turkey in 
its pursuit of the Arabization and Turkmenization of the region.

50	 “More Than 160,000 Syrian Refugees Return to Regions Liberated from YPG, 
Daesh,” Daily Sabah Politics, April 11, 2018, accessed October 2, 2018, https://
www.dailysabah.com/politics/2018/04/12/more-than-160000-syrian-refugees-
return-to-regions-liberated-from-ypg-daesh.
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Voices from Afrin

What follows are original interviews with political and social representa-
tives from Afrin, either done on site or by telephone and/or Skype. They 
reflect the positions of a broad political spectrum, including the PYD and 
its allies, the PYD’s internal Kurdish opponents, and representatives of 
religious minorities and their organizations. They were carried out from 
2014 to 2018, thereby tracing a historical development.

Hêvî Îbrahîm Mustefa, Prime Minister of the Canton of Afrin | July 
30, 2014
In many parts of Syria, there is civil war. What is the situation currently like 
in the canton of Afrin?
The situation across Syria is very difficult. But we have been fortunate 
insofar as we have been able to keep the war out of the canton of Afrin so 
far. While in other parts of Syria there is increasing confessional violence, 
here the most varied people continue to live in tranquility. We have Sunnis, 
Shiites, Êzîdî, and Alevi here who live together peacefully. In Afrin, there 
are Kurds, Arabs, and other minorities who have no problems with each 
other. They share a certain cohesion, which shows that this could also be 
the case in other parts of Syria.

You are the only woman among the prime ministers of the autonomous 
cantons in Rojava. Have the women in Rojava profited from the revolution?
The PYD has always fought for the rights of women. This includes recog-
nizing that women can occupy posts of political responsibility. I am living 
proof that things really have changed in the Kurdish society.
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In the canton of Kobanê, further to the east, there has been heavy fighting 
between the Kurdish YPG and the Islamic State in recent weeks. You are lucky 
in that so far you have no border with the Islamic State. Is the situation at the 
borders of your canton quiet?
It is comparatively quiet. Compared to Kobanê, we are indeed lucky not 
to be under siege from the Islamic State. All the same, the IS fighters are 
approaching the borders of our canton from the east and are thus also a 
threat to us. But so far, we have been able to beat those attacks back. In 
January, there were also attacks by Jabhat al-Nusra. These groups also 
try to stir up conflicts among the Kurds. Things are less problematic with 
the units of the Free Syrian Army present to the south of the canton. In 
January, Jabhat al-Akrad and the FSA jointly expelled the Islamic State 
from A’zaz. At this point, we have a sort of coexistence with both the FSA 
and the government troops stationed in [the Shiite enclave of ] Nubl. As 
long as they don’t attack us, we don’t attack them.

What’s the situation like at the border with Turkey? Is the canton of Afrin 
also cut off there, or is there a border crossing?
Unfortunately, Turkey has closed the border to all of Rojava, so there is 
also no legal border crossing between the canton of Afrin and Turkey. 
While the jihadist groups have access to border crossings, we have to cross 
the border illegally by night or use the border crossing near A’zaz, which is 
controlled by the FSA. So our canton also suffers from a Turkish blockade.

How do you see the policy of Europe vis-à-vis Syria and Rojava? What would 
you want Europe to do?
The European Parliament actually recognized the autonomy of Rojava 
indirectly two months ago. This was an important step for us. But it would 
also help us very much if pressure were exerted on Turkey to cease its 
support for the Islamist opposition and to end the economic blockade 
against Rojava. Please allow me to use this opportunity to tell Europeans 
that they should support our revolution here. By fighting the Islamic State 
terrorists, we also fight for them, and we want a democratic future for 
Syria. We are the only ones who are still able to put up effective military 
resistance against this fascist movement. But we don’t have a lot of expe-
rience with democracy. We need the assistance of Europe to refine our 
democracy. It is very important that Europe not leave us hanging out to 
dry and not forget Syria. We are still forced to wage a daily struggle for 
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survival. Nonetheless, we have achieved much, even though we are still at 
the beginning of our revolution. Our goal is a democratic and autonomous 
Rojava in a democratic Syria. We need international support to achieve 
that.

Silêman Ceefer, Foreign Minister of the Canton of Afrin | February 2, 
2015
More than a year ago, the three Kurdish cantons proclaimed their autonomy. 
Have you seen any progress since then with regard to the international rec-
ognition of these cantons?
So far, we have not been recognized by the Syrian government or by any 
other government. Even so, we are increasingly perceived internationally 
as a partner to enter into contact with. We have also already sent delega-
tions to Europe, and I can see that we are taken increasingly seriously, and 
that it is now clear that we are one of the few secular and democratic forces 
in Syria worthy of support.

You are the foreign minister of an entity that is not recognized. How do you 
fulfil your tasks? How does it feel to be the foreign minister of a canton that is 
largely cut off from the external world?
This is of course totally different from being the foreign minister of an 
internationally recognized state. I simply try to do my best to build con-
tacts with states and governments. But you are absolutely right that it is 
difficult if, in the final analysis, you are not recognized by anyone, have no 
embassies, and are barely able to travel to foreign countries.

You are an Êzîdî, and your prime minister is an Alevi. The strong presence of 
the religious minorities in the government here is surprising at first glance.
For us, it is totally normal. The Muslims in Afrin have never been fanat-
ics. Actually, we have always lived together well here. Before I became 
minister, I was the chairman of an Êzîdî umbrella organization, the Mala 
Êzîdîya. Everybody here knows that I am an Êzîdî, and I have never had 
any problems here because of that.

What, in your view, are the biggest problems in the canton?
One of the biggest problems is certainly the isolation. We are severely 
hampered by the fact that, despite our long border with Turkey, we do 
not have a single border crossing with this neighbor state of ours and can 
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only leave our area through A’zaz, which is controlled by the Islamic Front, 
or across the green border into Turkey. Because of Jabhat al-Nusra, it has 
also become increasingly difficult to get to Aleppo, our traditional urban 
center. We have become increasingly isolated, and this also has a negative 
impact on the economy of our cantons.

Fatme Lekto, Minister for Women of the Canton of Afrin | February 
2, 2015
How do you try to enforce equality for women in Afrin?
We adopted a female quota of at least 40 percent for all offices and insti-
tutions from the beginning. Through our system of codirection, we have 
women in top positions at all levels. We have employed both women and 
men in our police force from the start, and the Women’s Protection Units 
are an important part of our army. It is part of our task as a ministry for 
women to ensure the realization of gender equality in society.

On a social level, changes will be more difficult to realize and slower to effect 
than on the political plane.
Social changes always take longer to realize. Here in our ministry we can 
only change the political and legal parameters and encourage women to 
break free from authoritarian conditions. Thus, we act against polygamy 
and forced marriages and protect girls who are threatened with violence.

But in a civil war like the one in Syria, women are probably also in danger in 
very different ways.
Of course, in armed conflicts women are always among the victims. The 
image of women advocated by the Islamic militias would be horrible even 
without the civil war. We have the good luck that so far we have largely 
been able to keep the civil war out of Afrin and have not been overrun 
by the IS, as in Kobâne. The fact that we could prevent this is due in part 
to our women who are actively participating in the Women’s Protection 
Units, who do not wait to become victims of the jihadists but are actively 
defending themselves.

Ebdo Îbrahîm, Minister of Defense of the Canton of Afrin | February 
2, 2015
You are the defense minister of a canton that is not internationally recognized, 
with an army that is not internationally recognized. Nevertheless, at this 
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point, Afrin is one of the safest regions in all of Syria. How did you achieve 
this?
Our administration places great emphasis on integrating all the groups 
living here. Almost all the inhabitants of Afrin are Kurds. Therefore, 
many of the ethnic and religious tensions dominating the other regions 
of Syria because of the civil war are absent here, and we have succeeded in 
avoiding the conflicts between the government army and the opposition 
militias. Moreover, we have repeatedly mediated between the enclave in 
Nubl and az-Zahrā’, which is inhabited by Shiites and held by the govern-
ment, and the FSA. Actually, the Shiite militias can negotiate with the 
opposition only through us, and along with Jabhat al-Akrad, the FSA also 
includes a Kurdish unit with which we cooperate quite well.

During the war against the IS in Kobanê, a general draft for the People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) was introduced in that canton, as well as in the Cizîrê. 
In these two cantons, the Women’s Protection Units (YPJ) are the only remain-
ing volunteer troops.
Up to now we haven’t needed a draft. Unlike Kobanê and the Cizîrê, the 
YPG in Afrin is still a volunteer army. We hope that this will remain the 
case, but I can’t give any guarantees.

The funeral of a YPJ “martyr” from Afrin who was killed in Kobanê in the 
struggle against the Islamic State.
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Does that mean that you have plans for the introduction of a draft?
No, at the moment there are no such plans. But what happens further 
down the line certainly depends on the overall military development. 
Should our security situation worsen dramatically we would certainly 
also have to think about the introduction of a draft here in Afrin.

In the other cantons, it this sort of draft that triggered widespread criticism by 
Kurdish opposition groups. This seems to be one of the main critiques leveled 
by the parties of the so-called Kurdish National Council (ENKS) against the 
administration of the autonomous cantons founded by the PYD.
We know that. But what can we do when our villages and towns are 
overrun by IS jihadists? If that happens, everyone will have to participate 
in the defense. Actually, we don’t fight against the IS just for ourselves. 
Ultimately, by fighting these terrorists we are also defending your freedom.

Interview with Three Board Members from the Mala Êzîdîya (House 
of the Êzîdî) in Afrin | February 3, 2015
How many Êzîdî would you say live in the town Afrin and the villages in the 
canton?
In 1935, there were around eighty-five Êzîdî villages in Afrin, now only 
nineteen remain. There are around twenty-five thousand Êzîdî in the 
entire canton. Over the past twenty years many Êzîdî have gone to Europe, 
and now many more would like to go, because they are afraid of the attacks 
of the IS and other jihadist groups. The pressure of the jihadist groups on 
the Êzîdî has become so great that many of those who now remain also 
want to leave.

What does the religious infrastructure of the Êzîdî in Afrin look like?
Before the establishment of self-administration in 2012, many people 
hadn’t even revealed that they were Êzîdî. We weren’t even allowed to 
write Kurdish or have symbols of our religion on our gravestones.

But this has now changed?
Yes, now we are free to practice our religion and to found our own insti-
tutions. I myself am a sheikh, and according to our social contract we are 
granted self-administration. Now our little children can learn about our 
religion. This is the first time in Syrian history that we have religious 
education at school for the Êzîdî.
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But what does self-administration mean? Is there a separate autonomous 
region within the larger autonomy? How can one picture the situation?
We have this organization and the Ministry for Religious Affairs within 
the administration, where we, the Christians, and the Alevi are repre-
sented. On March 10, 2013, there was an Êzîdî conference in Afrin where 
we elected a council. Among the nine members of the council, there are 
three women, and now we are preparing the next conference. At the previ-
ous one, we also founded sub-councils for women, youth, reconciliation, 
religious affairs, and media.

Do the Êzîdî still follow their traditional marriage rules, that is, a strict 
endogamy that stipulates marriage only within one’s own caste? Is it still 
the practice that someone from the Murid group is only allowed to marry 
another Murid, someone from the Sheikh, only a Sheikh, and a Pir, only a Pir?
Yes, this is part of the Êzîdî religion, and it is still the practice.

I have heard a lot of criticism of your organization from other Êzîdî organi-
zations and groups, particularly of the erection of the statue of Zoroaster in 

Êzîdî cemetery in the village Faqîra, at the edge of the massif called Jebel Seman/
Çiyayê Lêlûn in the south of the canton of Afrin, the location of most Êzîdî 
villages.
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front of the Mala Êzîdîya and the attempt to interpret the Êzîdî religion as 
Zoroastrianism. What is your response to that?
I know that people are criticizing this. But if you go back far enough in 
history, you will see that Zoroaster was an Êzîdî. When he came along, 
there were many flaws in the Êzîdî religion, which he wanted to correct.

In Iraq, for example, in Laliş, the most sacred Êzîdî site, you won’t find any 
reference to Zoroaster. There are symbols of Tausî Melek but nothing that 
would hint at Zoroaster.
I have often been in Laliş, and I believe that the opinion of the people there 
has more to do with politics than religion. When Zoroaster left Iran for 
Afghanistan, his followers there were called Zoroastrians, while here the 
name Êzîdî continued to be used. They are one and the same.

Just to be sure that I understand you correctly: Are you saying that the highest 
cleric, the Bavê Şêx, and the other dignitaries in Laliş don’t know their reli-
gion well enough to understand that it is actually Zoroastrian?
I have met with the Bavê Şêx eight times. He knows everything about the 
religion but not about its historical development. On this point, we just 
don’t agree. After all the attacks on the Êzîdî, we were increasingly forced 
to hide, so many things were lost.

Let’s return to the present. Many of the Êzîdî villages are close to regions under 
the rule of political Islamic opposition groups. Has this led to attacks on the 
Êzîdî by these groups?
The first attack on the Êzîdî was here in Afrin, against the villages of 
Qestelê and Basûfanê. That was in 2012, even before the villages near Serê 
Kaniyê in the Cizîrê were attacked. At the time, the attackers were units 
of the Free Syrian Army, and their maxim was that infidels like us needed 
to have our throats cut.

When exactly did these attacks occur, and how many people were killed?
The attacks on Qestelê came in three waves in early 2012, and Basûfanê 
was attacked in July 2013. During the attacks on Qestelê, ten people were 
killed, and in Basûfanê we lost three fighters.

Have there been attacks on Êzîdî villages since then?
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No. There have been several attempts, but the YPG has secured the region 
with checkpoints and fortifications that have prevented any further 
attacks on Êzîdî villages since the attack on Basûfanê.

Mesgin Josef, President of the Council of the Syrian Êzîdî (Encûmena 
Êzidiyên Sûriyê, EÊS) | August 13, 2017
What are the current concrete threats to the Êzîdî in Afrin and other regions 
in Syria?
Over the past six years, the Syrian Êzîdî have repeatedly been the target 
of Islamist and terrorist armed groups supported by Turkey, Qatar, and 
some Syrian oppositionists. These groups have also carried out attacks 
on Êzîdî villages near Serê Kaniyê. They have killed many of the Êzîdî 
there, stolen their property, and expelled those they did not kill. We have 
repeatedly notified the major nations and the Syrian opposition that the 
Êzîdî in Afrin and in the villages in that area are in extreme danger, both 
because these villages are often near the Turkish border and because in 
the eyes of these extremist Islamist terror groups we are infidels.

This situation is also a result of the civil war in Syria. How do you asses the 
general development of that war?
We, the Council of the Syrian Êzîdî, have renounced armed violence 
since our founding on March 10, 2012. We also opposed the transforma-
tion of the Syrian revolution into an armed revolution, because then it 
would take an extremist direction and shift away from the correct path all 
Syrians wanted to take. We Êzîdî are a peaceful people and reject violence.

How is your relation with the Syrian opposition?
Despite our longstanding efforts, the Syrian opposition has always 
rejected including Êzîdî representatives in the National Coalition for the 
Syrian Revolution and the Opposition Forces. That said, we also think the 
PYD’s faulty political and military decisions and its rule over the Kurdish 
areas are a reason for the dire situation of the Êzîdî.

The PYD controls most of the Êzîdî villages in Syria. But in the villages outside 
the control of the PYD and the YPG/YPJ, the situation clearly seems to be 
worse. You have publicized the case of the village of Elî Qîno, which is not in a 
PYD area but between the canton of Afrin and the town A’zaz and controlled 
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by pro-Turkish militias, and is therefore not protected by the PYD. What hap-
pened to the villagers from Elî Qîno?
The village Elî Qîno, near A’zaz, was under the control of the pro-Turkish 
militias. On June 12, these Islamist rebels gave the people there one hour’s 
notice to leave the village, after which all of the people’s property—their 
olive groves, livestock, and furniture—was confiscated. These people now 
live as refugees in Afrin. We registered our massive protest against this 
and called on the international community to strongly condemn these 
groups.

Your organization, the Council of the Syrian Êzîdî (Encûmena Êzidiyên 
Sûriyê, EÊS), has its headquarters in Germany. Where are you represented 
in Syria?
We aren’t only headquartered in Germany. We used to have a lot of 
members in Syria, but they were isolated and faced threats from the 
PYD. Moreover, we are always at risk of being attacked by armed Islamist 
groups. Therefore, the majority of our members had to leave their home-
land, Syria. Despite these dire circumstances, we still have members in 
Afrin and al-Hasaka.

What distinguishes your organization from the other Êzîdî organizations in 
Syria, the Union of the Êzîdî of Syria (Hevbendiya Êzîdiyên Suriyê, HÊS) and 
the Association of the Êzîdî of West Kurdistan and Syria (Komela Êzdiyên 
Rojavayê Kurdistanê û Sûriye, KÊRKS)?
The Council of the Syrian Êzîdî was founded on March 10, 2012, to mobilize 
and centralize the Êzîdî forces. Initially, we formed a preparatory com-
mittee consisting of intellectuals, writers, politicians, and well-known 
personalities. This committee then contacted Êzîdî in the diaspora, in 
Syria, and around the world to hold a founding conference. The difference 
between us and the other Êzîdî organizations in Syria, the Union of the 
Êzîdî of Syria (HÊS) and the Association of the Êzîdî of West Kurdistan 
and Syria (KÊRKS), is that we refuse to follow the PKK. Those within our 
organization who tried to push us toward the PKK later split and launched 
another organization called Hevbendiya Êzîdiyên Suriyê (HÊS). This 
organization, however, does nothing but praise the PKK and, moreover, 
is not a political organization but merely a cultural association. These 
organizations get support and money from the PKK; we don’t. They gener-
ally try to ruin our reputation, using the PKK media to do so.
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In September 2016, you left the Kurdish National Council (ENKS) and the 
National Coalition (NC), but in May 2017, you rejoined them.
After a year of contact with the Kurdistan Regional Government in Iraq 
and the Kurdish National Council, we sent five delegates to the ENKS’s 
third conference, in the town of Qamişlo, on June 16, 2015. The conference 
unanimously agreed that we, as a political organization, represented the 
Kurdish Êzîdî and should join the Kurdish ENKS. We made the following 
demands at the conference:

1. In order to build a stable Syrian state, the state and religion must 
be separate.
2. In the new Syrian constitution, the Êzîdî religion must be recog-
nized as the third largest religion in the country.
3. We demand that we, as Syrian Êzîdî, have a representative in the 
Syrian national opposition.
4. It is our right to have a representative in the National Council’s 
Kurdish Committee for Foreign Relations.
5. We insist on a representative in the highest organs formed for 
negotiations.
6. The participants in the Council must regard us as an equal partner 
and let us participate in political, economic, and military decisions.

The conference agreed to the first three demands, and we withdrew 
the fourth because it created controversy among the other parties. The last 
two demands were accepted but never realized. We have been completely 
marginalized in all political, economic, and military affairs. At first, we 
retained our member status despite this exclusion and other problems, 
but we finally withdrew from the ENKS for the following reasons:

1. Many members of the High Negotiations Committee (HNC) of the 
Syrian opposition attacked the Kurdish people with racist statements 
and descriptions, and yet the ENKS remained a member in that body.
2. The ENKS did nothing to oppose the agreement of the donors’ 
conference in London.1

1	 The results of the February 2016 Supporting Syria and the Region conference 
organized by Norway, the United Kingdom, Germany, and Kuwait were seen 
as support for Turkey, whose government has traditionally been hostile to the 
Êzîdî, while some member organizations of the Muslim-dominated ENKS are 
on relatively good terms with Turkey.
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3. The Islamization of the Syrian revolution and the deliberate devia-
tion of the Syrian revolution from its path was another reason we 
resigned.
4. The Kurdish National Council systematically ignored and mar-
ginalized the Council of the Syrian Êzîdî. The Kurdistan Regional 
Government was notified of this and did nothing.
5. The Êzîdî were excluded from all negotiations in Geneva and in 
no way represented in any of them.

The ENKS often participated in negotiations without the Êzîdî, did 
not share any of the financial support it got from the Kurdistan Regional 
Government in Iraq with us, and did not even notify us of meetings with 
that government. So we resigned both from the Kurdish National Council 
and the National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition 
Forces.

And why have you rejoined?
After we withdrew from both opposition platforms, the ENKS and the 
NC, very many independent Kurdish and Arab politicians, intellectu-
als, writers, and well-known personalities contacted us. Then later, the 
Kurdistan Regional Government also contacted us and asked us to rejoin. 
We wrote a letter to the ENKS on February 8, 2017, which included a very 
important sentence, specifically: “We are willing to return to the ENKS 
if the reasons for our resignation cease and we receive assurances that 
the these things will not happen again in the future.” On May 4, 2017, we 
received a written response to this letter from the ENKS, signed by Dr. 
Kamiran Haj Abdo, who is the chairman of the Kurdish Democratic Unity 
Party and a member of the executive committee of the ENKS, saying that 
at a ENKS meeting on March 17, 2017, all members unanimously voted for 
the readmission of the Council of the Syrian Êzîdî. It is our hope and desire 
that these promises will be kept on all levels, and that we will be treated 
as equal partners.

Kamal Sido, Middle East Consultant of the Society for Threatened 
Peoples | March 11, 2018
You come from Afrin, and in 2015 you had a long sojourn there. How did you 
find the mood of the population at the time, and what have you heard since 
from your relatives and acquaintances in Afrin?
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The last time I was in Afrin was in 2015, but since then I have been in 
contact with the people there on a daily basis. Back then, the situation was 
stable, but the area struck me as a large prison, because the people could 
neither enter nor leave. At the time, there were no military attacks by 
Islamists or Turkey but some sort of an armistice, so I was able to travel to 
Afrin via A’zaz. I was afraid at the time, but I managed to make it.

I took the very same road to Afrin in 2015. But unfortunately, after 2015, this 
road was closed.
Yes, unfortunately Afrin has become even more isolated since then. But 
it was precarious even in 2015. At the time, I didn’t post anything on the 
social media, because I knew that I would have to take the same border 
crossing back. Therefore, I didn’t give any interviews on the radio or any-
where else.

What was your impression of the people at the time? You and I were there 
at almost the same time after all, and my impression was that the people in 
Afrin had it pretty good compared to other regions in Syria.
Yes, by and large the people were doing pretty well then. I visited a school, 
and the children were very proud to finally be able to learn Kurdish. Not 
all the parents were enthusiastic, but the children were. No one was more 
enthusiastic than me, telling the children about the old days when we had 
to hide Kurdish books. Of course, there was also dissatisfaction with the 
administration. Members of the opposition parties in particular com-
plained about the PYD. But ordinary people were, for the most part, rela-
tively content with the situation. Generally feeling secure was part of this. 
One could travel everywhere. There were no holdups or robberies. My 
mother and sister lived alone at their home with no problem at all. They 
always felt completely safe.

You are the Middle East consultant of the Society for Threatened Peoples and 
have dealt with the minorities in the region for many years. At the moment, 
the “double minorities” are probably particularly vulnerable—those who are 
not only Kurds but also members of a religious minority who the militias 
allied with Turkey regard as heretics, or, in the case of the Êzîdî, even as devil 
worshippers. What do they have to fear?
At the time, I met my first Armenian in Afrin. I had been trying to find 
him for a long time and finally managed to meet him on the next to last 
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day before my departure. I spoke with him extensively, because we were 
producing a documentary for the occasion of the hundredth anniversary 
of the 1915 genocide. I spoke with the Êzîdî, as well as with the Büd, whose 
traditional role is similar to the Roma in Europe. Those minorities felt 
safe, as did those expelled from other regions, whose situation was also 
okay. For me, it was important that the minorities felt well and secure, 
which seemed to be the case. Part of this is that, for a number of reasons, 
the Muslims in Afrin are very tolerant. Many Muslim Kurds in Afrin 
are of Alevi or Êzîdî descent and have not forgotten this. I heard many 
stories, including that this Armenian was, for example, afraid to send 
his son to purchase goods in Aleppo, lest the people there realize that he 
was an Armenian. The Alevi were also afraid to move into territory con-
trolled by the Sunni Arab militias. Actually, as early as 2015, people from 
Mabeta were no longer able to travel to Aleppo. Merely having Mabeta 
stamped on your ID raised the risk of being suspected of being an Alevi. 
Even the people in the village my wife comes from, who are Sunni, but 
nonetheless live in Mabeta, could no longer go to Aleppo, because they 
would have been suspected of being Alevi. And the Êzîdî tried to learn to 
pray like the Muslims, in order to be able to pose as Muslims should the 
need arise. All of this to say that the religious minorities were already 
afraid in 2015.

What will it mean if Turkey actually conquers Afrin?
The fact is that Turkey is fighting alongside the very militias that the reli-
gious minorities already feared in 2015. For these minorities, the conquest 
of Afrin by Turkey would be disastrous.

You are not a PKK sympathizer but a liberal and, in fact, a member of the 
German Free Democratic Party, the FDP. Have you met with the members of 
the political opposition who have repeatedly criticized the authoritarianism 
of the PYD?
Of course, and that led to a lot of criticism from the members of the Kurdish 
National Council (ENKS). But it was political criticism that was not related 
to the actual local situation. It is well-known that the PYD and the PDK, the 
first close to the PKK and the second to Barzani’s PDK, are always quar-
relling. They just can’t seem to cooperate. I have visited members of the 
National Council, including a politician who is now in jail. They criticize 
the PYD system, but these two factions will always criticize each other, 
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with absolutely no regard for what the other side is actually doing at any 
given point. The problem is that the PYD opposes Turkey and the Islamists, 
and that’s exactly who the ENKS works with, the opposition supported by 
Turkey. That means reconciliation between the two will not be possible if 
neither switches sides.

How do you assess the current relationship between the PYD and the ENKS? 
Has the attack by Turkey intensified the internal Kurdish tensions or has it 
defused them?
Turkey’s attack on Afrin has increased the internal Kurdish tensions, 
because the ENKS has not broken with the Syrian opposition, even though 
many Kurds had expected that it would once the Turkish attacks began. 
Instead, the ENKS acts as if nothing has happened and continues to hold 
meetings with the pro-Turkish Syrian opposition.

You live in Germany and have witnessed the German and the European reac-
tion to the Turkish attack on Afrin. Why haven’t the German federal govern-
ment or the EU Commission criticized Turkey’s actions?
The Kurds had expected that Germany, the EU, and the U.S. would react 
more critically and would condemn Turkey’s attack on the Kurds. For us, 
the Society for Threatened Peoples, this is a war of aggression in violation 
of international law. Obviously, the Kurds feel forsaken. We have fought 
against the Islamic State. Many Kurds say, “We have shared values, like 
women’s rights and so on, but now we are left in the lurch.” Of course, the 
PYD’s human rights violations don’t make it particularly sympathetic, 
even if these transgressions are not systematic. I have visited many 
prisons in Rojava. There are human rights violations, which we criticize, 
but compared to the situation as a whole, they are not systematic. We have 
to give our critical support to this project. We must also criticize all false 
arrests and human rights violations, but the Kurds would certainly want 
us to support this project.

Salih Muslim, the Movement for a Democratic Society (TEV-DEM) 
Spokesperson for Foreign Affairs, Co-Chair of the PYD until 2017 | 
March 13, 2018
During Turkey’s attack on Afrin, you were arrested in Prague on a Turkish 
warrant. This happened although you had been in Turkey several times in 
2014 and were even received by officials during the attacks of the so-called 



T h e  B att  l e  f o r  t h e  M o u n ta i n  o f  t h e  K u r d s

128

Islamic State on Kobanê. What changed? Why do you think Turkey wants 
you arrested now?
Inviting me to Turkey was a game to induce us to adopt Turkey’s positions 
and help it achieve its goals, as well as to conceal its support for the Islamic 
State. Since then, all of this has become clear. We publicly exposed their 
dirty tricks and their relationship with the Islamic State and other ter-
rorist organizations. So now they are trying to silence us and to connect 
us with the PKK and to all sorts of things that have happened in Turkey.

What do you have to say about reactions in Europe to this?
I’m not a Turkish citizen, and I trust the courts of the European Union.

How do you evaluate the reactions of the EU and its member states to the 
Turkish attacks?
The governments of the EU states are very focused on their own interests 
and are very pragmatic. We hope that the humanity, the humane values, 
and the will and wishes of the European peoples will come to play a bigger 
role in the implementation of the EU rules than has previously been the 
case and that the principles of democracy will become more important 
when dealing with the Kurdish question and the attack on Afrin.

Many Europeans have a lot of sympathy for the Kurds and don’t understand 
why their governments are doing nothing to oppose the war against Afrin. I 
too am often asked what citizens in Europe can do for you. What would you 
respond to people who, as ordinary citizens, want to do something against an 
impending massacre in Afrin?
We hope to continue to work with Kurds in Europe on democratic initia-
tives in order to exert more pressure on the governments and EU institu-
tions, particularly those bodies that deal with EU policy on the Kurdish 
question and the Middle East.
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What Next?

On March 18, 2018, the city of Afrin fell into the hands of the Turkish army 
and its Islamist allies. Most of the civilians were evacuated from the town. 
Thereafter, Kurdish units could hold their ground only in rural retreat 
areas in the central hilly regions of the canton and in the far east on the 
high plateau of the Ǧabal Sim‘ān (Kurdish: Çiyayê Lêlûn). While the fight-
ers in the central hills have mostly gone underground to prepare for a 
guerilla struggle, the last—primarily Êzîdî—villages on the Çiyayê Lêlûn 
around Fatirtin, Bircilqasê, and Meyasê are still held by the YPG, and the 
same is true of a large part of the area around Tal Rifaat captured by the 
YPG in 2016.

In the case of the city of Afrin, we can see the crucial difference 
between leftist and rightist violence. The YPG apparently decided to 
respect civilian lives, rather than defending the city to the last breath. 
Realizing it could not defend the city, it chose not to fight to the point of 
complete annihilation as the IS did in Raqqa and Mosul. There will cer-
tainly come a point for discussing the political and military mistakes of 
the YPG and the PYD, but with their final decision to refrain from risking 
a heroic but senseless doom and gloom scenario, they did what was in 
their power to protect civilian lives. In my view, this deserves respect. But 
it also means that the international community now bears responsibility 
for the civilians from Afrin!

A book can never be completely up-to-date. It can only highlight the 
background and context and, in our case, focus attention on all the things 
that are being destroyed, on the world that is being annihilated, on the 
people who are being killed and turned into refugees. Whether the last 
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Kurdish units will be defeated before this book comes out or will be able 
to continue resisting remains to be seen, but the fact that the struggle 
over Afrin has entered its final phase with the fall of the city of Afrin can 
hardly be denied.

So far, however, the YPG and the YPJ have not capitulated. When the 
body of this book was completed in spring 2018, not only did the YPG still 
hold retreat areas on the high plateau of the Ǧabal Sim‘ān, but the battle 
for the rest of Afrin had not been entirely given up. On the contrary, on 
March 18, several speakers from the canton and the YPG announced the 
latter’s intention to continue the fight a guerilla struggle and to return 
to Afrin. Of course, only the future will tell whether and to what degree 
the Kurdish fighters will be able to do this, and the same is true for the 
question of whether any of the retreat areas can ultimately be held and, 
if so, which ones.

Be that as it may, by the summer of 2018, the YPG had intensified its 
activities in Afrin. The number of targeted killings of Turkish soldiers and 
Syrian Islamist militiamen has clearly risen since June 2018. Moreover, 
with the Efrîn Falcons (Teyrêbazên Efrînê), a new underground organiza-
tion emerged in June 2018 that has been contributing to the destabilization 
of the Turkish Islamist rule in Afrin with bomb attacks. Whether the Efrîn 
Falcons are actually a subunit of the YPG is as of yet unclear. In a state-
ment of June 29, the Falcons claimed to be politically independent and to 
have formed to fight the occupiers using their own forces because of the 
failure of the international community, the local Kurdish forces, and the 
Kurdish parties. In the part of Rojava that remains under YPG control the 
Efrîn Falcons are not very popular, as there are some indications that they 
might have connections with the Syrian Regime.

Regardless of how this new phase of the war develops, this book is 
not meant as a melancholy swansong or a mere epitaph for the “Mountain 
of the Kurds” but as a contribution to the struggle for liberation, democ-
racy, and equality—a contribution to the goal of giving all human beings, 
including the inhabitants of the region of Afrin, the possibility to lead a 
peaceful, free, and happy life. The fall of Afrin has certainly not ended this 
struggle, because it is not the struggle of a particular militia or party but a 
political struggle for basic human rights for all inhabitants of the region.

Though many fighters and civilians were killed in the battle for the 
mountain of the Kurds, many have remained in the region and are now 
suffering under the Turkish occupation regime. Moreover, around two 
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hundred thousand displaced persons urgently need both humanitarian 
aid and a political solution. Even though the “Mountain of the Kurds” is 
now in the hands of the Turkish army led by the tyrannical Commander 
in Chief Erdoğan and his jihadist allies, all of us still have a responsibility 
to fight for the right all of these people to return to their homes and for 
the expulsion of the occupying tyrants.

Neither the international community, which must address, resist, and 
reverse the illegal expulsion of the population, the settlement of people 
from the outside, and the destruction of cultural goods and olive gardens, 
nor the progressive political movements throughout the world can pos-
sibly accept the expulsion of these people. Both the law of war and inter-
national law demand that the expelled civilians be permitted to safely 
return to their homes.

The fact that the military units designated as “terrorists” by the 
Turkish side have long since withdrawn from the region should have 
pulled the rug out from under the Turkish government’s justification 
for its further military presence in the region, given that it claims to be 
merely acting against “terrorists”—and there is even less justification for 
replacing the original population of the region with people primarily 
introduced to give the Turkish regime permanent control over the region. 

The urban middle classes of the town would like to have U.S. coffee chains in the 
region, but for the time being they have to make do with imitations.
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If Turkey and its allies are permitted to establish any form of a “Turkish 
Republic of North Syria,” this will create a new center of conflict that will 
fester for many years to come. Hundreds of thousands of those expelled 
from Afrin would then have to continue their flight to Europe.

Thanks to the restrictive Turkish press policy we know little about 
what is going on inside Afrin. However, what we do know tells us a lot. 
Displaced Kurds are not allowed to return, while Arabs and Turkmens are 
resettled in the region. Even more than Muslim Kurds, however, religious 
minorities suffer under the occupation by Turkey and its allies. The sacred 
sites of the Alevis and Yazidis have been desecrated and destroyed. In May 
2018, the Yazidi cemetery in Gundê Feqîra and the Shrine of Sheikh Jened 
were targeted. In November 2018, the one-hundred-year-old Ziyaret of Av 
Girê was desecrated and partly destroyed by the pro-Turkish Ahrar al-
Sharqiya militia. Members of these minority groups have been abducted, 
and there are reports of forced conversions to Sunni Islam. Christians 
fled to Kobanê, which is still under YPG control, and reopened a church 
there in September.

Nonetheless, the occupation isn’t really working as planned from a 
Turkish perspective. In November 2018, heavy fighting erupted between 
different pro-Turkish militias in Afrin, with about a dozen casualties on 
each side. The region is de facto annexed to and ruled by the neighboring 
Turkish governorates. Turkey has opened post offices and schools with 
Turkish curricula that serve the new inhabitants of the region, but many 
of its original inhabitants are still living in tents in the canton of Shahba, 
a small piece of isolated land squeezed between the regime and the pro-
Turkish militias.

With the withdrawal of the YPG and the YPJ and the expulsion of 
about two hundred thousand civilians from the region, the international 
community, which allowed this war to happen, bears responsibility for 
the fate of these civilians. The battle for the Mountain of the Kurds is far 
from over!
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Acronym Key

AKP	 Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi): 
President Erdorğan’s right-wing ruling party in Turkey.

CHP	 Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi): 
Kemalist party with nationalist and authoritarian social 
democratic elements.

EÊS	 Council of the Êzîdî of Syria (Encûmena Êzdiyên Sûriyê): 
Êzîdî organization in Syria.

ENKS	 Kurdish National Council in Syria (Encûmena Niştimanî 
ya Kurdî li Sûriyeyê): umbrella organization of Kurdish 
parties in Syria connected with the Kurdish regional gov-
ernment in Iraq, does not include the PYD.

HDP	 Peoples’ Democratic Party (Halkların Demokratik Partisi): 
left-wing pro-Kurdish political party in Turkey.

HÊS	 Union of the Êzîdî of Syria (Hevbendiya Êzîdiyên Suriyê): 
Êzîdî organization in Syria.

HPG	 People’s Defense Forces (Hêzên Parestina Gel): armed wing 
of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, PKK.

KÊRKS	 Association of the Êzîdî of West Kurdistan and Syria (Komela 
Êzdiyên Rojavayê Kurdistanê û Sûriye): Êzîdî organization 
in Syria.

MHP	 Nationalist Movement Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi): 
extreme right-wing nationalist political party in Turkey.

PDK	 Kurdistan Democratic Party (Partiya Demokrata 
Kurdistanê): Kurdish conservative nationalist party led 
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by the Barzani family in the Kurdish region of Iraq, mainly 
based in Erbil and Dohuk.

PDKS	 Democratic Party of Kurdistan in Syria (Partiya Demokrata 
Kurdistan a Sûriye): the PDK’s Syrian sister party.

PKK	 Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê): 
militant Kurdish political party led by Abdullah Öcalan, 
sister organization of the PYD.

PUK	 Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (Yekêtiy Nîştimaniy Kurdistan): 
social democratic and liberal party in the Kurdish region of 
Iraq, established by Jalal Talabani in 1975, mainly based in 
Suleymania.

PYD	 Democratic Union Party (Partiya Yekîtîya Demokrat): 
Syrian Kurdish political party established by members of 
the PKK in Syria.

SDF	 Syrian Democratic Forces (Hêzên Sûriya Demokratîk): 
umbrella organization of the YPG and the YPJ with Arab, 
Christian-Aramaic, and Turkmen allies.

TEV-DEM	 Movement for a Democratic Society (Tevgera Civaka 
Demokratîk): coalition of parties and civil society groups 
governing the de facto autonomous region of the Democratic 
Federation of Northern Syria (DFNS).

YBŞ	 Resistance Units of Şingal (Yekîneyên Berxwedana Şengalê): 
Êzîdî armed forces sympathetic with the PKK in Sinjar 
(Şingal).

YJÊ	 Women’s Units of Êzidxan (Yekinêyen Jinên Êzidxan): 
female armed forces of the Êzîdî who are sympathetic with 
the PKK and who coordinate with the YBŞ.

YPG	 People’s Protection Units (Yekîneyên Parastina Gel): Kurdish 
armed forces established by the PYD.

YPJ	 Women’s Protection Units (Yekîneyên Parastina Jin): female 
Kurdish armed forces who fight alongside the YPG.
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