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American Friends of Kurdistan (AFK) is a nonpartisan, nonprofit 501(c)(4) advocacy organization.
AFK strengthens, protects, and promotes American-Kurdish relations and supports policies that advance the
national security and prosperity of Americans, Kurds, and our other allies.
AFK is the first organization of its kind, founded in 2019 by a group of Americans who believe American policy
toward Kurds and greater Kurdistan is lacking and all-too-often ignored.
A century after the Sykes-Picot Agreement divided Kurdish communities across four countries, we believe the
status quo has largely failed the Kurds and America’s strength in the region has been undermined as a result.
AFK advocates for the development of a unique, realistic, and tailored policy for every region of Kurdistan which
includes northern Iraq, northeastern Syria, southeastern Turkey, and northwestern Iran. With an estimated 45
million Kurds worldwide, and over 40 million of them living in the greater Kurdistan region, we believe it is in
the American interest to empower Kurds to lead their own peaceful efforts toward democratic selfdetermination in keeping with American values. Kurds are on the frontline in the war against radical Islamic
terrorism and are one of America’s strongest allies in the Middle East.
AFK is independent and nonpartisan. We will achieve greater support for the U.S.-Kurdish alliance by advocating
for bipartisan Congressional solutions, while also working to educate American civic and national security
leaders at all levels of government.
AFK is the only advocacy organization established specifically to enhance American-Kurdish relations. We are
not affiliated with any American or Kurdish political party, and we do not accept financial assistance from any
government.
The Kurds have a saying, “no friends but the mountains.” At AFK we believe the Kurds have a mountain of
American friends.

1

Background
The Kurdish population in Syria (West Kurdistan or Rojava) is
estimated to be at 2-3 million with the population being located in
the region known as Rojava. The Kurds are one of many minority
groups that live in Syria, the Kurds numbering at 10% of the entire
population of Syria. Rojava translates to “Where The Sun Sets” in
Kurdish. Today, Rojava makes up northeast Syria, governed under
the Syrian Democratic Council (SDC) and protected by the Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF). The Kurdish population predominantly
inhabits three main geographical regions known as "Cantons". The
Cantons of Afrin and Kobani border Southern Turkey, while Cizre
(Jazira) borders both southern Turkey and northwest Iraqi Kurdistan.
Afrin and Kobani have been a hotbed of activity for Tukey’s military
operations in the ongoing Syrian Civil War. In 1962 the Syrian
government stripped an estimated 120,000 Syrian Kurds of their
citizenship, which had rippling effects for their future descendants.
With increasing civil unrest in 2011 that led to the country's civil
war, the Syrian government gave citizenship back to thousands of
Kurds in an effort to ease tensions.

Map of Syrian Civil War

Source: The Economist

Kurdish Democratic Union (PYD)
The Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD) and the Kurdish National
Council (KNC) are the two dominant political parties within
northeast Syria. The Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) and
Women’s Protection Units (YPJ) are the military branches of the PYD.
The PYD was founded in 2003 as an off-branch of the Kurdistan
Workers Party (PKK). Since 1984 there has been an ongoing conflict
between the PKK and the Turkish government. In contrast to the
PYD, the KNC was founded on October 2011 in Erbil, Kurdistan with
the backing of Masoud Barzani. The KNC is known to have close
relations with the Turkish government. With the Syrian Army
stretched thin as a result of the civil war, the Kurds in Rojava took
advantage and gained de facto autonomy in 2012, but in 2016
formally established the “Autonomous Administration of North and
East Syria” (AANES).
Source: Wikipedia

2

Cantons of Rojava
FSA fighters capture Afrin
The Canton of Afrin was governed by the Syrian Arab Republic
under the Assad regime until 2012 when government troops
withdrew during the ensuing civil war. From 2012 till 2018
Afrin was effectively controlled by the Kurdish People’s
Protection Units (YPG), until the Turkish military supported by
the Free Syrian Army (FSA) invaded and occupied the city and
region of Afrin. In 2018 Turkey launched a two month long
campaign to capture and occupy Afrin known as Operation
Olive Branch.

When Turkish and FSA forces entered the city of Afrin they
destroyed and desecrated a statue of “Kawa”, a hero from
Kurdish mythology associated with the Kurdish New Year
celebrations of Newroz. Turkey continues to occupy Afrin to
this day and views the region as an extension of Turkish
territory.

Source: NPR

Turkish armor advances into Syria

Afrin is home to a vibrant and profitable olive industry which
the Turkish government has admitted to stealing the profits
of olive sales. Kurdish farmers have expressed great anger
over Turkey's confiscation of the olive crop in Afrin. A growing
insurgency has since risen in the Canton of Afrin known as
Ghadab al-Zaitoun or “Wrath of Olives”. This new Kurdish
insurgency has been operating since 2018 targeting the
Turkish military, FSA. "Wrath of Olives seeks to expel the
Turkish military from their land and prevent the military from
stealing their natural resources.
Source: The Guardian
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The Canton of Kobani has seen heavy fighting during the Syrian Civil
War and came under Kurdish YPG control in 2012 after Syrian
government forces withdrew. The city of Kobani directly borders
Turkey and has been an entry point many refugees have used to cross
the border into Turkey to escape the Islamic State. In 2014 Daesh
began a siege of the city of Kobani that would last from September
2014-January 2015. Supported by coalition airstrikes the Kurds were
able to push out Daesh terrorists by early 2015 and successfully
recapture the city.

As a result of the heavy fighting in Kobani there were significant
civilian casualties. The Siege of Kobani was very critical for the Kurds
and their identity as many Kurds see the Siege of Kobani as the
Kurdish Stalingrad. The Kurdish forces suffered over 500 killed during
the siege with Daesh losing more than 1,000 from the fighting. In June
of 2015 after the siege had been lifted and Daesh defeated, militants
disguised as Kurdish YPG fighters and Syrian opposition forces entered
Kobani and massacred an estimated 145 unarmed civilians with more
than 200 injured in the attack.

Coalition airstrikes on Daesh-held Kobani

Source: The Independent

YPG celebrates victory in Tel Abyad

The Canton of Jazira is the eastern most region that Syrian Kurds
inhabit. The YPG have successfully controlled Jazira since 2012 when
Syrian government forces withdrew. During the U.S.-led coalition's
fighting in Syria the U.S. at one point had established an air base near
the oil fields of Rumeilan in Jazira to help counter Daesh. The YPG
were able to successfully link Jazira with the rest of Kurdish held
territory in Kobani by capturing the town of Tel Abyad in 2015. With
the help of coalition airstrikes the YPG was able to capture Tel Abyad
in less than 3 days. Under Daesh's control, the town acted as a supply
route for Daesh militants and was used by foreign Islamic militants to
travel to Raqqa, the Caliphate's capital.

Source: Wall Street Journal
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Security
The YPG and other allied Kurdish groups have been the
U.S.'s frontline forces in the fight against Daesh and other
Islamic extremists in Syria and broader region. Like their
Peshmerga counterparts in Iraq, the YPG and its allies have
been able to steadily turn the tide against the Islamic
State with the support of coalition airstrikes. The Obama
administration went on to announce on October 17th,
2014 the beginning of Operation Inherent Resolve (OIR),
the U.S.'s plan to defeat Daesh. The Obama administration
partnered with Kurdish allies because Turkey, a NATO ally,
was unwilling to offer significant help in defeating Daesh.
Turkey had also allegedly helped smuggle weapons to
radical Islamic militants in Syria.

A turning point in U.S.-YPG relations was in 2015 when
senior YPG commanders met with U.S. officials in Iraqi
Kurdistan. In this meeting YPG commanders reaffirmed an
agreement made the previous year that YPG forces would
not take part in PKK operations against Turkey. This
helped the United States ease tensions with Turkey since
the United States began arming the Kurds.

In 2015 the U.S. military began formation of the SDF due
to the fact that the U.S. needed to eliminate Daesh
terrorists in non-Kurdish held territories. Securing the
Syrian Arab Council's (SAC) support in the fight against
Daesh was critical to U.S. strategy in the conflict. The SDF
would be officially established on October 15th, 2015
comprising of not only Kurds but also Arab and Christian
groups.

Operation Inherent Resolve Official Seal

Source: CENTCOM

Kurdish fighter in Kobani

Source: BBC
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The Siege of Kobani and offensives in Manbij and Raqqa
demonstrated the U.S. and Kurdish led-SDF forces' high level of
cooperation in defeating Daesh. During the Siege of Kobani coalition
airstrikes were instrumental in supporting Kurdish forces to defeat
Daesh and recapture the town. The Siege of Kobani saw the first U.S.
airdrop of arms and ammunition to the YPG on October 14, 2014.
Throughout the SDF’s push to capture Manbij in 2016, coalition
airstrikes and U.S. Special Forces were deployed to assist. The
capture of Raqqa, the capital of the so-called Islamic Caliphate, on
October 17th, 2017 marked a decisive victory for the U.S.-led
coalition against Daesh. The offensive on Raqqa that began in
November 2016 would end almost a year later in October 2017.

U.S. Special forces supporting YPG forces
in Raqqa Offensive

Source: Middle East Eye

SDF victory in Raqqa
In the second half of 2016 U.S.-led airstrikes killed two high level
commanders that were critical to Daesh’s operations. On August
30th, 2016 Abu Muhammad al-Adnani, a senior leader in the Islamic
State was killed in a U.S. airstrike. Al-Adnani was responsible for
recruitment and spreading propaganda for Daesh. On December 26th,
2016, Abu Jandal al-Kuwaiti, was killed by a coalition airstrike near
Tabqa Dam in Syria. He was a member of Daesh’s war committee,
specialized in the use of Improvised Explosive Devices (IED) and
chemical warfare.
The Trump Administration began supplying the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) in May of 2017 with arms and ammunition to combat
the Islamic State. This caused even more tension in US-Turkish
relations as Turkey views the YPG as an extension of the PKK, which
it views as a terrorist organization. On March 23rd, 2019 SDF forces
captured the town of Baghouz in Syria, which marked the end of the
Islamic State’s Caliphate in terms of territory. Shortly after the SDF
declared victory over Daesh. With Daesh defeated territorially, the
extremist group could no longer afford to fight open conventional
warfare, shifting to insurgency warfare. Since the loss of its territory,
Daesh can no longer exploit oil fields in Syria for profit and has lost
major sources of revenue.

Source: BBC

SDF in the outskirt of Baghouz

Source: NPR
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Betrayal of the Kurds
In October 2019 then President Donald Trump ordered the withdrawal
of U.S. forces in north-eastern Syria, green lighting Turkey to begin
military operations against the PYD and YPG as Turkey sees both
groups as extensions of the PKK. This act was in contrast to former
President Trump's tweet in January 2019 warning of significant
economic repercussions if Turkey attacked Syrian Kurdish forces. The
Kurds saw this as a major betrayal in Kurdish-US relations. The
Kurdish-led SDF voiced a strong outcry over the Trump
administrations sudden shift in policy.
The decisions for withdrawal of U.S. troops from northeast Syria would
have negative consequences for U.S. interests in Syria. It was because
of the U.S. withdrawal that the Islamic State was allowed breathing
room to rebuild its offensive abilities and improve its ability to plan
attacks abroad. On October 9th, 2019 Turkey launched a military
offensive known as Operation Peace Spring and began attacking SDF
forces with artillery and airstrikes. Turkey’s goal during this military
operation was to establish a 20-mile deep buffer zone, stretching 300
miles in length along the Turkish-Syrian border to combat the SDF and
Islamic State. The Turkish government also claimed that this “buffer
zone” would also be used to resettle many of the Syrian refugees
Turkey has hosted.

On October 22nd, 2019 President Erdogan and President Putin struck
an agreement in Sochi at President Putin's resort. This agreement
would give more concrete parameters for Erdogan's planned buffer
zone in Syria. As part of the deal Kurdish forces were given 150 hours
to withdraw from the areas in the proposed buffer zone along with
their weapons. This buffer zone would be patrolled by Syrian
government, Russian, and Turkish troops, and Turkish-backed Syrian
rebels in their designated areas. This agreement forced Kurdish forces
to retreat from previously held areas and ally themselves with the
Assad regime, one of the very enemies they had been fighting during
the civil war. This was done in an act of desperation in order to
establish protection from the Turkish military.

U.S. Troops withdraw from Syria

Source: BBC

Turkish troops advance into Syria

Source: PBS News

Erdogan and Putin agree on Syrian Buffer
Zone

Source: AL-MONITOR
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Kurdish Assistance in
Humanitarian Efforts
While the YPG and other Kurdish allies have acted as an
extremely effective military force, they have also proved to be
equally effective in providing humanitarian aid. Notably when
Yazidi minorities were besieged atop Mount Sinjar in 2014, the
PKK was one of the groups that rescued and ushered them to
safety into Syria. In addition, the Kurdish rescuers trained a local
Yazidi force to fight back against Daesh, known as the Sinjar
Resistance Units (YBS). YPG forces supported by U.S. airstrikes
were able to facilitate safe passage and repel Daesh elements for
the Yazidi's to evacuate Mount Sinjar. However President Trumps
decision to withdraw U.S. troops from northeast Syria in 2019
would increase the burden SDF troops have in facilitating
humanitarian operations.
Furthermore, President Donald Trumps decision to withdraw U.S.
troops from northeastern Syria in 2019 would go on to have
negative effects for SDF humanitarian efforts. However, the
Syrian Democratic Council (SDC) has made serious efforts to curb
the effects of the ongoing humanitarian crisis. In March 2020 it
established a group to collect data and information in order to
help find missing persons who disappeared under Daesh rule.
Amidst the chaos of U.S. withdrawal and Turkey's new offensive
many Daesh sympathizers escaped from Ayn Issa refugee camp,
posing a significant security risk. Imprisoned family members and
wives of Daesh fighters have taken control inside the walls and
control the power dynamics. This problem became so critical that
Syrian Kurdish forces had to launch an operation inside of the
sprawling Al-Hawl refugee camp. In March 2021 SDF forces
launched an operation with over 5,000 troops involved in order to
crackdown on the growing extremism and lack of safety in the
camp. According to reports, SDF guards have been attacked and
even killed by detained Daesh members and sympathizers.

Yazidi refugees flee into Syria

Source: NY Times

Al-Hawl Refugee Camp

Source: NY Times
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Recent Developments
Turkey-Russia Cooperation

U.S. Policy

With a decreased U.S. presence in Syria, Russia has
been able to fill the vacuum and have a large
impact on the conflict. Russian and Turkish strikes
on civilians and Syrian opposition forces have
have had negative effects on the refugee crisis.
Turkish and Russian forces came at odds during
Russia's northwestern offensive from December
2019-March 2020. The offensive launched in the
last Syrian opposition stronghold
displaced
almost 1 million people, worsening the
humanitarian crisis.

Since the major withdrawal of U.S. forces in
northeastern Syria the Kurds have questioned the
U.S.'s reliability. The Trump administration did enact
the Caesar Syrian Civilian Protection Act in June
2020, placing strict economic sanctions on the Assad
regime. The Caesar Act even goes a step further by
placing sanction on any person involved in
supporting the Assad regime and other malgin actors.
However, the Kurds in Syria see the election of Joe
Biden as a positive due to his longstanding
experience dealing with the Kurds.

This offensive would cause tensions to rise as
Turkish casualties mounted from clashes with
Syrian backed forces. Russia and Turkey would
reach a ceasefire in March 2020 halting the
assault on Idlib, the Syrian oppositions last
stronghold. This ceasefire reduced growing
tensions between Turkey and Russia and allowed
for both counties to engage in joint patrolling.
Russia has continued to block over 15 UN
resolutions meant to send desperately needed
humanitarian aid to refugees, thus exacerbating
the conflict further.

Furthermore, the United States and the Kurds have
mutual interests in that both seek to counter Russian,
Turkish, and Iranian military objectives. The topic of
the Kurds in Syria continues to be n area of
disagreement between Ankara and Washington. Since
the election of Joe Biden, Kurdish officials from Iraq
and Syria have congratulated him and look forward to
advancing their mutual partnership. More recently,
American lawmakers in 2021 have expressed their
support for the Kurds. Sen. Tammy Duckworth(D)
having authored a letter to President Biden urging for
greater accountability towards Turkey and support for
Syrian Kurds.
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Fact sheet created by James Motamed and edited by Diliman Abdulkader.
AFK fact sheets will be periodically updated.
The goal of AFK fact sheets is to give an overall picture, it does not cover all aspects of the topic.
AFK fact sheets are sourced in the form of hyperlinks, if any links are missing please reach out to the AFK
team and we will include the most accurate source.
Please feel free to use any AFK fact sheet as a resource.

AFK is the leading independent advocacy and education organization in Washington working to enhance U.S.Kurdish relations.
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