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Turkey’s Invasion of Northern Iraq 

John Roberts 

The Turkish army, on 20 March, mounted its 
biggest planned cross-border incursion of the year 
when it sent 35,000 troops into Northern Iraq to 
flush out guerrillas belonging to Turkey’s rebel 
Kurdish group, the PKK, the Kurdish Workers 
Party.  The operation was still continuing a month 
later, severely straining Turkey’s relations with 
both the European Union and the United States.  By 
that stage, Turkish forces had moved as deep as 30 
kilometres into Iraq along the entire length of the 
Iraqi-Turkish border.  In the process, they had 
secured control of the city of Zakho and its 
immediate environs, including the stretch between 
Zakho and the Syrian border, thus eliminating Iraqi 
Kurdish guerrilla control of a 12km stretch of the 
Iraq-Turkey oil pipeline. 

In military terms it does not look as if the operation 
has been a major success.  According to Turkish 
accounts, in turn attributed to leaked PKK 
documents, there were some 5,000 PKK guerrillas 
in Northern Iraq on the eve of the invasion.  As of 8 
April, however, the Turkish army was reporting 
that it had killed only 300 or so rebels.  The 
majority of the PKK forces had managed to evade 
the Turkish forces operating in the extremely 
mountainous border region and had dispersed 
successfully, either to other parts of Kurdish 
controlled Northern Iraq or into Iran and Syria, or 
had even crossed back into Turkey itself. 

The scale of the operation highlights the failure the 
Turkish armed forces have had in their 11-year 
campaign to eradicate the PKK.  When the PKK 
first proclaimed war on the Turkish state in 1984, it 
was one of the most uncompromisingly militant 
Marxist movements in the world.  Its policy of 
killing villagers and kidnapping children ensured 
that it was feared, not loved, by most Kurds in 
Turkey.  However, the military’s response was to 
adopt an equally tough line which focused more on 
outright suppression of anything that symbolised 
Kurdish nationalism, such as use of the Kurdish 
language than on winning hearts and minds. 

Since then, some 15,000 people have died in one of 
the world’s most bitter wars.  Yet a combination of 
the PKK’s own isolationism and the army’s 
reluctance to permit public scrutiny of its actions 
have generally kept journalists and other 
prospective observers well at bay.  The army has 
repeatedly stated its belief that the core of the 
problem has been overcome.  Yet the scale of the 
March operation belies this.  The result is that today 
nobody really knows what are the aspirations of 
Turkey’s Kurdish communities, who account for 
between one fifth and one quarter of the republic’s 
60 million population. 

In recent years there are some signs that both the 
Turkish establishment and the PKK have begun to  
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