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Instability in the tiny Iraqi district of Sinjar, on the border with Syria and Türkiye, continues to exacerbate conflicts in the Middle East. The area’s remote location and its mountainous topography has enabled external groups to gain authority and access secure transit routes that connect conflicts in Iraq, Türkiye, Syria and Lebanon. 
Sinjar district has witnessed extreme violence in recent years, culminating in the rule of Islamic State (ISIS), which resulted in the deaths of thousands of civilians and forced many more to flee. As a result, 280,000 Yezidis are currently living as internally displaced persons in camps in a neighbouring governorate. 
Efforts to bring stability to the district have failed due to the exclusion of the two most powerful groups in Sinjar: the Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK) and the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF). A more transnational approach to Sinjar, which includes the PKK and the PMF in future negotiations over the district, has the potential to make real progress in stabilizing the area so that Sinjar citizens and Yazidis can return home.
 Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF/Haşdi Şabi is an Iraqi state-sponsored umbrella organization composed of approximately 67 different armed factions, with around 230,000 fighters that are mostly Shia Muslim groups, but also include Sunni Muslim, Christian, and Yazidi groups.
01 Introduction
Ongoing conflict in Iraq’s Sinjar district poses a threat to national, regional and international stability, and has prevented thousands of internally displaced persons from returning to their homes.
The tiny district of Sinjar1 in northwestern Iraq’s Nineveh governorate is far from the centres of power, and may seem too remote to have much impact on the geopolitics of conflict across the Middle East. However, its recent transformation from a nationally disputed territory to a transnational conflict hub has put the district at the centre of the current escalation of armed violence across the region.
Despite its liberation from Islamic State (ISIS) in 2015, the district has remained engulfed in violence. Most of Sinjar’s people are unable to return to their homes and are still displaced in temporary camps located in the neighbouring Kurdistan Region of Iraq. This includes over 280,000 Yezidis from Sinjar who still live at camps in Iraqi Kurdistan’s Duhok governorate.2
Powerful external armed groups now compete, often violently, for authority in Sinjar, which they then use to gain influence and to support allies in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria and Türkiye. One such armed group is the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), a militant political group fighting for the rights of Kurds in Türkiye and across the region. Türkiye has been engaged in a decades-long battle with the PKK, and has designated the PKK as a terrorist organization. The PKK’s status in Sinjar led Türkiye to carry out air attacks targeting PKK positions in the district.3 Since 2020, Türkiye has significantly increased its bombing of the area. The district has also witnessed violent clashes between local militia groups aligned with the PKK and the Iraqi federal forces (both in 2019 and 2022).4 The May 2022 clashes resulted in the re-displacement of thousands of Sinjar’s citizens who had only just returned.5
The district has also become attractive to Iraq’s Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF), an umbrella group of paramilitary organizations that came together to fight ISIS.6 
The PMF and its Iranian allies view Sinjar as a key transit hub that enables them to connect to other regional allies, including the Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria and Hezbollah in Lebanon. Some PMF groups, such as Kataib Hezbollah, operate across Sinjar and Iraq’s borders with Syria as part of the Islamic Resistance in Iraq, which violently challenges US influence in the region. On 29 January 2024, Islamic Resistance in Iraq launched a drone attack that killed three US soldiers along the Jordan–Syria border. The US has frequently targeted these PMF groups with military force at their primary transnational hub: al-Qaem, an Iraqi town on the border with Syria. In response, PMF groups increasingly prefer the mountainous topography and seclusion of Sinjar as a base from which they can pursue authority in the region.
Consequently, the district has become one of the most volatile and securitized areas in the region, connecting conflicts in and across four countries: Iraq, Syria, Türkiye and Iran. Armed clashes have the potential to spill over and extend beyond these countries and deeper into the Levant region, with Iran-allied armed groups – opposed to Israel’s military occupation of Palestinian territories – threatening to target Israel with rockets fired from Sinjar’s mountains.7
Sinjar’s troubled post-ISIS transition has attracted considerable national and international funding and attention. At the local level, programmes with international support have focused on facilitating reconciliation between the district’s diverse population,8 which is made up of Yezidis (a Kurdish-speaking religious minority that is the district’s largest community), Kurds, Sunni Arabs and Shia Arabs.
Sinjar Agreement
In 2020, the Baghdad government and the Kurdistan Regional Government of Iraq (KRG) in Erbil signed the Sinjar Agreement. The agreement called for a new administration and security structure to stabilize Sinjar and allow its displaced residents to return home.9 The United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) pushed for this deal. However, the agreement was never implemented.
Why has this agreement not been implemented? What explains the policy community’s struggle to address the ongoing conflict in Sinjar and its regional implications? One reason for this is that local and national policy and programmatic approaches often miss a key structural condition of the instability in Sinjar today: transnational conflict.
 
This paper argues that Sinjar has become an arena of competing actors and geographies that transcends the bounded terrain of nation states. This dynamic has significant consequences not only for those inside Sinjar but also for those far away but connected to the conflict that spills over. These impacts and relationships can be described as reflecting both ‘outside in’ and ‘inside out’ mechanisms, as illustrated in Figure 1. From the ‘outside in’, external actors, such as the PKK and the PMF, compete for military, economic, political and ideological authority in Sinjar. And from the ‘inside out’, this competition and violence spills over across countries in the region.
 
National borders tend to dictate how policymakers respond to conflict, even if that conflict is known to be transnational.
For instance, the UN’s insistence that Sinjar is still an Iraqi conflict, requiring mediation with national actors, overlooks transnational influence. In a more literal example of sticking to the borders, since 2020, the Baghdad government has embarked on building a physical wall along sections of the Iraq–Syria border.10 But the wall has not stopped armed groups from moving unfettered between the two countries. Instead, the wall has had an impact on local communities on both sides of the border, for example, by limiting everyday access to basic goods. This paper thus examines the transnational character of the conflict in Sinjar with the aim of exploring a transnational approach that can complement national and local initiatives.
This research paper is part of the Iraq and the Levant case study investigated by Chatham House for the Cross-Border Conflict Evidence, Policy and Trends (XCEPT) research programme.
The paper relies on primary sources collected through in-person and telephone interviews with leaders and members of the main organizations involved in the conflict in Sinjar, as well as with community leaders, ordinary citizens and independent analysts on both sides of the border in Sinjar and Syria.
 
The authors conducted 40 research interviews between April and September 2023. This paper complements primary research with empirical information and analysis from secondary sources, including satellite images specially commissioned by Chatham House through XCEPT and Satellite Applications Catapult, descriptions of events offered in local and international media, as well as policy reports and academic scholarship.
02 Post-2003 Sinjar: From a national to a transnational conflict
The occupation of Sinjar by ISIS in 2014 brought external actors, such as the PMF and the PKK, to liberate the district and fundamentally shifted the nature of the conflict from  a national to a transnational dispute.
Following the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the 2005 Iraq constitution, Sinjar became part of the country’s ‘disputed territories’ – a stretch of land that extends across the north of Iraq from Diyala governorate at the border with Iran to Sinjar at the border with Syria. In addition, the disputed territories also include part of Salah al-Din governorate, Kirkuk governorate and the Nineveh Plains region of Nineveh governorate.
Successive Iraqi governments since 2006 have failed to resolve these issues due to their refusal to collaborate with the KRG in implementing Article 140 of the 2005 constitution.11 As a result, Sinjar became an arena in which the Baghdad government and the KRG competed for authority. Like the other disputed territories, Sinjar’s population is diverse, including Yezidis, Kurds, Sunni Arabs and Shia Arabs.12 
The KRG considers Yezidis to be Kurds (a view many Yezidis reject) and has thus sought to annex Sinjar to the territories under its control.13 In the aftermath of the US-led invasion in 2003, the KRG moved into Sinjar and took control of administrative authorities in the district. The government of Iraq rejected the KRG’s claim on Sinjar and unsuccessfully attempted to assert federal authority over the district.14
At this time, the KRG strived to take advantage of the Iraqi government’s weakness.15 The remote Sinjar district held a special geostrategic and political significance for the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), the dominant political party within the KRG. Sinjar is located near Iraqi Kurdistan’s Duhok governorate, which is a KDP stronghold and a critical hub for trade with Türkiye. Notably, Sinjar’s population constitutes a substantial voting block that is key to securing parliamentary seats at the national level, and thus greater political power.16 
The KDP therefore endeavoured to enhance its security presence and political base in Sinjar by maintaining its Peshmerga forces in the area, and by co-opting many leaders and members of the Yezidi community through patronage – such as by offering jobs and other economic benefits.17
The rise of ISIS, and its takeover of Sinjar, changed the nature of the dispute. In the face of ISIS’s August 2014 offensive on Sinjar, the Iraqi security forces stationed there quickly collapsed. For its part, the KDP-aligned Peshmerga withdrew without any prior warning to Sinjar’s population.18 The Iraqi military collapse and the hasty KDP withdrawal paved the way for ISIS to occupy the district and conduct a genocide of Yezidis.19 Both the government of Iraq and the KRG proved incapable, unable and unwilling to protect the Yezidis against ISIS. Their inaction, in the eyes of many Yezidis, still greatly undermines the credibility and legitimacy of both governments.20
The ISIS occupation of Sinjar generated responses from international actors, like the US, as well as armed actors, such as the PKK and the PMF, both of which moved to Sinjar to fight ISIS. Backed by US air power, the KDP returned to northern Sinjar a year after its withdrawal and helped regain control of the district in November 2015.21 
But the KDP was not the only actor involved in the operation to defeat ISIS. In 2016, while the Iraqi central government concentrated its main forces on liberating the city of Mosul, also in Nineveh governorate, the Iraqi central government deployed the PMF to fight and remove ISIS from southern Sinjar.22
The PMF was formed in 2014 from several existing Shia paramilitary groups in response to the rise of ISIS. These groups, individually and collectively, were and are transnational in their own right. Several of them have strong relations with the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC). After the collapse of national and KDP forces in 2014, the PMF was the first security actor on the frontline to defend Iraq against ISIS as the latter approached the outskirts of the capital city of Baghdad.
Meanwhile, the PKK, whose forces arrived in Sinjar from northern Syria and from the group’s bases in the mountainous regions of Iraqi Kurdistan, also played a role in the fight against ISIS. The removal of ISIS was followed by the emergence of a fragmented security terrain with armed forces aligned with the KDP, the PMF and the PKK taking positions in different areas of Sinjar.23
The withdrawal of the KDP from the district in the aftermath of the KRG’s 2017 independence referendum paved the way for the PKK and the PMF to become the most powerful players in Sinjar.
The defeat of ISIS ushered in a new era of multifaceted competition for control over Sinjar between various actors including the KDP, PKK, PMF and the central Iraqi government. 24 Within this context, the KDP, which sought to regain its pre-ISIS dominant position in Sinjar, faced strong challenges from the PMF and the PKK.25 
While central authorities still lacked a meaningful presence in Sinjar after the defeat of ISIS, the Iraqi government (the National Security Council) agreed to pay the salaries of the PKK local allies to counter KDP ambitions in the district.26 The withdrawal of the KDP from the district in the aftermath of the KRG’s 2017 independence referendum paved the way for the PKK and the PMF to become the most powerful players in Sinjar.27
This new reality meant that the Sinjar question became more than a dispute over territory between a regional government and a federal government. Subsequently, the number of actors party to the conflict increased, and the geographies with influence over the outcome expanded. The parties and areas involved in the conflict today are not just local and national, but also external, revealing the ‘outside in’ nature of the transnational conflict.
Beyond assisting the Baghdad government when their objectives align, the PMF and the PKK have their own reasons for maintaining a presence in Sinjar. The district sits at a strategic crossroad between Iraq, Syria and Türkiye. It borders Syria (only 50 kilometres away from the Syrian border in the west) and is close to the southern borders of Türkiye (which is only 70 kilometres away from the Turkish borders in the north).28 Sinjar’s location provides the PKK and the PMF with a strategic advantage. For the PKK, which fights the Turkish military in southern Türkiye, Sinjar region allows the group to connect its areas of operation in Syria’s Rojava area and in Iraqi Kurdistan near Türkiye’s southern borders.29
 Sinjar’s mountainous terrain also provides PKK members with a sanctuary from Turkish air attacks. For the Iranian-allied PMF groups, Sinjar provides an alternative route to Syria and Lebanon where they can support the Syrian regime and Hezbollah in Lebanon.30 These PMF groups have even claimed that Sinjar can be used to launch missiles at Israel, in defense of the Palestinian cause, and have escalated their conflict with the US after the Hamas attacks on 7 October 2023 and Israel’s subsequent bombardment of Gaza.31
These events and developments have collectively helped to give the conflict in Sinjar transnational characteristics.
03 Sinjar: A transnational conflict hub
Military, ideological and political authority in Sinjar have also allowed the PMF and the PKK to turn the district into a corridor for moving weapons and fighters between their regional hubs of operations.
Sinjar features ‘outside in’ transnational conflict dynamics in which external groups – the PKK and PMF – have intervened to pursue local authority. The district is also characterized by an ‘inside out’ dimension in which the competition for local power has led to an increase in violence that has spilled over into the region, including neighbouring Syria. The cross-border military supply chains that now run through Sinjar showcase the transnational nature of authority and violence in the district. The main actors in the power networks in Sinjar are detailed in Figure 3.
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/03/responding-instability-iraqs-sinjar-district/list-abbreviations#block-mainnavigation
While they share a similar ethnic Kurdish identity, the PKK and the KDP are political rivals that compete for the loyalties of Kurds across Iraq, Syria, Iran and Türkiye.32 PKK and the KDP also diverge ideologically: the PKK follows leftist, revolutionary principles and proposes a democratic confederal political arrangement as a solution to the Kurdish struggle in Türkiye and Syria, whereas the KDP calls for a conservative ethno-nationalist state independent of Iraq.
The PKK’s status and authority in Sinjar is a threat to the KDP, which hoped to use its influence in Baghdad to remove PKK-affiliated groups through the Sinjar Agreement.
The PKK sees the KDP as a strong ally of Türkiye, which is determined to defeat the PKK in Sinjar and across the Kurdish-inhabited areas of Iraq and Syria.34 Both sides compete to be the champion of the Kurdish cause and make pragmatic decisions on alliances and strategies.
Meanwhile, the PMF is an Iraqi government institution under the National Security Agency (NSA). However, most of its armed groups operate independently of that chain of command. Power in the Iraqi state is diffused, and the armed groups of the PMF are under the authority of their own political parties and leadership, such as the Badr Organization, Asaeb ahl al-Haq or Kataib Hezbollah.
At times, the strategies of the PMF are not compatible with those of the Iraqi government. After concluding the Sinjar Agreement in 2020, the Iraq central government attempted but failed to remove local allies of the PKK through negotiations.
Two years later, in 2022, the Iraqi government tried again to remove PKK-aligned militias, this time with force, but again failed. In both instances, the PMF intervened and brokered a truce between the Iraqi security forces and the PKK-aligned groups. As a result, the PMF incorporated some of the PKK groups and fighters, even providing them with salaries and protection.35 
 
The PMF has also used its influence inside the Iraqi government to block the appointment of a new mayor for Sinjar – a key requirement of the Sinjar Agreement.36 In these instances, the PMF has proven both independent and more influential than the central government.
While the PMF and PKK diverge both ideologically and politically, they have had a tactical alliance since 2016 and often share common goals and common enemies – such as the KDP.
Both groups have established deep local roots in Sinjar, through their responses to the Yezidi genocide and by taking advantage of the district’s remote location and distance from central authorities in Baghdad. The PKK and PMF have also utilized the geographic location and mountainous terrain of Sinjar to serve their own strategic interests. The cross-border operations of the PKK and the PMF mean that the conflicts in Sinjar and Syria influence one another.
‘Outside in’ transnational authority in Sinjar
The authority of both the PKK and the PMF in Sinjar is based on strong security, as well as ideological and economic ties with the area’s remaining local population.37 Due to ISIS’s opposition to the Yezidis’ non-Islamic religious beliefs, ISIS militants killed and kidnapped thousands of members of the community during their offensive on Sinjar (around 500 men were killed,38 while 7,000 women and girls were forced into sexual slavery39).
ISIS’s attack also drove most of the Yezidi community out of Sinjar with many of them (estimated at 280,000 people40) still living as internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Iraqi Kurdistan’s Duhok governorate. ISIS’s depopulation of the district paved the way for the PKK and the PMF to establish power and influence in Sinjar.
Groups such as the PKK and the PMF are often considered non-state or hybrid actors because they do not conform to Westphalian notions of the state,41 in which state power is confined largely to formal government institutions.
However, the lack of this formal status should not distract from the state authority that such groups maintain over populations and government institutions.42 Authors who write on rebel governance, for instance, argue that these groups use military, political, ideological and economic means to obtain and keep their authority.43 Looking at public authority is important because it reveals a critical lens through which to understand the motivations and power that such groups enjoy. As external actors, the PKK and the PMF rely on a mix of social and political authority to govern Sinjar with greater influence than any formal government or other state.
The PKK
The PKK announced in 2018 that it would withdraw from Sinjar following calls from the central Iraqi government, which was under pressure at the time from Türkiye.44 
But PKK still enjoys military, political, ideological and administrative authority in the area. Part of this comes through locally formed armed and political organizations that are largely made up of members from the Yezidi community.45 
These PKK-affiliated organizations operate across the various towns and villages of the district and derive legitimacy from their role in protecting members of their community from ISIS.46
Militarily, the PKK commands the loyalties of a number of influential armed groups. In 2014, the PKK sent fighters from both Iraq (from the PKK’s stronghold in Iraqi Kurdistan’s mountainous borders with Iran and Türkiye) and northern Syria (from the Kurdish dominated areas – known as Rojava – where the PKK’s allies among Syrian Kurds rule in the de facto Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria) to the Sinjar mountains in order to protect Yezidis fleeing the ISIS offensive.
 
The PKK fighters saved many Yezidis by opening a corridor in the Sinjar mountains through which Yezidis were escorted to Syria and then to Iraqi Kurdistan.47 Other Yezidis remained in Sinjar and were organized by the PKK into different armed groups including the Sinjar Resistance Units (YBS) and Yezidxan Security.
These groups played a role in removing ISIS from Sinjar and continue to enjoy the support of many Yezidis in the district who have lost faith in the KDP and Iraqi security forces to protect them against future threats. According to a local official aligned with the PKK, ‘I don’t trust the Iraqi army and the PMF [due to its central government affiliation]. One day they will get a call from Baghdad to withdraw from Sinjar and will then leave us to terrorists. I only trust the Sinjar Resistance Units who are locals and will not run away when we are threatened again by ISIS.’48
Many of the district’s Yezidis express deep appreciation for the role the PKK played in saving them at a time when they were abandoned by both the KDP and the Iraqi government.
But the ties that bind the PKK to locals in Sinjar go beyond this recent history and can be seen by the adherence to PKK ideology in Yezidi communities.49 
 
In addition to military training, the PKK organizes regular political and cultural activities in Sinjar aimed at proselytizing the political beliefs of the PKK’s jailed leader and main ideologue Abdullah Öcalan.50 Affinity with these ideas has enabled the PKK to mobilize locals for fighting and for popular gatherings and demonstrations. In February 2022, for instance, protests broke out in Sinjar against a decision by the Iraqi army to remove a poster of Öcalan on a main thoroughfare in the district’s centre.51
The PKK’s involvement in Sinjar’s war economy has enabled the group to finance its local operations and activities. Members of PKK-aligned groups control parts of the border with Syria and have generated revenues through involvement in and taxing of illegal cross-border trade activities.52 According to locals, the PKK funded its locally aligned political and armed groups through profits made in cross-border smuggling. Only some of the PKK-aligned local fighters receive payments from the Iraqi government via the PMF.53
The PKK’s influence in Sinjar is also institutional. The PKK continues to exert influence through the governing administration that the group’s local affiliates established in Sinjar in 2018. When the KDP withdrew from the district in 2017, it ordered its aligned local administrators and government officials to pull out of Sinjar. This left a power vacuum that was filled by the local allies of the PKK who, with the support of the PMF, established their own administration and appointed local officials across the district.54 While it has failed to gain the recognition of the Baghdad government, the local administration has been important for the PKK to assert authority over Sinjar.
The PMF
The PMF has also established authority in Sinjar through a system of local alliances. But the force’s regional authority is less rooted in ideology55 and largely built on military, economic and political ties.
Militarily, the PMF is the most powerful actor in Sinjar.56 The force exerts considerable security influence through its existing brigades in the areas around Sinjar and via locally aligned armed and political factions.57 When it arrived in southern Sinjar in 2016, the PMF encountered Yezidi as well as Sunni and Shia Arab tribes that were threatened by ISIS and thus were looking for support to fight the Sunni militant group. The PMF provided both weapons and training to the members of these communities and helped them liberate their areas. The relationship between these allies lasted beyond the fight against ISIS, with the PMF continuing to arm and finance local factions in Sinjar.58
Using its status as a force recognized by Baghdad, the PMF has established its own economic authority in Sinjar via patronage networks that provide employment and access to the Iraqi government. Many young Yezidis and Sunni Arabs have joined local PMF factions to access stable state salaries. According to a Yezidi fighter in the PMF’s newly established Brigade 74 (also called Sinjar Brigade), ‘In Sinjar, there are few job opportunities outside the security forces. In the PMF, we receive our salaries on a regular basis’.59 Reportedly, the Sinjar Brigade (formally approved by the Baghdad government) had plans to recruit 3,000 locals in 2023 – it remains unclear as to whether it achieved this goal.60
The PMF’s local allies also include the leaders of Yezidi and Sunni Arab communities and tribes. Yezidis who have fallen outside the KDP’s patronage network and refused to subscribe to the PKK’s ideology have joined the PMF, in part due to the latter’s association with the central government in Baghdad. Yezidi affiliates of the PMF have established local influence and prestige through their access to key government institutions and resources in Baghdad.61 Likewise, the district’s Sunni Arab tribal leaders that rejected ISIS rule are now aligned with the PMF and receive both financial resources and protection from the PMF.62
How military supply chains connect conflicts across and beyond Sinjar
Both the PKK and the PMF see Sinjar as a strategic military hub for their transnational operations, including the movement of fighters and weapons across country borders. In addition to its bases in the mountainous areas of Iraqi Kurdistan at the southern border of Türkiye,63 the PKK has also developed influence and authority in Syria’s Rojava, which shares borders with Sinjar and is where the PKK’s local Kurdish allies rule.64 
Rojava’s main armed force (the People’s Protection Units – YPG), political party (Democratic Union Party – PYD) and governing body (Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria) are all aligned with the PKK.65 The YPG constitutes the core of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF),66 a key US ally in the ongoing fight against ISIS in Syria.
Meanwhile, as part of Tehran’s regional strategy, Iran-allied PMF groups operate in Syria in support of the Assad regime.67 
Although the PMF and PKK are aligned with opposing groups in Syria, they have continued to maintain their tactical alliance in Sinjar. The activities of PMF groups in Syria have primarily relied on crossing the border at al-Qaem, which is a desert crossing that is increasingly exposed to US airstrikes and disruptions. In comparison, the secluded and mountainous Sinjar hub is an attractive alternative for a more sustainable ‘land bridge’ that can connect Iran to the groups it supports in and across the Levant.
The PKK’s cross-border supply chains
The PKK and its local allies in Iraq and Syria continue to challenge and fight Türkiye in a stretch of land that extends from northern Syria to the mountainous region of Iraqi Kurdistan.
To maintain this level of fighting requires access to areas that offer relative safety and transport routes across international borders for weapons and fighters. In this respect, Sinjar’s mountains and its location at the border with Syria are particularly beneficial for PKK transnational military activities. Sinjar’s strategic significance helps the PKK to circumvent restrictions imposed by Türkiye and the KDP on the insurgent group’s access to weapons, transit routes and areas of sanctuary in Iraqi Kurdistan.
Tunnels are a key means through which the PKK moves weapons across borders.
 The PKK transports small arms and light weapons68 between Iraq and Syria, via Sinjar, through a network comprising PKK fighters and local smugglers.69 The Sinjar mountain range that extends across the Syrian border has facilitated the movement of PKK fighters.
 
Since the group’s emergence in Sinjar in 2014, the PKK has constructed tunnels in and around the district that serve not only as conduits for moving weapons across the border to Syria but also function as storage areas and military bases.70 According to an Iraq-based observer of the PKK, ‘These PKK tunnels are on an entirely different scale compared to the small smuggling tunnels often seen in the media or movies. Some of these tunnels can even accommodate vehicles.’71 
Most interviewees emphasized that the tunnels were used for transporting light weapons – such as sniper rifles, rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs), automatic guns, TNT explosives, ammunition and night vision equipment – rather than heavy weaponry.72 
Sources highlighted that the PKK reserved the use of the tunnels for strategic purposes, including the transportation of weapons and high-profile figures and commanders. Other cross-border operations, such as the movement of fighters between Sinjar and Syria, tend to use the more traditional informal smuggling routes.
There is a constant flow of PKK fighters and weapons via Sinjar across the border. An Iraq-based analyst stated:
Fighter movement between Sinjar and Hassakeh [the Syrian Kurdish city controlled by PKK allies] is crucial for PKK commanders to move freely inside and outside the border area, for updates and strategizing. It also allows rotation for members, offering a respite from mountain life and access to urban areas. This transportation is significant for medical treatment or recovery periods, often occurring in Hassakeh.73
The PKK also uses Sinjar as a safe haven for its commanders.
As Tomáš Kaválek stated, ‘The impassable mountains have numerous caves and complex morphology, rendering many areas inaccessible by vehicle, making them a defendable stronghold which could easily serve as a (back-up) safe haven for the PKK in proximity to its territories in northern Syria.’74 Sinjar is also used by the PKK as a hideout for commanders to lay low, particularly those pursued and targeted by Türkiye.75
To boost its standing in Syria, the PKK has agreements with local leaders and tribes that inhabit the border regions.76 For instance, the Shammar tribe and its armed wing, Al-Sanadid, have become strong local allies of the PKK on the Syrian side of the border.
The PMF’s cross-border operations
Sinjar has the potential to be part of a land bridge that enables Tehran and its PMF allies to directly support the Assad regime in Syria and Hezbollah in Lebanon, by moving weapons and fighters from Iran and Iraq. In Tehran’s regional military strategy, PMF groups with influence and authority play a major role. Analysts focusing on Iran’s land bridge passing through different Iraqi territories claimed that Tehran’s utilization of the Sinjar route was temporary and was compromised by the ‘growing partnership between U.S. troops and Syrian Kurdish forces in northeast Syria’.77 However, these analysts overlooked two key factors.
One factor is the potential of the Sinjar mountains to serve Iran’s regional strategy. Access to the mountainous area has become a significant priority for the PMF and their allies in Tehran as it provides them with access to Syria and potentially the scope to attack Israel.78 An Iraqi military expert has argued that Iran is now in a position to target Israel through its al-Shahab missiles, which have a range of 1,600 kilometres, from Iraqi soil.79 
In a research interview for this paper, a local journalist from Sinjar said, ‘The top of Sinjar mountain is called Chilmiran, which Saddam [Hussein] used to attack Israel through missiles. Many people in Sinjar say that Iran and the PMF want to use the mountain for attacking Israel when they deem this necessary.’80
The second factor is that the route to Syria via Sinjar is an important alternative to the al-Qaem crossing bridge in Iraq’s Anbar governorate, which has increasingly come under US attack.81 Furthermore, the al-Qaem crossing bridge is also vulnerable because of the area’s recent history of violent Salafi Jihadism. In contrast, the mountainous terrain of Sinjar and the district’s diverse population make it a more secure military transit route. Sources indicate that Iran and its allies among the PMF have been involved in moving weapons, including missiles, to Syria from Iraq via Sinjar.82 According to a local politician from Sinjar, ‘The Iraqi government is present at the border between Sinjar and Syria. But the Iraqi security forces and border guards are incapable of stopping the PMF crossing to Syria.’83
Sinjar’s ‘inside out’ transnational dynamics
The PKK and PMF strategies for turning Sinjar into a military corridor have generated cross-border conflict with implications for the stability and security of the district and the wider region. This shows the ‘inside out’ dynamics of Sinjar’s conflict and its spillover across the region.
IDP (internally displaced persons) since 2014, hundreds of thousands of Yezidis have become internally displaced persons (IDPs) or refugees.
 
For those citizens who have returned to Sinjar, instability is a constant feature of life in the district. The IDPs interviewed for this research stated that those who returned to the district were either fighters or relatives of fighters associated with the PMF and PKK.84 A Yezidi IDP stated, ‘If I return to Sinjar, I will have to join one of the militia groups to secure a job and support. But this not what I want to do.’ He added, ‘There is little support for us here in refugee camps. But there is safety.’85 Some IDPs refuse to return to Sinjar out of fear of Turkish air attacks on PKK-aligned groups in the district.
Policy responses to instability in Sinjar have also impacted the livelihoods of its remaining residents. In seeking to weaken the PKK’s influence in the district, the KDP and the Iraqi government have restricted the movement of goods to Sinjar by introducing stringent security measures at checkpoints on major routes from the Kurdish region and the rest of Iraq.
 
These measures, which were intended to target the PKK, have had severe consequences for people’s livelihoods and access to basic services and products. One local trader stated, ‘Drivers must unload the goods from their trucks many times for screening at several checkpoints and they get delayed. It takes considerably more time to move goods to Sinjar and as a result truck and lorry drivers ask for greater fees. And that adds to the prices of the food products and goods we import to Sinjar.’86
The restrictions have also limited access to crucial medicines in Sinjar.87 The district has poor healthcare and limited access to medicines for chronic illnesses.88 Local pharmacists stated that there were deliberate KDP, KRG and Baghdad policies to restrict medical goods going to Sinjar from the rest of Iraq to prevent the smuggling of those pharmaceuticals into Syria.89 One local pharmacist stated:
The KRG prevents medicines being imported into Sinjar from Duhok. Meanwhile, Iraqi government checkpoints make it very hard for us to bring medicines from Mosul to Sinjar in needed quantities. The checkpoints on the road between Mosul and Sinjar only permit a small truck of medicines to pass once a month or even two months. This one truck of medicine is distributed across the 30 pharmacies in Sinjar.90
In Sinjar, the conflict is further exacerbated by the responses of Türkiye, which has carried out numerous air attacks against the local allies of the PKK in the district. The air attacks have caused severe damage in Sinjar (including the destruction of hospitals) and deepened insecurities for the people living there. A Yezidi IDP stated, ‘Sinjar is under constant Turkish attack. How can you live in a place always bombarded by Türkiye? With each Turkish air attack on Sinjar tens of families are re-displaced.’91
Ultimately, these varying forms of conflict have prevented the return of Yezidi IDPs to their homes in Sinjar years after the liberation of the district from ISIS.
IDPs in a camp in Iraqi Kurdistan’s Duhok governorate told the authors that the presence of ‘multiple parties’ fighting for control over their lands was a key impediment preventing them from returning to Sinjar.92 One Yezidi IDP from Sinjar stated, ‘The condition in Sinjar is not stable. There is no security. I do not take my family back because I fear the many parties and militias in Sinjar. I fear tensions and war. This might happen. Who knows? There is no guarantee another disaster is not going to happen.’93
At times, the conflict in Sinjar has spilled over to neighbouring Syria, demonstrating the district’s ‘inside out’ transnational dynamics. The intra-Kurdish conflict between the PKK and KDP is a case in point.
While attempting to re-establish influence in Sinjar, the KDP has also sought to challenge the PKK’s dominance in Rojava.
Like the PKK, the KDP formed its own aligned militia group – Roj Peshmerga – and a political wing – the Kurdish National Council (KNC) – in Rojava, Syria.
The PKK–KDP struggle for control in Sinjar has negatively affected security and political stability in Rojava. The 2017 violent clashes between the PKK’s local allies and the KDP-affiliated Roj Peshmerga, near the town of Khansour in Sinjar, resulted in causalities on both sides and quickly led to unrest in Rojava. In response to the clashes in Sinjar, PKK supporters in Rojava took to the streets, demonstrated against the Roj Peshmerga and attacked the offices and supporters of the KDP-aligned KNC in Qamishli and Hassakeh (the main cities in Rojava).
04 Policy implications
International strategies and Iraqi government strategies to resolve the instability in Sinjar, including building border fortifications and the Sinjar Agreement, have ignored the transnational nature of the conflict and risk exacerbating regional instability.
The transformation of Iraq’s Sinjar district into a transnational conflict hub has significant implications for regional stability. At the local level, hundreds of thousands of residents are still unable to return home, years after their areas of Sinjar were liberated from ISIS.
These IDPs continue to live in dire conditions in camps in the neighbouring KRG Duhok governorate. This reality continues to create tension between the IDPs and the KRG authorities. The longer the IDP crisis continues, the greater the suffering of thousands of Sinjar citizens, and in turn the greater the chances of multiple armed groups becoming further entrenched in the district. The residents who have returned to Sinjar have had to make compromises with the transnational armed groups that now control the area. The securitization of borders and a lack of accountability threaten the everyday lives of returnees in terms of armed conflict, the inability to make ends meet and the lack of access to essential goods.
At the national level, the continuation of the status quo may also further destabilize the already fragile relationship between the KRG and the central government. KRG leaders consistently express frustration with the Iraqi government’s inability to implement the various provisions of the Sinjar Agreement.
Critically, as this paper has discussed, Sinjar has also become a key hub that connects several regional conflicts. The flare-up of the Israel–Palestine conflict has spread beyond the borders of those territories to areas including Sinjar, which remains a key hub for the PMF, as well as Iran and its allies, to maintain authority across Iraq and the Levant region. PMF groups claim that the mountains of Sinjar are a strategic military position from which their forces could strike Israel. The location also connects the PMF to allies in the ‘axis of resistance’ to Israel.94
Meanwhile, the PKK rely on Sinjar to fight in Syria and in Türkiye. The PKK’s presence and activities in Sinjar (building tunnels, moving weapons and fighters across the border between Syria and Iraq, and using the Sinjar mountains as a sanctuary) have already provoked Turkish airstrikes that heightened fears among the residents of the district and prevented IDPs from returning.
In recognition of the crisis in Sinjar, the Iraqi government and its international supporters have devoted significant attention and funds to manage the conflict. However, the existing responses have approached Sinjar as a disputed territory between local and national parties and ignored the post-2014 transnational dimension. This chapter analyses current policy responses and concludes with specific proposals for complementing the Sinjar Agreement with a much-needed transnational element.
The perils of a securitized approach
The Iraqi government has taken a securitized approach to tackle the Sinjar problem, with the aim of ultimately removing the PKK’s influence from the district.
The central government sees the presence of the PKK in Sinjar and the group’s cross-border activities as threats to Iraq’s national security.
According to an official at Iraq’s National Security Agency, ‘The PKK rules Sinjar and is entrenched in the district’s security and local economy. We see the PKK as a national security threat. The group’s presence in Sinjar is unacceptable to us.’95 
To end the PKK’s presence in Sinjar and cut ties between the group’s allies on both sides of the border, the government has positioned greater numbers of Iraqi security forces near the district (see Figure 4) and embarked on building fortifications (including a wall) at sections of the border between Sinjar and Syria (see Figure 5).96 
 
The wall extends from northwest of Nineveh near the Al-Rabia crossing with Syria to the southwest of Nineveh near the governorate’s Al-Ba’aj sub-district – located north of Iraq’s Anbar governorate. The wall is 160 kilometre long (the whole Iraq–Syria border is 650 kilometre long) and is part of a system of fortifications that includes a fence and a 3-metre-deep military trench.97
But instead of containing the PKK and ending its transnational operations, Baghdad’s militarization and securitization of the area have only resulted in greater violence in Sinjar. After construction of the wall at sections of the Iraq–Syria border near Sinjar, clashes erupted in April 2022 between the Iraqi government forces and the PKK-aligned armed groups in Sinjar. Additionally, pro-PKK groups in Sinjar and across the border in Syria organized popular demonstrations against the wall and the Sinjar Agreement more generally.98 The wall has thus only served to exacerbate tensions and violence across localities.
Figure 4. Satellite images showing the growing military presence of the Iraqi security forces near the Sinjar mountains, between September 2018 and August 2023
 
Critically, the border wall did not change conflict dynamics due to the PKK’s entrenchment both in Sinjar and Syria, as illustrated by Figure 6.
Thus, the PKK found it easy to re-equip to maintain authority in Sinjar. Sources in Sinjar confirmed that PKK fighters in the district were still receiving weapons and logistics from their allies in Rojava despite the wall’s construction.99 A local journalist stated:
PKK-aligned fighters have not been affected by Baghdad’s blocking of the border with Syria. They constructed tunnels and move between Sinjar and Syria. They bring weapons, fuel and other logistics from areas under the control of the YPG in Syria to Sinjar. The Baghdad authorities and the PMF know about these activities of the [Sinjar Resistance Units] but they turn a blind eye to them.100
Iraqi security officials have claimed that they have stopped illegal crossings at the border between Syria and Sinjar preventing all forms of cross-border activities.101 Despite this, satellite images show that there are gaps in the wall constructed at the border (see Figure 6) that can be used by the PKK and the PMF for moving weapons and fighters.
The Sinjar Agreement
The internationally backed 2020 Sinjar Agreement aimed to stabilize the district through new security, administrative and governance arrangements.102 The agreement calls for the removal of all armed groups (The agreement mentioned the PKK and its local allies by name) from the district and delegates the protection of local security to the Iraq federal security forces. It also empowers the government of Iraq and the KRG to select a new mayor for the district ahead of returning the local administration and officials to Sinjar. Finally, the agreement calls for collaboration between the government of Iraq and the KRG on the reconstruction of Sinjar.103
But to date, the agreement has failed to shift the dynamics on the ground and stability remains elusive. This failure is largely a result of national and international actors treating the conflict in Sinjar as a domestic issue.
Although the agreement gained the strong support of influential members of the international community (i.e. the UN, US and UK), the agreement excluded some of the most powerful and influential on-the-ground actors in Sinjar, namely the PMF and the PKK.
Crucially, while the PMF is linked to the Iraqi government, its decision-making is autonomous and separate from Baghdad’s chain of command. This means that the Iraqi government has little influence over the PMF groups that operate in Sinjar.
As this research has demonstrated, external transnational actors such as the PKK and the PMF have established authority in Sinjar and carved out a military corridor for moving weapons and fighters between Iraq and Syria.
Recent attacks on US troops in Jordan show the threat that the cross-border activities of transnational armed groups pose to stability in the region and beyond. The PMF and the PKK place significant value on Sinjar and view it as key to their regional strategies. Both interpret the Sinjar Agreement as allowing the KDP to re-establish influence in Sinjar at the expense of their own strategic interests. In response, the PKK and the PMF have used their influence in Sinjar and, in the case of the latter, relationship with the government in Baghdad to successfully obstruct the security, administrative and governance provisions of the agreement.
Policy recommendations:  Bolstering the Sinjar Agreement with a transnational element
To prevent further destabilization and deadly impacts of Sinjar’s conflict at the local, national and transnational levels, this paper makes the following policy recommendations to international governments and non-government entities involved in either policy or programmatic stabilization efforts in the area.
1. Renegotiate a more inclusive Sinjar Agreement. The Sinjar Agreement has not been implemented largely because influential transnational actors in the district, such as the local allies of the PKK and the PMF, have been excluded from the discussions.104 Stability in Sinjar requires an agreement that these factions can support. Therefore, international actors should use their leverage – potentially in the form of security guarantees or programme funding – over the KDP and the Iraqi government to include these transnational dynamics in further negotiations on the agreement. Meanwhile, the local allies of the PKK in Syria – including the core elements of the SDF – need to be committed to any future settlement in Sinjar.
Western countries such as the US are well positioned to influence the actions of the SDF, which receives US financial and military support. The US can use this military support in order to disincentivize the SDF’s movement of fighters and weapons from and to Sinjar in the service of the PKK’s cross-border military activities. Diplomatic representatives of Western countries in Iraq continue to meet with local actors from Sinjar with the aim of influencing the dynamics on the ground in the direction of stability. However, these meetings often exclude local actors aligned with the PKK and the PMF. This exclusion is unlikely to translate to sustainable stabilization policy in Sinjar.
1. De-securitize Sinjar and bolster local government institutions. The Baghdad government has largely viewed the conflict in Sinjar through a security lens. The securitization of the area – through building border walls and placing multiple checkpoints between Sinjar and the rest of Iraq – has had implications for people’s livelihoods and economic conditions. Lifting security restrictions on the movement of people and goods to and from Sinjar can help improve economic conditions in the district. International actors should use diplomacy – either bilaterally or through multilateral bodies – to focus not only on security measures but also on improving the livelihoods of the residents of Sinjar and provide greater incentives for IDPs to return.
2. Prevent politically sanctioned corruption in Sinjar. Improving public service provision and reconstruction in Sinjar is key to the return of IDPs to the district. But effective and tangible provision of government services and reconstruction of the district rely on preventing capture of public funds by various parties and factions, including the ruling transnational actors. To prevent politically sanctioned corruption the Iraqi government should set up an accountability working group comprising members of the newly elected provincial council in Nineveh, members of the Iraqi parliament, senior civil servants from the office of the prime minister, societal and community leaders, and civil society organizations and activists. This group should monitor the reconstruction and public service provision to ensure that funds allocated for reconstruction and service provision in Sinjar do not end up in the hands of political parties and factions seeking to capture public funds. The group should specifically practise close oversight of the actions and operations of government institutions and officials in charge of distributing contracts for government service projects, and ascertain that government contracts are granted to qualified companies. Furthermore, the group should closely follow the operations of assigned companies to ensure that projects, such as roads, schools, hospitals and power stations, are all completed and meet the agreed standards.
 

