
Peshmerga Reform
Building an Accountable, Affordable, Capable Force for KRI and Iraq

The Kurds are an ethnic group of 35-40 million people 
who form significant minorities in Iraq, Iran, Syria and 
Turkey. Largely Sunni Muslim and not a homogenous 

unified bloc.

1920 Treaty of Sevres included the possibility of an 
autonomous Kurdish region.  This was overturned in 

the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923.

Iraq, then Mesopotamia, was formerly a province of 
the Ottoman Empire that incorporated the current 

Kurdistan Region of Iraq.  Mesopotamia was 
administered by the United Kingdom as a Class A 

Mandate between 1920 to 1932.

Kurds account for 15-20% (~6 million) of the Iraq 
population of Iraq. The KRI is a constitutionally-

recognised autonomous region (Article 117) 
governed by the Kurdistan Regional Government 

(Article 120), first recognized in 1991. UNSCR 688 and 
Op Provide Comfort/Haven provided humanitarian 

relief and a Northern No Fly Zone between 1991-96.

The Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP established in 
1946) and Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK founded 

in 1975) dominate politics and the economy in the 
KRI. Each has an armed internal security force and 

Peshmerga forces.  The Barzani and Talabani families 
are the founding families of the KDP and PUK 

respectively, and retain pre-eminent leadership roles. 

• The Peshmerga is a regional guard force, authorized under the auspices of 
the Iraqi Constitution (Article 121/5).  Notionally, the Regional Guard Brigades 
(RGBs) are free of external political influence under the command of the 
Ministry of Peshmerga Affairs (MoPA) and elected civilian governance; 
however, within 24 hrs on 16 October 2017, eight of 14 brigades split along 
KDP and PUK lines. As at March 2019 they remain divided.

• The PUK and KDP also retain their own Peshmerga, separate from the RGBs. 
These are called the 70s and 80s Forces respectively. Attempts to unify 
Peshmerga under government control have faltered since the 1990s.  There 
was a civil war between 1994-98.  Arguably a ‘soft civil war’ continues.

• What are Peshmerga? Light role infantry force, fragmented and political, 
170,000 pax.

• Why is the Peshmerga important? Defeat ISIS, catalyst for wider political-
economic reform, stability of region

• Strengths? Fighting spirit, popular support, reliability, mass, intelligence 
network

• Weaknesses? Command, sustainment, mobility, systems, institutional 
resilience, relationship with Iraqi Security Forces / Government of Iraq
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Key Events 2015-2019

Masoud Barzani, then President of the KRI, invites UK to assist the KRI with its latest 
attempt to reform its Peshmerga.  Close cooperation between UK, US and Germany 

The UK publishes a scoping study and appoints a 
Special Defence Adviser to the Ministry of 
Peshmerga Affairs (O6 Colonel rank)

The Kurdistan Regional Government endorses the Peshmerga of the Future Reform 
Programme.  A reform roadmap is designed and top priorities identified

A Reform Directorate is established within the Ministry of 
Peshmerga Affairs.  Work begins on five priority projects 
including a regional defence strategy, future operating concept 
and e-payment mechanism

The Reform Directorate’s capacity to deliver reform is developed through programme 
management courses and a visit to the UK MOD

What is the objective of Peshmerga Reform?  What are the benefits?
An accountable, capable and affordable regional force operating as an effective element of the Iraqi Security 

Forces, for a more secure and stable Kurdistan Region within Iraq.  Benefits to Iraq/KRI are improved stability, 
security, legitimacy, catalyst for wider reform, and continued international engagement and support
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A Reform Roadmap is Built: 35 projects (now refined to 31) are 
organised in priority order in two groups: building military capacity (can
support defeat of ISIS in short-term) and building defence institutions 

(to support an enduring victory in the longer-term).  Together, the 
Regional Defence Strategy and Future Operating Concept projects 
provide a ‘blueprint’ for the Future Peshmerga programme and a 

vector for all reform activity

What is the Peshmerga Reform Programme?
A Defence Reform programme incorporating military and institutional capacity-building in a SSR context
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Evaluating Peshmerga Reform
What Progress Is Being Made And What Are The Challenges?

General Observations

• Defence reform is ultimately a POLITICAL process requiring support and leadership from the political class.

• A VISION for reform must be defined and communicated early and simply in order to build belief in reform, 
enable future planning, and generate a unifying purpose for all other reform activity (‘think long’).

• The programme should be dissected into SMALL CHUNKS to ensure progress can be delivered in the short-
term, confidence is built, and institutions are not overwhelmed (‘act short’).

• FOCUS RESOURCES narrowly in order to test new ideas, learn lessons, and identify best practice for wider 
application (‘narrow front’).

• Defence reform and SSR is a LONG-TERM PROCESS. Both host nations and international partners must 
demonstrate MUTUAL COMMITMENT (‘persistence’).

• Reform is COMPLEX, non-linear and unpredictable; seize opportunities as they appear.

• COMPROMISE is essential and will ensure momentum is maintained.

• ELITE BARGAINS may be necessary to bring political elites to the table and underpin the reform process.

• Simplify concepts to improve understanding through the use of GRAPHICS, PICTURES and HEURISTICS.

• Reform must be owned by the host nation, however MOMENTUM is normally generated by international 
partners.

• Maintaining COHESION of the international partner group is disproportionately important to success.

Current Successes

• Tight cohesion of the international adviser group

• Support of Peshmerga military leadership for a 
reformed Peshmerga

• Political support for reform at programme start-up

• Formation and resourcing of a new Reform 
Directorate within the Ministry (40 staff)

• Establishment of a monthly Ministerial reform 
committee to drive the reform programme

• Establishment of political-military forum of like-
minded partners to amplify international impact

• Publication of a draft regional defence strategy 
and future operating concept to provide a 
blueprint or vision for the future Peshmerga and a 
unifying purpose for all reform activity

• Refinement of the reform programme to 
streamline processes and improve efficiency

• Launch of the first 12 reform projects

Current Challenges

• Lack of regular, public commitment to reform by 
Kurdistan Regional Government

• Poor, inconsistent ownership of the reform 
programme at the political level

• Party politics and vested interests of KDP and PUK 
political elites

• A difficult but improving relationship between KRG 
and the Government of Iraq following the KRI 
Referendum in 2017 and its aftermath

• Interests and influence of neighbouring countries

• Short-term focus on defeat ISIS at the expense of 
longer-term lasting reform; international impatience 
with longer-term reform; reform fatigue

• Imbalance of SSR advisers in Iraq and KRI; saturation in 
Baghdad; potential incoherence

• No comprehensive SSR strategy in Iraq or KRI

Peshmerga Reform and Defence Reform: Reality v Theory

(judged against DCAF-ISSAT Defence Reform Overview)

• Peshmerga reform aims to ‘match ends, ways and means’, but the 
overall process is still embryonic

• Good progress is being made to define the future ‘function’ of the 
Peshmerga before designing its ‘form’

• There is no mechanism to cohere SSR-wide activity in KRI and wider 
Iraq

• Peshmerga reform is defining a ‘vision’ and ‘security policy’ for the 
KRI’s defence within Iraq, drawn from the Constitution

• DCAF/ISSAT’s Capacity, Integrity and Sustainability Framework is 
being followed but on an ad hoc basis only

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/elite-bargains-and-political-deals
https://issat.dcaf.ch/Learn/Resource-Library/Tools/Defence-Reform-Infographic

