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In this 2015 photo, Chinese President Xi Jinping, right, shakes hands with Pakistan President
Mamnoon Hussain at the Great Hall of the People in Beijing. LINTAO ZHANG/AP

Don't Fear Pakistan’s
Participation in China's ‘New Silk
Road’

U.S. interests can be served no matter whether the mega-project’s subcontinental branch succeeds or fails.
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Almost 30 heads of state will gather in Beijing this weekend for the “Belt and Road” Forum, the annual conference about the
Chinese mega-project to build highways and railroads to the farthest parts of the Eurasian land mass. By some measures,
it's China's biggest diplomatic event of the year. But the United States and many of its allies will send junior delegations —
and India will be conspicuously absent. This reflects caution, if not outright apprehension, about the overall Belt and Road
Initiative, and in particular the $50 billion “flagship” portion called the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, or CPEC.

While CPEC reveals China's model for geopolitical influence, U.S. policymakers need not overreact nor feel compelled to
counter it. There are essentially two possible outcomes: success or failure. Either could advance or create opportunities for
the United States.

The apprehension turns on worries that CPEC may increase support of Pakistan's civil nuclear program, help China expand
its naval presence in the Indian Ocean, and generally undermine south Asian stability by emboldening Islamabad to
aggressive behavior or even fostering a “quiet cold war” in India-China relations.

Another concern is that CPEC may provide cover for building up Pakistan's dual-use seaport of Gwadar to support Chinese
naval operations. Yet astute analysts point out that China remains a long way from fulfilling such power-projection
ambitions, and that its lines of communication to the Indian Ocean can be held at risk by the U.S. and Indian navies.
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stalking of Indian second-strike nuclear submarines.

But if CPEC succeeds — that is, helps Pakistan meet its energy, commerce, and economic growth projections — the
resulting prosperity will help Islamabad face challenges such as a youth bulge, climate change, unemployment,
radicalization, and the need to upgrade social services. It will also show, for the first time in a country that associates better
economic stewardship with military dictatorship, that serious economic growth can happen under civilian leaders. All this
would increase Pakistan's stability, increasing in turn the prospects for a stable region, a core U.S. interest.

And while some worry that CPEC investments will embolden Pakistan, this kind of international economic engagement may
incentivize more risk-averse and responsible behavior. CPEC-related growth depends on foreign investors who may shy
away from a country where terrorist organizations operate and cross-border conflicts routinely flare up. One of the quietest
periods along the disputed Line of Control — 2004 to 2007 — coincided with Pakistan's highest economic growth rates in
three decades. Some even credit Pakistan's recent house arrest of Lashkar-e-Taiba leader Hafiz Saeed to threats by the
Financial Action Task Force that would have exposed major deficiencies on terror financing and sent worrying signals to the
markets.

Finally, deeper investments in Pakistan would increase China’s influence but also its exposure and sensitivity to risky
behavior by Islamabad. If thousands of Chinese workers living in and traveling to Pakistan are exposed to terrorist threats, it
could finally motivate Beijing to press Islamabad to demobilize such groups. One hint of this was last fall's leaked account of
Chinese leaders beginning to question their Pakistani counterparts on the prudence of providing cover for the Jaish-e-
Mohammad group.

A secondary effect of CPEC success is that it could motivate India to compete more actively for regional influence. It might,
for example, catalyze reforms to defense budgeting, procurement, and joint operations. It could also propel greater
cooperation with smaller neighbors and greater U.S.-India cooperation through foundational agreements and joint patrols
with the U.S. Navy. These Indian responses would advance our Asia strategy by enhancing geopolitical pluralism and
balancing Chinese influence.

And what if CPEC fails — that is, does not live up to “much-hyped” expectations of economic gains for Pakistan and strategic
returns for China? This still presents certain opportunities for the United States.

CPEC is fundamentally a bundle of loans, the most recent of which sent $1.2 billion to Pakistan to prevent a foreign-
exchange crisis. Failure may ensnare Pakistan in the “China debt trap,” unable to repay loans and forced to hand over equity.
The resulting friction could render Pakistan more cooperative with the United States. Beyond Pakistan, other small and
medium-sized states could become warier of Chinese investment. This in turn would make India and Japan more
competitive as an alternative regional source of development.

Chances are CPEC will result in both some success and shortcomings. If approached in a dispassionate manner and deftly
managed by American strategists and diplomats, any of the outcomes can be turned to U.S. advantage. o
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This Saturday, April. 29, 2017 still taken from video, shows a Kurdish fighter of the People's
Protection Units (YPG) standing guards as U.S. forces take up positions in the northern village of
Darbasiyah, Syria. AP PHOTO VIA APTV

The Fatal Flaw in Trump's ISIS
Plan

Can he keep both the Turks and the Kurds on his side?

ROBERT FORD,
THE ATLANTIC | MAY 12,2017

COMMENTARY SYRIA WHITE HOUSE

DODOO

When Turkey's President Recep Tayyip Erdogan visits Washington next week, he and President Donald Trump will no doubt
spend considerable time discussing the future of the Syrian-Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG), America’s favored
contingent in the war against the Islamic State. With U.S. assistance over the past two and a half years, the YPG-dominated
anti-ISIS forces have recaptured some 7,400 square kilometers of northeastern Syria from the terrorist group. From
Erdogan’s perspective, this strategy, embraced by the Obama administration and now Trump, is helping a Kurdish terrorist
group that threatens Turkey’s security and territorial integrity—security and territorial integrity that NATO is supposed to help
defend. Erdogan’s likely response: more pressure on America's Syrian-Kurdish allies, even if that pressure undermines
Washington's goal of reducing the Arab-extremist threat in eastern Syria.

Recent events show how complicated this will be for the Trump administration. After Turkey's bombing of YPG positions in
northern Irag and Syria on April 25, a U.S. military officer met with a known commander of the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK),
an insurgent group that has long been a thorn in Turkey’s side, and has held a spot on the U.S. Foreign Terrorist Organization
(FTO) list since 1997. The meeting provoked outrage in Turkey and drew a sharp rebuke from Erdogan.

The announcement on Wednesday that the United States would arm the YPG demonstrated that Erdogan has failed to
convince the Americans to reverse course with the PYD-YPG, despite intense lobbying. His visit to Washington promises to
be a difficult one for both governments.

As autocratic and intemperate as he is, Erdogan isn't actually wrong about the commingling of various Kurdish outfits. In a
2013 interview with Osman Ocalan, the brother of imprisoned PKK leader Abdallah Ocalan, Osman claimed that he and
other PKK figures founded the Democratic Union Party (PYD), the YPG's political arm, in 2003 in Irag’s Qandil Mountains, the
headquarters of the PKK. The PYD is also a member of the Kurdish Communities Union, established in 2005 in Qandil by the
Kurdish People's Congress, a PKK organization that the State Department added to the FTO in January 2004. The co-
chairperson of the executive council of the Kurdish Communities Union is Cemil Baylik, the acting leader of the PKK. In
addition, hardened PKK activists, fighters, and commanders fill the ranks of the PYD and YPG. A YPG fighter told The Wall
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the PKK are basically the same entity.

“It won't be long until Washington will have to decide who will control and
govern Raqqa and eastern Syria, and who will pay for it

Yet, the Trump administration (and Obama'’s before him) keep contending, as recently as March 8, that the PYD-YPG and
PKK are separate entities. But this has no basis in observable fact. And given the organic links between the YPG and the
PKK, the PYD-YPG autonomous zone in northeastern Syria will likely provide strategic depth for the PKK's ongoing and
future fight against Turkey—something Erdogan knows and fears. There are reports out of Turkey already that Kurdish
militants aligned with the PKK and PYD organized and trained in YPG-held northeastern Syria for attacks conducted in
Istanbul, Ankara, and Bursa, in 2016.

See also So Trump Is Arming Kurds...Then What?
And Can Russian Safe Zones Solve Syria?
Read more of Defense One's coverage of Syria here.

By relying on the YPG in the fight against ISIS, the United States is helping one terror group fight against another. That's
despite its longstanding policy of notworking with any organization on the FTQO, as it is doing with the YPG, which is
effectively synonymous with the PKK. Of course, some argue that the PKK should not be on the U.S. FTO list. An in-depth
discussion on the conditions for the PKK’s removal would require months. In the meantime, however, blatantly ignoring the
FTO strictures on official U.S. conduct with a listed organization like the PKK and its subsidiaries reflects utter policy
incoherence, diminishing America’s credibility on fighting terrorism.

is ousted from Ragga. While the PYD-YPG organization is secular, it is not democratic. It has repressed political
competitors, detained other Kurdish political activists, and detained and harassed independent journalists. What's more, its
emphasis on gender equality, and its insistence on imposing its political agenda, will cause problems for the future
governance of Raqqa, the de facto capital of ISIS, and other Arab-majority towns the United States is now helping it seize
from a weakened ISIS.

Consider the case of Layla Mohammed, a PYD member and women'’s rights activist from the town of Tel Abayad on the
Turkey-Syria border. In a conversation, a senior U.S. official spoke with admiration of her dedication and commitment to the
cause of women in Syria. Over objections from some Arab community leaders in Raqqa, the PYD- and YPG-dominated
Syrian Democratic Forces (an entity that serves, basically, as a fig leaf by Washington to cover the U.S.-backed YPG
campaign against ISIS) named Ms. Mohammed co-chair of a new Ragga administrative council that will rule Raqga after
ISIS is gone.

“The saddest part of all this is that the Syrian Kurds, like so many Middle
Easterners before them, think the Americans will protect them from their
enemies.’

But Ragga, more than Damascus, Homs, or Aleppo, is known among Syrians as a conservative Arab city, where many
communities retain links to tribal networks extending along the Euphrates and eastwards into the Syrian desert towards
Irag. Traditional norms, including those governing the roles of women, prevail. Many Americans find the constraints placed
on Arab women objectionable, and would applaud Ms. Mohammed's activism. But as the Irag war should have taught
Washington, it cannot impose, either directly or through local proxies, its own social and political norms on conservative
Middle Eastern communities without potentially provoking a counter-reaction.

Arab opinions polls from recent years make this tension plain. An unofficial survey of ISIS fighters from 2014 conducted by a
Lebanese communications firm showed that defending Sunni communities under attack was the top reason recruits from
other Muslim countries joined ISIS. The 2016 ASDAA Burson-Marsteller Arab Youth Survey highlighted how disputes over
how best to interpret Islam and perceptions that western culture is being imposed on Arab societies feeds extremist
recruitment. The longstanding Arab-Kurdish ethnic competition and the PYD's ideological agenda, such as suddenly
imposing gender equality, stand to boost extremist recruitment once ISIS shifts to insurgency mode after the fall of Ragqga.
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into something of an “al-Qaeda, Version 3.0, it has reduced violence against local populations, provided infrastructure-
service delivery through local administrators, and integrated more with local communities. If the Arab communities of
eastern Syria perceive that the PYD-YPG seeks to dominate them, wiser al-Qaeda and ISIS leaders in Syria may be poised to

pick up more recruits and embed in communities, making the coming Arab insurgency harder to contain.

For now, ISIS is still in Ragga and hasn't yet shifted into wide-scale insurgency mode. But it won't be long until Washington
will have to decide who will control and govern Ragqa and eastern Syria, and who will pay for it. As Colin Powell told George
W. Bush in 2003, if Bush toppled Saddam, America would “own” Iraq and have to take responsibility for it. America may soon
have 1,000 more troops on the ground in eastern Syria, and its proxies are seizing new territory from ISIS every week with
U.S. support, including a Marine artillery battalion and regular airstrikes. There are even U.S. peacekeepers deployed in
Manbij and near Tel Abayad to keep Turkish, Syrian-Arab, and Syrian-Kurdish fighters from shooting at each other. America
now effectively owns eastern Syria.

The Obama administration knowingly launched America in this direction, but Trump, who denounced nation-building in his
campaign, will pay the larger bills now coming due. America’s difficulties will be even worse if Turkey stokes further anti-
PYD-YPG sentiment in this Arab-majority region. Thus, we will need to cut a deal with Erdogan.

The saddest part of all this is that the Syrian Kurds, like so many Middle Easterners before them, think the Americans will
protect them from their enemies. They have forgotten the bitter experience of Mustafa Barzani, the Iragi-Kurdish leader
whom the Americans backed in the 1970s against the Iragi Baathist regime, only to sell them out in 1975 when the U.S.-
backed Shah of Iran cut a deal with Baghdad. Henry Kissinger halted the U.S. arms supply to Barzani, and Iraqgi forces
overran Iraqgi Kurdistan. Mustafa Barzani, father of President Masud Barzani, had to flee and died in exile in the U.S.
Especially with presidents like Obama and Trump, the Syrian Kurds of today should expect no better of the Americans. o
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