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End of PKK's armed activities
carries significant regional implications

INTERVIEW Abdullah Ocalan, founder of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKx), recently called on the group’s members not only to lay down their arms

but to dissolve the organization entirely. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan described this message as a “historic opportunity.

”

However, it did not halt Turkey’s ongoing airstrikes against PKK positions. Many figures close to the Turkish government argue that now that the PKK's leader has
demanded its dissolution, the group must disarm and end its conflict with Turkey. Turkey on Thursday insisted the PKK and all groups allied with it must disarm
and disband “immediately’; a week after the historic call by the Kurdish group’s jailed founder.

Ismail Bagheri, spokesperson for Iran’s Foreign Ministry, welcomed Ocalan’s message, calling the disarmament a “significant step toward renouncing violence

and expressing hope for its positive regional effects.
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IRNA interviewed Siamak Ka-
kaei, a Turkey researcher and
international relations scholar,
on the motivations and implica-
tions of Ocalan’s decision. Below
is a segment of the discussion:

What recent developments
led to Ocalan’s statement?
Ocalan’s message urging mem-
bers to lay down arms and dis-
solve the PKK has resonated
widely in political and media
circles globally. While the core
theme of abandoning armed
struggle is not entirely new—
Ocalan has previously empha-
sized democratic solutions for
Kurdish issues in Turkey — the
current focus stems from several
factors.

Three months ago, Devlet Bah-
celi, leader of Turkey’s Nation-
alist Movement Party (MHP), a
far-right ally of Erdogan’s ruling
party, proposed in Parliament
that Ocalan should personally
announce the PKK’s dissolution
there. This proposal, framed as
a potential amnesty, aimed to
foster dialogue among Turkey’s
political and social factions.
Erdogan endorsed this idea,
marking the first official efforts
to explore avenues for Ocalan to
issue a statement ending armed
conflict. Concurrently, Turkey’s
government facilitated meetings
between Ocalan (imprisoned on im-
rali Island) and representatives of
the pro-Kurdish Equality and
Democracy Party (a legal parlia-
mentary group). These discussions
culminated in Ocalan’s explicit
call for disarmament. He fur-
ther urged current PKK leaders
— based in northern Irag — to
convene a congress to formalize
the group’s dissolution.

Why did Ocalan demand dis-
armament now, after decades
of armed struggle?

Similar appeals have emerged
before. For instance, during Tur-
key’s 2011-2012 Kurdish Open-
ing initiative, taboos around di-
rect talks between Ankara and
the PKK were broken. At the
time, Turkey’s National Intelli-
gence Organization (MIT) spear-
headed negotiations, leading to
a cease-fire from 2013 to 2015.
However, tensions reignited in
2015 after pro-Kurdish parties
gained unprecedented electoral
influence, depriving Erdogan’s
party of a parliamentary ma-
jority and triggering snap elec-
tions. A security crackdown in
southeastern Turkey followed,
alongside renewed clashes with
the PKK.

Meanwhile, Kurdish groups in
Syria capitalized on the Syrian
conflict, establishing semi-au-
tonomous zones after Syrian
forces withdrew. This develop-
ment alarmed Ankara, which
viewed it as a threat to its ter-
ritorial integrity. Between 2016
and 2020, Turkey launched
cross-border operations (Olive
Branch, Peace Spring) to create buffer
zones in northern Syria, explic-
itly opposing Kurdish self-rule.
Ankara fears such autonomy
could embolden Kurdish aspira-
tions within Turkey.

The Turkish government has
welcomed Ocalan’s message
on disarmament, but the
critical question is: Does Er-
dogan’s government now be-
lieve the situation is different
this time?

authorities, and government
pressure persists. Despite these
challenges, significant open-
ings for Kurds in Turkey have
emerged.

Turkey’s ruling coalition lead-
ers — Erdogan and Devlet

To what extent could the issue
of US support for Syrian Kurds
influence Turkey’s envisioned
outlook toward Syrian Kurds?
The ambiguity surrounding the
future of the Kurdish situation in
Syria is also tied to US policies,

A Syrian Kurdish woman waves a flag
bearing a picture of the founder of the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party Abdullah
Ocalan, as people gather in the Kurdish-
majority city of Qamishli in northeastern
Syria to listen to a message from the
jailed leader, Feb. 27, 2025.
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Yes, the Turkish government
has welcomed Ocalan’s message
and declared that it awaits its re-
sults. However, Turkey harbors
serious doubts about the likeli-
hood of the PKK’s disarmament
and has explicitly stated that it
expects concrete outcomes from
this process. In other words,
they believe the PKK must sur-
render completely and in an
organized manner. The Turkish
government has framed this sit-
uation in a way that underscores
the difficulty of implementing
such a plan.

Turkey’s support for Ocalan’s
decision, and the prior efforts
to disseminate such a state-
ment from him, stem from its
perspective on Kurdish issues.
Particularly when considering
the PKK’s nearly 50-year histo-
ry, Turkey’s sustained military
campaigns against the group
since the 1980s — especially in
northern Iraq and parts of Syr-
ia — have failed to eliminate it.
Consequently, this has become
amajor predicament for Turkey,
as the government designates
the PKK as a terrorist group.

In many media circles, the
situation of Kurds in Turkey
has been analyzed or even
addressed through the lens
of PKK activities. But what is
the overall status of Kurds in
Turkey, and what is the per-
spective of the Justice and
Development Party (AK Party)
government toward them?

Over its 22-year rule under
Erdogan, Turkey has achieved
notable progress for Kurds, in-
cluding expanded cultural and
civil rights and a more inclusive
approach toward legal Kurdish
political parties. However, these
gains coexist with restrictions:
Kurdish mayors have faced dis-
missal, dozens of prominent
Kurdish figures have been de-
tained or imprisoned by judicial

Bahceli — now speak of a “new
opening” in the Kurdish issue
and unprecedented dialogue
with imprisoned PKK leader
Abdullah Ocalan, a radical shift
in Turkey’s approach. Whether
Ocalan’s calling for an end to the
PKK’s activities will achieve An-
kara’s desired outcome is anoth-
er debate. However, thus far it is
this very approach and these
rare, historic statements that
have shaped the discourse. This
comes amid a context where
Turkey’s focus on the status and
future of Kurdish factions in Syr-
ia has been partially disrupted
by their demands and the am-
biguous US policy in Syria.

How do you assess the impact
of this move and these devel-
opments on the situation of
Kurds in Syria?”

One of the critical factors in-
fluencing the Turkish govern-
ment’s willingness to issue
Ocalan’s statement or message
— aimed at ending PKK activ-
ities — is the issue of active
Kurdish parties and groups in
Syria. These groups control
parts of areas known as Kurd-
ish-majority regions. From Tur-
key’s perspective, these parties
are seen as extensions of the
PKK. Specifically, Turkey has de-
clared that the Syrian Kurdish
Democratic Union Party (pyD)
and the People’s Defense Units
(YPG) are both, in reality, contin-
uations of the PKK, merely oper-
ating under a Syrian guise.

The Turkish government and
Erdogan himself appear to seek
leveraging the cessation of the
PKK’s military activities to end
the operations of Kurdish groups
in Syria, thereby severing ties be-
tween these groups and eliminat-
ing the possibility of autonomous
or self-governing regions in Syria,
as well as local administrations
or similar entities. The impact
of these messages on Kurdish
factions and their adherence to
them is of paramount impor-
tance to Turkey. Currently, one
of Turkey’s primary challenges
in relation to Syria is the activity
of Kurdish factions there. Turkey
has not withdrawn from north-
ern Syria, and parts of the region
remain under its control.

as some American forces remain
stationed in northern Syria, spe-
cifically in Kurdish-majority ar-
eas. The US implicitly supports
Kurdish factions in Syria, which
has caused serious concern for
Turkey. Ankara’s sharp criticism
of Washington revolves around
why it backs groups that Turkey
deems terrorist.

It appears that Syrian Kurds
do not consider themselves
bound to follow Ocalan’s di-
rectives, as evidenced by their
stance toward his message.
Under these circumstances,
how do you predict Turkey’s
approach will evolve?

There is no doubt that the situ-
ation of Kurds in Syria and Tur-
key is shaped by the PKK issue,
but the response of Syrian Kurd-
ish factions to Ocalan’s message
is noteworthy.

Politicians and lawmakers from the pro-
Kurdish Peoples’ Equality and Democracy
Party (DEM Party), with a picture taken in
Imrali Island prison of the jailed Kurdish
PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan in the
background, attend a press conference in
Istanbul, Turkey, on February 27, 2025.
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Mazlum Abdji, known as Mazlum
Kobani and a commander of
Kurdish groups in Syria, has stat-
ed that they welcome Ocalan’s
decision and regard it as histor-
ic. However, he emphasized that
this message pertains solely to
Turkish Kurds and the PKK, with
no relevance to Syrian Kurds.

This stance will sustain Tur-
key’s anxieties, and it can be
inferred that the Kurdish issue
in Syria remains contingent on
US policies and the Syrian gov-
ernment’s current approach to

”

engaging with Kurdish matters
in the country.

What priorities drive the Syri-
an government’s engagement
with Kurdish factions today?

The current Syrian government
seeks the disarmament of weap-
ons held by Kurdish groups and
strongly emphasizes Syria’s
territorial integrity and nation-
al sovereignty. Ahmad al-Shara
has referenced upcoming ne-
gotiations with Syrian Kurds.
While meetings have occurred
between Kurdish leaders and
representatives of the current
Syrian government, including
al-Shara, the prospects of Da-
mascus and the Kurds reaching
an agreement that would also
satisfy Turkey remain unclear.

It is critically evident that Tur-
key categorically opposes any
federalization or creation of an
autonomous region for Syrian
Kurds. Turkey desires Kurdish
participation in Syria’s political
process; however, this stance ex-
plicitly excludes groups like the
Democratic Union Party (pYD), the
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF),
and the People’s Defense Units
(YpG). Turkey adamantly rejects
these groups’ involvement in
Syria’s political processes and si-
multaneously demands an end to
Kurdish armed activities in Syria.
Nevertheless, doubts persist
over whether Ocalan’s mes-
sage can meaningfully impact
the broader Kurdish situation
in Syria. After all, Syrian Kurds
have maintained a semi-auton-
omous status for roughly 12
years, compounded by relative
US support for these factions
— areality deeply concerning
to both Damascus and Ankara,
further complicating the issue.

While Ocalan’s move has re-

ceived significant regional
attention, do you believe the
skepticism or doubt within
Turkey regarding the imple-
mentation of this order is also
notable at the regional level?

An examination of Turkey’s do-
mestic stance, as well as regional
and global positions toward Oc-
alan’s message, reveals that all
parties have welcomed it. There
is support for the PKK ending its
armed activities, laying down its
weapons, and even dissolving
the party. However, when scruti-
nizing the operational realities, it
becomes clear that the conditions
for ending the armed struggle of
a group that has been engaged in
militant activities for over four de-
cades will not be straightforward.
As noted earlier, PKK forces and
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their military leaders in north-
ern Iraq are uncertain about the
logistics of disarmament. Will the
Turkish government welcome
them? Has the social and politi-
cal climate in Turkey opened up
for this group’s political partici-
pation? These are pressing ques-
tions tied to this issue.

If we dissect the essence of Oca-
lan’s directive, the critical ques-
tion is whether this approach
signifies a metamorphosis in
his ideological framework or is
merely a tactical maneuver.
Conceptually, Abdullah Ocalan’s
message is being analyzed as a
historic move, emphasizing the
end of a political movement and
group that he, as the founder of
the PKK, now believes has out-
lived its original purpose and
existential nature. From this per-
spective, yes, this represents a
transformation in the PKK’s op-
erational concept. However, the
Turkish government’s final deci-
sion to terminate the PKK’s activ-
ities and implement Ocalan’s call
for dissolution and disarmament
depends on a set of conditions
and factors that must lead to the
operationalization of this process.
This means both sides must
reach a shared perspective and
a degree of mutual trust: the
PKK must lay down its arms,
and Turkey’s political and so-
cial environment must open
to accepting their integration
into civil and political process-
es. Ending violence in any form
would be an effective step. The
fact that both Erdogan and the
Nationalist Movement Party’s
leader have taken the first steps
to advance this issue suggests
that subsequent actions have
been somewhat anticipated.
This implies a shift in attitudes
toward accepting PKK members,
elements, and affiliates within
Turkey. Otherwise, if the call for
the PKK’s dissolution and disar-
mament remains purely a polit-
ical statement, the process will
stall at the declaratory stage.
Previous actions demonstrate
that Turkey’s approach to this
issue has not broadened sig-
nificantly, and securing full dis-
armament by the PKK will face
steep challenges. This does not
render the process impossible
— the order to execute it has
been issued, and its steps are
technically feasible. However,
implementing this directive,
coupled with Turkey’s shifting
perception of the PKK’s nature
and its move toward domestic
peace and ending terrorist ac-
tivities, requires broader mea-
sures. These include Turkey’s
sustained commitment to this
path and the PKK’s compliance
with Ocalan’s messages.

A dialogue-driven process could
forge consensus on ending the
PKK’s armed activities, paving
the way for their acceptance
within Turkish society and civ-
il institutions. Thus, entering
a new political cycle in Turkey
demands a fresh, reciprocal vi-
sion — one embraced by both
the Turkish government and
domestic actors — to achieve a
sustainable peace.




