
1 
 

 

Expanding the Agricultural Sector to Boost the Economic 

Growth of Iraqi Kurdistan 

 

 

A dissertation  

submitted in part fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of  

BSc (Hons) in Economics and Finance Sciences  

at the University of Kurdistan Hewlêr 

 

 

 

by  

Abderahman Fouad Takarli 

 

 

 

 

June 12th, 2016 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

 

Declaration  

 

This is to certify that this dissertation is the result of an original investigation. The material 

has not been used in the submission of any other qualification. Full acknowledgement has been 

given to all sources used.  

 

 

Name: _____________________________   

Signature: ____________________ 

Date: ___________________________   

Place: Erbil, Iraq 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 
 

Abstract 

 

Destructing the country and rebuilding it according to free trade and neoliberalism was one 

of the fallouts of the 2003 invasion on Iraq. The Kurdish region had a semi-autonomous 

government which excluded it from security issues as compared to the rest of the country. 

Implementing the new approaches of free trade, the region did not take into consideration the long 

term effects of imports dependence. The Kurdish region however, has the ability to be self-

sufficient in food if more attention is paid to the agricultural sector than any other sector. The 

available data regarding agriculture showed that the sector has more potentials to help driving 

economic growth more than is believed to. In order to have a sustainable economic growth that 

leads to economic development, the region needs to start by supporting its agriculture which will 

increase employment and rural income, increasing income/capita. A more powerful purchasing 

power leads to more demand consequently the ability to invest in other sectors. These results might 

strongly further developments in all sectors hence the whole economy.   
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Part I: Introduction 

 

 

In a supposedly advanced worldly civilization - that reached the 21st century A.D.- , there 

is an awfully big part of the world that is far away from the level of logicality, which is a significant 

figure in a modern civilization. This is precisely exposed by the acts of governmental officials and 

the aspects that are being taken care of, particularly because they are decided upon by professionals 

and theoretically qualified individuals. 

Sometimes there are certain basics that governmental officials, or any ordinary human being, 

cannot simply ignore for any reason. And since governments are appointed to run states thus 

affecting the lives of its people; having basic standards and grounds to start off from is indeed very 

essential. To lay down the rudimentary points for any project is a very logical approach that fits 

the current evolution of the human mind as well. 

In some aspects though, you can always find some unexplained acts done by hasty officials in 

different governments throughout the world and especially in countries of the South. This usually 

results in a chaotic regressed state concerning the economic, social or political aspects.   

To talk about economies of states seems very complicated. But from a general sense, simple data 

related to the country’s economic situation, which will not drain the budget, can still direct 

government’s work on the needed path. 

States were existent before the Industrial Revolution and any other sophisticated technologies with 

economies depending on trade and agriculture in a much smaller scale than how it is now. After 

that era, many things were provided such as machines; new manufactures with a wider variety of 

uses; faster transportation methods and an overall boosted economy in each industrial country that 
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trespassed sole dependence on agriculture. All of this has resulted in a general increase in people’s 

wealth and health which resulted in an increase in population. Consumption has also increased 

facilitated by faster production cycles and delivery. 

Yet, even after discovering new heavy industries that made more and faster profits than agriculture, 

states have never “snubbed” on the agricultural sector. On the contrary, many states used that 

revolution to help increasing productivity from that sector itself simultaneously with choosing to 

regard it as one of the essential sectors for all sustainable economies.   

In simple words, agriculture is related to the land; using the freely provided natural 

resources (land, water, and sunlight) to have crops, and animals (cattle, poultry, fish…), both to 

feed the population. Most countries have surpassed depending on their local agricultural 

productions and self-sufficiency status to being exporters earning sustained revenues. Due to 

globalization, different events happening around the world can have an effect on certain industries, 

thus each affecting their own economies. Therefore, it is very significant to have a kind of a 

sustainable revenue that is hardly impacted by external factors; and agriculture here is one main 

example. 

Whether countries are rich in resources as a whole or not; whether they have a widely diversified 

economy or not, governments around the world are still always including the agricultural sector as 

one of their primary plans for economic development. 

As an Iraqi, it was since the day that I opened my eyes until now, and all I hear about the 

economy of Iraq is related to oil. Iraq was exporting oil even when there were stiff sanctions on 

every sector of its economy. Oil is major in Iraq, and it is the only resource that took all the 

attention. At the time of the economic sanctions in the 90’s all the way through to 2003, Iraq was 

–or had to be- self-sufficient and it somehow succeeded in it. That moderate success happened 
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despite the lack of any sophisticated technologies or equipment on top of the other deteriorating 

factors left by wars that lasted long enough. Afterwards, Iraqi officials never cared about 

agriculture falling for the prey of fast money; faster than how it should be. The continuous flow of 

money and profit, as stupendous as it sounds, should also have a limit. It is simply a heavy flow 

that confuses anyone, including governments, making it very hard to control. Consecutive chaos, 

reckless spending and unbelievable rates of corruption were the obvious results that you never 

drained your mind to anticipate. 

My focus in this dissertation is on the Kurdish region of Iraq which is not different from the acts 

of the central government except in the lesser amount of oil revenues hence lesser corruption. This 

shows that the Kurdish region was and is still never concerned with the part that agriculture can 

play in its economy. To be put simply, the Kurdish region of Iraq or “The Bread Basket of Iraq” 

as it was once called, has one of the most if not the most suitable areas for cultivation in all of Iraq. 

The region can easily become self-reliant as well since it is now under an own government that is 

mostly independent from the Iraqi central government. The Kurdish region includes only 3 main 

cities with a population of 8 million, this makes it easier for the region to seriously consider its 

agricultural sector that was overwhelmed by the oil sector which leads to the problem of a shaky 

economy.  

1.1 Statement of the problem 

The problem to be discussed in this dissertation is how the economic growth of Iraqi 

Kurdistan is being done chiefly through the revenues of oil. The problem here is the fluctuating 

economy that will result because of the dependence on international oil prices. Anything can affect 

oil prices, but it’s ever direr when events that the Kurdish region has nothing to do with impact oil 

prices thus the Kurdish economy.  
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1.2 Research question  

Therefore, throughout my dissertation, I will answer in what ways will expanding the 

agricultural sector impact Iraqi Kurdistan’s economic growth?  

1.3 Objectives/aims 

My objectives is to analyze the effects of expanding the agricultural sector and emphasize 

the advantages for the economy of Iraqi Kurdistan.  

1.4 Significance of the study 

Finally, I strongly think that such studies are deeply needed because of the apparent 

overshadowing of the petroleum sector on any other sector in the Kurdish economy including 

agriculture. Regardless of other more profitable sectors, agriculture still works as a pillar for the 

growth and development of economies internationally. As a result, it would be better for the 

Kurdistan region to change its approach and include other well-funded and well supervised sectors 

(such as agriculture) to have a more stable and growing economy all the same.  
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Part II: Literature Review 

 

2.1    Economic growth definition 

Economic growth was and is still always pursued by governments worldwide. Formally, 

economic growth is “increasing output by an economy as measured by total national income or 

expenditure, i.e. GNP or GDP” (Jacobs et Slaus, 2010). 

Despite the recent talks against it because of its limited indicators in representing the true welfare 

of societies, the growth rate can still be a factor for a future economic development which is 

essential for all countries. 

 

2.2    Indicators of Economic growth 

2.2.1 Unemployment Rate (UR) 

Unemployment is one of the most important indicators for economic growth. It indicates 

“the total number of people who do not have jobs in a particular place or area” (Merriam-Webster). 

Unemployment rates' ups and downs are one of the essentials in measuring growth of economies. 

In the short run, moving the unemployed back into the labor force or adding new workers, are both 

heavy and costly processes that take time hence why the unemployment rate is referred to as a 

“lagging economic indicator” (Levine, 2013). Yet, the unemployment rate  is commonly set to 

have a negative relationship between it and economic growth. This changing relationship usually 

happens in the long run after other economic growth indicators keep having positive measures as 

well. If positive economic activity measures exist, then there is more demand in the market leading 

to increased 

productivity. This way, firms will rehire their laid off workers helping to match productivity with 

demand. Subsequently, continuous growth in productivity leads to the need of employing more 
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workers thus decreasing the unemployment rate (Levine, 2013). Following up, according to 

(Levine, 2013), in order to reduce unemployment rate, the economy has to have an output gap 

which is the rate of the actual output compared with the rate of the potential output. The potential 

output measures output if the economy fully utilizes its resources. Based on that measurement, 

governments can then decide for policies in favor of decreasing unemployment.  

         

2.2.2.  Political Instability 

Alesina et al., (1992) defined political instability simply as “the propensity of a change in 

the executive, either by “constitutional” or “unconstitutional” means.” Thus, political instability 

in other words is responsible for shaking or even failing a whole economy at times. 

Aisen and Veiga (2011) chose data samples covering up to 169 countries and 5-year periods from 

1960 to 2004 about the relation between the degree of political instability and economic growth. 

Researchers chose a proxy for political instability, “Cabinet changes”, and they found that it is 

significant in relation to the economic growth. Throughout the research they proved the hypothesis 

that political instability affects economic growth empirically. Numbers have showed that with each 

additional cabinet change per year, the coefficient of economic growth decreases by 2.39%. 

Political instability in this sense does not depend on the ideological views of governments 

significantly.  

Moreover, to have a deeper look into things, a politically unstable country clearly have no certainty 

regarding its future. Thus it will not be fit for any future investments because of the non-existence 

of projects with fruitful outcomes, or a proper setting (infrastructure) that can uphold any projects. 

Few investments will make it difficult to accumulate any resources and work them efficiently. 

Carrying through, other factors will follow up with the low investments resulted from instability. 
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For example, efforts in research and development done by the government or the private sector 

will lessen resulting in less technological development. Severe 

instability can destroy already installed production facilities or will obstruct the normal daily 

operations of any firm. Firms will also be under effect due to the lesser hours worked as well as 

the difficulty of accumulating labor which leads to an overall reduction in productivity. A probable 

market failure or stagnation is usually predicted for these kind of situations where both 

endogenous and exogenous crumbling factors exist (Aisen and Veiga (2011)). 

         

2.2.3 Social Instability (Rule of Law) 

According to Hsiang and Burke (2013), we can define social instability as “events where 

regular patterns of dispute resolution fail or social orders change”. 

Although hardly analyzed, the rule of law falls within the most essential characters for a healthy 

economy. Similar to the political instability impacts on an economy, social instabilities can 

severely affect the market measures leading to probable failures. The social medium includes civil 

and political institutions which are responsible for running the economy. Stability is then very 

needed in these types of institutions to make certain they function efficiently. Institutions that 

function efficiently do have a positive relationship with positive economic growth indicators such 

as higher education levels, lower income inequality and lower rates of ethnic divisions among 

other indicators. As a result, there is an observable correlation between social stability including 

levels of political and civil rights and political stability with efficient public institutions (Fedderke 

and Klitgaard, 1998). Enforcing the rule of law is another significant factor to complete the process 

of public institutions working efficiently (Hsiang and Burke (2013)). 
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One of the results caused by social instability is corruption. According to (Mauro 1995 cited in 

Knight, 2012) high rates of corruption lowers investment of the private sector thus hitting a 

significant spot regarding economic growth. Such is the income inequality in a society, and when 

people are aware enough it will mostly stimulate a kind of a social instability such as strikes, riots 

and revolutions. Accordingly, uncertainty will prevail in a way that hinders any investments 

(Alesina and Perotti, 1996 cited in Knight, 2012) 

 

2.2.4 Government Investment 

Government or public investments are usually funds for any type of infrastructure 

including “road and rail networks, ports, bridges, energy-generating plants, telecommunications 

structures, water and sanitation networks, government buildings.” (United Nations, 2009).  

Investing in the infrastructure is a benevolent act that benefits the total population in the long run. 

But, starting from the 80s onwards, the public sector has witnessed an intervention by its 

counterpart, the private sector, in the developing world. The idea of granting public hospitals, 

prisons, parks and so on to the private sector was incorporated due to the fact that governments -

as big as they are? - cannot solely be responsible for all the public institutions while managing 

them efficiently. Thus there was the advent of the private sector taking over many industries and 

services with a mostly positive effect. 

Meanwhile, governments’ role have started diminishing, giving more space to private firms 

equipped with new effective and efficient approaches to productivity and delivery (Khan, 1996). 

The picture in the mind of many nowadays, is that the public sector or the government's only duty 

is to provide a suitable environment and support for private firms to engage in; and that is 

true to some extent. The public sector though, is still responsible for the provision of appropriate 
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infrastructure and institutions that are compelled to when regarding citizens’ rights. Governments 

around the world, whether developed or developing, are still capable of providing such benefits to 

all its people (rich or poor) which consequently are either free of charge or are cheap enough. Thus, 

the public sector is not only an additional sector that we can overwhelm by foreign companies, on 

the contrary it is for both sectors to work complementary trying to reach optimum provision of 

goods and services.  

There is however the problem of too much bureaucracy that disables the efficient flow of 

terminating processes in the public sector which is one reason why the private sector started 

expanding. Yet, in many developed countries, the public sector started a reform process to 

resemble the workflow of firms trying to decrease political bodies’ effects on 

it thus smoothing any process in the sector.  

As a result, engulfing the public sector is a dangerous attempt at breaking down barriers and 

sovereignty of states in the name of efficiency and effectiveness. This threat comes particularly 

from multinational companies who overran barriers worldwide, making huge profits that are 

usually not proportionate to the provided services and which are always lurking to reduce 

legislations and laws protecting domestic industries as well as labor rights.  

Going back to the use of logic as a suitable feature of the recent human mind evolution, staying 

away from extremities is the sole solution for problems. In this sense, the convergence of the public 

and private sectors in an efficient way that benefits both parties as well as service and goods 

receivers and consumers, is one logical approach to this dilemma. Keeping the sovereignty of 

states viable while matching their activities (along with their domestic industries) with 

international companies is beneficial for all parties. 
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2.2.5 Human Capital 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, human capital is defined as “the skills, the 

labor force possesses and is regarded as a resource or asset.” Basically, it is when the government 

directs funds towards and invest in people for the general purpose of increased skills thus 

productivity (Goldin, 2014). 

In other words, governments invest in different public institutions such as (education, health, and 

training) or provide the ground for the private sector to establish alike institutions. 

One of the most important impacts found resulting from investments in developing the human 

capital is education or school quality. Education in this sense goes beyond sheer attainment of 

knowledge rather it should provide abilities and cognitive skills for students.  

One example is the approximate rates of school enrollment in developing countries as compared 

to developed countries. According to (Hanushek, 2013) “The developed world has maintained high 

levels of net enrollment at about 95 percent … But developing countries have closed half of the 

gap of their enrollment rates compared to those in developed countries.” Yet, as close as the rates 

are, the difference between the levels of students after finishing higher education is noteworthy. 

That is related to the educational policy, the different teaching methods and the focus on 

developing students (critically for one example) to have both the basic and advanced skills and 

turning ready for the outer work environment (Hanushek, 2013).  

Attaining cognitive skills for each individual is very significant in order to have improved 

productivity in every sector of the economy thus an economic growth followed by development. 

Otherwise, students graduated with a bunch of information in their heads without the knowledge 

of using it are a clear burden on whoever is investing in their education. Usually such students, if 
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put in critical and unfamiliar situations in their work, will not be able to manage it or come up with 

solutions.  

The provision of such institutions is obviously very costly since it encompasses a big part of the 

population of each country moreover its future, which shows the need for careful and efficient 

managing.  

Good investment in education is a long term needed policy for every country as it guarantees a 

safer future highlighted by sustained economic development . In other words, a skilled human 

capital will primarily pave the way for an economic growth which can strongly lead to economic 

development. In that sense, alleviating poverty with less unemployment rates is an example of a 

long term solution resulting from fruitful investment in human capital. That is more acceptable 

than patchy policies of redistributing incomes (Hanushek, 2013).  

 

2.3 Agriculture   

2.3.1  Definition 

Agriculture is one main sector of the economy and also “the branch of applied science, 

which deals with production, improvement, protection, processing, marketing, extension of crops 

by proper utilization of natural resources. The natural resources are soil, sunlight, air, water, 

temperature etc.” (Hasanuzzaman, 2010). Moreover, “Agriculture is the world's largest industry. 

It employs more than one billion people and generates over $1.3 trillion dollars’ worth of food 

annually”. (Sustainable Agriculture, 2015).  
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2.3.2 Effects of agriculture on the economy  

In addition to the previous factors of economic growth, agriculture is also another 

fundamental factor. On top of being in itself an engine of economic growth, the sector also provides 

national output growth as more people are better off in regards to their income such as through 

rural incomes (income for households that depend on farming) (Awokuse, 2009). Moreover, 

investing and supporting agricultural productions will lead to the provision of adequate food for 

the continuously increasing populations (including the industrial labor force) thus the efficiency 

of industrialization and urbanization (Rukuni, 2006). 

Subsequently, raw materials and supply savings for investments can be provided and intensely 

help in transforming the economy to an industrialized one (Awokuse, 2009). In more disclosure, 

it was found that agricultural inputs such as fertilizers that increase yield per hectare, will lead to 

an income growth. According to (McArthur, & McCord, 2014), results from a cross-country panel 

data for developing countries in the period starting from 1960 until 2002, showed that boosting 

yields from 1.5 tons/ha to 2.0 tons/ha is relevant to an increase in income/capita (while increasing 

rural income) that ranges from 13% to 19%. This will leads to a 3.3% to 3.9% lower labor share 

in agriculture five years later and approximately 20% higher non-agricultural labor productivity 

after a decade. As a result, land productivity is suggested to promote economic growth by 

supporting changing labor share from agricultural sector to other more profitable sectors followed 

up by a total factor productivity (McArthur, & McCord, 2014).  

Having an economy that includes strong agricultural and industrial sectors is one that is heading 

for increased growth (Eicher and Staatz, 1984; Dowrick and Gemmell, 1991; Datt, and Ravallion, 

1998;Thirtle, Lin, and Piesse, 2003, cited in Awokuse, 2009, p. 4).  
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2.3.3.  The impacts of agriculture on the Kurdistan economy 

Expanding the agricultural sector will help in the welfare of Kurdish region of Iraq through 

maximizing the current material and non-material welfare while not compromising the living 

standards (Livestock production, 2015).   

2.4   Hypothesis/Argument: 

Evidence provided in the Literature Review will allow me to formulate the following 

hypothesis: Expanding the agricultural sector will help in the growth of the Kurdistan region 

economy. 
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Part III: Methodology 

 

Subject for Study: 

3.1 Units of Analysis and Observation 

To analyze how expanding the agricultural sector can help and sustain the Kurdish 

economic growth, I emphasized the fact that the sector is not wholly considered by the government. 

Emphasizing the point was through simple data (documents) related to the agricultural sector 

collected from different ministries and boards. I will thus compare the available data regarding 

agricultural imports and exports as well as local consumption.  

The sources of my data are from governmental bureaus and ministries of the Kurdistan Regional 

Governorate:  

 

 Documents from the Ministry of Agriculture and Water Resources 

 Directorate of Statistics a 

 nd Human Development/ Ministry of Planning 

 Documents from the Kurdistan Board of Investment (KOB) 

 

3.2 Measurement 

3.2.1 Conceptualization of Independent Variable (Agriculture)  

              Nominal Definition:   

One of agriculture’s legal definitions: ”Agriculture includes farming in all branches and, 

among other things, includes cultivation and tillage of soil, dairying, the production, cultivation, 

growing and harvesting of any agricultural and horticultural commodities, the raising of livestock 
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or poultry, and any practices performed by a farmer on a farm as an incident to or in conjunction 

with such farming operations, but does not include the manufacturing or processing of sugar, 

coconuts, abaca, tobacco, pineapple or other farm products.” (Art,97 (d), Chapter I, Title II, Labor 

Code of the Philippines).  

 

Operational Definition:  In order to measure my independent variable, I chose to calculate 

the percentage of self-sufficiency in the region. To calculate self-sufficiency I will include:  

 

 Population consumption amount (in tons)   

 Local (domestic) production (in tons) 

 Imports (in tons) 

 Fruits and vegetables production 

 Livestock production 

 Share of agriculture in GDP 

 Cultivated lands ratio to the arable lands in the region.  

 

3.2.2 Operationalization of Independent Variable 

I am going to measure and analyze my independent variable using documents, reports and 

statistics of: Population consumption amount (in tons) of agricultural products such as (Fruits and 

Vegetables, Livestock); Local (domestic) production (in tons) of agricultural products such as 

(Fruits and Vegetables, Livestock); Agriculture net trade (exports - imports); Cultivated lands ratio 

to the arable lands in the region.  
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3.2.3. Conceptualization of dependent variable (Economic Growth)  

Nominal Definition:  

Economic growth is an increase in the capacity of an economy to produce goods and 

services, compared from one period of time to another. Economic growth can be measured in 

nominal terms, which include inflation, or in real terms, which are adjusted for inflation. For 

comparing one country's economic growth to another, GDP or GNP per capita should be used as 

these take into account population differences between countries” (Investopedia, 2016) 

Operational Definition:  

1.   Net exports of the whole economy 

2.   Unemployment rate 

3.   International oil prices 

4.  GDP growth.  

 

3.2.2 Operationalization of dependent Variable 

I am going to measure and analyze my dependent variable using documents, reports and statistics 

of Net exports of the whole economy (Exports - Imports); Unemployment rate; International oil 

prices since the Kurdish economy in Iraq depends substantially on oil production.  

3.3 Data Collection and Analysis 

Collecting data will be through Unobtrusive research methods.  I will analyze data through 

content analysis since my data is secondary that are going to be collected from documents provided 

by ministries and governmental boards. 

 

 

http://www.investopedia.com/terms/i/inflation.asp
http://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/gnp.asp
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Part IV: Results & Discussion 

 

Data regarding the agricultural sector is not always sufficient. The Directorate of Statistics 

and Human Development in the Kurdistan region, as the most dependable source of data funded 

by the government, was not able to inspect into lands and productions for data due to the budget 

crisis that started in mid-2014. Prior to that, the directorate was able to provide different types of 

data but were not all considered efficient for further complete studies.  

Therefore the most significant obstacle presented by the non-sequential data is the extent of 

depending on them as they are not provided in a way that comes up with a decisive conclusion.  

Conclusively, the only effective data provided were of the year 2014. These data concerned the 

Local and Imported Fruits and Vegetables which included consumption and productions.  

Furthermore, and following the reason for writing this thesis, the agricultural sector was not fully 

given attention to, which resulted in the gradual deterioration of this sector throughout the years. 

This gives unsought for constant low figures data; meaning that there is not a big difference 

between data of 2010 when compared to data of 2014 for example.  

In general, agriculture in the Kurdish region went on a decreasing production rate after the Invasion 

of 2003. This can be shown by a simple look at the percentage of farmers in the region that 

decreased from 35% in 2003, to only 9% in 2012 (Mazid, 2015). After the budget crisis of 2014 

however, a small portion of the population went back to their old habits of farming, which raised 

the percentage to 16% in 2016 (Kurds Return to Farming, 2016). Employment in the sector also 

takes a small percentage of 6.63% in 2014 with close percentages in each individual province. This 

percentage was already decreased by 0.5% from the previous year (Agriculture & Water, 2014). 

Moreover, it was heavily decreased from a rate of 21.6% in 2008.  
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Overall, the agricultural sector aggregated to an estimated 3.3% of GDP growth for the year 2013 

and was not much different in the next years.  

Furthermore, numbers denoting summer vegetable/fruit crops for example, are found to be only 

produced in summer. The Iraqi weather is one of the hottest in the world in the period starting 

from April until September, followed by a very cold weather for a short period of time leading to 

an overall warmth in the rest of the year. Moreover, the mountain soils of the Kurdish region are 

diverse but most importantly it consists of a black soil which has high organic matter content. 

Grasses for example, have a “special condensed form of life compared with plants inhabiting 

milder climates… grasses complete their lifecycle within a period of 3-4 months.” (Jaradat, 

2002). This exceptional trait provides a clear advantage for Iraq including the region if it was 

given attention to, since the usual plant life cycles are usually around a year or less.  

Considering this fact that differentiates the country including the Kurdish region, adding to it the 

option of greenhouses, the region is capable of having yearly productions and tackle the seasonal 

products problem.  

Tomatoes, cucumbers, potatoes, white Onions and watermelons, are considered to be the mostly 

consumed products of vegetables and fruits in the region. Exempting watermelons for its usual 

summer consumption, the other products are actually consumed throughout the whole year. 

Numbers signifying local productions for the mentioned products vary between 0 and few tons 

hence the need for imports to compensate amounts needed for consumption (Ministry of 

Agriculture in Kurdistan).  

For example, numbers signifying local productions for tomatoes for 2014 in the period between 

January and May (5 months) is 0 in 3 out of the 4 provinces (Erbil, Duhok, Sulaymaniyah) and a 
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total of 369 tons in Garmian province totaling 0.4% of local consumption. Imports were 83,025 

tons (Ministry of Agriculture in Kurdistan).  

Potato production for 7 months throughout the year (February - May and September - November) 

totaled 0 in all four provinces while its consumption is the second highest with 180,287 tons/year. 

And even though potato is harvested only once a year, local production have reached 123,334 

tons/year while importing 56,952 tons in 2014. This shows the capability of the region to be self-

sufficient in at least one product that have high rates of consumption (Ministry of Agriculture in 

Kurdistan). 

Such are numbers concerning white onions, in the months from November until April - a period 

of 6 months- production totaled 1,189 tons (3.6% of local consumption) while importing 32,502 

tons (Ministry of Agriculture in Kurdistan). 

Another example exemplified by the previous denotations is the percentage of the cultivated lands 

to the total arable area in the Kurdish region which is showed in Table 1. The table shows that only 

42% ((6,312,500/14,682,452 dunam)*100 = 42) of arable lands are cultivated by the year 2014. 

Subsequently, not so much substantial improvement was taking place in that area since.  

 

Table 1 Agricultural area in Kurdistan region (Ministry of Agriculture in Kurdistan) 
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If we look at the percentage of arable lands left without cultivation (58%), it shows that there is a 

lot of potential ahead in this area. As I have mentioned, production have been decreasing gradually 

throughout the years. The sector has been overshadowed by the rapid increase of oil prices 

followed by high productions rate; leaving careless handling of agricultural production 

opportunities. Since Kurdistan’s top two productions are wheat and barley, the least thing to do is 

to increase the rate of productions of these two items by exploiting the lands available or intended 

to produce them.  

Figure 1 shows the rate of barley production from the mid-1990s until 2011 in 3 of the Kurdish 

provinces (Erbil – Duhok – Sulaymaniyah). Aside from the period between the times of the 

sanctions until the 2003 invasion, we can witness the decreasing rate of production along the next 

years with few fluctuations showing a sudden –and a needed- increased production. However, that 

kind of sudden increase was frequently conversed by a heavy decrease the next year. Also showing 

the lack of perseverance and ambition in the absence of an aimed amount of production.   

Figure 1 (Ministry of Agriculture and Water Resources)  

This figure shows the ability of the Kurdish region to have high numbers of barely production 

leading to numbers that express self-sufficiency regarding that product. In the case of barley, which 
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is the second most harvested with 8% of total lands used for cultivation (Mazid, 2015), the 

maximum amount of production was reached in 2006 (347,857 tons) then it suddenly dropped to 

0 the next year. Production have increased again to more than 200,000 tons in 2008, then was again 

dropped to around 50,000 tons in the next year and kept slightly decreasing. Without numbers 

denoting the consumption of barley in a year, it is hard to have an appropriate assumption of needed 

amounts with exact numbers. Yet, depending on the highest amount of production reached at one 

point, adding to it the percentage of arable lands left without cultivation, we can assume that the 

region is capable of reaching production amounts above 347,857 tons a year.  

 

        Wheat production is considered as the largest crop in the region with 52.6% of total lands 

used for cultivation in the region (Mazid, 2015). As shown in Table 2, there is 1,321,250 planted 

dunams (132,125 ha) constituting 62% out of an approximate total of 2,125,000 dunams (212,500 

ha) of planting intentions.  

Province  Planting 

intentions 

(dunam) 

Percent 

planted 

Planting 

actual 

(dunam) 

Yield  

(metric 

tons/dunams) 

Production  

(metric tons) 

Kurdistan       

Dohuk 750,000 75% 562,500 0.25 168,750 

Arbil 900,000 50% 450,000 0.20 90,000 

Sulaymaniyah 475,000 65% 308,000 0.20 77,188 

Total 2,125,000 62% 1,321,250 0.25 335,938 

Table 2 (Wheat (2011/2012) in Kurdistan/Iraq) 

Wheat production in the region is unsurmountable. Despite the 38% arable land allocated for wheat 

left without cultivation, wheat production is still on a steady pace of production. Numbers from 

Table 2 for the 2011-2012 season are not much different from the next season (2012-2013), which 



28 
 

means we can use numbers from both seasons to have any assumption. Following up, when 

calculating prices and net revenues, production is divided into government price and market price. 

According to (Mazid, 2015), 45% of farmers prefer selling their harvest to governmental (public) 

institutions due to the support price which is higher as compared to the private sector, while 9.8% 

of harvest is sold in the market. Production is also effected by the irrigation type, whether was it 

direct rain fed (with varying measures exempting problems of quantity and distribution) or 

irrigated in other efficient ways along direct rain fed lands. Direct rain fed lands are harvested 

twice a year, while other types of irrigated lands can increase the wheat crop to three times a year.  

Table 3 concludes with the net revenue both in (IQD/dunam) and (US$/Ha) for wheat production 

after considering the previously mentioned factors along with the Grain Yield measured by 

KG/dunam and the costs measured by IQD/dunam.  

 

Table3: Estimated average net revenue of wheat production in IKR  
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Using simple mathematics and after assuming that Table 3 displays 62% of cultivated arable 

lands (based on Table 2), we can predict net revenues for the left part of the lands which 

constitutes 38%.  

Starting by crops sold to governmental institutions, I have converted the numbers measured in 

IQD/dunam to US$/ha (1 ha=10 dunam) and this was the result:   

 

Crops sold to governmental institutions  

Percentage of 

cultivated land  

 

(wheat production)  

Average Net revenue 

(US$/1 ha) 

 

(guaranteed, almost 

guaranteed, 

unsecured rain fed) 

Net Revenue 

(US$) 

(total production) 

 

(guaranteed, 

almost 

guaranteed, 

unsecured rain 

fed) 

Net revenue 

(US$/1 ha) 

  

(fully 

irrigated)   

Net revenue 

(US$) 

(total production)  

 

(fully irrigated)   

62% 260 $/ha  34,352,500 $ 968 $/ha 127,897,000 $ 

100% 419.4 $/ha 89,122,500 $ 1561 $/ha 206,285,480 $ 

Table 4: Estimated net revenues of crops sold to governmental institutions  

 

If arable lands were fully cultivated and fully irrigated, the total revenue of 206,285,480 $ would 

constitute 45% of total harvested wheat.  

 

Regarding crops sold to the private sector which constitutes 9.8%, Table 5 will display the 

estimated figures:  
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Crops sold to the private sector  

Percentage of 

cultivated land  

 

(wheat production)  

Average Net revenue 

(US$/1 ha) 

 

(guaranteed, almost 

guaranteed, 

unsecured rain fed) 

Net Revenue 

(US$) 

(total production) 

 

(guaranteed, 

almost 

guaranteed, 

unsecured rain 

fed) 

Net revenue 

(US$/1 ha) 

  

(fully 

irrigated)   

Net revenue 

(US$) 

(total production)  

 

(fully irrigated)   

62% 149 $/ha  19,686,625 $ 726 $/ha 95,922,750 $ 

100% 240.3 $/ha 51,063,750 $ 1171 $/ha 154,714,112 $  

Table 5: Estimated net revenues of crops sold to the private sector  

 

If the Kurdish government enforces farmers to use 100% of wheat production arable lands, we 

come up with a net revenue of 360,999,592$ including sales to both public and private sectors. 

This only represents wheat production which comprises the biggest part of agricultural production 

in the Kurdish region. Even though wheat production takes 51% of total farming lands in the 

region, yet it is still on low figures compared to the neighboring countries. It was estimated that 

the yield in 2012-2013 season was 1100 kg/ha on average while neighboring countries were more 

(Turkey 2657 kg/ha; Syria 2258 kg/ha (despite it being a warzone); and 1953 kg/ha in Iran).   

Thus, along the aforementioned satisfactory net revenues of wheat production when fully 

exploited, other crops should follow suit as it is still all possible.  

 

Livestock production is not different in that sense as well. It was estimated that the total number 

of livestock in the Kurdish region is around 4 million with a 4,892,779 dunams (489,278 ha) of 

pasture lands (Invest in group, 2013). Yet, data from the Ministry of Agriculture and Water 

Resources indicated that the region only produced 22% of local consumption for red meat as one 
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example; which is clearly insufficient. On the same scale, the Kurdish region was able to produce 

1,430 tons of fish out of an estimated need of 6,700 tons (21% of total need). Poultry production 

is considered to be better with numbers reaching 56% of total need for chicken, and 67% of total 

need for eggs (Invest in group, 2012).  

 

Tables 6 and 7 list the 42 mostly consumed fruits and vegetables in Kurdistan/Iraq as reported by 

the Ministry of Agriculture and Water Resources.  

Table 6: Compared amounts of (local and import) productions in the years 2013&2014 
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Table 7: Compared amounts of (local and import) productions in the years 2013&2014 

 

According to the tables, 30 units out of 42 needed more imports than what is locally produced to 

suffice population consumption in 2014. These numbers were decreased from the previous year 

(2013), when 26 units out of 42 needed more imports to suffice the population consumption. Again 

concluding with the reduced rates of agriculture production taking into account numbers of 

previous years.   

Neglecting the agricultural sector is more obvious in the local markets. When people go 

and buy products concerning agriculture such as (vegetables, fruits, rice) around the Kurdish 

region –if not all of Iraq- they usually find imported goods. Imported goods have flooded Iraqi 

markets especially from neighboring countries having closely the same weather and environment. 
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Different products coming especially from Turkey and Iran with other products imported from 

Syria which is going through a civil war for the last 5 years, and have worse security measures as 

compared to Kurdish region. The Kurdish region showed stability concerning security at least 

since the 2003 invasion of Iraq. The region is also governed by a semi-autonomous government 

which means that the Kurdish government is still assisted by the central government in some 

governing aspects.  

Furthermore, imports from neighboring countries, especially from Iran, do compete with domestic 

prices. There are small differences between the prices of one imported unit and the same unit when 

produced domestically despite the consideration of transportation. Imported products are also not 

of the highest qualities (Agriculture in Kurdistan, 2013) but that is due to the higher profits for 

importers when bringing low priced products.  

The main cause for this negligence is oil revenues. Oil prices were gradually increasing 

throughout the years and soared in 2011 until 2013 with prices reaching 107.46, 109.45 and 

105.87$ pb respectively (The Statistics Portal, 2016). The region’s oil production in 2014 was 34.5 

million barrels, in addition to the 17% of Iraqi oil production. The region had disputes that 

escalated these last years with the central government of Baghdad concerning payments and 

percentage of budget allocation. Yet, the region was able to export oil independently through the 

Kirkuk-Jehan oil pipelines in an increasing rate. Thus, the independent oil productions can be 

considered as a compensation for any further disputes with the central government that might result 

in budget deduction.  

Reacting in the same way as the central government, the regional government was not smarter, as 

it was evidently blinded by the elevated profits (easy money) out of the oil sector thus only 

depending on it for revenues. Excluding corruption, the region had a budget of 12.5 billion $ in 
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2012 and approximately 13.04 b$ in 2013 which can still hold a budget that is enough for further 

investments and support for different sector, especially by pushing to decrease public sector 

employees thus less needless paid salaries. Investments can primarily be for agricultural and 

industrial domestic productions.  

According to (Haouas & Heshmati, 2014), empirical literature suggest that a sole source 

of income from oil production is more likely to have a negative effect on the development, which 

is what we can see in the Kurdish region these recent years. Therefore, it is considered sane to 

have different sustainable sources (diversified economy) generating profits for the clear reason of 

uncertainty laying down on every part of an economy; especially with the current globalization 

impact where a single commodity cannot survive. Surviving in this sense, is independency (fully 

or chiefly) including self-sufficiency, where a country –or a region in this context- is able to attain 

high rates of economic growth due to the constant high productivities of their different industries, 

which eventually leads to a continuous economic development. This economic self-reliance is 

compulsory for the simple reason of overcoming the glued attachment with imports which only 

flattens the minds of our own people. Again, oil revenues are indeed a big gain, such as military 

and industrial parts that were disassembled and sold abroad in the time of the 2003 invasion, hence 

the flow of fast money and the blessing of the extreme free-trade that was simultaneous with the 

newly imposed neoliberal policies. But, amid all of this easy profit, unskilled labor were 

overflowing the market; knowledge of doing different tasks in different sectors was mostly 

depleted; brains were becoming sluggish; the environment turned unchallenging and thus stifled 

and along the absence of any incentives by the regional government, productivity was stalled or 

was less than required. That is why, many local small businesses were opened and quickly closed 

during these last years of openness. This is because locals who decided to open businesses do not 
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usually have adequate knowledge about their own businesses but do have ready money that needs 

to be invested somewhere. Moreover, as they are not different from importers (middle men) from 

the agriculture side, these individuals unvested with money did not typically seek good quality 

products. This explains the large amounts of stocks of any products imported (from China for 

example) with the cheapest prices hence the bad quality and moreover selling it with high prices 

to the public. We would then have this equation of low quality and incompatible prices. Besides, 

the two most widespread businesses seen in the Kurdish capital Erbil are minimarkets and estate 

agencies which do not need much skill as compared to acquaintances for example.  

Result of this whole mix up brought foreigners to do all kinds of jobs that need skilled labor and 

without the desire to learn much from them. This includes private companies as well which can 

reach high percentages of profit repatriation. Facilitating the operation of foreign companies to 

large extents as well as the lean laws that concern imports, especially from neighboring countries, 

is a very wrong approach to free trade. If for anything, free-trade was made to increase competition 

and profit. It was not, however, developed for governments to bind themselves with one kind of 

export while having large amounts of different kinds of imports because it is just easier nowadays. 

The previously mentioned facts cannot be sourced, but are lived and seen by any person living in 

the Kurdish region of Iraq. Adding them to the discussion is needed to make things more lucid as 

to the reason behind writing this thesis.  

Overall, the region needs to have an immediate reformation or an entire restructuring of 

laws and regulations that help boosting the domestic economy. Approaches should not be in 

sudden extreme measures, but should be carefully designed to avoid any unwanted consequences 

of shocks. The agricultural sector is again an economic pillar that the region is strongly capable of 

improving, which will lead to further advancements in other sectors as well.  
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Finally, the regional government has reached 15 billion$ of external debts as of December 

2015 (Iraq Economy, 2016). Investing in domestic industries will lessens the burden of the budget 

complications with the central government in Baghdad thus eradicating the childish acts of both 

parties. The region will then be able to help itself by itself without the need to depend on other 

countries by staying attached to their debts.  
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Part V: Conclusion 

 

The “Bread basket of Iraq” was an appropriate name for an obvious reason. The Kurdish 

region is rich with its “mountains and available rainfall, sustains virgin forests, man-made forests, 

and a large number of crop plants and their wild relatives.” (Jaradat, 2002). Moreover, the region 

has large and wide fertile valleys along with sufficient yearly amounts of rainfall which supplies 

adequate underground water. A rich soil under plenty of sunshine which aside from providing high 

productions, is beneficial to greenhouse productions that will not seem very artificial in taste. The 

region’s population is around 8 million with an average population growth of 2.5% (2010 est) 

(Kurdistan Factsheet). Therefore, increasing productivity from the agricultural sector as well as 

expanding it is what the regional government should obviously aim at. Logically, this is indeed a 

desired act since the region will not feel compulsive to have large amounts of imports for most of 

-if not all- agricultural products. Moreover, importers (middle men) can be uncontrollable, which 

usually results in importing the cheapest of products for more profits. Cheap products are mainly 

a synonym for low quality products. Considering that these products are consumed daily and in 

huge amounts by a whole population, this clearly conveys the dire consequences that will result.   

 

The region has a similar environment to the neighboring countries it imports from as it is 

financially able. As such, it should focus on being self-sufficient regarding the daily consumed 

agricultural products as a starter. We saw how the region would benefit from exploiting its lands 

in a more productive way through wheat production for example. Afterwards, the region can 

expand its products’ variety which will increase local farmers’ competency even more hence 

proceeding to have a sought for rich market.  
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Expanding the agricultural sector will have many benefits to the Kurdish government. Agriculture 

is not only defined in the self sufficiency of food (cultivating crops, livestock production and 

fishery), it can also expand to other products such as (cotton, tobacco…) and can reach out to other 

sectors such as medicine, paper, and perfume among other industries. The economy can also 

benefits from the forward linkages of agriculture with other sectors (with the intent of expanding 

the other sectors as well). Expanding the sector will obviously increase revenues for the Kurdish 

economy concurrently with inflows of the foreign currency which will provide more capital for 

further investments in agricultural and non-agricultural sectors. Even though revenues from 

agriculture do not equal the dominant oil revenues, nevertheless it generates a stable source of 

income which falls in the benefit of the Kurdish government. Another result will be the creation 

of new jobs and new skill requirements in the sector that will be suitable for a better competitive 

advantage and will help in decreasing the unemployment rate. As a result, the Kurdish economy 

will be able to venture into expanding other sectors such as manufacturing and industry among 

others thus constantly strengthening its economy.   
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Part VI: Recommendations  

 

 Extensive research in the field of agriculture is the foremost step that needs to be seriously 

considered before thinking about decisions. This is derived from the logical approach to solving 

problems where one needs to carefully examine what they are facing before taking any actions. 

The lack of surveys and thorough research is what makes studies concerning agriculture in the 

region difficult in regard to having dependable conclusions. That is why surveys and researches 

need to be scrupulously conducted to have real exact measures and not incomplete or approximate 

ones before making any decision. Strategies (short, intermediate and long term) following the 

results of surveys and researches should then be planned and followed through in addition to 

having flexible processes leaving room for continuous enhancements. After all, it is money, time 

and effort of many people spent and allocated for these plans. Stubbornness and rigidity should 

not have a place. Therefore, knowledge is essential.  

- Surveys about the type of soil available moreover what kind of exact products can 

cultivating it provide. A research should also be conducted to know about the type of soil 

fertilization needed. Moreover, more knowledge should be available for farmers about 

when to plant, to water, to use proper pesticides…  

- To have a more efficient use of land, the survey should also involve the amount of 

production/hectare for every possible crop that can exist.  

- Research about the different types of products that can be extracted from forests and 

orchards.   

- Surveys about the water sources such as rivers, streams, damn dams and wells should be 

constructed. Consequently, these different sources should be linked with the irrigation 

system to have sufficient irrigation for lands. Irrigated plains do produce more than rain 
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fed arable lands along the other fact that rainfall is never guaranteed and its amounts vary 

throughout the years. Therefore, for the sake of being effective, irrigation systems should 

be enhanced to meet up with the needs of cultivation and compensate for any inefficient 

water storage caused by inadequate rainfall.  

- Providing full time electricity to all villages and districts. Making transportation roads 

available for farmers whether were they in plain or mountainous regions. Paving those 

roads as well because these areas are still within the borders of the Kurdistan region which 

means they need care as well. Closing or improving any roads made by locals for the fear 

of its probable damaging effects on crops such as soil erosion.  

- Providing unsophisticated but sufficiently developed equipment and machines with clear 

instructor manuals as well as specialists to teach farmers how to use them.   

- Bringing reliable meritorious agronomists and other specialists to every aspect of 

agriculture that can observe and assist the regional government in making decisions with 

the help of the different surveys and researches.  

- Having educated, interested in the field and capable administers (or managers). Managers 

need to be serious, effective and need to be able to follow up with the plan, control the 

process and ensuring the best desired outcome.   

- Introduce legal ways to help generating incentives such as Agriculture Credit. Mostly a 

public institution that will take care of all financial transactions that are only related to 

agriculture. This way, farmers can demand loans depending on their need for plantation 

(including seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides), harvest, tools, machinery and so on. Farmers 

can have short, medium or long term loans each specified for the scope of what is needed. 
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As a result, farmers are stimulated to work harder to be able to pay back their loans while 

keeping sustainable productions if not improving and increasing it. 

- The regional government should also enforce a type of heavy tax on uncultivated lands. It 

can also present a law that shifts the ownership of an uncultivated land to another owner 

for the sake of cultivation. Surely before implementing the law, inspectors should follow 

up with farmers’ records in the public body related to agriculture (the Agriculture Credit 

in our case) and check the ability of the farmer to cultivate his/her land for example. The 

checking should be concerned with all factors of cultivation (financially, technologically, 

irrigation provided, climate change at that certain year, electricity provided, transportation 

available…).   

- Present either quotas or tariffs on imported agricultural products in rational rates. Rational 

in this sense excludes any sudden extreme measures that might cause future problems such 

as inadequate supply of food. The region is flooded with imports from all sides of its 

borders because of the trade openness policy to meet up with demand. But, because of the 

lack of proper regulations (including quality control) many imports were both cheaper than 

domestic products and with a much lower quality. Appropriate regulations that fall in the 

benefit of the Kurdish region’s domestic market should be presented and monitored 

effectively.  

The regional government should start by ensuring a certain amount of different domestic 

agricultural productions before enforcing any quotas or tariffs on imports.  

Subsequently, careful consideration of the amounts of productions from the Kurdish region 

along with the local consumption need to be given as to have an approximate balance 
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between imports and exports. And then, enforcing quotas on highly consumed agricultural 

imports and tariffs on lesser consumed agricultural products.  

As it gets more progressive, the domestic production should then turn the scale and 

outweigh imports. For keeping competition alive in the market, which is a needed 

stimulation, the government can increase tariffs or enforce quotas but in moderate rates.  

- The government can have incentives along with enforcements to take care of the sector and 

its “most valuable players”. There can be different types of prizes for farmers with the 

highest production levels. New, free machinery can also be provided for more incentives. 

If production lessens however, the machinery will be retracted.  

- If able, introducing SPR (Service process redesign) which is a private sector approach to 

reengineering or improving a business process with public sector principles. The approach 

helps processes taking place in the agricultural sector to be more effective with an efficient 

use of resources and an increased staff morale thus adding value to a product. Generally, 

the concept is comprised of five stages (preparing the environment, analyzing the process, 

redesigning the process, implementing changes needed and reviewing achievements). 

Private sector approaches such as SPR can act as Special Forces to rescue any incapability 

due to the unnecessarily prolonged processes caused by the old rigid bureaucracy. This 

way decisions can be chosen, delivered and implemented more efficiently compared to the 

old system.  

-  Research should also be done about greenhouses; their suitability as well as using them in 

the most profitable way. With greenhouses, and irrigation systems, the economy can have 

a better chance at being self-sufficient. Moreover, as was mentioned, the Iraqi weather is 

already a very hot one most of the year with a generally warm and cold weathers in the rest 
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of the months, thus making it more suitable for greenhouse productions that can resemble 

naturally cultivated products.  

- Other than the known crop productions, different products can be explored and produced 

in the region as well. For example, despite the overcutting and overgrazing in the Zagros 

Mountains, the area still contains different types of trees such as “maple, hawthorn and 

pistachio” as well as “alpine plants that can survive harsh weather” (Jaradat, 2002). 

Considering the amount of their availability, these different types of trees can also 

contribute to the agricultural sector even though their contributions might be of lesser 

measures than others. Extracted Maple syrup, Hawthorn leaves and berries as well as 

Alpine plants are all used for medical purposes (such as fighting cancer, heart and blood 

vessels diseases). Alpine leaves are also used for aromatic purposes. Iran on the other side 

of the Zagros Mountains is a big producer of pistachio (including pistachio oil and powder), 

even though tree quantities differ, the Kurdish region can still take care of its pistachio 

trees. In addition, the region can consider the most common use of trees which is timber 

production. As a result, these types of trees should be conserved and sustainably harvested. 
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