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Elections in Iraq: The Other Side of the Story 
 
Anthony H. Cordesman 
 
There is good reason to question the motives of Shi’ites in seeking direct elections for the 
selection of the new interim government in Iraq. The Shi’ites not only have a clear 
majority, they  can almost certainly register and vote far more effectively than the war 
torn Sunnis. Moreover, they have more political unity and the Shi’ite clergy have some of 
the practical ability of political parties to mobilize votes. 
 
At the same time, there is another side to the story that is being largely ignored in media 
reports. The November 15, 2003 agreement that establishes the ground rules for the 
coming election involves  awkward  compromises, and problems in the allocation of 
power, that raise very serious question about the new system, its fairness, and the vale of 
any  elections held under the present plan. Before focusing too much on  Sistani, it is 
worth asking whether any American politician  would  accept the proposed conditions: 
 
The Transitional Administration Law 
 
The Shi’ites, like all Iraqis, have yet to see the final details of the Transitional 
Administration Law that the CPA and Governing Council are to announce on February 
28, 2004. This law will define the role of the new Iraqi Interim Assembly until a new 
constitution is agreed to – in theory during the summer or fall of  2005 but possibly much 
later.  
 
As a result, the members of the new Iraqi Interim Assembly must accept a de facto 
constitution that reflects the tensions within the CPA and Governing Council rather than 
any popular will. Many Iraqis – Shi’ite or not --  have grave doubts about the drafting of 
such a  law without clear provisions for revision by the Iraqi Interim Assembly.  They 
have particularly serious doubts about the role members of the Governing Council are 
playing in seeking to advance their own interests. 
 
The Status of Forces Agreement 
 
Iraqis are also being asked to support a new “status of forces” agreement between the 
CPA and the Governing Council that will define the role of US military forces that is due 
on March 31, 2004 – two months before the  means the new Iraqi Interim Assembly will 
have  chosen its ministers.  
 
This agreement would effectively bind the new government during the period between 
May 31, 2004 – when the Iraqi Interim Assembly takes office – and the date the new 
constitution is ratified  and elections choose a new Iraq government. This date is 
December 31, 2005, or at a date that occurs whenever the new constitution has  been 
ratified by a popular referendum.   
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In effect, the US gets to define the terms of its continued  occupation without the review 
of the Iraqi Interim Assembly. 
 
The Selection of Delegates  to Select the Iraqi Interim Assembly 
 
A great deal more is also involved than a debate over  whether the Iraqi Interim 
Assembly should be selected by delegates or by popular election. Anyone familiar with 
local politics in the West should consider the way in which delegates are supposed to be 
selected: 
 

? The selection process must operate in each of Iraq’s 18 provinces, regardless of 
population and stability. 

 
? In each province, a panel of 15 overseers will be selected.  

 
? Five of the overseers will be selected by the current Governing Council. (With its 

own political ambitions and whose members are heavily dominated by outside 
Iraqis whose Shi’ite members are more secular than resident Iraqis. 

 
? Five will be selected by the council of the provincial government,  some of which 

are still in formation, and whose selection is heavily influenced by the CPA and 
Governing Council. 

 
? Five will be selected by the local council of the five largest towns or cites in each 

province,  whose members again have been selected in ways that have been 
heavily influenced by the CPA and Governing Council. 

 
? The 15 delegates will then chose delegates to the Iraqi Interim Assembly, with the 

number based on the demographics of the province. 
 

? 11 out of 15 overseers must agree on the selection of every delegate, effectively 
giving the overseers chosen by the governing council a veto. 

 
This  system has the merit of ensuring some degree of federalism and equity among the 
various ethnic, religious, and regional factions. At the same time, it should be clear why 
Sistani, the Shi’ites, and many native Iraqi Sunnis have deep reservations.  The system 
lends itself to political manipulation and Gerrymandering by both the CPA  and 
Governing Council. There is no way to know how representative or fair it will be until it 
actually operates, and it allows  relatively  small factions to force awkward compromises 
on the majority.  
 
What Comes Next 
 
The problems don’t end, however, with the selection of the delegates to the Iraqi Interim 
Assembly. If the previous events go according to schedule, the Iraqi Interim Assembly 
will meet on May 31, 2004 and select an executive and appoint ministers. This virtually 
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guarantees a political free for all over who gets power by a body with no experience in 
working together and where most members have no political experience at all. The 
resulting game will be difficult at best. 
 
Then, on June 30, 2004, the Iraqi Interim Assembly acquires “sovereignty” and authority 
over Iraq’s government – but with as yet undefined limits imposed by the CPA and status 
of force agreement. Moreover, the CPA will dissolve, but no one yet knows exactly into 
what. 
 
Roughly a year goes by until March 15, 2005 – when  national elections are to be held for 
a constitutional convention.  This effectively gives the new Iraqi Interim Assembly a year 
in which its members can shape the conditions for drafting and approving the constitution 
– if they do not delay the election or alter its structure.  If the Iraqi Interim Assembly 
proves to be rigged or unrepresentative,  the process could be corrupted or dominated by 
a faction that has never been elected. 
 
At some point before December 31, 2005, the new constitution is supposed to be ratified, 
and the Transitional Administration Law is to expire. Popular elections are to chose a 
new government, and a truly sovereign government is to come into being – although it is 
still totally unclear what form that government will have or how it will be elected, and 
whether it will represent Iraq’s people and factions effectively. 
 
Moreover, the US still has to define the post transition role it will seek to play, and 
particularly the military role it will seek to retain in Iraq – presence, advisor, occupier, or 
what? 
 
The Best of the Worst? 
 
 One needs to be careful about condemning this process. The US did not impose it; it is a 
compromise where the Governing Council played a major role. Elections are difficult, 
and dangerous. While registrations might be held on the basis of the oil for food rationing 
records, they could be divisive and trigger civil conflict until there is some kind of 
“federal” compromise over power sharing between factions. Elections in a country with 
no experience or political parties lend themselves to demagoguery or steamrolling by a 
religious faction like the Shi’ites. 
 
At the same time,  one wonders if any American would ever trust a system imposed by a 
military occupier and a  largely exile dominated Governing Council. In fairness to Sistani 
and other critics of the process, it also is obviously an awkward   compromise between 
the CPA and various members of the Governing Council, rather than the result of any 
effort to find a broadly-based compromise among Iraqis. 
 
It is also worth pointing out that all of this is taking place in an Iraq  where there is 50-
60% unemployment,  heating and cooking fuel is often lacking, some 250 state-
dominated industries are kept in business on terms everyone knows are temporary 
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welfare, and farmers have no clear idea of whether they will operate on a state subsidized 
or semi market basis with the new growing season already in sight.  
 
None of the current and potential leaders involved have really had political experience – 
Saddam ensured that – and none have ever really governed or administered a large 
political  body. No one knows where they will be tomorrow, who will emerge as a leader, 
or what the penalties will be for political failure. There is no historical basis for common 
trust, and the past months have been reassuring only in the absence of open violence 
between factions – although the anti-coalition insurgency is to some extent a proxy 
struggle between the old Sunni elite and the emerging Shi’ite majority. 
 
Throw in a war,  and the fact none of the above political steps yet create a meaningful 
definition of the role of Islam in the new government,  and one might say that the 
demonstrations and protests to date have been amazingly peaceful and limited. It is 
equally clear, however, that Iraqi faces incredible challenges and that Sistani (and all 
other Iraqis) have very good reason to question the fairness and practicality of both the 
elections and every other aspect of the current plan to transition to full Iraqi rule. 
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