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Shifts in the Regional Struggle for Strategic Control and Influence
The maps and data in this in this section focus on the first key shift in the Gulf military balance: Changes in in the regional struggle for strategic 
control and influence. They illustrate the changing strategic relationships between Iran and the Arab world, Iran’s rising influence outside the Gulf, 
and the importance of developments in Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, and Yemen – as well as the strategic depth of Saudi Arabia and Iran as well as the 
importance of the Red Sea – an issue discussed in more detail later in the section on the impact of petroleum exports on the Gulf military balance.
Several key points deserve emphasis because they help illustrate just how unstable the current military balance really is when it comes to possible 
conflicts and confrontations – even if one ignores the Coronavirus: 
• Major Shifts in the Regional Struggle

• The Strait of Hormuz and the actual waters of the Gulf have great strategic importance, but they are only a limited part of the territory 
that needs to be secured. The emergence of Syria and Yemen as key centers of conflict – and Iranian activity – since 2011 has radically 
changed the nature and strategic depth of the Gulf military balance, as has Russia’s efforts to rebuild its military ties and bases in Syria, 
and Turkey’s efforts to intervene in Syria and Iraq. 

• Iraq’s location alone makes its future alignments with Iran versus the United States and the Arab Gulf states one of the most critical 
factors shaping the regional balance – along with its role as a major oil exporter, a key factor in Sunni-Shiite and Arab-Kurdish-Turkish 
tensions, and its future decisions in rebuilding its military forces to go from counterinsurgency forces to defense against foreign powers.

• China as of yet has kept a relatively low profile, but its creation of ports in Pakistan and Djibouti, its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), its 
growing regional arms sales, and its creation of a naval base in Djibouti all indicate its interest in both securing the flow of petroleum to 
China and its role as a major global power.

• The Uncertain Shi’ite Crescent
• For all the talk of a “Shi’ite crescent,” it is important to note that most of Syria’s conventional forces are now ineffective, and the 

remainder are best suited to fighting various rebel factions. The Assad regime’s portions of Syria lack effective governance and
economic development and are dependent on Iran and Russia for military support and humanitarian aid for support of its civil economy. 

• The Assad regime’s exceptional levels of corruption and its crippled economy place severe limits on its ability to act as a military power 
and even on its ability to complete efforts to fully regain control of Syria in the face of its conflict with Turkey over the control of Idlib 
and continuing (if uncertain) U.S. support of the independent Kurdish-Arab zone in Northeast Syria. 
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• The Hezbollah and some Iraqi Shiite Popular Mobilization Forces with links to Iran are relatively effective and light military forces, 
but they are not modern, well-equipped combat forces. 

• Lebanon has virtually imploded as both a government and an economy. The Hezbollah has emerged as a key faction and major military 
force, but the state remains deeply divided along sectarian lines and the Lebanese Army is not tied to the Hezbollah. Like Syria, 
Lebanon has also become a failed state, with exceptional levels of corruption and a crippled economy that places severe limits on its 
ability to act as a military power.

• Iraq remains a key wild card, and there is no real “Shi’ite crescent” unless it can somehow be brought under far more direct Iranian 
influence and control. In spite of its sectarian and ethnic tensions, Iraqi nationalism remains a real force, and Iran is far from broadly 
popular even among Iraq’s Shi’ites.

• Iran has made good use of the Yemeni civil war(s) and the Saudi fight with the Houthi to gain access to the Red Sea and put military 
pressure on Saudi Arabia. Just as its transfers of missiles and weapons to the Hezbollah put pressure on Israel – as do more limited 
transfers to Palestinian elements in Gaza and the Sinai – its transfer of missiles and rockets to the Houthi has allowed it to indirectly 
attack Saudi Arabia with varying degrees of plausible and implausible deniability. It is far from clear, however, whether any current 
faction in Yemen can establish control over the entire country, end its civil conflicts, create some form of meaningful economy, and 
make it an effective player in the region’s power struggles.

Arab as a Four Letter “Acronym” for Dysfunctional and Divided
• At the same time, the maps in this section reinforce the self-destructiveness of the divisions between the Arab Gulf states and its petty 

“game of thrones.” It is clear from geography alone that effective military action requires cooperation and interoperability while the 
boycott and the rivalries between Arab Gulf states not only limit the effectiveness of their military forces but also make them 
extraordinarily dependent on the U.S. – particularly the 5th Fleet in Bahrain and the Combined Air Operations Center (COAC in Qatar) 
for common training, military exercises, effective battle management, C4, cyberwarfare, and IS&R in any serious conflict.
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DIA Assessment of Iran’s Ties to Syria and the Hezbollah

Source: DIA, Iran Military Power, Ensuring Regime Survival and Securing Regional Dominance, DIA, November 2019, pp. 58-60

Partners, Proxies, and Affiliates:  The IRGC-QF maintains a wide and varied network of nonstate partners, proxies, and affiliates primarily in 
the Middle East. Iran provides a range of financial, political, training, and materiel support to these groups. Iran’s provision of military hardware 
has included small arms, ammunition, explosives, improvised explosive devices (IEDs), explosively formed penetrators (EFPs), vehicles, 
antitank guided missiles (ATGMs), man-portable air defense systems (MANPADS), artillery, rockets, UAVs, and some more-advanced 
systems, such as ASCMs and ballistic missiles, despite UN resolutions prohibiting Iranian arms exports.
Tehran’s partners, proxies, and affiliates include Hizballah, Iraqi Shia militias, the Huthis, some Palestinian groups, the Taliban, and Bahraini 
militants. The level and type of support Iran provides to these groups depends on the nature of the relationship and the objectives Iran seeks to 
achieve. Stronger partners, such as Hizballah, are highly capable, reliable, and receptive to Tehran. Other groups, such as the Afghan Taliban, 
are less receptive to Iranian guidance but still help further Iran’s regional objectives because they combat common enemies.
Hizballah: Hizballah is Iran’s most important and longest-standing nonstate partner and a core member of Tehran’s “Axis of Resistance.” 
Shared goals, ongoing personal relationships, and enduring ideological, cultural, and religious ties have contributed to the strength of the 
partnership. The IRGC-QF has collaborated closely with Hizballah to grow Iran’s influence and capacity throughout the region and beyond, 
using the group to help train and equip other proxies. Iran has attempted to help temper international perceptions of Hizballah as a terrorist 
organization and increase
Hizballah’s legitimate political standing in Lebanon. In recent years, both groups have focused their cooperation on immediate needs in Syria 
and Iraq…Hizballah, a highly adaptable and malleable organization, has evolved from its insular origins as a sectarian actor in Lebanon into a 
far more complex regional actor. Hizballah’s role in Lebanon—in its formal political institutions, as a social provider for Shia society and as a 
self-proclaimed defender against Israeli aggression— primarily defines its reason for existence.
However, the group has increasingly defined its other regional activities—including involvement in Syria, Iraq, and Yemen—as working in 
concert with its internal Lebanon-centric goals. This concept of Hizballah as a regional power directly contradicts Lebanon’s policy of 
disassociation and has increased sectarian tensions at home…Hizballah has steadily grown as a military power during the past several decades. 
Asymmetric attacks against Israel in the 1980s and 1990s, followed by a major conflict in 2006, initially confirmed Hizballah’s self-imposed 
title as a “resistance” force against Israel. Since the 2006 Israel-Hizballah War, Hizballah has steadily increased its military arsenal, promising 
that any future conflict will be more devastating.
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DIA Assessment of Iran’s Ties to Syria and the Hezbollah

Source: DIA, Iran Military Power, Ensuring Regime Survival and Securing Regional Dominance, DIA, November 2019, pp. 58-60

Hizballah’s concentration of power has allowed it to transform from a hybrid guerilla force into a nascent conventional military, with the 
capacity to deploy an expeditionary force in Syria in support of the Asad regime and Iran. Hizballah maintains a stockpile of approximately 
120,000– 150,000 rockets, a massive expansion in capability compared with the approximately 13,000 it had available during the 2006 
conflict….Hizballah has an estimated 45,000 fighters, divided between as many as 21,000 full-time personnel and a 24,000-person reserve 
force.
Shia Foreign Fighters:
To support its operations in Syria, Iran has employed a variety of Shia foreign fighters from the region, including the Fatemiyun, Zeinabiyun, 
and Heidariyun, who are fighters of Afghan, Pakistan, and Iraqi origin, respectively. The Fatemiyun and Zeinabiyun are recruited primarily from 
refugee populations in Iran, while the Heidariyun generally come from established Iraqi Shia militias. These groups have served as a proxy force 
to fight alongside pro-regime forces in Syria under the direction of the IRGC-QF and Hizballah. Before being sent into combat, these foreign 
fighters receive basic training in military skills from Iran or Hizballah.
Training usually lasts only 20–45 days, although some fighters reportedly receive additional specialized training, such as sniper courses. Tehran 
is likely to continue using these fighters in Syria, and it is unclear if there are plans to deploy them to other locations.
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Broader Gulf Military Theater

US Role?
European power Projection?

Russia?
China?

Turkey?
Egypt, Jordan, Yemen?

Red Sea, Arabian Sea? Gulf of Oman?
Afghanistan?

Source: Geographic Guide, “Map of Middle East,” 2008,  
https://www.geographicguide.com/asia/maps/middleeast.ht
m
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DIA Map of 
Iranian 

Partners, 
Proxies, and 

Affiliates

Source: DIA, Iran Military 
Power, Ensuring Regime Survival 
and Securing Regional 
Dominance, 58, 2019, 
https://www.dia.mil/Portals/27/Do
cuments/News/Military%20Power
%20Publications/Iran_Military_P
ower_LR.pdf
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Iran’s Key Areas of Strategic Influence

Source: Glenn Kates, “Iran’s Reach Widens,” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-influence-yemen-
iraq/26924135.html 80
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Scale of Gulf Region for Military Operations
Called the Persian Gulf by Iran and the Arabian Gulf in the Arab world.
Gulf waters cover 96,912 square mi (251,000 square km), between the Arabian peninsula and Iran.

Extend  some 600 miles (989km) from the Shatt al Arab delta to the Strait of Hormuz, which links it with the Gulf of Oman, 932 kilometers 
from Kuwait to Strait of Hormuz. 

Width ranges from 35 miles (56 kilometers) in the southeast to a maximum of 210 miles (338 kilometers). 
Average depth: 50 m (160 ft), Max. depth: 90 m (300 ft)
Strait of Hormuz at its narrowest point, is only 21 miles wide, and the width of the shipping lane in either direction is just 2 miles, separated 

by a two-mile buffer zone.

Comparative National Area and Coastlines: 
Area (Square Kilometers) Coastline (Square Kilometers) Land Boundaries Area (Square Kilometers)

Bahrain                                   760                                     161                                        0
Iran                                    1,648,195                                2,440                                       5,894
Iraq                                      438,317                                   58                                       3,809
Kuwait                                 17,818                                    475                                         499
Oman                                   309,500                                 2,092                                         1,561
Qatar                                    11,586                                     87                                       563
Saudi Arabia                      2,149,680                                2,640                                             4,272
UAE                                     93,600                                  1,318                                        1,066
Yemen                                  27,968                                  1,906                                         1,601
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A Deeply Divided Arab Gulf Cooperation Council

Source: National Council on U.S.-Arab Relations, “The GCC summit in perspective: A Conversation with John Duke Anthony,” December 20, 2010, 
https://ncusar.org/email_graphics/announcements/10-12-20-gcc-summit.html ; and On the World Map, “United Arab Emirates Maps UAE,” 
http://ontheworldmap.com/uae/
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Bahrain’s Island Vulnerability

Ethnic groups:
Bahraini 46%, Asian 45.5%, other Arab 45.7%, African 1.6%, 
European 1%, other 1.2% (2010 census)
Languages:
Arabic (official), English, Farsi, Urdu
Religions:
Muslim (Shia and Sunni) 70.3%, Christian 14.5%, Hindu 9.8%, 
Buddhist 2.5%, other 2.8% (2010 census)
Shi’ite-Sunni sectarian tension has been a continuing challenge. 
Population:
1,410,942 July 2017 est.
country comparison to the world: 155 note: population is 48% 
immigrant.
urban population: 89.3% of total population (2018); rate of 
urbanization: 4.38% annual rate of change (2015-20 est.)
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Key Naval Operating Areas In and Near the Gulf
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The Yemen War in February 2020

Source: Wikipedia, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Yemen_war_detailed_map.png, accessed 11.3.20 85
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Iraq is a Pivotal Focus of the U.S. and 
Iranian Struggle for Influence in the Gulf
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Iraq is a Pivotal Focus of the Struggle for Influence
The previous chronology and analysis have already shown how critical of a role Iraq plays in shaping the overall regional balance, the regional 
stability, and Iran’s broader levels of regional influence. The following charts only focus on the military balance – and do not address Iraq’s massive 
political, governance, and economic problems or the possible impact of the Corona virus – but they  show that Iraq’s geographic position makes it 
critical to Iran’s ability to sustain its growing strategic influence in the Levant and operate against the other Arab Gulf states. Syria may be the key 
problem in the region, but Iraq is the prize.
The maps and data in this section provide a picture in graphs of Iraq’s strategic depth, its ongoing levels of violence, its vulnerabilities as a major 
petro-state, the current deployment of U.S. and coalition forces, and broad sectarian areas where Iraqi Popular Military Forces have ties to Iran.
To put these maps in context, it should be noted that:
• The lack of a working central government since 2003, the near-collapse of the Iraqi economy, and Iraq’s sectarian and ethnic divisions sharply 

limit Iraq’s ability to develop, implement, and fund any cohesive plan for military modernization.
• The break-up of the ISIS “caliphate” in Iraq has sharply reduced ISIS as a threat, but scarcely eliminated it. Iraqi forces still concentrate on ISIS 

and other internal threats, and the cost dominates the Iraqi military budget.
• Iraq is still only beginning to rebuild modern forces capable of allowing it to defend against Iran and outside threats. On paper, Iraq has a 

relatively large number of military personnel – some 193,000. However, there figures often do not reflect real manning or properly trained and 
equipped personnel, and the exaggerated total of 193,000 still only compares with 310,000 for Iran.

• Similarly, even if one ignores the critical issue of equipment quality:
• Iraq has 391 main battle tanks; Iran has 1,513. 
• Iran has 333 combat capable aircraft and 184 fighters with some 60% serviceability for older U.S. types and 80% for Russian-PRC 

supplies aircraft. Iraq has 90 combat capable aircraft. These include some 66 fighters and fighter-attack aircraft. 44 are modern F-16C/D 
fighters.
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• As the previous chronology has shown, Iran and the United States compete for influence at every level. 
• The United States is Iraq’s major source of train and assist support and weapons for its regular combat forces, although Russia is also a 

major arms supplier.
• Iran has significant influence within the regular armed forces and security forces – and key elements of the Popular Security Forces have 

ties to Iran and the IRGC. The Kurds has their own forces.
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Iraq’s Strategic 
Position

Source: Maps of the World., “Large detailed 
political and administrative map of Iraq with 
roads and cities – 2008,” http://www.maps-of-the-
world.net/maps-of-asia/maps-of-iraq/
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Although the Islamic State’s exclusive control over distinct territories in Iraq
ended in 2017, the U.S. intelligence community assessed in 2018 that the
Islamic State had “started—and probably will maintain—a robust insurgency
in Iraq and Syria as part of a long-term strategy to ultimately enable the
reemergence of its so-called caliphate.” …
U.S. officials have reported that through October 2019, the Islamic State
group in Iraq continued “to solidify and expand its command and control
structure in Iraq, but had not increased its capabilities in areas where the
Coalition was present.”… Combined Joint Task Force-Operation Inherent
Resolve (CJTF-OIR) judged that IS fighters “continued to regroup in desert
and mountainous areas where there is little to no local security presence” but
were “incapable of conducting large-scale attacks.”
…Iraq’s Popular Mobilization Committee (PMC) and its associated militias—
the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF)—were founded in 2014 and have 
contributed to Iraq’s fight against the Islamic State, but they have come to 
present an implicit, and, at times, explicit challenge to the authority of the 
state…Despite expressing appreciation for PMF contributions to the fight 
against IS, some Iraqis and outsiders have raised concerns about the future of 
the PMC/PMF and some of its members’ ties to Iran. 
…The U.S. Intelligence Community described Iran-linked Shia militia—
whether PMF or not—as the “primary threat” to U.S. personnel in Iraq…

Iraq: The Current Struggle for Influence

Source: Christopher M. Blanchard, “Iraq and U.S. Policy Iraqis Struggle to Define a Way Forward”, CRS, R45633, Updated January 10, 2020, 
cblanchard@crs.loc.gov 90
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Iraq’s Continuing Internal Violence

Source: Christopher M. Blanchard, “Iraq: Issues in the 116th Congress,” 
Congressional Research Service,” R45633, 19, 22, January 20, 2020, 
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/R45633.pdf 91
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Iraq’s Vulnerable 
Energy Facilities

Source: EIA, “Iraq Country Analysis,” January 
7, 2019, 
https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis.p
hp?iso=IRQ

Iraq is the second–largest crude oil producer in the Organization 
of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) after Saudi 
Arabia, and it holds the world’s fifth–largest proved crude oil 
reserves. 
Most of Iraq’s major known fields–all of which are located 
onshore–are producing or are in development.
Iraq’s crude oil production grew by an average of about 300,000 
barrels per day (b/d) from 2013 through 2017, and it averaged 
4.4 million b/d in 2017. During the first half of 2018, Iraqi crude 
oil output stood at about 4.5 million b/d. 
These production estimates include oil produced in the Iraqi 
Kurdistan Region, the semiautonomous northeast region in Iraq 
governed by the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG). 
Iraq’s economy is heavily dependent on crude oil export 
revenues. In 2017, crude oil export revenue accounted for an 
estimated 89% of Iraq’s total government revenues, according to 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF). 
In 2017, Iraq (excluding KRG) earned almost $60 billion in 
crude oil export revenue, $16 billion more than in 2016, as a 
result of increasing oil prices and slightly increasing export 
volumes. 

92

https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis.php%3Fiso=IRQ
https://www.eia.gov/international/analysis/country/SAU


Iraq’s Popular Mobilization Forces

Source: See Wikipedia and AP reporting for broad summaries. Force elements shift so rapidly that each element must be individually researched to estimate its 
current strength and character

Iraq’s regular military forces remain highly dependent on U.S. Security Force and Assist Brigades, which also supports Iraq’s army and air force. Iraq also, however, has a wide variety 
of Popular Mobilization Forces – some of which are closely linked to Iran, others of which support the Iraqi government, and still others that act as more independent elements. 

These forces were originally created to fight ISIS in 2014. In theory, they were recognized after the break-up of the ISIS “caliphate” into a new Iraqi Republican Guard in 2018 by then 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, who supposedly became their commander in chief and linked them to Iraq’s regular forces. In practice they have remained highly independent, and 
many remain loyal to a given Shiite, Sunni, or Kurdish leader or faction. As the previous chronology has shown, key Iranian backed Popular Mobilization Forces have repeatedly 
attacked U.S. and Coalition forces.

There are no reliable estimates of the current order of battle and force strength of these Popular Mobilization Forces, and some grossly exaggerate actual manning. A Wikipedia 
estimate as of early 2020 does try to develop a detailed order of battle and states that the forces, “around Tikrit are believed to be about 20,000 engaged militiamen, while the grand 
total ranges are from 2–5 million to 300,000–450,000 Iraqi armed forces including about 40,000 Sunni fighters – a figure evolving from an early 2015 one, which counted 1,000 to 
3,000 Sunni fighters.” In practice, the actual strength of trained and equipped fighters is far lower and varies sharply by individual units of the Popular Mobilization Forces. 

The majority of the Popular Mobilization Forces are deeply divided into Sunni and Shi’ite forces, as well as some minority elements. Some Shiite Popular Mobilization Forces support 
the Iraq central government, some are tied to Iran, and others are tied to individual Iraqi political leaders. Some focus on playing a role in national politics, some on building actual 
military capability, and some on local policing and security. 

Wikipedia provides a broad summary analysis of these Popular Mobilization Forces, which has major uncertainties and does not reflect the current level of near chaos at the 
top of the Iraqi government, but it is still of value. 

The Popular Mobilization Forces consist of both new volunteers and pre-existing militias, which have been grouped within the umbrella organization formally under the control
of the Ministry of Interior Popular Mobilization Units directorate. Among these militias there are the Peace Companies (formerly known as the Mahdi Army), Kata'ib
Hezbollah, Kata'ib Sayyid al-Shuhada, Kata'ib al-Imam Ali, Asa'ib Ahl al-Haq and the Badr Organization.

The militias are trained and supported by military advisers from Turkey (for Sunni and Turkmeni troops), Iran, and Hezbollah, including prominent Quds Force figures,
formerly such as Qasem Soleimani. The Popular Mobilization Forces also appeared to have deployed at least a regiment under the command of Colonel Jumaa al-Jumaily in Al
Anbar Governorate. They are also said to have their own military intelligence, administrative systems, a sort of "media war team" that provides morale boosting, battlefield
updates and propaganda videos, and a court of law.
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Source: See Wikipedia and AP reporting for broad summaries. Force elements shift so rapidly that each element must be individually researched to estimate its 
current strength and character

Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi ordered on April 7, 2015, that the Popular Mobilization Forces be placed under the direct command of the prime minister's office, thus giving a 
further official status to the militia.

The chairman of the Popular Mobilization Committee in the Iraqi government is Falih al-Fayyadh, who is also the National Security Adviser; the Popular Mobilization 
Committee is under the Office of Prime Minister. The Popular Mobilization Forces are said to be led on the battlefields by Jamal Jaafar Mohammed, also known as Abu Mahdi 
al-Muhandis, the head of Kata'ib Hezbollah, but the chain of command runs through pre-existing leaders. According to Iraqi sources, as well as to the London-based pro-
Saudi Asharq Al-Awsat, the different militias rely on their own chain of command, and rarely work together or follow regular Iraqi Army's orders. 

Alongside Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, other people in charge of the Popular Mobilization Forces include Qais al-Khazali, commander of Asa'ib Ahl al-Haq, and Hadi Al-Amiri, 
the chief of the Badr Organization. According to The New York Times, such organizational autonomy may present a challenge to the consolidation of Haider al-Abadi's 
authority. Volunteers include Shiite Arabs, Iraqi Christians, Sunni Arabs, and Shiite Turkmen.

Estimates of the Popular Mobilization Forces’ weapons and equipment vary sharply. Some- pro-Iranian Popular Mobilization Forces like the Katib Hezbollah – which the United 
States has designated as a terrorist force – have publicly shown convoys including American-made military vehicles, including M-1 tanks, M-113 APCs, MRAPs, artillery, and rocket 
launchers. Other key Iranian-supported Popular Mobilization Forces or forces with some ties to Iran include the Imam Ali Brigades and Sayed al-Shuhada. Other Popular Mobilization 
Forces that are not tied to Iran – like the Badr militia – have complained about the lack of heavy weapons supplies. As is the case throughout Iraq, relative supplies of – and access to –
squad level weapons, explosives, rocket launchers, and some ATGMs and MANPADs is impossible to determine.

Wikipedia describes the main Shiite elements in the Popular Mobilization Forces as follows, but it should be stressed that their composition and alignments keep changing and remain 
unstable: (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Popular_Mobilization_Forces#Shiite_Arab_component) :

The Popular Mobilization Forces are factionally divided into three Shiite components: a component pledging allegiance to Supreme Leader of Iran Ali Khamenei; a faction 
pledging allegiance to Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani; and the faction headed by Iraqi cleric Muqtada al-Sadr… The pro-Khamenei faction would consist of already established 
parties and of relatively small paramilitaries: Saraya Khurasani, Kata'ib Hezbollah, Kata'ib Abu Fadhl al-Abbas, the Badr Organization and Asa'ib Ahl al-Haq. These groups 
serve as a kind of border guard—a sort of Iranian insurance policy against threats on its immediate border… the pro-Sistani faction consists of those armed groups formed by 
Sistani's fatwa to defend Shiite holy sites and by paramilitary of the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq. There are four major groups organized by Najaf: Saraya al-Ataba al-
Abbasiya, Saraya al-Ataba al-Hussainiya, Saraya al-Ataba al-Alawiya, and Liwa 'Ali al-Akbar, corresponding to Shiite shrines in Kadhimiya, Karbala, and Najaf… The Islamic 
Supreme Council of Iraq also swears allegiance to Sistani. After the Badr Organization left the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq, its leader Ammar al-Hakim formed new 
paramilitary units, including Saraya el-Jihad, Saraya el-'Aqida, and Saraya ‘Ashura.
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Source: See Wikipedia and AP reporting for broad summaries. Force elements shift so rapidly that each element must be individually researched to estimate its 
current strength and character

Muqtada al-Sadr's Peace Companies (Saraya al-Salam) were founded in June 2014 from the Mahdi Army. According to Faleh A. Jabar and Renad Mansour, the Sadrists have 
largely been cut off from Iranian funding. The Popular Mobilization Forces has been run by Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, a commander designated a terrorist by Washington. 

The Badr Organization is one of the largest groups within the Popular Mobilization Forces. Its chief, Hadi al-Amiri, also leads the powerful Fatah bloc in parliament. 

Qais al-Khizali, who is on a U.S. terror list, heads the Iranian-backed Shiite militia, Asaib Ahl al-Haq, or League of the Righteous. He rose to prominence as a leader in the 
Shiite insurgency after the 2003 U.S.-led invasion. He has called for U.S. troops to leave Iraq now that the Islamic State group has been largely defeated

A more independent force and parliamentary bloc is led by populist Shiite cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, who has realigned himself with recent anti-government protests opposing 
Iranian influence in Iraq.

The exact level of Iranian influence over the Popular Mobilization Forces is hard to determine, as is that of pro-U.S. support in Iraq’s regular military forces. Iran’s Al Quds force and 
other Iranian forces have played a major role in trying to win influence over the Popular Mobilization Forces and build-them up as major factors in Iraqi politics, but so have the 
Iranian government at the political level, other IRGC forces and training centers, elements of the Artesh, and element of Iranian intelligence like the MOIS. The distinction between a 
real militia and a political element is often unclear, as are the loyalties of given sub-elements.
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The Iranian Supported Popular Mobilization Forces Missile War in Iraq

Source: Excerpted from Missile Defense Project, Shaan Shaikh, Iranian Missiles in Iraq
CSIS, December 11, 2019, https://www.csis.org/analysis/iranian-missiles-iraq /

Prominent Iran-backed Groups in the PMFIran has provided training and lethal aid to IBGs since the 1980s.5 Tehran’s provision
of sophisticated missiles to these militias, however, is a more recent and growing
concern for the United States. An August 2018 report revealed that Iran had
transferred a few dozen short-range ballistic missiles to the IBGs.
These shipments included the Zelzal (150-250 km), Fateh-110 (200-300 km), and
Zolfaghar (700 km) missiles, complementing the militias’ existing arsenal of unguided
107-mm and 122-mm rockets.6 These transfers follow and are likely meant to
compensate for Iran’s failed efforts to establish forward-deployed bases in Syria.7

By early May 2019, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo made an unannounced trip to
Iraq to discuss the danger of Iranian missile transfers.8 Both Congress and the Trump
administration have also issued repeated warnings that the United States would
consider any attack by Iranian proxies as an attack by Iran.9

BG missile acquisitions have also prompted Israel to launch at least seven airstrikes so
far on PMF missile depots in Iraq in 2019, expanding upon Israeli policy of targeting
Iranian missile bases in Syria.10 Nevertheless, recent news reports have highlighted the
prospect of additional Iranian missile transfers into Iraq.
IBGs in Iraq possess a sizeable stockpile of unguided 107-mm and 122-mm rockets,
manufactured both locally and in Iran.12 Since September 2018, IBG militants have
fired over 30 rockets at U.S. facilities in Iraq, including the U.S. embassy in Baghdad,
consulate in Basra, and military training facilities in Taji, Mosul, and Nineveh.13 They
have also targeted an Iraqi oil field in Basra which contained American personnel.
Based on their timing—often following statements or actions considered harmful to
Iranian/IBG interests—and inaccuracy, these attacks are primarily conducted to signal
frustration with U.S. or Iraqi policy. Nevertheless, they have still resulted in casualties.
An October 30 salvo killed one Iraqi soldier working at a Green Zone checkpoint in
Baghdad, and an earlier June 19 attack injured three Iraqi civilians
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DIA Assessment of Iran’s Ties to Iraqi Shi’ite Militias

Source: DIA, Iran Military Power, Ensuring Regime Survival and Securing Regional Dominance, DIA, November 2019, pp. 60-61.

One of Tehran’s strongest levers of influence in Iraq is through the many Iran-backed Shia militias. Iran has provided 
financial backing for some of these groups for decades. 
The Badr Organization, Asaib Ahl al-Haq, and Kataib Hizballah have long served as reliable partners for Tehran, including 
conducting attacks on U.S. military personnel in Iraq from 2003 to 2011 using Iranian-provided munitions. 
Following ISIS’s widespread territorial gains in Iraq in mid-2014 and the subsequent formation of the Popular Mobilization 
Forces (PMF), Iran sent IRGC advisers, weapons, and other military support for the PMF and Iraqi counter-ISIS operations. 
Since 2011, the IRGC-QF has also deployed these Shia militants outside Iraq in support of Iranian interests. 
Since at least 2013, Iraqi Shia militias have greatly expanded their strength, influence, and combat capabilities, owing largely 
to Iranian support and their experience fighting in Iraq and Syria. 
Shia militias under the Popular Mobilization Committee (PMC) played a leading role in counter-ISIS operations in Iraq, and 
the majority of these groups have had elements fighting in Syria at Iran’s behest as part of Syrian pro-regime forces.  
During the counter-ISIS campaign, Shia militias staffed more than 50 PMF brigades under the PMC. There are an estimated 
75,000–145,000 mainly Shia fighters active in more than 35 Iraqi militias
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Yemen, the Indian Ocean, and the Red Sea
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Yemen has Become a New Front for Iran
The fall of the Saleh dictatorship in Yemen has led to a major civil war with Saudi Arabia and the UAE backing the so-called Hadi 
government and Iran backing the Houthi – who now control the capital and heavily populated northwest and border areas with Saudi
Arabia. There are also many tribal and local struggles for power, AQAP controls some parts of the country, and there are major divisions 
between north and south Yemen.

Saudi Arabia and the UAE failed to defeat the Houthi using their airpower and they have split over which Yemeni forces to back in the 
continuing war. Iran has exploited the situation to become a major influence over the Houthi, and supply them with missiles and rockets 
they use in attack Saudi targets. Iran has also significantly increased its presence in the lower Res Sea and near the Bab el Mandeb at the 
entrance to the Red Sea.

Iran has also supplied the Houthi with increasingly long-range rockets, missiles, and drones. Work by Uzi Rubin also shows that it has 
developed precision strike systems and guidance conversion kits that have sharply increased the accuracy and potential lethality of the 
missiles Iran deploys and transfers to the Houthi and Hezbollah. It also supplies engines and critical components to the Houthi for use in its 
drones and UAVs/UCAVs.

Iran not only has assisted the Houthi in carrying out strikes progressively deeper into Saudi Arabia, it has also use the Houthi as a cover for 
its own missile strikes on the Kingdom’s oil facilities at Abqaiq and Khurais on September 14, 2019. Iran lunched the attacks from 
southwestern Iran. It used its more accurate propeller driven UCAVs to attack its main targets and still developing jet-propelled UCAVs to 
attack secondary targets – claiming that both sets of strikes were carried out by the Houthi. 

Source: See the work of Uzi Rubin in “Iran's Missiles and Its Evolving ‘Rings of Fire,’” Mideast Security and Policy Studies No. 169, Begin-Sadat 
Center for Strategic Studies, Bar-Ilan University, January 2020. Also see the work of Michael Knights and Alex Meida for the Washington 
Institute, including PolicyWatch 3276, Escalating Houthi Offensives in Yemen: U.S. Options, March 6, 2020
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Yemen and 
the Gate of 

Tears

Source: EIA, 
https://www.eia.gov/bet
a/international/regions-
topics.cfm?RegionTopi
cID=WOTC
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DIA Assessment of Iran’s Ties to the Houthi

Source: DIA, Iran Military Power, Ensuring Regime Survival and Securing Regional Dominance, DIA, November 2019, pp. 61-62.

Iran probably sees supporting the Huthi rebels in Yemen as a low-cost, high-reward opportunity to indirectly confront Saudi Arabia, embarrass Riyadh 
militarily, and establish an ally on the Arabian Peninsula…Iran provides a wide range of support—including advisers, training, and lethal aid—to the 
Huthis to support their operations against the Saudi-led coalition in the Yemen conflict. Tehran claims Riyadh is the aggressor and the cause of the 
humanitarian crisis in Yemen and has refuted accusations that it is supporting the Huthis with missiles and other advanced military equipment.

Estimates of Huthi fighters range from 10,000 to 30,000 personnel consisting of core believers, tribal supporters, and familial alliances. The Huthis seek to 
rule the northern Yemen region or, at a minimum, retain a dominant role in northern Yemen and substantial political and military influence in any future 
government.  Huthi leaders seek to use negotiations, international pressure, military operations, and ballistic missile and maritime attacks to pressure the 
Saudi-led coalition into accepting settlement terms favorable to the Huthis.
The Huthis depend on Iran for military equipment and support, including ballistic missiles, UAVs, and explosive boat technology. Tehran is using covert 
means to support this effort while publicly denying its military involvement in Yemen. Although the Huthis have always maintained a sense of identity as 
Shia Zaydis and Yemenis, they probably are receptive to further strengthening ties with Iran.
Huthi forces hold and defend territory in northern Yemen, disrupt Saudi-led coalition movement and supply efforts, and conduct retaliatory and offensive 
strikes against the coalition. Huthi fighters are armed with small arms, artillery, and tanks from preconflict Yemeni stockpiles…
Iranian-supported Huthi missile forces have conducted multiple ballistic missile attacks against Saudi Arabia—with targets including the capital, Riyadh, 
and a Saudi oil refinery—using Iranian SRBMs. Huthi maritime forces have ASCMs, naval mines, manned and unmanned explosive boats, and other 
small boats used for small arms attacks…The Huthis possess most of the surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) from Yemen’s prewar stockpiles and have 
modified air-to-air missiles (AAMs) for use as SAMs.
In 2018, Saudi-led coalition forces also seized advanced Iranian SAMs en route to the Huthis during countersmuggling operations. The Huthis have also 
used Iranian UAVs to attack Saudi-led coalition Patriot batteries
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Yemen: 
Sectarian 
Divisions

Source: CIA Factbook, Yemen,
https://www.cia.gov/library/pub
lications/the-world-
factbook/geos/ym.html. 
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Yemen: The 
Southern 

Movement

Source: ECFR.EU, Mapping the 
Yemen Conflict, 
https://www.ecfr.eu/mena/yemen.

103

https://www.ecfr.eu/mena/yemen


ACLED: Yemen: as of
October 2019

Source: “Deadliest Conflict Events in Yemen,” ACLED, https://www.acleddata.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/ACLED_YemenUpdate_31October2019.pdf

31 October 2019: The Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED) currently records 
more than 100,000 reported fatalities in Yemen since 2015, including over 12,000 civilians killed in 
direct attacks. These findings are consistent with recent projections drawing on ACLED data issued 
by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the Frederick S. Pardee Center for 
International Futures, which estimate that approximately 102,000 people will be killed in direct 
violence by the end of 2019.
ACLED’s Yemen data are collected in partnership with the Yemen Data Project.
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