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The New Strategic Dialogue: Shaping the Iraqi -U.S. Relationship  

Anthony H. Cordesman 

The Burke Chair at CSIS is issuing an updated revised version of its analysis of the 

political/governance, economic, and security challenges that Iraq faces in creating a lasting 

strategic relationship with the United States. This new version has been developed to explore the 

full range of issues that affect Iraqi security and stability .  

It focuses on the issues that shape the need to create a new strategic relationship between Iraq and 

the United States. 

Drawing on Progress in the Iraqi-U.S. Strategic Dialogue 

Secretary Pompeoôs raised the need for such a new relationship in his announcement on April 7, 

2020 that the United States would hold a strategic dialogue with the Iraqi government in mid-June. 

2020. His announcement stated that, 

ñWith the global COVID-19 pandemic raging and plummeting oil revenues threatening an Iraqi economic 

collapse, it's important that our two governments work together to stop any reversal of the gains we've made 

in our efforts to defeat ISIS and stabilize the country. All strategic issues between our two countries will be 

on the agenda, including the future presence of the United States forces in that country and how best to 

support an independent and sovereign Iraq.ò 

ñSecretary Pompeo made it clear that the United States would have to reassess its strategy in Iraq in terms of 

the growing Iranian and Iraqi Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) pressure on the U.S. troop presence in Iraq, 

but also in terms of the impact of the Coronavirus on the Iraqi economy and the lack of any clear political 

unity in Iraq. He stated that the United States would support any Iraqi regime that moved, ñaway from the 

old sectarian model that ended up with terror and corruption.ò 

The first round of this Iraqi and U.S strategic dialogue that took place on June 11, 2020. It was 

held via video teleconferencing between Iraqi officials ï led by Senior Under Secretary of the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs Abdul Karim Hashem Mostafa ï and U.S. officials ï led by U.S. Under 

Secretary of State for Political Affairs David Hale.  

The result led to progress in several important ways. The dialogue took place because Iraq now 

has a functioning government that focuses on both security and reform. It addressed key immediate 

security issues like the near-term role of U.S. forces in aiding Iraq in the fight against ISIS and the 

threat to U.S. advisors and forces in Iraq posed by pro-Iranian Popular Mobilization Forces 

(PMFs).  

However, the dialogue also addressed Iraqôs broader strategic problems ïones that are ultimately 

far more important to its security and stability. These included the critical need for reforms in its 

economy, politics, governance, and security forces to meet the needs of its people and achieve 

lasting stability. The dialogue also made it clear that the role of the United States was to help Iraq 

become a strong and fully sovereign state, and that the U.S. did not ñrequest permanent bases or a 

permanent military presence in Iraq.ò 

The governments of the Republic of Iraq and United States issued the following statement after this 

meeting:1 

The delegation of the Republic of Iraq, led by Senior Under Secretary of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

Abdul-Karim Hashim Mostafa, and the delegation of the United States Government, led by Under Secretary 

of State for Political Affairs David Hale, held Strategic Dialogue discussions via video teleconference today, 

in accordance with the 2008 Strategic Framework Agreement for a Relationship of Friendship and 
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Cooperation between the United States of America and the Republic of Iraq. The discussions covered security 

and counterterrorism, economics and energy, political issues, and cultural relations. 

The two countries reaffirmed the principles agreed upon by the two sides in the Strategic Framework 

Agreement (SFA), as well as the principles in the exchange of diplomatic notes and the letters of the Republic 

of Iraq to the United Nations Security Council dated 25 June 2014 (S/2014/440) and 20 September 2014 

[S/2014/691] respectively. The United States reaffirmed its respect for Iraqôs sovereignty, territorial integrity, 

and relevant decisions of the Iraqi legislative and executive authorities. 

On economic and energy issues, the two countries recognized the enormous economic challenges facing Iraq 

in light of the two crises of the COVID-19 pandemic and the decline in oil prices, and on the need for Iraq to 

enact fundamental economic reforms. The United States discussed providing economic advisors to work 

directly with the Government of Iraq to help advance international support for Iraqôs reform efforts, including 

from the international financial institutions in connection with firm plans to enact fundamental economic 

reforms. The two governments discussed the potential for investment projects involving world-class U.S. 

firms in the energy and other sectors, provided that business conditions are favorable. 

On political issues, the United States of America expressed its solidarity with the Republic of Iraq, not only 

through close bilateral cooperation on the security and political levels, but also through its support for Iraq 

and the new Iraqi government. The two nations reiterated the importance of assisting Iraq in implementing 

its governmental program and reforms in a manner that reflects the aspirations of the Iraqi people, including 

carrying out humanitarian efforts, restoring stability, rebuilding the country, and organizing free, fair and 

credible elections. The United States, with its international partners, emphasized its continued support for 

Iraqôs electoral preparations, efforts to strengthen rule of law, human rights, and the return and reintegration 

of displaced people, especially the smaller components of Iraqi society that were targeted for genocide by 

ISIS. 

On the security partnership, the two countries recognized that in light of significant progress towards 

eliminating the ISIS threat, over the coming months the U.S. would continue reducing forces from Iraq and 

discuss with the Government of Iraq the status of remaining forces as both countries turn their focus towards 

developing a bilateral security relationship based on strong mutual interests. The United States reiterated that 

it does not seek nor request permanent bases or a permanent military presence in Iraq, as previously agreed 

to in the 2008 SFA which provides for security cooperation to be undertaken on the basis of mutual 

agreement. The Government of Iraq committed to protecting the military personnel of the International 

Coalition and the Iraqi facilities hosting them consistent with international law and the specific arrangements 

for their presence as will be decided upon by the two countries. 

On the cultural front, the two governments discussed plans to return important political archives to the 

Government of Iraq and efforts to increase the capabilities of Iraqi universities. The two sides also discussed 

plans to return artifacts and the Baath Party archives to Iraq. 

The two sides reaffirmed the importance of the strategic relationship and their determination to take 

appropriate steps to enhance it in the interest of both countries and to achieve security, stability, and 

prosperity in the region. The United States Government welcomed the opportunity to reaffirm and strengthen 

its partnership with Iraq as Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi begins his term in office. The two 

governments look forward to in-depth discussions of the above issues at a Strategic Dialogue Higher 

Coordination Committee meeting in Washington, D.C., likely in July. 

Iraq and the United States confirmed that a follow-up meeting would be held in Washington in 

July 2020, and that Iraqôs new Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi would travel to Washington. 

The meeting would address focus on the most immediate issue affecting the Iraqi-U.S. 

relationship: the status and role of U.S. troops in Iraq. However, both senior Iraqi and U.S. officials 

made it clear that they would seek to find lasting ways in which the U.S. could assist Iraqi security 

forces and help Iraq develop its economy.  
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The Broader Focus of this Analysis 

This update does address the impact of current security issues like the rise in ISIS attacks and the 

threat posed by Iran and Iranian-backed Iraqi Popular Mobilization Forces (PMFs). However, its 

principal focus is the longer-term structural problems and trends that shape Iraq's underlying 

problems. These are challenges that Iraq and the U.S. must begin to address in their upcoming July 

strategic dialogue and the years to come. This analysis draws upon a wide range of official sources 

and outside experts to show that Iraq desperately needs to improve the quality of its governance 

and deal with a level of corruption and sectarian and ethnic divisions that pose as many threats as 

extremist groups like ISIS.  

It describes the depth of Iraqôs long-term economic crises and need for economic reforms that will 

affect every aspect of its economy and that will also pose critical challenges to Iraqôs unity and 

stability. At the same time, it updates previous analyses to show the impact of the Coronavirus and 

the massive cuts in world oil prices and Iraqôs oil revenues. 

It looks beyond near-term security issues to show that Iraqôs security problems and need for an 

effective rule of law require further major changes in its security forces and justice system. Iraq 

also needs to rebuild its security forces to a level where it can deter and defend against outside 

threats from neighbors like Iran and Turkey to fully protect its sovereignty. 

Dealing with Iraqôs ñGhostsò as well as Its Present 

Setting the right goals for a U.S-Iraqi strategic dialogue ï and for a more lasting joint effort to 

create a stable strategic relationship ï has been a challenge for Iraq and the United States since at 

least the fall of the Shah of Iran in 1979, and Iraqôs invasion of Iran in 1980 ï a period that has 

now reached four decades. 

The failure of previous efforts has shown that addressing Iraqôs broader needs is a critical step in 

creating some form of lasting U.S.-Iraqi strategic relationship: One that will counter extremism in 

Iraq, contain Iran, and encourage regional stability and security. Iraq and the United States must 

address the cumulative impact of the three critical structural problems in Iraqôs current position.  

These are problems that have taken decades to evolve and made the country fundamentally 

unstable, but they have generally received limited high-level attention and even less successful 

action. The result has been to create three major set of enduring problems in Iraq that have made 

them the equivalent of Iraqôs strategic ñghosts.ò  

¶ The first such set of ñghostsò shapes the underlying structure of Iraqi politics and 

governance. Serious as the immediate tensions and divisions within Iraqi politics have 

become, the Iraqi government does not provide a clear path to effective leadership, and it 

is dysfunctional and corrupt at every level. Iraqi politics are deeply divided, and these 

divisions reflect deep and growing failures. This must change if Iraq is to emerge as a stable 

and secure state. 

¶ The second set of ñghostsò shapes the Iraqi economy. Iraq now faces massive structural 

problems in economics that its current economy is in near collapse because of the global 

drop in demand for petroleum caused by both the Coronavirus and the surplus of supply 

from the ñoil warò between Russia and Saudi Arabia. It was weak and unstable even before 

these crises began, had weak agricultural and industrial sectors, and was affected by Iraqôs 

divided elite that took a far larger share instead of providing the kind of income distribution 
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that would bring Iraq stability. Divided as Iraq was on a sectarian and ethnic level, it faced 

further growing divisions because its economy did not serve its people. 

¶ Finally, the third set of "ghosts" shapes Iraqôs level of ñsecurity.ò One part of this problem: 

sectarian conflict and extremism ï has been the center of U.S. strategic attention since the 

invasion of Kuwait and the ISIS invasion of Iraq in 2013, which have led to almost 

continuous fighting from 2005 to 2010 and from 2013 to today. For all the effort the U.S. 

and Iraqi governments have devoted to this issue, however, Iraqi security forces still lack 

the capability to stand alone in order to deter and defend against potential threats like Iran. 

Iraqôs divided security forces are still haunted by the past rather than moving towards a 

clear future. 

A meaningful strategic dialogue between Iraq and the United States must look well beyond the 

immediate security challenges from ISIS, Iran, and pro-Iranian Popular Mobilization Forces. It 

must address all three of these sets of issues ï or "ghosts" ï and understand that it will take years 

to properly address each one.   

Such a strategic dialogue must also recognize that Iraq must find its own answers to dealing with 

many of these challenges, and the United States cannot help an Iraq that cannot unite or act to the 

point where it can help itself. This is particularly true in a world being reshaped by the Coronavirus 

crisis, so many other failures in government and development, and so many other humanitarian 

crises. It is a world where limited aid resources must go to the nations that can use them effectively 

and not be wasted on simply buying limited help for a limited time in nations that cannot. 

At the same time, such a dialogue requires the United States to decide whether it will commit itself 

to a sustained effort to help Iraq emerge as a nation that is unified and strong enough to prevent 

further civil conflict and to act independently of Iranian pressure and threats. There are no quick 

answers or solutions to creating such a stable security relationship for either Iraq or the United 

States. Real progress will take consistent effort over at least half a decade, and the plans, pledges, 

and political spin will be no substitute for real progress. 

Methodology and Sources  

This report provides a broad historical perspective regarding the evolution of Iraqôs political 

governance, economic, and security challenges, as well as a series of detailed quantitative analyses 

of the key political, governance, economic, and military issues involved. It draws heavily on Iraqi 

and U.S. government reporting from that of international institutions like the UN, IMF, and World 

Bank.  

It also relies on a range of NGOs, private research centers, and media reports. Specifically, the 

report uses official U.S. reporting on Iraqôs current security challenges from Iraqi sources and from 

reporting by U.S. and Iraq official spokespersons, Iraqi officials, the Lead Inspector Generalôs 

Quarterly Reports to the U.S. Congress, and various briefing by the State Department, Department 

of Defense, and U.S. Central Command.2  

Where possible, the study supports these analyses with graphs, tables, and charts. It address major 

conflicts and uncertainties in these data, and key issues and trends in such data that Iraq and the 

U.S. must address if their dialogue is to be successful. 

This draft also reflects a wide range of comments upon the earlier drafts from a variety of outside 

experts, and from a number of Iraqis following an Internet conference moderated by Munqith 
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Dagher ï the CEO and founder of IIACSS research group (Al Mustakillah) in Iraq and a Gallup 

International board member ï that was held in Arabic and English on April 17, 2020.   
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Creating a Strategic Dialogue with a Missing or ñGhostò Government 

Any lasting strategic relationship must be based on relations between effective and stable 

governments. This is still a major challenge for Iraq. When the U.S. and Iraq held their strategic 

dialogue in June 2020, Iraqôs government had only begun to emerge from a long series of crises. 

Iraqi politics ï and Iraqôs structure of governance ï had been shaped by wars and mistakes that 

haunted the nationôs efforts to move forward. From at least 1979 to 2003, Iraq was crippled by 

aggressive authoritarianism. After 2003, Iraq lacked proven and effective leaders, its politics were 

crippled by ethnic and sectarian divisions, and its government was shaped by corruption and self-

serving factions. 

As is shown later in Chart One, Iraqôs overall level of governance has long been rated as one of 

the worst in the world. Both Iraqi politics and the basic structure of its government has long faced 

major structural problems, and they have suffered from permeating levels of corruption. The long 

periods of fighting since 2005 have limited the popular demonstrations and discontent, but the 

sharp reduction in the fighting against ISIS has made the presence of this discontent all too clear. 

There are good reasons why there have been angry popular demonstrations in Iraq since 2019, and 

why Iraqis do not trust their leaders or political system. The problems that have created these 

demonstration have had a major impact on the strategic dialogue between Iraq and the United 

States. Both Iraq and the United States will face major challenges in creating an effective strategic 

relationship that go far beyond issues like the remaining threat from ISIS and pressure from Iran 

and pro-Iranian Popular Mobilization Forces.  

Iraqôs Long-Standing Need for Effective Political Leaders, Unity, 

and Development  

Iraq has faced many challenges since it was founded following the break-up of the Turkish empire 

after World War I, and has never had a truly stable national government since its founding. It has 

faced major challenges ethnic and sectarian challenges since its founding. A British mandate from 

March 1917 to 1921 failed in face of Iraqi nationalism. Britain then easts a monarchy, with 

Hashemite leadership from outside Iraq. This monarchy ended in a bloody coup on July 14, 1958.  

Iraq emerged from the Turkish Empire as a small agricultural state with limited development. Oil 

had first been discovered in 1912, but was so cheap until 1973 that it had only a minor impact on 

the countryôs development. The British did, however, see Iraq as both a major defensive barrier 

for the its empire in India and as a major source of fuel for its navy. It helped turn the Turkish 

Petroleum Company into the Iraqi Petroleum Company, which acted as a de facto monopoly under 

foreign control until 1952, Iraq did not nationalize its oil industry until 1961.  

Iraq then underwent a decade of military leadership and faced both the challenge of the Arab-

Israeli conflicts and a Kurdish revolt that began in 1963, and continued at various levels until 1970. 

This struggle never fully ended. A second Kurdish War took place from 1973 to 1976, and a 

Kurdish revolt began after the start of the Iran-Iraq War in 1980 that laid the foundation of the 

Kurdish regional government that emerged after the First Gulf War in 1990-1991.  

Iraq only begin to receive a critical part of its revenues from oil after 1973, and did not experience 

a major degree of ñoil wealthò until the Shahôs fall again raised oil prices in 1979. It was only in 

the 1950s that it began to focus on economic modernization, and that focus initially was on 

industrialization rather than petroleum. 
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Iraq briefly came under the rule of the Arab Baôath Party in 1966, only to have a new military coup 

take place that same year. The Arab defeat in the Arab-Israel War in 1967 helped the Baôath regain 

power in 1968, and Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr. Saddam Hussein emerged as major leader during this 

largely authoritarian government, and seized full power in 1979 ï a seizure followed by a bloody 

purge of his competitors. He then attempted to take advantage of Iraqôs revolution and the fall of 

the Shah by invading Iran in 1980.  

Saddam Husseinôs ruthless authoritarianism and aggression led Iraq to near disaster between 1979 

to 2003 ï a period nearly a quarter of a century long. However, Iraqôs post-Saddam politics and 

governance has generally been only marginally better. Former Prime Minister Maliki was a key 

example. He served from 2006 to 2014, and he had initially created some hope that he would focus 

on unifying the country. However, Maliki attempted to keep power after the U.S. military 

withdrew from Iraq in 2011 by backing Shiôite factions at the expense of national unity by 

replacing many of the most competent leaders of Iraqôs military and security services with figures 

who were loyal to him, but incapable of effective military leadership. 

Malikiôs actions alienated many of Iraqôs Sunnis after 2011. By 2013, Sunni versus sectarian 

violence had risen back to the levels it had reached in 2008. This led to popular uprisings and 

demonstrations against the military and police in Western Iraq, which made this largely Sunni area 

critically vulnerable to full-scale ISIS invasion in 2014. Maliki also failed to fully integrate the 

Kurds into his government and deal with the other dimensions of Iraqôs key sectarian and ethnic 

differences. ISIS exploited these tensions and launched a full-scale invasion in 2014. The Iraqi 

Army and security forces in Western Iraq virtually collapsed, allowing ISIS to take key portions 

of the area, seize Mosul, and reached the western approaches to Baghdad. 

Maliki was replaced as Prime Minister by a weak coalition government under Haider al-Abadi and 

then Adil Abdul-Mahdi. Both were moderate and potentially capable leaders, but neither could 

create strong enough coalitions to take advantage of the gradual defeat of ISIS and the break-up of 

its ñcaliphateò from 2014 to May 2019. However, neither leader could get enough support to 

effectively implement political and economic reforms that could unite the country, reduce sectarian 

and ethnic divisions to functional levels, and rebuild the central government security forces in 

ways that ended the de facto divisions between them, the Kurd Forces, and the existence of Popular 

Mobilization Forces tied to other leaders and Iran.  

Iraq also could not rebuild its own security forces to deal with ISIS. It had to rely in part on the 

creation of largely sectarian Popular Mobilization Forces (PMFs), and its main key to success was 

outside military aid. Iraq only defeated ISIS because the U.S. and other members of the Coalition 

took the lead in rebuilding Iraqi forces; supporting Syrian Kurdish and Arab forces in the fight 

against ISIS; and providing the air power and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance 

(IS&R) capabilities to support Iraqi regular forces that made this victory possible. 

While Iraqi and Coalition forces eventually broke up the ISIS caliphate in Western Iraq, the 

economic situation deteriorated steadily, and Mahdi began to face steadily larger and more violent 

popular demonstrations and anger even in Shiôite areas. This led to Mahdiôs resignation on 

November 29, 2019.  

After this resignation, Iraq did not even have a functioning prime minister. Two failed attempts 

were made to create a new Prime Minister. One of the figures who failed to become prime minister 

ï Adnan al-Zuri ï was a Shiôite, a former governor of the holy Shia city of Najaf, and a prior leader 

of the Nasr parliamentary grouping of former Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi. His group was 
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somewhat centrist but divided. Many Shiôite factions ï including the leaders of pro-Iranian Iraqi 

Popular Mobilization Forces and some Sunni factions ï did not support him. Some Shiôites felt he 

was too close to the United States. He was also appointed by Iraqôs President, Barham Salih, 

without any formal consultation of Iraqôs parliament and was only given 30 days to form a 

government. In the end, al-Zuri could not broker an agreement to form a new government and had 

to withdraw on April 9, 2020. 

There are many media and NGO reports that describe the collapse of the Iraqi government during 

this period, but U.S. official sources provide insights that are particularly striking, given the natural 

reluctance of such officials to publicly criticize a friendly government.3 The Lead Inspector 

General (LIG)ôs Quarterly Report to the United States Congress for the first quarter of 2020 

describes the problems that Iraq has recently faced in creating an effective government as follows:4 

The spread of COVID-19 and ongoing tension between the United States and Iran exacerbated Iraqôs fragile 

political situation, which has been in turmoil since mass anti-government protests began in October 2019. 

That led to the November resignation of Iraqôs prime minister, who continued in a caretaker role. Since then, 

Iraq has been unable to form a new government despite the nomination of two prime minister candidates. As 

of April 30, a third nominee, Iraqi intelligence chief Mustafa al Kadhimi, had not formed a government. The 

political impasse has led to uncertainty over the future of the OIR mission and the status of U.S. and Coalition 

forces in Iraq, according to analysts, due in large part to efforts by political factions in Iraq who seek to evict 

U.S. forces from the country. 

According to DoS cables, anti-government protests continued throughout the quarter, often with violent 

results. In an early February cable, the DoS reported on violent clashes between militiamen loyal to Shia 

cleric Moqtada al Sadr and protesters in Baghdad and throughout most Shia-majority southern provinces. By 

early March, as reported in another DoS cable, crowd sizes estimated by the Iraqi government had dropped 

to the lowest levels since the protests began due to fear of contracting COVID-19 and also due to violence 

from Sadrôs supporters, among other factors. 

éSince the resignation of Prime Minister Adil Abd al Mahdi on November 29, 2019, Iraq has been unable 

to form a new government. Abd al Mahdi stepped down in response to massive anti-government protests that 

kicked off at the beginning of October, protests that were met with a violent response from the ISF and 

Iranian-aligned militiasé 

Iraqi President Barham Salih named Intelligence Chief Mustafa al Kadhimi as prime minister-designate on 

April 9, the third person tapped to lead Iraq in 10 weeks as the country struggled to replace its government 

that fell in November after months of deadly public protests. Al Kadhimi, if confirmed, will face numerous 

challengesðdecades of sanctions, war, political unrest, and a growing outbreak of COVID-19ðthat have 

gone unaddressed by the caretaker cabinet since Prime Minister Abd al Mahdiôs resignationéDuring a 

televised speech following his nomination, al Kadhimi stated his key objectives for his government will be 

to fight corruption and return displaced people back home. He also said that firearms should only be in the 

governmentôs handsé  

Al Kadhimi was nominated after the previous prime minister-designate, Adnan al Zurfi, announced he was 

withdrawing, having failed to secure enough support in Parliament to form a new governmenté Al Zurfiôs 

candidacy was in jeopardy when key Shia political parties rallied around Mustafa al Kadhimi to replace him. 

His chances further diminished when the main Kurdish and Sunni political blocs withdrew their supportéAl 

Zurfi would have had until April 17 to form a cabinet and obtain ratification of it with a minimum of 165 

votes in parliament...His major opposition came from Hadi al Ameriôs Fatah bloc; however, it was never 

certain whether the other Shia political blocsðSairoon, State of Law, and Hikmaðwould vote to confirm 

his government.  

Al Zurfi was preceded by Tawfiq Allawi, whom President Salih named on February 1, after months of 

negotiation among the major Shia political decision makers, who arrived at his name after eliminating 

alternatives who were viewed as too closely aligned with one party or another, according to the DoS. 

However, without Sunni and Kurdish support, and due to the reluctance by some of his Shia backers to 
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attempt forming a government without the buy-in of those components and the protesters, Allawi failed to 

muster enough support to form a government and withdrew his candidacy.  

Any candidate to be Prime Minister, according to Iraq observers, must have approval from Iraqôs Shia, 

Kurdish, and Sunni communitiesðas well as from Iran and the United States. Media reported that ministers, 

political rivals, and even the United Nationsô representative in Iraq attended Al Kadhimiôs nomination 

ceremony, indicating widespread support for Al Kadhimi that neither of the previous prime minister-

designates had enjoyedé 

There has been real progress since that time. Kadhimi and a cabinet that included some key 

technocrats were confirmed on May 6, 2020, although it took some time to confirm his entire 

government. An article in Al Jazeera in mid-May 2020 noted that,5 

éal-Kadhimi's ascent to the premiership has not been a smooth ride. By the time he finally addressed 

parliament on Thursday, it was only after a long and complicated process of backdoor negotiations with Iraq's 

various political blocs and party leaderséThe rival factions had refused to agree on al-Kadhimi's proposed 

names, forcing him to change his candidate lists at least three times ahead of the vote. Still, some blocs 

boycotted the May 7 session that ran more than three hours behind schedule because of last-minute 

consultations in parliament's cafeteria. 

But al-Kadhimi, 53, began his term, albeit without a full government. Five of his 20 candidates were rejected 

and two key posts - ministers of oil and foreign relations - remained emptyéFilling these ministerial posts, 

however, is far from al-Kadhimi's only challenge. The former journalist came to power amid three major 

crises: plunging oil prices that have caused a steep budget deficit and potential economic catastrophe; the 

coronavirus pandemic that Iraq's fragile healthcare system has struggled to cope with; and strong popular 

protests that returned to the streets after a short lull because of COVID-19-related curfews. 

é The most immediate challenge facing al-Kadhimi appears to be the resumption of mass anti-government 

demonstrations in the capital, Baghdad, and several other cities especially in Iraq's south, including Nasiriya, 

Basra, Al-Kut and Diwaniya. 

Since Saturday, hundreds of demonstrators marched back to the streets and tried to occupy bridges and public 

squares as they called for better living conditions and a complete overhaul of the political system. In Basra, 

protesters went further, demanding the removal of the oil-rich province's governor, Assad al-Eidani. 

Kadhimi was able to complete his 22-minister cabinet on June 6, 2020.6 He also has succeeded in 

bringing in some key new ministers and advisors, including an expert oil minister. He has 

appointed new and stronger Minister of Defense (Juma Saadoun al-Jubouri) and Minister of 

Interior (Othman al-Ghanmi), and is altering Iraqôs command structure to place more effective 

commanders. Most new ministers are not clearly aligned with Iraqôs more divisive factions. The 

only previous minister is one loyal to the Kurdish leader, Massoud Barzani.  

Kadhimi has succeeded in holding the ñvirtualò strategic dialogue discussed earlier, and he has 

done so in spite of a legislative resolution that U.S. forces should leave and of pro-Iranian demands 

that all U.S. forces should leave Iraq. So far, he has also pursued the right priorities. Kadhimi has 

at least touched on the need for reforms in Iraqôs legislature and electoral process. He has frankly 

admitted Iraqôs current level of corruption and faced the need to reduce it.  

He also took the lead in visiting the war-torn Sunni areas in Western Iraq that have been devastated 

by the fight against the ISIS ñcaliphate.ò7 He has increased the level of dialogue with the Kurdish 

Regional Government (KRG), and he has made a commitment to a further strategic dialogue with 

the U.S. in July.  

He h openly and repeatedly acknowledged the depth of Iraqôs economic crisis, and his cabinet has 

begun to address some of Iraqôs key investments and its Coronavirus priorities.8 He has also made 

it clear that Iraqôs security forces still need major modernization and restructuring.9 
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This, however, is only the beginning. Kadhimi still faces major changes in forging new levels of 

unity, integrity, and effectiveness at every level of political and governance ï as well as in 

economic reform and creating an effective security structure and rule of law. It is far from clear 

that he will have enough sustained support from enough of Iraqôs divided political leaders to keep 

moving forward, be able to act decisively enough to make a critical difference, and to get broad 

enough support from Iraqôs people. 

He also has faced a major challenge from one of Iraqôs Sunni-back Shiite Popular Mobilization 

Forces. Kadhimi launched an Iraqi Special Forces raid on Kataib Hezbollah in on June 26, 2002 

that led to the arrest of 14 of its members for planning an attack on Baghdadôs international zone. 

The end result was that gunmen in trucks entered the Green Zone in Baghdad, force the release of 

most of those arrested, and Kataib Hezbollah then publicly celebrated their ñliberation.ò 10  

A press article noted that, ñTelevision stations linked to the militias live-streamed the men burning 

American flags and stamping on photographs of Kadhimiôs face.ò The other PMFôs did not support 

Kataib Hezbollah, there were no immediate rocket attacks on U.S. or government forces, and the 

end result was something of an impasse. However, the incident made it all too clear that the issue 

remained critical.11 

Iranôs Continuing Opposition to a U.S. Role in Iraq 

External actors like Iran represent a political threat as well as a security threat. Iran continues to 

pose major problems for Iraq and for any strategic relationship with the United States. Meanwhile, 

Turkey continues to intervene in Kurdish areas in Northern Iraq, and Syria remains a highly 

unstable mess on Iraqôs western border.12 The Kurdish issue is a critical challenge both inside and 

outside Iraq. Iraq still has a largely independent Kurdish Regional Government (KRG), and it must 

deal with Popular Mobilization Forces that remain independent in spite of the fact that they 

supposedly report to the Prime Minister and have links to the central government security forces.13 

It is Iran, however, that presents a critical of a political and gray area challenge to Iraqôs 

governance development and full sovereignty ï and to a functional Iraqi strategic relationship with 

the United States ï as it does a military one. Iran may have tolerated Kadhimiôs confirmation, but 

it has put major political pressure on Iraq to keep importing gas and electricity for the next two 

years in the face of U.S. sanctions on Iran, and trade with Iraq on favorable terms. 

Iranôs toleration of the Kadhimi governmentôs ability to act independently is still uncertain, it is 

dependent in part on Iranôs current focus on its own internal problems, and it does not officially 

extend to an Iraq that shares a strategic relationship with the United States. Some experts do believe 

that Iran will not directly confront the U.S. over such a relationship. They feel the mix of popular 

violence and the Iraqi demonstrations against Iran, and furthermore, the impact of the Coronavirus 

crisis and global petroleum crisis on Iran may have created so much pressure on Iranôs political 

leaders that they will accept an Iraqi leader that keeps security ties to the United States if this makes 

Iraq more stable and does not threaten Iran.  

However, many other experts feel that Kadhimi could soon face many of the same paralyzing 

problems in trying to balance sectarian and ethnic factions as his immediate predecessors, as well 

as pressure from Iran, plus those from Turkey and Syria. Iran is certainly unpopular with many 

Iraqi Shiôites as well as Sunnis and Kurds, but Iran still has a major religious and economic 

presence in Iraq as well as the support of some major Shiôite factions and Popular Mobilization 

Forces (PMFs). 
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There is no way to determine which view will ultimately prove correct, but the issue makes any 

near-term U.S. and Iraqi security dialogue problematic ï particularly given the fact that ISIS 

remains a threat and both pro-Iranian and other factions of the Popular Mobilization Forces 

continue to call for the United States to withdraw all forces from Iraq.  

There are strong indicators that Iran sees Mustafa al-Kadhimi as too pro-U.S. by Iran and for 

having too strong sets of U.S. endorsements. The U.S. first publicly expressed this support for al-

Kadhimi shortly after his selection. U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said on April 13, 2020 

that, ñWe welcome that Shiite, Sunni, and Kurdish political leaders seem to have arrived at a 

consensus on government formation, and hope the new government puts Iraqôs interests first and 

meets the needs of the Iraqi people.ò Pompeo did, however, stress the need for a working 

agreement among Iraqôs Shiite, Sunni, and Kurdish factions to support a new government, and that 

it would have to be capable of dealing with the Coronavirus, the economic crisis, and bringing arm 

factions under control.14 

Iran did not actively oppose Kadhimi at the time of his appointment. Gen. Ismail Ghaani, the new 

commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps' Quds Force, had been in Iraq shortly before 

Kadhimi was nominated. According to an Iraqi parliamentarian, Hossein Fadaam ï who is part of 

the pro-Iranian faction led by Ammar al-Hakim ï Ghaani told Iraqi officials that Iran ñwill not 

interfere in Iraqôs domestic affairs or in choosing a prime minister.ò Fadaamôs comments were 

made to an Iraqi television station and were then reprinted by a number of Iranian media.  

On March 13, 2020, Abbas Mousavi, a spokesman for Iranôs Foreign Ministry, went further and 

stated that the Islamic Republic of Iran ñwelcomes the agreement between all of Iraqôs political 

parties to introduce Kadhimi as prime minister and sees it as the correct path and step.ò Iranôs 

current ambassador to Iraq, Iraj Masjedi, then tweeted a similar sentiment and said that Iran 

would support whoever was selected by Iraqôs parliament.  

At the same time, Hassan Danaeifar, an Iranian former ambassador to Iraq, warned that Kadhimi 

faced many challenges ï including oil revenues, the Coronavirus, and U.S. demands about keeping 

troops stationed in the country after the Iraqi parliament voted to have them removed. 

Iranôs top leadership acted far more decisively a week later. Iranôs Supreme Leader, the Grand 

Ayatollah Khamenei, made it clear on May 17, 2020 that he was not prepared to tolerate a 

continued U.S. presence in Iraq. Khamenei stated that the U.S. ñwill not be staying either in Iraq 

or Syria and must withdraw and will certainly be expelledéEven the leaders of some of America's 

alliesé abhor American statesmen and government, do not trust them and are indifferent towards 

them (because of) warmongering, helping notorious governments, training terrorists, 

unconditional support for the Zionist regime's increasing oppression and their recent awful 

management of the Coronavirus.ò15 

Khamenei repeated these themes in a speech quoted in the Tehran Times several days later, stating 

that,16  

ñThe long-term actions of the United States have caused the government of this country to be hated in a large 

part of the world. These actions include war mongering, helping notorious governments, advocating 

terrorism, supporting oppression wholeheartedly, and the like. Of course, the Americans cannot stay for long 

in Iraq or Syria, and they will be expelledé The United States openly says that it has deployed its forces in 

Syria because there is oil there. Of course, they [the U.S. forces] will not stay for long either in Iraq or in 

Syria. They will certainly have to leave those countries, and they will definitely be expelledé Of course, 

hatred of the United States is not confined to this. The long-term actions of the United States, including 

carrying out massacres and various crimes, showing injustice, supporting terrorism, helping despotic and 
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notorious governments, unconditionally supporting the increasingly oppressive actions of the Zionist regime, 

and more recently, their deplorable handling of the coronavirus pandemic are other reasons why the United 

States is hated.ò 

Iran has since taken this position consistently at its highest levels, and it has formed a government 

that reflects a recent legislative election that was manipulated to reject most ñmoderateò 

candidates. A report by the Atlantic Council notes that,17 

Only candidates qualified by the Guardian Councilða vetting body of six clerics appointed by Supreme 

Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and six jurists appointed indirectly by himðcould run for parliament. More 

than 15,000 people applied. Of that number, 7,296 were disqualified from running; 7,148 candidates 

competed for 290 seats across 31 provinces. As a result, there was no serious reformist contender in the 

majority of the seats leaving conservatives to compete with one anotheréBased on official results from the 

Interior Ministry, there was a turnout of 42.57 percent. A total of 24,512,404 took part in the elections. Of 

that number, 48 percent were women and 52 percent were men. This parliamentary election had the lowest 

official turnout in the history of the Islamic Republic. 

There was also a military side to these election results. Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, a former 

commander of the IRGC and sharp critic of Iranôs President Hassan Rouhani, is the new speaker 

of its Majlis. A report by Rasanah ï the Iranian International Institute for Iranian studies ï reports 

that two-thirds of Iranôs new Parliament are current or former members of the IRGC and the Basiij 

forces. In the previous Parliament, there were only around 15 IRGC members. The new Parliament 

also has at least 9 brigadiers and 18 commanders, indicating that the IRGC could control the 

legislative branch.18 

More broadly, the new parliament or Majlis has far more hardline members that support the 

Supreme leader and Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, support confrontation with the United 

States, and support Iranôs growing rejection of the JCPOA nuclear agreements in favor of the 

return to the production of more highly enriched uranium and long-range missiles and strike 

systems.19 

Barring a complete reversal in the position of Iran, pro-Iranian Iraq Shiôites, and many other 

Iraqis that question Americaôs role in Iran since 2003, Iran will continue to be a major force 

opposing a continuing U.S. role in Iraq. 

 

https://www.isna.ir/news/98120403161/%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%A7%D8%B1%DA%A9%D8%AA-%DB%B4%DB%B2-%DB%B5%DB%B7-%D8%AF%D8%B1%D8%B5%D8%AF%DB%8C-%D8%AF%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%AE%D8%A7%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%AB%DB%8C%D8%B1-%DA%A9%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%86%D8%A7-%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%AB-%D8%A2%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%88-%D9%87%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%BE%DB%8C%D9%85%D8%A7%DB%8C
https://www.radiofarda.com/a/Islamic-Consultative-Assembly-of-IRGC-Commanders/30648224.html
https://news.gooya.com/2019/04/post-25332.php
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Factionalism versus National Interest 

And yet, Iraqôs most serious security threat remains Iraq itself. Many Iraqis deny the depth and 

impact of Iraqôs deep ethnic and sectarian factionalism. In fact, it is grim reality that poses a 

continuing challenge that cannot be solved by denial and pretending that these problems do not 

exist. Iraq may now have a Kurdish president, a Shiôite Arab prime minister, and a Sunni Speaker 

of the Majlis, but its ethnic and sectarian differences are the key reason it still does not have a full 

government, an effective legislature, or stable and effective political leaders and officials at lower 

and local levels of government.  

Kadhimi ï and any other leader of a united Iraq ï must deal with tensions between Arab Sunni and 

Shiôites at every level, the divisions between Iraq Arabs and Kurds, and the sharp divisions within 

each of these bloc ï tensions which are compounded by major regional and local differences, many 

past broken promises and agreements, and self-seeking factional leaders who usually have a long 

history of corruption. 

As for the Iraqi parliament, even when it meets, it has often met largely to quarrel over how to 

divide the spoils of office or in uncertain efforts to reach some kind of modus vivendi between 

rival factions, rather than meet the nationôs needs. It is a body of self-seeking factions ï deeply 

divided along sectarian and ethnic lines and with some factions with close links to Iran ï that is 

elected by nationalists and does not really represent any given local constituency.  

Iraq does have many competent technocrats and officials who seek real progress, but its politics 

prevent its government from addressing critical issues like vital economic reforms, making the 

justice system more effective and less corrupt, rebuilding the security forces, recovering in the 

Sunni regions that are facing the aftermath from the fight against ISIS, and full reintegrating Iraqi 

Kurds.  

Unifying a Country Whose Politics Reflect More than Half a 

Century of Sectarian and Ethnic Divisions 

It is hard to put these ethnic and sectarian divisions into full perspective. Polls do consistently 

show that most Iraqi Arabs still value their national identity as Iraqis, as well as many Iraqi Kurds. 

At the same time, Iraqis have a tendency to understate the importance of the sectarian tensions 

between Arab Sunnis and Arab Shiôites, and between Iraqi Arab and Iraq Kurds. This is partly the 

result of the fact that few Iraqis had access to the level of internal security efforts to control and 

repress Arab Shiôites and Kurdish dissidents during the time of Saddam Hussein, but there also is 

a tendency to understate the problem where possible.    

There are no reliable data on the exact size of Iraqôs major ethnic and sectarian divisions, but it is 

clear that they run very deep. There are no recent census data to use in order to accurately measure 

these divisions, but efforts to map these divisions within Iraq date back decades and do little to 

reflect Iraqôs population growth, urbanization, and the impact from years of fighting. The CIA 

estimate is dated but is probably still as good as any now available ï given the lack of a real census. 

The Agency guesstimates that Iraq is ñArab 75-80%, Kurdish 15-20%, other 5% (includes 

Turkmen, Yezidi, Shabak, Kaka'i, Bedouin, Romani, Assyrian, Circassian, Sabaean-Mandaean, 

Persian)ò ï even though the Agency states that such data are a ñ1987 government estimate; no 

more recent reliable numbers are available.ò20  
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Similarly, CIA estimates may be broadly correct in indicating that Iraqôs sectarian structure is 

ñMuslim (official) 95-98% (Shia 64-69%, Sunni 29-34%), Christian 1% (includes Catholic, 

Orthodox, Protestant, Assyrian Church of the East), and other 1-4%.ò It should be noted, however, 

these estimates date back to 2015, and that the U.S. State Department has made separate estimates 

that some 70% of Iraqôs smaller sectarian minorities have left the county since 2003. 

So far, no Iraqi government has been able to fully cope with the divisions between Kurds and 

Arabs that occurred after the first Gulf War or from the reversal of power from a Sunni Arab to a 

Shiôite Arab dominated state that occurred after the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003. Iraqôs most 

immediate security challenges may be the surviving elements of ISIS and from the Shiôite Popular 

Mobilization Forces with ties to Iran.  

Once again, however, ñghostsò matter. In many ways, todayôs tensions are the product of the ethnic 

and sectarian divisions within Iraq that date back to its founding after World War I. The British 

established an Iraqi monarchy with foreign Arab Sunni leadership in a country with a large Arab 

Shiôite majority and Kurdish elements that had sought independence as part of a larger Kurdish 

nation. This only led to sporadic and limited violence until the 1960s. 

The fall of the Iraqi monarchy on July 14, 1958 did not broaden Iraqôs Sunni Arab-dominated base 

of power, but it did lead to a long series of competing warlords and then a Baôath takeover that led 

to the rise of Saddam Hussein. It also has some impact in triggering a Kurdish revolution called 

the First Iraqi-Kurdish War or the Barzani revolt that lasted from 1960 through 1970. This 

revolution was led by forces led by the elder Barzani ïand only lasted briefly as it had enough 

forces to pose a regional threat to the Iran government. It was, however, covertly supported by the 

Shah of Iran as well as by the United States. It also led to a limited autonomy agreement for the 

Kurds, and Iranian and U.S. covert support of the Kurds did not fully end until Iraq agreed to the 

terms of the Algiers Accord over the Shatt-al-Arab which was signed in 1975. 

The Fall of the Shah in 1979 ï and the Iran-Iraq War that lasted from 1980-1988 ï led to new 

sectarian and ethnic fighting when Iraqôs offensive failed and Iran officially went on the offensive 

in 1983. Kurdish and Arab Shiôite resistance movements became growing problems, and Saddam 

Husseinôs Arab-Sunni regime grew steadily more violent and repressive in dealing with both 

Kurdish resistance in the northern Iraq and Shiôite Arab resistance in the southeast. This led to 

fighting that lasted until Iraq forced Iran to agree to a cease fire in the summer of 1988. The 

ceasefire with Iran then allowed Saddam to largely defeat the small remaining Kurdish and Arab 

Shiôite resistance movements.  

Saddam Hussein then invaded Kuwait in 1990. This invasion ended in a massive military defeat 

by the U.S-Saudi led coalition in 1991, and Saddamôs apparent weakness triggered serious popular 

Arab Shiôite and Kurdish uprisings. Saddam Hussein used artillery, troops, and attack helicopters 

to quickly suppress the Arab Shite uprisings in the South, and then used them against the Kurds ï 

only to be later blocked by the U.S.  

The end result was that the Kurds were able to create a Kurdish Regional Government in 1992 that 

was protected by the United States until the U.S. invaded Iraq in 2003, but Iraqi Shiôite Arabs 

faced even more stringent security measures. In contrast, Iraqi Sunni Arabs saw a steady increase 

in government privileges, and investment in the Sunni-dominated western areas in Iraq like Mosul. 

The U.S. invasion in 2003 that toppled Saddam Hussein and the Baôath Party, gave the Kurds in 

the KRG regions in the north almost total autonomy as well as the ability to take control of Iraqôs 
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northern oil fields and some Arab areas ï a situation partly altered by an agreement in 2017, but 

one that has never been fully or consistently implemented.  

The impact in Arab-dominated areas, however, was to give Shiôite Arab dominant power, which 

led to ñDe-Baôathificationò purges of the government and military that went far beyond just 

supporters of Saddam Hussein. This helped to trigger a major round of sectarian and ethnic fighting 

from 2005 through 2010 ï which ended largely because the Arab Sunni extremist faction became 

so violent and repressive that it triggered the creation of a major Sunni resistance force called the 

ñSons of Iraq.ò The resulting victory helped lead to the withdrawal of U.S. combat troops in 2011 

ï only to have Prime Minister Malaki create a new round of tension and fighting between Sunni 

and Shiôite. 

Iraqi nationalism has survived all of these tensions and sporadic outbreaks of violence to date. The 

end result, however, is still serious ethnic and sectarian tensions. It is compounded by tensions 

over how petroleum revenues and territory are allocated between Arabs and Kurds, continuing 

pressure on budgets and privileges by Arab Shiôites at the expense of Arab Sunnis, and particularly 

by the failure of past governments to help Sunni areas in the West recover from the damage done 

by the fighting against ISIS. Moreover, the allocation of petroleum revenues outside the largely 

Shiôite-dominated petroleum areas in the Southeast has led to Arab Sunni versus Arab Shiôite 

tensions as well. 

Whatever momentum existed towards unity after the break-up of the ISIS ñcaliphateò has been 

severely cut through the failure to help the largely Sunni areas in the West ï where the fighting 

was centered ï recover, the failure to reach effective working relations with the Kurds, and 

Baghdadôs failure to share the countryôs oil wealth with the Shiôite areas in the South. These are 

the areas where the ñghostsò of Iraq make progress particularly critical. 

The ñGhostsò of War and Political Instability and Their Impact 

on Iraqôs Politics, Governance, Budgets, and Economics 

Iraqôs politics, governance, economy, and search for security and stability must deal with 

additional internal ghosts that are ï at the least ï a serious a set of problems. As the previous 

analysis has already shown, Iraq has only had limited periods of stable civil governance and 

economic development since the fall if its monarchy in 1958. The precious outline of Iraqôs internal 

and external conflicts show it fought a low-level war against its Kurds from 1960 to 1970. It 

engaged in the October War in 1973, and then it enjoyed a brief period of exceptional oil wealth 

after the fall of the Shah in 1979 ï that led to massive investments in key state industries that never 

became highly productive but led to massive increases in the cost of their employees.  

In 1980, Iraq invaded Iran. Instead of annexing part of Iranôs southwestern oil fields, it was pushed 

onto the defensive in 1983 and was effective bankrupt by 1984 ï surviving only because of massive 

loans from its Arab neighbors. It had less than a year to recover after the ceasefire in 1988, when 

it then invaded Kuwait on August 2, 1990, to gain new economic assets and avoid repayment of 

its Gulf War debts. 

The end result was the First Gulf War in 1991, the liberation of Kuwait on February 28, 1991, and 

a devastating defeat of Iraq. As noted earlier, Saddam Husseinôs regime was able to put down 

major popular uprisings in the South, but it lost most of the Kurdish areas in its North to what 

became the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG). As a result, Iraq has not had a fully unified 

national economy, budget, or government since 1992 ï a period of nearly 28 years. 
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Moreover, the UN Security Council imposed a financial trade embargo on Iraq on August 6, 1990, 

four days after Iraq invaded Kuwait. These stayed in force until May 22, 2003 ï a date that came 

after the U.S. led invasion of Iraq drove Saddam from power but still forced Iraq to continue to 

pay reparations to Kuwait. They also led the central government to seriously distort the operations 

of the agricultural, industrial, and service sectors ï often with highly negative results. The 

governmentôs misallocation of crop, seed, and fertilizer in the agricultural sector; employment of 

government-funded labor in non-productive state industries; spending on the military and security 

services; funding a network of new palaces; and the over-development of the wrong types of canals 

are cases in point. 

As has been discussed earlier, the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 made things far worse in spite 

of major U.S. and Allied aid efforts. It triggered a major new war against Sunni extremist forces 

tied to Al Qaeda from 2005-2009, and it further distorted the economy while inflicting a new round 

of wartime damage.  

Iraq then created a new row of tensions between its sectarian and ethnic factions that led to a major 

invasion by ISIS and a new war from December 2013 to the present that gave ISIS peak gains in 

June 2014 and that have also left significant remnants of ISIS fighters in spite of the defeat of its 

ñcaliphate.ò This fighting created a massive new level of wartime damage and humanitarian 

suffering in the Sunni areas in western Iraq, helped delay any full settlement of the Kurdish issue, 

and led Iraq to spend some 10% of its GDP on security forces, which made any stable approach to 

budgeting and economic development impossible. 

As is the case with Iraqôs ethnic and sectarian divisions, most Iraqis and some Iraqi analysts have 

little knowledge or memory of the full chain of these events. Iraqôs median age is only a little over 

20 years of age and most Iraqis have been born during a time where the country not only had little 

stability but also little time to focus on anything other than its immediate crises.  

Nevertheless, these particular ñghostsò did far more than exacerbate ethnic and sectarian 

differences. They left Iraq without stable governance, budgets, or economic development plans for 

well over half a century before the Coronavirus and petroleum export crisis became a critical 

problem in 2020, and they interacted with other conflicts in regions involving Syria and Turkey.  

They also left it a divided country with Shiôite Arab zones, Sunni Arab zones, mixed zones, and a 

separate Kurdish Regional Government. While this analysis focuses on Iraq as a single country, 

Iraqi Kurdistan not only is still semi-autonomous, but it is experiencing a popular demand to 

decentralize its current structure after ineffectively dealing with the crises caused by both the 

Coronavirus and declining oil prices.  

The Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) has in the past been led by two main parties, the 

Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). However, the 

emergence of the more powerful KDP has produced ï much like the Iraqi central government ï an 

inefficient and divided KRG, with outdated procedures, such as ministries refusing to accept digital 

copies and instead only accepting documents handed in person.  
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Demography and Political Instability 

It is also critical to understand the level of demographic changes that occurred during this long 

period. The U.S. Census Bureau International Database indicates that Iraq had a population of only 

6.9 million in 1960. This population rose to 18,208 million by the time Iraq invaded Kuwait in 

1990 ï 2.6 times higher. It rose to 38.9 million in 2020 ï 5.7 times the figure in 1960.21  

This rise led to massive increases in the need for infrastructure, water, housing, and jobs, and it 

also led to an equally massive shift out of the agricultural sectors into urban areas. Any estimate 

of this shift has to be a guesstimate, but the CIA World Factbook estimates that Iraq reached a 

level of urbanization of 70.9% in 2020, and it estimates that the urbanization level has risen by 

3.09% a year since 2015. Looking at the limited data involved, Iraq probably was still well under 

30% urbanization in 1960. This would have given it a maximum urbanized population of only 2.1 

million in 1960 vs. 27.6 million today.22 

Budgets and Economics that Cripple Politics, and Politics that 

Cripple Budgets and Economics 

The cumulative impact of these political ñghostsô also make the challenges posed by the 

Coronavirus and Iraqôs petroleum crises even greater. At a basic level, they combine and leave 

Iraq with far too few funds for recovery, development, and growth if Iraq is to meet its peopleôs 

needs. The LIG Quarterly Report again provides an official estimate of just how serious the new 

impacts of the Coronavirus and petroleum crisis are likely to be,23 

During the quarter, Iraq was hit with a mix of shocks, including COVID-19, halved oil prices, popular unrest, 

and ongoing militia violence. The country has been operating without a 2020 budget, limiting the ministries 

to monthly allocations based on the 2019 budget. Without increased revenues, Iraq will be unable to fund 

payments to the ministries after Aprilé  

A Middle East analyst reported that the twin shocks of the effect of COVID-19 on the world economy and 

the current oil price war would stress Iraqôs budget to the limit. While the shocks were not foreseeable, the 

Iraqi budget structure imbalance would have inevitably led to an economic crisis. The budget imbalance 

projects revenues not covering current spending, which is mostly composed of salaries, pensions, and welfare 

spending, totaling 85 percent of current spending. While oil revenues make up 90 percent of government 

revenues, 25 percent of ñnon-oilò income is oil related in the form of taxes on foreign oil companies and the 

governmentôs share from profits from the stateôs oil companiesé 

According to the aforementioned analysis, the default solution for the Iraqi government would be to cancel 

all non-oil investment spending and resort to borrowing, explained the Middle East analyst. These measures 

would only postpone but not resolve the economic crisis. Under this solution, the Iraqi government would 

continue to function; however, it would not be able to provide reliable electricity, potable water, and sanitary 

sewage treatment demanded by the reform protesters. Overdue and necessary rebuilding of communities 

damaged by the fight to expel ISIS would be delayed furtheré  

The DoS reported to the DoS OIG that efforts to draft a 2020 budget have been set back by earlier unrealistic 

oil price and production assumptions. The previous draft budget priced oil at $56 per barrel, with 3.88 million 

barrels per day average export. However, during the quarter, Iraqôs oil prices dropped below $30 per barrel. 

According to the DoS, Iraqi officials were considering revising the 2020 oil revenue assumptions to about 

$30 per barrel, with 3.6 million barrels per day export, which would generate revenue of $3.24 billion per 

month. However, officials reported that Iraq is spending $4 billion per month for operational expenses limited 

to employee compensation, primarily salaries for federal and KRG government employees and state-owned 

enterprise employees, as well as pensions, and social welfare. Under the revised oil price and production 

assumptions, the Iraqi government would be unable to fund payments past Aprilé 
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The DoS informed the DoS OIG that should then Prime Minister-designate Adnan al Zurfi fail to form a 

government by the April 17 deadline, an advisory committee of senior Iraqi economic officials was 

considering sending the revised draft budget to the Parliament without the endorsement of caretaker Prime 

Minister Abd al Mahdi, who maintains he lacks authority to transmit the budget. Alternative strategies include 

having President Barham Salih or the Prime Ministerôs economic committee send the revised budget to the 

parliament. The advisory committee took no action following al Zurfiôs withdrawal and Barham Salihôs 

nomination of Mustafa al Kadhimi as Prime Minister-designate on April 9é 

They also indicate that they already had a direct impact on the central governmentôs ability to 

govern,24 

With global oil prices plummeting, Iraq experienced worsening economic conditions this quarteréThe 

country has been operating without a 2020 budget, and according to the DoS, without increased revenues, 

the government will be unable to fund payments to its ministries after April 1 According to one Middle East 

analyst, the twin shocks of the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on the world economy and the oil price war 

initiated by Saudi Arabia and Russia will stress Iraqôs budget to the limit. Analysts also stated that various 

proposed solutions would likely postpone the economic crisis, but not resolve it. These include halting 

investments to rebuild war-torn northern provinces, expanding oil production capacity, delaying settlement 

of foreign debt, and halting payments to investors in the electricity sector. 

There is no way to predict these twin shocks, but the indicators as of late June 2020 were not good. 

Iraqôs efforts to control COVID-19 were proving to be less successful than the government had 

originally reported, and any major sustained recovery of oil export revenues remained highly 

uncertain. 

Iraqôs Lack of Effective Governance and Corruption at Every 

Level Are Additional Key Problems 

Corruption is still another critical problem, and this time can be found in every level of governance. 

As has been mentioned earlier, Chart One shows that Iraq has one of the worst rated and most 

ineffective governments in the world according to a World Bank ranking based on a range of 

sources and key aspects of governance.  

Iraq has had a dismally low percentile rank of governance compared to most other states in all six 

of the Bankôs categories from 1996 to 2018. This period covers the rule of Saddam Hussein 

through the U.S. invasion in 2003, and well over a decade of sovereign rule and Iraqi attempts to 

create a successful democracy. With the possible exception of ñvoice and accountabilityò ï Iraq 

still had truly low ratings in ñpolitical stability,ò the ñabsence of violence and terrorism,ò the ñrule 

of law,ò and ñcorruption.ò Furthermore, the World Bank governance ratings end in 2018 ï a far 

more favorable period for Iraqi governance than in 2019 or 2020 to date. 

The World Bank is scarcely the only source for such estimates of the Iraqi government. Iraq ranked 

as the 18th most corrupt country in the world according to Transparency Internationalôs most 

recent rank in 2019. The Lead Inspector Generalôs Report to Congress for January 1, 2020-March 

31, 2020 describes Iraqôs problems with corruption as follows:25  

Iraqi government corruption is one of the primary reasons that protesters took to the streets in October. 

Despite a slight improvement in its corruption score in 2019, Iraq continues to rank in the bottom 10 percent 

of countries evaluated in Transparency Internationalôs annual Corruption Perceptions Index. 

The DoS told DoS OIG that it encourages ñIraqi officials to investigate and prosecute corruption cases.ò Such 

encouragement, and technical assistance to support such efforts, have been a staple of U.S. policy since the 

days of the Coalition Provisional Authority, according to the Special Inspector for Iraq Reconstructionôs final 

report. However, despite the efforts, corruption continues to plague the country. In 2007, a senior Iraqi judge 
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testified before the U.S. Congress that cases could not be brought against senior officials without the approval 

of the Prime Minister. 

Iraqôs reputation for corruption hinders economic growth and foreign investment in Iraq and is a contributing 

factor to its low ranking in the World Bankôs Ease of Doing Business 2020 report (ranked 172 of 190 

countries). The World Bank signed a memorandum of understanding with the Minister of Finance in October 

2019 that calls for reforms to improve Iraqôs business environment. According to the DoS, a new government 

is needed to advance this work. 

The DoS told the DoS OIG that Iraqi officials frequently engage in corrupt practices with impunity, which is 

a significant impediment to improving public services and restoring essential services in conflict-affected 

and liberated areas, which would necessarily increase the likelihood of instability and violence. When asked 

about efforts made to address corruption, the DoS reported that among other steps, USAID worked on 

procurement reform and developing standard bidding documents for public tenders that reduce opportunities 

for corruption. 

On January 1, 2020, the caretaker prime minister had a high-profile meeting with what he said would be a 

revived High Council for Combatting Corruption, which had, however, held some meetings in 2018, 

according to press reports. With the revival, however, one Iraqi parliamentarian from the Sairoon bloc, whose 

components made anti-corruption one of their themes, said that the council would fail because ñpolitical 

leaders who are involved in corruption and who will not allow the implementation of any solutions in this 

regard.ò A Baghdad-based think tankôs researcher noted that in 2007 a similar entity was established; it was 

ñrevivedò in 2015, after a wave of anti-corruption demonstrations, and is the predecessor of the new entity.  

According to the DoS, over the years, a related body, the Commission of Integrity, investigated several high-

profile cases, filed more than 4,783 corruption cases, and issued more than 857 arrest warrants. There were 

442 convictions, including 3 ministers and 27 senior officials, although the names of those convicted 

remained anonymous. The commissionôs biannual report stated that the law allowed amnesty for more than 

986 convicted persons upon repaying money they had obtained by corruption. On May 9, 2019, the head of 

the commission, Hassan al Yassiri, submitted his resignation on the grounds that the authorities had only 

addressed a small number of the cases that it had referred to them.  

Explaining the persistence of corruption in Iraq, an Iraqi scholar has described a melding of ñpoliticalò and 

ñgrandò corruption, calling it ñcorruption protection,ò a systematic attempt among corrupt agents seeking to 

evade accountability for primary corruption activity by preventing perpetrators of corruption from being 

brought to justice. The scholar also argued that despite the apparent strength of the anti-corruption 

framework, the multiple institutions established to fight corruption and the system of accountability can also 

constitute a means for ñcorruption protection.ò 

As is shown shortly, Iraqi public opinion polls ï and the slogans used in many in Iraqôs popular 

demonstrations against its government ï make it clear that the Iraqi people share these views. The 

Iraqi government lacks popular support and trust on many issues from national to local levels. 

Some of the recent patterns in violence also indicate that Iraqôs Arab population is dividing into a 

steadily more polarized Shiôite and Sunni factions, which are deeply ï and sometimes violently ï 

divided and command more force than popular support.  

It is also important to point out that ñcorruptionò has a broader meaning in states like Iraq than 

may be initially apparent. Polls in the Arab world and much of the developing world, show that 

perceptions of corruption often are a key factor in shaping broad popular protests against given 

governments, and that it is often far safer and easier to express opposition to ñcorruptionò than the 

leadership of repressive and authoritarian states.  

Corruption is also more visible that other forms of failure in governance, affect more people more 

directly, and is perceived as a critical barrier to employment and promotion based on merit. It also 

seems to cut across sectarian and ethnic divisions. Much of the polling involved is private, but in 
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most cases, all officials, politicians, courts, and law enforcement officials tend to be seen as 

corrupt, not just those of an opposing or different faction. 

The end result is a set of clear warnings that Iraqôs external and internal challenges and its deep 

ethnic and sectarian divisions are coupled to a threat from self-seeking politicians that leave Iraq 

crippled by favoritism and high levels of corruption. These problems make Iraq more vulnerable 

to outside pressure from states like Iran as well as lead to mass popular demonstrations and anger 

both between and within given factions. Iraq cannot deal with its divisions and instability as a near 

kleptocracy. Like many other developing countries, it must come firmly to grips with corruption 

as every level and not rely on anti-corruption legislation that is not enforced or anti-corruption 

efforts in a government that either does not function or simply finds a few scapegoats. Proper 

accounting, contracting controls, public transparency, whistleblower rewards, and public outing 

and punishment need to be a key aspect of governance ï as do proper wages and job security.  

At the same time, such levels of corruption are a clear warning that aid donors like the U.S. need 

to be ruthless in making aid conditional on the removal of corrupt officials and on full 

accountability. This is as true of humanitarian aid as other forms of aid. The fight against 

corruption is critical to both effective governance and the success of any strategic relationship, and 

virtually every aid effort that has lacked such conditionality has been crippled by waste, fraud, and 

abuse. Similarly, every recipient country promise of anticorruption drives and prosecution has 

failed. Donor conditionality is critical, and in cases like Iraq, it should include the public outing of 

corrupt Iraq officials, contractors, and businessmen by donors; and the denial of visas to such 

officials and their families. 
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Chart One: Iraqôs Failed Levels of Governance at Every Level of 

World Bank Assessment: 1996-2018 

 

Source: World Bank, Worldwide Governance Indicators, http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/Home/Reports 
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Politics, Governance, Public Opinion Polls, and Losing the Trust 

of the Iraqi People 

There is nothing theoretical about the human impact of these political and governance problems. 

An article in the Washington Post by Munqith Dagher, the Chairman of the Al Mustakilla Research 

Group (IIACSS) and one of Iraqôs leading polling experts, reported that a survey of protestors in 

late 2019 found that Iraqôs factional, ethnic, and sectarian divisions were only part of a broader 

national distrust of virtually all political leaders and factions:26 

An even greater problem for any lasting solution is the profound lack of trust in the current political players. 

Except for Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, the most influential Shiite cleric in Iraq, who enjoys the trust of 60 

percent of the protesters, all other state players (legislative, executive and even judicial branch) are trusted 

by less than 5 percent of Iraqis, according to our most recent poll. Over 90 percent of protesters welcome an 

early election ð but because of their mistrust of state institutions, a low percentage agree that it should be 

held under the current electoral commission or even under the supervision of Iraqi judges. 

Outside international players receive a low level of trust as well. Iran is trusted by 1 percent of those 

interviewed, while the United States is trusted by 7 percent, the European Union by 25 percent and the United 

Nations by 30 percent. 

Recent polls by Munqith Dagher and the Al Mustakilla Research Group (IIACSS) show that the 

Iraqi public takes corruption and Iraqôs failures in governance and politics very seriously. The 

results of recent IIACSS polls that shows the extent to which Iraqi governments have won or lost 

the trust of their peoples are shown in Chart Two  and Chart Three, as well as in later charts in 

this analysis that reflect Iraqi popular attitudes towards the economy and national security. The 

research for these polls was conducted between mid-January 2020 and March 5, 2020. The total 

sample was 3000 interviews, using a random probability proportional to population (PPS) face to 

face interviews. The margin of error was +\ - 3.5%. with a confidence level of 95%. 

Chart Two  shows the result of polls on national unity and faith in democracy. Chart Three shows 

the result of polls on political freedom. These results show that the Iraqi people still believe Iraq 

should be united as a nation, but they have uncertain faith in democracy, the central government, 

and the Iraqi Council of Representatives (COR). They also show that Iraqis have only uncertain 

faith in the level of freedom that the government now provides. 

Other poll results shown later in this analysis display same levels of popular lack of faith in the 

governmentôs economic policies, its security efforts, and its security forces. Like the results in 

Chart Two they offer real hope that better politics, better leadership, and better governance could 

alter the negative polling results relatively quickly. However, they also show that any lasting form 

of Iraqi political and economic stability and security requires future governments to come to grips 

with these issues, not simply to seek economic growth or development on a national level. Ethnic 

and sectarian differences do not cripple Iraq, but they do require political action ï rather than 

factionalism and denial. 

Polls quoted in the Arab Barometer also had similar results. Only 6% of the Iraqis polled said they 

ñhad a great deal of trust in political parties.ò Only 12% of Iraqis had trust in Islamist parties and 

movements.27 
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Chart Two: Winning or Losing the Trust  of the Iraqi People ï Polls 

on National Unity and Faith in Democracy28 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Munqith Dagher, Al Mustakilla Research Group (IIACSS), May 20, 2020. 
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Chart Three: Winning or Losing the Trust of the Iraqi People ï 

Polls on Political Freedom29 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Munqith Dagher, Al Mustakilla Research Group (IIACSS), May 20, 2020. 
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Another set of polls highlights the lack of popular trust in Iraqôs government and the special impact 

of corruption. The Arab Barometer regularly polls much of the Arab world, and its Wave 5-

Country Report for Iraq for 2019 summarizes Iraqi popular attitudes toward governance, the 

United States, and corruption as follows:30 

Trust in parliament and the judiciary have seen double-digit drops since 2011. Only 16 percent of Iraqis 

indicate they are generally satisfied with the overall government performanceéThe May 2018 elections, 

which registered record low turnout since 2005, and the subsequent months-long struggle to form a 

government have not helped these perceptions, if not outright contributing to them. In fact, the majority (60 

percent) believe that the elections were neither free nor fair.  

These negative assessments of political institutions, government performance, and the economy may 

underpin beliefs that Iraq is experiencing a decline in democracy, with only 23 percent saying that the country 

is somewhat democratic. Still, the majority (75 percent) believes that democracy, despite its flaws, is better 

than other forms of government.  

éWidespread sentiments of dissatisfaction with government performance bleed into Iraqisô appraisals of 

and participation in their electoral system. Iraqôs May 12, 2018 national elections held throughout the 

countryôs 18 governorates witnessed record low turnouts since 2003. Only 44 percent of the eligible voter 

population voted for candidates to fill the 329 seats in the Council of Representatives, which constituted a 

decrease from 62 percent in 2014. With 9 seats reserved for minorities and 25 percent of seats reserved for 

women, Iraqôs open list proportional representation system offered 23 political coalitions, 45 political parties, 

and 19 independent candidatesða total of 87 lists with more than 7,000 candidatesðfrom which Iraqi voters 

could choose 

Against this backdrop, most Iraqis (75 percent) report feeling that politics is too complicated to understand, 

and interest in politics has waned significantly only 26 percent say they are interested in politics, compared 

with 52 percent in 2011. The decline is particularly pronounced among youth (age 18-29), fewer of whom 

report voting and taking an interest in the political system.  

This cooling of overall feelings towards politics reverberates in a sense of detachment from and skepticism 

toward various aspects of the electoral system. Low shares report having attended a campaign event (11 

percent), and six-in-10 say that the elections were neither free nor fair, with roughly a quarter stating they 

were major problems.  

The plurality of Iraqis (48 percent) do not feel close to any political party, and only 6 percent trust political 

parties. While there has been a 10-point increase in share of Iraqis describing themselves as ñreligiousò 

between 2013 (39 percent) and 2019 (49 percent), there is a small decrease in the preference for a religious 

over a non-religious party from 52 percent to 47 percent in the same time period. This mirrors a more marked 

decline in trust in religious leaders. In 2019, roughly 40 percent trust religious leaders, down from 64 percent 

in 2013, and seven-in-10 think that religious leaders are as corrupt as non-religious leaders.  

Trust in publicðand particularly politicalðinstitutions also is declining. In 2019 a minority of Iraqis trust 

the parliament (13 percent) and the judiciary (38 per- cent), marking a 15- and 16-point drop since 2011. 

Only one-in-four trust the civil service. In contrast, there is high trust in enforcement institutions 69 per- cent 

trust the police and 84 percent trust the army.  

National assessments of perceived corruption and performance coupled with a decrease in voter turnout and 

in election-related participation appear to be a referendum not only on the government, but also on the 

political system in the country. Iraqis perceive their country as one experiencing a democratic decline. 

Citizens who think Iraq is somewhat democratic have never been in the majority, but only 23 percent think 

so in 2019, compared with 37 percent in 2013.  

But this appraisal of democracy as a political system may be linked to Iraqisô appraisal of the government 

performance. When asked, roughly half of all Iraqis (51 percent) believe that the most essential characteristic 

of a democracy is to ensure job opportunities. Only 21 percent rate the economic situation in the country as 

good, compared with 52 percent in 2013. If the economy is the yardstick by which Iraqis are measuring the 

system, then it is unsurprising that the political system is seen as falling short.  
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Nevertheless, 55 percent of Iraqis believe that democracy is the preferred form of government for their 

country, and despite its substantive flaws, 75 percent believe that democracy is better than other political 

systems. It appears Iraqis like the idea of democracy, but they do not like the specific brand of it that has 

developed in their country.  

The same polling effort addressed the high level of Iraqi sensitivity to corruption:31 

é Corruption remains high among the challenges Iraqis suggest are facing their country, and one-in-four 

believe that corruption pervades national state agencies and institutions to a large extent. Evaluations of the 

economy are not much better: two-in-ten evaluate the economic situation in 2019 as good, down from half 

in 2013. 

éIn a trend observed since 2011, the perception that corruption pervades the political landscape is 

widespread in Iraq. While complaints of corruption are high across the Arab world, more Iraqis (74 percent), 

along with Libyans and Tunisians, than citizens in other Arab countries believe that the extent of corruption 

is large within national state agencies and institutions. The plurality (32 per- cent) believe that corruption 

ranks first among the most important challenges facing the country, making Iraq the only country other than 

Kuwait surveyed by the Arab Barometer to rank corruption as a bigger problem than the economic situation.  

éé While majorities report both the necessity to use corruption to access government services and jobs, 

minorities believe that the Iraqi government is doing a good job at providing the same services. Few are 

satisfied with the education system (26 percent) and health care system (33 percent).  

Perceptions of pervasive corruption coupled with stilted service underscore general dissatisfaction with 

government performance. Only 16 percent of Iraqis indicate they are generally satisfied with the overall 

government performance, while roughly 30 percent agree that the government does all it can to provide its 

citizens with necessary services. Among MENA countries, Iraq has the second highest share (41 percent) of 

citizens saying that internal factors alone are most important in causing the lack of development in the Arab 

world.  

These findings regarding popular perceptions of governance, the legislature, and the judiciary are 

summarized in Chart Four , along with comparisons that show how low popular support for such 

institutions compared with such popular support in most other Arab states. The findings regarding 

perceptions of corruption are summarized in Chart Five, along with comparisons that show the 

extent to which corruption in Iraq outpaces the level of corruption in most other Arab states.  
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Chart Four: Popular Trust in Government, Parliament, and the 

Courts 

 

 

 

Source: Abdul-Wahab Kayyali, ñThe Arab Worldôs Trust in Government and the Perils of Generalizations,ò Arab Barometer, 
June 23, 2020, https://www.arabbarometer.org/2020/06/the-arab-worlds-trust-in-government-and-the-perils-of-generalization/. 
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