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Annex One: Creating Effective Iraqi Security Forces 

Anthony H. Cordesman 

Official rhetoric and reassurances aside, the Iraqi central government’s military forces are now 

only making token progress relative to Iraq’s need for military and security forces that unite the 

country; can deal with extremism; and can deter Iran, Syria, and Turkey. Many of the data that 

could fully explain the scale of these problems are classified, but this annex draws on official open 

source reporting that does provide critical warnings as to the limit in Iraq forces and need for aid. 

It makes it clear that empty spin about success is no substitute for real progress and that U.S. 

withdrawals and cutback may already have gone too far. 

The key topics in this analysis include:  

ANNEX ONE: CREATING EFFECTIVE IRAQI SECURITY FORCES .............................................................................. 2 

Figure One: Iraq and the Regional Military Balance - I ........................................................................................ 4 
Figure One: Iraq and the Regional Military Balance - II ....................................................................................... 5 
Figure Two: Other Arab Gulf State Military Balance - I ........................................................................................ 6 
Figure Two: Other Arab Gulf State Military Balance - II ....................................................................................... 7 

THE TOKEN SIZE OF THE CURRENT U.S. AID AND SUPPORT EFFORT ......................................................................................... 8 
RECENT U.S. SPENDING ON SECURITY AID .......................................................................................................................... 9 

Figure Three: U.S. Department of Defense, Department of State, and USAID Aid Budget for Iraq Security 
Forces .................................................................................................................................................................. 11 

“SPINNING” IRAQI MILITARY PROGRESS ONLY SERVES TO DISGUISE THE INADEQUACY OF THE REMAINING LEVEL OF U.S. SECURITY 

EFFORT ....................................................................................................................................................................... 12 
IRAQ, THE RESURGENCE OF ISIS ATTACKS, AND THE PRO-IRANIAN PMF THREAT ..................................................................... 14 

Figure Four: Iraqi Dependence on U.S. Air Strikes .............................................................................................. 15 
Figure Five: ISIS Attacks in Iraq and Syria in Fourth Quarter 2020 ..................................................................... 16 

INTERNAL UNREST AND ABUSES BY THE IRAQI SECURITY SERVICES ......................................................................................... 17 
THE NEED FOR CONTINUING U.S. MILITARY AND TRAIN AND ASSIST SUPPORT ........................................................................ 19 

 

Force Numbers Are No Substitute for Force Quality 

The raw force numbers that illustrate Iraq’s military weakness relative to Iran and the other Gulf 

states are shown in Figure One and Figure Two. These numbers alone make Iraq’s weaknesses 

relative to Iran and other outside powers all too clear, even if one ignores force quality, readiness, 

and the role of pro-Iranian PMFs in Iraq.  

So does the low level of Iraqi military strength for a country its size, relative to the spending and 

modern forces of the other Arab Gulf states. Figure One can only hint at the size of the forces 

Syria may deploy, and it does not cover Turkish forces – which have intervened to fight Turkish 

Kurdish rebels in the Kurdish areas in both Northern Iraq and in Northern Syria. 

Force numbers tell only a limited and misleading part of the story. At least half of Iraq’s order of 

battle has only limited capability, and Iraqi land units remain heavily dependent of U.S. tactical 

intelligence and air strike support. A few key units play a critical role, including the Iraqi 

Counterterrorism Service (CTS; a Special Forces Division aka the “Golden Division”), Prime 

Minister's Special Forces Division, and Presidential Brigades. 

The CIA makes somewhat different personnel estimates than the IISS figures shown in Figure 

One. The CIA notes that, “assessments of the size of the Iraqi military and militia forces vary” and 
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estimates approximately 225,000 active military personnel (190,000 Army; 5,000 Navy; 5,000 Air 

Force; est. 10,000 Iraqi Counterterrorism Service; est. 10,000 Presidential Brigades; and est. 5,000 

Prime Minister’s Special Forces Division). These numbers do not include 100,000-160,000 

Popular Mobilization Forces and 150,000-200,000 Kurdish Peshmerga Forces (2020).1 

Substantial numbers of the land weapons counted in Figure One are not operational or sustainable. 

Many of the weapons shown are older weapons supplied by the former Soviet bloc and Russia – 

some captured or used in Iraqi forces during the Iran-Iraq War back in 1980-1988. A significant 

number would have to be rebuilt for sustainable operations, and Iraq clearly cannot compete with 

Iran in armor or artillery. 

Iraq’s air force has only limited operational capability, including many of the its 34 F-16C/Ds. It 

has no advanced land-based air and missile defense units, no real navy, and no long-range surface-

to-air missiles. These are all major assets in Iran’s forces.   

Minor improvements in training and readiness are offset by a lack of capability to properly operate 

and sustain U.S. combat weapons and aircraft, the decline in U.S. airstrike and intelligence support, 

and the Iraqi government’s failure to deal with pro-Iranian and other largely independent Popular 

Mobilization Forces. 

The joint statement regarding the strategic dialogue as well as U.S. official press statements and 

releases also carefully avoid mentioning Iraq’s growing dependence on Russian arms or that it is 

operating older Russian and Soviet equipment. U.S. government open source data are often 

contradictory or have gaps in reporting on arms transfers. However, the State Department reports 

that U.S. arms transfers totaled $6.2 billion between 2012 and 2014, and $8.6 billion between 2015 

and 2017, but Russia also supplied $1.0 billion between 2012 and 2014, and $8.6 billion between 

2015 and 2017.2 

The U.S. has not published directly comparable data on U.S. and Russian transfers since then – 

and some official U.S. reports indicate that the U.S. is still providing major procurement assistance 

– but outside sources indicate that it is now Russia that plays the most active role in supplying Iraq 

with new weapons. According to the SIPRI arms transfers database, however, “the U.S. provided 

only $40 million worth of major weapons between 2018 and 2020 – the period after the break-up 

of the ‘caliphate.’ Russia provide $667 million worth, and other nations another $11 million worth 

– many Russian designs.”3 Department of Defense data are more reassuring, but they do indicate 

that U.S. transfers dropped from $3.1 billion in FY2017 to only $368 million in FY2020.4 
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Figure One: Iraq and the Regional Military Balance - I  
Category                                                                  Iraq                           Iran                      GCC           Syria-Assad**                     

                                                                                                                                                         

Actual Military Expenditures ($US billions) 

   IISS - 20.0+? 108.49 nk 

   SIPRI 7.5 12.6 77.7 nk 

   

As % of GDP 

   IISS 10.3? 14.1? 40.31 nk 

   SIPRI 3.5 2.3 26.1 nk 

Iran Primer  4.0 

 

Active Military Personnel  193,000 610,000                     374,800   169,000  

Reserve Military Personnel      - 350,000                       23,700 0 

Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) - 190,000                                0 0 

Land Forces 

    Active Personnel 180,000 350,000                     173,500  130,000  

    IRGC/National Guard Forces 0 150,000                     112,000  nk 

 

Armor 

    Main Battle Tanks 391+ 1,513+                       1,999  nk 

    Other Armored Fighting Vehicles (AFVs) 1,153 725                         4,237  nk  

    Armored Personnel Carriers 1,592+ 640+  

 

Artillery *** 1,601 6,798+                       4,759+   nk 

    Towed 60+ 2,030+                          529   nk  

    Self-Propelled 48+ 292                            777   nk 

    MRLs 3+ 1,476+                          206+   nk 

Naval Forces 

    Active Personnel 3,000 18,000                        24,900   4,000 

    IRGC/National/Coast Guard Forces 0 15,000+                        1,500?  0 

Tactical Conventional Submarines 0 3                                 0  0 

Submersibles 0 15                                 0  0 

 

Principal Surface Combatants 

      Missile 0 6                               22  0 

      Other 0 0                                 0  1 

 

Patrol and Coastal Combatants 

      Missile 0 70+                             69  22 

      Other 6 59                               88  0 

      Coastal/Small 26 57                             221  8 

Mine Warfare 0 0?                               5  7 

Amphibious Ships 0 12                                 2  3 

Landing Craft  - 11                               52  nk 

 

Maritime Patrol/ASW Aircraft 0 3                               12  0 

ASW Helicopters - 10                               15?  10 

MCM Helicopters - 13                                 0  0 

 

Marine Active Personnel 1,000 5,000                          3,000  0 
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Figure One: Iraq and the Regional Military Balance - II  
 

Category                                                                  Iraq                           Iran                      GCC           Syria-Assad**                     

 

 

Air Force/Air Defense Forces  

    Active Personnel 10,000 18,000                   51,500 35,000  

    IRGC/ Guard Forces - 15,000                            0 0 

 

Combat Capable Aircraft 80 333                        799 184 

    Fighter Ground Attack (FGA) 34 39                        473 79 

    Fighter - 183+                        93 55 

    Attack 30 39                          89 30 

    Combat capable trainers 24 15                        148 20 

    EW, IS&R, ELINT 10 6+                        30 0 

    AE&W 0 0                          11 0 

    Tanker 0 0                          16 0 

    Transport/Airlift 43 116                        123 23 

    Combat/Attack helicopters* 35 50                        143 20+ 

    Other helicopters* 117 220+                     526+ 50+ 

  

Surface-to-Air Missile Launch Units 

    Major 0                                ?                         276 SA-5, SA-2 

    Short Range 24                                ?                         235 SA-3, SA-6 

 

Surface-to-Surface Missiles 

    MRBM 0 50?                        10+? 0 

    SRBM 0 100?                        18?     Scud,/Fateh/SS21 

    GLCM CSIR ? 129                            6? nk  

    GLCM ISR ? 130                              ? nk 

 

Paramilitary Personnel 148,000                                                     53,760?  100,000 

Basij Resistance  Mobilization Force 0 600,000                               0 0 

Al Quds Force Active 0 5,000?                              0 0 

Law Enforcement Active 0 50,000?                       9,000 0 

Law Enforcement Reserve - 450,000                               - 0 

Militias 100,000+                            -                                  -  0     

Federal Police 36,000                              -                                  - 0 

Territorial Interdiction Force 12,000                              -                                  - 0 

National Defense Force - -          -          50,000 

Other Militias - -          -          50,000 

 

*Includes holdings of both land and air forces.  

** Only rough estimates of personnel are available, with no meaningful estimates of equipment numbers. 

*** Total usually includes highly uncertain number of mortars 

Note: These totals only include the data provided. Nk represents omitted data. 

Source: Adapted from Relevant country sections of the IISS, Military Balance, 2021; SIPRI, SIPRI Military 

Expenditure Database, 2019; and Henry Rome, “Iran’s Defense Spending,” Iran Primer, The United States Institute 

of Peace, June 17, 2020, https://iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2020/jun/17/iran%E2%80%99s-defense-spending. 

 

  

https://iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2020/jun/17/iran%E2%80%99s-defense-spending
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Figure Two: Other Arab Gulf State Military Balance - I  
 

Category                                                              Bahrain     Kuwait      Oman        Qatar         Saudi          UAE 

                                                                                                                                                         Arabia 

Actual Military Expenditures ($US billions) - - - - - - 

      IISS 1.41 7.8 7.48 23.5 48.5 19.8 

      SIPRI 1.40 7.71 6.73 - 61.86 - 

As % of GDP 

      IISS 4.06 7.14 12.01 4.37  5.60 7.13 

      SIPRI 3.70 5.60 8.80 - 8.00 0.00 

 

Active Military Personnel  8,200 17,500 42,600 16,500 227,000 63,000  

Reserve Military Personnel      0 23,700 0 0 0 0 

Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Land Forces 

    Active Personnel 6,000 11,500 25,000 12,000  75,000 44,000  

    National/Presidential Guard Forces 0 0 0 0  100,000 12,000 

 

Armor 

    Main Battle Tanks 180 293 117 96  960 353  

    Other Armored Fighting Vehicles (AFVs) 89 537 258 144  2,365 844  

    Armored Personnel Carriers 303+ 260 262 160  2,118 1,656 

 

Total Artillery (Including mortars)  175 211 245 89+  1,197+  613+ 

    Towed 36 0 108 12  280  93  

    Self-Propelled 82 106 24 24  360  181 

    MRLs 13 27 0 8+  70  88+ 

Naval Forces    ***  *** *** 

    Active Personnel 700 1,500 4,200 2,500.       13,500 2,500  

    IRGC/Border/Guard Forces 0 0 0 0  1,500? ? 

 

Tactical Conventional Submarines 0 0 0 0  0 0 

Submersibles 0 0 0 0  0 0 

  

Principal Surface Combatants 

      Missile 0 0 5 0  10 7 

      Other 0 0 0 0  0 0 

 

Patrol and Coastal Combatants 

      Missile 0 28 1 7  9 24  

      Other 7 10 4 7  45 15 

      Coastal/Small 4 0 3 9  94 111 

Mine Warfare 0 0 0 0  3 2 

Amphibious Ships 0 0 1 0  0 1 

Landing Craft  9 8 5 0  13 17  

 

Maritime Patrol/ASW Aircraft 0 0 4 0  ***** 8  

ASW Helicopters 0 0 0 8?  0 7 

MCM Helicopters 0 0 0 0  0 0 

 

Marine Active Personnel 0 0 0 0  3,000 0 
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Figure Two: Other Arab Gulf State Military Balance - II  
 

Category                                                              Bahrain     Kuwait      Oman        Qatar       Saudi      UAE 

                                                                                                                                                      Arabia 

Air Force/Air Defense Forces  

    Active Personnel 1,500 2,500 5,000  2,000 36,000 4,500+  

    IRGC/ Guard Forces 0 0 0  0 0 0 

 

Combat Capable Aircraft 38 66 63  33 443 156 

  

    Fighter Ground Attack (FGA) 20 39 35  27 215 137 

    Fighter 12 0 0  0 81 0  

    Attack 0 0 0  0 66 23 

    Combat capable trainers 6 27 28  6 69 12 

    EW, IS&R, ELINT. SIGINT 0 0 0  0 16 14 

    AE&W 0 0 0  0 7 4 

    Tanker 0 0 0  0 13 3 

    Transport/Airlift 12 5 12  18 39 37 

    Combat/Attack helicopters* 28 16 0  24 47 28  

    Other helicopters* 29 13 41+  39 260+ 144+ 

 

Surface-to-Air Missile Launch Units ******* 

    Major 0 40 0  PAC-3 236?   IHawk/PAC3  

    Short Range 0 12 0  0 181? 42? 

 

Surface-to-Surface Missile Launch units 

    MRBM/IRBM 0 0 0  0 10+? 0 

    SRBM 0 0 0  0 12? 6  

    GLCM CSIR 0 0 0  6 ? ?  

    GLCM ISR 0 0 0  0 ? ? 

 

Paramilitary Personnel 11,260 8,600 4,400  5,000? 24,500 ?  

Law Enforcement Active 9,000 - -  - - - 

National Guard/Tribal Guard 2,000 6,600 4,000  0 **** - 

Coast Guard 260 500 400  0 0 0 

Royal/Emiri Guard 0 1,500 6,400  0 ? - 

Internal Security ? ? ?  5,000 500 ? 

Border Guard ? ? ?  ? 15,000 ? 

Facilities Security ? ? ?  ? 9,000+ ? 

  

*Includes holdings of both land and air forces.  

** Only rough estimates of personnel and equipment types for each major side are available, with no meaningful 

estimates of equipment numbers. 

***Includes Coast Guard, Border Guard, Saudi Critical Infrastructure and UAE Coastal Protection Agency (CISPA) 

naval forces. 

****Saudi National Guard is included in Land force Totals 

***** E-3A can perform maritime patrol role. 

****** Two THADD missile defense batteries on order. 

Note: These totals only include the data provided.  

Source: Adapted from Relevant country sections of the IISS, Military Balance, 2021; and SIPRI, SIPRI Military 

Expenditure Database, 2019.  
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The Token Size of the Current U.S. Aid and Support Effort 

It is equally difficult to estimate the actual remaining levels of U.S. train and assist and other 

military support for Iraqi military forces as well as any remaining support for paramilitary, police, 

and internal security forces. There are only limited press reports on the scale of U.S. withdrawals 

from Iraq since 2018, and these only provide a vaguely defined figure for the total military, active 

combat-related personnel. 

A typical example, taken from a Department of Defense report stated that, 

… The DoD reduced force levels in Iraq from 3,000 to 2,500; the DoD said that the reduction did not 

significantly impact the OIR mission… Approximately 900 U.S. troops remained deployed to Syria during 

the quarter.  

…During the quarter, U.S. and Coalition forces continued to support partner forces, primarily the Iraqi 

Security Forces (ISF) and Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), as they build their capacity to ensure the enduring 

defeat of ISIS. In November, the DoD announced plans based on a presidential directive to reduce the number 

of U.S. troops conducting OIR in Iraq from approximately 3,000 to 2,500, in accordance with a presidential 

directive. The Combined Joint Task Force—OIR (CJTF-OIR) said that the troop reduction was completed 

by January 15, 2021. 

In Aril 2021, the U.S. continued to report a nominal total of 2,500 U.S. troops in such background 

briefings. However, such figures have never reflected a real-world estimate of all U.S. forces and 

capabilities or have explained their functions and level of “training and advisory” effort. They also 

omit U.S. personnel largely dedicated to air operations in Iraq from outside of Iraq, intelligence 

personnel, Special Forces, and other elite forces in Iraq and in western Syria that are critical to 

supporting Iraqi operations against the remnants of ISIS and other extremists as well as in limiting 

Syrian and Iranian pressure. The true numbers at the end of April probably exceeded 3,000 – and 

may have been close to 3,500 – although they do seem to have been steadily dropping.  

The nominal military personnel numbers also do not include contractors that are critical to 

maintaining and sustaining Iraq’s forces, and that often play roles played by the uniformed military 

in the past. A report by the Department of Defense indicates there were still 4,826 such contractors 

at the beginning of the second quarter of FY2021 – including 2,256 U.S. citizens; 2,650 third 

country nationals; and 7,800 Iraqis – although the number was 567 lower than during the first 

quarter of FY2021.5 

It is also important to note that NATO Defense Leaders set an important precedent in February 

2021 when they agreed to increase the number of troops for the NATO Mission in Iraq from 500 

to 4,000. They did not abandon or cut aid to the support mission, and instead, they expanded the 

training mission and expanded its role beyond Baghdad.6   

Most importantly, total personnel numbers tell virtually nothing about the impact and value of the 

U.S. train and assist as well as aid effort. Since at least 2018, the U.S. government has not reported 

cuts in personnel by function, base, or facility in any detail, although it did report full withdrawals 

from roughly half the U.S. facilities in Iraq during a 12-month period until March 2021.   

The U.S. also has not reported the level of cuts in the critical Security Force Assistance units 

deployed with Iraqi combat troops and in the forward area. It increasingly rarely reported on shifts 

in air strike capability inside and outside Iraq, on cuts in intelligence and targeting support, cuts in 

contractors, or any other real-world data describing the decline in U.S. presence.  
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Recent U.S. Spending on Security Aid 

The U.S. has reported, however, that it still budgets major security aid to Iraq even as it cut its 

nominal total military personnel down to 2,500. Figure Three shows that the LIG report’s total 

FY2021 budget request for Department of Defense aid intended to build the capacity of the Iraqi 

Security Forces (ISF) and vetted Syrian opposition forces to counter ISIS in support of the U.S. 

comprehensive regional strategy was $6.9 billion.7 

• $0.3 billion for funds are for active and reserve component requirements. For the active component, this 

includes incremental deployment pay associated with military personnel deployed in support of OIR. 

Additionally, for activated reservists, the funding includes deployed military personnel, as well as those 

remaining in the United States supporting combat operations in theater. 

• $4.6 billion for a range of costs for the military services and defense agencies including operations, fuel, 

spare parts, maintenance, communications, intelligence support, transportation, retrograde, reset, and civilian 

personnel in support of OIR. This category also includes the Counter-ISIS Train and Equip Fund.  

• $845 million for a range of costs for the military services and defense agencies including operations, fuel, 

spare parts, maintenance, communications, intelligence support, transportation, retrograde, reset, and civilian 

personnel in support of OIR. This category also included the Counter-ISIS Train and Equip Fund.  

• $.17 billion for procurement of unmanned aerial systems (UAS), engineering equipment, vehicles, counter-

improvised explosive device (counter-IED) systems, and other equipment for use by U.S. forces. This request 

also funded the procurement of bombs, missiles, and other munitions.  

• $0.1 billion for the research, development, test, and evaluation of programs, including UAS and counter-IED 

systems. 

The DoS and USAID budget request for FY2021 for Iraq focused largely on security issues and 

added another $1.1 billion: 8 

• $733.8 million to support ongoing Diplomatic Security programs in Iraq, including international cooperative 

administrative support services costs, diplomatic couriers, static/local guards, Embassy Air overseas support 

costs, premium pay, temporary duty-related costs, armored vehicle replacements, training, and physical and 

technical security. The budget request includes a decrease of $75 million due to expected savings associated 

with the current suspension of operations at Consulate Basrah.  

• $79.2 million for the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad and U.S. Consulate in Erbil operations and support costs. 

The budget request includes $28.5 million for U.S. Mission support for operations, $46.8 million for logistics 

support and $3.9 million for Consulate operations.  

• $156.2 million to support the Aviation Working Capital Fund to provide fixed-wing aircraft service into and 

out of Iraq, and a mixture of airplanes and helicopters to support embassy programs and the movement of 

passengers within country.  

• $47.5 million to improve Iraq’s ability to defend itself against external threats to internal stability through 

bilateral conventional weapons destruction, anti-terrorism assistance, and export control and related border 

security assistance programs.  

• $1.0 million to build on the previous work of the Department of Justice International Criminal Investigative 

Training and Assistance Program. An International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement advisor assists 

key personnel in Ministry of Interior units to develop Iraq-led training programs and strategic plans; conduct 

criminal investigations and analyze forensic evidence; investigate and pursue organized crime, including 

illicit finance and money laundering; and conduct internal investigations in accordance with international 

norms and standards. 

• 1.0 million for International Military Education and Training (IMET) to enhance the development and 

professionalism of the Iraqi military forces, improve their interoperability with the United States and partners 

within the region, and support security sector reform and defense institution-building initiatives. This military 
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education and training is designed to develop security expertise and respect for human rights and the rule of 

law for select members of the Iraqi Air Force, Army, Navy, Kurdish Peshmerga, Counterterrorism Service, 

and civilian defense and security officials.  

• $75.0 million for Economic Security Funds (ESF) to support stabilization and recovery in areas liberated 

from ISIS; reinforce Iraq’s own economic and fiscal reforms; strengthen governance and government 

responsiveness; and promote reconciliation, accountability, and human rights. Additionally, these funds 

support Iraqi minorities most affected by ISIS.  

State and USAID provided additional unstated amounts for the United Nations Assistance Mission 

for Iraq as well as for additional Humanitarian Assistance Activities, Foreign Military Financing, 

and other purposes, including protecting religious minorities. 

What is not clear from the LIG is how this aid was being planned, allocated, and accounted for, 

although the LIG report seems to indicate that the U.S. no longer has personnel in the field to fully 

assess its effectiveness and the levels of corruption involved. This is not a minor issue, given the 

fact that the LIG report issued in February 2021 states that, 9 

USCENTCOM reported that addressing corruption within security institutions is also a priority for Prime 

Minister al-Kadhimi’s cabinet. In December 2020, the Iraqi government affirmed its commitment to 

addressing corruption by signing a new memorandum of understanding with the United Nations 

Development Programme in support of a reform plan to combat corruption in Iraq. USCENTCOM said that 

corruption in Iraq’s security institutions often takes place due to a lack of bureaucratic and administrative 

oversight. The most notable is the “ghost soldier” phenomenon, where soldiers exist only on paper and their 

pay is effectively stolen, resulting in the loss of hundreds of millions of dollars every month, according to 

USCENTCOM.  

…USCENTCOM reported that addressing corruption within security institutions is …a priority for Prime 

Minister al-Kadhimi’s cabinet. In December 2020, the Iraqi government affirmed its commitment to 

addressing corruption by signing a new memorandum of understanding with the United Nations 

Development Programme in support of a reform plan to combat corruption in Iraq. USCENTCOM said that 

corruption in Iraq’s security institutions often takes place due to a lack of bureaucratic and administrative 

oversight. The most notable is the “ghost soldier” phenomenon, where soldiers exist only on paper and their 

pay is effectively stolen, resulting in the loss of hundreds of millions of dollars every month, according to 

USCENTCOM.  

Given the fact that the total FY2021 request for both security and civil aid reached at least $8 

billion, much of the funding for an adequate strategic partnership seems to have been there even if 

the personnel and facilities were not. The one obvious gap in funding was on the civil side. A total 

of $75 million in ESF economic aid was far too small to help Iraq address any major aspect of its 

economic and civil programs.  
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Figure Three: U.S. Department of Defense, Department of State, 

and USAID Aid Budget for Iraq Security Forces10 
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“Spinning” Iraqi Military Progress Only Serves to Disguise the Inadequacy of the 

Remaining Level of U.S. Security Effort 

More broadly, the sheer lack of any credible open source reporting on plans to enhance Iraqi forces, 

the adequacy of the remaining U.S. assistance effort and personnel levels, and Iraqi progress in 

building adequate security forces raise critical questions about the integrity of past U.S. reporting 

on its strategic relations with Iraq, and how things will proceed under the Biden Administration.  

At best, the Trump Administration and various military spokespersons who described the adequacy 

of U.S. efforts from early 2020 onwards seem to have been guilty of lying by omission – and once 

again, a careful reading of the Quarterly Reports to Congress by the Lead Inspector General of the 

Department of Defense again hints at the level of these problems.  

The report covering the period from October 1, 2020 to December 31, 2020 makes it clear that 

LIG reporting relies heavily on official statements that often repeat promises to make progress and 

reforms that have already been pledged years before, and it reports on progress that no longer could 

be based on actual access to the Iraqi forces involved.  

Such reporting has long had a positive “spin” that claims a level of Iraqi independence that Iraqi 

forces did not actually have. It also was reporting that only really assessed Iraqi forces relative to 

an ISIS type of threat. It did not address a future capability to handle PMFs, help secure internal 

unity, or create a force that could deter and defend against Iran. 11 

Nevertheless, the LIG was able to flag enough issues to show how far Iraq’s forces still had to go, 

the gaps between some claims relating to independence and reality, and the extent to which Iraq 

still needs U.S. aid and an active, in-country train and assist effort:  

USCENTCOM said that it is too early to evaluate the effectiveness of the MoD Readiness Office and once 

all the workshops are delivered evaluation can begin.  

CJTF-OIR reported that in Iraq, the ISF carried out a large proportion of its operations against ISIS 

independently, but still relied on some Coalition support. In Syria, the SDF maintained the pace of its counter-

ISIS operations and continued to defend critical infrastructure, but relied completely on Coalition air support, 

including intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance, during most of its operations against ISIS. 

…The ISF carried out more counter-ISIS operations independently but still relied on the Coalition for 

airpower, intelligence, and surveillance support.  

…ISF operations across northern and western Iraq restricted ISIS movement, degraded its leadership, and 

depleted its resources. The ISF and Peshmerga failed to execute joint operations to close longstanding 

security gap in northern Iraq. The SDF exhibited “minimal reliance” on Coalition forces during operations; 

however, having no air assets, the SDF continued to rely on Coalition air support.  

… CJTF-OIR said that the MAG no longer has personnel integrated into Iraqi training bases to assess the 

type, effectiveness, or frequency of ISF training.  

… CJTF-OIR assessed that as a direct result of the collection management training the Coalition provided 

this quarter, the ISF is beginning to understand that effects are improved if intelligence collection is 

coordinated across the enterprise rather than executed in silos where intelligence requirements are generated 

and disseminated at the regional operational command level only. CJTF-OIR said one example of this 

improvement is a recent “intelligence preparation of the battlefield” report generated by ISF intelligence 

personnel ahead of an operation that involved multiple regional operational commands. The ISF gathered 

and coordinated pertinent operational intelligence and generated and presented a coordinated intelligence 

briefing to ISF operational commanders, according to CJTF-OIR. 

One of the core areas where the ISF still requires Coalition training and capacity building is intelligence 

collection and fusion to enable effective targeting. In previous quarters, USCENTCOM stated that the ISF 
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lacked capacity in its intelligence-driven targeting, resulting in Iraqi Air Force reticence to use their platforms 

in combat roles from April to September 2020. Meanwhile, CJTF-OIR reported last quarter that Iraqi ISR 

was “significantly” degraded. This quarter, CJTF-OIR reported that there was no change to the degraded 

state of the ISF’s technical intelligence collection or ISR, including aerial or ground-based systems. 

…According to CJTF-OIR, the ISF is very capable of collecting and analyzing intelligence that supports 

targeting, especially at the operational command level. However, CJTF-OIR explained that ISF intelligence 

collection through theater-level ISR platforms remains a shortcoming. …CJTF-OIR stated that the Iraqi Air 

Force’s KA-350 aircraft in service is Iraq’s most capable theater-level ISR platform, but it is comparatively 

less capable than Coalition assets.  

…CJTF-OIR reported that MAG fire support advisors continue to work with their Iraqi counterparts in the 

JOC-I on a daily basis and have observed that their Iraqi counterparts are capable of employing their own 

fire support when directed. For example, CJTF-OIR said the ISF showed adequate capabilities in conducting 

11 airstrikes using fixed and rotary wing aircraft this quarter. CJTF-OIR said that the MAG fire support team 

embeds in each planning meeting for future ISF major operations in order to advise on the integration of fire 

support. 

…CJTF-OIR told the DoD OIG that gaps still exist in the ISF’s surface-to-surface fire support operations 

this quarter that require “more work for integration.” However, CJTF-OIR did note that the ISF successfully 

used mortars in support of one ground clearance operation 

to shape the battlespace prior to bridging efforts to cross a river. CJTF-OIR noted that although this is an 

incremental change, in their assessment the ISF did demonstrate the ability to establish a position with 

multiple mortar tubes set-up in “well-developed mortar pits” and provided fire support for multi-day 

operations. CJTF-OIR said that dialogue continues with key Iraqi artillery leaders to try to advance the ISF’s 

ability to execute surface-to-surface fires and that another training seminar regarding artillery is currently in 

the planning phase. 

…CJTF-OIR reported that there has been no fundamental change in the ISF’s air capabilities since the 

previous quarter. According to CJTF-OIR, the Iraqi Air Force continues to deliver ISR sorties with both their 

KA-350 and AC/RC-208 aircraft in support of ISF objectives and demonstrated the capability to conduct 

deliberate aerial interdiction missions with their F-16 and Su-25 fighters. CJTF-OIR also stated, as in 

previous quarters, that the Iraqi Air Force did not conduct close air support, tactical reconnaissance, or 

counter air missions during the quarter, nor has it demonstrated a change in its ability to perform these types 

of missions.  

…USCENTCOM reported that 75 percent of the Iraqi Air Force’s F-16s were fully mission capable or 

partially mission capable. However, USCENTCOM said that because of a lack of dedicated Coalition air 

advisor support and the lack of secure communications at Balad Air Base, Iraq’s F-16s were not placed on 

the Coalition’s air tasking order this quarter. 

USCENTCOM stated that it is not clear who has approval authority for Iraqi Air Force 

F-16 strikes, with authority likely shifting among the Iraqi Air Force Command, the JOC-I, and the prime 

minister. Additionally, USCENTCOM said that the Iraqi Air Force does not produce a U.S.-style air tasking 

order due to security concerns and that Iraqi missions are “scheduled as required.” USCENTCOM could not 

say when Coalition air advisor support and secure communications would return to Balad Air Base, given 

this is CJTF-OIR’s responsibility. USCENTCOM also reported that OSC-I realigned $110 million of FMF 

funding to support operations, life support, and security at Balad Air Base for calendar year 2021 that will 

enable continued counterterrorism operations, but that FMF funding does not support the Coalition air 

advisors at the base.  

…The DoS reported that U.S. Government personnel did not conduct enhanced end-use monitoring of U.S.-

supplied military equipment during the quarter due to the security concerns, the COVID-19 pandemic, 

restricted movement of OSC-I personnel, and reduction of OSC-I personnel at the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad.  

… OUSD(P) ISA reported that the Iraqi Air Defense Command, Iraqi Air Force, and Iraqi Navy rely on 

contracted support to conduct maintenance and that OSC-I is working with all three entities to strengthen 

Iraq’s indigenous maintenance capabilities. According to OUSD(P) ISA, OSC-I is emphasizing the need for 

incorporating mentorship and training requirements into maintenance support contractors’ statements of 

work. 
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…USCENTCOM said that it is too early to evaluate the effectiveness of the MoD Readiness Office and once 

all the workshops are delivered evaluation can begin.  

…Additionally, OUSD(P) ISA reported that to assist the ISF with a persistent surveillance capability and 

enable the identification of threats against Iraqi sovereignty, CJTF-OIR procured Rapid Aerostat Initial 

Deployment towers with funds from CTEF and is in the process of providing them to the Iraqi Ministry of 

Defense (MoD). OUSD(P) ISA also said that through the DoS’s foreign military sales program, OSC-I 

facilitated the training of 74 MoD intelligence personnel to operate and maintain the towers.  

… USCENTCOM reported that through the DoS’s foreign military financing (FMF) program, OSC-I 

provided capabilities to the ISF that increased their capacity for intelligence fusion and precision targeting, 

including intelligence management systems, unmanned capabilities, and a forensics laboratory. The 

unmanned capabilities OSC-I provided to the ISF included 18 RQ-20 Puma and 16 ScanEagle tactical 

unmanned aerial vehicles that were delivered prior to this quarter. 

These excerpts would be less disturbing if they did not flag so many problems the U.S. did not 

resolve in providing train and assist support to the ARVAN in Vietnam and to Afghan forces in its 

present war in Afghanistan. Rushing in, peaking U.S. forces, focusing on host country forces after 

limited success, and rushing out before real success is achieved has been a failed grand strategy 

for a long time. So has “spinning” the truth. 

Iraq, the Resurgence of ISIS Attacks, and the Pro-Iranian PMF Threat 

The war in Iraq is also scarcely over, and the remaining threats in Iraq have a far more direct 

impact on U.S. strategic interests than the potential threats in Afghanistan. In spite of some victory 

claims at the White House level under the Trump administration, ISIS remains an active threat and 

Iraqi forces have continued to need U.S. air support. The LIG report that was issued in February 

2021 provided the graph of Coalition air strikes shown in Figure Four and the data on U.S. air 

operations shown in Figure Five. 
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Figure Four: Iraqi Dependence on U.S. Air Strikes 

 

 

Source: Lead Inspector General for Operation Inherent Resolve, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress: October 1, 2020 

– December 31, 2020, Department of Defense, February 5, 2021, p. 23, https://www.dodig.mil/Reports/Lead-Inspector-General-

Reports/Article/2497904/lead-inspector-general-for-operation-inherent-resolve-quarterly-report-to-the-u/ 

https://www.dodig.mil/Reports/Lead-Inspector-General-Reports/Article/2497904/lead-inspector-general-for-operation-inherent-resolve-quarterly-report-to-the-u/
https://www.dodig.mil/Reports/Lead-Inspector-General-Reports/Article/2497904/lead-inspector-general-for-operation-inherent-resolve-quarterly-report-to-the-u/
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Figure Five: ISIS Attacks in Iraq and Syria in Fourth Quarter 

2020 

 

 

 

Source: Lead Inspector General for Operation Inherent Resolve, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress: October 1, 2020 

– December 31, 2020, Department of Defense, February 5, 2021, pp. 15-16, https://www.dodig.mil/Reports/Lead-Inspector-

General-Reports/Article/2497904/lead-inspector-general-for-operation-inherent-resolve-quarterly-report-to-the-u/ 

 

  

https://www.dodig.mil/Reports/Lead-Inspector-General-Reports/Article/2497904/lead-inspector-general-for-operation-inherent-resolve-quarterly-report-to-the-u/
https://www.dodig.mil/Reports/Lead-Inspector-General-Reports/Article/2497904/lead-inspector-general-for-operation-inherent-resolve-quarterly-report-to-the-u/
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The LIG report made it equally clear that that pro-Iranian PMFs remained a serious threat, 

ISIS remained a cohesive organization and continued to operate as a low-level insurgency in Iraq and Syria. 

Its strategy, capabilities, and group cohesion remained largely unchanged. However, the number of ISIS-

claimed attacks decreased this quarter compared to last quarter and ISIS fighters continued to operate across 

northern and western Iraq and throughout Syria. A former U.S. diplomat estimated that the number of ISIS 

fighters operating in Iraq and Syria was lower than a year ago. 

…Militia groups operating in Iraq and Syria posed some of the greatest security threats to the OIR mission, 

conducting attacks against U.S. interests in Iraq and against partner forces in Syria. A number of other factors 

that cannot be addressed by military means alone also influenced the campaign against ISIS. Economic 

insecurity hindered the provision of essential services and impoverished large segments of the population, 

while government corruption continued to fuel unrest. 

…The DIA reported that despite a reduction in attacks this quarter, Iranian-aligned militias still pose a high 

threat to U.S. interests in Iraq. The DIA cited ongoing public warnings and the militias’ ability to surge 

attacks against U.S. facilities and U.S.-contracted logistic convoys, as was demonstrated last quarter.  

…following the rise in militia attacks, Secretary of State Michael Pompeo threatened to close the U.S. 

Embassy in Baghdad unless the Iraqi government took action to strengthen security for U.S. personnel and 

facilities.234 While additional attacks have occurred since the ultimatum and press reports indicate that the 

DoS temporarily reduced staff at the U.S. Embassy in anticipation of possible violence on the 1-year 

anniversary of the death of Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps–Qods Force Commander Qassem Soleimani 

and PMC Chief of Staff Abu Madhi al-Muhandis, the Embassy remains open.  

The DoS and the DIA reported that Iraqi Prime Minister al-Kadhimi took steps to improve security in the 

International Zone this quarter, including deploying armored vehicles and new security personnel in order to 

limit traffic into the zone and create a safe space from which the Iraqi government can make decisions and 

mitigate risks to foreign diplomatic posts like the U.S. Embassy. Independent analysts and the DIA have 

stated the prime minister and members of ISF are vulnerable to intimidation and attacks by the militias, 

following efforts to curb militia influence, including the June CTS raid, which resulted  

… in the arrest of members of Kata’ib Hezbollah. The DoS said that the U.S. Embassy supported the Iraqi 

government’s efforts to strengthen security in the International Zone and is prepared to provide further 

technical and logistical assistance as needed.  

The DIA told the DoD OIG that Prime Minister al-Kadhimi continues to take an incremental approach in 

asserting authority over the PMC and associated Shia militias in the PMF while remaining careful to avoid a 

direct confrontation. According to the DIA, the majority of Shia militias in Iraq continue to largely ignore 

the 2016 PMC Law, which mandated that armed militias must be regulated in a fashion similar to Iraq’s other 

security forces and act under the Iraqi government’s direct control. This quarter, the DIA said that the prime 

minister focused his efforts on curbing militia access to government positions and contracts, as well as taking 

limited steps to reduce the presence of unauthorized militants in the International Zone and Baghdad 

International Airport. 

Internal Unrest and Abuses by the Iraqi Security Services 

At the same time, the problems in Iraq’s central government forces pose serious threats to human 

rights, political stability, and reform. Prime Minister al-Kadhimi has made serious efforts to limit 

such abuses by central government forces and the police since coming to office in May 2020. 

However, the LIG report warns that, 

…Iraqis continued to express dissatisfaction with the Iraqi government. The DoS reported that activists 

continued to demand free and fair elections and accountability for corruption and violence. According to 

media reports, the activists have called on the government to improve economic development, basic services, 

and employment opportunities. According to the World Bank, one in four young Iraqis are unemployed. 

Since Mustafa al-Kadhimi became prime minister, he has promised to include the protesters’ demands in his 

government reform program; however, the protesters have observed little progressed toward meeting their 

demands. 
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In October, protestors gathered in Baghdad and major cities in southern Iraq to mark the anniversary of an 

October 2019 demonstration that sparked months of protests nationwide. Turnout this year was much lower 

than last year, with no more than a few thousand demonstrators gathering in Baghdad. Ongoing threats of 

militia violence, infiltration of protest locations by established political parties and their militias, and the 

impact of Iraq’s COVID-19 outbreak suppressed participation, the DoS said. 

…Similarly, during protests in early November in Basrah, provincial governor Assad al-Idani ordered the 

ISF to end the ongoing protests in the city. Police used tear gas and batons and fired live ammunition in the 

air to disperse protesters, the DoS reported. One protestor died after being shot by a police officer. At the 

time, Prime Minister al-Kadhimi was touring Basrah’s oil fields and ports, where protestors confronted him 

at each stop. 

Militias also continued to target protestors with threats, abductions, and violence, the DoS reported. On 

November 27 in Nasiriyah, at least eight antigovernment protesters died during clashes with supporters of 

Shi’ite cleric Moqtada al-Sadr. Some activist contacts reported to the DoS that the deployment of the ISF 

near the Nasiriyah protest site following the attacks served to deter further militia violence against protesters.  

Following the November clashes, human rights actors reported an increase in targeted killings and 

kidnappings, which they believe are part of a deliberate campaign of intimidation and terror designed to 

silence moderates seeking political office in the 2021 national elections.  

The DoS reported that the protest movement has lost political momentum since the anniversary of the October 

2019 demonstrations. DoS contacts in the activist community reported during the quarter that government 

actions to reform the political system, investigate killings and kidnappings of protesters, and restrain militias 

did not go far enough. The activists dismissed the prime minister’s pledges to seek accountability for the 

deaths of protesters and activists as public relations statements rather than a commitment to tangible actions. 

The DoS reported that threats, abductions, and violence by militias against activists, combined with the 

government’s lack of capacity or will to hold perpetrators accountable, has created what one Iraqi researcher 

has termed a culture of “fear and impunity.”  

U.S. State Department Country Report on Human Rights Practices in Iraq, issued in March 2021, 

raises broader issues – tying the abuses by the security services to Iraq’s broader failures in 

governance, in reaching any stable form of political accommodation between its sectarian and 

ethnic factions, and in meeting the economic needs of the Iraqi people:12 

The 2018 parliamentary elections, while imperfect, generally met international standards of free and fair elections 

and resulted in the peaceful transition of power from Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to Adil Abd al-Mahdi. 

Widespread protests that began in October 2019 led to the resignation of al-Mahdi on December 1, 2019, and 

triggered a five-month period of government formation. Mustafa al-Kadhimi, acting director of the Iraqi National 

Intelligence Service, secured confirmation as prime minister by the Iraqi Council of Representatives on May 6 

after announcing commitments to hold early elections in 2021, provide judicial accountability for violence during 

the previous year’s protests, bring all arms under state control, and address systemic and widespread corruption 

within Iraqi government institutions. 

Numerous domestic security forces operate throughout the country. Iraqi Security Forces are organized 

administratively within the Ministries of Interior and Defense, as well as within the quasi-ministerial 

Counterterrorism Service. The Ministry of Interior is responsible for domestic law enforcement and maintenance 

of order; it oversees the Federal Police, Provincial Police, Facilities Protection Service, Civil Defense, and 

Department of Border Enforcement. Energy police, under the Ministry of Oil, are responsible for providing energy 

infrastructure protection. Conventional military forces under the Ministry of Defense are responsible for the 

defense of the country but also carry out counterterrorism and internal security operations in conjunction with the 

Ministry of Interior. The Counterterrorism Service reports directly to the prime minister and oversees the 

Counterterrorism Command, an organization that includes three brigades of special operations forces. The National 

Security Service intelligence agency reports directly to the prime minister. 

Iraq’s regular armed forces and domestic law enforcement bodies struggled to maintain order within the country, 

operating in parallel with the Popular Mobilization Committee, a state-sponsored umbrella military organization 

composed of approximately 60 militia groups, also known as Popular Mobilization Forces; such units operated 

throughout the country, often outside government control and in opposition to government policies. Most Popular 
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Mobilization unit members were Shia Arabs, reflecting the demographics of the country, while Sunni Arab, Yezidi, 

Christian, and other minority units generally operated within or near their home regions. All Popular Mobilization 

units officially report to the chairman of the Popular Mobilization Committee and are under the ultimate authority 

of the prime minister, but several units were, in practice, also responsive to Iran and its Islamic Revolutionary 

Guard Corps. 

The two main Kurdish political parties, the Kurdistan Democratic Party and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan, each 

maintain an independent security apparatus. Under the federal constitution, the Kurdistan Regional Government 

has the right to maintain internal security forces, but the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan and the Kurdistan Democratic 

Party separately control additional Peshmerga military units, as well as separate police forces under nominal 

Kurdish Ministry of Interior control. The constitution also allows for a centralized, separate Asayish internal 

security service; however, the Kurdistan Democratic Party and Patriotic Union of Kurdistan also each maintain 

Asayish forces. The Kurdistan Democratic Party and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan also maintain separate 

intelligence services, nominally organized under the Kurdistan Region Security Council. 

Federal civilian authorities did not maintain effective control over some elements of the security forces, particularly 

certain Iran-aligned Popular Mobilization Force units and the Popular Mobilization Committee. Poorly defined 

administrative boundaries and disputed territories between the Iraqi Kurdistan Region and the central government 

led to confusion over the jurisdiction of security forces and the courts. Members of the security forces committed 

numerous documented abuses. 

The country experienced large-scale protests in Baghdad and several Shia-majority provinces beginning in early 

October 2019 and lasting through mid-2020, with reports of more than 500 civilians killed and 20,000 or more 

injured. The government took minimal steps to bring to justice those responsible for the violence. 

Significant human rights issues included: unlawful or arbitrary killings, including extrajudicial killings; forced 

disappearances; torture and cases of cruel, inhuman, and degrading treatment or punishment; harsh and life-

threatening prison and detention center conditions; arbitrary arrest and detention; arbitrary or unlawful interference 

with privacy; serious restrictions on free expression, the press, and the internet, including violence against 

journalists, threats of violence, unjustified arrests and prosecutions against journalists, censorship, site blocking, 

and existence of criminal libel; substantial interference with the rights of peaceful assembly; legal restrictions on 

freedom of movement of women; forced returns of internally displaced persons to locations where they faced 

threats to their lives and freedom; threats of violence against internally displaced persons and returnee populations 

perceived to have been affiliated with ISIS; widespread official corruption; lack of investigation of and 

accountability for violence against women; crimes involving violence targeting members of ethnic minority 

groups; violence targeting lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or intersex persons; criminalization of consensual 

same-sex sexual conduct between adults; and restrictions on worker rights, including restrictions on formation of 

independent unions; discrimination in employment of migrants, women, and those with disabilities; and the worst 

forms of child labor. 

The government, including the Office of the Prime Minister, investigated allegations of abuses and atrocities 

perpetrated by the Iraqi Security Forces, including a ministerial investigation of the October 2019 protests, but 

rarely punished those responsible for perpetrating or authorizing human rights abuses. Impunity effectively existed 

for government officials and security force personnel, including the Iraqi Security Forces, Federal Police, Popular 

Mobilization Forces, and certain units of Kurdistan Regional Government Asayish internal security services. 

The Need for Continuing U.S. Military and Train and Assist Support  

These Iraqi security and Iraqi force development problems are solvable, but only over a period of 

years. The U.S. cannot simply declare victory, make surreal claims about Iraqi progress, leave in 

the face of the threat posed by Iran, and hope for the best. Iraq will require outside security aid for 

half a decade. It will take years to make Iraq’s security forces properly effective, deal with 

corruption and a lack of effective leadership, and build them up to the point where they can 

effectively deter and defend against Iran. 
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