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The United States now has the opportunity to
achieve its fundamental objectives in Iraq

through the establishment of a peaceful, stable, secu-
lar, democratic state and a reliable ally in the struggle
against both Sunni and Shiite terrorism. Such an
accomplishment would allow the United States to
begin to reorient its position in the Middle East from
one that relies on antidemocratic states like Egypt 
and Saudi Arabia to one based on a strong demo-
cratic partner whose citizens have explicitly rejected
al Qaeda and terrorism in general. The growth of anti-
Iranian sentiment in both Sunni and Shiite Arab com-
munities in Iraq holds out the possibility that Iraq can
become a bulwark against Iranian aims in the region,
and that Iraq can, with American support, return to
its role of balancing Iranian power without being the
regional threat it had become under Saddam Hussein.
Coalition operations in 2007 have already dealt a 
devastating blow to al Qaeda, and that success—and
the reaction of Iraqis to it—has opened the door to
achieving positive and important objectives in Iraq
and throughout the region.

Seizing this opportunity requires:

• Winning the fight against terrorists and
insurgents:
❍ Continuing to protect the Iraqi popu-

lation and helping the Iraqi Security
Forces (ISF) control both ethno-
sectarian and terrorist violence

❍ Defeating al Qaeda in Iraq and the
Sunni insurgency in their last strong-
holds and preventing them from
reestablishing themselves in areas that
have been cleared

❍ Continuing to attack Iranian-backed
Special Groups throughout Iraq, 

targeting their leaders and support
bases and interdicting their lines of
communication with Iran

❍ Continuing to fragment the Jaysh al
Mahdi and prevent its reconstitution as
an organized, cohesive fighting force

• Mediating between hostile and discon-
nected groups:
❍ Sustaining local volunteers and

working with them and the Iraqi
government to reintegrate them into
Iraqi society and political life

❍ Supporting the United Nations (UN)
special envoy in negotiating a reso-
lution of the Article 140 dispute
between the Kurds and the Arabs

❍ Helping connect local, provincial,
and national governments through
Provincial Reconstruction Teams
(PRTs), embedded PRTs, and the U.S.
military command structure as the
Iraqis develop their own governmen-
tal links

❍ Overseeing the release of detainees,
particularly Sunni Arab detainees, and
their reintegration into Iraqi society

• Encouraging the growth of representative
and inclusive democracy that is already
underway:
❍ Supporting and helping to secure

provincial elections in 2008 and
Council of Representatives elections
in 2009

❍ Assisting burgeoning grassroots
movements in both the Sunni and
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Shiite Arab communities to develop
representative political parties and
compete in elections

❍ Deterring and containing efforts by
malign actors to intimidate or kill
candidates or otherwise distort the
democratic process in the months
leading up to elections

• Continuing to build the capacity of the
ISF to fight and sustain themselves in a
nonpartisan and nonsectarian way:
❍ Supporting the increase in the ISF

already underway
❍ Accelerating the provision of equip-

ment to the ISF under the U.S. For-
eign Military Sales program or in
other ways

❍ Continuing to partner coalition units
with Iraqi units in combat as the best
way to improve the fighting profi-
ciency of those units

❍ Continuing to track sectarian activ-
ities by ISF units, particularly the
National Police and the Iraqi Police,
and pressing the government of Iraq
to take appropriate actions to end
such activities

• Providing the resources necessary to
accomplish these goals:
❍ Keeping at least fifteen brigades in

Iraq through January 2009, with the
possibility of brief surges in the fall
and winter of 2008

❍ Extending and expanding the Com-
mander’s Emergency Response Pro-
gram funding

❍ Expanding the amount of reconstruc-
tion assistance money designated for
Iraq, essential for generating leverage
in areas where American force pres-
ence will be limited

❍ Addressing legal restrictions on the use
of State Department funds to support
local volunteers and establishing other
meaningful demobilization, disarma-
ment, and reintegration  programs

❍ Continuing to identify and rapidly
deploy civilian experts to assist the
Iraqi government and its security
forces in building the necessary capac-
ity to function well and independently

The way ahead is clear. We must help the Iraqis
defeat Sunni and Shia extremists, terrorists, and
insurgents. This task is well underway. We must
mediate disputes between Iraqi communities at the
local, provincial, and national levels, in conjunction
with the UN presence in Iraq and with Iraqi mecha-
nisms to resolve disputes. We must support those
elements of Iraqi society and government whose
interests most closely align with ours, particularly the
Iraqi Army and grassroots movements in both Sunni
and Shiite communities. We must commit to the
defense of Iraq against the interference or attack of its
neighbors to encourage the rise of Iraqi nationalism
and of anti-Iranian sentiment already growing in
Iraq. We must help guide Iraq through the forth-
coming elections, which will be a formative period of
the nascent Iraqi state. If current trends continue and
if the United States plays its proper role, the elections
of 2008 and 2009 can capture and capitalize on
social, political, and economic attitudes that may
drive Iraq toward a close relationship with the U.S.
based on common interests, threats, and objectives.
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The civil war in Iraq is over. The overwhelming
majority of Iraqis of all sects and ethnicities

have rejected al Qaeda, its ideology, and its methods.
Al Qaeda in Iraq has been driven out of almost all of
its major urban sanctuaries (with the exception of
Mosul, where clearing is underway), and its ability
to conduct large-scale coordinated attacks across
Iraq has been dramatically reduced. Moqtada al
Sadr’s Jaysh al Mahdi (JAM) has been fragmented
and has fallen into fratricidal struggles. Iranian-
backed “Special Groups” continue their attacks
using sophisticated weapons and techniques and
remain a concern, but they are increasingly isolated
from popular support within the Shiite community
and even face tensions with “mainstream” JAM
members. The dramatic reductions in violence,
combined with the growth of grassroots political
pressure, have driven the central government to
make fundamental breakthroughs in legislation and
to increase its efforts to spend its own money on
development and reconstruction. The gains made
by the Iraqi Army are nothing short of amazing, and
the performance of the Iraqi Police and National
Police is improving, although it continues to be
uneven. In December 2006, the United States and
its Iraqi allies were clearly heading for defeat and
failure. Most political, economic, social, and military
trends in Iraq are now moving in the right direction.
Our task is not simply to keep them that way. Now
is the time to step back and consider the larger
opportunities and challenges we face in Iraq and lay
out a long-term strategy not only to consolidate but
also to capitalize on the successes we have achieved.
This is the goal of this phase IV report.

The United States now has the opportunity to
achieve its fundamental objectives in Iraq through the
establishment of a peaceful, stable, secular, demo-
cratic state that is a reliable ally in the struggle against

both Sunni and Shiite terrorism. Such an accom-
plishment would allow the United States to begin to
reorient its position in the Middle East from one that
relies on antidemocratic states like Egypt and Saudi
Arabia to one based on a strong democratic partner
whose citizens have explicitly rejected al Qaeda and
terrorism in general. The growth of anti-Iranian senti-
ment in both Sunni and Shiite Arab communities in
Iraq holds out the possibility that Iraq can become a
bulwark against Iranian aims in the region, and that
Iraq can, with American support, return to its former
role of balancing Iranian power without being the
regional threat it had become under Saddam Hussein.
Coalition operations in 2007 have already dealt a dev-
astating blow to al Qaeda, and that success—and the
reaction of Iraqis to it—has opened the door to meet-
ing positive and important objectives in Iraq and
throughout the region.

Seizing this opportunity will not be easy. It will
require continuing our successful counterinsur-
gency and counterterrorism efforts while develop-
ing an intellectual framework for thinking about
the coming phases of the development of the Iraqi
state. Current enemies are attempting to reorganize
and regain their footing, and coalition and Iraqi
forces will be heavily engaged in combat operations
throughout 2008 to prevent them from succeeding.
But long-term success in Iraq requires the develop-
ment of a coherent strategy for nation-building and
democracy-building, of which counterinsurgency
and counterterrorism operations are only a part.
Numerous trends in Iraq point to the possibility of
success in these endeavors. Despite the well-known
flaws within the American government, it is pos-
sible to develop and conduct a sufficiently coherent
long-term strategy if key actors in the current
administration and in Congress recognize the need
to recommit to success in Iraq—especially now that

3

Introduction



success has become possible. Failure is always an
option, and success is by no means assured. Set-
backs will inevitably follow advances and some
promising trends will lead to at least temporary 
disappointments. But for the first time in years it is
possible to state with confidence that success is

definitely possible—not just a good-enough solu-
tion that will allow this or another administration to
“declare victory and withdraw” with “plausible
deniability,” but a real success that will materially
advance America’s interests in the Middle East and
around the world.

IRAQ: THE WAY AHEAD
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The surge and the change of strategy have trans-
formed security in Iraq. The statistics are stark:

terrorism in Baghdad claimed 1,087 victims in Feb-
ruary 2007 and only 178 in January 2008. Ethno-
sectarian deaths dropped from 800 last February to
40 this January.1 Attacks against coalition forces
(from around 1,300 per week in December 2006 to
fewer than 600 per week in December 2007), civil-
ian casualties in Iraq overall (from 3,000 per month
to around 700 per month), and coalition troops
killed in action (from around 100 in December
2006 to around 20 in December 2007) have also
dropped dramatically since last January.2 But the
numbers do not begin to tell the story.

Baghdad, Anbar, and parts of surrounding
provinces that had been shattered by ongoing vio-
lence are coming back to life. Neighborhoods that
were al Qaeda strongholds as recently as the sum-
mer of 2007 are being rebuilt in relative peace. Chil-
dren flood streets and playgrounds that had been
battlegrounds only months before. Speaking with
Iraqis in several neighborhoods, cities, and villages
on a recent trip (including the Dora, Ameriya, and
Adhamiya neighborhoods of Baghdad; Iskandariyah
in Babil Province; Fallujah in Anbar Province; and
Hamada village in Diyala Province—all of them
scenes of bitter fighting in 2007), I found that virtu-
ally no one—from the boys on the streets to the
provincial governors—complained of the violence
or expressed fear about their security. Almost all the
complaints focused on the failure of the government
to provide essential services and improve the quality
of life of the people. The local political leaders have
reacted to these complaints like politicians the
world over—blaming the failures on the central gov-
ernment, scrambling to meet demand, and fearing
for their electoral futures. Iraq’s political and eco-
nomic situation remains far from ideal, and the 

violence remains too high, even though it has fallen
dramatically. But the key fact is that the level of vio-
lence has finally fallen far enough for many Iraqis to
feel safe taking up their normal lives and concerns
again, for politics to begin again, and for politicians
to start feeling the need to respond to their con-
stituents. When advocates of the change in strategy
of 2007 spoke of creating space for political
progress, this is precisely what they meant.

Significant security challenges persist. Terrorists
and insurgents retain bases in Mosul and elsewhere
in Ninewah, Salah ad Din and Diyala provinces, and
in southern areas such as Basra and Maysan
provinces in particular. The planned reduction in
U.S. combat forces to roughly pre-surge levels by
July 2008 will make dealing with these challenges
harder than it would otherwise be, possibly pro-
tracting the violence and allowing more room for
setbacks than would be the case with higher force
levels. The U.S. command is confident that it will 
be able to accomplish its security goals in 2008 with
the programmed reductions and has undertaken
many steps to mitigate the risks imposed by the
drawdown to pre-surge levels. This report does not
seek to question their confidence or to suggest that
the drawdown to pre-surge levels be delayed (some-
thing that the current Army Force Generation model
would make almost impossible), but rather to high-
light the significant risks inherent in that drawdown
and to argue that it is inappropriate even to consider
any further reductions in U.S. force levels in Iraq
until the end of 2008. This report will also argue
that we must be ready for short-term increases in
force levels—above pre-surge levels—in the fall in
order to support planned Iraqi provincial elections
or respond to unexpectedly successful enemy
attempts to regroup. There is good reason to believe
that the current strategy for maintaining security
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while reducing the number of U.S. combat troops in
Iraq can succeed, but there is no margin for error
whatsoever in that strategy.

Ethno-Sectarian Conflict

Iraq is home to a number of different religious
groups and ethnicities, and the boundaries between
any of them can become flashpoints in the context of
rampant violence. But only two such boundaries
threaten Iraqi society existentially—the boundary
between Shia and Sunni Arabs and the boundary
between Arabs and Kurds.3 The dramatic rise in vio-
lence within Arab Iraq in 2006 led to the beginning
of the mobilization of average Iraqis for sectarian civil
war, a phenomenon evidenced by the rise in local
vigilante groups protecting their neighborhoods and
raiding those of the opposite sect. This phenomenon
more than anything else supported the view that Iraq
was on the verge of a full-scale civil war that might
take on the coloring of genocide. Those who had
known or served in Iraq before the 2006 explosion
feared that the damage done after the Golden
Mosque bombing in Samarra was so great that Iraqi
society had been fundamentally torn. The Kurds
largely stood aside from this intra-Arab violence,
although Kurdish leaders—particularly Iraqi presi-
dent Jalal Talabani and deputy prime minister
Barham Saleh—worked to reconcile the warring fac-
tions. Kurdish military forces within the Iraqi Secu-
rity Forces (ISF) played a role in attempting to quell
the violence. Arab-Kurdish tensions in the northern
provinces waxed and waned, but they paled in com-
parison to the growing civil war in Arab Iraq.

That civil war is now over. It turns out that the
mobilization of Arab Iraqi society at the end of 2006
reflected fear and weariness with violence more than
a desire for all-out conflict. Vigilante groups began to
disappear almost as soon as the new strategy and 
the surge of U.S. and Iraqi forces in Baghdad was
announced in January 2007. The violence that con-
tinued was driven almost entirely by organized politi-
cal groups attacking each other and coalition
forces—al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), Baathists, and other

Sunni insurgents on Sunni side; Jaysh al Mahdi (JAM)
fighters, Special Groups, Fadhila, and some Badr
Corps fighters on the Shia side. American forces mov-
ing into neighborhoods in Baghdad and its environs
did not have to confront local populations hostile to
their presence or resentful of their efforts to end the
sectarian conflict. Instead, they confronted organized
enemy groups whose support among the population
rested much more often on fear than on any enthusi-
asm for their messages or desire to support their activ-
ities. Coalition forces targeted those enemy groups
without causing undue collateral damage as part of a
larger strategy that relied on using immediate-impact
economic aid and other nonkinetic tools to separate
the insurgents and terrorists from the people. The
United States and its allies were thus able to identify
and destroy insurgent and terrorist systems while
daily gaining support from populations they were
now seen to be protecting.

Drivers of Sectarian Violence. Sectarian violence
in Iraq never resulted from the supposed fact that
Sunni and Shia hate each other. Iraqis have often
expressed puzzlement at that idea, noting the many
mixed-sect families and neighborhoods that have
been prominent in central Iraq for a long time. On
the Shia side, sectarian violence started with small
groups of extremists who sought to “cleanse” Bagh-
dad and other mixed areas in order to take revenge
for decades of Sunni domination and to pave the
way for a Shia-maximalist solution that would effec-
tively disenfranchise the Sunni minority, if not drive
it out of Iraq entirely.4 The overwhelming portion of
the Shiite population stood aside from such efforts,
which were carried out by elements of the Badr
Corps, JAM, and Special Groups. Elements of the
Sunni insurgency feared this Shiite extremism and
also longed for the dominant role that many Iraqi
Sunni Arabs believed was their birthright. But Sunni
insurgent attacks typically focused much more
heavily on coalition forces, seen as supporting the
Shia bid for domination, and on the ISF, seen as an
instrument of Shia oppression.

The first major Sunni Arab effort to attack Iraqi
Shia civilians systematically resulted from Abu
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Musab al Zarqawi’s determination to use such
attacks to prompt Shia atrocities that would then
mobilize the Sunni Arab community not only in
Iraq but throughout the Muslim world.5 This deter-
mination was controversial, even within the global
al Qaeda movement. Ayman al Zawahiri, for exam-
ple, disagreed with Zarqawi and even remonstrated
with him on this point—Zawahiri believed that the
al Qaeda movement at that time needed to be inclu-
sive rather than divisive, even though he did not
fundamentally disagree with Zarqawi’s conviction
that Shia were actually apostates.6 Zarqawi went his
own way, however, and AQI launched a series of
attacks against Shiite civilians in Baghdad and
throughout the country designed to goad the Shiite
community into violent reactions. He finally suc-
ceeded with the destruction of the Golden Mosque
in February 2006.

Even before that, however, the sectarian conflict
in Baghdad had begun to take on its own momen-
tum. Pushes by Shiite extremists generated resist-
ance in Sunni communities. AQI attacks and the
growing Sunni Arab insurgency outside of Baghdad
prompted more Shia to take up arms for self-defense
or vengeance. The early incorporation of highly 
sectarian members of the Badr Corps’ Wolf Brigade
into the Commando Brigade and subsequently into
the Iraqi National Police added fuel to the fire, as
that unit and others used their official status to pur-
sue a sectarian cleansing agenda in Baghdad’s Sunni
neighborhoods. The destruction of the Golden
Mosque and the seating of the Nuri Kamal al Maliki
government in May 2006 made matters worse.
Tehran significantly increased its efforts to destabi-
lize Iraq following the seating of the Maliki govern-
ment by building up the Special Groups cell system
and expanding the flow of resources, training, and
advisers to that network.7

Coalition strategy in 2006 was completely inap-
propriate for this situation. The heavy emphasis on
pushing the ISF into the lead and minimizing the
coalition presence exacerbated two of the key factors
driving the violence: the absence of order and the
fact that elements of the ISF were themselves accel-
erating sectarian violence. The ISF was not capable

in 2006 of stemming the violence, and efforts to
“transition security responsibility” were premature
from a technical perspective. The resulting failure of
the ISF to establish order left threatened communi-
ties, both Sunni and Shia, fearing for their existence,
further driving their mobilization for self-defense
and vengeance. The fact that some of the ISF units
were themselves engaged in sectarian cleansing
meant that putting them in the lead was tantamount
to supporting sectarian cleansing—and it seems
clear from anecdotal evidence that at least some
Sunni Arabs in threatened neighborhoods believed
that the United States was conspiring with the Shia
government to exterminate them.

Some elements of the Iraqi government were cer-
tainly attempting to cleanse Baghdad and its environs
of Sunnis, whether or not they aimed at their exter-
mination. Moqtada al Sadr’s decision to join the
Maliki government was rewarded with a number of
ministerial positions, and Sadr chose key service
ministries, including health, transportation, and civil
affairs. Sadrists within these ministries used their
positions to attack Sunni populations in Baghdad
outright. Sadrist former deputy health minister
Hakim al Zamili used ambulances to move death
squads around and was directly involved in their
activities. (He was arrested in February 2007, but
charges against him were dropped in March 2008.)
Sadrists and other Shiite extremists also used official
positions to wage a “war of exhaustion” against Sunni
populations, as one American officer put it, particu-
larly in western Baghdad, by denying them essential
services, including sewage, water, and electricity. 
Shiite extremist control over hospitals effectively
denied healthcare to many Sunnis in Baghdad. The
problem was not confined to the Sadrists. Shiite
extremists within Maliki’s Dawa Party and Abdul
Aziz al-Hakim’s Supreme Iraqi Islamic Council party
(trading under the initials ISCI to avoid using SIIC,
and formerly known as the Supreme Council for the
Islamic Revolution in Iraq, or SCIRI) also engaged in
such activities, although it was not always clear
whether their efforts were coordinated. By the end of
2006, most Sunni Arabs in Baghdad were under
siege, lacking essential services, targeted with nightly
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killings, unable to receive healthcare, and fearing for
their existence. Many fled; others fought back, ally-
ing with those who offered them aid in the fight,
including al Qaeda fighters.

Similar struggles played out in the Baghdad
“belts,” including Diyala Province. Towns shifted
from Sunni to Shia; AQI, JAM, Badr Corps, and Spe-
cial Groups traded attacks on one another, on Iraqi
civilians, and on coalition forces. Iraqi National
Police and Iraqi Police units were drawn into the
fight (in some cases, they led it), lost any semblance
of impartiality, and became accelerants to violence
themselves. The extremist groups that had been
seeking a sectarian civil war had used all instruments
of power—both kinetic (terror attacks and murders)
and nonkinetic (denial of services or destruction of
infrastructure). They very nearly succeeded in ignit-
ing full-scale sectarian conflict.

Breaking the Cycle of Sectarian Violence. The
change in strategy accompanying the surge in early
2007 broke the cycle of violence at several points.
Generals David Petraeus and Ray Odierno began at
once to move as many of the U.S. forces already in
Iraq as possible into positions within Iraqi neigh-
borhoods from which they could work directly to
establish security. Those forces partnered with ISF
units in their areas, which greatly constrained the
ability of sectarian elements within those units to
engage in cleansing operations, since U.S. forces
would not tolerate such activities and their increas-
ingly pervasive presence made concealing such
operations more difficult. American forces also
deployed into the areas in and around Baghdad that
had been serving as safe havens and transit routes
for extremists of both sides, disrupting terrorist and
death-squad networks while working actively to
protect the population. General Petraeus also began
to work intensively on creating physical barriers to
protect threatened neighborhoods and markets from
attack. The American military threw up miles of 
“T-wall” (large concrete barriers) almost overnight.
Enemy propagandists found a few occasions to cre-
ate the appearance of local resentment of this initia-
tive, but it mainly improved upon what locals had

already been doing. In many places, “T-wall”
replaced makeshift barricades made of scrap metal,
rocks, and other kinds of trash with which fearful
Iraqis had blocked off roads and alleys on their own.

The three key components of the kinetic portion
of this operation were attacking extremists who
were operating as militias beyond the law, con-
straining the activities of extremists functioning
within legitimate Iraqi institutions (including arrest-
ing and detaining those caught engaged in crimes)
through presence and partnership, and protecting
the people physically through the establishment of
effective barriers that denied terrorists access to large
concentrations of vulnerable populations while
allowing a city of more than six million to continue
to function, at least at the most basic level.

The surge occurred at just the right moment.8

Sectarian violence had become bad enough that most
Iraqis were fearful of its continuation and many
started to see the abyss of full-scale sectarian conflict
to which it might lead. Local vigilante groups form-
ing to protect and avenge their neighborhoods had
not yet hardened into committed sectarian killing
groups. The fight between the Sunni and Shiite com-
munities had not yet fused the groups within those
communities into cohesive and unitary organizations—
different militias on the Shiite side distrusted and
occasionally fought one another even if they cooper-
ated more or less indirectly to attack Sunnis. AQI 
terrorists fought toward the same goal as Sunni rejec-
tionists in the short term and picked up numerous
recruits among angry young Sunni men but did not
have time to mold those groups or recruits into 
a cohesive force fighting for the al Qaeda vision. Sec-
tarian relations within the Maliki government—
which were poor to begin with—deteriorated, but
not to the point of collapse. Extremist actors within
that government had begun to take steps toward
launching more or less formal cleansing campaigns,
but their implementation remained incomplete and
sporadic. In short, the situation had become bad
enough that many Iraqis wanted to fix it but not so
bad that it was beyond fixing.

As American forces rolled into Baghdad neighbor-
hoods in 2007, therefore, they found themselves
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repeatedly asked by the locals: Are you going to stay
and protect us this time? When the Americans said
that they would—and backed up their statements by
building and moving into joint security stations
(JSSs) and combat outposts (COPs) in the neighbor-
hoods—Iraqis began to commit to stopping the vio-
lence. American commanders found themselves
flooded with tips called into hotlines, brought in per-
son to soldiers on patrol, or taken to JSSs and COPs.
As partnerships improved with the ISF units that
were not committed to sectarian agendas, synergies
developed in intelligence collection and analysis. It
was not the case that Iraqis preferred to give infor-
mation to the ISF. In areas traumatized by sectarian
ISF units, civilians often preferred to supply infor-
mation to American soldiers, whom they came
quickly to regard as impartial, rather than to ISF
units they saw as the enemy. The immediate effect of
this flood of information was a dramatic improve-
ment in the commanders’ understanding of the situa-
tion. Commanders and staffs at every level, from
company to Multi-National Force–Iraq (MNF-I),
built up intelligence pictures with previously
unimagined resolution, not only pinpointing key
enemy leaders within known networks but under-
standing the shifting demographics of their areas,
problems with essential services, which specific ISF
units and leaders were engaged in sectarian activities,
which local leaders might step up, what targets to hit
or avoid, and so on. An officer who had been in Iraq
twice before a 2007 tour remarked that he had thought
he understood Iraq before the surge, but only real-
ized once it had begun how things really were.

From the beginning, coalition forces combined
nonkinetic efforts with their operations to establish
security, primarily through the Commander’s Emer-
gency Response Program, which allowed them to
fund quick-impact programs to create jobs, address
critical deficiencies in some essential services, and
otherwise create the hope of a better future amidst the
violence of war. The coalition also worked aggres-
sively to establish microgrant and microloan pro-
grams wherever possible to provide assistance to the
rebuilding of small businesses in devastated neigh-
borhoods. These efforts were extremely important in

breaking the cycle of sectarian violence by addressing
the “soft” sectarian cleansing some Shiite extremists
were using instead of killings. The purpose of these
efforts was not to jump-start the Iraqi economy. Such
quick-impact economic programs, in fact, are
frowned upon in the international aid community,
which emphasizes economic efforts that can be
locally sustained over the long run. That emphasis in
the aid community hindered the usefulness of aid
money spent in a country descending toward civil
war. It is not simply that nonkinetic operations are
critical elements of any counterinsurgency, as they
are. When sectarian actors are deliberately using
denial of service and other soft-cleansing mechanisms
to accomplish their objectives, it is almost as impor-
tant to combat those nonkinetic mechanisms as it is
to strike the perpetrators of violence.

Sectarian Cleansing. One of the persistent myths
about the reasons for the success of coalition efforts
in 2007 is that the killing stopped because the sec-
tarian cleansing was completed. This myth is
absolutely false. Baghdad remains a mixed city. The
traditionally Sunni neighborhoods of Adhamiya,
Mansour, and Rashid remain predominantly Sunni,
and Shiite enclaves in East Rashid remain Shiite. Shia
have moved into some parts of the Sunni neighbor-
hoods, and many sub-districts within neighborhoods
that had been mixed are now much more homoge-
neous. But the key components of a mixed Baghdad
remain. There are Sunni and Shia on both sides of
the Tigris. Sunnis continue to live in and return to
neighborhoods identified as being Sunni. Shia con-
tinue to live securely in their traditional strongholds
and have not invaded Sunni areas (which tradition-
ally had nicer houses and better services), but have
instead been working hard to improve their own
neighborhoods. There are plenty of fault lines within
the city to serve as sectarian tripwires: Shia extrem-
ists based in the Kadhimiya neighborhood in West
Baghdad can (and do) still put pressure on the Sunni
neighborhoods in Mansour and Rashid; the Sunni
areas of Adhamiya (east of the river) can still be either
bases for Sunni attacks on neighboring Shia strong-
holds in Sadr City, Shaab, and Ur, or magnets for
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Shia attacks from those neighborhoods. Within
Rashid, mixed areas in the center of the district are
still generating some sectarian violence and could be
flashpoints for more. 

But the key point is that the violence in Baghdad
has not stopped because the sectarian cleansing has
been completed and the sects are now divided by
either mutually acceptable or defensible lines. They
are not and cannot be unless the city is entirely
purged of one sect or the other; the Shia must retain
control of the Kadhimiya shrine, and the Sunni will
not accept being driven from Adhamiya. The vio-
lence has dropped dramatically because coalition
forces broke the cycle of sectarian attacks and
because the people of Baghdad, given the choice,
prefer a peaceful and mixed city to the cataclysm of
full-scale cleansing. On a recent trip, I heard numer-
ous anecdotes from Americans and Iraqis about Shia
welcoming back their Sunni neighbors. In some
instances, Shia had boarded up and protected
houses that their Sunni friends had abandoned, sent
word to those Sunnis when it was safe for them to
return. They even helped them move back in. There
is a sense among many Baghdadis that the city is by
nature and tradition mixed, that efforts to cleanse it
were driven by outsiders, and that Baghdadis of
both sects need to stand together to prevent such
efforts in the future. It is a myth, of course, that the
cleansing was driven by outsiders—many Bagh-
dadis were involved. But myths in Iraq can be very
illuminating about attitudes. In this case, as in many
of the new myths encountered on my most recent
trip, the myth tends to reinforce the idea of a het-
erogeneous but united Baghdad in which violence
results from the intervention of foreigners. That is a
positive change from the myths that were circulating
before the surge.

Another interesting myth encountered in Hawr
Rajab, an area south of the East Rashid district of
Baghdad, reinforced this sense that the violence was
imported from abroad. A concerned local citizen—no
doubt previously involved in insurgent activities but
now working with the coalition—explained that the
Sunnis in his area who had been supporting al Qaeda
were actually the victims. The al Qaeda leaders came

from outside the area and coerced and intimidated
the locals into helping them. He said at first that the
“foreigners” had come from Anbar, but he quickly
added that they were really Shia supported by Iran.
The notion of Shiite al Qaeda leaders sent from Iran
via Anbar to Hawr Rajab is, of course, laughable. The
“foreigners” who entered the area were Sunni from
Anbar, mostly Iraqis with a very small admixture of
foreigners (almost certainly no Shia or Iranians). The
purpose of this myth was very clearly to allow Sunni
Arabs south of Baghdad to explain their switch from
insurgents to supporters of the United States and,
more grudgingly, the Iraqi government, without loss
of face. It also reinforces the notion that the violence
in Iraq resulted from foreigners victimizing Iraqis for
their own purposes. In this way, it helps stoke the idea
of Iraqi Arab nationalism, in which differences among
Iraqis are less important than the differences between
Iraqis and foreigners, further evidence that the civil
war is over.

Baghdad was the center of the sectarian civil war
in 2006 not only because it is the capital, but also
because the principal sectarian fault line runs right
through it. That fault line extends toward the Iranian
border through Diyala Province and to the south of
Baghdad in an arc that runs roughly from the
Euphrates River near Yusufiyah south to Iskan-
dariyah and then east across the Tigris south of
Salman Pak and thence back into Diyala. That is one
of the reasons why it was so difficult to bring the
conflict under control in northern Babil Province
(which includes Mahmudiyah and Iskandariyah)
and Diyala, whose mixed-sect capital, Baqubah, is
less than an hour’s drive from Baghdad. Coalition
forces fought long and hard to clear Baqubah of both
AQI and JAM cells and have had to clear the rest of
Diyala almost village-by-village. Sectarian tensions
in Diyala have inhibited and complicated the devel-
opment of a Sons of Iraq (SoI—auxiliaries who sup-
ported the Anbar Awakening) movement there and
facilitated AQI efforts to reestablish small rural bases
through intimidation. The fact that major lines of
communication run from Iran through Diyala to
Baghdad, supporting both JAM and Special Groups,
has led those groups to a more determined fight to
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retain their positions in Diyala both against American
and Iraqi forces and against each other. The fact that
Diyala is one of the few mixed-sect provinces in
Arab Iraq greatly complicates the development of
local government and police forces that are seen as
legitimate. Its proximity to Baghdad has led to the
intervention of the central government in that devel-
opment much more directly than in almost any
other province outside the capital.9

Despite these difficulties, violence has dropped
dramatically in Diyala and the southern belt, and
local security movements have greatly eased the task
of U.S. and Iraqi forces in clearing and in holding
these areas. In particular, the development of SoI
movements in the southern belt has allowed Ameri-
can forces to thin their presence in some cleared
areas (although not to remove it entirely) and press
further south, with operations to clear and hold
Iskandariyah occurring only within the last few
months. As in Baghdad, relative peace has not come
from successful sectarian cleansing. The sectarian
boundaries have shifted in the southern belt and to
a lesser extent Diyala, but both areas remain mixed.
The sectarian boundaries in south Baghdad and
north Babil provinces are not particularly cleaner or
more defensible than they had been before—they
are just different. The same is true in Diyala, where
Baqubah remains a mixed city and sectarian fissures
radiate outward to the west and south. The bad
news in all of this is that because the cleansing is far
from complete, a renewal of inter-sectarian violence
would still have many seams and boundaries along
which to erupt. The good news is that the basis for
a unitary Iraqi Arab state, which depends upon
mixed sectarian areas from the Euphrates through
Baghdad and up the Diyala River, remains.

Foundations for a Peaceful, 
Mixed-Sect Baghdad and Iraq

Preventing the renewal of sectarian conflict in Iraq
requires initiatives at every level of Iraqi society,
from the village to the central government. For too
long, the American political debate has focused

excessively on the passage of particular pieces of leg-
islation by the Council of Representatives (CoR) as
the solution to the problem, apart from the vocal
minority who argued that splitting up the country
was the only way to end the violence. From the
standpoint of stopping the violence—which was
driven primarily by extremist groups pursuing
political agendas not served by compromise legisla-
tion—this approach never made sense. Neither
would simply stopping or defeating those groups on
the ground have been adequate to ensure a stable,
mixed Iraq. Fortunately, the coalition command and
civilian leadership did both, and they have also
worked hard to encourage decentralization on a
provincial basis rather than on the basis of ethno-
sectarian regions. Progress in these areas points the
way to a stable and peaceful mixed-sect Arab Iraq.

Local Stability. The key to ending sectarian vio-
lence is at the local level, although provincial and
national issues play an important role. Stopping the
civil war required defeating extremist groups
attempting to stoke the flames while persuading the
local population that they could be safe without
organizing their own militias and vigilante groups.
These two activities could only proceed in tandem:
defeating the extremist groups required the assist-
ance of the population, which could only be
achieved by persuading them that cooperating with
coalition and Iraqi forces was the best way to stop
the violence, which, in turn, required defeating the
extremist groups. The net result of coalition and
Iraqi operations and popular movements to assist
them was the creation of a security net in vulnerable
areas consisting of American troops; Iraqi Army,
National Police, and Iraqi Police troops; and local
volunteers. The presence of American forces and the
way the local volunteers have been developed and
incorporated ensures that they do not become vigi-
lantes. The American presence creates a framework
into which the volunteers fit and serves as a bridge
between the volunteers and the ISF units in the area. 

The result is that volunteer units function differ-
ently from the way the vigilante groups operated
before the surge. They guard key locations but do not
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launch retaliatory attacks. Instead, they communicate
with their American counterparts and assist in
planned and controlled operations conducted jointly
with them and with Iraqi forces in the area in
response to threats or attacks (primarily by providing
information). The local volunteers add value in four
main ways: they no longer assist the insurgents, as
many had been doing before they switched sides;
they take on a legal and honorable role in the com-
munity; they provide information to U.S. forces; and
they deter enemy actions through their presence and
ability to coordinate with American and Iraqi forces.
They receive value in several ways. They are paid,
which, among other things, allows young men to
marry and support their families. They walk an hon-
orable path from involvement with a defeated insur-
gency to an active role in the community. They help
protect their families and neighborhoods without the
excessive risks entailed in participating in militias or
the insurgency. And they have the sense of belonging
to something greater and serving something beyond
themselves without the danger of being targeted by
American and Iraqi troops.

The continued presence of American forces in
this framework is essential in many areas. Contin-
ued funding of SoI salaries is also critical every-
where, whether the money comes from Baghdad or
Washington. This movement, in general, is not as
fragile as many commentators believe. SoIs receive
very substantial benefits. The costs of reverting to
the insurgency would be very high: loss of salary,
probably honor, and definitely personal safety (espe-
cially considering that they have surrendered finger-
prints, retina scans, addresses, names of relatives,
and serial numbers of personal weapons to coalition
forces). Most SoI movements developed out of local
conditions and will remain primarily affected by
local conditions rather than national movement on
benchmarks or government spending. In some
areas—particularly stressed areas such as Diyala and
parts of western Baghdad—continuing local ten-
sions inflamed by central government errors make
the movements more brittle. But recent events have
shown that the effects of this brittleness still tend to
be local: a “strike” called by SoIs in one part of

Diyala evoked no sympathy strikes anywhere else
and ended quickly and peacefully. Given the sub-
stantial degree of deterioration necessary to under-
mine volunteer movements, the groups will likely
remain resilient in the coming year.

The key challenge at this level will be to find
ways of thinning out and ultimately extracting
American forces from the framework in which the
local volunteers are embedded without collapsing
the structure. American forces have already thinned
out successfully in several areas, most notably Anbar
province, where the absence of Shia and the matu-
rity of the movement make it easiest. In areas south
of Baghdad, the American presence in each individ-
ual community can shrink as long as U.S. forces
remain in meaningful numbers in nearby areas.

Dealing with this situation properly will be very
complex because of the many moving parts. SoIs
must continue to receive payment. Both the Iraqi
government and U.S. commanders believe that many
of them must move into to civilian jobs rather than
joining the ISF, and there is evidence that many SoIs
would prefer that path. But since the salary is a key
part of the benefit they receive, its delivery must
remain dependable. Where the Iraqi government is
unwilling or unable to pick up payment for SoI
salaries in 2008, U.S. forces must continue to foot the
bill. SoIs and their communities must see ISF ele-
ments as allies, not as threats. For the most part, this
is already true of the Iraqi Army. Attitudes toward the
Iraqi Police vary dramatically from area to area; atti-
tudes toward the National Police tend to be much
more suspicious and negative in Sunni areas (and for
good reason). Coalition forces play a key role in
ensuring that ISF units do not generate additional
mistrust through misbehavior and in encouraging
SoIs and communities to work with and rely increas-
ingly on the ISF, with the promise of American sup-
port if things do not work out. In other words,
American forces are working to make it safe for local
communities to trust their own security forces as well
as providing a communications bridge between the
two. And provincial and national events affect SoI
attitudes, even though events at those levels tend to
be relatively less important than local conditions in
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driving daily behavior. If it becomes clear that the
major parties and factions are moving toward com-
promise and agreement, then the local conditions
necessary to sustain SoI loyalty will likely improve.
The converse is also true. Economic conditions are
also very important. To the extent that job opportu-
nities and quality of life improve locally, SoIs and
their communities are increasingly likely to remain
invested in peace rather than risking their gains
through violence.

Provincial Stability. Like citizens of democratic
republics the world over, Iraqis argue passionately
about political events in the capital—and Iraqi argu-
ments sometimes involve gunfire—but concern
themselves mostly with the effectiveness of local and
provincial government. The Iraqi government pro-
vides services to its peoples along two parallel
tracks. The central government gives funds to the
provinces, which then allocate resources among
localities, but service ministries in Baghdad also
undertake and control local projects through
provincial directors general (DGs). Americans can
best envisage this process by reflecting on our high-
way funding system. Localities use local tax money
to build and maintain local roads; states use state tax
revenue to build and maintain state highways; the
federal government uses federal tax revenue to build
and maintain interstate highways. But any given
city’s transportation network consists of a complex
web of local, state, and federal highways. In Iraq,
this system in Iraq carries over into the provision of
water, sewage, electricity, health, and other services.
The immaturity of the Iraqi state means that coordi-
nation between DGs and their central ministries, as
well as between the DGs and local government, is
imperfect. The novelty of this arrangement (provin-
cial and local government played almost no role in
such things under Saddam Hussein) means that
provincial and local governments have only begun
to understand their role in the process and how to
make things work. The absence of a law clearly
delineating the powers of provincial and local gov-
ernments vis-à-vis the central government has made
coordination and planning even harder.

Further complexity results from the composition
of many provincial governments. Sunni reluctance to
participate in the provincial elections meant that
Kurds dominate the provincial council of majority–
Sunni Arab Ninewah, that the governor of Salah ad
Din province (overwhelmingly Sunni Arab) is a
Kurd, and that the provincial leadership of Anbar
Province is dominated by Sunni Arab extremists
increasingly out of touch with their own community.
I will address the complexities of political leadership
arrangements in the Shia provinces below. Provincial
government in key contested provinces, therefore,
has hitherto been not only ineffective, but also seen
as illegitimate (or else, in the case of Anbar, has been
counter-productively pushing for Sunni maximalist
positions that have no chance of success). These vari-
ous dysfunctions restrict the provision of essential
services and distort the composition of local police
forces. In areas about which Baghdad cares relatively
little, such as Ninewah and Salah ad Din, the results
have reflected local tensions: too many Kurds in the
Ninewah police force pressing for Kurdish expan-
sion, not enough police in Salah ad Din (and many
of those members of insurgent groups). In places that
concern Baghdad a great deal, such as Diyala and the
capital itself, the central government has tended to
micromanage the development of local police forces
and projects, manipulating recruitment, promotion,
and leadership selection, sometimes in conjunction
with and sometimes in opposition to efforts by
provincial and local leaders.

Achieving provincial-level stability requires four
things: passage of a provincial powers law, provincial
elections, increasing the bureaucratic effectiveness of
provincial and local government, and rebalancing
local security forces to accord with local ethnic and
sectarian mixes. Significant progress is being 
made in all four areas. Although Vice President Adel
Abdul Mehdi rejected the provincial powers law
passed by the CoR on February 14, it is extremely
likely that a revised version will pass. The CoR and
the presidency council (including Abdul Mehdi)
have already indicated that they support provin-
cial elections in October 2008. The international
community, represented by United Nations (UN)
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special envoy Staffan de Mistura, also supports this
timing. American Provincial Reconstruction Teams
(PRTs) have been working hard to improve the effec-
tiveness of provincial and local governments and are
making progress. And the flood of SoIs and ISF vol-
unteers has led to significant improvements in the
ethno-sectarian balance of local security forces in
many areas.

The relationship between these kinds of progress
at the provincial level and stability at the local level is
indirect. Provincial dysfunction creates resentment at
the local level, which could undermine the enthusi-
asm of SoIs and ultimately lead to their genuine dis-
enchantment with the entire process. If provinces fail
to develop security forces that can keep the trust of
local communities and work with or incorporate SoIs,
then conflict could reemerge as U.S. forces withdraw.
On the other hand, most SoIs are likely to make such
fundamental decisions on the basis of local conditions
rather than provincial or national conditions, particu-
larly if the United States remains actively enmeshed in
the local matrix. In other words, American presence
in localities and support for SoIs can cushion the
effects of provincial dysfunction, probably for a con-
siderable period of time in many areas. Conversely,
rapid progress at the provincial level may not neces-
sarily translate quickly into conditions for complete
American withdrawal from localities, since such con-
ditions depend on local attitudes and local situations
that will vary across provinces for some time, even
after provincial powers laws are passed and provincial
elections take place.

National Stability. The focus of the American politi-
cal debate has been on national-level legislation
focused on “reconciliation” (a term that is increas-
ingly unpopular in Iraq), particularly the benchmark
laws: provincial powers, de-Baathification reform,
amnesty, hydrocarbons, and provincial elections.
These benchmarks were developed in mid-2006,
before the scale and significance of the sectarian civil
war had become clear, and they were not primarily
aimed at addressing the causes of that civil war. They
were, rather, aimed at addressing the perceived
causes of the Sunni insurgency, particularly the overall

Sunni grievance that the Shia-dominated govern-
ment was behaving punitively toward the Sunnis and
denying them their “appropriate” role in govern-
ment. (For many Sunni extremists, of course,
“appropriate” really meant “dominant.”) The effects
of almost all of the benchmark legislation on the sec-
tarian civil war, therefore, were primarily indirect. To
the extent that the laws mollified Sunni extremists,
they might have reduced the activities of their armed
groups in theory, thereby allowing the Shia to stand
down as well. This notion mistook the changing
nature of the sectarian conflict, in which local
dynamics were beginning to overwhelm these larger
principled issues. Ordinary Sunni and Shia fighting
in Baghdad neighborhoods were doing so by the end
of 2006 primarily because they feared for their lives
and saw no way of saving themselves and their fam-
ilies other than by defending against attacks and
launching retaliatory raids. They were not fighting
because of the CoR’s failure to pass particular pieces
of legislation. The surge of U.S. forces and the change
of coalition strategy was aimed directly at the sources
of the civil war, which is why it succeeded. The
national-level benchmarks were never likely to offer
a solution to that conflict, which is why the fact that
they did not pass in 2007 did not hinder efforts to
bring the civil war under control.

But the long-term stability of Iraq does require
that the Sunni and Shia Arab communities, along
with the Kurds, agree at least that they will resolve
disputes over past wrongs and the distribution of
national wealth and power in a political process—
without resorting to violence. The passage of the
benchmark legislation is important both as a symbol
of commitment to a political process and because of
its long-term implications for the development of a
stable, mixed Iraqi state. Progress on this front has
been remarkably positive in the past few months, as
seen in table 1.

From the standpoint of creating a stable frame-
work at the national level that will defuse potential
future ethno-sectarian conflict, the key provisions are
the Article 140 resolution; pensions, amnesty; de-
Baathification reform; and provincial elections. Article
140 of the constitution calls for the resolution of 
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disputed territories along the Kurdish regional
boundary—in other words, the establishment of an
accepted border between the Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) and Arab Iraq. The article called
for a referendum by the end of 2007 to resolve the
issue in Kirkuk and other disputed territories. Most
Western attention to this issue focuses on Kirkuk
because of its size and its importance to the oil
wealth of the Iraqi state. But it is generally under-
stood that Kirkuk will eventually go to the Kurds; the
main issue is when and how. Article 140, however, is
not confined to Kirkuk. The KRG claims territory in
Ninewah and Diyala provinces as well. In support of

those claims, Peshmerga units (the Kurdish militia)
have pushed forward into Arab areas of those two
provinces in clear attempts to ensure that the out-
comes of any local referendums will favor the KRG.
There have been many reports of KRG officials
encouraging or even coercing Kurds to settle in and
around Kirkuk and also in Ninewah and Diyala. The
historical claims of both sides, while important
rhetorically, are irrelevant to the current reality. Most
of the areas the Kurds claim were, in fact, occupied
by Kurds prior to Saddam Hussein’s ethnic cleansing
campaigns in the 1970s, which resettled those areas
with Arabs. But finding a peaceful way to resolve the
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TABLE 1
IRAQI PROGRESS ON POLITICAL BENCHMARKS

Key Law Status

Provincial Powers Passed by CoR on February 13, 2008; vetoed by Vice President Adel Abdul Mehdi
on February 26, 2008; veto withdrawn and law approved by Presidency Council 
on March 19, 2008.

Provincial Elections Provincial powers law set October 1, 2008 as date for elections; Presidency Council
has reiterated support for that date; United Nations Assistace Mission for Iraq 
announced on February 14, 2008, a new procedure for selecting key elections 
officials; that procedure was set in motion on February 21, 2008.a

Hydrocarbons Draft law of July 2007 still under consideration in a CoR committee.

Amnesty Passed by CoR on February 13, 2008; signed by Presidency Council on February 26,
2008.

De-Baathification Reform Passed by CoR on January 12, 2008; approved by Presidency Council in Febru-
ary 2008.

Pensions Amendmentb Passed by CoR and published as law in December 2007.

Article 140 Resolutionb All parties have agreed to delay the referendum required by December 31, 2007, and
to “initiate, in January 2008, and within six months, a process of facilitating the 
implementation of the Article with technical assistance of the United Nations. . . .” c

2008 Budgetb Passed by CoR on February 13, 2008; approved by Presidency Council on Febru-
ary 26, 2008.

SOURCE: The basis of this evaluation is Department of State, Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, Iraq Weekly Status Report, February 27, 2008, available
at www.state.gov/documents/organization/101596.pdf (accessed March 17, 2008).
NOTES: a. United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI), “Iraq Future Elections—The United Nations Announces New Process for Selection
of Election Directors,” news release, February 14, 2008; and UNAMI, “Process of Selecting the Eight Remaining Governorate Elections Offices
Directors Gets Underway,” news release, February 21, 2008.
b. These critical laws do not form part of the legislative benchmarks set by the U.S. Congress in 2007, despite their importance to the establish-
ment of overall national stability in Iraq. An evaluation of all of the benchmarks established in Section 1314 of the U.S. Troop Readiness, Veter-
ans’ Care, Katrina Recovery, and Iraq Accountability Appropriations Act of 2007 (Public Law 110-28) is in appendix B.
c. UNAMI, “Implementation of Article 140: Deadline of 31 December 2007,” news release, December 15, 2007.



issue, not the pursuit of historical justice, is the cen-
tral task today. The fact that the Kurds have agreed to
postpone the referendum, effectively indefinitely, and
to participate in a UN-controlled negotiations
process is very helpful in this regard for two reasons.
First, it defuses the immediate strain of deciding the
issue while violence still continues, particularly as
U.S. and Iraqi forces work to clear AQI from Mosul.
Second, it reduces the desirability of Kurdish expan-
sion into disputed territories, as it seems increasingly
likely that the issue will not be resolved by numerous
local referendums but instead by a UN-brokered
negotiation. As long as the Article 140 issue contin-
ues to run along the lines of this UN-controlled
process, it is increasingly unlikely that it will lead to
large-scale civil war along the Kurdish-Arab border
in northern Iraq and hence that it will lead to a basis
for a stable multi-ethnic Iraqi state.

After Article 140, the benchmarks most relevant
to preventing a renewal of civil war are those that
offer former Baathists and Sunni insurgents a way to
reintegrate peacefully into the new Iraqi society,
thereby depriving the extremist groups that have been
trying to reignite the civil war of key leaders and fight-
ers. The provision of pensions to former Baathists was
a key advance, since it has long been clear that many
of them would remain ineligible for participation in
the Iraqi government. The adoption of a reasonable
amnesty provision was also critical, because it is a tan-
gible proof that the current Shia-dominated govern-
ment does not intend to proceed punitively against
everyone who was involved with the former regime.
And the de-Baathification reform law legalizes a
process that was already in place to allow qualified
former senior leaders of the Saddam Hussein regime
to participate in the current government.

The hydrocarbons law is the least important of all
in addressing the dangers of civil war. The battle
over the distribution of hydrocarbons revenue was
fought out in the course of the negotiations for the
2008 budget and was resolved with the passage of
that budget. There are almost certainly no Iraqis
fighting today because the hydrocarbons law has not
been passed. This legislation is significant for the
development of the Iraqi economy and as a mark of

the integration (or lack thereof) of the Kurdish
region with Arab Iraq, but not from the standpoint
of conflict.

The establishment of provincial powers and
provincial elections affects local conflicts indirectly.
A provincial powers law will facilitate the movement
of money from the central government through the
provinces to the people, improving quality of life
and creating a more positive attitude toward the
government. Provincial elections will give ordinary
Iraqis, particularly Sunnis who did not participate in
the last round of provincial elections, the chance to
ensure that their leaders are representative of their
concerns. Without these advances, political and eco-
nomic development in Iraq will stall, with poten-
tially dire consequences over the mid- to long term.
But, again, the effect of this legislation on the civil
war and local conflicts is indirect. The growing
development of something like real politics in Iraq
(addressed in more detail in the next chapter) means
that the problems resulting from failure to pass a
provincial powers or provincial elections law are
more likely to be felt in the realm of politics than in
the domain of violence in 2008.

The sectarian civil war has ended in Iraq because
of the defeat of the principal extremist organizations
that had been deliberately stoking it and the presence
of American forces among the Iraqi population on a
large scale, creating with the ISF a framework into
which local volunteers can fit without adding to the
danger and the violence in their communities. This
dynamic occurred independent of the passage of
benchmark legislation and is likely to remain more
dependent on local dynamics than on national leg-
islative or government capacity progress over the
course of 2008. All levels of the problem are, of
course, interconnected. The government could make
critical errors that might unravel local security in par-
ticular areas, although the mistakes would have to be
rather spectacular to unravel security generally, as
long as U.S. forces remain present in adequate num-
bers. Conversely, the American presence is now
almost entirely positive from a security standpoint.
American forces are increasingly seen as honest bro-
kers and go-betweens among suspicious groups
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rather than as invaders or occupiers who attract vio-
lence. American forces are increasingly playing the
role of armed mediators and peacemakers—moving
in some areas toward being peacekeepers—rather
than active counterinsurgents. U.S. forces remain the
essential glue that is holding this process together,
and that is likely to remain the case through 2008,
whatever political progress Iraq makes.

Insurgency and Terrorism

The sectarian civil war came to overshadow the
Sunni insurgency and AQI in importance in 2006
because it threatened to destroy Iraq completely.
Original plans for the “surge” in 2006 argued that
additional large-scale military, political, and eco-
nomic operations would have to follow the contain-
ment of the sectarian civil war to end the Sunni Arab
insurgency and defeat AQI.10 The containment of
sectarian strife in 2007, however, was accompanied
and facilitated by the destruction of AQI’s position
and the collapse of most of the organized Sunni
Arab insurgency. Coalition forces are now engaged
in successive operations to continue the defeat of
AQI and the Sunni Arab insurgency, but those
operations are of a much smaller scale than was
expected before the surge began.

Al Qaeda in Iraq. AQI’s position in Iraq collapsed in
2007 for two reasons: it lost the Battle of Baghdad,
and its base of support in Anbar fell apart. The
movement of the Anbari tribes against al Qaeda,
which began in 2006, has been well documented
and much discussed, and we will not revisit its ori-
gins or course here. It was a development whose
scale and significance was not anticipated when the
surge plans were being put together but which those
plans complemented effectively. As the significance
of the Anbar Awakening became clear, American
commanders in Baghdad seized upon it, starting
with a meeting between General Odierno and Sheik
Abdul Sattar Abu Risha in December 2006. General
Petraeus and the Marine and Army commanders in
Anbar Province eagerly embraced and encouraged

the movement throughout 2007, helping protect it
against AQI counterattacks and resistance from the
government in Baghdad. By mid-2007, AQI had
lost its base in Anbar and been driven to seek new
bases outside the province. Its choices were poor:
either it could move into the areas in and around
Baghdad into which more American troops were
flowing daily, or it could flee into hinterlands from
which it would be difficult to mount significant
attacks. Since the AQI leadership had already set in
motion a plan for a major assault on Baghdad in
2006, AQI embraced the direct confrontation with
U.S. and Iraqi forces that became the Battle of Bagh-
dad in 2007.

American forces captured a hand-drawn map of
Baghdad and its suburbs in December 2006 that laid
out AQI’s positions and general concept of opera-
tions. As American troops moved (starting under the
command of Lieutenant General Peter Chiarelli and
continuing through the transition to General
Odierno) to reconnoiter key terrain in the “Baghdad
belts” (which functioned as critical support zones
for AQI fighters conducting a sustained bombing
and car-bombing campaign within Baghdad), they
encountered and identified AQI efforts to establish
defensible positions in those areas. AQI decided to
fight for these positions rather than yielding them to
U.S. forces. The strategy for clearing, holding, and
protecting neighborhoods described above proved
extremely effective in rooting out AQI fighters and
leaders from their strongholds without doing intol-
erable damage to civilians and local infrastructure.
And as it became clear that the United States would
succeed and would remain to protect the locals
against AQI retaliation, local populations outside of
Anbar increasingly began to turn against the terror-
ists. The surge of forces and shift in American strat-
egy and tactics wrong-footed AQI, whose leaders
made an ill-judged decision to stand and fight a bat-
tle they were unlikely to win. By the end of 2007, a
combination of counterinsurgency operations, local
volunteer movements, and targeted raids against key
leaders had decimated the AQI networks in Anbar,
Baghdad, northern Babil, Diyala, and southern Salah
ad Din provinces.
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Driven out of central Iraq with severe casualties,
AQI attempted to regroup initially in the relatively
inhospitable terrain along the Hamrin Ridge that
runs northwest from Hamrin Lake toward Mosul.
AQI leaders and some fighters also moved into
Mosul itself and began trying to set up a smaller-scale
model of their operation in Baghdad: a series of sub-
urban support zones connected with urban attack
and support sectors. AQI retained some safe havens
as well in the vicinity of Lake Tharthar, the Jazeera
Desert (straddling the Anbar-Ninewah border), and
in hinterlands and wadi systems within Anbar, as
well as in Salman Pak and other areas just beyond the
southern limit of the advance of U.S. “surge” forces.

Success in Anbar, Baghdad, and the belts, coupled
with the increasing capabilities of the ISF and the
growing local volunteer movement, allowed coalition
forces to follow AQI relentlessly as it tried to regroup.
Thus Operation Phantom Thunder, which had won
the Battle of Baghdad by the end of the summer of
2007, led to Operation Phantom Strike, which hit AQI
bases, many still under construction, along and
behind the Hamrin Ridge. Phantom Strike gave way to
Phantom Phoenix, which focuses on clearing AQI out
of Mosul, where AQI leaders have clearly indicated
that they will make a last stand. At the same time, sub-
ordinate operations, made possible by successes else-
where in the theater, chased AQI out of some of its safe
havens near Lake Tharthar and south of Baghdad,
including Iskandariyah and, finally, Salman Pak. AQI
leaders have reportedly fled to both Syria and Iran.

The American command in Baghdad refuses to
speak of “defeating” AQI for good reason. In con-
flicts with such enemies, there is no surrender cere-
mony, no treaty-signing, no point at which the
enemy leader hands over his sword. AQI continues
to conduct attacks in Anbar, Baghdad, and around
the country, hoping to restart the violence, break
American will, intimidate and retaliate against those
who have turned on them, or to terrorize local pop-
ulations into accepting their presence once more.
Such attacks will continue throughout 2008, and
some of them will probably succeed. 

AQI has been defeated but not incapacitated in
Iraq: it stands no measurable chance of achieving its

objectives there, but it can still cause considerable
mischief. Iraqis of both sects and many ethnicities
have openly and violently rejected al Qaeda and its
ideology. Al Qaeda’s image in the country is so nega-
tive that Iraqis now tend to blame almost every bad
thing on al Qaeda, whether or not AQI is respon-
sible. The prospect of establishing a meaningful
“Islamic State of Iraq” (ISI) with its capital some-
where other than a cow-shed in some nameless,
remote village has become extremely remote. AQI
continues to fight in Iraq partly in the desperate
hope of retrieving the situation but primarily in
order to restore its honor at least partially. If AQI
sensed an opportunity to reestablish itself in some
portion of Iraq because of a premature American
withdrawal or some other American or Iraqi gov-
ernment mistake, it would leap upon such an
opportunity to reverse its unexpected defeat.

In the meantime, AQI has begun to change its
rhetorical and intellectual focus to mending fences
and identifying new targets. The turning of AQI’s
Sunni Arab insurgent fellow travelers against the ter-
rorists in 2007 was a bitter blow. AQI had never
really succeeded in integrating Sunni rejectionists
and former Baathists into its movement—the 1920s
Revolution Brigades, for instance, never joined the
ISI, even though its members often cooperated with
AQI in 2006. Even Ansar al Islam, another radical
terrorist group with similar aims to those of AQI, did
not openly submit to ISI rule in 2006 or 2007. But
these and other insurgent groups had cooperated
with and supported AQI efforts against Americans
and instruments of the Shia government. The deci-
sion of large groups of the 1920s Revolution
Brigades and other such organizations to break with
the insurgency and join with local volunteer units to
fight against AQI, coincident with and largely as a
result of the surge, broke AQI’s back. The AQI lead-
ership has clearly recognized that any real prospect
of reestablishing AQI or a similar organization
depends upon restoring ties with at least some of
these groups.

Al Qaeda’s Reaction. The central al Qaeda leader-
ship clearly recognized the danger the Sunni Arab
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rejection of AQI posed both to that organization
and to the larger movement. In a December 2007
address, Osama bin Laden declared that 

when America was stopped by its army’s inabil-
ity, it increased its political and media activity to
trick the Muslims. It sought to seduce the tribes
by buying their favors by creating damaging
councils under the name of the “Awakenings,”
as they claimed them to be. . . . What is unfor-
tunate is that groups and tribes that belong to
people of knowledge and the call and Jihad are
participating in this great betrayal, and have
confused right with wrong, and people have
seen these groups cooperate directly with the
Americans, like the leader of the so-called
“Islamic Party,” as he publicly called for long-
term security agreements with America.

Bin Laden added that Zarqawi 

and his brothers have already helped to thwart
these people and stop their advance and
expose them. But instead of supporting them,
you [the Sunni insurgents who joined Awak-
enings] turned against them and stopped the
Mujahideen from attacking these people,
dividing the fighting into two parts. Fighting
against the Americans alone is honorable
resistance, but fighting these apostate groups
and the members of the [Iraqi] police and
army, who are the supporters of America and
the tools of its occupation of Iraq and the
killing of its free people, has become for you 
a dishonorable resistance of which you wash
your hands. These divisions were not laid
down by Allah, and the Prophet . . . used to
fight his own tribesmen who were from
Quraish, for religion trumps blood, and not
race nor nation. . . . I remind my precious
Muslim Ummah that there are many lessons
in what has pas[sed], so stop playing around
and become alert for the matter is dangerous.
Where are you heading?! What are you wait-
ing for?!11

A posting on an al Qaeda forum in February 2008
presented a similar message even more strongly:

Brothers, the truth is that I admire the intelli-
gence of the present Crusader, General
Petraeus, for through his intelligence and clev-
erness he was able to achieve in one month
what his colleagues couldn’t achieve in five
years. . . . After the sly Petraeus became in
charge, he started to play his game with us
unfairly. We established the Islamic State of
Iraq, so he established the Awakening Council
to fight it by the method of guerilla warfare,
and they started setting up booby traps for the
Mujahideen and detonated the explosive
packages on them. Al-Furqan Media Founda-
tion was formed, so he established a media
council to defame the S[t]ate and to erase it
media productions.12

This posting went on to address proper al Qaeda
responses to the new American tactics and strategy,
beginning with “Possess weapons of mass destruc-
tion as a mean[s] to the balance of terrorizing” and
“Carry out a counter attack in the depth of the
enemy’s land with great accuracy” as well as “build
strong and very modern trenches.”

Al Qaeda’s concrete response to this challenge that
so clearly disturbs their leaders has been two-fold:
attempt to reestablish bases or at least conduct an
honorable defense of some key area in Iraq, as
described above, and develop a new ideological justi-
fication for the al Qaeda organization in Iraq that can
no longer present itself as a successful vanguard of
jihadi victory. The ideological shift has taken the form
of refocusing on the Palestinian conflict rather than
that in Iraq. The key statement of this new orientation
came in mid-February from an audio speech of the
nominal (and probably fictional) figurehead of the
ISI, Abu Omar al Baghdadi.13 Echoing bin Laden’s
December 2007 words that Iraqi fighters must fight
Iraqis just as Muhammad fought his fellow tribesmen
of the Quraish, this speech is actually signed “Abu
Omar al Quraishi al Baghdadi.” The speech heaps
hatred on Shia generally and particularly the Shiite
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governments of Syria and Iran, as well as on “apos-
tate” Sunni regimes such as the Palestinian Author-
ity and Hamas, which betrayed the true religion
when it agreed to take secular power. It declares,
rather oddly, that the Americans formed the hated
awakening councils “only because they know that it
is easy to bomb Israel from some of [Anbar’s] areas
with medium-range missiles, as the dead Saddam
did this, and because they know that some of these
missiles still exist, and also they can be manufac-
tured as long as its target is not of pinpoint-
accuracy.” It continues:

And the crimes of the brothers in the Land of
Two Rivers, and especially Hamas-Iraq and
the Islamic Party and the Islamic Army, their
forming of the Awakening Councils, their
deep efforts to get us out of Al-Anbar, and
enter direct contracts with the Americans is
only so as to stop us from helping you even
from afar. But have hope for what is coming is
good and we will not be thwarted by defeatist
maneuvering or the agent acts of a traitor. We
are nonetheless willing to support you with all
we have, what little money we have, and we
are ready to train your men beginning with
[explosive] packages and ending with the
manufacture of the missiles.

Probably the most important sentence from AQI’s
standpoint, however, was the call “that each Muslim
save two dollars of his salary, half of which goes to
our people in Palestine, while the other half is spent
on the other fronts. . . .” One can almost hear the
unspoken “Send your cash donation (no checks,
please) to Box 622, Mosul. . . .” before this dis-
claimer of the 50 percent charge for “overhead.”

This kind of appeal is evidence of the weakness
of AQI. Its leaders can no longer rally support
within Iraq or beyond on the basis of any likelihood
that they will succeed in their aims and make Iraq
the center of a new Islamist state, as they were doing
as late as spring 2007: “Now, after Allah, with His
grace, has overcome the Crusaders and humiliated
the apostates by means of the jihad fighters, it is

incumbent upon your brothers in the Shura Coun-
cil of the ISI to declare the composition of the first
Islamic government that rejects the leaders of the
infidels, believes in Allah, and fights for Him, in
order to instate the Islamic shari’a, decades after the
fall of the Islamic Caliphate. . . .”14 At the end of
March 2007, Al Qaeda senior leader Abu Yahya al
Libi (killed by a U.S. airstrike in Waziristan in Janu-
ary 2008), declared: 

My brothers, the jihad fighters in Iraq, today
you are the avant-garde, the vanguard of the
caravan; you are on the front lines, and there
will be implications to your victory. Therefore,
strengthen the attack and fortify your deter-
mination. . . . and know that your [Islamic]
nation in its entirety stands behind you. . . .
Do not let it down. Your glorious war is not
the jihad of the Iraqi people alone, nor of one
group or sect. It is the jihad of all the Islamic
nation. . . . Oh jihad-fighting brothers, today
you are at the crossroads, since your occupy-
ing enemy is showing signs of breakdown and
defeat in the military arena. . . . [and the
enemy] knows well that it has lost the battle.15

The contrast between the tone of both AQI and
international al Qaeda communications in early
2007 and today is stark—both organizations have
clearly and publicly recognized that the tide they
thought was sweeping them to victory has turned
against them. The refocus on Palestine in this con-
text is clearly an effort to appeal to the most radical
base of the movement in the hopes of gaining sup-
port that is not otherwise forthcoming.

It is also a signal of the continuing danger that 
al Qaeda would pose if it could regain its footing in
Iraq. Although the majority of AQI members were
always Iraqis, and although AQI communications in
2007 that appealed heavily to the need to fight
American “occupiers” were part of the effort to
maintain the fraying ties with Sunni Arab insur-
gents, AQI has always seen itself as the vanguard of
its movement in the Middle East. Its leaders see their
Iraqi base as a launch pad for operations against
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American and Israeli interests throughout the region
as well as for expanding their campaign against
secular Muslim regimes (and even clerical regimes
like those in Riyadh and Tehran). Would AQI
remain quietly in Iraq if we left it alone? Absolutely
not. Following through on the defeat of this organi-
zation remains one of the most important American
strategic interests in the world today.

Sunni Arab Insurgents. The non-AQI portion of
the Sunni Arab insurgency in Iraq is complex and
difficult to encapsulate. It includes members of the
old Baath Party, including some of Saddam’s associ-
ates, who are committed to the restoration of the
Baath to power in Baghdad. But it also includes
other groups whose motivations, objectives, and
relationships with one another are less clear. Most of
the Baath Party leadership, such as it is, now resides
outside of Iraq, particularly in Syria. The largest and
most effective of the Sunni rejectionist groups
within Iraq has been the 1920s Revolution Brigades,
which has traditionally focused heavily on attacking
American soldiers rather than Iraqis. A recent study
of the current state of the insurgency identified three
major groupings apart from the al Qaeda–dominated
ISI: the Reformation and Jihad Front, the Jihad and
Change Front, and the Supreme Command of Jihad
and Liberation.16 The Supreme Command is an
umbrella organization for Baathist leadership, Jihad
and Change is led predominantly by the 1920s
Revolution Brigades, and the Reformation and Jihad
Front includes Ansar al Sunna (now renamed Ansar
al Islam), Jaysh al Islami, and other such groups. All
told, dozens of insurgent groups form parts of these
umbrella organizations or operate on their own.
Tracking the changes in their relationships and
ideologies goes beyond the scope of this report, and
it is in any case unnecessary, since we can see clearly
the bottom-line situation facing these groups.

The Sunni rejectionist movement has lost much
of its strength to the local volunteer movements. It
has largely lost its bases in Anbar and is increasingly
confined to the Tigris river valley between Samarra
and Baiji, with extensions into Hawija, Ninewah,
Kirkuk, Diyala, and Baghdad. Its hold is strongest in

Samarra, Baiji, and Tikrit; coalition and Iraqi forces
have done it significant damage in Hawija, Diyala,
and Ninewah. It receives support and funding from
abroad, mainly from Syria, and it continues to kill
coalition soldiers when it can. But the movement
faces internal divisions and difficulty coordinating
operations. AQI has been reaching out aggressively
to elements of this movement in an attempt to
regain allies and bases, but this effort is double-
edged: AQI is itself so unpopular in Iraq now that
groups agreeing to work with it risk marginalizing
themselves even further within populations whose
support for them, outside of the Tigris valley and a
handful of other areas, is increasingly tepid.

The strength of the Sunni rejectionist movement
depended heavily on the perception of Iraq’s Sunni
Arabs that America was the main enemy because it
was imposing an illegitimate Shia government upon
them. Over the course of 2006 and 2007, Iraq’s
Sunni Arabs apparently realized two things: AQI
was a worse friend than America was an enemy, and
America was going to succeed in its endeavors in
Iraq. As some analysts have put it, these facts put the
Sunni rejectionist insurgency in the impossible posi-
tion of having to fight AQI, the Iraqi government,
and U.S. forces all at the same time. The task was too
great, and many if not most of the insurgents chose
to back what looked like the winning side either by
simply putting down their weapons and going home
or by joining the ISF or local volunteer groups.

Iraq’s Sunni Arabs are unlikely to turn back to al
Qaeda in significant numbers, for reasons noted
above. Leadership within some Sunni insurgent
groups has already begun to increase coordination
with AQI, but it is unlikely that the mass of the
Sunni Arab population will support such coordina-
tion in any short period of time. The conditions
required for a significant resurgence of these insur-
gent movements are conviction that the U.S. will
either abandon its efforts in Iraq or fail, conviction
that the Shia government will either collapse or
launch a major sectarian assault against the Sunnis,
and significant external support for the movement.
As long as the Sunni Arab population believes that
America remains committed to peace in Iraq and the
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success of inclusive democracy, and as long as the
Iraqi government neither collapses completely nor
launches a sectarian campaign against the Sunnis,
the overall insurgency is unlikely to regroup. Indi-
vidual groups in violent or threatened areas may
revert on occasion to violence—Diyala is a particu-
larly likely location for such reversion—but that vio-
lence will not likely spread throughout the
community unless American or Iraqi leaders make
extremely serious mistakes in response to it.

The current Sunni rejectionist insurgency suffers
from potentially more serious, long-term challenge
in the form of the emerging new political order
defined by the awakening movements. We will con-
sider this development in more detail in the political
sections below. Here it is sufficient to note that any
revived Sunni military resistance on a large scale will
likely coalesce around a group of new leaders rather
than old ones. To imagine a revival of former leader-
ship is to imagine the complete failure of the Iraqi
government to bring the emerging Sunni Arab lead-
ership into the political process. Even if such a fail-
ure were to occur, the likelihood is that a new
insurgency would develop along different lines from
the old. In other words, it is very difficult to see a
path by which the current Sunni Arab insurgent
groups might regain their former strength and posi-
tions, even though they will continue to pose mili-
tary challenges to coalition and Iraqi forces
throughout 2008.

Shia Militias, Insurgents, and Terrorist Groups.
The dynamics of Shiite armed groups are more com-
plicated than those of Sunni groups, because all of
the major Shiite militias have political wings that
participate openly in the Iraqi political process. The
JAM is the military wing of the Office of the Martyr
Sadr (OMS), which in turn is the official political
wing of the “Sadrist Trend” movement so called
because its leader, Moqtada al Sadr, does not hold
any official position.17 The Badr Corps is the para-
military wing of the party formerly know as the
Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq
(SCIRI), but now called the Supreme Iraqi Islamic
Council (ISCI). The Fadhila militia reports to the

Fadhila political party, an offshoot of the Sadrist
movement that now controls the Basra provincial
government. The Sadrist Trend not only has
deputies in the CoR but had also controlled six min-
istries until Sadr withdrew his ministers in early
2007 in protest over the Baghdad Security Plan
(BSP). ISCI’s political leader, Abdul Mehdi, serves as
one of Iraq’s two vice presidents; the party controls
numerous ministries and many provincial govern-
ments in Shia-dominated provinces. The fact that
these groups have both legal political wings and 
illegal militias has posed serious challenges both 
to the Iraqi government and to coalition forces—
challenges posed to the same extent neither by AQI,
which has no recognized role in the political
process, nor by the Sunni rejectionist groups, which
have individual members in the government but no
formal political representation.

The fact that a large portion of the Badr Corps
entered the ISF legitimately as they were formed,
and many Sadrists have also entered legitimately
and by infiltration, further complicates the challenge
posed by the Shiite groups. It has become custom-
ary in the United States to hammer the Iraqi gov-
ernment for failing to deal expeditiously with the
challenge of Shia militias—or allowing us to do so—
but some of this hammering is unreasonable. The
challenge really is greater and more complex than
that of dealing with Sunni insurgents and terrorists.
On the other hand, it is a fact that key leaders within
the Iraqi government even now support extremists
and militias and actively hinder efforts to eliminate
them. Within this context, the progress that coali-
tion forces have made in degrading the capabilities
of illegal Shiite militias is all the more impressive. At
the same time, the difficulties of addressing the
remaining problems in this realm are in some
respects increasing.

Jaysh al Mahdi. JAM was the first large, organized
Shiite militia that coalition forces fought in Iraq.
Organized by Moqtada al Sadr with Iranian assist-
ance in 2003, JAM attempted to wrest control of
Sadr City and Najaf from coalition forces and hold
them against coalition efforts to retake them. The
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results proved devastating for JAM—coalition forces
cleared both Sadr City and Najaf without inflicting
unacceptable damage to the Imam Ali shrine in
Najaf but doing severe damage to JAM fighting
forces. The debacle of Najaf apparently caused an
important rift within JAM, as one of Sadr’s lieu-
tenants, Qais Khazali, left the Sadrist movement and
sought support for his own splinter group that
would ultimately become the core of the Special
Groups network described below. It also taught Sadr
and his remaining lieutenants the folly of choosing
direct military confrontation with concentrated
American forces. JAM has never done so again, pre-
ferring instead to focus on sectarian cleansing cam-
paigns and guerrilla attacks against coalition forces.

JAM has been the largest Shiite militia movement
in Iraq (and probably the largest militia movement
of any kind in Iraq) since 2004, but it is not homo-
geneous. JAM factions based around the holy cities
of Najaf and Karbala do not necessarily cohere with
Basrawi JAM or Baghdadi JAM. Local leaders pursue
their own agendas, sometimes leading to intra-JAM
conflict. Coalition operations in 2007 skillfully exac-
erbated these tensions within the movement while
avoiding missteps that might have united it.

Pursuant to his realization of the foolhardiness of
direct conflict with coalition forces, Sadr ordered
JAM to stand down from the moment the BSP was
announced. Not all portions of the organization did
so, as JAM fighters continued sectarian cleansing
operations in Baghdad and also continued to attack
the coalition and ISF troops. Some of these attackers
were actually Special Groups not under Sadr’s control
but functioning from within the JAM umbrella, but
many were just regular Sadrist JAM who either
refused to accept Sadr’s orders or believed that exi-
gent local circumstances made it impossible for them
to do so. However that may be, enough JAM cleans-
ing and anti–coalition and ISF attacks continued that
the coalition and the ISF targeted JAM cells and lead-
ers throughout 2007. These operations consisted pri-
marily of targeted raids using coalition, Iraqi Special
Operations Forces, or coalition conventional forces
in limited missions. The fact that Sadr had ordered
JAM not to fight the coalition during the BSP led to

an odd rhetorical dance—any JAM that did attack or
otherwise break the law were, by definition “rogue
elements,” since they were not obeying Sadr’s orders.
When coalition or ISF forces attacked them, Sadr
generally abandoned them rather than attempting to
defend them, even though it is quite possible that
some were actually following his guidance and
desires, if not his orders. It is also difficult to tell
exactly what role Sadr himself played in this drama,
since he spent much of 2007 hiding in Iran.

A combination of factors and events turned the
tables dramatically against JAM by the late summer
of 2007. Sadr’s withdrawal of his ministers in April
2007 and his flight to Iran made him much less of a
player in Iraqi politics. Maliki, whose Dawa Party
serves more as a balance between Sadr and ISCI than
anything else, found himself thrown into near-total
dependence on ISCI within the Shia community. At
the same time, Iranian-backed Special Groups began
to target Maliki—whom the Iranians have never
liked or trusted—for assassination, several times 
firing missile salvoes against his compound in the
International Zone. Maliki appears to have taken
these attacks personally, and to have blamed them on
JAM. At all events, obstacles to coalition targeting of
JAM leaders and fighters gradually fell away over the
course of the year, and targeted raids began to do
serious damage to the JAM network. 

Things came to a head in August, when some
Shiite militiamen—most likely Special Groups—
attempted to seize the Imam Hussein Shrine in 
Karbala; actual fighting took place within the holy
compound. The purpose of the attack is unclear. It
seems unlikely that the attackers meant to destroy
the shrine. More likely they meant to deliver it and
its extremely lucrative pilgrimage revenues into the
hands of whomever sent them on the mission.
Whatever their purpose, the attack backfired badly
against Sadr. It appears that Ayatollah Ali al Sistani,
the most important Shiite religious figure in Iraq and
perhaps in the Middle East, intervened personally
with Maliki to demand an end to this kind of vio-
lence. Maliki himself drove to Karbala at the head of
a security convoy the next day and set about clear-
ing JAM out of the area. Sadr recognized his danger
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quickly and ordered a six-month “JAM ceasefire” on
August 29 in an attempt to save his organization
from vengeful retaliation at the hands of the ISF and
the coalition.18

He may also have hoped to use the ceasefire to
restore some semblance of order and control to his
increasingly fractious organization, as was reported
at the time. Subsequent reports appeared to indicate
that Najaf-based JAM elements were moving into
Baghdad and attempting to assert control over the
JAM-dominated Kadhimiya Shrine and its neighbor-
hood, but they met with stiff local resistance that
they ultimately could not overcome. Other reports
of intra-JAM fighting suggested similar struggles for
control and loyalty elsewhere in Baghdad and south-
ern Iraq. But the ceasefire did not prevent coalition
forces, now with the increasingly enthusiastic sup-
port of the Maliki government, from targeting
“rogue JAM” and continuing to damage the JAM net-
work. Neither did it prevent operations by the ISF in
the Five Cities (the area that includes Najaf, Karbala,
Hillah, Diwaniyah, and Kut—the most important
Shiite cities in Iraq apart from Basra) that can only
be called a counter-JAM offensive. The 8th Iraqi
Army Division, under the command of Major Gen-
eral Farhad Uthman, undertook to clear JAM from
his headquarters city of Diwaniyah and made con-
siderable progress with the assistance of the Polish
unit co-located with him and American and Iraqi
Special Operations Forces. The 10th Iraqi Army
Division, then headquartered in Nasiriyah, the capi-
tal of Dhi Qar Province, conducted smaller-scale
operations against JAM concentrations in its area,
while Iraqi Special Operations Forces (ISOF) tar-
geted JAM leaders in Basra. JAM was rocked back on
its heels in many areas of the south, although it was
certainly not destroyed.

JAM retains a presence throughout Iraq, including
in the Five Cities, but its major operational military
bases at this point are Basra, Maysan Province, Sadr
City, and Kadhimiya. In Basra, JAM coexists in
uneasy balance with Fadhila, Badr Corps, Special
Groups, and the ISF. Maysan Province, home of the
“Marsh Arabs” and traditionally friendly toward Iran,
is a JAM stronghold that neither the coalition nor the

ISF really contest beyond the occasional ISOF raid.
JAM groups in the Five Cities continue to attack local
political leaders and ISF commanders who pose par-
ticular danger to them. When ISF forces move into
JAM-controlled areas, JAM attempts to resist them.
The 8th Iraqi Army Division and ISOF raids on JAM
in that area have weakened the movement consider-
ably. But JAM retains significant bases in Sadr City
and Kadhimiya and uses both to support attacks on
coalition forces and for continued efforts at sectarian
cleansing. 

The methods of that cleansing have shifted over
time. Executions and abductions that end in execu-
tions are far less common than they had been, due
in significant part to the fact that the increased coali-
tion and ISF presence and new tactics made such
operations extraordinarily dangerous. JAM cleansing
in Baghdad increasingly relies on soft power, includ-
ing threats, extortion, forced evictions, denial of
services, and other forms of harassment. Growing
JAM control of real estate in Baghdad, both through
purchases and property seizures, is a more alarming
trend. JAM sells houses it either buys or steals to
both Sunnis and Shia but demands protection
money in addition to the purchase price. It runs
protection rackets in commercial districts, shaking
down business owners trying to restart the Iraqi
economy. Kidnappings are now more often for ran-
som than for execution. This phenomenon in Bagh-
dad is nothing compared with the situation in Basra.

In a certain sense, JAM has always been in this
business. In 2006, JAM leaders in Sadr City and
throughout Baghdad appear to have consciously
adopted the “Hezbollah model” of providing basic
services to people in return for support of militia
activities. Sadr’s eager seizure of service ministries like
health and transportation reflected this approach. But
JAM’s activities today seem both to Iraqis and to out-
side observers to be more straightforward criminal
enterprise. JAM probably does not gain much in the
way of heartfelt patronage from such operations, but
it does accrue considerable wealth and sway in areas
where its protection rackets are allowed to operate. It
may also be moving itself into a position to further a
political (or, at least, sectarian) agenda in the future,
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although it remains to be seen whether the current
criminality is that Machiavellian.

JAM continues to be an important player on the
Iraqi scene and poses a significant challenge still
both to coalition and Iraqi forces and to the devel-
opment of a stable Iraq. Ill-advised operations—a
full-scale invasion of Sadr City, for instance—could
still unify this fractious militia in a way that would
allow it to light up the Shia areas with violence. The
movement toward pure criminality may be the pre-
cursor to subsequent planned operations against
any of several targets. And JAM groups continue to
press on Sunni Arab neighborhoods from Diyala to
Iskandariyah, causing instability and death and
impeding progress toward peaceful political resolu-
tions of disputes. JAM’s military capabilities have
been severely degraded, but the organization
remains potentially strong. Continuing to manage it
over the course of 2008 will be a challenge.

Badr Corps. Discussing the Badr Corps as distinct
from its elements now incorporated within the ISF
is difficult on the basis of open sources. It is clear
that a Badr Corps militia remains active outside the
ISF, but its size, organization, and capabilities are not
easily described. Neither is it obvious how the
numerous Badr Corps members who entered the
ISF continue to interact with the militia, or even if
they do—apart, of course, from the notorious Wolf
Brigade. The Badr Corps, like JAM, Fadhila, and
almost every other violent organization in Iraq,
receives money from Iran, but it is far from clear that
Tehran controls Badr—it is, in fact, unlikely that it
does. The fact that the JAM-ISCI assassination cam-
paign of fall 2007 focused, on the ISCI/Badr side,
almost entirely on senior government and ISF offi-
cials rather than on militia leaders outside the formal
governmental structures, provides perhaps the most
telling sign of the relative importance of “legitimate”
Badr Corps influence.19 The JAM or Special Groups
operatives waging that fight clearly thought that the
important elements of the Badr Corps were within
the Iraqi government and not outside of it.

In any event, the JAM-Badr struggle of late 2007
took the form of a JAM-ISF fight with ISCI leaders

and members of Sistani’s entourage as special targets.
Coalition strategy naturally aimed to support the
legitimate ISF and governmental leaders. On the
ground, this meant supporting ISCI and Badr against
OMS and JAM. Since Sistani—the pivotal figure in
the Shia world—was backing ISCI/Badr in this fight,
and since the ISCI/Badr leaders were all members of
the legitimate governmental structures, while the JAM
leaders were mostly members of an illegal militia
heavily infiltrated by Iranian agents, the decision
came easily. The die was cast when ISCI decided to
join the Iraqi government fully and bring Badr into
the ISF fold legally, while OMS participated only
erratically in the government and JAM entered the ISF
primarily as infiltrators. That the coalition backed
ISCI in this fight was inevitable and appropriate—one
might see it reasonably as a reward to the potential
militia groups that chose to participate substantially
in the legal process of establishing a new Iraqi state
and punishment for those that did not.

The decision to back the ISF against JAM yielded
important dividends in the realm of security. Opera-
tions in fall 2007 severely degraded JAM capabilities
and convinced Sadr to order his soldiers not to fight
and, recently, to extend the unilateral ceasefire he
had called in August. Violence in Diwaniyah and
elsewhere in the region dropped as ISF units with
coalition support disrupted JAM elements and pur-
sued them. From a security standpoint, all is going
well: ISF units pose no threat to coalition forces, and
the threat from whatever Badr Corps fighters remain
outside the ISF is far smaller than that posed by JAM
and Special Groups. Backing ISF/ISCI/Badr against
JAM is the best short-term strategy for securing
southern Iraq without the use of significant coalition
forces. The main potential dangers from this strategy
arise in the political realm and will be considered
below in that context.

Fadhila. The Fadhila Party is an offshoot of the
Sadrist Trend based in Basra, where it holds the gov-
ernorship. It is a Shiite, Iraqi nationalist, secularist
movement that maintains a significant militia force
in Basra competing with the Badr Corps, JAM, and
Special Groups there. It is not a significant threat
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outside of Basra, but it is a key part of the uneasy
balance of power among the rival militia groups that
actually control Iraq’s second-largest city.

Tracking the details of that balance of power is
extremely difficult because coalition forces do not
patrol Basra. The British-controlled Multi-National
Division–Southeast has moved British forces there
into “strategic overwatch.” Concentrated on their base
at the Basra Airfield, well outside of the city, the
British forces watch the critical lines of communica-
tion from Kuwait to the north, advise ISF leaders, and
conduct joint patrols with them on the Iranian bor-
der. Since the British did not clear Basra of militia
groups, let alone hold it in partnership with ISF
troops (as has been the strategy for American forces to
the north), the move to “strategic overwatch” is not
similar to anything American forces are planning or
executing as they thin out their presence in pacified
areas. It is more similar to proposals some experts
have made to withdraw all coalition forces to a small
number of bases and limit their operations to coun-
terterrorist strikes and the provision of quick reaction
forces for ISF units in dire need. It is an example of
what can happen when coalition forces withdraw
from active counterinsurgency operations and hand
responsibility over to the Iraqis prematurely.

Because of the lack of coalition ground presence
in Basra, our understanding of the situation there is
limited. It appears that Fadhila, ISCI, and JAM have
divided the spoils available from the oil export ter-
minal and the port. All are deeply engaged in cor-
ruption and criminality. Reports indicate that Iranian
influence—and certainly Iranian cash—is highly vis-
ible in the city and that at least some areas have fallen
under the sway of Islamic extremists. Violence in the
city—at least, such as coalition forces can track it—
dropped as the British withdrew, although British
forces continue to receive incoming rocket attacks on
a regular basis. But the militias are not disarmed and
the ISF is not in control. As the moratorium on the
establishment of federal regions is lifted at the end of
April and as provincial elections approach this fall, 
it is likely that violence in Basra will increase as 
rival factions jockey for advantage. Fadhila will likely
be a key player in this jockeying because of the

intense unpopularity of its corrupt governor and 
also because of its strong aversion to becoming part
of any nine-province Shia Federation, which is the
ISCI platform.

Nevertheless, Fadhila poses relatively little threat
to coalition forces as long as the current posture of
“strategic overwatch” in Basra remains policy, and it
is difficult to see how coalition forces could come
into contact with Fadhila in strength unless they
undertook to clear Basra. The real threat from 
Fadhila is that its interactions with rival militias
could destabilize the situation and lead to a spiral of 
violence that would require coalition intervention.
There are many sound arguments about why such
an eventuality is unlikely, principally that the 
interest of criminal gangs is to avoid fighting that
destroys their livelihood. On the other hand, there is
more at stake than the wages of corruption in Basra,
and there are more players than the gangs that have
divided the spoils. The coalition should always have
a contingency plan for responding to such a spiral of
violence if it appears to be developing, recognizing
that the odds of having to implement that plan are
probably fairly low. The benefit of preemptively
clearing Basra, on the other hand, is clearly out-
weighed at this point by the likely cost. The British
have launched Basra into a dangerous experiment.
We will probably have to see it through, at least for
a while longer.

Special Groups. The single most effective and dan-
gerous enemy in Iraq today is the network of Special
Groups organized, trained, funded, and equipped
by the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)
Qods Force. Iran established the Special Groups as
an independent organization within JAM in 2004
under the leadership of former JAM leader Qais
Khazali, his brother Laith Khazali, and a senior
Lebanese Hezbollah commander named Ali Musa
Daqduq.20 The Special Groups interact with JAM in
a complex manner. A separate Special Groups chain
of command reports to the Qods Force via leaders
not responsible to Moqtada al Sadr. As with AQI, the
overwhelming majority of Special Groups members
are Iraqis, but the leadership includes Iranians and
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Lebanese Hezbollah, and many of the Iraqi mem-
bers of the Special Groups receive training in Iran.
Coalition forces estimate that dozens of IRGC oper-
atives are in Iraq at any moment, most of them sup-
porting the Special Groups.

The overlap between Special Groups members
and “regular” JAM creates problems for both JAM
and the coalition. Since coalition forces do not tar-
get “regular” JAM groups that are adhering to Sadr’s
cease-fire, JAM bases also provide support bases for
the activities of Special Groups. Thus, Special
Groups are active in JAM-controlled areas of Bagh-
dad, Basra, Diyala, and the Five Cities. On the other
hand, “regular” JAM often finds itself blamed for the
activities of Special Groups in which it did not par-
ticipate—the backlash from the attack on the Imam
Hussein Shrine in August is a classic example. Spe-
cial Groups take advantage of their ability to blend
in with “regular” JAM and allow Sadr to take the
heat for their operations when desirable.

Coalition and Iraqi forces have been targeting
Special Groups aggressively throughout 2007 and
2008. The capture of the Khazali brothers and Daq-
duq early in 2007 provided a valuable window into
the way the organization functions, and facilitated
other attacks on the groups. Intensifying coalition
strikes against the Special Groups networks drove
the organization into a reconstitution phase in the
fall of 2007. Attacks with “explosively formed pene-
trators” (EFPs)—the most lethal form of IED used in
Iraq and the hallmark of the Special Groups and
JAM—dropped toward the end of the year, but
reports indicated that Iranian support for the Special
Groups had not fallen. Within the past two months,
it has become clear that the Qods Force was engaged
in an effort to reorganize, reequip, and retrain the
Special Groups in preparation for another offensive,
which began in February 2008 as EFP attacks began
to rise again.21 Special Groups have also been heav-
ily engaged in the fight against the ISF and ISCI in
southern Iraq, waging a campaign of assassinations
against Iraqi government, police, and military lead-
ers and also against Sistani’s aides and representa-
tives. It appears that Special Groups have detonated
several car bombs in Baghdad and elsewhere, in

some cases in Shia neighborhoods in an apparent
attempt to reignite sectarian violence by having AQI
blamed for the strikes. Such attempts have failed.

Special Groups remain a formidable opponent in
Iraq because of the support they receive from Iran;
the fact that they have reliable safe havens, training
camps, and supply depots in Iran; and the lethality
of their Iranian weapons. They are far more respon-
sive, coherent, and disciplined than most of the
regular JAM forces that are still under Sadr’s control,
and they are a wildcard on the Shia side, since they
have no role in the Iraqi political system, unlike all
of the other major Shiite armed groups.

The coalition had no coherent strategy for deal-
ing with Special Groups before 2007, but General
Petraeus and his subordinates evolved one over the
course of the year. Before the surge, no coalition
forces had covered the lines of communication run-
ning from Iran to Baghdad along which both JAM
and Special Groups received supplies and moved
people. The coalition footprint shifted in the late
summer of 2007 as Petraeus deployed the newly-
arrived brigade from the Republic of Georgia to Kut
with the mission of strengthening the control of the
Iranian border and interdicting the routes from that
border into central Iraq. Coalition forces are now
pushing down the Tigris into Suwayra, which had
been a key and uncontested JAM/Special Groups
stronghold. The deployment of a surge brigade due
east of Baghdad in Diyala disrupted the free move-
ment of people and material from Iran along that
line of communication, and the clearing of Baqubah
and efforts against Khalis, another JAM stronghold
west of Baqubah, have improved the situation to the
northeast of Baghdad. ISF operations in Diwaniyah,
Nasiriyah, and elsewhere in the south have miti-
gated the Special Groups threat but by no means
eliminated it.

Evaluating the danger posed by Special Groups—
apart from their ability to inflict casualties on coalition
forces—is complicated by the difficulty of discerning
their objectives. Special Groups attack coalition tar-
gets, ISCI/Badr targets, Iraqi government officials
(including Maliki and his advisers), and Sistani’s peo-
ple. They are complicit in sectarian cleansing efforts
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against Sunni Arabs. They do not appear to target
Sadrists, but they are not responsive to Sadr and their
actions often generate damaging reprisals against
regular JAM that do not deter the Special Groups
from further such operations. The easiest explanation
is that the aim of the Special Groups is to sow disor-
der in Iraq to prevent the Maliki government from
establishing itself in power (Special Groups develop-
ment accelerated markedly when Maliki became
prime minister22) and to kill Americans and their
allies. If the Special Groups have a more positive
agenda than that, the pattern of their operations has
not yet made it apparent.

The key fact about the Special Groups is that they
are not controlled by any political player in Iraq.
They are an Iranian mechanism for pursuing
Tehran’s objectives in Iraq, whatever those may be,
at least insofar as they require the use of force. The
good news is that the rise of Iraqi Arab nationalism
plays against the Special Groups. As AQI and Sunni
rejectionist violence has fallen, the activities of Spe-
cial Groups increasingly call attention to the nega-
tive role Iran is playing in Iraq. The power of myth
in Iraq strengthens this perception. During Iranian
president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s visit to Baghdad
in early March 2008, Iraqi media reported: 

Iraqi security sources in Baghdad have said
that the security situation in the capital is the
best in four years, as there has been no single
abduction, killing, or explosion there. Mean-
while, Iraqi intelligence officials said that the
unprecedented and general quiet seen in the
capital was the outcome of compliance by the
armed groups of outlaws, including the Al-
Qa’idah Organization, militias, special groups,
and partisan gunmen, with strict instructions
issued by the Iranian Qods Force to the effect
that they had to stop all their activities in the
capital during the visit to Iraq by Iranian
President Mahmud Ahmadinezhad.23

The bad news is that the Special Groups are likely
to be a dangerous auxiliary of Iranian foreign policy
for some time.

Iraqi Security Forces

The ISF have made tremendous progress since Janu-
ary 2007. The Iraqi Army is by far the strongest ele-
ment of the ISF and promises to serve as the future
anchor of a democratic, nonsectarian, secular, and
pro-Western Iraqi state. Iraqi local police remain
uneven. The Iraqi National Police (NP), which had
been thoroughly infiltrated by sectarian elements and
was an active accelerant of sectarian violence, is now
playing a much less damaging role, although it is not
entirely clear how much that improvement is due to
actual improvement of the NPs themselves and how
much to the functions of the surge and successful
efforts to shift NPs out of some of the most sensitive
areas. ISF capacity is unquestionably increasing across
the board, both in fighting capability and in the ability
to sustain and support operations. The Iraqi com-
mand structure is maturing, albeit it in a distinctly
Iraqi way, and the government is becoming more pro-
ficient at planning operations and generating forces to
execute them. Significant challenges remain, particu-
larly in the areas of building the institutional capacity
to generate, train, equip, deploy, and support forces
and in the development of police. Additional chal-
lenges are arising from the increasing tensions within
the Shia community, as ISCI and Dawa leaders in posi-
tions of power in the central and provincial govern-
ments put growing pressure on ISF commanders to
play partisan political roles and as ISF leaders become
targets of JAM/Special Groups retaliation against
ISCI/Badr/ISF operations against them. The approach
of provincial elections at the end of 2008 and the
promise of national elections in late 2009 is likely to
increase these challenges, and the coalition must
develop a clear and coherent strategy for helping see
the ISF through the difficult period that lies ahead.

The Iraqi Army. The army has made tremendous
strides over the past fifteen months in fielding new
units, training soldiers and units, deploying into
combat locally and around the country, and planning
and conducting operations independently or with
coalition forces. There is a growing sense of profes-
sionalism at all levels of the officer corps, but that is
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particularly noticeable at the most senior levels. Out-
standing officers like General Nasir Abadi, the chief
of the General Staff, Major General Farhad Othman,
commander of the 8th Division, Generals Riyad,
Mohan, and Aboud (commanding the Ninewah,
Basra, and Baghdad Operations Commands, respec-
tively), all have demonstrated a commitment to
patriotism and professionalism that will continue to
be a key element of stability in Iraq for years to come.
Iraqi officers model themselves increasingly on the
Americans with whom they are paired (down to the
welcoming chest-bump and other tics of American
officers that are starting to blend with the British-
style salute and the Soviet-style uniforms of the Iraqi
Army). The army is increasingly eager to buy Ameri-
can equipment rather than the more readily available
Soviet-bloc equipment with which it is already famil-
iar. And the Iraqi Army is fighting hard against both
Sunni and Shiite enemies across the country. Charts
in American reports that focus on how many Iraqi
units are “in the lead” or “capable of independent
operations” are irrelevant—they are garrison metrics
that do not capture the role the army is playing in the
current fight. Understanding the Iraqi Army requires
seeing it in action on the ground and following its
activities across Iraq.

Size and Structure of the Iraqi Army. The army
today consists of eleven operational divisions, thirty-
eight operational brigades, and 122 operational 
battalions, together comprising over 140,000 sol-
diers.24 Two additional divisions, six brigades, and
twenty-seven battalions are in the process of being
generated. The standard Iraqi Army formation is a
division consisting of four brigades, each with
twelve battalions, although some divisions have
only three brigades and two have more than four.
The army has been recruiting not only to increase
the number of units but to man all units at levels sig-
nificantly above authorized strength (the divisions
were at 112 percent of authorized strength in
December 2007)25 in order to account for casualties
and desertions. Manning units in combat above
authorized strength is normal practice, and the U.S.
Army and Marines do it as well. In the case of the

Iraqi Army, this is particularly important because its
units take casualties at two to three times the rate of
American troops.26 The effort to keep Iraqi Army
units manned has been generally successful: as of
December 28, 2007, three divisions had present-
for-duty as a percentage of authorized personnel
rates of 60–70 percent, four divisions of 70–80 per-
cent, two divisions of 80–90 percent, and two of
over 100 percent.27

These are impressive statistics for an army being
created in the midst of an internal war, especially
considering that the entire Iraqi Army is committed
to combat operations. American units in a war zone
almost always deploy at more than 100 percent of
authorized strength—but they do so generally at the
expense of units reconstituting at home bases in the
U.S. or abroad. Of ten active duty division head-
quarters in the U.S. Army, three are deployed in Iraq
and one in Afghanistan, while the rest are at their
home stations. One Marine Corps division head-
quarters is deployed in Iraq, while the other two are
at home stations. All eleven Iraqi Army division
headquarters are deployed and fighting the enemy.
The same is true at the brigade level—seventeen U.S.
Army brigades serve in Iraq and two in Afghanistan
today out of a total force of forty-four active duty
brigades. Every one of Iraq’s thirty-eight operational
brigades is serving in harm’s way. When evaluating
the performance of the Iraqi Army in manning,
equipping, and training its units, it is essential to
keep in mind that there is no “rear area” in which
those forces can develop. As U.S. advisers often note,
the Iraqi Army is a remarkable example of an armed
force that has been built and trained not merely in
combat, but in constant contact with the enemy.

The army has no permanent formations above
the division level, which is an organizational prob-
lem to which the Iraqis have responded with an ad
hoc solution—the “operational commands,” which
will be discussed below. Over the long run, the army
will almost certainly need to develop three or four
corps headquarters under which to group its divi-
sions, although it is possible that the current ad hoc
approach will develop organically into a slightly dif-
ferent model. The divisions now report to the Iraqi
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Ground Forces Command (IGFC), which has nom-
inal responsibility for planning and conducting
operations. Lacking the necessary staff and exper-
tise, the IGFC ends up devolving much of this
responsibility to the operational commands and to
coalition forces. But Iraqi Army units are under
IGFC command, and General Ra’ad, commander of
the Ninewah Operational Command, briefed his
plan for the clearing of Mosul in front of the IGFC
and the General Staff and received input from them
to help him refine it.

The army is deployed throughout Arab Iraq in
seven general zones: Anbar (two divisions),
Ninewah (two divisions), Kirkuk/Salah ad Din (one
reinforced division), Diyala (one division). Baghdad
(three divisions), the Five Cities region (one divi-
sion), and Basra-Nasiriyah (one division). Newly
formed divisions are now deploying in Baghdad and
Basra to supplement those already there. Units from
every one of these divisions have engaged in signifi-
cant fighting over the past year.

• Anbar. The 1st and 7th Divisions are
located in Anbar and partnered with U.S.
Army and Marine forces in that province
(currently one Army brigade and two
Marine regiments under the command of a
Marine major general and a Marine division-
level staff). They reported 8,737 and 6,246
soldiers (75 percent and 68 percent of
authorized strength) present for duty on
December 28, 2007, respectively.28 Before
2007, the Iraqi units had suffered in effec-
tiveness from the fact that Sunni Arabs had
been reluctant to join the ISF, leading to a
disproportionate number of Shia in the
ranks of these units deployed in a Sunni
province. The Anbar Awakening generated
thousands of new recruits for the army,
however, and both divisions have been suc-
cessfully rebalancing their sectarian mix.
The general reduction in violence, more-
over, has led to increased tolerance among
the Anbari population for mixed Iraqi
Army units, which are increasingly seen as

impartial and professional rather than arms
of a Shia sectarian government.

The Iraqi Army units in Anbar partici-
pated actively in the clearing and holding
of Ramadi, Fallujah, Hit, and the rest of the
Euphrates river valley, and are a key ele-
ment of the “hold” phase in the province.
The parallel growth of both police officers
in Anbar and the “concerned citizens” has
allowed the army to move out of the cities
in order to pursue AQI and other insur-
gents in the countryside while the police
and local volunteers secure the cities them-
selves. When the Marine Expeditionary
Unit that had been sent into the Karmah
region in the fall to clear out an AQI strong-
hold left, it was replaced primarily by Iraqi
Army units that have kept the area rela-
tively clear. The capabilities of the army
units in Anbar and the security situation
there has even permitted the deployment
of a battalion of the 1st Division to Diyala
to support operations there—a move that
the army planned and executed on its own
using one of its own motor transport regi-
ments (MTRs).

• Ninewah. The American footprint in
Ninewah Province has been very low for
several years—now only the 3rd Armored
Cavalry Regiment is assigned to the
province, although some reinforcements
have been sent there to support opera-
tions in Mosul. The brunt of the fighting
against AQI, Sunni insurgents, and other
accelerants of violence has been borne by
the 2nd and 3rd Divisions headquartered
in the province, together with around
twenty-thousand local police. The 2nd
Division has responsibility for Mosul and
the 3rd for western Ninewah, including
Tall Afar and Sinjar; both are cooperating
in the struggle now underway for Mosul.
These units reported 8,136 and 5,912 sol-
diers (62 percent and 64 percent of
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authorized strength) present for duty on
December 28, 2007, respectively.29 The
effort to clear Baghdad and its belts in 2007
complicated the operations of these two
divisions, since each deployed one of its
brigades to Baghdad. As the focus of coali-
tion efforts shifts to Mosul, the IGFC has
returned both brigades to their parent units
as part of an increase in Iraqi forces sup-
porting the clearing of Ninewah’s capital.
The movement of the brigades to and from
Baghdad proceeded relatively smoothly and
the two Iraqi Army divisions in Ninewah
are now fully committed in the effort to
clear AQI out of Mosul and prevent its
reestablishment elsewhere in the province.

The balance of the fighting in Ninewah
clearly falls more heavily on Iraqi forces
than the Battle for Baghdad did. The United
States committed two division headquarters
(Multi-National Division–Baghdad [MND-
B] and Multi-National Division–Center)
and more than nine combat brigades
directly to that mission, while the Iraqi
Army contributed two division headquar-
ters (the 6th and 9th Divisions) and nine
combat brigades as well. Ninewah is one of
several operations overseen by Multi-
National Division–North, the only U.S.
division headquarters in the area, and the
two U.S. brigade-equivalents (generously
estimated—there is only one brigade-level
headquarters in Ninewah, the 3rd ACR) are
matched by the eight brigades of the 2nd
and 3rd Iraqi Army Divisions. The Iraqi
Army is playing a crucial role in the battle
for Mosul—greater proportionately than its
role in the Battle of Baghdad—whatever
the stoplight garrison metrics charts show
about its “readiness.”

• Kirkuk/Salah ad Din. The 4th Division is
headquartered in Kirkuk, where it has
been playing a role in keeping that city and
its environs peaceful. But it is the largest

Iraqi Army division, with seven brigades,
and it has also had units operating in the
Tigris river valley against AQI strongholds.
It reported 18,349 soldiers (73 percent of
authorized strength) present for duty on
December 28, 2007.30 That area—the line
from Hawijah down through Baiji to
Samarra—has long been an economy of
force mission for the coalition, and it con-
tinues to host Sunni insurgent safe havens
and some AQI sanctuaries. In recent
months, coalition forces have started to
work to clear Hawijah and other parts of
this area, but coalition troop densities
remain very low, and the support of units
from the 4th Division has been essential.

• Diyala. The 5th Division, headquartered in
Diyala, has been one of the most chal-
lenged units in the Iraqi Army because of
the complexity of the problem set and the
interference of Baghdad in its staffing and
operations. Its commander through spring
2007 was a malign sectarian actor who
contributed to sectarian violence. His
replacement has not been a particularly
effective commander, but he did stop the
division from actively working as an accel-
erant of violence. As a result, American
forces operating with the 5th Division were
able to clear Baqubah and then much of the
rest of Diyala, and the level of violence has
remained relatively low. The 5th Division
will always face challenges because Diyala
is such a challenging province. Significant
American presence will likely be required
to partner with this division for some time
to come. It reported 8,536 soldiers (88 per-
cent of authorized strength) present for
duty as of December 28, 2007.31

• Baghdad. From the start of the surge, Bagh-
dad has been the focus of two divisions
based nearby—the 6th Division and the
9th Mechanized Division (equipped with
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T-55s, T-72s, and BMPs, it is the only heavy
division in the Iraqi Army and its head-
quarters is in Taji, just north of Baghdad).
These units reported 12,968 and 9,096 
soldiers (80 percent and 79 percent of
authorized strength) present for duty as of
December 28, 2007, respectively.32 Bagh-
dad has been reinforced in addition by
multiple brigades drawn from other divi-
sions around Iraq. The 6th and the 9th
Mechanized have both performed well.
They are relatively nonsectarian units that
are increasingly seen by the population in
Baghdad as being impartial. They have par-
ticipated fully in the BSP, partnering their
units with American forces in JSSs and
COPs, fighting hard, and taking casualties.
Elements of both divisions have been active
outside of the city of Baghdad as well. The
4th Brigade of the 6th Division, for exam-
ple, participated extensively in clearing
operations in the southern Baghdad belt
from Mahmudiyah to Hawr Rajab and
Arab Jabour in the summer of 2007.33 The
9th Mechanized Division has participated
in the fighting in and around Baghdad, but
also recently deployed elements to Karbala
to help secure Shia pilgrimage routes dur-
ing the Arba’een holiday.

The rotation of units from outside of
Baghdad into the city in support of the BSP
has gone relatively smoothly—infinitely
better than the performance of the army
during Operations Together Forward I and
II in 2006. But the growing security of the
capital and the strain that moving combat
units around imposes on any force has led
the government to build an additional divi-
sion in Baghdad, send the reinforcements
back to the 2nd and 3rd Divisions to sup-
port the fight in Mosul, as noted above, and
stop the rotation of units through the capi-
tal. This decision makes good sense, and
progress toward fielding the new unit is
going well. As of December 28, 2007, the

11th Division had 4,500 soldiers present
for duty already, and as of February 2008,
its division troops battalion and an addi-
tional infantry brigade were being gener-
ated.34 When it takes the field later this
year, there will be two divisions with
seven brigades permanently stationed in
Baghdad, reinforced as necessary by the
9th Mechanized Division a short drive
away in Taji.

• Five Cities Area. The 8th Division, head-
quartered in Diwaniyah, is one of the best
formations in the army. It is programmed
to have four brigades with fifteen battal-
ions, although some formations are still
being generated (the 8th Division expects
to receive a battalion now completing its
training in March). It reported 11,751 sol-
diers (116 percent of authorized strength)
present for duty as of December 28,
2007.35 The 8th Division is a largely Shiite
formation that has fought extremely
aggressively against Shiite militias, particu-
larly JAM and Special Groups. Its area of
operations stretches from Najaf to Kut and
from the southern outskirts of Baghdad to
just north of Nasiriyah. The 8th partici-
pated in several large-scale operations to
clear JAM and Special Groups out of
Diwaniyah, including Operation Black
Eagle and Operation Lion Pounce. Black
Eagle was planned primarily by the Polish
brigade based in Diwaniyah, and it was
successful only in clearing the enemy from
some safe havens but not in holding those
areas. Operation Lion Pounce began in late
November 2007 and involved a brigade of
the 8th Division, a National Police brigade,
and support from Polish and other coali-
tion forces. It was much more successful in
clearing JAM and Special Groups from
Diwaniyah and in diminishing violence.
Additional raids and operations continue
for several weeks after the start of the
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operation, and General Othman remains
committed to holding on to the gains he
has made in Diwaniyah.36

The 8th Division has also participated
actively in the clearing of the southern
Baghdad belt. With the 4th Brigade of the
6th Division, it contributed 3,500 soldiers
to Operation Marne Avalanche (July–
August 2007), which helped clear the area
from Mahmudiyah to Iskandariyah. In
January 2008, the 8th contributed more
than 850 soldiers to Operation Marne
Thunderbolt, part of the successful effort
to clear AQI out of the Arab Jabour area
and to hold that area.37 The division thus
has not only dealt serious blows to JAM
and Special Groups but has also played a
key role in driving AQI from its safe
havens south of Baghdad.

• Basra and Environs. The withdrawal of
British forces from the city of Basra has left
security responsibilities entirely on the
shoulders of the 10th Iraqi Army Division,
which also has responsibility for neighbor-
ing Muthanna, Dhi Qar, and Maysan
Provinces. The 10th Division reported
14,608 soldiers (104  percent of authorized
strength) present for duty as of December
28, 2007.38 The 10th has participated in
operations in Basra, Nasiriyah, and along
the Iranian border both jointly with British
and Australian forces and on its own. Iraqi
Army patrols in the city of Basra are now
entirely independent, although British
forces assist with planning and stand by as
a quick reaction force (which has, how-
ever, not been called upon thus far). A 
single Iraqi Army division with no mean-
ingful coalition assistance is clearly insuffi-
cient to establish or maintain order in a
large city that was never properly cleared
to begin with. The government has there-
fore established the 14th Division as an
additional formation to support the 10th.

The 14th is programmed to field four
brigades with twelve battalions, and one
brigade is already being generated.39 The
remaining elements of this unit are sched-
uled to come on line over the course 
of 2008, and a headquarters is already
being established.

Command Structures. The development of the BSP
in late 2006 and early 2007 required the Iraqi gov-
ernment to address the problem that it had no com-
mand organization to coordinate the operations of
the Iraqi Army, National Police, and regular Iraqi
Police units that would be proceeding simultane-
ously within the capital. The Iraqi solution was to set
up the Baghdad Operations Command (BOC) under
Lieutenant General Aboud, reporting directly to the
prime minister and having control over all Iraqi
forces deployed in the BSP area. The creation of the
BOC was a step backward organizationally in two
ways: it broke the emerging chain of command from
prime minister through IGFC commander to the
divisions, and it unified command of military and
police forces when one would, in principle, like to
see police forces operating as police rather than as
elements of a military structure. It was, however, an
entirely appropriate response to the crisis situation of
late 2006, and it worked well in practice. Not only
was General Aboud able to coordinate the operations
of tens of thousands of Iraqi forces in the capital, but
the BOC also provided a meaningful operational-
level command to partner with MND-B in the effort
to bring security to Baghdad. The creation of the
BOC highlighted the need for a corps-level com-
mand in the Iraqi Army, but the government rightly
judged that it did not have the time to set up corps
headquarters in the midst of intense combat.

The success of the BOC and the shifting of coali-
tion and Iraqi security efforts beyond Baghdad as
violence in the capital started to come under control
led to the replication of this command model on a
small scale in Samarra (to protect the reconstruction
of the Golden Mosque) and Karbala, and on a larger
scale in Diyala. The government has extended the
principle to Basra and Ninewah as well, although all
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of the operational commands other than Baghdad
report to the IGFC rather than directly to the prime
minister. There has been discussion of creating a
mid-Euphrates operational command in the Five
Cities area, but nothing concrete has yet developed.

The unification of police, NP, and army units is
essential to successful counterinsurgency operations.
The closest (and not entirely inapposite) American
comparison would be the mobilization of a state’s
National Guard, state police, and local police under
a governor during a state of emergency. The key dif-
ference, of course, is that the Iraqi Army has com-
mand and that the operational commands report to
the central government, not the provinces. Since the
Iraqi Army is far and away the most professional,
mixed-sect, nonpartisan, and effective service in Iraq,
its domination of the operational commands is a
good thing during this fight. Over time, the opera-
tional commands may evolve into actual corps head-
quarters while, presumably, releasing control over
local police and NP units in their areas.40 Meanwhile,
they are a reasonable ad hoc solution to an important
command and control problem.

Logistics. The Iraqi Army has made significant
improvements in its support base, but significant
challenges remain. The most important improve-
ments have come in the development of the army
training base, which can now train more than
100,000 recruits per year.41 The establishment of a
combat training center at Besmaya—similar to U.S.
combat training centers at Fort Irwin, California,
and Fort Polk, Louisiana—allows Iraqi Army bat-
talions to cycle through an intensive training pro-
gram before deploying into combat. The Besmaya
center has an extensive set of ranges and training
grounds and an increasingly skilled corps of Iraqi
trainers assisted by American advisers. The army is
establishing additional training centers and also
working to improve the ability of its units to train at
their home stations without deploying to a training
center. For a force whose units go into combat as
soon as they are formed, the development of the
training base is critical and progress in this area is
most impressive.

The army has also formed several MTRs to pro-
vide mobility to its units, and these formations have
enabled the IGFC to move battalions around the
country with little or no coalition support. The army
is now fielding additional MTRs and has also begun
to train bomb disposal experts and other key
enablers at Besmaya and elsewhere.42 The Iraqi
Army, with coalition assistance, is also building a
system of depots and repair facilities that will allow
it to sustain its own forces, and it is using the For-
eign Military Sales (FMS) program to purchase new
equipment and acquire the necessary spare parts to
keep that equipment working.

The Iraqi reliance on the FMS program stems
from an effort to improve bureaucratic efficiency
while fighting corruption within the Ministry of
Defense (MoD). Iraqi leaders express frustration
with the FMS process, which was not designed to
provide equipment and spare parts rapidly for
armies at war, but the MoD is not yet capable of
managing its own purchasing and distribution effi-
ciently and transparently. It has also undertaken
some foolish initiatives based on legacy thinking
from the Saddam army—particularly initiatives that
place all of the burden on units receiving support to
“pull” their requirements from a central administra-
tive structure rather than having that central struc-
ture “push” basic and predictable support (such as
fuel and ammunition) to the units. Some of these
problems result from the immaturity of the support
structure; some are simply the kinds of bad bureau-
cratic decisions from which all armies suffer period-
ically. Coalition advisers continue to engage with
Iraqi leaders—in support of the justified complaints
of subordinate Iraqi commanders and staff officers,
who understand the foolishness of the system per-
fectly well (as subordinates often do)—and such
problems will likely be worked out in the coming
year, although new ones will certainly arise.

The army has also evinced a strong desire to shift
from a reliance on Soviet-bloc equipment like AK-47s
and BMPs to American equipment like M-16 rifles,
Humvees, and ultimately M1 tanks. Plans are
already in place to turn over surplus or overused
vehicles to Iraqi forces, particularly as surge units
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depart, and the Iraqis are eagerly embracing them.
This is a very positive development. Although
Soviet-style equipment is easier for ignorant soldiers
to use and maintain, it is also less effective than
American equipment. The commitment to U.S.
materiel is also a commitment to a skilled and pro-
fessional Iraqi Army that is distinctly different from
the conscripted forces of the Saddam period. It is
also, of course, a notable commitment by the Iraqi
Army to a long-term relationship with the United
States and the indication of the army leadership’s
determination to remain partnered and interoper-
able with the U.S. Army.

The statistics of the Iraqi Army’s development in
2007 are impressive enough, but what matters is
what Iraq’s soldiers are doing on the ground. They
are fighting the enemy from Mosul to Basra in close
and eager coordination with U.S. and coalition
forces. They take higher casualties than coalition
forces, and they move from training directly into
combat. But there is no shortage of volunteers to fill
ranks emptied by losses and no lack of enthusiasm
on the part of Iraq’s soldiers to fight our common
enemies to bring peace to their country.

Iraqi Police. The Iraqi local police continue to be
very uneven across the country and from district to
district. The Anbar Awakening led to a flood of
Sunni Arab volunteers in that province, allowing the
police increasingly to take responsibility for local
security in urban areas, as noted above. Elsewhere in
Iraq, the quality of the police varies with local lead-
ership and demographic conditions. Recruiting and
maintaining a mixed police force is a challenge in
Diyala and in some areas of Baghdad. Infiltration of
the police force in Shia-dominated areas of Baghdad
such as Sadr City and Kadhimiya is another prob-
lem. In the Shia south, the problem is even more
complex. Provincial Directors of Police (PDoPs)
report to provincial governors and are therefore
under tremendous pressure to adhere to the politi-
cal ambitions and fears of those governors. On the
other hand, some brave PDoPs have directed their
efforts against JAM and Special Groups, sometimes
with dire results—the excellent and nonpartisan

PDoP of Babil Province, Major General Qais Hamza
al Mamouri, was assassinated several months ago,
and his replacement is both less effective and more
partisan. At least one other provincial police com-
mander was also the target of Shiite extremist assas-
sins in Diwaniyah.

The report of the Jones Commission identified
key weaknesses and requirements in the Iraqi Police
accurately and in detail, and this report will not
repeat those findings.43 Some have called for a flood
of police trainers to “fix” the Iraqi Police, but it is far
from clear that such a course of action is necessary
or desirable. Like any local police, they are highly
susceptible to local ethno-sectarian balances and
political pressures. Their shirta (policemen) require
additional training and will require even more if
they are to develop modern forensics, investigation,
detention, and other critical police capabilities. But
as long as sectarian strains, militia violence, and
political tensions remain high, such training is likely
to prove ineffective. Addressing the problems of the
police requires a more carefully thought-through
phasing of our efforts. Where the issue is primarily
a counterinsurgency or counterterrorism fight, train-
ing the police to be police is not the solution. As
more areas move to greater normalcy and stability,
such training will become more appropriate. In the
meantime, it remains vital to focus on key leaders,
since Iraqi security institutions—even more than
American organizations—are so heavily dependent
on the quality of their commanders. The American
command tracks the movement of Iraqi police offi-
cials closely and properly. For now, continuing this
tracking and continuing to intercede with national
and local officials about mistaken or malign person-
nel decisions is probably the most important thing
the coalition can do to help the Iraqi Police.

Iraqi National Police. The Jones Commission also
identified the Iraqi National Police (NP) as a sectar-
ian organization so heavily infiltrated by malign
actors that it should simply be disbanded. The coali-
tion command rejected this recommendation, in
part because it believed that programs in place
would improve the NPs and in part because it feared
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the effects of putting 25,000 sectarian killers on the
streets without salaries or jobs. The gamble appears
to have paid off, at least for now. Lieutenant General
James Dubik, commander of Multinational Security
Transition Command–Iraq, recently reported: 

They’ve changed out both of their division
commanders—10 of the nine brigade 
commanders—that’s correct; one brigade
commander changed twice—and 17 of their
28 battalion commanders. They’re in their
third cycle of training from the Italian cara-
binieri leader training to increase their profi-
ciency. This will go on for a couple of years.
And the national police reform program is
going pretty well.44

The coalition command has also persuaded the
Iraqi government to move several NP formations out
of vulnerable Sunni Arab areas of Baghdad, where
they had been accelerants of violence. American units
in those areas have partnered very closely with the
remaining NP units to restrict any residual sectarian
tendencies they might have. American brigade com-
manders in the most affected areas in western Bagh-
dad report that incidents of NP-instigated violence
have dropped and the NP units are no longer gener-
ating large-scale instability in Baghdad (although they
do continue to generate local problems).

The future of the NP is ultimately linked with the
future of the Iraqi government and the current rul-
ing parties. As long as sectarian actors hold key
posts within the government and are allowed to
influence the NP, NP units will remain problematic.
The recent improvement in NP performance, in
turn, reflects a relative weakening of some of the
most malign sectarian actors within the government
and a greater willingness on the part of the Iraqi gov-
ernment to give up the sectarian cleansing capabil-
ities resident in the NP. It will remain essential for
coalition forces to continue to partner closely with
any NP units deployed in sensitive areas and to con-
tinue to press the government to move malign actors
out of key positions and NP units out of sensitive
areas. If the recommendation to disband the NP ever

made sense, it no longer does. The NP is unlikely to
make net positive contributions to Iraqi security for
some time to come, but its negative impact has been
significantly reduced and can probably be contained
in the future.

Detainees. Most Americans lost track of the detainee
system in Iraq after the Abu Ghraib scandal. The
complete revolution in the way the U.S. military han-
dles its detainees in Iraq is thus one of the most sig-
nificant unreported stories of the war. Marine Major
General Douglas Stone took command of Task Force
134, which runs all U.S. detainee operations in Iraq,
in May 2007. He inherited a dire situation. Hard-line
AQI leaders had been mixed in among the general
population and had used their terrorist tactics against
fellow inmates to take effective control. Camp Bucca,
the main detainee holding facility, became known as
“Terrorist U” because it was one of the most effective
recruiting and training camps al Qaeda had any-
where in the world. The night General Stone took
command, detainee leaders presented American offi-
cers with a list of demands and threatened a riot by
thousands of prisoners if they were not met. Stone
refused to meet with the prisoners’ leaders and
rejected their demands, and his forces deterred and
controlled most of the rioting that ensued without
having to use deadly force against the prisoners.
Thereafter, Stone set about developing and imple-
menting counterinsurgency doctrine within U.S.
detainee facilities while also dramatically improving
the detainees’ quality of life and ensuring that the
massive facility met Geneva Convention standards.

Before describing some of the changes Stone
implemented, it is important to review the legal
basis on which American forces hold Iraqis prisoner.
Under the provisions of UN Security Council Reso-
lution 1790 (2007) that gives a legal basis to the
presence of U.S. (and international) forces in Iraq,
the coalition is empowered to detain any individual
“where this is necessary for imperative reasons of
security.”45 There is no provision giving anyone
other than the MNF-I commander the power to
determine the necessity of any given detention in
Iraq. The coalition does not “arrest” Iraqis and has
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no obligation under international law to try
detainees, allow them access to lawyers, or even
bring charges against them. Under the provisions of
the resolution, the coalition commander can decide
whether or not to release a detainee and not even the
Iraqi prime minister has the power to interfere in
that decision. The corollary is that there is no obvi-
ous legal process for handling detainees after the
expiration of the resolution on December 31, 2008,
which is why this issue will figure prominently in
the upcoming negotiations for a long-term security
agreement between the United States and Iraq.

Recognizing that he had no legal obligations to
Iraqi detainees other than to hold them in suitable
facilities and treat them properly, General Stone 
nevertheless recognized that he must close “Terror-
ist U,” develop a program for separating the recon-
cilables from the irreconcilables within the detainee
facilities (as coalition and Iraqi forces were working
to do outside the wire), establish programs to help
the reconcilables learn skills that would allow them
to reintegrate into normal life once they were
released, and develop an effective release program for
those who did not need to be in coalition detention
facilities. He set up a system of regular reviews for
each detainee to evaluate the individual’s continued
threat to the coalition—even though the coalition
has no obligation to hold such reviews under inter-
national law—and he has worked hard to facilitate
the visits of detainees’ families. Task Force 134 has
developed literacy and vocational education pro-
grams. Above all, Stone and his soldiers work tire-
lessly to identify hard-core terrorists, isolate them
from the general population, and then work on even
those hard-core fighters to identify their different
degrees of commitment and threat. The result is a
facility that provides humane living arrangements for
the detainees, ensures peace, avoids riots and violent
attacks, prevents hard-core terrorists from recruiting
and intimidating other detainees, and offers remark-
able insights into the nature of the enemy that coali-
tion forces have been fighting in Iraq.

There has been much discussion in the United
States about whether or not we are fighting the “real”
al Qaeda in Iraq and many off-hand assertions that

Iraq is a distraction and the “real” al Qaeda is in
Afghanistan or Pakistan. Such assertions cannot sur-
vive a trip to Camp Bucca, where some of the realest
of the real al Qaeda terrorists now reside. Many peo-
ple are curious about how we can know that there
are really al Qaeda fighters, including foreigners, in
Iraq. One answer is that we ask them and they tell
us. Sometimes they tell us themselves either during
interrogations (handled exclusively by trained intel-
ligence professionals and not by military police) or
during reviews. More often, particularly since the
innovation of Stone’s system of segregating the worst
terrorists from the general population, other
detainees rat out their hard-core terrorist colleagues.
The presence of al Qaeda fighters in Iraq, their goals,
ideology, and links to the larger movement are not
really issues up for debate—they are facts estab-
lished on the ground, particularly in American
detention facilities.

The most controversial aspect of General Stone’s
program is his determination to release detainees
whom he and his staff believe no longer pose a
threat to the coalition, either because they were mis-
takenly picked up in the first place or because they
have honestly decided to abandon the fight. Task
Force 134 has established a release system that
requires guarantors to accept responsibility for the
future actions of released detainees, and some
detainees whom Task Force 134 would be willing to
release are not wanted back by their tribesmen.
Hundreds of detainees have already been released
under this program, alleviating some of the strongest
grievances of Iraq’s Sunni Arabs against the coali-
tion. But the evaluation, release, and guarantor pro-
gram will inevitably fail some percentage of the time.
Coalition units that swept up the detainees in the
first place are often extremely hostile to the notion
of seeing them back again in the neighborhoods. In
some cases, their hostility will be justified.

But the current detainee release program is not
the same “catch-and-release” system about which
American combat commanders complained so bit-
terly in the past. In previous years, detainees who
really did pose a continued threat to the coalition and
its mission were released by mistake or simply to
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relieve overcrowding in holding facilities. Although
Task Force 134 will certainly make its share of mis-
takes, it does not release detainees simply to alleviate
overcrowding—instead, it builds more facilities. And
the process of reviewing detainees before releasing
them is far more sophisticated, just as the process of
collecting information about the behavior and atti-
tudes of detainees within detention facilities has been
revolutionized. The current system makes a great
deal of sense. The notion of introducing counterin-
surgency concepts into the management of detainee
facilities seems incredibly obvious in retrospect. It is
a model that should be suitably adapted for U.S.
detainee operations around the world.

But it comes at a price, and the price is that the
release of large numbers of detainees, even thus 

vetted and guaranteed, poses a threat to the security
of the localities that receive them. The coming year
will see the return of thousands of detainees to
Anbar and elsewhere. The effects of those returns
are unpredictable and unclear. Until the results of
this return process become manifest, the coalition
must factor the detainee release program into its
force-level calculations. When considering “condi-
tions on the ground,” it is not enough to evaluate
conditions as they are. Coalition planners must also
take into account possible deteriorations in local
conditions resulting from the return of detainees.
This phenomenon is one of the reasons why a sig-
nificant period of time will be required after the
return to pre-surge troop levels to evaluate future
force requirements in Iraq.
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The Iraqi political situation is more fluid now
than it has been since the transfer of sovereignty

in 2004. This fluidity results from the reduction of
violence in central Iraq, which has allowed both
ordinary people and politicians to focus their atten-
tion beyond sheer survival and onto issues and con-
cerns that fall more properly within the realm of
politics. In this context, the flaws of the current Iraqi
government at both the provincial and the national
levels are making themselves increasingly apparent
to the Iraqi population. As a result, the major parties
that now dominate the Council of Representatives
(CoR) and most of Arab Iraq’s provinces are steadily
losing support among their constituents. Even more
important, they are coming under increasing grass-
roots pressure to make real progress in improving
the lives of ordinary Iraqis. This pressure from con-
stituents—amplified by the fact that Iraq has many
independent media outlets that taken together allow
people to form more or less objective opinions—is
causing Iraqi leaders to behave increasingly like
politicians. It is probably the single most important
factor that has led to the passage of key benchmark
legislation through the CoR.

These positive developments offer a real opportu-
nity to achieve the objective of creating a stable, secu-
lar, pro-Western, democratic Iraq that is a reliable
ally in the war on terror and a bulwark against Iran.
But serious challenges remain to be overcome in
grasping this opportunity. Not only are both al Qaeda
and Iran actively resisting and undermining these
developments, but the Iraqi political parties them-
selves are also pushing back against grassroots
movements that threaten their hold on power. These
challenges have both long-term and short-term
implications for the United States. In the short term,
it is quite possible that strains within the Shia com-
munity will be exacerbated by provincial elections,

currently planned for October 2008, and that vio-
lence will increase in southern Iraq. Coalition forces
must be prepared for an increase in violence and
force levels must be calibrated to take account of
it—as well as to secure the elections themselves. In
the long term, we face the danger that Iraq’s current
political parties will so undermine or circumvent the
political process that they create the sort of pseudo-
democracy that is common in the more-or-less
authoritarian regimes of the Middle East, thereby
discrediting the idea of democracy not only in Iraq,
but throughout the Arab world. The stakes are enor-
mous. It is vital that coalition planning efforts begin
now to look beyond short-term issues of end-of-year
troop levels and civilian casualty figures, important
as both issues are, and consider our long-term inter-
ests and prospects in Iraq. These efforts must start
with the recognition, considered in more detail
below, that we are moving beyond counterinsur-
gency in Iraq and into the armed mediation phase of
real nation-building. This effort will require a sig-
nificant long-term commitment and the develop-
ment of an intellectual framework similar to the one
General David Petraeus brought with him to wage
the counterinsurgency campaign of 2007.

Major Political Parties

Iraq’s current political configuration suffers from
several important defects introduced at its inception:

• Sunni Arabs did not participate in the
elections establishing provincial govern-
ments, for the most part, with the result
that provincial councils and even gover-
norships in Sunni Arab provinces are not
representative of the population.
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• The CoR elections of 2005 were held on
the basis of a “closed-list” system. Voters
did not know the names of most of the
individuals on each party list, with the
result that extremists on all sides domi-
nated the outcome.

• Grand Ayatollah Sistani held his hand
over a unified Shiite bloc consisting of
Dawa, Supreme Iraqi Islamic Council
(ISCI), and the Sadrists, thus bringing to
power leaders like prime minister Nuri
Kamal al Maliki who would otherwise
have had very little electoral support.

Much of the dysfunction of the Iraqi political
system in 2006 and 2007 resulted from a combina-
tion of these fundamental flaws and the rising sec-
tarian violence that drove all factions even further
apart and resulted in the political gridlock that char-
acterized those years.

The drop in violence and the rise in popular
demands for political progress have broken that
gridlock, but the underlying flaws in the Iraqi politi-
cal structure will remain until new provincial and
CoR elections are held—and possibly even after that
if the conditions for those elections are not properly
set. To the pulling and tugging that characterize a
political system that has so empowered extremists
and unrepresentative parties must now be added the
threat to the political future of some of those parties
by genuine grassroots movements. This is particu-
larly true in the Sunni Arab community, where the
Anbar Awakening and some of its simulacra in other
regions are developing into real, if fractious, political
movements. But it is also true within the Shia com-
munity as well, although these developments are at
an earlier and more vulnerable stage. The coming
year is likely to see considerable movement in Iraqi
politics, both positive and negative. 

The United States cannot and should not control
the outcome of Iraqi elections or of the negotiations
among the various power blocs. But neither should
America stand entirely aloof and allow the develop-
ment of an “Iraqi solution” that undermines the

basis of the legitimacy of the Iraqi government we
have worked so hard to develop. We have an unex-
pected but powerful ally in this effort in Staffan de
Mistura, the United Nations (UN) special envoy
overseeing the Iraqi electoral process. Our efforts in
Iraq now coincide almost perfectly with those of the
UN—we must seek to ensure that Iraqi elections
occur peacefully, transparently, and without exces-
sive intimidation or other illegal activities designed
to skew the results in favor of the parties currently
in power. Striking the right balance will be difficult,
but we can succeed if we continually orient our-
selves on the goal of ensuring genuinely free, fair,
and legitimate elections in Iraq in 2008 and 2009.

Sunni Parties. One of the fundamental problems in
the Sunni Arab community since 2003 is that the
destruction of Saddam’s regime, combined with the
damage Saddam himself had done to the traditional
power structures among the Sunni tribes, effectively
decapitated the community. The elections of 2005
brought to power Sunni Arab parties like the Iraqi
Islamic Party (IIP) that were both extremist and
unable to control their own constituencies. The IIP
has consistently pursued a Sunni-maximalist agenda,
refusing to recognize that Sunni Arabs cannot control
a democratic Iraq in which they comprise only about
20 percent of the population and cannot negotiate
from a position of strength even if they attempt to use
violence. But even when the IIP has accepted deals or
made compromises, it has been unable to deliver
them because extremists within the Sunni Arab com-
munity have not recognized its authority to negotiate
on their behalf. The nature of the Sunni Arab leader-
ship thus contributed to the cycle of sectarian mis-
trust and ultimately violence because any
compromises the Shiite parties made or discussed in
2006 were met by increases in attacks by Sunni
extremists determined, in part, to ensure that the
deals fell through so that they could continue to
mobilize their population for a maximalist solution.

This political death-spiral was broken by the
development of the Anbar Awakening movement in
2006 and 2007. The origins and development of
this movement and its relationship to the surge have
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been discussed and debated in many forums, and
we will not repeat those debates in this report. It is
essential to recognize, however, that the Anbar
Awakening was not simply a revolt against al Qaeda
atrocities, but also a grassroots political movement
from the very beginning. It was a more general
revolt against leadership both in al Qaeda in Iraq
(AQI) and within the Iraqi government that was
willing or even eager to perpetuate violence rather
than to make compromises with the Americans or
the Shia. The core message of the Awakening move-
ment from the outset was that the people of Anbar
wanted to deal and would not continue to tolerate
leaders who would not do so.

It was not coincidence that the charismatic leader
of the movement at its beginning was Sheik Abdul
Sattar Abu Risha, a younger sheik who was not the
leader of a predominant tribe or tribal confedera-
tion. Tensions arose within the movement quickly,
in fact, as the more senior paramount sheiks reacted
to Abu Risha’s disruption of the tribal structure they
wanted to rebuild and strengthen. But Abu Risha’s
movement developed power and momentum
because it represented the determination of a large
proportion of Anbar’s population to stop the vio-
lence. That momentum was strong enough that
tribal tensions did not break the movement apart.
Instead, Anbar’s paramount sheiks rallied around
the idea of an Awakening aimed at re-establishing
peace in the province and made it their own, even as
they jockeyed with each other and with Abu Risha
for control of the movement. That is why the com-
mitment of Anbar’s leaders to fighting AQI, cooper-
ating with Americans and the government of Iraq,
and rebuilding their province remains unshaken
even as they work to settle the issue of control over
the political parties that will emerge from the awak-
ening movement.

Anbar has always held an unusual place in Iraq,
since it is entirely Sunni Arab and maintained a
stronger tribal structure than most of the rest of the
country, despite Saddam’s attacks on that structure.
The spread of the Awakening movement outside of
Anbar was therefore complicated. In mixed areas in
Baghdad, south of Baghdad, and in Diyala, the

movement remained focused on security rather than
on politics. Leaders of the Sons of Iraq (SoI) in Bagh-
dad still often disclaim any desire to participate in
politics even at the local level—but they do com-
plain increasingly about the failures of local and
national leaders to provide essential services and
improve the quality of the lives of the people for
whom they increasingly speak. It is possible that the
IIP will adjust to the developing reality among its
constituencies and win back their support—and
that these local leaders will remain apolitical pillars
of their communities. 

Given the leadership and record of the IIP, how-
ever, this development is unlikely and undesirable.
It is more likely that some local leaders will gradu-
ally enter the political process as they discover that
there is no other way to continue to advance their
agendas beyond a certain very limited point. The
outcome of this process is by no means clear. It is
unlikely that a coherent pan-Sunni political party
will emerge from these local movements to replace
the IIP wholesale. Factionalism within the Anbar
Awakening is already apparent, as is tension
between the Anbar movement and SoI movements
elsewhere (the early SoI movement in Salah ad Din,
for instance, was very determined not to be called an
awakening, insisting that Anbari solutions were not
appropriate for Salah ad Din).

The result is a paradoxical situation—the IIP still
does not speak for the Sunni Arab community and
does not control its constituency, and the Awakening
leaders have not formed an alternative party to the
IIP nor are they likely to. The Sunni Arab commu-
nity, therefore, still lacks a coherent and identifiable
leadership that can bargain on its behalf and deliver
on its bargains. The overwhelming desire by that
community to establish and maintain peace and to
reach the best deal that can realistically be struck
with the Shiite leadership to improve the most basic
quality of Sunni Arab life, however, is driving the IIP
leadership to make compromises and driving its
constituency to accept and support those compro-
mises. The emphatic determination by Sunni Arabs
to hold provincial elections as quickly as possible
does not bode well for the IIP, but there is no way to
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know at this point what a new Sunni leadership or
coalition would look like. The provincial elections
later this year will be a step on the road to the reso-
lution of this question, and will help cement the
progress and determination of the Sunni community
to establish the basis for sustainable peace within
Arab Iraq, but it will only be one step in a probably
lengthy process of developing either a new leader-
ship for the Sunni Arabs or a new basis for creating
a coalition of diverse Sunni Arab leaders.

Shiite Parties. The weakening of the IIP within the
Sunni Arab community is matched by a weakening
of the leading Shiite parties within the Shia commu-
nity, but the Anbar Awakening movement has no
political equivalent in the Shia world. The growth of
something like real political discourse is nowhere
more apparent than in this fading of support for
ISCI, Dawa, and the Sadrists among Iraq’s Shia
population. The Shia know that ISCI and Dawa run
the Iraqi government. They know that that govern-
ment is not providing them the services and quality
of life they need and desire. Conversations with the
Dawa governor of Karbala and the ISCI governors of
Babil and Qadisiyah produced a set of complaints
about the central government virtually identical to
those heard in the Sunni strongholds of Fallujah,
Ameriya, Dora, and Arab Jabour. As time passes and
Sunni-on-Shia violence drops, Iraq’s Shia are
becoming less interested in the fact that Dawa, ISCI,
and the Sadrists are Shiite than in the fact that they
are not performing as desired. Politics is starting to
triumph over sectarian identity.

This shift is visible in multiple ways. The Shia
governors of the Five Cities area are increasingly
concerned with placating their restive constituencies
by demanding better performance from the central
government—including passage of benchmark leg-
islation and annual budgets that will allow necessary
funds and investment to flow to essential projects in
their provinces. Far from pressing to keep Ameri-
cans out of the Shiite areas, local leaders and people
increasingly complain that U.S. reconstruction aid
has flowed disproportionately to Sunni regions.
They are demanding their “fair share”—even to the

point of calls to expand the Provincial Reconstruc-
tion Team (PRT) in Najaf and move it into the city
(it now operates from the regional embassy office in
Hillah, along with most of the other PRTs for the
Five Cities area).

Another indication of changing attitudes among
Iraq’s Shia is the growing rejection of clerical leader-
ship—noteworthy because ISCI is controlled by
Abdul Aziz al-Hakim, a turbaned cleric, while Moq-
tada al Sadr (who also presents himself as a cleric)
has recently announced his intention to return to
the religious studies he abandoned. This rejection
has been noted in public opinion polls and local
interviews in the media, and it is apparent in con-
versations with Shiite sheiks, ordinary people, and
some governmental, police, and military leaders.46 It
is not that Iraqis are less Muslim or pious than
before. It is just that Iraq’s Shia increasingly seem to
reject the idea of clerics controlling their political
system. Grand Ayatollah Ali al Sistani’s relatively
hands-off approach toward playing a role in politics
appears to have insulated him and the Najafi clerical
establishment from this anti-clerical backlash to
some extent.47

It is too soon to judge the depth or breadth of this
sentiment, let alone fathom its causes and conse-
quences. Three factors seem to be playing an impor-
tant role in this change in attitudes, however. The
failure of a clerically-dominated government to per-
form reflects badly on the idea of clerical rule. The
role of extremist religious ideology in fueling the
sectarian civil war seems to have made Iraqis leery of
overtly politicized religion. And the close relation-
ships of both ISCI and the Sadrists with Iran’s theo-
cratic regime, combined with a noticeable growth of
Iraqi Arab nationalism and anti-Persianism, prob-
ably also undermine the legitimacy of those two par-
ties in the eyes of many Shia.

The practical symptom of the weakening of ISCI,
Dawa, and the Sadrists is the formation and
attempted formation of new political parties. The
Sadrist Trend has almost always been fractious and
factional—both Fadhila and the Special Groups
grew out of Sadrist factional struggles. Sadr’s loss of
face due to the continual weakening and infighting
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among Jaysh al Mahdi (JAM), his long sojourns in
Iran, and his failure to play any meaningful role in
the Iraqi political system in 2007 has exacerbated
these internal tensions. The legacy of Mohammed
Sadeq al Sadr is powerful, and Moqtada is his only
son interested in playing a role in politics. But
Sadrists and other Shia have openly started dis-
cussing the possibility of a Sadrist movement in
which Moqtada plays a very limited role. It would
be a movement, it is said, focused on loyalty to the
legacy of Mohammed Sadeq rather than to the per-
sonality of Moqtada. The practical problem with
these discussions is that someone still has to lead the
movement, and no obvious successor to Moqtada
has appeared yet. A new party known as the Iraqi
National Gathering (ING) has been formed from
Sadrist elements, making claims for itself along the
lines described above. But its leadership structure is
not clear, nor is its source of funding and its precise
relationship with Iran. Tehran has already seized
opportunities to generate more effective proxies out
of Sadrist factions, such as with the development of
the Special Groups, and it is not inconceivable that
the ING is yet another such effort. But the power of
Moqtada’s lineage and personality are strong, and it
will not be easy to develop a Sadrist movement in
which he does not play a large role in some way. The
likeliest outcome is continued infighting within the
Sadrist Trend and possibly even political competi-
tion among different Sadrist factions—as was seen
with Fadhila’s early rise.

All of these developments within the Sadrist
movement allow us to contemplate the prospect of
provincial and national elections with much more
equanimity than in the past. Although events could
certainly transpire that would reunite the movement
either under Moqtada or under some emergent
charismatic replacement, it is much more likely that
the Sadrist Trend will continue to fracture both
politically and militarily, creating space for moderate
members of that trend to reengage with Iraqi politics
and other political actors.

The weakening of Dawa and ISCI is more diffi-
cult to see on the ground because they control
provincial political leadership, police, and military

forces in most of the south. But the attempts to cre-
ate tribal “awakening” movements within the Five
Cities area are another practical symptom of this
weakening. American officers who received calls
from local sheiks asking for help in establishing
Awakening movements were originally puzzled—
against what did the sheiks intend to awaken? After
a pause, the sheiks often replied: “JAM,” casting the
movement as a local security effort similar to the
development of Sunni awakenings in violent areas.
There was no doubt some truth to this explana-
tion—violence in Shiite areas rose as the struggle
among JAM, Special Groups, and ISCI intensified in
the late summer and fall of 2007. But the real pur-
pose of at least some of these proto-awakening
movements becomes more apparent from talking
with the Shiite sheiks. Unlike their Sunni counter-
parts in Baghdad who disclaim political ambitions,
the Shiite sheiks make their political ambitions
pretty plain. They want to see the development of a
secular alternative to the ineffective clerical parties
now ruling their areas, whatever role each individual
sees for himself in that process.

ISCI and Dawa recognized this challenge for
what it was immediately, and almost at once drew a
“red line” barring any support for “awakenings” in
Shiite areas. Again, the argument was superficially
rational—the security situation in the south, the
presence of reliable and effective ISF, the ability to
recruit local police with ease, and so on, all create
conditions very different from those that held in
Anbar when the awakening began in that province.
None of which explains the speed and firmness with
which Maliki forbade these developments among
the Shia tribes. That rapid reaction resulted from the
recognition that Shia awakenings could quickly
develop into local and even regional alternatives to
the ruling Shiite parties. The effort to suppress the
formation of alternative parties in the Five Cities
area has so far been successful, and American offi-
cers interacting with the Shiite sheiks are frustrated
and report the frustrations of their interlocutors.

One of several things might happen as a result of
this process. The movement may simply subside. If
ISCI and Dawa can succeed in improving quality of
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life and reducing violence in the area, support for a
tribal alternative may drop. If ISCI in particular suc-
ceeds in masking its clerical nature and its apparent
ties with Iran, opposition to it could fall more rap-
idly. Neither outcome is likely. ISCI is too heavily
branded as a clerical party and too closely linked
with Iran for any short-term cosmetic fixes to affect
popular attitudes very much, particularly because
appearances match reality—ISCI is run by turbaned
clerics, and it is enmeshed with Iran, although it is
far less controlled by Tehran than is sometimes
imagined. And the dysfunction of the current gov-
ernment is not something that is likely to be fixed
quickly, however frenetic local and provincial ISCI
and Dawa leaders become.

Another possibility is that the movement will
continue to build up so much pressure from below
on the ruling parties that ISCI and Dawa will try to
suppress with increasing vigor. This appears to be
the path things are following now. The red line
against awakening movements in Shia areas was the
start of this suppression. Pressure on nonpartisan
leaders of the Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) in Shia
areas to support ISCI agendas is increasing. Rumors
of intimidation campaigns designed to ensure that
local leaders do not emerge as independent political
rivals during the provincial elections are already cir-
culating. As provincial elections near, this process is
likely to accelerate and expand. It could spill over
into local violence if would-be awakening leaders
choose to resist.

Additional evidence that ISCI aims to suppress
local political movements rather than to attempt to
harness or rechannel them—to say nothing of allow-
ing them simply to compete—comes from the 
continued ISCI focus on the establishment of a 
nine-province Shiite federal region similar to the
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and from
Vice President Adel Abdul Mehdi’s recent vetoing of
the provincial powers law over the provision that
would allow the CoR to replace provincial governors
with a simple majority vote. The “nine-province
solution” has been the aim of ISCI from the start, and
the repetition of this goal is not necessarily remark-
able in itself. But ISCI leaders have been remarkably

persistent in pushing for a federation that seems
increasingly unpopular among the local population.
ISCI leaders are now virtually the only people in 
Shiite Iraq who argue for such a federation.

A Shiite federation would be very helpful to an
ISCI party that is rapidly losing its electoral pull.
Referenda in support of establishing a federation
would be conducted by the ISCI governors now in
power, presumably using all of the resources at their
disposal to ensure the right result. A federation once
established would have its own federal government—
which the ISCI leadership now in power would
select—and could maintain its own security
forces—in which reliable Badr Corps leaders in and
out of the ISF would surely play a prominent role.
Even if it proves impossible to bring Basra into an
ISCI-dominated Shiite autonomous region (as seems
likely given the unsteady balance among multiple
factions in a city that prizes its independence), an
autonomous region in the Five Cities area would
give ISCI a solid and stable base in the Shiite heart-
land. It could allow vulnerable ISCI leaders to face
upcoming provincial elections with more equanim-
ity, having established power bases independent of
those elections backed by their own security forces.
In this context, Abdul Mehdi’s veto makes a good
deal of sense. If ISCI gains control of the Shiite
heartland in this fashion but is not able to dominate
the CoR (as it seems very likely that it will not), then
the prospect of having its governors removed by a
simple majority in the CoR is very threatening. One
coherent interpretation of ISCI’s actions is that the
party is attempting to defeat a democratic process in
Iraq that it fears will not leave it in power.

It is by no means certain that ISCI can succeed in
this attempt to rig the Iraqi democratic system as
Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak has done if that
is what its leaders are trying to do. There are tensions
among provincial governors and between them and
the central party leadership. If ISCI seriously pushes
hard for a nine-province federation, it is likely to find
itself consumed by the political struggle for and
within Basra, and it may be drawn into serious 
conflict with the JAM organizations that remain very
powerful in Maysan. The prospect of a federation
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may also increase tension between ISCI and Dawa,
since Dawa has the most to lose of any party in real
local or national elections, having virtually no politi-
cal constituency of its own. And Sistani may find
himself forced to make a series of hard choices about
his involvement in the negotiations, in the direction
of the various party platforms, and even in whether
he will give or withhold public support and to whom
or what. Then there are the Iranian, Special Groups,
JAM, and Fadhila reactions to all this, since ISCI is by
no means the only player in the region. A rapid res-
olution of this question is possible but relatively
unlikely and, even if it occurs, it is not likely to be
stable or irreversible for some time.

It is not in the best interests of Iraq as a state for
ISCI to establish an autonomous region in the south;
nor will it advance the cause of secular democracy. It
will not address the most pressing concerns of the
Shia, and it may well represent the beginning of the
creation of a clerically-managed pseudo-democracy
in the Shiite areas. Such a development is naturally
not in America’s interests, but it is also likely to be
unstable. The tribal and interpersonal boundaries
between Sunni and Shia Arabs in Iraq are much
more blurred than most Americans understand.
Major Iraqi tribal confederations like the Jiburi and
the Shammari contain both Sunni and Shia tribes.
Shia in the Five Cities area often have Sunni relatives
living in the north. They visit (Iraq is not that big a
country, after all) and communicate regularly. If
something like grassroots contested politics begins
to develop among the Sunni Arabs but not among
the Shia, the disparity will fuel tensions within the
Shiite community as well. This phenomenon is
already visible in the resentment among the Shia at
the reconstruction assistance flowing, they feel dis-
proportionately, to Sunni areas. These cross-sectarian
personal and tribal relationships are another reason
to doubt ISCI’s ability to seal off an autonomous
region that they can control as the Kurds have done.
They are also another reason to oppose the creation
of an autonomous Shiite region and to make it a
major priority of American policy in Iraq to insist
upon transparent, free, and open elections in the
south that include potential competitors to ISCI,

Dawa, and JAM, and to make that priority a key
input into American planning efforts in 2008 (which
will be considered below).

Central Government

For all of its problems, the Iraqi central government
has made significant progress in the past year. The
CoR passed almost all of the benchmark legislation
(although the Presidency Council vetoed the provin-
cial powers law, which we will consider in more
detail below), as well as a budget for 2008 that
addresses the practicalities of sharing hydrocarbon
revenues even though it has not yet passed a hydro-
carbon law. The central government’s ability to plan,
budget, and execute remains limited and uneven.
Sectarianism within the central government remains
a significant challenge, although there are signs that
the limitations on the government’s capacity are
becoming more important than sectarianism in
explaining the dysfunction of the system. The bot-
tom line is that the Iraqi central government is not
going to be running smoothly by the end of 2008,
relations between the central government and the
provinces will continue to be complex and strained,
and ethno-sectarian strains will continue to impede
progress. But progress will continue even under the
present government and the rate of improvement is
likely to accelerate after the provincial elections and,
even more, after the CoR elections of 2009.

The Presidency Council and the Council of Rep-
resentatives. The effectiveness of the central organs
of Iraqi decision-making has improved dramatically
over the past few months. The Presidency Council,
consisting of President Jalal Talabani and Vice Presi-
dents Abdul Mehdi and Tariq al Hashemi, had long
suffered from the fact that Maliki and Hashemi do not
get along very well. Previous efforts at creating a
mediating body that included all four players, there-
fore, suffered because of personality incompatibilities.
The incompatibilities remain, but reports of more
recent meetings suggest that tensions between the
two leaders are falling enough for rational discourse
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to develop. Hashemi’s behavior during the tense
negotiations leading up to the passage of three key
laws in February and then following Abdul Mehdi’s
veto of the provincial powers law has been promis-
ing. Not only did he participate in developing the
compromise solution, but he was also able to help
rally the rest of the Sunni Arab bloc to support that
solution, and he kept his cool when Abdul Mehdi
vetoed it. If one recalls the super-charged rhetoric
of 2007 over smaller issues, these developments 
are promising.

One factor that may have contributed to the
increased willingness of Hashemi and other mem-
bers of the Sunni Arab bloc to compromise was the
detention of CoR member Adnan al Dulaimi at the
end of November 2007. Dulaimi, who is suspected
of being an AQI supporter or at least of protecting
AQI supporters, has been playing a very negative
role (naturally) in discussions over a compromise.
Around the time of Dulaimi’s detention (after a car
bomb was found right outside his compound to
which his son was holding the keys), Hashemi
became more pliable. In addition, CoR speaker
Mahmud al Mashhadani, who had been an ineffec-
tive leader in 2007 (to say the least—his violent out-
bursts had led to efforts to remove him from his
speakership, in fact), suddenly became a skillful par-
liamentarian. He helped shepherd key legislation
through the CoR as a speaker should, but as he had
not previously been able to do.

The Iraqi government leadership is still far from
perfect. Maliki has grown in office to some extent, but
he continues to suffer from Dawa’s long tradition as an
underground revolutionary party and there are still
sectarian extremists in his inner circle. Talabani is a
well-intentioned and relatively balanced president,
but he is clearly not able to broker deals simply
through the force of his personality or position.
Hashemi is also a committed sectarian actor and rep-
resents the more extreme wing of the Sunni commu-
nity. Abdul Mehdi is often held up as the best of the
bunch—the least sectarian, most open to compro-
mise, least partisan leader. But he does not control his
party—Hakim does. And when push came to shove
in the matter of the provincial powers law, Abdul

Mehdi vetoed it in the interests of his party. The CoR
is also deeply flawed, with a strong Dawa representa-
tion not based on any real constituency, an extremist
Sunni Arab contingent, and a Sadrist element that has
fallen increasingly into confusion. The powers of the
prime minister remain weak. The closed-list system
on which representatives were elected has militated
against the development of real political give-and-
take within the CoR. This is not the stuff of which
decisive bridge-building governments are made.

Important progress has nevertheless occurred, as
we have seen, with the passage by the CoR of almost
all the major legislative benchmarks (except the
hydrocarbons law) and the approval by the Presi-
dency Council of all of those except the provincial
powers act, which has been returned to the CoR for
reconsideration of a single provision (see appendix B
for a listing of key legislative proposals). That
progress did not result from the Democratic con-
gressional triumph of 2006 forcing Iraqis to recog-
nize that American patience was wearing thin and
that they needed to start making compromises with
each other, as some have argued. The Iraqi govern-
ment did not make those compromises in 2006 or
even in 2007. The real breakthroughs came within
the last few months as violence across the country
dropped sufficiently that public pressure on the gov-
ernment to break the logjam mounted. If progress
continues this year, it will be the result of continued
and even growing popular demand for it and the
increasing fear on the part of the Iraqi leadership not
that America will abandon them to the apocalypse
but that they will be voted out of office.

For this pressure to continue and build, however,
the populace must believe that it will be allowed to
have honest, transparent, and peaceful elections.
Since American forces are increasingly seen in both
Shiite and Sunni communities as impartial and hon-
est brokers, their presence will be crucial to sustain-
ing this belief. To the extent that the United States
seems to back ISCI and Dawa in efforts to suppress
honest and transparent elections—which can hap-
pen easily through American inaction in the Shiite
areas since most Iraqis believe that Americans control
everything that happens in Iraq—faith in the system
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and in America to follow through on its promises of
democracy will fall.

Getting the violence under control was the first
part of the process of moving Iraq toward a stable
political agreement built on reasonable compromises
among mistrustful groups. America and the interna-
tional community must continue to play a prominent
role in helping the Iraqis to forge those compromises.
We will have to continue to fight and defeat acceler-
ants of violence and protect the Iraqi population
together with the ISF. But we will also have to serve,
along with the United Nations and other suitable
interlocutors, as mediators among Iraqi groups. As
de Mistura points out, it is much easier for two Iraqi
groups to make concessions to a neutral third
party—either the UN or the coalition—than for
them to make concessions directly to one another.

The presence of a mediator in this situation (as in
most such situations) makes it much easier for
extremist leaders who had been publicly dug in to
intractable positions to abandon those positions
without losing face by appearing to have surrendered
directly to their opponents.

That is why the American role in Iraq should be
shifting increasingly to one of armed mediation—
keeping the peace while facilitating dialogue and
compromise. But armed mediation requires an armed
presence. It requires continued local security and suf-
ficient force to demonstrate that the mediator is
impartial and determined to keep the peace for all.
Coalition forces in concert with the UN have been
extremely successful in this role so far. It is now essen-
tial to develop a coherent plan for moving ahead with
this phase of the operation in 2008 and beyond.
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The likely course of events in Iraq through July
2008 is reasonably clear. U.S. forces will be

reduced to pre-surge levels, ongoing operations will
continue and be brought to conclusion, negotiations
on various internal Iraqi issues and on the long-term
security relationship between Iraq and the United
States will continue. Beyond July it is possible to
identify a number of likely events and probable
courses of action, which have been the focus of pro-
grammatic reviews undertaken in Multi-National
Force–Iraq (MNF-I), Central Command and the
Joint Staff that will inform the military’s recommen-
dations to the president in April. The sections below
will lay out these highly probable events and courses
of action, but this manner of thinking is inappropri-
ate to the current situation. 

The event that matters most is the Council of
Representatives (CoR) election in 2009. It is a com-
mon misperception of democratic development that
the first election is the most important. Americans
and European democracies often lose interest in
developing democratic states after they have “gradu-
ated” from authoritarianism by holding their first
legitimate elections. But it is the second election that
really matters—for that is usually the first election
run by a seated democratic government under its
own laws with its own forces, and it often sets the
stage for the first democratic transition of power,
which is another key moment in democratic devel-
opment. All of our planning efforts should begin
with the 2009 CoR election and the conditions that
must be set in order for it to produce a successful
outcome. We can then work backward from those
considerations to develop a plan to establish those
conditions. In this way we avoid the mistake of
turning our attention away from a nascent democ-
racy just when we must remain most focused on
assisting it.

Likely Developments, March–July 2008

Security. Between now and July 2008, American
forces in Iraq will be reduced from the current level
of seventeen Army brigade combat teams (BCTs)
and two Marine regimental combat teams (RCTs) to
a level of thirteen Army BCTs and two Marine RCTs.
Although this reduction was described in September
as being “conditions-based,” it is not really subject to
change at this point barring a real emergency. The
Army Force Generation Model as currently planned
for 2008 would make delaying the reduction to fif-
teen brigades extremely painful. Only one brigade is
programmed to deploy to Iraq this summer, replac-
ing one that will leave. Delaying the drawdown at
this point would therefore require either extending
units in Iraq past fifteen months or advancing the
deployment of another unit by several months
(which may well be impossible given constraints on
equipment and manpower in the Army at this
point). If the situation in Iraq began to collapse for
some reason, General David Petraeus could opt to
extend one or more brigades, deploy the theater
reserve, or ask for the emergency deployment of a
strategic reserve unit, but all of these options would
be short-term and painful expedients. And the pace
of the drawdown (about one brigade per month
from March through July) provides almost no time
between withdrawals to evaluate changing condi-
tions. It is safe to say, therefore, that the U.S. military
presence in Iraq will fall to fifteen brigades by the
end of July 2008, almost regardless of changing con-
ditions on the ground.

The difference the addition of five surge brigades
and two Marine battalions made is apparent from
the figures on pages 50 and 51.

Where U.S. brigades have implemented the counter-
insurgency strategy of 2007 with adequate force
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levels, the enemy has been driven out and frag-
mented. But much remains to be done.  U.S. and Iraqi
forces are even now working to clear Mosul of al
Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). That operation will probably
continue through June 2008. When it has been com-
pleted and properly exploited, it will probably lead to
the further fragmentation of AQI throughout
Ninewah and in Tamim and northern Salah ad Din as
well. AQI concentrations at that point will probably
remain primarily in the Jazeera Desert (between
Ninewah and Anbar), in pockets in Diyala and Salah
ad Din, and in smaller pockets around Lake Tharthar,
in eastern Anbar, and in and around Baghdad.

Accurately delineating the past, current, and
probable future safe havens and transit routes of
JAM and Special Groups, particularly in the Shiite
south, is beyond the capacity of a report derived
from open-source material. In general terms, Jaysh
al Mahdi (JAM) and Special Groups presence has
been significantly reduced in Qadisiyah, Diyala,
Babil, Karbala, Wasit, and southern Baghdad
Provinces, as well as the Rashid, Mansour, and
Adhamiya Districts of Baghdad. The JAM and Spe-
cial Groups presence remains very strong in Maysan
and Basra provinces, and is significant in Dhi Qar
and Muthanna provinces. Iraqi Security Forces sup-
ported by coalition troops are likely to make modest
additional inroads into the JAM presence in the Five
Cities area (Qadisiya, Babil, Karbala, Najaf, and
Wasit provinces). The addition of the 14th Iraqi
Army Division in Basra and other possible changes
in coalition operations may reduce JAM and Special
Groups presence in Basra, Muthann, and Dhi Qar
somewhat, but probably not very much. JAM and
Special Groups presence in Maysan is likely to con-
tinue to remain very strong.

As a basis for planning, the AEI Iraq Planning
Group (IPG) considered how to draw down from
twenty brigades to fifteen and developed the follow-
ing probable course of action:

• Remove one brigade from Baghdad by
expanding the area of responsibility of the
BCT covering the Mansour District to
include the Karkh District, which has

been pretty thoroughly pacified and
which is adjacent to the International
Zone and therefore easily reinforced in
case of emergency (this has already
occurred, bringing the force level now in
Iraq down to nineteen brigades).

• Remove one brigade from Anbar, leaving
two Marine RCTs in the province together
with an increasingly capable ISF presence
and a greatly diminished enemy threat
(leaving eighteen brigades).

• Remove one brigade from Multi-National
Division–Center (MND-C), since the com-
bination of successful clearing-and-holding
operations and the rise of Sons of Iraq (SoI)
movements in the southern Baghdad belt
has created security sufficiently stable that
the additional surge brigade sent to clear
this area can safely depart (leaving seven-
teen brigades).

• Remove another brigade by moving one
Marine RCT out of Anbar to replace an
Army brigade in either Ninewah or Salah
ad Din. This move accepts greater risk of
AQI re-penetration of Anbar through
sleeper cells and also reduces coalition
force presence in the province as released
detainees return in larger numbers, but
these risks are lower than those entailed in
reducing forces in other areas (leaving six-
teen brigades).

• Remove one brigade from Multi-National
Division–North (MND-N) on the assump-
tion that by July, coalition and Iraqi 
Security Forces (ISF) troops will have suc-
cessfully cleared Mosul and established
sustainable security in that city, and that
they will also have cleared the Baiji-
Samarra corridor in a durable manner
(leaving fifteen brigades—the pre-surge
level). See figure 3 on page 53.

PLANS AND PROSPECTS FOR 2008

49



IRAQ: THE WAY AHEAD

50

FIGURE 1
COALITION FORCES AND ENEMY SAFE HAVENS AND TRANSIT ROUTES, LATE 2006 (FIFTEEN U.S. BRIGADES)

SOURCE: Courtesy of Institute for the Study of War.
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FIGURE 2
COALITION FORCES AND ENEMY SAFE HAVENS AND TRANSIT ROUTES, JANUARY 2008 (NINETEEN U.S. BRIGADES)

SOURCE: Courtesy of Institute for the Study of War.
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FIGURE 3
POSSIBLE CONFIGURATION OF FIFTEEN BRIGADES BY JULY 2008

SOURCE: Courtesy of Institute for the Study of War.



We can evaluate the risk entailed in removing
each brigade in two ways: How might the with-
drawal jeopardize current gains in the area the unit
was covering? How might the reduction jeopardize
future operations that are ongoing or might be
required in other areas? If the focus of our effort is on
getting through 2008 without losing what we have
gained, then the first question is paramount. But if
we are more concerned with setting the conditions
for success in 2009 and beyond—and particularly in
ensuring the success of the 2009 CoR elections—
then the second question is even more important.

From the standpoint of jeopardizing current
gains, the first two reductions (from Baghdad and
Anbar) entail very little risk. The third reduction
(from MND-C) entails somewhat more risk because
of the continued presence of JAM and Special
Groups and the relatively more fragile nature of the
SoI movement in a more recently pacified mixed-
sectarian area. Even so, the level of additional risk is
not unreasonable given not only current conditions
on the ground, but also current trends. Keeping in
mind that American brigades do much more than
simply patrol and protect the population,48 these
reductions are still acceptable—two RCTs in Anbar,
four BCTs in Baghdad, and three BCTs in MND-C
are enough to provide support to Iraqi units operat-
ing with them, to sustain embedded Provincial
Reconstruction Teams (ePRTs), to guarantee and
contain SoIs, and to perform the critical roles of
armed mediation in their areas. The path from
twenty brigades to seventeen is relatively clear and is
not likely to put current security and political gains
at risk in the areas from which the first three
brigades are withdrawn.

Removing the last two surge brigades (one from
MND-N and another one from Anbar) entails more
risk because it assumes that ongoing operations will
succeed as planned and that foreseeable dangers will
not materialize. Reducing force in MND-N by July
requires that

• Mosul has been cleared and forces are in
place to hold it.

• The Baiji-Samarra corridor has been
cleared or is in the process of being
cleared with forces that can remain after
the withdrawal.

• Cleared areas of Diyala remain stable and
remaining hotspots such as Khalis are
cleared and held.

• The situation in Kirkuk is sufficiently
calm that very few coalition forces are
required to maintain stability there.

• Sufficient ISF are present to continue
operations against remaining AQI cells in
Ninewah with minimal coalition support.

• Security does not deteriorate as the result
of a spectacular AQI attack, Arab-Kurdish
tensions, or tensions with the other
minority communities in the area, the
return of detainees, or the movement of
internally displaced people.

Withdrawing an additional brigade from Anbar
by July 2008 assumes that

• AQI is not able to regenerate and local
security forces are able to handle remain-
ing AQI pockets and sleeper cells.

• ISF forces in Anbar are capable of operat-
ing, including sustaining themselves, with
the degree of support that one RCT, one
Marine Expeditionary Force headquarters,
and possibly one nonstandard brigade
headquarters can provide.

• Reduction to a single RCT does not gener-
ate fear of abandonment by Anbaris or
fear among the Shia that the United States
is unleashing the Anbaris.

• Any AQI and Sunni Arab insurgents flee-
ing from defeats in Ninewah and Salah ad
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Din can be handled by ISF with the sup-
port of a single RCT. 

• Returning detainees do not create more
instability than local forces can handle.

None of these assumptions is in itself invalid, and
it is perfectly possible that enough of them will be
met, and that mitigation measures put in place by
MNF-I will be sufficient to handle those that are not
or other unforeseen contingencies. It is important
nevertheless to recognize some of the assumptions
that underlie the reduction in forces from twenty
brigades to fifteen, particularly the additional
assumptions required to justify the withdrawal of
the last two brigades, even if the objective is merely
to ensure that the security situation does not deteri-
orate in the areas from which units withdraw.

There is very little margin for error in this plan,
which would leave four brigades in Baghdad (plus
one at Victory Base Complex); one RCT in Anbar;
three brigades in MND-C; four brigades and one RCT
in MND-N; and one brigade in Dhi Qar assigned
route-security duties. It is difficult to imagine remov-
ing an additional brigade from Baghdad in this time
frame, since doing so would require either assigning
Mansour, Rashid, and Karkh to a single brigade or
assigning all of eastern Baghdad to a single brigade.
Anbar cannot be left without any brigades. The five
brigades in MND-N must cover Diyala, Ninewah,
Salah ad Din, Kirkuk, and the northern Baghdad belt
out to Lake Tharthar and beyond into the Jazeera
Desert. Diyala will remain a complex security chal-
lenge even if it remains relatively peaceful, and the
units there have not yet been able to clear the areas
beyond Hamrin Lake toward Iran, which remains an
economy of force mission even at current force levels.
Ninewah cannot be left with no brigades in the imme-
diate aftermath of the clearing of Mosul. Salah ad Din
and Kirkuk will consume at least one brigade and
probably more like two as clearing operations pro-
ceed in the Tigris River Valley; likewise, the northern
Baghdad belt, Lake Tharthar, and the Jazeera Desert.
And three brigades in MND-C must cover the lower
Euphrates river valley, Diyala and Wasit east of 

Baghdad, and the recently cleared former AQI safe
havens immediately south of Baghdad. Considering
that this southern Baghdad belt is a seam between
Iraqi Army units and an economy of force mission for
both the 6th Division in Baghdad and the 8th Divi-
sion in Diwaniyah, even going down to three U.S.
brigades in this area requires significant continued
assistance from SoIs and the population. One could
imagine tweezing a battalion out of one sector or
another, at least for a while, but not much more
unless the situation improves more rapidly than any-
one has a right to expect in four months.

The reduction in force to fifteen brigades thus
assumes either that it will not be necessary or desir-
able to deploy significant additional forces into Shi-
ite areas in the south, including Basra, or that such
forces would have to come from outside the theater.

Politics. The only certain significant political event
in this time frame is the end of the moratorium on
referenda to establish federal regions in April. The
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) is already
established as a federal region. The Sunni and mixed
areas (Ninewah, Anbar, Salah ad Din, Diyala, and
Baghdad) will not attempt to do so either singly or
in combination. It is unlikely that Basrawi politi-
cians will be able to agree on a course of action with
regard to this issue before July, and it is therefore
unlikely that they will either declare Basra its own
autonomous region (as the law allows) or combine
it with a nine-province Shia federal region as
Supreme Islamic Iraqi Council (ISCI) leaders desire.
It is possible, but by no means certain, that ISCI
leaders will manage to come to an agreement about
how to proceed toward establishing a federal region,
and they may put in motion a process to hold refer-
enda. It is very unlikely that they will actually man-
age to hold such referenda in this period, but even
the establishment of a process to do so with a set
date could be extremely destabilizing. There seems
little likelihood that this will be a major issue during
this period, however, apart from whatever negotia-
tions it spawns among ISCI and other Shia leaders.

The agreement by which the Kurds waived the
constitutional requirement to hold a referendum
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about their borders by the end of 2007 in theory
requires some kind of action by the end of June
2008. The agreement was specifically worded by de
Mistura so that it is not a commitment either to hold
a referendum or even to resolve the issue by June—
simply to begin a process for resolving the issue. It
is conceivable that events within the KRG or on its
borders with Arab Iraq could disrupt this agree-
ment, but it seems unlikely.

The provincial powers law has been returned to
the CoR for review of one article, and renegotiating
that issue will certainly consume the energy of Iraq’s
leaders for some and possibly all of this period. It is
conceivable that they will fail to find an acceptable
compromise, but that outcome is unlikely. The
provincial powers law was passed as part of a three-
part package that gave each group an important
desideratum: the passage of the 2008 budget gave
the Kurds 17 percent of the oil revenue, which they
have been demanding also in the hydrocarbons
law—this budget was a short-term compromise; the
passage of the amnesty law was important to the
Sunni Arab community; and the provincial powers
act has been an important desideratum of Shia gov-
ernors who want to be able to start improving their
political positions by making their provinces work
better. Since the provincial powers law was the main
thing the Shia got out of this bargain, and since the
disagreement is about one article that can, in fact, be
waived (it is even somewhat hard to justify the
proposition that a provincial governor could be
removed by a simple majority of the CoR), it is
unlikely that the Shia will not find a way to settle the
dispute. If they do not, of course, then the course of
political progress will be derailed or at least delayed
significantly, with what results it is not now possible
to predict.

Negotiations now underway for a long-term secu-
rity agreement will continue, but are extremely
unlikely to produce results within this time period.
They will, however, consume a great deal of energy
from the White House, the U.S. Mission in Baghdad,
and the Iraqi government, and they may also gener-
ate controversies within the U.S. that may or may not
interact with Iraqi politics in unpredictable ways.

Lastly, we must note two possible external influ-
ences. Iran’s Majles (parliamentary) elections may
produce immediate or delayed changes in Iranian
policy in Iraq, either for good or for ill. And the
apparent desire of Lebanese Hezbollah to retaliate for
the killing of Imad Fayez Mughniyah, a Hezbollah
terrorist killed in Damascus on February 12, may
generate regional effects that could change the situa-
tion in Iraq. It is unlikely that the level of Iranian
support for insurgents and terrorists will change suf-
ficiently over this period to affect the overall situation
very much, or that any Lebanese Hezbollah attack
against Israel, the United States or our allies will have
much impact either, but these are two possible chal-
lenges that we must at least have in mind.

July–December 2008

Predicting events over the course of the next four
months is one thing; predicting events to the end of
the year is quite another. That is one reason why the
discussion about force levels after the return to pre-
surge levels is premature and even ill-advised. The
United States will have removed 25 percent of its
combat power by the end of July, with most of the
reduction coming in the space of five months. The
last half of the year is dotted with significant events
that can not only create changes in the situation
when they occur, but can also create bow waves of
instability weeks or even months in advance. We
will first consider these probable significant events,
then consider the suitability of a fifteen-brigade set
for responding to them, and finally evaluate the
prospects for further reductions in force below pre-
surge levels during President Bush’s term.

Significant Events. The following events are either
already scheduled or are very likely to occur before
the end of 2008:

• The Long-Term Security Agreement (LTSA)
must be negotiated and signed by Decem-
ber 31, 2008 or else the United Nations
Security Council resolution must be
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extended (which the Iraqi government has
categorically stated that it will not do). If
neither happens, then the legal basis for the
presence of coalition forces in Iraq will
lapse. Since it is extraordinarily difficult to
imagine the train wreck that would ensue,
and since it is in the interest of none of the
principals for that train wreck to occur, it is
highly likely that an agreement will be
reached and signed.

• American presidential elections will be
held in November.

• Iraqi provincial elections will very likely
be held by the end of the year. The vetoed
provincial powers law set a date of Octo-
ber 1, and the Presidency Council has
stated that it supports that date even
though the law itself was returned to the
CoR. Considering the strong desire from
all parts of Iraqi society to hold provincial
elections soon, it is probable that they will
be held around October 1.

• Ramadan begins on September 2, 2008,
and lasts for one month.

• The Australian battle group (a battalion)
will be withdrawn from Dhi Qar and will
not be replaced.

• The Polish brigade will be withdrawn from
Diwaniyah and will not be replaced.

• The Georgian brigade at Kut will very likely
leave as well due to deteriorating security
conditions in the Caucasus.

• Approximately forty additional battal-
ions will have joined the ISF since the
start of the year, including two additional
divisions in the Iraqi Army as described
above.

In addition, negotiations on the provincial powers
law, the hydrocarbons law, and Article 140 will con-
tinue if these issues have not already been resolved,
and discussions or actions toward establishing fed-
eral regions in the Shiite south may take place.

Security and Politics. The last half of 2008 will
thus see three major events that have traditionally
either generated increased terrorist violence (U.S.
elections and Ramadan) or required additional secu-
rity (provincial elections). At the same time, the
coalition will lose a brigade in Diwaniyah, a battal-
ion in Dhi Qar, and probably a brigade in Kut, while
gaining an additional Iraqi Army division each in
Basra and Baghdad and other ISF battalions and
brigades elsewhere throughout the country. It is pos-
sible that the United Kingdom will reduce its pres-
ence in Basra this year as well, although given the
nature of British operations there, the difference
between the current deployment and a somewhat
smaller one will likely be relatively minor. Signifi-
cant problems would only result from a complete
British withdrawal from Basra, which does not
appear likely in 2008.

Let us assume that operations currently underway
are successful, that current progress continues at
approximately the same rate, and that no untoward
events occur that badly derail that progress. What
risks does a fifteen-brigade set hold in the latter part
of 2008? Again, there is the question of whether or
not fifteen brigades will be enough to maintain the
security gains already made, and there is the question
of whether fifteen brigades are adequate to set the
conditions for longer-term success. An additional
question is whether it may be possible to start chang-
ing the mission of U.S. forces from securing the
population and partnering with Iraqi troops to some
sort of operational or strategic overwatch while con-
tinuing to train and advise the ISF and conduct
counter-terrorism operations as necessary.

The answer to this last question is almost
unequivocally no. Transitioning to an overwatch
posture generally in the theater (which is what a
mission change would imply, since the current plan
is to move into operational overwatch locally as
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soon as the situation and the capabilities of ISF units
in the area permit) presumes that ISF units are able
to transport and sustain themselves either tactically
or operationally; that they are sufficiently well
trained, equipped, and led to conduct independent
operations against the enemies they are likely to
encounter; that the ISF will therefore be able to take
responsibility for protecting local populations
against insurgents and terrorists of both sects; and
that the ISF will remain (or, in the case of some
units, become) an impartial, non-sectarian, non-
partisan force that is not used to advance the inter-
ests of any particular party or group. Achieving this
level of performance across the theater would
require a transformation of the capabilities of the
ministries of defense and interior and a significant
amount of personnel turnover in some ISF units and
in those and other ministries. It is extraordinarily
unlikely that any large number of these conditions
will be met across the theater by the end of 2008,
and certain that some of them will not be. The IPG
has considered the problems of premature changes
of mission in a previous report.49 Improvements in
the ISF mitigate many of the challenges identified in
that report, but not enough to justify changing the
mission of U.S. forces in 2008. Doing so would def-
initely put our security and quite probably our
political gains in Iraq in grave danger.

Can fifteen brigades with the current mission
sustain the gains we have already made in both
areas? Possibly. AQI has been seriously disrupted
and its capabilities degraded. Operations in
Ninewah and then, presumably, in Salah ad Din,
together with ongoing efforts in Diyala and the Zaab
Triangle region of Salah ad Din province will make
it difficult for AQI to reconstitute a theater-wide or
even regional capability for organized violence. Indi-
vidual AQI cells, including sleeper cells in Anbar,
will attempt to conduct high-profile attacks before
and during Ramadan, Iraqi elections, and American
elections. Some of those attempts will succeed.
Unless AQI gets very lucky, however, such attacks
are unlikely to derail forward progress in Iraq mate-
rially, considering the tremendous resentment of
AQI throughout the populace and AQI’s inability to

generate massive coordinated violence in many
areas at once. As long as coalition forces and the ISF
continue to pursue AQI aggressively as planned and
continue to partner with one another to protect the
population, AQI is unlikely to regain its footing in
2008 although it is certain to cause casualties and
grab occasional headlines.

JAM has also been degraded significantly,
although not to the extent of AQI and not for the
same reasons. Although coalition and ISF attacks
have done great damage to JAM, internal conflict
has probably done more. Sadr’s “ceasefire,” more-
over, has also played a significant role in reducing
JAM’s contribution to Iraqi violence. Sadr recently
extended his ceasefire for another six months, and it
is holding about as well as it did before despite
grumbling from the ranks. His decision did not
result from altruism, and probably did not result
from his confidence that he would be able to seize a
better opportunity in the future. The Sadrists who
have adhered to the ceasefire are those who obey
Sadr, definitionally. Those who have continued to
fight, on the whole, are unreliable or rogue elements
of the movement. But coalition forces have not
stopped tracking known JAM units and leaders sim-
ply because they have stopped fighting. Were Sadr
to give the order to resume fighting, it is very likely
that the first event would be a series of targeted
coalition and ISF strikes against known JAM units
and leaders, devastating the group most loyal to
Moqtada. This situation will hold as long as the
coalition retains its current posture, forward-
deployed within Iraqi neighborhoods where it is
able to track JAM units and leaders in conjunction
with its ISF partners, which a fifteen-brigade
deployment permits. Sadr may decide, for some rea-
son, that he must take the chance anyway, but it is
unlikely in such a situation as long as the coalition
avoids actions such as invading Sadr City in large
numbers without provocation that might reunite the
Sadrist movement. JAM violence will rise and fall,
particularly as individual units and commanders opt
out of Sadr’s ceasefire either opportunistically or out
of fear of being targeted if they do not act. But it is
relatively unlikely that an order from Moqtada or
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some other input will generate a coherent JAM
counter-offensive that would overwhelm the cur-
rently planned U.S. and Iraqi force posture by the
end of the year.

Special Groups are another matter. Even at twenty
brigades, the coalition has been able to disrupt and
reduce the flow of Iranian weapons, leaders, and
trainers to the Special Groups, but not to halt that
flow. No operations are likely that would eliminate
Special Groups access to Basra and Maysan and
thence into the Five Cities area, and it will be difficult
to stop the movement of Special Groups personnel
and resources along the lines of communication from
Mandali through Diyala, although success in south-
western Diyala can dramatically mitigate the effects
of that flow. There is also evidence to suggest that
both Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)
operatives and Special Groups transit Kurdistan, par-
ticularly Sulaymaniyah and Irbil, where there is no
coalition presence. Unless the Kurds choose to stop
this movement (which they have not done hitherto),
it is likely to continue feeding Special Groups in
Diyala and Tamim provinces. 

The departure of the Australian battle group from
Dhi Qar will probably prove relatively insignificant in
this regard, since the Australians have not been
actively patrolling for some time. The departure of
the Polish brigade from Diwaniyah will be much
more significant. Although the Poles have not gener-
ally been very aggressive in conducting combat or
patrolling operations outside their base, the presence
of that unit has provided important support, both
directly in the form of firepower and the availability
of reinforcements when needed, and indirectly in the
form of psychological support and as a base for U.S.
operations when necessary. Considering the pivotal
role the 8th Iraqi Army Division, co-located with the
Poles in Diwaniyah, has been playing in the fight
against Special Groups in the south, it will likely be
necessary to replace the Polish contingent with some
American forces, even if not on the same scale, in
order to sustain and advance gains already made
against Special Groups in the Five Cities area. It will
probably be possible to move some U.S. combat
forces into Diwaniyah, possibly under the control of

a non-standard brigade headquarters, at the level of
fifteen brigades in country, as long as key assump-
tions about continued progress in the area immedi-
ately south of Baghdad hold.

It is important to note here that the reductions
already underway, combined with ongoing opera-
tions in northern Iraq, have increased the strain on
the Iraqi Army and created a ripple effect of units
moving from south to north. The army has met the
challenge so far, but it is less clear that it will be able
to do so at the same level as the U.S. force presence
begins to contract dramatically over the next few
months. Some additional Iraqi units will come on
line, but the immediate focus of their deployments
is on Basra and Baghdad rather than the mid-
Euphrates. The withdrawal of the Poles and prob-
ably the Georgians will increase this strain on the
8th Division. The movement toward provincial elec-
tions is likely to increase the pressure on the divi-
sion’s leadership from political leaders seeking
partisan advantages. The 8th occupies critical terrain
in the struggle against Special Groups because sev-
eral of the main infiltration routes run through its
area of responsibility and because the Five Cities
area holds many Special Groups targets—including
the 8th itself. Supporting this unit should be a high
priority, although it is difficult to see how much sup-
port can be provided for it at pre-surge levels with-
out increasing risk in other areas significantly.

The Iranians, lastly, could increase their support
of the Special Groups in several ways. They could
provide the Special Groups with more weapons;
they could send more trainers (Iraqis, Lebanese
Hezbollah, or IRGC) to support Special Groups
operations within Iraq; or they could give the Spe-
cial Groups access to more sophisticated weapons,
particularly advanced surface-to-air missiles.
Although coalition and Iraqi forces will continue to
operate actively against Special Groups to preempt
or respond to any such escalations in Iraq, projected
force levels make it very likely that Iran will retain
the option to escalate at least to some extent at
Tehran’s discretion.

It is nevertheless unlikely that Special Groups
operations will derail progress in Iraq, although the
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possibility that they will is significantly higher than
it is with JAM or AQI. A successful high-profile Spe-
cial Groups attack against a Sunni or Shiite religious,
political, or military leader could have non-linear
consequences. Special Groups have not thus far
shown an ability to plan and conduct coordinated
offensive operations across the theater, but if they
developed that ability they could inflict severe casu-
alties on U.S. and Iraqi forces in a short period of
time using explosively formed projectiles (EFPs),
against which the coalition has no effective techno-
logical counter-measure. Even an uncoordinated but
sustained increase in EFP attacks could generate
surges of casualties that could have non-linear
effects on American popular perceptions of the war
out of proportion to their actual significance on the
battlefield. As American monthly casualty rates
remain low, it does not take very many successful
attacks to generate a significant percentage increase
in those casualties. And in the context of steadily
improving security, rocket or mortar attacks against
coalition or Iraqi bases can garner headlines where
they barely have rated sentences in the violence of
2006 and 2007.

An even greater danger is that the Special Groups
will plan and conduct targeted assassination cam-
paigns for the purpose of shaping the future politi-
cal course of Iraq. Special Groups have, in fact,
already undertaken such campaigns—the series of
attacks on Sistani’s representatives, for instance, and
the assassinations of effective police and military
commanders and governors. As provincial elections
approach, it is extremely likely that the Special
Groups will launch additional such campaigns to
ensure that candidates who appear threatening to
their interests (i.e., Iran’s interests as the Qods Force
sees them) disappear, do not run, or change their
programs. These sorts of campaigns will hardly reg-
ister in overall violence statistics, but the targeted
killing of a handful of key individuals can have
repercussions out of all proportion to the numbers.

Against the decline in U.S. presence and the pos-
sible increases in violence, current plans set the
planned increase in ISF. In particular, it appears that
the U.S. command intends to rely on the increase in

numbers and capability of the ISF to obviate the
need for large numbers of American troops to pro-
vide security for provincial elections. We must con-
sider this question first from the standpoint of
retaining security and political gains already made,
but we must then also consider the implications for
the longer-term development of the Iraqi state of
decisions we make about how to prepare for provin-
cial elections.

The United States has surged additional forces
into Iraq to provide security for each previous elec-
tion. For the CoR elections in 2005 there were more
than 160,000 American troops in Iraq—roughly the
same number of combat units present at the height
of the 2007 surge. On the other hand, there were
virtually no combat-capable ISF units that could be
entrusted with the responsibility of securing elec-
tions without very close American support, and vio-
lence was significantly higher than it is today or is
likely to be in October 2008. There is no question
that ISF units can play a much greater role in pro-
viding security for their own electoral process than
they ever have before.

It is less clear, however, that their increasing
capability allows American forces prudently to
assume that they will not have to assist in providing
electoral security. The test of election security, for
one thing, is not simply whether Iraqis can safely
travel to polling sites and vote but also whether
international elections monitors feel safe enough to
do their jobs. It may be rather difficult to persuade
monitors to entrust their safety entirely to ISF far
from coalition support.  Special Groups or AQI hop-
ing to disrupt the elections or delegitimize them will
surely target such monitors, and the ISF has not
demonstrated the ability to prevent all such attacks.
This is a matter for negotiation with the United
Nations and the monitors themselves, of course, but
it appears to present a potential challenge.

A more serious challenge comes from the intra-
Shia political tensions discussed at length above. In
some areas, local Shia have said that they will not
trust the election results unless there is an American
soldier standing on the ballot box. That view may be
extreme, but it is a sample of the potential danger of
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relying exclusively on ISF forces to provide security
for the elections in Shiite areas. 

Some planners and analysts suggest that the desire
for elections is so broad and overpowering that there
is unlikely to be any coordinated attempt at violence.
This view appears rather Pollyannaish. AQI certainly
wishes to disrupt elections, and Special Groups prob-
ably will as well—particularly since these elections,
unlike previous ones, are likely to occur a month
before American presidential elections. The stakes for
the groups most determined to defeat the United
States are extremely high, and the value to them of
disrupting an event that could otherwise be the cap-
stone of a successful turnaround in American
prospects in Iraq is enormous. They may choose not
to make such an attempt, or they may prove unable
to do so. But as a planning assumption it seems essen-
tial to accept the likelihood that both will try.

It is not possible for a group like the IPG to eval-
uate the requirements for securing provincial elec-
tions in detail. Given the extremely limited leeway in
the U.S. force structure at fifteen brigades, the poten-
tial difficulty of partisanship and infiltration of the
ISF—and the likely determination of one or both
enemies to generate violence—it seems unlikely that
this number of brigades will be adequate to secure
the elections without accepting undue risk.

One possible way to mitigate this problem is to
conduct rolling elections, in which individual
provinces vote one at a time. Rolling elections would
certainly reduce the security requirement, possibly
bringing it comfortably within the realm of a fifteen-
brigade set. But the United States does not control
how the Iraqis conduct elections, and pressure
within Iraq will be great to conduct the elections all
at once or, at least, over a condensed time period. It
seems unlikely that provinces will agree to an elec-
toral program that stretches over a year or more.
Since eighteen provinces have to vote, rolling elec-
tions probably mean at best one or two provincial
elections every month for a year. Securing each indi-
vidual election places less of a burden on U.S. and
Iraqi forces—but securing one or two elections
every month for ten or twelve months generates a
burden of a different variety.

The longer-term danger of relying on the ISF to
secure the provincial elections is far greater than the
short-term danger. There is already ample evidence,
as we have noted, of partisan political pressure on
ISF leaders to assist in efforts to lay the conditions for
outcomes that will suit local leaders. The electoral
threat to ISCI combined with the near-monopoly
that party holds on governorships in the south
makes this danger very real. It is conceivable that
ISCI, operating through the ISF with coalition sup-
port, could deter viable opposition candidates from
running, conduct its own targeted assassination cam-
paign, shape public attitudes with force or its threat,
and in general create a situation in which the elec-
tions are relatively peaceful—but illegitimate and
seen as such by the population. This would be a
dreadful outcome. It creates the very real possibility
that the United States could be seen as complicit in
the stealing of an election by a party whose public
support has been steadily fading, and it could under-
mine the validity of the idea of democracy in an area
that is eager to embrace it. But it might not compro-
mise short-term security, and it could create enough
of a simulacrum of democratic process to satisfy
American leaders and even the press and the public.
This scenario is, in many respects, the most danger-
ous of all, as it could delude us into believing that we
have succeeded when we have in fact set the condi-
tions for long-term failure. We will consider in the
recommendations section how to address this com-
plex challenge, but it will be difficult to do with only
fifteen brigades in country or even with a short-term
surge around the date of the elections. Setting the
conditions for truly successful provincial elections
requires a plan that starts almost immediately—
because ISCI and Special Groups have already begun
executing their own plans.

Fifteen Brigades—Bottom Line

Success is possible at the level of fifteen brigades
through 2008. Many positive trends within the politi-
cal system and ISF development programs, as well as
increasing popular commitment to establishing and
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maintaining peace and participating in a political
process, make success more likely. The continued
skillful and aggressive but discriminate application
of American combat power directly in support of
Iraqi units with the goal of continuing to provide
security for the Iraqi population can keep AQI off
balance and mitigate the dangers of JAM and Special
Groups kinetic operations. It will be much harder to
prevent JAM from continuing the “soft cleansing”
campaigns it is undertaking in Baghdad and else-
where and to stop Special Groups and ISCI from
precisely calibrated efforts to affect provincial elec-
tions, but it is not impossible.

There is considerable risk inherent in the cur-
rently planned reductions in U.S. forces, however.
Many assumptions must be validated, unforeseen
challenges can arise, and enemies have to behave
more or less as expected in order for this to work.
The likelihood is that it will work, particularly as
long as the U.S. command continues to develop a
coherent intellectual and planning framework suit-
able for the evolving situation and as long as it con-
tinues to respond flexibly to circumstances on the
ground that may start to change rapidly. Some offi-
cers who would prefer more rapid drawdowns have
suggested that the idea of holding at fifteen brigades
through the end of Bush’s term is the “Cadillac”
approach, keeping a luxury force in Iraq at the
expense of other more pressing needs. It is not. The
current projected force levels are either the bare
minimum needed under fairly optimistic assump-
tions to make success likely—or else they are
slightly below that bare minimum.

The Risk in Additional Force Reductions
in 2008

The IPG considered in detail two additional sce-
narios: reductions to thirteen and to ten brigades by
the end of 2008. Reducing from twenty brigades to
seventeen was relatively easy and did not add greatly
to the risk of failure. Reducing from seventeen to fif-
teen was much harder and did materially add to the
risk, although not unacceptably so in all probability.

Finding even one additional brigade to remove
beyond that point is exponentially more difficult.
Removing two or three more brigades requires
assuming that current positive trends will accelerate
dramatically with no setbacks and that the ISF will
develop self-sustaining capabilities that we are
unlikely to see in 2008. Planning to get down to ten
brigades quickly requires a fundamental change in
the mission of U.S. forces. It is not possible under
any reasonable set of assumptions to sustain the cur-
rent mission and program of gradual conditions-
based transition that sets the framework for
long-term success at ten brigades—and probably
not at twelve or thirteen either.

It is not possible to leave Anbar uncovered or to
remove the brigade in Dhi Qar responsible for con-
voy security. One brigade each must remain in
Ninewah and Salah ad Din to support ISF in those
areas, as well as PRTs, local engagement, and all the
other things that only brigades can do. The complex
and challenging situation in the province of Diyala
requires a brigade as well, for the same reasons. The
challenges of keeping only three brigades in Bagh-
dad neighborhoods have already been discussed—
four is really the minimum appropriate planning
basis for 2008 given the consequences of renewed
sectarian conflict or terrorist activity in the capital.
And the protection of Victory Base Complex and the
area around it requires a brigade as well. That leaves
three brigades to be deployed in the Baghdad sub-
urbs or further south. Considering the challenge
from Special Groups and JAM and the increasing
danger of intra-Shia conflict as provincial elections
approach, it would seem unwise to take much risk
to the south and east of Baghdad. Particularly with
the departure of the Polish contingent from
Diwaniyah, the likely departure of the Georgians
from Kut, and the need to continue to guard the
lines of communication from Iran supporting Spe-
cial Groups in Baghdad and the Five Cities area, it is
hard to imagine keeping fewer than two brigades
south and east of the capital, leaving one for the
northern belt in a deployment of thirteen brigades.

A reduction to ten brigades would restrict U.S.
presence in Baghdad, including VBC, to three
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FIGURE 4
POSSIBLE CONFIGURATION OF THIRTEEN BRIGADES BY DECEMBER 2008

SOURCE: Courtesy of Institute for the Study of War.
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FIGURE 5
POSSIBLE CONFIGURATION OF TEN BRIGADES BY DECEMBER 2008

SOURCE: Courtesy of Institute for the Study of War.



brigades total—most likely one at VBC and one on
either side of the river. It would also require the
elimination of one of the remaining two brigades
south of Baghdad or of the single remaining brigade
in the northern belt. The first option would open
one or more lines of communication for JAM and
Special Groups support from Iran; the second
would open the northwestern suburbs of Baghdad,
southern Salah ad Din, and Lake Tharthar to AQI
reinfiltration and even the reestablishment of AQI
safe havens in rural areas near the capital. At this
force level, it would be impossible to maintain U.S.
units in joint security stations or combat outposts in
the capital, and very difficult to do so anywhere else
in the country. A ten-brigade set restricts almost all
American forces to a limited number of areas in and
around Forward Operating Bases from which they
could serve as quick-reaction forces for Iraqi units.
They would be severely restricted in their ability to
partner with, fight with, and mentor Iraqi units,
which would have to become much more self-suffi-
cient in a very short period of time. The coalition
would have virtually no presence at all in the area
between Iskandariyah and Nasiriyah—giving ISCI,
JAM, and Special Groups free rein to slug it out for
control of the Five Cities area. Coalition forces
would have no ability to mass against AQI, JAM, or
Special Groups efforts to reestablish themselves in
areas beyond the reach of our limited footprint.
Either the ISF or local volunteers would have to step
up very rapidly and under great pressure, or the
situation would begin to deteriorate rapidly.

Even at twelve or thirteen brigades by the end of
2008, the United States could hope for success only
under the most optimistic conceivable set of assump-
tions. U.S. commanders would have to decide either
to accept the risk of pulling forces out of forward
positions within Baghdad’s neighborhoods or of
reopening AQI and Special Groups lines of commu-
nication toward the capital and the sectarian fault
lines. Again, there would be virtually no coalition
presence at all in the Five Cities area once the Poles
will have left, leaving the region entirely open to
ISCI, JAM, and Special Groups infighting. And this is
not a problem that can be solved by hastily rushing

partly trained Iraqi soldiers or police into the area,
considering the complexity of the political dynamics
involved. One might suggest that the Iraqis move
additional units into the Five Cities area from else-
where in the country, but the Iraqi Army has limited
resources despite its rapid growth and such a rede-
ployment in the context of a significant American
withdrawal risks creating vulnerabilities in areas
such as Diyala, Ninewah, Salah ad Din, or Baghdad
that have only recently been pacified. And the notion
of relying on the Iraqi Police or the National Police
alone in 2008, without the support of substantial
Iraqi Army or coalition combat units is laughable.

The objection to reducing U.S. forces in Iraq
below fifteen brigades in 2008 is not based on some
arbitrary determination to hold at pre-surge levels or
a general but vague sense of how many troops are
needed. It is based on hard military reality given the
current and likely future enemy threat, probable
political developments that are likely to have an
impact on security, and the critical tasks, both
kinetic and nonkinetic, that U.S. combat brigades
perform. Anyone who proposes withdrawing addi-
tional brigades in 2008 has an obligation to make a
credible argument about where specifically they
could be taken from and what assumptions are
required to justify the reduction. Any such proposal
must also clearly identify the line at which it
becomes essential to change the mission of U.S.
forces back to overwatch and transition—and to
show that the conditions are likely to exist that
would permit such a change of mission without
compromising our current gains.

And the focus on reducing U.S. forces as rapidly as
possible destroys any possibility of planning seriously
to shape the conditions for long-term success. The
inability to maintain even the combat power the coali-
tion now has in the Five Cities area guarantees that
the Iraqis will find an “Iraqi solution” to the political
situation there and that the coalition will have virtu-
ally no leverage—and probably very little under-
standing even of what is happening—in that vital
region. Current trend lines do not suggest that the
“Iraqi solution” will suit either America’s long-term
interests or Iraq’s. Most likely, it will suit the interests
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of a political party in the short term at the expense of
long-term stability and democracy. Things might turn
out better than that, but hope should not be confused
with strategy. The U.S. has been down this road
before—accepting unreasonably optimistic scenarios
to justify desired force reductions even when visible
trends suggested that the scenarios were very unlikely
to play out. We should think more than twice before
making the same mistake again.

It is possible that conditions in Iraq will improve
such that additional force reductions will be possible
in 2008 or early in 2009. Decisions about force
levels should be made as conditions on the ground

change and not in advance. Sound strategy requires
assuming that we will need to maintain at least 
fifteen brigades in Iraq through January 2009. If it
becomes possible later in the year to withdraw
forces without compromising not only near-term
security but also long-term success, then units can
always be turned around or sent home. But plan-
ning now for additional reductions, given the reali-
ties of troop-to-task ratios in any of the most likely
scenarios, is foolish. Promising such reductions or
committing to them now would be completely irre-
sponsible. There is simply no basis in the situation
as it is in Iraq today to make such a decision.
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America’s objective in Iraq is to help the Iraqis
establish a legitimate, democratic, inclusive, secu-

lar, and stable government that is a friend in the region
and an ally in the war against militant Islamism. This
objective is attainable, and much closer now than it
has ever been before. But success is not inevitable.
America and Iraq still face significant military threats
from both Sunni and Shia insurgent and terrorist
groups supported from outside Iraq, and the growth of
a mature democratic political system still faces signifi-
cant challenges. There is virtually no chance of success
unless America commits to supporting and assisting
Iraq for the long term with soldiers, trainers, advisers,
civilian experts, economic help, military assistance,
and programs to develop civil society and democratic
institutions compatible with Iraqi religious and social
values. America has a vital interest in making such a
commitment. Not only is the success of Iraq essential
to completing the defeat of al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and
of Iranian-backed insurgent and terrorist groups, but 
it also offers the prospect of reorienting America’s 
strategic posture in the Middle East away from theo-
cratic and authoritarian regimes of dubious loyalty to
our interests and values and toward a secular demo-
cratic country that sees the U.S. as an important stra-
tegic partner.

Success in Iraq requires a coordinated strategy
that encompasses military, political, economic, and
social efforts. Despite the well-known strains within
the U.S. government, the American effort in Iraq has
seen significant progress in the integration of military
and non-military strategies, programs, personnel,
and efforts. It is essential that the American political
and military leadership continue to press depart-
ments and agencies to coordinate their efforts in Iraq
at every level. Perfection is not the standard here—
progress toward the common objective is what 
matters. There is no time to fix the wire-diagrams of

Washington agencies or Baghdad field offices, no
time to build new nation-building departments, no
time to wait for the writing of a doctrine of armed
mediation or democracy construction. America has
an opportunity in Iraq to achieve its core goals, and
we must seize it as best we can with the structures
and personnel we have now.

Key Tasks

All of the key tasks that we must accomplish to suc-
ceed in Iraq require the participation of multiple
agencies. There is no “security line of operation” as
distinct from an “economic line of operation” or a
“political line of operation” that corresponds with
agency or departmental boundaries.

1. Establish stable and sustainable secu-
rity in cooperation with Iraqi Security
Forces (ISF) and the local population.
Political progress in Iraq over the past sev-
eral months has resulted from the dramatic
reduction in violence in 2007. Future
political progress depends upon maintain-
ing and continuing that reduction. Provid-
ing security to Iraq’s people is the number
one priority of American strategy, and
nothing should be done to compromise
that security in the name of pursuing other
goals. Maintaining and improving security
in Iraq requires that coalition forces:

a. Relentlessly pursue AQI and pre-
vent it from re-establishing safe
havens anywhere in Iraq. Coalition
forces must continue operations in
Ninewah and Salah ad Din to defeat
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AQI and the Sunni Arab insurgency
with which it is increasingly allied.
They must continue to help the ISF
hold Anbar, Baghdad, Diyala, and
northern Babil Provinces, continuing
to fragment and eliminate remaining
AQI and insurgent cells and preventing
those organizations from reforming.

b. Relentlessly attack Special Groups.
Coalition forces must continue to tar-
get Special Groups, their Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps advisers, their
Jaysh al Mahdi (JAM) facilitators, and
their protectors within Iraqi govern-
mental institutions. They must con-
tinue to interdict key Special Groups
lines of communication, particularly
those that pass through Diyala, Wasit,
and Qadisiyah. They must find better
ways to interdict the lines of commu-
nications through Kurdistan, Maysan,
and Basra.

c. Press Iran publicly and privately to
restrict support to the Special
Groups and other violent actors in
Iraq. The trilateral discussions
between the U.S. and Iranian ambas-
sadors and the Iraqi government are
unlikely to lead to any significant
breakthroughs on this issue, since the
Iranians consistently deny that they
are providing such support despite
overwhelming evidence to the con-
trary. But it is very important within
Iraq that the United States continue to
demonstrate its awareness of Iran’s
malign influence, its determination to
resist that influence, and its willing-
ness to confront Iran openly with its
determination. The growing sense of
Iraqi Arab nationalism and anti-
Persianism is a valuable strategic asset
to the United States. Preserving that

asset requires demonstrating unequiv-
ocally that the United States is a com-
mitted but responsible partner for
Iraq in confronting Iranian efforts to
weaken and destabilize its neighbor.
The public diplomatic effort of con-
tinually informing the Iraqi people of
Iran’s negative involvement in their
country is also extremely important.
This effort must make clear that the
United States sees Iraq as an ally to be
defended against a dangerous neigh-
bor rather than a staging base from
which to attack that neighbor, and
must emphasize that Iran must stop
interfering in Iraqi internal affairs and
in the free relationship Iraq is devel-
oping with the United States and
reject any notion that the U.S. wishes
to entangle Iraq in its own conflicts
with Iran. Since the United States
does not, in fact, desire conflict with
Iran and has no need or plan to use
Iraq as a staging base for an attack on
Iran, this public diplomacy effort has
every hope of success if properly con-
ceived, resourced, and executed.

d. Deter and defeat violent elements
of JAM. The fractious nature of the
Sadrist movement virtually ensures
continual conflict between elements
of that organization and the Iraqi 
government—and therefore between
JAM and the U.S. forces supporting
that government. The overall aim of
American strategy toward JAM is the
basic aim of counterinsurgency 
doctrine generally: separating the rec-
oncilable elements from the irrecon-
cilable elements, reintegrating the
former into Iraqi civil and political life
and killing or capturing the latter. The
United States must not target JAM as
an organization or take actions that
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are likely to unite JAM factions rather
than continuing to divide them. But
it must continue military, political,
and economic efforts to disaggregate
JAM. Such efforts include targeting
key leaders and groups, but they may
also include releasing individuals in
coalition detention whose reappear-
ance is likely to destabilize or frac-
ture the movement further. As with
Sunni insurgent groups, coalition
forces should be prepared to negoti-
ate with JAM leaders and groups that
wish to stop fighting even as they
relentlessly attack those who con-
tinue to foment violence.

e. Increase coalition presence in the
Shiite south, particularly in Najaf,
Karbala, Qadisiyah, Wasit, and
Babil Provinces. U.S. forces should
not attempt to “clear-and-hold” these
areas, and should take an operational
rather than tactical overwatch role.
The primary purpose of this presence
is to support key political objectives
in the region, but it serves an impor-
tant security function as well: coali-
tion forces must be positioned to
track and interdict key lines of com-
munication running from Iran
through this area toward Baghdad,
Diyala, Najaf, and Karbala. American
forces paid a high price in years past
for leaving key lines of communica-
tion unwatched and unguarded, and
we must not repeat this mistake in
the coming year. The departure of the
Polish contingent from Diwaniyah
(and probably the Georgians from
Kut) later this year will add to this
challenge and requirement.

f. Assist the ISF in a gradual effort to
stabilize and demilitarize Basra.

The withdrawal of British forces from
the city of Basra means that the ISF is
the only organization that can rea-
sonably hope to stabilize the city
without provoking a major con-
frontation. The growth of Iraqi Army
capacity in the region over the com-
ing year provides an opportunity to
make progress in this arena. The
short-term pain of provincial elec-
tions, which will likely lead to
increased violence in the months
surrounding them, is a price worth
paying for the long-term prospect of
developing a more stable and less
corrupt and criminal political order
in Iraq’s second largest city. But there
is no quick fix for Basra and security
challenges and violence will persist
there well beyond 2008.

g. Create the security preconditions
for legitimate and inclusive provin-
cial elections throughout Iraq in
2008 and for legitimate and inclu-
sive Council of Representatives
(CoR) elections in 2009. All of the
tasks identified above are essential to
achieving this critical objective. In
addition, coalition forces must
responsibly plan to assist the ISF in
securing election sites and protecting
international monitors during the
election. Coalition forces must also
take all possible measures to deter,
prevent, or interdict targeted assassi-
nation campaigns, intimidation cam-
paigns aimed at using force or its
threat to deter individuals from run-
ning for office or groups from voting
as they choose, and efforts to misuse
Iraqi military and police forces for
partisan or sectarian purposes in the
months leading up to elections. There
is solid evidence to believe that 
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political parties and militias have
already begun forcible efforts to shape
the political landscape, particularly in
southern Iraq, to their electoral
advantage. Allowing such efforts to
succeed will seriously undermine the
core American interest—supported
by the international community
through the United Nations special
envoy overseeing the elections—of
ensuring that Iraq holds legitimate,
inclusive, and transparent elections. It
is not acceptable to adopt an “Iraqi
solution” that actively undermines the
democratic process.

2. Actively assist in the reintegration of
Iraqi society and politics both across
ethno-sectarian boundaries and from
the local to the national political level.
The principal problem in Iraq is not that
hostile groups need to be reconciled—a
word the Iraqis have always disliked—but
that a country fractured by war and a gov-
ernment whose national organs are dis-
connected from its local institutions must
be reintegrated. This process is underway
across the country, although it is at differ-
ent stages in different areas. Advancing
the reintegration of Iraqi society and poli-
tics requires that the coalition:

a. Resist with all appropriate tools the
continuing efforts of some groups
to keep Iraq fractured. The Sadrist
“ceasefire” has not ended the threat
posed to Iraqi reintegration even by
the elements of JAM that have
respected it. JAM has long pursued a
“Hezbollah” model of attempting to
provide social services to local popu-
lations in return for loyalty or at least
toleration. As its active participation
in violence has dropped and the
capacity of local Iraqi government to

provide services (at least better than
JAM could do it) has grown, JAM’s
Hezbollah model is shifting increas-
ingly toward mafia-style criminality.
Extra-judicial killings in Baghdad
have largely given way to efforts at
“soft cleansing”—intimidation and
denial of services designed to force
people out of homes and neighbor-
hoods without crossing the threshold
of violence that would attract coali-
tion attention. JAM has been aggres-
sively purchasing or seizing property
throughout Baghdad and selling it—
to both Sunni and Shia—not only as a
way to raise money from the sale, but
also as a protection racket. These
activities would be somewhat less
worrisome if the JAM organizations
carrying them out were not still nom-
inally organized into brigades, battal-
ions, and companies. It may be that
JAM is simply moving toward mafia-
style criminality, but it may also be
that this criminality is part of a longer-
term plan to position JAM to restart
sectarian cleansing when conditions
are more propitious. Hitherto, vio-
lence in Baghdad has been so high
that coalition forces were not gener-
ally able to focus on resisting such
lower-level intimidation and complex
criminality. It is time to lower the
threshold of our concern and work
with the ISF and the government of
Iraq to identify and either detain or
arrest and try JAM groups and indi-
viduals engaged in such activities.

b. Mediate disputes and tensions.
Americans are increasingly seen in
Iraq as impartial and honest brokers.
Iraqi groups, particularly the extrem-
ist groups who most need to be
brought around, find it easier to make
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concessions to the United States or
the United Nations than to their ene-
mies. The SoIs are perhaps the most
important example of this phenome-
non. Where the Iraqi government is
unwilling to integrate SoIs into the
ISF or to find other acceptable posi-
tions for them, it is vital that the
United States continue to support
and fund the SoIs and continue to
press both sides to make the neces-
sary concessions and commitments
to permit the reintegration of the
SoIs into Iraqi society and politics.
Coalition presence in the Five Cities
is critical to permitting the mediation
of tensions between the ruling politi-
cal parties, especially ISCI, and
growing grassroots political opposi-
tion movements. In the north, coali-
tion forces and civilian officials must
continue to support the efforts of the
UN Special Envoy to mediate the
Arab-Kurdish dispute. U.S. Provin-
cial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs)
and ePRTs also play critical roles in
mediating between local, provincial,
and national governments that have
not yet developed mechanisms for
communicating and interacting. The
combination of PRTs and ePRTs is
important—PRTs assist provincial
governments to function and interact
with the national government, while
ePRTs assist localities to interact with
the provincial government. This
model, which currently exists only 
in some locations, should be
expanded, particularly into the Five
Cities area where there are currently
no ePRTs and where the PRTs, based
in Hillah, generally have very limited
interactions with the provincial 
governments they are supposed to 
be advising.

c. Aggressively pursue efforts to
improve the rule of law in Iraq.
One of the reasons U.S. and UN
forces and officials are necessary to
mediate in Iraq is because the Iraqi
legal system is not yet functional, so
that there is no reliable and recog-
nized judicial system to perform such
mediation, just as the political
process is not yet sufficiently mature
to mediate political disputes among
parties. The recent collapse of the
case against the former Deputy
Health Minister is an example both of
JAM’s mafia-style criminal capabilities
to intimidate witnesses and judges,
but also of the problems that remain
in establishing the rule of law in Iraq.
Coalition advisers and forces have
been working hard on the problem,
the solution of which depends in part
on the establishment of a greater
degree of security and the reduction
in mafia-style criminality and intimi-
dation identified as a requirement
above. We must redouble our efforts
in this regard, working aggressively
with the Iraqis to build secure judicial
compounds, to train judges, prosecu-
tors, and lawyers, and to advise the
Iraqi government and police on the
development of criminal procedures,
forensics, and the other key attributes
of modern judicial systems.

d. Continue and expand efforts to pro-
vide short-term employment and
economic development while also
helping the Iraqis build the basis
for long-term sustainable economic
progress. Young Iraqi men, almost all
of whom either participated in or
were victimized or tempted by mili-
tias, terrorists, and insurgent groups,
cannot reintegrate into Iraqi society
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without jobs. Those who are married
cannot support their families; those
who are not cannot get married
because they cannot show prospective
brides and their families that they 
will be able to support them. The
international development commu-
nity, including the U.S. Agency for
International Development (USAID), 
generally resists efforts to create 
short-term and unsustainable employ-
ment opportunities, preferring instead
to invest in projects that will create
long-term and sustainable economic
development. Those projects are
important and should be funded and
executed. But we cannot wait for
them to start working. Providing
livelihoods for unemployed and
underemployed Iraqis is an essential
part of reintegrating Iraqi society and
giving more Iraqis a stake in the suc-
cess of Iraq. It also reduces the pool of
angry young men who can be lured
by violence or rented by extremists.
Hitherto, American military leaders
have used the Commanders Emer-
gency Response Program (CERP)
funding, to create such short-term
employment opportunities. But the
CERP program has been endangered
by Congress’s refusal to pass the nec-
essary supplemental appropriations
legislation, and it is being drained by
the Sons of Iraq (SoI) program—
almost all of which is paid for out of
CERP (a problem that will be
addressed in more detail below). Con-
tinuing to fund the CERP program
and increasing the level of that fund-
ing is essential to give American 
commanders and leaders a vital tool—
soldiers and Marines often say that
dollars are the best bullets they have
in this war.

e. Implement a meaningful demobi-
lization, disarmament, and reinte-
gration program (DDR) for militias
using the USAID resources already
available for such an effort. For rea-
sons passing understanding, the
Department of State has allowed a
bizarre legal interpretation of appro-
priations legislation to prevent it from
using funds already allocated to a
DDR program to support the SoI ini-
tiative. Since the SoI initiative is, in
reality, little more than a DDR pro-
gram, this decision is completely
unacceptable and must be reversed,
either by executive action or by legis-
lation. The whole point of a DDR pro-
gram is to provide resources to former
insurgents to encourage them to put
down their arms and rejoin society.
Legalistic interpretations forbidding
the disbursement of American money
to former fighters cannot be allowed
to stand.

g. Establish greater equity in Ameri-
can relations with the Sunni and
Shiite communities. Shia in the
south often complain that the Sunni
benefit disproportionately from
American aid because that aid flows to
areas in which American forces have
been fighting. The United States
should publicly announce its inten-
tion to make such aid available to
Shiite communities as well. The
administration must request and
Congress should authorize additional
aid money so that it does not appear
to be a zero-sum game. The U.S.
embassy should announce its desire
to send PRTs and ePRTs into the Five
Cities area, along with the necessary
U.S. combat forces to provide them
with protection and support. This
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presence would allow the United
States to establish a greater and more
inclusive dialogue with the Shiite
community more like the one that is
developing with the Sunni and would
also help weaken the grip of unpopu-
lar Iraqi parties and leaders on one of
the most important areas of the coun-
try. It would strengthen the impres-
sion of America as an impartial player
eager to help all Iraqis and unwilling
to play favorites. It would allow
American leaders to gain a much bet-
ter understanding of the actual
dynamics of the Shiite community
than we now have. And it would help
to counterbalance Iranian efforts to
develop economic leverage within the
Shia south that have so far gone
uncontested.

g. Insist upon open lists in the upcom-
ing provincial elections. This issue is
increasingly uncontroversial among
Iraqis, most of whom now favor an
open-list system. But the United States
must put its weight behind this trend
as well, with the support of the United
Nations.

h. Press the Kurds to compromise for
the benefit of Iraq as a whole. For
too long, the Kurds have believed that
they were indispensable American
allies first against Saddam and then
against the violence and chaos of
post-2003 Arab Iraq. They have pur-
sued a maximalist agenda in demand-
ing a high degree of autonomy from
the central government, a high pro-
portion of hydrocarbon revenues (and
also virtually independent control of
the hydrocarbon resources within
Kurdistan), and the restoration of the
borders of a “Greater Kurdistan” that

includes not only Kirkuk but also
large areas of Ninewah and Diyala
Provinces. Kurdish resistance is the
principal obstacle to the passage of
the hydrocarbon law, and the
advance of Kurdish militia forces and
settlers into Arab areas of Ninewah
and Diyala is an accelerant to violence
and a destabilizing factor in those
regions. As the success of Arab Iraq
grows more likely, it is essential that
the Kurds commit to that success
rather than attempting to remain
aloof from it while getting what they
can out of it. Individual Kurdish lead-
ers, like Iraqi president Jalal Talabani
and deputy prime minister Barham
Saleh, have played important roles in
making Iraq successful. Other leaders
and individuals have been less con-
structive. That must change, and the
United States must help our Kurdish
friends better understand where their
real interests lie.

i. Help build Iraqi civil society and
political party systems. Iraq
remains a young democracy emerg-
ing from decades of authoritarian
rule. It has no recent tradition of civil
society, electoral politics, or political
parties. Flaws in the voting pro-
cedures that selected both current
provincial leaders and the CoR hin-
dered the development of true poli-
tics by strengthening identity politics
based on religious sect and ethnicity.
Developments on the ground in Iraq
are steadily eroding identity politics,
but Iraqis will need help turning
those developments into a real issues-
based political system. The United
States has long experience with such
a system and can and should offer to
help any interested Iraqi groups to
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develop political parties on an equal
basis. The U.S. government and
American and international non-
governmental organizations should
also increase their efforts to develop
Iraqi civil society. Iraqi media is doing
reasonably well, but could benefit
from further assistance. Economic
programs focused on empowering
middle-class Iraqis are good, but
more can be done here. In particular,
Iraqis need help in learning to form
and use their own NGOs to pursue
common interests outside of govern-
mental or tribal structures. Since plu-
ralistic, inclusive, and functional civil
society is an essential prerequisite for
a functioning democratic system, the
United States and international part-
ners and organizations should do all
they can to further its development.

3. Continue efforts to improve the quality
of the ISF and to help them expand. 

a. Iraqi Army. The growth and devel-
opment of the Iraqi Army over the
past two years has been remarkable,
and it is accelerating. The United
States should redouble its efforts but
also adjust them to the new realities.
The army’s ability to train and edu-
cate its soldiers and leaders has
grown dramatically, and its capacity
to conduct battalion-level unit train-
ing has expanded enormously.
Embedded Military Training Teams
continue to be of value both in advis-
ing Iraqi leaders and in connecting
Iraqi units with American forces. But
further improvement in the Iraqi
Army will not result from the addi-
tion of more embedded trainers. Key
challenges now are upgrading the
military’s equipment and improving

its ability to transport and sustain its
units in combat. The weight of the
advisory effort is shifting toward the
Ministry of Defense (MoD) and the
higher levels of command (divisions,
operational commands, the Iraqi
Ground Forces Command, and the
General Staff). This effort is not as
manpower intensive as the embed-
ded training team effort, but it
requires a very specific set of skills
that are hard to find. 

b. Iraqi National Police (NP). The
Jones Commission recommended
disbanding the National Police
because of their sectarianism and
their infiltration by violent militias.
Multi-National Force–Iraq (MNF-I)
chose to work with the Iraqi govern-
ment to manage the problem in
another way. So far, the MNF-I model
has been successful. But the NPs have
a long way to go before they can pos-
itively contribute to security in Iraq.
Coalition forces will have to continue
to partner with them very closely and
monitor their activities. It is still
desirable to move all NP units out of
Baghdad if possible and into areas
where their residual sectarian procliv-
ities are less dangerous. The primary
challenge with the NPs continues to
be rooting out sectarian actors and
militia infiltrators rather than increas-
ing their capabilities. Until the coali-
tion leadership is confident that the
NPs can function as a non-sectarian
and professional force, this must
remain our focus.

c. Iraqi Police. The Iraqi local and
provincial police are uneven in sec-
tarianism, party partisanship, and
effectiveness. Where coalition forces
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are present, they are better able to
recognize such challenges in the
police and present evidence of
incompetence or malfeasance to
provincial or national leaders. Where
coalition forces are absent, their abil-
ity to monitor the police diminishes.
The extremely manpower-intensive
solution of scattering Police Training
Teams around the country will not
solve this problem. Embedded train-
ing teams operating in areas where
coalition forces do not patrol inde-
pendently are generally unable to
develop their own intelligence and,
therefore, their own independent
understanding of the local situation.
It is therefore infinitely harder for
them not only to recognize sectarian
or partisan behavior, but to prove it
to anyone’s satisfaction outside the
U.S. chain of command. The security
situation in much of Iraq, moreover,
is not such that local police can really
focus on functioning as police. Ter-
rorism and insurgency is a threat
from Mosul to Basra, and even local
police must continue to see them-
selves as part of a counterinsurgency
and counter-terrorism force for the
foreseeable future. As security con-
tinues to improve, it will make more
sense to engage local police with pro-
grams to improve their ability to per-
form ordinary policing functions.
Improvements in the Iraqi judicial
system are also critical in this regard.

d. Equipment. The ISF are demon-
strating an increasing desire to pur-
chase American equipment rather
than the Soviet-bloc and Chinese
equipment more easily attainable on
the international arms market. This
desire is evidence of the increasing

commitment by the ISF, especially
the Iraqi Army, to become interoper-
able with American forces and to
become a reliable military partner
with the U.S. It is very much in
America’s interest that this process
continues. The MoD has been using
the U.S. Foreign Military Sales (FMS)
program in part to address fears of
corruption and the limitations of its
own bureaucratic capacity. But the
FMS program was not designed to
support a military at war in a timely
fashion, and the Iraqis are increas-
ingly frustrated with the slowness of
the process. The U.S. government
should make a priority of improving
the speed and efficiency of the FMS
program for Iraq to the greatest
extent possible.

4. Establish a long-term security agree-
ment with Iraq. The Long-Term Security
Agreement (LTSA) is essential from a legal
standpoint to permit American forces to
remain in Iraq after the expiration of the
current UN Security Council Resolution at
the end of the year. But it is also essential
to America’s interests in the region. Since
one of our aims is for Iraq to become a reli-
able and stable partner in the Middle East,
an LTSA with Iraq is clearly in our interest.
But it is also important to the stability of
the region. Without a bilateral agreement
with the United States, Iraq will naturally
fear for its security and will be tempted to
build military forces sufficient by them-
selves to protect Iraq from its neighbors.
Forces of that size and capability, uncon-
strained by the presence of American
forces in Iraq, are very likely to be seen as
a threat in a region that is already fearful
and tense. Neighbors, particularly Iran,
will be tempted to nip that growing threat
in the bud rather than allow it to develop
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fully. If America abandons Iraq by refusing
to give Baghdad a security guarantee, it
will go a long way toward destabilizing the
region and putting all of our hard-won
gains in jeopardy.

Resources Required

Withdrawing American forces from Iraq should not
be the goal of U.S. strategy. America has invested an
enormous amount of blood and treasure in Iraq in
pursuit of objectives that are now attainable and that
will materially improve our geostrategic position
and our national security. Our goal must be to
achieve those objectives. The inadequate size of
America’s ground forces and the slow pace at which
they are set to grow over the coming years means
that any significant deployment in Iraq will continue
to strain and burden those who have already sacri-
ficed a great deal for their country. The expense of
the effort will be considerable as well, but the bene-
fits will repay the costs if we succeed. The key point
to understand about the strain on the military is this:
The additional burden of keeping several brigades in
Iraq for another year or so is extraordinarily unlikely
to be the difference between the Army’s institutional
survival and its collapse. But the presence or
absence of a single brigade when American force
levels are already at or slightly below the real
requirement for success can lead to failure and
defeat that will prove infinitely more damaging to
our military than the burden of an additional rota-
tion on a number of brigades. 

The argument increasingly made by war oppo-
nents and military leaders in the United States that
we must pull troops out of Iraq more quickly in
order to be able to respond to other potential prob-
lems is also invalid. Iraq is the single most important
conflict the United States is fighting today. The
United States seeks war with no other state, and it
does not appear that any other state is actively
preparing to attack us. It makes no sense to risk
defeat in a critical war that we are actually fighting
in order to be prepared for contingencies that are

not likely to arise in the near term. The question of
scale, again, is also vital. If we are concerned with
the possibility of war with Iran or the collapse of
Pakistan or North Korea, we should keep in mind
that the two or three brigades we might pull out of
Iraq over the coming year will not be the differ-
ence—force requirements for conflicts in any of
those theaters run quickly into the hundreds of
thousands. The fifteen or twenty thousand soldiers
we might hope to pull out of Iraq will not meaning-
fully increase our strategic options in such conflicts,
which would require immediate and complete
mobilization of our entire military structure. In the
case of Iran, moreover, any conflict is likely to lead
at once to an increase in violence in Iraq and an
increase in attacks on our soldiers there. Since an
invasion of Iran is not on the cards, Iraq is the prin-
cipal ground theater for such a struggle and it makes
sense to keep more forces there if we fear conflict
with Tehran rather than fewer.

Since success is now really possible in Iraq, and
since success could contribute so much to our
national security, achieving it should be our top
military and foreign policy priority, and the effort
should be resourced accordingly. The nonkinetic
requirements for success include 

• Extending and expanding the CERP program

• Increasing USAID funding and addressing
legal restrictions on the DDR program

• Continuing the effort to identify and
deploy qualified civilian personal to PRTs,
ePRTs, and advisory efforts throughout
the Iraqi Government

• Continuing to fund SoIs (preferably out of
the DDR program rather than out of
CERP)

• Establishing and expanding existing pro-
grams to help build Iraqi civil society
institutions, including NGOs, political
parties, and media outlets
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The real, unconstrained military requirement for
a responsible strategy that does not accept too much
risk in Iraq is probably between seventeen and nine-
teen combat brigades through 2008. The U.S. mili-
tary cannot sustain that level this year without
imposing excessive pain on an already overstrained
force. The reduction in American forces in Iraq to
fifteen brigades by July is virtually beyond reconsid-
eration, barring real collapse of the situation in Iraq.
The military command has developed a series of
plans and risk mitigation measures that make suc-
cess plausible at that level of commitment, but only
if a large number of assumptions prove to be valid
and few unforeseen challenges arise. Given the risk
already inherent in the reduction to fifteen brigades,
there is no justification for any planning at this point

for additional reductions in 2008. Sound strategy
requires assuming that fifteen brigades will remain
in Iraq through the end of Bush’s presidency and
considering the possibility that brief surges above
that level will be required to assist with securing
elections or responding to crises, particularly in the
fall. It makes no sense to attempt to re-evaluate the
force requirement in Iraq with an eye toward further
reductions until the results of the provincial elec-
tions and their effects on the security situation
become clear, something that will not happen before
Bush leaves office. The next natural point to review
the force requirement in Iraq is at the start of the
next presidential administration and as part of a
general review of the situation in Iraq and the 
Middle East generally.
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Appendix A: Destinations and Interviews in Iraq, 
February 1–11, 2008

• Ninewah (Mosul)

• Salah ad Din (Baiji Oil Refinery)

• Diyala (Forward Operating Base Normandy; Hamada
Village near Muqdadiyah; Besmaya Iraqi Army Train-
ing Center, Jisr Diyala)

• Baghdad (Iraqi Army depot and Iraqi Air Force facil-
ities at Taji; neighborhoods in the Mansour, Rashid,
and Adhamiya districts; Hawr Rajab village; Camps
Victory and Liberty; the International Zone; Forward
Operating Base Falcon; the Rule of Law Complex)

• Anbar (Camp Fallujah and the city of Fallujah)

• Babil (Iskandariyah, Hillah)

• Karbala (Karbala)

• Qadisiyah (Forward Operating Base Echo in
Diwaniyah)

• Basra (Basra Airfield)

• Multi-National Force–Iraq (General David Petraeus
and staff; Lieutenant General William Rollo, deputy
commanding general)

• Multi-National Corps–Iraq (Lieutenant General 
Raymond Odierno and staff)

• Multi-National Security Transition Command–Iraq
(Lieutenant General James Dubik and staff)

• Multi-National Division–North (Major General Mark
Hertling; Brigadier General Anthony Thomas, deputy
commanding general; and staff)

• Multi-National Division–Baghdad 

• Multi-National Force–West (Major General John
Kelly and staff)

• Multi-National Division–Center (Major General Rick
Lynch; Brigadier General Edward Cardon, deputy
commanding general; and staff)

• Multi-National Division–Central South

• Multi-National Division–South East 

• Task Force 134 (Major General Douglas Stone)

• 2nd Brigade Combat Team (BCT), 101st Airborne
Division 

• 3rd BCT, 4th Infantry Division

• 4th BCT, 1st Infantry Division

• 2nd BCT, 3rd Infantry Division 

• 3rd BCT, 3rd Infantry Division 

• 4th BCT, 3rd Infantry Division 

• 3rd BCT, 101st Airborne Division

• 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment 

• 1st BCT, 101st Airborne Division

• 4th BCT, 2nd Infantry Division

• Regimental Combat Team 1

• General Nasir Abadi, chief of the General Staff, 
Iraqi Army

• Major General Farhad Othman, commanding 
general, 8th Iraqi Army Division (Diwaniyah)

• Colonel Abbas, Besmaya Range

• Governor Aqil al Khazali of Karbala

• Governor Salim al Muslimawi of Babil

• Governor Hamid al Khudhari of Qadisiyah

• Major General Ra’ad Jawad, Provincial director of
police, Karbala

• Provincial director of police, Babil

• Commander, Hillah SWAT

• Sons of Iraq and other local volunteers in Ameriya
and Dora neighborhoods in Baghdad; Hawr Rajab;
Hamada village, Diyala; Diwaniyah

Provinces Visited

Coalition Units Visited

Meetings with Iraqi Commanders and Officials
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Appendix B: Benchmarks

Although the author has always opposed the idea of benchmarks as a way of measuring success in Iraq, Con-
gress passed and President Bush signed into law a set of benchmarks and tied U.S. funding for the war effort
to Iraqi progress on them. Here follows an evaluation of progress toward these benchmarks as of January 2007
and March 2008.

Benchmark January 2007 March 2008

Forming a Constitutional Review Committee and
then completing the constitutional review.

Enacting and implementing legislation on 
de-Baathification.

Enacting and implementing legislation to ensure
the equitable distribution of hydrocarbon resources
of the people of Iraq without regard to the sect or
ethnicity of recipients, and enacting and imple-
menting legislation to ensure that the energy
resources of Iraq benefit Sunni Arabs, Shia Arabs,
Kurds, and other Iraqi citizens equitably.

Enacting and implementing legislation on 
procedures to form semi-autonomous regions. 

Enacting and implementing legislation establishing
an Independent High Electoral Commission,
provincial elections law, provincial council author-
ities, and a date for provincial elections.

Enacting and implementing legislation addressing
amnesty.

Most of the key provisions in the Iraqi constitu-
tion requiring review involve the rest of the
benchmark legislation, so this can be fairly said to
be underway.

Done

Not done—the Kurds are the major holdup here.
But the provincial powers act and the 2008
budget do this de facto. The 17 percent share of
Iraq’s oil revenue given to the Kurds in the 2008
budget represented the short-term compromise
on this issue, with negotiations on the longer-
term legislation continuing.

This was never desirable. The Kurdish Regional
Government, however, is up and running, and a
law has been passed that would allow provinces
to form regions after April 2008. We can fairly
say that this is moving ahead while hoping that it
does not happen.

The Council of Representatives (CoR) passed a
provincial powers law, setting a date for provincial
elections, and the Presidency Council has app-
proved the law after an initial veto. The United
Nations special envoy and the government of Iraq
have agreed on dates for provincial elections and
on procedures for selecting elections officials, and
preparations are underway.

Done

Not done

Not done

Not done

Underway

Not done

Not done
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continued from the previous page

Benchmark January 2007 March 2008

Enacting and implementing legislation establish-
ing a strong militia disarmament program to
ensure that such security forces are accountable
only to the central government and loyal to the
constitution of Iraq. 

Establishing supporting political, media, eco-
nomic, and services committees in support of the
Baghdad Security Plan (BSP).

Providing three trained and ready Iraqi brigades
to support Baghdad operations.

Providing Iraqi commanders with authority to
execute this plan and to make tactical and opera-
tional decisions, in consultation with U.S com-
manders, without political intervention, including
the authority to pursue all extremists, including
Sunni insurgents and Shiite militias. 

Ensuring that the ISF are evenhandedly enforcing
the law.

Ensuring that, according to President Bush, Prime
Minister Nuri Kamal al Maliki said “the Baghdad
Security Plan will not provide a safe haven for any
outlaws, regardless of [their] sectarian or political
affiliation.” 

Reducing the level of sectarian violence in Iraq
and eliminating militia control of local security.

Establishing all of the planned joint security sta-
tions in neighborhoods across Baghdad.

Increasing the number of ISF units capable of
operating independently.

Ensuring that the rights of minority political par-
ties in the Iraqi legislature are protected.

Laws have been passed and decrees have been
issued declaring that only the Iraqi Security Forces
(ISF) are legitimate armed forces. The movement
of former insurgents into Concerned Local Citi-
zens groups is a major part of accomplishing this
task. Moqtada al Sadr’s ceasefire (extended for
another six months) is another element of it.

The government has been supporting the BSP in
all of these areas, with or without specific com-
mittees being formed.

Done—over and above, in fact. Far more than
three brigades have rotated through Baghdad, to
say nothing of the Iraqi brigades fighting actively
in Anbar, Ninewah, Salah ad Din, Babil, Diyala,
Wasit, Qadisiya, Basra, and elsewhere.

Done—both U.S. and Iraqi forces have regularly
targeted both Sunni and Shiite militias.

It is hard to give a definitive “red light” or “green
light” to this—some Americans do not think that
American law enforcement does this. But enor-
mous progress has been made since January 2007.

Done—there are no “safe havens” in Iraq for out-
laws. U.S. and Iraqi conventional and special
forces have targeted Sunni and Shiite militias
and criminals from Kurdistan to Basra, including
Sadr City.

Done

Done

Done—forty new ISF battalions will come on line
this year.

Hard to measure—but the minority parties seem
to think so, judging by the unanimous passage of
key benchmark legislation recently.

Not done

Not done

Underway

Not done

Not done

Not done

Not done

Underway

Underway

Hard to 
measure
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Appendix C: Glossary of Acronyms and Abbreviations

AQI al Qaeda in Iraq

BCT brigade combat team

BOC Baghdad Operations Command

BSP Baghdad Security Plan

CERP Commander’s Emergency Response 

Program

COP combat outpost

CoR Iraqi Council of Representatives

DDR demobilization, disarmament, and 

reintegration programs

DG Iraqi provincial director general

EFP explosively formed penetrator

ePRT embedded Provincial Reconstruction Team

FMS Foreign Military Sales program

IGFC Iraqi Ground Forces Command

IIP Iraqi Islamic Party

ING Iraqi National Gathering

IPG AEI Iraq Planning Group

IRGC Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps

ISCI Supreme Iraqi Islamic Council (formerly 

SCIRI) 

ISF Iraqi Security Forces

ISI Islamic State of Iraq

ISOF Iraqi Special Operations Forces

JAM Jaysh al Mahdi

JSS joint security stations

KRG Kurdish Regional Government

LTSA Long-Term Security Agreement

MND-B Multi-National Division–Baghdad

MND-C Multi-National Division–Central

MND-N Multi-National Division–North

MNF-I Multi-National Force–Iraq

MoD Iraqi Ministry of Defense

MTR motor transport regiment

NP Iraqi National Police

OMS Office of the Martyr Sadr

PDoP Provincial Director of Police

PRT Provincial Reconstruction Team

RCT regimental combat team

SCIRI Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolu-

tion in Iraq (former name of ISCI)

SoI Sons of Iraq

UNAMI United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq

continued from the previous page

Benchmark January 2007 March 2008

Allocating and spending $10 billion in Iraqi rev-
enue for reconstruction projects, including deliv-
ery of essential services, on an equitable basis.

Ensuring that Iraq’s political authorities are not
undermining or making false accusations against
members of the ISF.

Benchmarks accomplished:

Progress being made:

No progress:

The government has achieved equity on this
point: all groups think they are being discrimi-
nated against. Progress in spending the budget
has been significant, and the government is
working actively to improve it.

There has been progress here, but significant
challenges remain.

12

5

1

Not done

Not done

0

5
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