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espite being overshadowed by tumult elsewhere in the region, the December 2011 deadline for U.S. military

withdrawal from Iraq looms ever closer. And although Baghdad has made notable progress on many fronts,

its security forces and related civilian ministries continue to show troubling gaps in both capabilities and

decisionmaking, leaving them unable to adequately defend the country against internal and external threats. Even

so, Washington has yet to alter its plan of "responsible drawdown" by year's end, raising the prospect of increased

local instability, bolder interference by Iran, and reduced U.S. credibility throughout the Gulf.

In this Policy Focus, military expert Barak Salmoni explains how the United States must shift its approach,

embracing a "responsible partnership" with Baghdad and retaining a small-though-credible post-2011 military

presence. This force -- which could be complemented with private contractors and NATO personnel and phased out

gradually based on Iraqi readiness -- would contribute to the country's defense while closely overseeing a robust

train-and-advise mission. As politically desirable as full withdrawal may be, implementing it prematurely could

result in starker choices down the road if Iraq fell apart or reverted to Saddam-era tyranny.
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