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entails Iraqi police forces having “primary responsi-
bilities for internal security under civilian authority in 
accordance with the Constitution and consistent with 
the rule of law.”4 In practical terms, this requires the 
transfer of operational control over internal security 
missions from the Iraqi Army–led regional opera-
tions centers to the Ministry of Interior–led Provin-
cial Joint Coordination Centers. The army is then 
expected to shift its focus to external defense and bor-
der security, while the paramilitary Federal Police and 
Iraqi Police take over the internal security mission. 

�� Phase 3: Shift to Iraqi military leadership in 
external security. As the Iraqi Army assumes full 

Gap between U.S. and Iraqi Plans
The three-stage U.S. plan for developing the new ISF3 
has unfolded as follows:

�� Phase 1: Shift to Iraqi leadership in internal 
security. This transition began in 2006 and was 
completed in 2010—the United States has turned 
over all internal security missions to Iraqi govern-
ment leadership. 

�� Phase 2: Shift to police primacy. U.S. policy 
has been to support a transition to police primacy in 
all eighteen provinces by the end of 2011. Accord-
ing to former interior minister Jawad al-Bolani, this 
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U.S.-Iraqi security relationship, putting it on a similar 
footing with that of most other countries in the region. 
Yet such normalization may not be advisable at the cur-
rent stage of ISF development. 

Withdrawing all U.S. forces before Iraq becomes self-
reliant in external defense would create an unintended 
deterrence gap. General Zebari pointed to this prospect 
on August 12, 2010, noting, “If I were asked about the 
withdrawal, I would say to politicians: the U.S. army 
must stay until the Iraqi army is fully ready in 2020.”9 
Given its domestic political concerns and legacy of 
past military actions, however, Iraq might not be self-
sufficient in external defense even by 2020, at least as 
defined by the United States. Certain prominent Iraqi 
political factions that suffered the depredations of a 
strong Iraqi military during the Saddam era—particu-
larly Kurds and Shiite Arabs—may resist bolstering the 
ISF past a certain point, and regional states with influ-
ence in Iraq may seek to restrain further rearmament as 
well. In addition, some Iraqi leaders may question the 
need for a major military buildup in light of the coun-
try’s significantly changed strategic circumstances (dis-
cussed later) and pressing civil reconstruction agenda. 

Taken together, these real-world factors are likely 
to cause significant deviation from the planned speed 
and trajectory of ISF development. Full transition to 
self-reliance in external defense will prove very difficult 
until Iraq formulates a National Security Strategy that 
surpasses the short-term 2005 NSS, which did not look 
beyond stabilization of internal security.10 Indeed, the 
basic premise of the transition to police primacy is a 
pertinent place to begin discussing the context of ISF 
development in the coming years, since disengaging the 
Iraqi Army from the internal security mission will be 
more difficult than has been supposed. 

Uneven Approach to Terrorism 
and Insurgency
The “primary mission” identified in Iraq’s 2005 NSS was 
“the defeat of terrorism and insurgency.” To a consider-
able extent, this remains the ISF’s main job. Indeed, 
the Iraqi Army is still largely focused on that mission 
despite the constitution’s admonition against a mili-
tary role in internal security.11 Significant swaths of the 
country continue to face threats from al-Qaeda militants 
who target the ISF and civilians, from criminal-political 

responsibility for external security, the Federal Police 
will turn over primary internal security responsibility 
to the local Iraqi Police while retaining its ability to 
function as a light infantry reserve force in wartime. 
The Federal Police will thus provide overwatch and 
backup to both the Iraqi Police (for internal security) 
and the army (for external defense).5 

In reality, the incomplete second and third phases are 
likely to unfold less tidily and over a longer period than 
initially supposed. Full police primacy, as defined above, 
may not be instituted across Iraq for many years, if at all. 
As later sections of this paper will show, several politi-
cal and historical indicators suggest that the Iraqi federal 
government will resist police primacy in strategic gov-
ernorates because it would devolve too much author-
ity and responsibility to the provincial level.6 Moreover, 
Iraqi self-reliance in external defense may not be feasible 
for some time. Even if Baghdad plows ahead with ISF 
development as quickly as possible, senior Iraqi lead-
ers (e.g., Defense Ministry chief of staff Gen. Babakir 
Zebari) and U.S. experts (e.g., D. J. Elliott) believe that 
the country will not be able to develop true self-reliance 
on this front until 2020–2022.7 This paper takes that 
assessment a step further, outlining some of the specific 
factors that may prevent Iraq from rapidly developing a 
warfighting military capable of countering Iran. 

The withdrawal of U.S. forces—scheduled for com-
pletion by December 31, 2011—requires a further set 
of adjustments to ISF development plans. When the 
multiphase approach was first designed, planners did 
not envision total withdrawal by that date. In Decem-
ber 2010, however, Iraqi prime minister Nouri al-Maliki 
appeared to decisively rule out any new security agree-
ment before the deadline, stating, “The last American 
soldier will leave Iraq. This agreement is not subject to 
extension, not subject to alteration. It is sealed.”8 Today, 
both Baghdad and Washington are willing to consider 
retaining some U.S. military units in Iraq in 2012. Yet 
if Iraqi politicians cannot forge the consensus required 
to publicly request an extension of the U.S. presence, 
the only U.S. military personnel serving in the country 
would work within an Office of Security Cooperation 
for Iraq (OSC-I) under the U.S. embassy’s aegis, unless 
special circumstances required other arrangements on 
a temporary basis. This would effectively normalize the 
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Likewise, the Shiite-led federal government likely does 
not view internecine killings within the Sunni Arab 
community as a priority, as evidenced by its laissez-faire 
demobilization of the Sons of Iraq police auxiliary units 
in areas such as Baghdad and the ISF’s uninterest in the 
resultant Sunni-on-Sunni violence.18 

Indeed, the Iraqi government accepts that not all 
parts of Iraq are under its control at all times, such as 
border areas that are routinely violated by smugglers and 
militants or small rural areas that serve as safe havens for 
terrorist groups. This aspect of Iraqi security policymak-
ing is not new: Baghdad effectively surrendered large 
swaths of the Kurdistan region to peshmerga control 
for years beginning in the 1970s, and even the Saddam 
regime was forced to accept its inability to dominate all 
of the marshland and border areas in southern Iraq from 
the 1980s onward. Similarly, Prime Minister al-Maliki 
seems to treat areas such as Anbar and Maysan as spe-
cial cases, content with passing the fine detail of internal 
policing to local authorities for long periods of time.19 
And as with many other security issues, a strong streak 
of pragmatism runs through Iraqi decisionmaking on 
the policing of remote areas. In short, some problems 
and areas simply matter more to the federal government 
than others. 

For example, Baghdad has shown almost zero toler-
ance for breakdowns in law and order in certain cases. 
As mentioned previously, one obvious class of intolerable 
incidents is mass casualty attacks that make the govern-
ment appear impotent, particularly those undertaken in 
the political and media hub of Baghdad or during high-
profile events such as annual pilgrimages. Likewise, the 
government reacts forcefully whenever Iraqi factions 
or foreign militants attempt to humiliate it with heavy 
rocket attacks on the International Zone in Baghdad. In 
March 2008, for example, al-Maliki responded to such 
barrages with a full-scale army invasion of Sadr City, a 
hitherto-unthinkable operational and political gamble. 
Effective attacks on critical infrastructure would likely 
spark a rapid government reaction as well. Similarly, the 
return of large-scale oil smuggling would be of deep 
concern to Baghdad, particularly if it occurred on a scale 
that gave southern militias the financial and political 
clout to mount a comeback. Indeed, the open display of 
weapons by civilian militiamen is a red line for the ISF 
and would likely elicit a strong reaction in any province. 

syndicates loosely connected to the Saddam regime, or 
from Iranian-backed Shiite militias.12 Iraqis remain 
highly sensitive to any security crises that hint at the 
government’s inability to impose law and order. Govern-
ment responses to high-profile bombings in Baghdad in 
recent years are an indicator that internal security is still 
the ISF’s priority mission.13 And in some urban areas 
such as western Baghdad, the ongoing U.S. drawdown 
has thrown the Iraqi Army and Federal Police fully onto 
the front lines of delicate counterinsurgency campaigns 
requiring a high level of finesse and commitment. In 
some of these cases, the ISF has become part of the 
problem rather than part of the solution, acting as an 
irritant along ethnic and sectarian fault lines.14 

Although the Federal Police and Iraqi Police have 
gradually taken on certain security responsibilities in 
urban areas, the federal government is still more likely 
to turn to the Iraqi Army as its instrument of choice due 
to the military’s strong connection to the federal com-
mand structure and its reputation as one of the country’s 
most respected institutions. In contrast, the Iraqi Police 
is struggling to cast off decades of public derision as the 
lowest of Iraq’s security forces.15 Some army command-
ers actively resist the development of police capabilities 
in their areas of responsibility and have been instructed 
by Baghdad to remain in charge of internal security for 
the foreseeable future.16 Furthermore, the army is still 
better suited to operating in remote rural areas and 
across difficult terrain due to its routine deployment of 
soldiers away from their home provinces and its superior 
cross-country and logistical capabilities.

The ISF is also likely to develop its capabilities in 
a far less systematic way than originally envisioned by 
U.S. force planners. This is because Iraqi officials and 
commanders have differing tolerance levels for certain 
types of terrorism and insurgent violence. As U.S. influ-
ence diminishes post-withdrawal, these Iraqi leaders will 
prioritize resources to develop and maintain some capa-
bilities while allowing others to deteriorate. For instance, 
Iraqi leaders seem to have a very high tolerance for the 
country’s numerous and relatively ineffective incidents of 
low-level insurgency, which come across as mere back-
ground noise to politicians and commanders still desen-
sitized by years of intense insurgency.17 Harassment-
style small-arms fire and low-yield roadside bombs that 
cause few casualties do not overly concern ISF leaders. 
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The widespread practice of buying command appoint-
ments is particularly destructive because it places cor-
rupt officers at the head of divisions, brigades, and bat-
talions. Such commanders then commit theft and fraud 
to recoup their “investment” in the job. These activities 
result in significant undermanning of ISF units, which 
overstrains existing personnel and reduces operational 
effectiveness. And practices such as extortion at check-
points and military prisons directly harm the ISF’s rela-
tionship with the civilian population. Criminality in the 
ISF also makes it easier for terrorist groups and foreign 
states to penetrate the security establishment.25 

Securing the Iranian Border
Although Iraq faces challenges on all of its borders, the 
1,488-kilometer boundary with Iran is the most press-
ing concern.26 Political, religious, and economic rival-
ries with Iran have been a constant strategic dilemma 
for Iraq’s current generation of military leaders, who 
have dealt with Iranian border violations and paramili-
tary meddling or proxy warfare their entire professional 
careers. Analysis of both the Baath and post-2003 eras 
reveals a high level of continuity in Iranian interference 
and paramilitary operations in Iraq since 1980.27 For 
instance, the marsh routes used to smuggle proxy fight-
ers, rockets, and roadside bombs into Iraq are almost 
exactly the same today as they were during the Iran-Iraq 
War and the 1990s. Likewise, Iranian proxy attacks in 
Iraq since 2003 have involved many of the same opera-
tional bases, tactics, and procedures seen during the Sad-
dam era.28 

The ISF thus has a deep understanding of the opera-
tional challenge posed by Iranian border violations. The 
longevity of such violations also means that Iraqi deci-
sionmakers have developed a high tolerance for cross-
border interference. Iraq has experienced more than 
thirty years of Iranian rocket attacks, assassinations, bor-
der guard skirmishes, shallow incursions, artillery strikes, 
and airspace violations. Before 2003, Baghdad was not 
a passive recipient of such interference: on the contrary, 
the Baath regime retaliated in kind throughout the 
1980s and 1990s. Since 2003, however, the government 
has not employed a retaliatory policy to deter Iranian 
intervention. As a result, the new Iraqi security leader-
ship is facing familiar problems without the traditional 
raft of solutions.

In light of these sensibilities, the Iraqi government 
may have little desire to pursue certain operational tasks 
and capabilities that are particularly important to both 
Iraqi and U.S. interests:

Strategic counterinsurgency�.� The Iraqi gov-
ernment seems uncommitted to the kind of skillful 
population-focused counterinsurgency that proved so 
effective during the U.S.-led “surge” in 2008. In west-
ern Baghdad, eastern Anbar, and Babil, such efforts 
appear to be diminishing as the U.S. military presence 
ends. Predominantly Shiite-led ISF units in these areas 
are increasingly divorced from local communities, act-
ing much like coalition forces did when they first arrived 
in 2003.20 And since demobilizing the Sons of Iraq and 
other local auxiliary forces, the government has done 
little to compensate for the loss of this key link to local 
communities.21 

Ethnic confidence-building measures. In areas 
such as the Disputed Internal Boundary districts in 
northern Iraq, both Baghdad and the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) have shown uncertain commitment 
to the U.S.-initiated combined security mechanisms, 
designed to build confidence and facilitate joint federal-
Kurdish patrolling. Although the central government 
and KRG have come to agreement on the absorption 
of many peshmerga into the federally funded security 
forces,22 the ISF’s ethnic fabric could easily unravel in 
the event of a serious federal-KRG standoff in northern 
Iraq. For instance, the ISF’s Kurdish-manned Regional 
Guard Brigades and significant segments of other army 
and Foreign Police brigades would still answer entirely 
to KRG orders during such a crisis, despite being paid 
by Baghdad. Unfortunately, convincing evidence indi-
cates that the combined security mechanisms cannot 
survive without the presence of some U.S. or interna-
tional monitors.23 

Anticorruption efforts. Although corruption has 
reduced public faith in the security forces across Iraq, 
the ISF’s various leaders do not view it as a priority. 
On September 15, 2009, U.S. Forces-Iraq commander 
Gen. Ray Odierno told the BBC: “Endemic corruption 
within the Iraqi system, not only the security forces but 
the system, is still probably the biggest problem facing 
Iraq.”24 The military was already suffering from serious 
corruption during the last decade of the Saddam era, 
but the problem has worsened significantly since 2003. 
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these included Turkish incursions in the north as 
recently as 2008, the Iranian military remains the most 
serious threat. In December 2009, Iran’s temporary sei-
zure of a well in the Fakka oil field in Maysan sparked 
demonstrations throughout Iraq and condemnations 
by southern tribal leaders.33 Tehran has also engaged in 
artillery fire against targets in Iraqi territory. On aver-
age, Iran shells Kurdish rebel camps in northern Iraq 
twice per month, and as recently as June 2010, Iranian 
ground forces penetrated up to ten kilometers over the 
border near Penjwin to destroy rebel arms caches.34 
Incursions by Iranian unmanned aerial vehicles have 
also been observed since the late 1990s.35 Manned aerial 
incursions into central Iraq happened occasionally dur-
ing the 1990s, and today, Iranian helicopters sometimes 
undertake rocket attacks in northern Iraq. Such incur-
sions may recommence in central and southern Iraq if 
U.S. combat air patrol forces leave the country at the 
end of 2011 as planned. 

Although Iraqi decisionmakers have a fairly high 
tolerance for overt Iranian incursions, public reaction 
to the Fakka incident underlined Baghdad’s growing 
need to demonstrate that it can deter or push back 
against such infiltration. As with other issues, the gov-
ernment’s key motivator is the desire to avoid public 
loss of face. Until 2003, Baghdad’s mutually hostile 
relationship with Tehran allowed it to employ the full 
range of defensive and deterrent options in response 
to Iranian border violations. This included basing and 
sponsoring the Mujahedin-e Khalq opposition move-
ment as it launched terrorist attacks inside Iran. Yet the 
current strategic relationship between the two coun-
tries is significantly altered: officially, they remain in a 
state of war, but in reality, Iraq’s Shiite-led government 
acts on the assumption that an unofficial nonaggres-
sion pact is in place.36 This not only precludes retalia-
tory strikes, but also places ISF border commanders 
in a difficult position when they witness Iranian viola-
tions. Further complicating matters, the ISF considers 
littoral border policing to be a diplomatic issue falling 
under the Foreign Ministry’s jurisdiction.37 Thus, even 
if ISF units were operating at a high level of capability 
and could resist tribal, criminal, and foreign interfer-
ence, they would still be hesitant to fully enforce the 
border with Iran due to the lack of a clear foreign pol-
icy and security strategy on that front. 

One subset of problems that ISF leaders recognize 
is the significant potential for maritime border clashes 
with Iran in both the Shatt al-Arab waterway and Iraq’s 
territorial waters in the Persian Gulf. Historically, the 
demarcation of the maritime border has been conten-
tious, and current economic developments in Iraq seem 
likely to exacerbate these tensions. The rapid expansion 
of Iraq’s ports and oil export infrastructure will increase 
the level of traffic and economic activity in the littoral 
area, which may intersect with sharper economic rivalry 
between the two countries in the future. For instance, it 
is uncertain how the bilateral relationship will change 
if, as seems likely, Iraq overtakes Iran as an oil producer. 
Tehran has a proven record of cross-border interference 
in Iraq’s littoral, including threats to shut down Iraqi 
export facilities as well as harassment and detention of 
Iraqi and foreign personnel in Iraqi waters. These littoral 
areas represent a critical vulnerability for Baghdad due 
to the overwhelming proportion of government revenue 
earned through southern exports and the equally domi-
nant proportion of Iraqi imports arriving through south-
ern channels.29 

Land infiltration poses additional border security 
problems. As mentioned earlier, the level of continu-
ity in Iranian cross-border operations since the 1980s is 
uncanny.30 Although the Iraqi government is well aware 
of such violations, the lack of reliability and capacity 
among its border forces prevents effective control. Crim-
inal corruption, Iranian penetration, and intimidation of 
border security personnel are endemic at key crossing 
areas,31 and some parts of the border are in danger of 
slipping into a gray zone where Iranian influence rivals 
or overshadows that of Baghdad. Certain border areas in 
Maysan and Wasit provinces already receive electricity 
and clean water from Iran, and many Iraqi border guards 
make regular visits to family members living in Iran.32 
These factors underline the complicated nature of secu-
rity issues on the border, where Iranian infiltration is not 
limited to criminal or militant activity but also encom-
passes the full gamut of political and economic tools. In 
contrast, the ISF still has only a rudimentary presence 
along the border, and these personnel have no mandate 
or budget to engage in “hearts and minds” operations. 

Another set of challenges arises from more overt for-
eign military incursions into Iraqi territory. Although 
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broad rejection of Saddam Hussein’s adventurism—
the cause of Iraq’s economic ruin over three decades—
Baghdad is not building a military that could be used 
to coerce the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states.

�� Fourth, Baghdad’s relationship with the United 
States has shifted since 1990. Previously, Iraq was a 
pariah state associated with weapons of mass destruc-
tion and saddled with constant U.S. military con-
tainment; today, the U.S. military supports Iraq, and 
neighboring Iran has become the pariah associated 
with WMD proliferation. 

By any standards, then, Iraq’s strategic situation has been 
radically transformed since the last time the country 
developed its external security forces. 

To get a sense of the kind of military foundation the 
new Iraq will build on, it is worth briefly reviewing the 
force that Baghdad could theoretically field in the near 
future (say, by 2016–2020). In quantitative terms, this 
force could approach in size the mid-1970s Iraqi military 
that undertook a grueling multiyear counterinsurgency 
campaign against the Kurds in the north.40 Iraq would 
need until at least 2020 to develop conventional war-
fighting capabilities (i.e., armored or mechanized forces 
plus artillery, close air support, and logistics) on par with 
the “go to war” force it fielded at the outset of the Iran-
Iraq War in September 1980.41 In qualitative terms, Iraq 
will build its external defense capabilities by drawing on 
a very mixed set of officers, noncommissioned officers, 
and members of other ranks. Some Iran-Iraq War vet-
erans and experienced soldiers remain, but many officers 
are so-called dimaj troops, meaning they were inserted 
into the command structure as political appointees and 
did not undergo military education or training.42 More-
over, the new class of junior officers trained with U.S.-
influenced syllabi have no conventional warfare experi-
ence. Accordingly, transitioning troops from internal 
security missions to external defense training may be 
more difficult than anticipated. 

If developed as rapidly as possible, the Iraqi mili-
tary in 2020 could be a significant force with a wartime 
mobilization potential of more than thirty divisions, 
including up to seven armored or mechanized divi-
sions, fourteen light infantry divisions, plus ten internal 
security divisions (of motorized light infantry) drawn 

Transitioning to External Security
The 2003 defeat and disestablishment of the Iraqi mili-
tary forced Baghdad to start almost from scratch in 
developing external defense capabilities. Yet Iraq’s stra-
tegic circumstances have also been greatly altered since 
the Saddam era: 

�� First, and perhaps most important, the relation-
ship between the federal government and the Kurds 
has changed significantly. Although military ten-
sions and other issues still persist between Baghdad 
and Irbil, the scale and scope of the problem have 
diminished. During the Saddam era, more than half 
of Iraq’s Army and Republican Guard divisions were 
constantly employed in the north, either undertaking 
counterinsurgency operations (in the 1970s and 1980s) 
or defending the “Green Line” separating the KRG 
from federal Iraq (1991 onward).38 Despite ongoing 
disagreements with other political and ethnic groups, 
the Kurdish parties are now an intrinsic part of the 
political fabric in Baghdad. For the first time since 
Iraq became a state, the requirement to periodically 
pacify and garrison Iraqi Kurdistan is simply not a 
central factor in the government’s force planning.39 

�� Second, and nearly as important, the Iraqi govern-
ment no longer identifies Iran as an enemy nation. To 
be sure, the border situation is tense, the general sense 
of rivalry remains, and some parts of Iraqi society are 
violently opposed to Iran. Yet the tension between 
the two countries has been significantly diminished 
by Iraq’s post-2003 rebirth as a Shiite-led state. As 
mentioned earlier, many Iraqi politicians believe that 
Baghdad has effectively committed to a nonaggres-
sion pact, collaborating with Iran on numerous eco-
nomic ventures and insisting that the 2008 U.S.-Iraq 
Security Agreement include language forbidding the 
use of Iraqi territory for attacks on other countries.

�� Third, the Middle East has changed since Iraq began 
its military buildup in the 1960s. Inter-Arab and Iraqi-
Turkish military competition has declined steeply. The 
Arab-Israeli conflict no longer factors heavily in Arab 
defense planning, at least beyond Israel’s neighbors. 
The Cold War is no longer an aggravating factor driv-
ing rearmament and militarism in Iraq. And given the 
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But it would not be designed to block a determined 
Iranian attack. Instead, Baghdad would depend on its 
tacit nonaggression pact with Tehran—as well as eco-
nomic, political, and diplomatic leverage—to main-
tain its territorial integrity and commercial freedom. 

�� Minimum deterrent. Alternatively, Baghdad 
could restrict or slow rearmament rather than abort-
ing it completely, resulting in a military capable of 
delaying a determined attack from Iran for a short 
period. Taking this path would require some recogni-
tion at the national level that Iran remains a threat, 
while still allowing the government to adopt a non-
confrontational or nonoffensive model of defense. 
This model—akin to the doctrine adopted by some 
GCC states such as Kuwait—assumes that an Ira-
nian attack would be deterred by a combination of 
the initial delaying action, military reinforcement by 
an external security guarantor (probably the United 
States), and international pressure. A minimum 
deterrent force could be quite small and affordable, 
involving three or four armored or mechanized divi-
sions plus a dozen light infantry divisions and limited 
use of police forces as wartime reserves. To establish 
a reliable deterrent, this sort of force would probably 
need to use a range of force multipliers such as terrain 
barriers (e.g., minefields), maneuver, and qualitative 
advantages in training and equipment. 

�� Military powerhouse. Iraq could also press for-
ward with full-scale rearmament as described previ-
ously, developing a force designed to deter or defeat 
even a determined Iranian attack. Building this sort 
of military would require explicit recognition that 
Iran remains the key threat to Iraq—an unlikely sce-
nario except under a strongly nationalist, cross-sec-
tarian government of the sort that does not currently 
exist in Baghdad. Developing a powerhouse force 
might itself become a cause for renewed tension with 
Tehran, especially in combination with aggressive 
hydrocarbon development that results in Iraq quickly 
overtaking Iran in oil production and reserves. Such 
a force would likely include up to seven armored or 
mechanized divisions plus fourteen light infantry 
divisions and ten or more internal security divisions, 
the last drawn from mobilization of all Federal Police 
units during wartime. It would also include strong 

from the Interior Ministry and Department of Border 
Enforcement. Yet even in that maximalist scenario, the 
ISF would almost certainly lack most of the vital assets 
that Iraq brought to its previous conventional wars, such 
as extensive minefields; deep reserves of stored equip-
ment and ammunition, particularly to support armored 
and artillery forces; logistics; air defense; offensive air-
power; strategic missiles; and chemical weapons.43 As 
Defense Ministry chief of staff General Zebari noted, 
whether conditions are ideal or not, Iraq will probably 
fail to satisfy most of the recognizable benchmarks for 
self-reliance in external security by 2020. 

Of course, one should not assume that Iraq will press 
ahead full speed with military rearmament—in fact, that 
scenario seems unlikely, given the government’s current 
composition. Many Iraqi factions may object to further 
military development, including Kurdish and Shiite pol-
iticians who suffered repression under Saddam or who 
wish to limit federal authority over the regions and prov-
inces. Iran may use its influence over some senior Iraqi 
leaders to restrain rearmament and complicate or slow 
Iraq’s absorption of U.S. military hardware and training. 
And some politicians will likely point to Iraq’s deficit in 
services and infrastructure as a reason to oppose spend-
ing on rearmament at a time when the country arguably 
faces little threat of foreign invasion. All these factors 
seem to have influenced Baghdad’s decision to delay 
procurement of F-16 fighters in order to divert funding 
to the food rationing system in the 2011 budget.44 

Taking the political, historical, and economic context 
of ISF development into account, three main options for 
Iraq’s external security force structure emerge:

�� Pushback force. Baghdad may decide to downsize 
the relatively large military developed for the post-
2003 counterinsurgency mission in order to divert 
government funding toward civilian reconstruction. 
Under this scenario, the military’s external security 
capabilities might be limited to as few as five or six 
heavy brigades (less than two heavy division equiva-
lents) and perhaps a dozen light infantry divisions. 
The Federal and Iraqi Police would probably not be 
required to assume wartime mobilization roles under 
this option. This force would be capable of posturing 
during crises—for example, to show Iran that any 
attempt to militarily coerce Iraq would entail risks. 
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was merely a personal view, and that government pol-
icy dictated no U.S. soldier would remain after 2011. 
He added, “Politicians respect the point of view of mil-
itary personnel, but in the end, the decision is made by 
politicians.”47 

The ISF is thus unlikely to be a strong driver of 
maximal rearmament. In addition to lacking a force-
ful voice in government decisionmaking, the military 
is as divided politically as the civilian leadership. Kurd-
ish and Shiite political and military blocs may not 
support the development of a strong new ISF with a 
nationalist agenda, and the military has been unable 
to protect even its own budget, as seen in the afore-
mentioned diversion of F-16 funding to the civilian 
budget. As long as Iraq’s politics remain divided along 
ethnosectarian lines, military development will be 
delayed, distorted, and restricted, adding another com-
plication to the task of planning and delivering U.S. 
security assistance. 

Policy Recommendations
In 2005, it became necessary to introduce an interim 
National Security Strategy and force-development plan 
in order to begin the process of building the ISF. But for 
any plan to remain relevant, it must change to account 
for new strategic contexts and operational needs. Iraq’s 
history, politics, strategic culture, and defense econom-
ics provide the context for future U.S. security assis-
tance. The three-phase transitional plan established in 
2005–2006 is still important, but the local context of 
ISF development means that the plan will probably not 
unfold as neatly or quickly as envisioned. In all likeli-
hood, the transition to police primacy will proceed 
unevenly, while the Iraqi Army’s assumption of the 
external security mission will take far longer than origi-
nally hoped. 

In addition to adjusting expectations, U.S. policymak-
ers should consider several specific recommendations for 
shaping future assistance based on a fuller understand-
ing of the Iraqi context: 

�� Recognize America’s ability to narrow the 
deterrence gap. Even after the last American mili-
tary unit leaves Iraq in December 2011, the United 
States will remain an important part of the military 

armor, artillery, logistics, air defense, and offensive 
airpower assets. If Baghdad chooses this route, it 
would probably develop the force as quickly as pos-
sible, which would strain civilian reconstruction to 
some degree. At the same time, such a military could 
serve as a “prestige” force, befitting the economic 
powerhouse that Iraq may well become. 

Who Will Design Iraq’s Future Military?
Although Iraq has witnessed significant military involve-
ment in government decisionmaking in the past, this 
does not necessarily mean that the new ISF will dic-
tate the scale and speed of its own future development. 
From 1936 to 1968, “the Iraqi military’s role in politics 
[fell] under the rubric of praetorian regimes.”45 In par-
ticular, Iraq was subject to “military moderator” regimes 
in 1936–1941 (where the military was able to veto cer-
tain policies) and “military ruler” regimes in 1958–1968 
(where the military directly seized power). Yet Saddam 
Hussein’s dictatorship eradicated the military’s influ-
ence over government policy and seeded the armed 
forces with political appointees from the Baath Party—
the “totalitarian penetration” model of civilian control 
over the military. Civilian control arguably continued in 
modified form after Saddam’s fall.

Indeed, since 2003, the emerging Iraqi military has 
most closely mirrored the “liberal democratic” model, 
with its structure, budget, and operations controlled 
by a civilian government. The military’s limited role 
in politics is partly a function of ethnic, sectarian, and 
factional fractures, which prevent the formation of a 
collective identity or set of interests within the ISF.46 
And although the situation falls well short of the 
“totalitarian penetration” model, Prime Minister al-
Maliki has attained a firm grip on the military com-
mand-and-control structure. His Office of the Com-
mander-in-Chief has proven to be an effective tool of 
centralized control over military appointments, and his 
placement of loyalists in regional and provincial opera-
tions centers has given him a similar hold over opera-
tions. When General Zebari stated that he supported 
a U.S. military presence beyond the withdrawal date 
sanctioned by the prime minister and the government-
ratified security agreement, al-Maliki spokesman Ali 
Dabbagh told Al-Arabiya television that the comment 
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�� Recognize the near-term restrictions on Iraqi 
policy toward Iran. Iraq’s new deterrent policy 
toward Iran is complex but not illogical from an Iraqi 
perspective. Many Iraqi politicians have a fine-tuned 
understanding of Tehran’s strategic calculus toward 
their country, and they may well be correct in their 
assessment that Iran will not invade Iraq during the 
next decade so long as Baghdad avoids certain red 
lines such as long-term Iraqi basing of U.S. combat 
aircraft or a major expansion of Iraq’s offensive force. In 
many ways, this attitude mirrors the traditional GCC 
approach of deterring Iranian aggression through a 
mixture of political, military, and economic means, 
including both inducements and subtle threats.

Iraq’s current weakness is one driver for its concil-
iatory policy toward Iran. Another may be a genuine 
desire to avoid the carnage of another major war with 
its neighbor—an attitude that is to be welcomed and 
reinforced so long as it can be balanced with other 
long-term Iraqi interests. Whatever the case, Bagh-
dad will formulate its own manner of dealing with 
Iran, and it may differ greatly from the U.S. approach. 

Even so, the United States can promote synergy 
on the Iran front. First, Washington can demonstrate 
patience and play the long game, counting on Iraq to 
grow more assertive as it stabilizes itself and outstrips 
Iran as an energy producer. In addition, the United 
States can play the same word games with Iraq that 
it does with GCC states, couching border security 
efforts and military ties in nonthreatening terms even 
when they are intended as deterrent measures against 
Iran. For instance, Washington could emphasize the 
need to prevent drug smuggling as justification for 
helping Iraq seal its eastern border. No matter how 
close the Iraqi government appears to get to Tehran, 
decisionmakers in Baghdad understand the leverage 
they can maintain over Iran by having the United 
States as an alternative or additional security partner. 

�� Remain committed to confidence building 
between Iraqi factions. Some missions will cause 
disagreement between Washington and Baghdad but 
must still be attempted for the good of the bilateral 
relationship. One such mission is maintaining con-
fidence- and security-building measures along the 

balance between Iraq and Iran. Deep U.S. commit-
ment to Iraq’s security, through whatever mechanism 
both governments can agree on, will give Baghdad 
the confidence to stand up for its own interests when 
Iran imposes demands or tests its influence, demon-
strating that Iraq has a strong potential ally if Teh-
ran overplays its hand. As one Iraqi general stated, 

“Americans focus on the numbers of U.S. forces in 
Iraq, but numbers are not the most important thing.” 
The intangible effect of a close U.S.-Iraqi strategic 
relationship will be to narrow the deterrence gap until 
Iraqi forces are more fully developed.48

�� Maintain military ties in the face of national-
ism. The period since 2003 has effectively been the 
Mandate era redux: a return to the foreign occupation 
of pre-independence Iraq.49 The coming years will 
probably witness a nationalist backlash against any 
remaining foreign presence, as Iraqis reassert con-
trol over all institutions. Signs of such backlash have 
already emerged: private security companies have 
been subject to new restrictions verging on harass-
ment, while U.S. forces have felt the push of Iraqi 
sovereignty since the June 2009 removal of unilat-
eral American patrols from the cities. At the strate-
gic level, U.S. security assistance will be affected by 
the same postcolonial impulses that have restricted 
tactical operations in Iraq since 2009. Patience and 
subtlety will be necessary during a period marked by 
Iraqi oversensitivity and political discord on the issue 
of U.S. military presence.

�� Reset the relationship. Although the planned 
withdrawal of all U.S. military units by year’s end 
may disrupt short-term security assistance efforts, it 
could also be a positive development in the longer 
term, resetting the bilateral relationship to a level 
that satisfies both sides. In the United States, such 
a reset could help policymakers draw a line under 
the Iraq war (i.e., 2003–2011) and begin viewing 
the country in purely strategic terms, on its merits 
as a future strategic partner on security, energy, and 
democratization issues. To some extent, Iraq could 
then be characterized as a fresh problem with a fresh 
menu of potential solutions. 



POLICY NOTES

10� www.washingtoninstitute.org 

military companies (PMCs) and security firms that 
could support ISF development. Although competi-
tion from European and Asian technology vendors 
will be strong, the Iraqi government has a unique 
appreciation of how valuable U.S. security assistance 
can be. Baghdad has learned firsthand that American 
intelligence gathering, aviation, logistics, and train-
ing are superior to the British, Russian, Chinese, and 
French assistance received in the past. Buoyed by oil 
revenues, Iraq will dedicate significant resources to 
security-related procurement, operations, and main-
tenance, particularly in support of priority mission 
areas such as police development, counterterrorism, 
and critical infrastructure protection. If the U.S. mili-
tary cannot provide support in all of these areas for 
political reasons, the American private sector could 
be a useful substitute. 

For instance, PMCs have been able to develop 
strong and enduring partnerships with Gulf nations 
in the past, as evidenced by the Office of the Pro-
gram Manager–Saudi Arabian National Guard 
(OPM-SANG). Based on American military doc-
trine, this training, logistics, and support services 
project has been run by a U.S.-Saudi joint venture 
company since 1975. In general, the stigma associ-
ated with armed U.S. private security companies 
in Iraq does not apply to unarmed PMCs, so these 
support firms should be used as widely as possible. 
In addition, the U.S. embassy in Baghdad should 
give PMCs strong support to help them garner ben-
efits such as realistic export-control authorizations 
from Congress, significant U.S. funding consider-
ation (via the Foreign Military Sales and Foreign 
Military Financing programs), as well as visas, pay-
ments, legal protection, and security support from 
the Iraqi government. 

�� Help secure the border with Iran. Iraq must 
build a new toolkit of responses to deal with the 
immensely complicated security challenge on the 
border with Iran. Restoring Iraq’s territorial integrity 
along the porous border is a strategic priority for two 
reasons. First, Iranian-backed militancy and intel-
ligence penetration of Iraq have everyday negative 
effects, described in both this study and The Wash-
ington Institute’s detailed 2011 paper on the subject.51 

trigger line between federal and KRG-controlled 
areas. Another is carrying out reconciliation and 
population-focused counterinsurgency initiatives in 
the Sunni Arab areas. In advocating the continua-
tion of these missions, the United States enjoys the 
important advantage of being perceived as a well-
respected, honest broker by many Iraqis (with some 
significant exceptions, of course). Iran will never be 
viewed in this manner, no matter how much effort it 
employs in Iraq. Through its massive expenditure in 
blood and treasure, as well as its evident commitment 
and good intentions, the United States has earned a 
special relationship with Iraq, and these ties should 
be preserved. America has been the glue in Iraq’s 
fragile post-2003 political environment—Washing-
ton should view this fact as a source of leverage to 
encourage Iraqis to invite an extended U.S. military 
presence in Iraq, not as a potential impediment to 
future bilateral relations. 

�� Identify security assistance that Iraqis value. 
Given the current tolerance levels and objectives of 
Iraqi leaders, Baghdad will value U.S. assistance on 
some operational tasks and capabilities much more 
than on others. One such focus area is strategic coun-
terterrorism against cells capable of attacking high-
profile targets. Others include counter–indirect fire 
capabilities around the government center and inter-
national airport in Baghdad, along with protection of 
key points such as the southern export infrastructure 
bottleneck at Basra.50 Metropolitan command-and-
control systems and the general provision of intelli-
gence capabilities will also be highly valued, as will 
any capability that prevents government embarrass-
ment or reduces the risk of Baghdad losing control 
over key metropolitan areas, critical infrastructure, or 
major events. 

�� Mobilize public-private partnerships. Both the 
U.S. military and American companies are well placed 
to provide Iraq with significant technology compo-
nents post-2011. Accordingly, Washington should 
lend strong support to U.S. companies that wish to 
operate in Iraq, helping them capitalize on the strong 
personal bonds between Iraqi and U.S. military lead-
ers. Many of the latter will retire to work in private 
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reemerge as a coercive force dominated by one politi-
cal or ethnosectarian bloc. 

�� Improve police training so that the Iraqi Army 
can focus on external defense. Police training 
is difficult, and the United States does not have a 
track record of resounding success in this challeng-
ing field. Yet the longer Baghdad leans on the Iraqi 
Army to provide internal security, the slower its tran-
sition to external defense will be, resulting in a wid-
ened deterrence gap. Accordingly, initiatives such as 
the NATO Training Mission–Iraq and some form of 
extended U.S. military training to the Interior Min-
istry’s Federal Police service should be given priority, 
even above training the army for external defense. A 
State Department international law enforcement 
program based out of the International Zone in 
Baghdad would likely struggle to replicate the prog-
ress that NATO and the U.S. military have made in 
the development and fielding of the Federal Police in 
Iraq. Only an extensive military-led effort can finish 
the job of paramilitary police training and allow the 
Iraqi military to turn fully to external defense. 

Conclusion
Iraq’s military and internal security forces have under-
gone constant adaption for more than four decades, 
spanning the major counterinsurgencies in Kurdistan 
during the 1970s, the Iran-Iraq War, the 1991 Gulf War, 
the post-1991 rationalization of the Saddam military, and 
the post-2003 period. Through each of its iterations, the 
ISF has been shaped not only by external wars, but also 
by local factors. The future success of U.S. security assis-
tance will rely more than ever on a clear understanding 
of the strategic, political, and cultural context of Iraq’s 
security sector development, as well as the fashioning of 
initiatives that take this context into account.

Second, an unsecured border imposes a broader 
handicap on Iraqi conventional defense against Iran, 
giving Tehran potential advantages in surprise, infil-
tration, and advanced “jump-off ” areas for an inva-
sion. To counter these risks, Iraq must incrementally 
strengthen its intelligence and border forces with 
U.S. assistance. 

Such improvements to border security will not 
be enough, however. Washington should also sup-
port the development of technical surveillance and 
physical barriers along the border, which could 
reduce the overall challenge by limiting the number 
of vulnerable points and providing better visibility 
to national-level authorities who may be less sus-
ceptible to local corruption and intimidation. As in 
other areas, Baghdad may place particularly high 
value on special access to U.S. technical security 
solutions. Developing Iraq’s border forces through 
a long-term security assistance program similar to 
OPM-SANG would be a sensible way of ensuring 
strong, lasting U.S. guidance on ISF development in 
this vital sector. 

�� Reduce fears of Iraq’s military. U.S. security 
assistance could support the development of a “mini-
mum deterrent” Iraqi force capable of “nonoffensive 
defense,” that is, defending the country’s territorial 
integrity without raising military tensions with Iran 
or alarming other neighbors. This kind of ISF would 
fulfill a number of contextual requirements. It would 
befit Iraq’s status as a regional power without rekin-
dling uncomfortable issues related to its past wars of 
conquest. It would also deter Iranian expansionism 
without adding impetus to the rivalry or sparking a 
new arms race between the two states. In addition, 
U.S. involvement could reassure some Iraqis (particu-
larly Kurds and Sunni Arabs) that the ISF will not 
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