
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Memorandum for the Record 
  

From: Anthony H. Cordesman 
  

Date: 12 June 2009 
  

Subject: Observations From a Visit to Iraq 
 
 

I want to stress in sending this memo that I am conscious that a brief visit to Iraq does not enable 

me to do more than raise issues and communicate my personal impressions. I should also stress 

that I was impressed with the progress and dedication of all the various components of the US 

team that we had the privilege of visiting. All had a firm commitment to making the transition to 

a responsible US withdrawal work, and to helping the Iraqis make progress towards a stable and 

secure Iraq. 

  

I do, however, have some observations that may be of value -- if only to flag areas where better 

communication may be possible in explaining what is underway. I also was struck by the fact 

that one of the most important tasks that you and Ambassador Hill face may not be to change 

what you are doing but rather to improve efforts to build up the kind of US understanding and 

support that will sustain the effort in Iraq and allow it to achieve success. 

  

The Changing Challenge to Iraqi Security 
  

I do not want to downplay the importance of the continuing struggle against extremists and the 

remaining insurgent elements. We have not yet "won" in Iraq and we continue to face serious 

risks. Ninewa and Mosul remain challenges. Terrorist attacks continue and Americans and Iraqis 

will continue to die. It seems clear that various violent elements of AQI/ISI, FREs, Special 

Groups and other threats will continue to pose a challenge at some level even after we have 

withdrawn US forces in 2011. It seems equally clear that Iraq will face challenges and pressure 

from its neighbors, particularly Iran. 

  

Any visitor to today's Iraq can see, however, that violence has been sharply reduced, that US and 

Iraqi forces have done much to meet the mix of remaining threats, and that Iraqi forces are 

making real progress. Moreover, we have a remarkably skilled and adaptive US force to deal 

with the challenges we now face. The US military now has years of experience and multiple 

tours in Iraq, and there is little an outsider can add at this point regarding the counterinsurgency 

phase of the struggle that has not already been tried or considered. 



  

In any case, what is most striking about a visit to today's Iraq is that the main challenges to Iraqi 

security are now becoming Iraq's political divisions and ethnic and sectarian tensions. As every 

briefing from our country team made clear, the US faces major challenges in the Arab-Kurdish 

struggle, and from Iraq's remaining sectarian tensions. 

 

The Kurdish Challenge 

  

Discussions with Iraqi Arabs, Iraqi Kurds, and US officers and officials in the north showed that 

the country team was all too correct in warning that we have not yet created a stable and secure 

Iraq. Finding a stable solution to Arab-Kurdish relations, and to solving the problems created by 

the disputed areas in the north is critical to Iraq's future. It is clear that tensions between Arabs 

and Kurds are rising, and that patience is wearing thin on both sides.  

 

Finding a solution to the Arab-Kurd issue has become a critical priority for the US and the UN.  

Unfortunately, changes in the UN team are occurring at precisely the wrong moment. It is far 

from clear whether the 502 page UN report was able to successfully set the stage for prolonged 

negotiations 

 

The Arab-Kurdish tensions in Ninewa and Kirkuk, and throughout the disputed areas are 

symbols of an explosive situation that is going to require an extraordinary diplomatic effort by 

the US and UN. They will at least require several years of careful attention by steadily 

declining US forces to do everything possible to minimize clashes that could escalate far beyond 

the intent of either side.  

  

The Kurds will need a sustained US diplomatic and military effort to persuade them to be 

realistic, to look beyond history and geography, and see beyond the gains they made during the 

period immediately after 2003 because the Arab side at that time was so weak. They need to 

accept practical compromises and do so as quickly as possible, before a new legacy of tension 

and anger makes such compromise steadily more difficult.  

  

Iraqi Arabs need a similar ongoing effort to persuade them to pay more attention to achieving 

national unity, rather than exploiting the Kurdish issue to score domestic political points in their 

own internal power struggles or focusing on Arab identity to the exclusion of national 

unity. They need to remember that the Kurds have legitimate reason to seek some degree of 

autonomy, to focus on the protections offered by the constitution, and to want Iraqi Security 

Forces to be structured in a way that gives the Kurds some guarantee of security and ensures that 

Kurdish officers have a fair share of command.  

 

The Sectarian Challenge 

  

At the same time, Sunni-Shi'ite tensions pose serious challenges on their own. Most Iraqi Arabs 

seem fed up with violence and extremism. They want peace, good government, development, 

and progress. Iraqi Arab politics, however, threaten to divide Iraqis along lines of sectarian and 

regional interest. The struggle to win the coming national election already has primacy, and it is 

clear that the tensions between Prime Minister Maliki and the CoR are growing.  



  

Iraqis made it clear that Sunni Arabs increasingly distrust what they see as Maliki's effort to 

expand his power and political support at the expense of Sunnis, and what they see as a form of 

de-Baathifcation that sharply favors Shi'ites while continuing to limit or push out Sunnis from 

both the government and ISF. Shi'ites made it clear that they fear the resurgence of both elements 

in both politics and the ISF. 

  

These problems are compounded by the internal fragmentation of Sunni and Shi'ite politics at 

every level. There still are no Sunni political parties that have demonstrated that they can speak 

for Sunnis at the national level, and the past Shi'ite coalition is fragmenting along pro and anti-

Maliki lines. This could lead to local violence, and trigger tensions within the Shi'ites and Sunnis 

that could suddenly flare up into major violence.  

 

The US Response 

  

The question then arises as to what, if anything, the US can do beyond the continuing 

political effort that the country team already has underway to halt such internal domestic 

conflicts before they begin. Iraq is now sovereign, and many forms of military intervention can 

do as much or more harm than good.  

 

One answer – although it may be unpopular in Washington – lies in carefully targeted aid. The 

US should not phase out aid too quickly in the areas with there are ethnic and sectarian fault 

lines. Limited amounts of aid can be used to enhance dialog, try to bridge differences, and lever 

the kind of positive action that can bring various sides together. The Embassy needs the 

resources and flexibility to use such tools quickly and flexibly, and to enhance negotiations as 

well as to provide more conventional types of aid. The Administration and the Congress need to 

understand that the past mistakes in the aid effort, and current financial pressures, are not a 

rationale for cutting aid so quickly and so severely that it jeopardizes all that has been 

accomplished since the beginning of the surge.   

 

As for the US military, it needs to make use of every possible intelligence asset in order to be 

able to avoid clashes between elements of the ISF and other factions. The key, however, lies in 

military assistance.  There is tremendous pressure to downsize such US efforts as part of US 

withdrawals, but there are still be good reasons to keep the military advisory and aid effort at 

higher levels than are currently planned, and to give these efforts more focus on healing Iraq’s 

internal divisions as distinguished from dealing with its security problems. Our visits made it 

clear that some of this effort is already underway, but added CERP and other military aid could 

be used to reduce these tensions and help keep ISF development on track in critical areas – as 

well as to help bridge over the impact of Iraq's current budget crisis and provide US advisers 

with leverage by incentivizing the ISF to use its own resources effectively. 

 

Arab-Kurdish tensions must be a central focus of both diplomatic and military attention. The US 

is already making efforts to try to keep the ISF from becoming polarized along Arab-Kurd lines, 

but these efforts may need added assets, and the US may need to rethink past plans in supporting 

the expansion of the Iraqi Army. 

 



The plan to create largely Kurdish 15th and 16th Divisions may now be financially and 

politically impossible, but some form of this option still seems highly desirable. Having largely 

Kurdish forces within the Iraqi Army still seems a good way to integrate a Pesh Merga that now 

totals nearly 190,000 men into a smaller force that is both national and offers the Kurds some 

degree of security. The US might also consider making it clear that the level of US military aid 

and assistance will vary with the degree to which Kurdish officers are not pushed out of senior 

command positions and Kurds are integrated into all of the elements of the ISF.  

  

More broadly, US military advisory teams and aid provide a powerful tool in trying to prevent 

the ethnic and sectarian polarization of the ISF, and in making it both a national and professional 

entity. It may be tempting to downsize this effort too quickly, to eliminate or reduce aid too 

much, or to focus on securing withdrawal. But the US must resist this temptation. It should seek 

to maintain as strong a military aid effort as possible through 2011, and to institutionalize such 

an effort in 2012 and beyond. It is clear in talking to members of the ISF, that most senior Iraqi 

officers want such aid and recognize that it is needed. It is also clear that Iraqi officers do see the 

need for a national, rather than polarized, ISF and that working with them can be a powerful 

force in developing Iraqi unity. 

    

Planning for the Longer Term and Emerging Risks, Not Just For Withdrawal 
   

There does seem to be too much country team focus on events up to the election. Both the 

country team and Washington needs to react to the "threat" posed by a combination of Iraqi 

politics, remaining internal tensions, and a combination of economic and budgetary pressures 

interacting with internal rivalries and rising expectations. Rather than a worst-case revival of 

violence, the US may face an election whose results are as divisive as they are unifying, 

pressures to make the Prime Minister a "president" or strong man, or a government too divided 

to be effective.  

  

There is also some risk that the election will coincide with a "perfect storm" in the form  of a 

continuing budget crisis and limited oil export income, the phase out of significant grant aid, 

problems in the quality of government services and budget execution, and the natural desire of 

Iraqis to improve their lives after years of violence and poverty. 

   

If the election does move Iraq towards successful governance, unity, and development, the key to 

future US success will increasingly be diplomacy and civil programs, not the use of the US 

military or the ISF. It is critical, however, that we explicitly plan for other contingencies, and do 

not prematurely see the election as anything other than one more uncertain milestone in a process 

that will take a decade or so to complete. We need to preserve a sense of urgency in executing 

both our civil and military efforts well beyond 2011.  

  

The key US mission is not responsible withdrawal, or to put the Iraqis in the lead, important as 

these elements of the US mission are. It is to execute a transition over the period up to 2011, and 

beyond, that will create as strong and independent an Iraq as possible and one that will be a 

strategic partner that serves both its own interests and the need to bring security and stability to 

the Gulf. 

 



There will be nothing but "critical" periods for the US military advisory effort between now and 

the end of 2011 -- and for several years beyond. The ISF transition to both domestic peacetime 

security and rule of law and to being able to defend the country against foreign threats will 

require as much help as we can possible give them. This also is not a task we can dodge by 

claiming premature success or shifting the burden to NATO or any other allies. Either the US 

side of the effort will succeed, or the Iraqi side will fail. Our sustained  success in Iraq will hinge 

on how well we replace massive US forces with an effective and lasting US advisory effort and 

the level of military aid we continue to provide once our combat forces are withdrawn in 2011 

and after 2011. 

 

 

This makes it critical to avoid focusing too much on managing the withdrawal of our forces, and 

the tasks we face if everything goes according to plan. We must have a good a set of contingency 

plans and options for dealing with serious crises -- particularly because our ability to intervene 

and our leverage will steadily diminish with time as our forces drop and Iraqi politics dominate 

events.  

 

Our visit made it clear that some of this planning is already underway. It was not possible, 

however, to determine how much of the planning was complete or its depth and priority in a 

short visit. It also sometimes seemed that seeking added aid resources from the Administration 

and Congress might need more consideration in spite of the obvious internal US domestic 

political issues involved.  

 

One approach would be to set up a small planning cell that combined US military, diplomatic, 

and intelligence expertise to develop regularly updated contingency plans to deal with such 

options. Such a cell could help bring together the civil and military side of the US effort, take 

advantage of the expertise that only an in-country presence can give, and help ensure that US 

efforts really do give mid and long term efforts the level of attention they need. 

 

The US military commands we visited already seem to have adapted to part of these needs, and 

Lt. General Helmick's Partnership Strategic Group shows exactly the right kind of focus on 2012 

and beyond that is flexible enough to adapt to constant change without losing sight of the longer 

term objective. The cell that MNSTC-I has set up has people dedicated to looking at the future 

through 2012, and to keep part of the team looking beyond present issues and needs, needs to be 

institutionalized at every level. The present is so challenging that it is tempting to deal with it in 

next immediate critical deadline or the present tour of duty, but the US must consistently look to 

the future and constantly recalibrate its plans to reflect new developments. 

 

 

Looking at Individual Aspects of the US Aid Effort 
 

Some additional suggestions are: 

  Ensure the flow of CERP/quick reaction civil aid: Special attention is needed to 

continuing flexible, immediate aid. The cuts in major infrastructure and development aid 

should not deprive the PRTs, AI Brigades, and civil aid effort of pools of funds to make 



things work, incentivize Iraqis to do things on their own and provide a quick fix to 

capability development. It was not clear what the post FY2009 aid plan would really be 

and whether sustained funding would be provided to transition from military to civil 

programs through 2010 and beyond.  An integrated aid plan and funding profile seems to 

be needed. 

 Establish plans for multiyear aid funding. A successful US effort will need 

Congressional and public support for civil and military aid efforts that require continuity. 

The Country team needs to make it clear that such efforts are needed, make a case for 

why they are needed and that they will need steady updating . This does not have to mean 

an OMB approved set of numbers or a specific request to Congress. It does mean making 

it clear that some aid, seed money, leveraged military aid and help in equipment sales 

will be needed. 

 Ensure Iraq does not try to sustain too large and too costly a mix of ISF forces, and 

sets goals that can create a supportable mix of ISF forces. I was impressed with 

MNSTC-I's understanding of the need to provide continuity of effort, and size force goals 

and levels to what Iraq could actually afford and support. A number of the Iraqi officers 

we talked to also understood this.  

Other Iraqis, however, still seem to have overambitious goals. Moreover, the total size of 

the MoD and MoI security forces is now headed towards 800,000 in a country where this 

pool of men -- particularly literate and fairly skilled men, makes up a significant 

percentage of the labor force. Iraq needs forces large enough to consolidate victory and 

security first, but as MNSTC-I fades out and the AA Brigades come in, the US advisory 

team will need to carefully address how to reduce force quantity and sustain critical areas 

of force quality while eliminating key gaps in support and enablers. 

 Do not downsize the PRT effort too quickly or end it too soon. The PRT effort is being 

radically restructured. However these changes seem more tailored towards force 

reductions than towards creating a clear plan for what the aid effort should be in the field, 

or how it should be shaped after the election in early 2010 and the US withdrawal in 

2011. A clear long-term plan for manning and supporting the US advisory effort needs to 

be developed. 

 

 At the same time, efforts to trace the history of the PRTs and lessons learned need to be 

transformed into more standardized models and reporting systems, and careful 

attention needs to be placed on comparing the lessons of Iraq and Afghanistan. This is  

an urgent need that cannot wait for the normal pace of historical analysis, given the pace 

of the AfPak conflict. 

 



  The "human terrain" effort seems validated. The value of the human terrain effort was 

clear at two different levels. First, the support and acceptance it had in the field from 

those in the US military who had had the opportunity to use it. Second, the de facto 

human terrain effort that every field command is already making based on years of 

contact with the Iraqis in multiple tours. Every command has carried out some form of 

mapping, and the level of knowledge of the tribes, local authorities, etc, is both obvious 

and a critical element of our success. 

 

Two Thirds of a Joint Campaign Plan? The Need for a Stronger Civilian 

Effort 
  

The country team seems to have a far more solid picture of how to carry out a responsible 

military withdrawal, and of how to build up effective Iraqi forces, than of how to handle the civil 

side of the period from 2009-2012 and beyond. In general, there may be too much focus on the 

near term deadlines like withdrawal from the cities and the elections and too little focus on the 

coming years. In the case of the civil side, there does not seem to be the level of attention to 

planning the future beyond the withdrawal from the cities and the election that will be required, 

or to the need to actively support immediate steps to reduce the economic and budget pressures 

on Iraq. 

  

This does not mean that I was not impressed with the focus the PRTs had on creating jobs and 

building local economic stability as well as the work of AID, Treasury, and other civil efforts. 

What I did not see, however, was a cohesive strategy and plan to handle the transition to building 

up effective governance once the national election takes place, or a cohesive effort to push Iraq 

towards the level of economic reform and progress necessary to bring about stability and 

development.  

  

The civilian side seemed to focus on pursuing individual programs or efforts, sometimes in a 

stovepiped form. For some, it was creating immediate jobs. For some it was capability building, 

project aid, or monetary policy. In many cases, a transition was clearly taking place from using 

dollars as bullets, and from major aid spending, to helping Iraq help itself. However, this was 

sometimes being done on a target of opportunity basis or in ways which could take years to pay 

off -- if success was possible at all. There often seemed to be no clear relationship between good 

works and achieving the broader results necessary to ensure that Iraq could move towards 

successful government services and a more modern economy.  

 

Restructuring the Civil Side of the US Effort in  Iraq 

  

In saying this, I should stress that I did not talk to many of the key offices in the US Embassy 

dealing with these issues, and many of my impressions came out of discussions concerning our 

effort in Washington rather than discussions in country. Nevertheless, I would raise the 

following specific issues: 

 Regardless of oil prices, Iraq needs to do everything possible to increase oil production 

and exports as soon as possible. Iraqi politics and Iraqi needs will put constant pressure 



on the budget for at least the next decade, and Iraq has an urgent need for high levels of 

oil export revenue. Iraq must do far more to meet civilian needs, and at the same time it 

will have to fund the development of the ISF. There is only one possible source of 

money: rapid rehabilitation and expansion of the petroleum sector.  

It is not apparent that the US has really focused on this need, rather than the oil laws and 

politics. It is unclear that the US has a clear strategy for moving things forward and for 

doing everything possible to get foreign investment into Iraq as quickly as possible. The 

US must persuade Iraqis that this is in their best interest and must show outside 

companies that they would have proper security and legal support.  

  

As for the Iraqis, it is unclear that they have a realistic picture of what it takes to make a 

venture attractive. They must provide the security necessary to reduce risks and help 

companies deal with the Iraqi people and local interests in ways that ensure suitable 

progress. The Iraqis we met tended to talk about the right to make market driven oil 

deals, but then revert to asking for US government pressure to make companies invest. 

They also focused on the size of the prize, rather than creating the real world conditions 

that lead to investment. 

 More broadly, the US team seemed to have the right priorities for creating suitable 

investment laws, but it was unclear that there was a set of defined goals and actions to 

get laws and practices in place. A slow process of reform may be more politically 

acceptable, but the question arises as to whether it will meet the needs Iraq faces during 

2010-2012. Once again, Iraqis also seem to confuse desire and the size of the prize with 

real world prospects for major investment. There seems to be more urgency than either 

side currently is responding to. 

Iraq may need aid to understand the real world margins, conditions, and incentives 

necessary to encourage investment and develop the private sector. Showing them models 

of how ventures actually work, and the present level of comparative Iraqi incentives and 

disincentives, and then regularly reporting on Iraqi progress might help bring these 

economic realities home.  

 

  There was a suitable emphasis on agricultural reform, water, and related needs 

for power. The efforts involved, however, seemed fragmented and often shaped around 

project level efforts as ways of leading by example. Iraq's agricultural problems, 

however, are deep structural problems. They need large-scale action and reform, and 

detailed economic analysis and planning.  

Given the scale of Iraq's agricultural problems, its labor needs, and its import problems, 

there seems to be a need for a clear analysis of what can be done in national agricultural 

reform and how best to move Iraq forward more quickly. The broader question, however, 

will be how to help Iraq develop a far more comprehensive and realistic understanding of 

what it can and cannot do. The US must aid Iraq to develop and revitalize its agricultural 

sector as well as make it competitive with imports (and deal with Iranian dumping). 



Furthermore Iraq needs to learn how to honestly assess the impact of population growth 

relative to efficiency, and look at water and irrigation problems at both the national level 

and in terms of the probable increase use of water by upstream countries. 

Iraq must not fall into the trap of focusing on limited gains rather than structural reform, 

and repeat the mistake aid efforts have made in so many other countries by focusing on 

agricultural potential (the bread basket fallacy) instead of real world possibilities. One 

option would be to have the World Bank make such an assessment. Another would be a 

sustained US aid project that funded such planning with a combination of Iraqi officials, 

agricultural experts, and farmers – supported by US, and outside expertise -- to ensure 

that Iraqis were vested in the effort.  

 There are few "magic bullets" that can create 1,000s of jobs quickly out of a single 

project. The State Owned Enterprises do, however, seem to be the best platform for 

both job creation and giving current state employment a meaningful degree of 

productivity. OSD has made a beginning here, but it is unclear that it will be sustained or 

move towards significant lasting success.  

Similarly, as privatization moves forward, and increases in scale, the advisory and 

planning effort must look beyond the small and medium enterprise level is critical. The 

JCP may need a much clearer plan to encourage proper use of the  SOEs and success for 

larger-scale SMEs, and to ensure that modernizing the SOEs has suitably high priority. 

 Iraq needs major infrastructure investment, and better government services are a 

critical part of this effort. It is not clear that US aid will properly fund suitable long term 

efforts in this area. It is also not clear how the US will help the GoI in developing the 

plans needed in future years and make this part of the JCP. 

The best solution would be a joint Iraqi-world Bank effort that could now take advantage 

of Iraq’s improved security to do the accurate survey work lacking in the past, look at 

Iraq’s real world options given its income and options for capital spending, and develop 

regularly updated studies that could be the basis for Iraqi government action and US and 

other outside aid. As is the case in so many aspects of Iraqi development, and steps that 

can bring lasting political accommodation, there needs to be a reliable basis for judging 

what is needed and possible. 

 Iraq needs sustained aid in improving the overall quality and capacity of 

government services. This need may also increase significantly once Iraq shifts from 

election politics to actual governance. It is not clear that detailed plans and options have 

been developed for such aid, particularly in the form of an integrated and properly 

prioritized approach versus a series of useful individual but only partly coordinated 

efforts. 

 Police performance increasingly needs to be measured in ways tied to rule of law: 

Progress is now reaching the point where police performance increasingly needs to be 

directly linked to the presence of an effective court and detention system and 



enforcement of civil law. The issue is not simply when we can leave, but when the Iraqi 

Army and paramilitary police forces can hand over responsibilities to the civil police and 

civil justice system. MNSTC-I had the elements of such data, but the ROL component 

needs to be added and this will be a key 2010-2011 transition effort. 

 More broadly, we need to reassess the character of the rule of law effort. Like a number 

of our efforts in Iraq, we now need to focus helping Iraqis improve how they do things 

their way instead of continuing to try to pressure them into doing it our way. The reality 

is that a HUMINT and confessions based system of civil law has worked well in most of 

the Arab world. It can be improved through the use of "evidence-based" techniques, but it 

is far from clear that we should seek to replace most of the existing system. Human rights 

complaints have correctly focus on the past abuse of the State security system and special 

security courts, rather than the normal process of civil justice, and we need to focus more 

on key reforms -- particularly in the civil areas where new laws and legal practices will 

be critical to successful Iraqi economic development and foreign investment. 

Legal efforts to eliminate all corruption and the black economy, rather than restrict it to 

functional levels, will be equally pointless and impractical. We need to focus on 

essentials, and not on trying to create a mirror image that largely ignores our own 

problems in dealing with evidence based criminal justice and different forms of 

corruption. This does not mean that helping Iraq move towards evidence-based forensics 

and reducing corruption is not helpful, but again, the goal should be to improve and not 

change the system. 

 Similar plans are needed to cover the transition from stability operations to a true 

civilian rule of law. MNSTC-I and the PRTs correctly focused on the need to transition 

from the Iraqi Army to the Iraqi Police in providing day-to-day security and from CI/CT 

to a more normal rule of law. It was not clear, however, that there was an integrated plan 

to tie together the civil and military efforts and fund the proper rule of law effort from 

2010 onwards.  

There seems to be too much emphasis on changing the entire culture and structure of the 

Iraqi legal system rather than improving the existing system. Adding some aspects of 

evidence-based US and Western practices is certainly of value, but a hard look may be 

needed to set realistic goals as to what can actually be done to help Iraq versus trying to 

convert its legal culture and entire policing methods on a broad level. 

 

There is some useful effort going on in each of these areas. The challenge seems to be to 

make these efforts much more cohesive, go from concepts and projects to a clear overall 

strategy supported by workable plans that can be reshaped according to the realities of 

Iraqi politics, oil prices, etc. 

  

 More broadly, there needs to be a consistent effort to move beyond both the past military 

focus on stability and security and the past problems in the US and international aid effort 

to a clear shift to a cohesive State-led effort that can take over from the military during 

2010-2011 and sustain itself into the future. 



 

 We need better regional and sectoral economic metrics. As we downsize our military 

and aid presence, we need to ensure that we do not fall into the trap of relying on 

nationwide data and analysis that blurs over the very real differences between areas, 

sects, and ethnic groups. We also need to drill down far below the largely useless 

macroeconomic data to begin to determine income distribution, the true scale of the 

employment problem, what is really happening in the petroleum sector, progress with 

SOEs and SMEs, progress in investment, problems with infrastructure and water, the 

nature of problems in agriculture, etc.  

It is the human impact of Iraqi economics, not gross statistics, which will determine 

stability. It is progress by sector that will determine development. It is ensuring that 

budgets and development are spread throughout the various regions and across Iraqi 

fracture lines that will determine much of the progress towards political conciliation. 

These reporting systems need more development and it is time to eliminate the word 

"reconstruction" from all cable traffic and USG reporting. This never made much sense. 

The goal has always been stability and development, not the standards of 2003. 

The Use of Venture Analysis  

  

 One key tool that might help Iraq move forward in the petroleum, industrial, and agricultural 

sectors is to go beyond the conventional project focus of aid, and concern with Iraq’s financial 

stability, and help Iraq see its future in terms of business models that show it how to compete in a 

global economy. 

 

This is not the place to examine the illusions that shape Iraq’s initial bid round in seeking foreign 

investment in its petroleum sector in detail. It is clear, however, that Iraq does not yet fully 

understand the mix of laws, security, profitability, and return on investment necessary to ensure 

that either Iraqi firms or foreign investors will act as quickly and decisively as possible to give 

Iraq the added petroleum income it so desperately needs. As is the case with so much of the Gulf, 

Iraq still fears neocolonialism and seeks to control all foreign investment, but it must not focus 

on the size of the prize but rather on the Iraqi actions necessary for Iraq to get the outside support 

it needs. 

 

This is too sensitive an area for the US or any outside power to try to teach Iraq what it should 

do. It is also an area where Iraqi expertise is critical, and where enough Iraqis need to be 

involved in any analysis so it has credibility in Iraqi terms. One option would be the World 

Bank, but another would be to bring together Iraqi academic and business expertise with help 

from other Arab oil companies like ARAMCO, add a mix of experts from foreign oil companies. 

to develop business models based on real world conditions that were transparent and to show 

Iraqis and outside investors alike what can and cannot work. 

 

These same techniques can be applied separately to key aspects of Iraqi SOEs and options for 

developing private industries that go beyond the small and medium enterprise stage. As is 

suggested earlier, they could also be applied to key aspects of Iraqi agricultural development. 



 

Focusing on the Strategic Agreement 
  

No one can visit Iraq without seeing just how dedicated the country team is to building Iraq’s 

future at a time when many Americans are turning away from US investment in Iraq as if the 

task was simply how to leave. We will be judged far more by the way we leave Iraq and what we 

leave behind than by the way we entered Iraq and how we fought the counterinsurgency 

campaign. Our goal should be to create an Iraq that is both fully independent and secure. This 

means creating a form of strategic partnership that can contain Iran without provoking it.  

  

We  need to sustain the kind of relations with Iraq that can help build a nation  that is wealthy 

and secure enough to prevent further crises with Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. We need an Iraq that 

bridges over the sectarian tensions in the Arab world, rather than becomes another source of 

extremism or becomes a proxy to Iran or any other power. We need an Iraq that can reassure the 

Arab Sunni states, rather than lead to regional struggles between them and Iran in order to win 

influence over Iraq's Sunnis and Shi'ites 

 

Both the diplomatic and military sides of the country team already put the proper focus on these 

issues and on making the Strategic Agreement a central part of US policy, rather than simply 

focusing on "responsible withdrawal." It is not clear, however, that there is the same 

understanding in Washington that the Strategic Agreement is not simply a cover for US 

withdrawal, but a way of shaping US relations with Iraq that can help develop a strong and 

independent nation in the Gulf.    

  

A successful implementation of the Strategic Agreement is also vital to creating a new and 

critical source of increased oil exports, as well as providing the revenues to both improve the 

lives of Iraqis and provide the financial "glue" that can help unify them. It is vital to bringing 

stability to a part of the Gulf that has been a source of conflict and tension ever since 1979. 

  

These are critical US strategic objectives. Nothing we do to improve our own energy 

independence is likely to have a major macroeconomic effect before 2030, and we are steadily 

more dependent on a global economy that is increasingly dependent on Gulf energy exports. The 

last thing we need is more wars or military commitments in the Gulf, and polls consistently show 

that our invasion of Iraq has been as serious a source of tension with the Arab and Muslim world 

as the Arab-Israeli conflict. 

  

Accordingly, we need to start seeing the successful implementation of the Strategic Agreement 

in ways that aid Iraq while clearly showing that it is totally in control of its own destiny. This 

may well mean a major US diplomatic, aid, and military assistance effort through 2020 and 

beyond. This will take continuing human and financial resources and high level policy attention. 

It definitely does not mean declaring victory and leaving Iraq behind. 

 

  

Sustaining US Support: The Critical Need for New Forms of Reporting from 

the US Country Team 
  



Americans will not make additional sacrifices in Iraq unless they are asked to make sacrifices. 

They must be shown they are necessary, and that US aid resources are being used far more 

effectively than in the past. Even the best civil-military effort in Iraq will only have meaning if it 

has the sustained support of the American people, the Congress, suitable support from the media, 

various think thanks, and other "influencers" of domestic public opinion. This is especially true 

at a time when the US is caught up in the "AfPak" conflict, a domestic/international financial 

crisis, Iran, North Korea, etc, etc. 

   

The Congress, the media, need to understand that US operations in Iraq involves far more than 

simply leaving. They need to see what kind of phased effort is planned, what level of continued 

aid and spending is needed, why the Strategic Agreement and Status of Force Agreement are 

important and contingency action is needed, and what level of progress is being made.  

  

They also need to be better prepared for reversals and the problems that can come, and to 

understand the limits to how much can be done in a given period of time. If I may criticize 

the positive nature of most current reporting, they need to be prepared for the risks. The proper 

communications strategy is to underpromise and overperform -- not the reverse. Some testimony, 

has had this frankness, but far too much of the formal reporting has not. 

 

This does not require a change in what the country team is doing in Iraq, but it does requires a 

major change in the way the country team and USG communicates what is happening in Iraq and 

what needs to happen in the future. It is time to move from reporting on the situation to 

providing a clear public case for the JCP and the kind of continued US effort and funding that 

will be needed through at least 2011, and through 2014/2016 on the civil and military advisory 

level.  

  

Accordingly, I would suggest that the Country Team makes the DoD Quarterly Report into a 

quarterly report on the overall level of progress being made to meet the goals set in the Joint 

Capabilities Plan (JCP) through 2012. This report should add a suitable risk assessment, which 

focuses on the transition to civil lead and from combat to a US military advisory role, and should 

show why various forms of aid are necessary and how they are being used.  

  

The report will also need to transition to becoming a State or joint document as well as one that 

focuses on overall progress and goals to 2012 and beyond rather than current security 

developments. In the process, it should be kept on a quarterly basis to keep it the focus of media 

and political attention. 

  

At the same time, the country team should make even more effort to broaden the scale of 

testimony, outreach, and PAO reporting to focus on the need for a sustained effort, and consider 

translating this into Arabic to explain US policy and goals in far more depth to both the Iraqis 

and Arabs outside Iraq.  

  

I realize there are risks in such communication. However, I believe there are far greater risks in 

not making a major shift in communication and seeking the kind of sustained support that will be 

vital to success. It is also my experience that it is far easier to deal with the Congress and media 



if you warn of risks, have clear plans, develop simple measures of effectiveness and establish 

continuity and credibility in moving forward. 

  

One thing is clear. The JCP is going to have to evolve through at least several crises to come; 

implementing it is going to take support for people and money. Underfunding and understaffing 

could waste both years of military sacrifice and success and a major opportunity to both help the 

Iraqi people and serve a critical set of US national strategic interests. 

  

Passing Observations 
  

Some other suggestions that may be of interest:  

  Today’s top commanders need to carefully consider their own eventual rotation and 

the fact that much of the most experienced team members will rotate out, presenting 

major problems in terms of continuity, influence, and relations with Iraqis. There will 

be a real need to avoid bloc rotations, provide special incentives for continuity, and 

ensure a careful hand off from the Odierno-Petreaus team to a new commander that the 

Iraqis do not know and trust on the same level. All these needs will grow steadily more 

critical as the number of people drops.  

This raises the issue of whether some special cadres of US military and civilians are 

needed that are recruited to spend several years to provide continuity to the US effort and 

above all to maintain US relationships with Iraqis on a personnel level. There needs to be 

a better bridge across rotations. Even when these involved personnel with multiple tours, 

they sometimes involve one year of experience in different areas at different tasks. 

Providing special pay and incentives could be of great importance, particularly given the 

turbulence in US-Iraqi relations that will come from downsizing the US presence and 

shifting to civilian lead. 

 At the same time, the strain of years of effort and repeated tours of duty requires 

special attention to avoiding sudden changes in assignments, extensions of duty, 

cancellations of leave, etc. It may take some special arrangements but I would try to 

ensure longer overlaps, earlier arrivals of rotations, and some surplus of critical personnel 

to avoid any risk of burn out. 

I would also suggest a joint effort be made between the US Army, USMC, and USAF to 

see how to improve the experience that enlisted men and officers of grade 0-6 and below 

go through in moving in an out of Iraq and Afghanistan. It is nice to travel as a VIP, but 

having been through the other side of this experience, facilities are often badly designed, 

people are sometimes handled as things, and baggage is treated carelessly. This is not 

WWII, Korea, Vietnam, or an era in which mass movements needed to be carried out as 

in the past. An all professional force that has gone through multiple tours deserves more – 

not less – respect and courtesy than a civilian air passenger.  

Every assignment officer and everyone else involved in such movements also needs to 

understand just how critical it is not to carelessly alter leave plans, rotation timing, and 



family time. Yes, the services have their needs. But, no one can travel with the US 

military inside and outside the US without seeing how often someone almost arbitrarily 

alters schedules that are critical to the personal life of people we desperately need to 

retain and who have already been asked to and have made repeated personal sacrifices. 

 There is a need for new combat metrics: The shift away from counterinsurgency to the 

"hold" phase and stability operations highlights a long standing problem in US 

metrics. At least the metrics that I saw often focused too much on killed and total attack 

numbers and far too little on the other patterns of lower level violence that can drive 

public attitudes and shape a battle of political attrition.   

The patterns in terms of source of violence, intention behind targeting, target,  and 

political effect of the full spectrum of violence and intimidation/pressure is becoming 

more critical, So is understanding the patterns in lower types of violence like 

kidnappings, extortion, displacements, etc. We need to map and chart the full nature of 

the enemy campaign and not simply how many major attacks occur and how many 

people die. 

  

These shifts will become steadily more important as the US shifts to helping Iraq 

segregate and characterize small terrorist and insurgent elements and sustained kinetic 

clashes with insurgents drop to small numbers. A non-kinetic campaign has different 

needs in both IS&R and tactics, particularly as it becomes Iraqi-driven. 

 Create a full spectrum I/O campaign to communicate US actions, intentions, and help 

to the Iraqi people. I heard reports that a long term I/O plan for the transition is being 

developed. This seems critical. It would be far better if the Iraqi government took the 

lead, but the US needs to keep Iraqis and others in the region steadily informed about the 

pace of US force cuts, shifts in the role of the remaining US forces, the value of US 

advice and aid, economic and governance reform and support efforts, investment, etc. 

This needs to show trends, report progress and go far beyond the PAO type of 

announcement of individual developments to try to shape public understanding. It was 

not clear that the Iraqi government had yet made the proper level of effort even to explain 

the withdrawal of US combat forces from the cities, and if it does not, we must. 

 The country team also needs to carry out an I/O campaign in the US. It needs to 

constantly remind the US of the strategic value and benefits of the effort in Iraq in the 

most specific terms possible. It is far too easy in the US to forget that the goal is not 

winning the war but creating an enduring strategic relationship in a critical region. 

Constantly talking about energy, the global economy, the regional threat of terrorism, 

Iran, etc, may seem redundant, but it is not. Constantly highlighting the benefits to the US 

and Iraq of the best outcome of the Strategic Agreement is equally important. Given 

AfPak, the financial crisis, etc, there simply are too many distractions and other priorities 

to let this slip, and there is a tendency to assume understanding. 

 



 

 

 


