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TheUnitedStatesis in themiddleof anintenseseriesofdiscussions,hearingsandreportsabout
the futureof its military forcesin Iraq. Eachassessment[11ofthecurrentpredicamentcarries
someimplication for possiblewaysforward.But theunfoldingpattemofeventsin Iraq is nota
matterfor theUS alone:whateverhappensin that countrywill profoundlyaffectthe lives of
Iraqisthemselvesandpeopleandstatesin theneighbouringregion.

Whatthenwill happenin Iraqoverthenextfive years?This artielepresentsandoutlinesfour
seenarios.

Scenariosarethought-experimentsofpossible,contrastingfutures.Theyarenot about
probabilities.Different seenariosmaybemoreor lesslikely, but in prineipleeachpresents
policy-makerswith thesamedegreeofchallenge:thinking abouthowto preparefor themor
howto preventwhatwouldbe regardedasthe lessfavouredones.

A simplescenarioexereiseidentifiestwo main driversof futuredevelopmentin aspecific
setting. In thecaseofIraq, we canconsideroneextemalfactor(thepresenceofUnited States
troops)andan intemalone(theability ofIraqi political actorsto achieveeonsensuson themost
importantconstitutionaldistributionalquestions)asthemostrelevantdrivers. Togetherthey
form amatrix with ahorizontalaxisthatreachesfrom atotal witlidrawalofUS forcesto their
remainingin place;andaverticalaxis fortherangeofpossibilitiesbetweennoconsensus
amongIraqi actorsatthebottomto consensusaboutthemostimportantquestionsat thetop.

Fourdifferent futuresfor Irag [51thusbeeomeapparent:with US _______

troopseitherin or out ofthecountry,a domesticconsensuseither
achievedormissed.With anameto eachoftheseIraqi futures in
2012,wecannow developa shortstoryaboutthe developmentsthat
couldhaveled to this outcomesince2007. Thereaderis invited to
gaugetheplausibility ofeachindividual story.
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ThegradualwithdrawalofUnited Statescoalition foreeswas finally completedin spring2011,
following theparliamentaryeleetionsofDecember2010,whiehhadtakenplaceasscheduled
andwithout anymajorproblemsat theendoftheIraqi parliament‘sfour-year-tenn.

This eleetionhadbeenpreceded,oneyearearlier,by areferendumon therevisedconstitution
oftheFederalRepublicoflraq which providedfor constitutionalfederalism[6] with three
autonomousregions- north,eentreand south- plusthe federal-eapitalregionof Baghdad,
whichhad aspeejalpower-sharingregime.Thecentralgovernmentis in chargeofforeign
relations,defence,andthedistributionofoil and customsineorne,but taxation,eivil-status
legislation,and controlover Iocal policeandtheregionalnational—guardunitsareleft to the
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regions.

Agreementon theeonstitutionalrevisionshadbeenreachedonly after
PresidentBarackObama[12]hadbroughtabouta drasticshifi of US
policiestowardsIraq. Ratherthandemandingthatcertainbenchmarks
bereachedprior to furtherreductionsand aneventualwithdrawalof
US troops,he hadopenlychallengedtheIraqi governmentand
political aetorsasweil asIraq1sregionalneighbourswith a elear
deelaration:US troopswould becompletelywithdrawnby theendof
his first yearin officeunlesstheIraqisreachedconsensusaboutbasic
constitutionalquestions,therewasreconciliationbetweenthe
country‘sconfessionalgroups,andall Iraq‘s neighbourscommitted
themselvesto formingaregionalstabilitypactandabstainingfrom
any interventionin Iraq‘s internalaffairs.

Only undertheseconditions,PresidentObamapledged,would theUS bepreparedto maintaina
reducedlevel oftroopsinsidethecountryto completeongoingtrainingmissionsandgive
supportto Iraqi securityforcesto guaranteesecurityup to andduringthegeneraleleetionsof
2010. lt wasonlyundertheseconditionstoo thatthepresidentwouldgive asecurityguarantee
for Iraq - a commitment(from US over-the-horizonbases[13]) to defendthecountryanddeter
potentialaggressors- aftertheeventualwithdrawalfrom thecountry.

Iraqrsparties,political andreligious leaderstookup the chalienge,andso did thecountryTs
neighbours.All fearedtherisk oftotalanarchyif theUSwereto withdraw too speedily.At a
seriesofconferences,Iraqi leadershammeredout thecompromisesof constitutionalfederalism.
At thesametime, religiousleadersconvenedaNationalReconeiliationCommission.
RepresentativesoftheUS, Britain, Iraq,andIraq‘s immediateneighbours,meetingalmostdaily
in acontactgroupattheUnitedNationsin New York, agreedon theoutlinesofa stability pact
for thegreaterGulfregionthat centredon non-aggression,confidence-building,andeconomic
cooperation.

Iraq‘s newconstitution,with its two-chamberparliamentandtherepresentationofregionsas
weil asreligiousandethnic communityleadersin thesenate,is somewhatcomplicated;but it
appearsto befunctioning.Local politiesarestill markedbyhigh leveisoftension.Amongother
things,theArabminority in Kirkuk [14] asweil theKurds in Mosul haveregularlycomplained
aboutviolationsoftheirconstitutionallyguaranteedlanguagerights.Leaderswith seetarian
agendashavecometo dominatevarionsmunicipalcouneils,amongotherplacesin thelarger
citiesofBasraandBaquba.Thefragmentationofthepolitical scenemeansthatcoalition
govemmentbreaksdownfrequentlyinto variousregionalandethnicparties.No truly national
partyhasbeenformed.However,thecountryholdstogetheron thebasisofexpedience:atthe
least,stabilityhasbeenachieved,foreigninterventionhasstopped,andtheeconomyis pieking
up dueto undisruptedoil ex orts[15] andasteadystreamof Gulf-Arabdireetinvestments.
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constitutionsuspendedits work afterseriousdisagreements;andtheNouri al-Maliki
governmentresignedaftertbetakeoveroftbe „greenzone“by tbe so-calledRealMahdiArmy.
PresidentJalalTalabani[27] appointed1 adAllawi [28] asthenewprimeminister,but the
latterwasunableto obtainavote ofconfidencein parliament.By theendof2009, Talabanihad
alsoresignedandmovedto Sulaimaniyato personallylook afterthe affairsofhis constituency,
andcountebalancethemonopolyofpowerandpositionsin IraqiKurdistanby theregional
president,MasoudBarzani[29] andbisKurdishDemocraticParty.

Its virtual isolation[30] from therestofthecountrymeanstbatIraqi Kurdistanremains
relatively safe.This is largelyowedtooto abilateralagreementwhicb theregionalgovernment
badconcludedwith Turkey,againsttheprotestoftheIraqi ministry ofdefence.Theagreement
allowedapermanentTurkishmilitary presencein theKandilmountains;but in return,Turkey
acceptedthede-factoindependenceofIraqi Kurdistan[31] andpromisedto keepopentbe
commonborderandpipelineconnectionsbetweentheregionandTurkey.Unfortunately,most
Arabshavenowbeendrivenout ofKirkuk, andmanylives werelostduring theseevents.But
otherwise,theregionaswell astbe frontierbetweentberegionandtherestofIraqbasbeen
relativelystable.

ThiscannotbesaidofotherIraqi regions.Differentmilitias took controlovervariousdistricts
andquartersofBaghdad[32] asUS foreeswitbdrew.By 2012,tbecapitalbadlost 50%ofits
formerinbabitants.Only SadrCity is nowrelatively calm andbasevenexperiencedsome
positiveeconomicdevelopment;but theold businesscentreliesin ruins,andtbe Mansurdistrict
hasbeentakenoverby refugeesfrom otberpartsofthecity.

In Basra,too, localautboritiesbavebeenableto establisbrelativecalm. However,tbis was
madepossibleonly atthepriceofa strongIranianpresencein thecity, following a„call of
support“from local notableswhenelashesbetweenrival Shi‘a [33] factionsbadexplodedin
early2010.TheSaudinavyhadrespondedto thedeploymentofabrigadeoftheIranian
RevolutionaryGuard,by blocking theport ofUmmQasrwhich hadtheundesiredeffectof
makingtheIragi south[34] evenmoredependenton Iran. SaudiArabiaalso sentadetachment
ofits nationalguardto Anbarprovince,whereit basrepeatedlyclashedwith Jordanianand, on
otberoccasions,Syriantroops.

Syrianintelligencecontrolstbecity ofal-Qaimon tbeEuphratesandmostofthesmallerplaces
doseto theSyrianborder.In an environrnentwherethereis no centralauthority,mostJraqi
provinceshavebeeneffectivelycantonised[35] into small fiefdomsofrival militias, andthere
arerepeatedclasbesbetweenlocal militias andvariouseriminalnetworks,theeconomyhas
beencaugbtin adownwardspiral.Stateinstitutionsresponsiblefor providing electricity,water,
or schoolinghavebrokendown.Oil productionhasdeclinedto some3 00,000barrelsper day.
Mostpipelines- exceptfor theKirkuk-Turkey line - havebeendestroyed;the oil that is still
beingproducedin thesouth is sold to JordanandSyria andtransportedthereby truck,with the
resultinggainsbeingprivatisedby themilitias.
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Nine yearsafterthe2003 invasion,moretban 100,000UnitedStatestroopsarestill in tbe
country,andacertaindomesticconsensusabouttberulesof tbegarnehasbeenestablisbed.In
summer2009, following an inter-agencyreviewoftbesituationin Iraq andthemiddleeast,
PresidentHillary Clinton [36] decidedto keepmostofthetroopsin Iraqandmakea public,
binding commitmentto defendIraq aswell astbeGulf-Arab monarchiesagainstanyopen
Iranianaggressionor Iranianattemptsto underminethesecurityofthesestates.

Againstthebackgroundofthegradualbutvisible successofUS forcesandthenewly
establishedso-called„Iraqi Tribal andHomeGuardt‘ in fighting al-Qaidaandotberextremist
groups,themajority oftheIraqiparliamentacceptedtbe continuedpresenceofUS troopsfor
tbemedium-termfutureandaskedtbegovemmentto beginnegotiationsover aTroop
StationingandMutualDefenceAgreementwith theUnitedStates,accordingto whicbUS
troopswouldgraduallymovefrom policing to training- andbeyondthatprovidea eredible
deterrenceagainstanypotentialthreatfrom Iran.

Tensionswith Iranhaveindeedincreased,andthecold-warspirit betweenthetwo countrieshas
escalated.A clearmajorityof Iraqisbasbeenhappyto sidein this disputewith theUS, given
particularlytbefacttbat all provincesandtownswherethecooperationoflocal foreeswitb the
Iraqi governmentandtheUS troopsbasbeendeemedsatisfactorybavereceivedenormous
amountsoffinancialaid.

At tbesametime, tbeMutual DefenceTreatywbich waseventuallyconcludedbetween
WashingtonandBaghdadearlyin 2011 is not to everybody‘sliking. A numberoflraqi deputies
votedagainsttbetreaty,tboughnot enoughto win amajority.Thepopulardissenttbat
manifesteditself in unrestin Mosul, Tikrit, andNajafwaseasilysuppressedby a military whicb
basgirownin strengthandbegunto developanewcorporateidentityasthe„Sbield ofNational
Unity andIraqiness“.Iraqhasnotbecomeamilitary dictatorsbip.But tbeMilitary Council,
which hasreplacedtheold generalstaffandis composedofanequalnumberofSunniArab,
Shi‘a, andKurdishofficers,wieldsconsiderablepolitical influence,particularlyin mattersthat
impactquestionsof nationalsecurity.

Inparliament,theformerShi‘ablockhassplintered;somefactionswerenot bappywitb the
government‘sconfrontationalstaneetowardsIran,and tbedeelineof economic,cultural,and
socialexebangesbetweentbetwo countriestbatbadensued.A by-productoftbis intra-Shi‘a
split is tbattbedivisionhasmadeit easierto preserveIraq‘s still vulnerableparliamentary
democracy;asnoShi~grouphasbeenableto form amajority on its own orevenwitb tbe
supportoftheKurdisbparties,SunniArabgroupsandpoliticianswho arenow neededto form
anysolid coalitionbavefoundit easierto acceptthenewpolitical system.

Thirty years war

Tbefive yearssince2007havenotbeengoodfor Iraq ortbemiddleeast.A combinationof
factors- continuedtensionwith Iran over its nuelearprogramme,strenuouslobbyingby tbe
newSaudimonareb,King Sultanbin Abdul Aziz [37], andtbebreakdownofeffortsby United
StatesambassadorRyanCrockerandmilitary commanderGeneralDavid Petraeus[38] to forge
adomestiepolitical consensusin Iraq andtrainasufficientnumberofIraqi troops- led
PresidentMitt Rornne [39] eventuallyto decideto maintaintheUS presencein theregion.
After all, hedeclared,theUnitedStateshasamission:it obtaineda certainresponsibilityfor the
countryandcannotafford to give in to terroristforces.Theairn is not, however,to controlthe
villagesandtowns.Rather,theUS will securestrategielocationsin thecapital,military
installationsaroundthecountry,andthemain oil infrastructure.



While this redeploymenthasbeengoing on, boththeinsurgency[40] (involving intermittent
attacksagainstAmericanforces)andaeivil war (orrather,anumberof mini-civil wars)
betweenvariousgroupsandfactionshavebeencontinuing.At theregionallevel, tensions
increasedwhentheprotractednegotiationsbetweenIran andtheEuropeanUnion (whichbad
somesupportfrom theUS) eventuallybrokedownafterthere-eleetion[41] ofPresident
MahrnoudAhmadinejad[42] in summer2009.

In spring2010,an incident[431in theStraitsofHormuzwasthepreludeto dramatic
confrontation.Whathappenedinvolved a US frigate andsomeIranianspeedboats,thoughthe
precisedetailsofthe incidenthavenot becomeelear.TheUnitedStatesembarkedona week-
longbombingcampaignagainstIranianmilitary andindustrial installations.Iranresponded,
amongotherthings,with severalmissileattackson oil installationsin SaudiArabiaandby
encouragingLebanon‘sHizbollah [44] to attaekHaifawith abarrageofrockets.

Israelretaliatedby bombingtheoil refineryin Horns, Syria.This in turnprecipitatedthe
overthrowofPresidentBashiral-Assad[45] by hisbrother-in-law,GeneralShaukat.Thenew
leaderestablishedmilitary rule andannouncedthathewaspreparedto cooperatewith theUS in
Iraqandcutrelationswith Iran on conditionofWashington‘sagreementto Syria~sdeployment
of amilitary-stabilisationmissionintoLebanon,andthereopeningoftheKirkuk-Banias
pipeline.

TheUS did not officially rejeettheSyrianoffer, but aspokesmandeclaredthat Syriawould
first haveto provethroughits behaviourtowardsIraq its worthinessasapartnerfor cooperation
onotherregionalissues.Meanwhile,Syria,Turkey, SaudiArabia,andIran all havepositioned
troopsinsideIraq in areasdoseto theirownborders.Therehavebeenrepeatedelashespitting
IranianagainstUS orSaudiforees,asweil asbetweenvariousIraqi militias andTurkish,
Syrian,or Sauditroops.

TheJraqigovemment- thoughstill the legitimateandinternationallyrecognisedgovernmentof
Iraq - hasno realcontrolotherthanovertheareasandinstallationsthatareeffectivelyguarded
by theUS army. Its completedependenceon theUShasfrirtherweakenedit politically; at the
sametime, this situationmakesit increasinglydifficult for theUS to keepits handsout ofIraqi
politics or to assumearefereetsrole amongthevariouslocalandregionalpartiesfighting it out
in Iraq.

In theseeireumstanees,it is little wonderthatjihadisfrom variouscountriesseeIraqasaproper
battlegroundto fight theUnitedStates.Thesermonsofpreachersin countriesasfar from Iraq
asBangladeshandthePhilippinesresoundto callsfor volunteersto go to Iraq. As 2012draws
to a dose,oneoftheIraqi newspapersthat still appearintennittentlypublishesa front-page
headline:„Rememberhow goodwehadit in 2007?“
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