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After eight months of fighting by US-backed Iragirées, the Iragi Prime Minister
announced the conquest of the al-Nuri Mosque inWjand proclaimed it a milestone
signaling the imminent liberation of Mosul from th&amic State and an end to the
caliphate. However, these declarations do not rtfgamilitary campaign to eradicate the
Islamic State is over. On the contrary, Iraqi sgguprces will continue their military
efforts to cleanse other strongholds held by tlgawoization inside Iraqi territory. For its
part, the Islamic State can be expected to contoauey/ing out terrorist attacks against
public and civilian targets around the country.

Like the external forces operating in the counthe United States, Iran, and Turkey —
none of the internal actors in Iraq regard sucéesslosul as the final word in the
campaign or a moment for pause. They see the day take liberation of Mosul as a
critical time to consolidate their gains and sttleg their hold in Iraq. Furthermore, the
security, economic, and political challenges that| lhas faced in the past persist and will
continue to intensify in the years to come, makinhgxtremely difficult to establish
stability within the country.

The array of internal Iragi political forces, chetexized by deep divisions within and
between the different camps, has hardly changeecent years, nor has the dead end on
the path toward consensus and national reconoiiatProminent in this context is the
traditional rivalry between the Shiite blocs, whiith made most evident by the
competition for influence over the ruling Islamia®a Party between former Iraqi Prime
Minister Nuri al-Maliki, who continues to operatehind the scenes, and current Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi. Standing in opposition tieese figures are Shiite leaders
Ammar al-Hakim, leader of the Islamic Supreme Cduwfdraqg (ISCI), and Muqgtada al-
Sadr, whose populist movement also attracts magy Bhiites. Meanwhile, splits within
the Kurdistan Regional Government, rising Kurdigttionalism, and the plan to hold a
referendum on the independence of Kurdistan (sdaddior September 25, 2017) are
exacerbating tensions between the Kurds and theategovernment in Baghdad. The
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Sunni camp, which plays a marginal role in the tpal process in Iraq, has likewise
experienced further division. Sunnis also percgneater discrimination against them, so
the Islamic State may have fertile ground to reobdate its power among this sector.

Irag’s municipal elections, scheduled for late 2@hfess postponed, and parliamentary
elections, scheduled for the spring of 2018, hawrEened these power struggles, and
the Shiite, Sunni, and Kurdish factions represeniedthe parliament have only
demonstrated a half-hearted willingness to forneukatplan for national reconciliation.
While this has strengthened the position of thet&hin Baghdad, it has also aroused the
same anti-Shiite feeling that prompted the rise tloé Islamic State. The major
disagreements between Nuri al-Maliki and Mugtadssadr, who is threatening to
boycott the upcoming elections if reforms are na@dm to the electoral system, may
spark tensions and confrontations between the Iisedpro-Iranian Shiites and those
wishing to promote a new Iragi consensus that islependent on Iran.

Amidst this internal strife, the major externalastinfluencing Iraq — Iran, the United
States and Turkey — also play an important rolen,lwhich regards Iraq as its own
backyard, continues to constitute the most inflizfdreign power in the country. Irag’s
fundamental instability and Shiite dominance hawabéed Iran to solidify its hegemony
in large parts of Iraq and focus its effort to ¢ee@a contiguous land route between Tehran
and Beirut. Reports that forces loyal to Iran hageupied strongholds along the Syria-
Irag border, the recent appointment of the formesregal of the Revolutionary Guards as
Iran’s ambassador to Irag, and news of the freqpesgence of Quds Force commander
Qassem Soleimani in Irag over the past few momttdgate Tehran’s ascendancy in the
country. All Shiite elements maintain close tieshwiran and the pro-Iranian militias,
except for al-Sadr, who has voiced his oppositmhian’s influence.

The Trump administration, continuing the US campaigainst the Islamic State initiated
by the Obama administration, has made defeatin@tanization its top priority in the

Middle East. At the same time, the administratisninterested in taking action to
counterbalance mounting Iranian influence, andcitoadingly has authorized greater
military involvement in Iraq and the deploymentaafditional forces, including army and
special forces personnel. Turkish involvement imthnern Iraq also imposes significant
external pressure on the country. Turkey’s stregminadditional forces to the region as
part of its fight against the PKK in the Qandil aBohjar mountains and in defense of
ethnic Turkmen, primarily in the Tal Afar regiorahbeen severely criticized by the Iraqi
government.

This complex reality of power relations in Iraq esally maintains shared interests of
both the United States and Iran: preserving Iragisy and preventing the Islamic State
and other Sunni extremist groups from operatindniwitragi territory. Despite voices in

Washington calling on the administration not to e the Kurdish independence
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process, US policy leans toward the status quouwsfiiéed Iraqi state. Consequently, the
United States currently has no better alternathen tbegrudging support of the pro-
Iranian Shiite elements, which constitute the saftsl political force interested in Iraq’s
stability. On the other hand, America’s harsh demtion of Iran’s activity in the region,
President Trump’s recent visit to Saudi Arabia #releffort to establish a front of Sunni
countries against Iran are all indicative of thenaustration’s desire to take much more
determined action against Iran’s growing influenidewever, now that elements of the
pro-lranian Shiite camp have succeeded in solidgytontrol and influence over large
parts of the country, the United States’ abilityofgerate against Iran inside Iraqi territory
remains limited.

The question of America’s continued presence iq #tands as one of the major issues to
be considered on the day after the liberation oSMlOAn American presence in Irag
poses a threat to Iranian interests; consequentdgt pro-lran Shiite elements in Iraq are
calling for an American withdrawal. Although PrinMinister al-Abadi often reaffirms
the strengthening of security and economic coojmeratith the United States, he has
also recently expressed Irag’s need to work with Alssad regime and affiliated Shiite
militias to hold the Syria-lraq border, reflecting understanding that he too must be in
lockstep with Iranian interests. In any event, anefican decision to remain in Iraq is
liable to exacerbate the confrontation betweenUhied States and its adversaries. The
scope and intensity of the confrontation will bgrsficantly influenced by the assessment
of the Islamic State’s strength and the degree hichvit threatens the government in
Baghdad, which may agree to American involvemenorther to pursue its interest of
destroying the Islamic State. Moreover, Iran asgdilitical allies in Iraq are interested in
attracting international investment in general @&rderican investment in particular in
order to rebuild and stabilize Iraq. Nonetheles® extent to which the Trump
administration will be willing to invest economiad other resources to support Irag on
the day after the defeat of the Islamic State ramanclear.

In conclusion, the liberation of Mosul, like thetdte conquest of Raqqga in Syria, will
make a major contribution to the US-led internadioeffort to defeat the Islamic State.
However, the internal and regional struggles thatehshaped Iraq over the past two
decades, and which laid the groundwork for the phemon of the Islamic State, remain
and will persist to varying degrees in the yearsdme. Division and instability in Iraq

will also likely remain constant. The challenge gabdy the Kurds, who remain resolute
in their separatist goals — which will presumabiyensify following the independence
referendum - creates a high potential for volgtiln the internal Iraqgi arena and the
region as a whole. However, in light of Shiite doamce in Iraq, and despite the split in
this camp, Iran can be expected to continue asntbset influential external force

operating in the country. It stands to reap theebenof conditions on the ground and
will likely expand and intensify its penetration all layers of the regime in Baghdad,

3



INSS Insight No. 949 Irag on the Day after the Liberation of Mosul

thereby solidifying its status as the dominant eatolraq. Therefore, the fundamental
interest of the US administration will likely be teduce the American presence in Iraq,
although doing so in practice will be conditionedthe extent of continued Islamic State
activity in Irag and its surrounding regions.



