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Iraq in the eye of the gathering storm

Beirut

I 

n the uncertain aftermath of 
the Iran nuclear agreement, 
what happens next in Iraq will 
determine how events in the 
Middle East unfold. The bet-

ting is that Tehran will use its wind-
fall billions from the lifting of sanc-
tions to build up its growing proxy 
army in Iraq to contain the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and establish a heavily 
pro-Iranian regime in Baghdad to 
bolster its widening conflict with 
the long-dominant Sunnis for con-
trol of the region.

Iran is already the decisive player 
in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon, and it 
will undoubtedly do all it can to in-
crease its power and influence in a 
country – and an old enemy – that 
it has long wanted defanged and 
safely trussed up within its orbit.

This infuriates and alarms the 
Sunni powers, led by Saudi Ara-
bia, Iraq’s southern neighbour, that 
have long feared Iranian encroach-
ment and believe that has been 
made easier by the July 14th agree-
ment.

Saudi Arabia’s uncharacteristic 
military response to what it views 
as Iranian encirclement through 
Yemen suggests that Riyadh and its 
allies can be expected to contem-
plate boosting armed and financial 
support to their proxies in Iraq and 
elsewhere. This will only exacer-
bate the ever-widening sectarian 
conflict now sweeping the region.

The Saudis’ offensive campaign 
against Yemen’s Houthi rebels and 
their allies, the kingdom’s most 
sustained military action since its 
support for the royalists in Yemen’s 
first civil war in the 1960s when the 
main enemy was Nasser’s Egypt, 
has had a toxic impact on the pre-
dominantly Sunni region.

Indeed, Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi condemned the 
Saudis’ action and asked rhetori-
cally if Riyadh also had its eye on 
Iraq, a development that is not so 
far-fetched as it once may have 
sounded in a region undergoing tu-
multuous change.

In Iraq, it is the Iranian-controlled 
Shia militias of the Hashd al-Shaabi 
– Popular Mobilisation Units, or 

PMUs – that have the leading role 
in containing ISIS, while Baghdad 
seeks to rebuild the dysfunctional 
Iraqi Army so humiliated by the ji-
hadists in the Mosul blitzkrieg in 
June 2014 to the point that it can’t 
mount a credible offensive.

“Control of Iraq is the necessary 
condition for Iran projecting force 
in the Middle East, whereas lack 
of control or, worse, control of Iraq 
by another outside power, would 
constitute a direct threat,” the US 
global security consultancy Stratfor 
observed.

It went on to conclude that “the 
conflict in Iraq and, to a less extent, 
in Syria will be the central issues 
that define the region. Iran will 
seek to empower its Shia allies in 
Iraq, and its ability to meaningfully 
project influence beyond proxies in 
the region will depend on its suc-
cess.

“The Saudis and Egyptians will 
empower Iraqi Sunnis in the region 
to counter Iran’s allies. They may 
also flirt with increasing support to 
Kurdish factions, in part to provide 
an Arab counterweight to Iran’s 
relatively close ties with Kurdish 
groups.”

Michael Knights, a seasoned Iraq 
expert with the Washington Insti-
tute for Near East Policy, observed 
that Baghdad “stands at a political 
threshold, its army weakened and 
reliant on the PMUs that are deeply 
distrusted by the Sunni tribes.

Boosting funds to the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) 
after the nuclear agreement is likely 
to “trigger an unprecedented inten-
sification of influence-buying in 
Iraq”, he said.

This would be done through the 
vast network of agents and sympa-
thizers covertly built up over the 
last two decades by such far-seeing 
Iranian leaders as Major-General 
Qassem Soleimani, commander of 
the IRGC’s elite al-Quds Force, the 
Guards’ foreign operations wing.

“Iran proxies will also seek to 
exploit their prominent war role 
to dominate Iraq’s provincial elec-
tions in 2017 and parliamentary 
election in 2018,” Knights noted. 
“If successful, they could overturn 
the political order, surpassing Shia 
moderates and technocrats such as 

Prime Minister al-Abadi.”
Knights observed that in the 2010 

parliamentary polls, US Vice-Presi-
dent Joe Biden, who has had special 
responsibility for Iraq in the Obama 
administration, estimated that 
Tehran shelled out $100 million to 
bolster its allies in Iraq – and that 
was when sanctions were in place.

“An infusion of cash into Iran’s 
influence-building efforts – includ-

ing subsidised electricity to Iraq 
border provinces, influence-ped-
dling among Shia bureaucrats and 
leaders, and pilgrimage-related in-
vestments – could be the nail in the 
coffin for moderates seeking to re-
tain Iraq’s strategic independence 
in the face of already-severe Iranian 
pressure,” Knights said.

“It was Iran alone that success-
fully exploited Iraq’s deepening 

cleavages and was both willing and 
capable of playing the long game,” 
observed Muath al Wari, a Middle 
East analyst based in Washington. 
“And to the victor, naturally go the 
spoils.”
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Iraq takes delivery of F-16 fighter jets from US

Baghdad

I
raq received four F-16 fighter 
jets from the United States in 
July and immediately put them 
to service as part of a US-led air 
campaign to rid the country and 
neighbouring Syria of the Islamic 

State (ISIS) militants.
Iraqi lawmaker Salim Shawki said 

the aeroplanes, part of a deal that 
involves 36 aircraft but had been de-
layed for several years, will bolster 
Iraqi air defences and allow Iraq to 
be involved in US-led aerial attacks 
on ISIS strongholds.

“Iraqi jets are now flying sorties 
for the first time as part of the inter-
national coalition against Daesh,” 
Shawki told The Arab Weekly, using 
the Arabic acronym for ISIS.

“Our air defences will be bolstered 
when all the aircraft arrive in Iraq.”

Brett McGurk, the deputy special 
presidential envoy to the coalition 
against ISIS, confirmed the delivery 
on Twitter, writing July 13th, “After 
years of preparation and training in 

the US, Iraqi pilots today landed the 
first squadron of Iraqi F-16s in Iraq.”

That day Iraq’s television showed 
footage of Iraqi pilots landing the 
planes at Joint Base Balad, about 80 
kilometres north of Baghdad.

Iraq ordered 36 of the fighter air-
craft, each valued at $65 million, but 
deliveries were delayed because of 
what Washington described as se-
curity concerns that ISIS could over-
run Balad and capture the advanced 
fighter aircraft.

However, Iraqi lawmakers ac-
cused Washington of deliberately 
withholding the deliveries, which 
were to start right away, and be com-
pleted within two years, after the 
deal was brokered in 2009. Conse-
quently, the Iraqi government began 
to shop around for advanced assault 
aircraft from Russia, China and Iran.

Hakem Zamli, a lawmaker who 
presides over parliament’s Security 
and Defence Committee, rebuked 
the United States.“First, the delivery 
was supposed to take place by 2011, 
then it was delayed until 2013 and 
then to 2014 and eventually 2015,” 
Zamli said, describing the delay as a 
“violation of the terms of the deal”.

Despite Iraqi threats to suspend 
the deal with the United States, its 
military favoured the American 
F-16s instead of the Russian and 
French fighters that made up the 
Iraqi Air Force under Saddam Hus-
sein.

From 2008 Iraq had aimed to 
spend more than $10 billion on 

advanced armoured vehicles, 
strengthening its military supply 
chain, building bases and infrastruc-
ture for its army and purchasing ad-
vanced scout helicopters. However, 
budget shortfalls have stretched out 
those buys.

Iraq is keen to obtain the armed 
scout helicopters, which would be a 

significant step because its air force, 
which was once one of the strong-
est in the region, has been reduced 
to a few dozen aeroplanes and heli-
copters, with no front-line fighters 
or attack helicopters with precision 
munitions.

US State Department spokesman 
John Kirby said the United States 
would help the Iraqi government 
keep the F-16s out of ISIS’s hands.

“Of course we’re concerned about 
the security situation on the ground, 
and not just with respect to aircraft, 
but any other equipment that could 
be damaged,” he said in a mid-July 
briefing.

“F-16 jets are a little bit different,” 
Kirby added, noting that ISIS “has 
no air force and has no capability 
or ability to fly advanced fighter air-
craft”.

He dismissed the suggestion that 
the advanced jets could be used 
against other groups, a point about 
which Iraq’s Kurdish population had 
voiced concern.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Iraq.

An Iraqi airman poses next to one of new US-made F-16 fighter 
jets during the delivery ceremony at Joint Base Balad, north of 
Baghdad.
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