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“T
he United States in-
tends to preserve 
Daesh in order to make 
Muslims dependent 
on America,” Iranian 

Major-General Qassem Soleimani 
declared using the Arabic acronym 
for the Islamic State (ISIS) in his 
September 1st report on regional 
developments to Iran’s powerful 
Assembly of Experts.

Conspiracy theories apart, the 
statement by the commander of the 
elite Quds Force, the expeditionary 
wing of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC), contains an 
embarrassing truth: If it were not 
for the sustained US-led air strikes 
against ISIS positions in the Iraqi 
city of Tikrit in April, the Iraqi Army, 
Soleimani and the Iraqi Shia militias 
under his command would not have 
been able to seize control of that 
city.

The Islamic Republic goes to 
great lengths to obscure the extent 
of its coordination with the United 
States, just as Washington is unwill-
ing to admit any cooperation with 
Tehran.

However, its dependence on the 
United States for air support is a fact 
and to some extent proof of the par-
lous state of the Iranian Air Force, 
which, because of international 
arms embargoes imposed after the 
1979 Islamic Revolution, consists 

largely of Vietnam-era aircraft and 
is incapable of mounting the type of 
combat operations the Americans 
employ in Iraq.

But Iran’s military dependency 
on Washington may also reflect the 
fact that Tehran has a very limited 
military presence in Iraq, which is 
confined largely to field command-
ers, specialist troops and training 
instructors.

There do not appear to be sig-
nificant numbers of ground troops, 
which is in keeping with Tehran’s 
strategy of using proxy forces, pri-
marily Shia, in its covert campaign 
to subvert its Arab opponents and 
extend Iran’s influence across the 
region.

Based on an analysis of Islamic 
Republic media reports on burial 
services in Iran for men killed in 
combat in Iraq, there were 27 Ira-
nian fatalities in Iraq over the last 
14 months. In contrast, 119 Iranians, 
131 Afghani Shias and 20 Pakistani 
Shias have been reported killed in 
combat in Syria since January 2013.

The real number of Shia combat-
ants to die in combat in Iraq and 
Syria is probably significantly high-
er than the numbers reported by the 
Islamic Republic’s media but the 
lower number of Iranian fatalities in 
Iraq reflects a more limited Iranian 
military presence in that country in 
comparison to Syria.

Qualitative analysis of the Iranian 
combat deaths provides an insight 
into the forces deployed to Iraq. For 
instance, all 27 Iranian “martyrs” 
were serving in the IRGC, which re-
flects the traditional division of la-
bour between the regular army and 
the Guards.

Secondly, while the IRGC is tasked 
with extraterritorial operations as 
well as fighting opponents of the re-
gime at home, the regular military’s 
role is limited to safeguarding Iran’s 
territorial integrity.

Nine of the fallen Iranians were 

identified as IRGC officers: one 
brigadier-general, two colonels, 
two captains and a former “com-
mand council member” of the Basij, 
a million-strong paramilitary force 
under IRGC control. Four others 
were commemorated as sardars 
(commanders).

The remaining fatalities were spe-
cialists rather than infantrymen. 
They included two clerics, two en-
gineers and a photographer. This 
clearly shows that the Iraqi govern-
ment, which is backed by Shia mili-
tias, is not in need of front-line vol-
unteers but does need experienced 
and skilled field commanders.

The IRGC clearly is supplying such 
commanders. The fallen Iranians 
include Brigadier-General Hamid 
Taqavi, a prominent commander of 
the Quds Force and one of the main 
organisers of Iraq’s Popular Mobili-
sation Units (PMU) to battle ISIS.

Javad Jahani, also known as Hos-
navi, served as the leader of an as-
sault unit. The Iraqi militiamen 

under his command liberated Balad 
in Saladin province in the spring. 
Jassem Nouri recently liberated Du-
jail, another town in Saladin, while 
commanding a contingent of Iraqi 
PMU paramilitaries.

Some observers are sceptical 
about the ability of Iranian com-
manders to operate in Iraq because 
of linguistic problems. However, 
seven of the fighters killed were 
buried in Khuzestan province in 
south-western Iran bordering Iraq, 
two in the central province of Ker-
manshah and one in Kurdistan, also 
on the Iraqi border.

This statistical over-representa-
tion is hardly surprising: most Irani-
ans from Arab-majority Khuzestan 
are proficient in Arabic, while na-

tives of Kurdistan and Kermanshah 
master different Kurdish dialects, 
all of which are particularly useful 
in commanding paramilitary forces 
in Iraq.

Iran’s 27 combat fatalities in Iraq 
and limited military engagement 
there should not be interpreted as a 
sign of decreased Iranian interest in 
that campaign. A deployment pat-
tern different to the one employed 
in Syria reflects the needs of the 
Iraqi government, which are very 
different than those of the Damas-
cus regime.

However, just as in Syria, the re-
gime in Tehran is seeking a military 
solution to political problems, an 
approach that prolongs rather than 
shortens the crises in both coun-
tries.
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An Iraqi woman walks past a poster showing Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei in Tahrir 
Square in central Baghdad.
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Higher stakes. Former Iraqi Vice President Nuri al-Maliki (2nd L) 
speaks with Hamid al-Jazaeiri (2nd R), deputy commander general 
of Saraya al-Khorasani, in Baghdad, last February.

Abadi’s dangerous steps

W 

hen Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider 
al-Abadi 
decided to 
launch his 
reform 

campaign, he was cheered for his 
proposal as his words have 
become music to the ears of 
millions.

There is no doubt that he is a 
decent and smart man. However, 
being decent is not one of the 
requirements for leading a 
country. He picked, or was picked, 
to open friendly fire against three 
major Shia political parties: The 
Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq 
led by Ammar al-Hakim, the 
Sadrist Movement led by Muqtada 
al-Sadr and his own Dawa Party. 
Surprisingly, Abadi’s first target 
was former prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki, who inflicted great 
damage on the country.

Maliki has been trying to remain 
in any powerful position 
available, despite the detrimental 
consequences, as he knows he is 
fully supported by Iranian 

Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei. Khamenei showed that 
support for Maliki at a meeting in 
Tehran in July. 

However, the backlash hit 
Maliki on August 27th when 
National Alliance leaders refused 
his request to lead the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) in 
exchange for an agreement with 
Hakim to take over leadership of 
the alliance.

 Instead, a two-year rotation 
between Maliki and Hakim to lead 
the PMF was proposed. This was 

not enough for Maliki. News 
reports surfaced with alarming 
headlines: “Maliki leads a 
rebellion inside the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces”; “High-
profile Iraqi security sources have 
obtained and revealed 
information regarding Maliki’s 
recent movements following the 
rejection of his request.”

 Maliki clearly has become an 
enemy of the three Shia leaders: 
Abadi, Hakim and Sadr. The battle 
is no longer about reforms or 
public demonstrations. 

The fight stemming from the 
Abadi-Maliki conflict involves 
Iranian and Iraqi disputes and 
reaches the ultimate challenge: 
the battle between the holy cities 
of Qom and Najaf for influence.

Security and military 
developments will most likely 
paralyse the Iraqi political process 
and trigger armed sectarian and 
political conflicts.

The alarming signs are there.
On September 10th, the head of 

the US Defense Intelligence 
Agency, US Marines Lieutenant-
General Vincent Stewart said that 
Iraq may have been permanently 
torn asunder by war and sectarian 
tensions and might not survive as 
a state. 

That put a strong pressure on 
Abadi, who should tiptoe very 
carefully in his next steps rather 
than make quick and hasty 
decisions.  He needs to commit to 
a strategy that will ensure the 
future safety of the country and 
lift up the economy in order to 
provide public services to the 
Iraqi people.

If it weren’t for these issues,  
the public protests in most of the 
Iraqi provinces at the moment 
would not be happening.

The long-time “frenemies” are 
facing each other all over again 
but this time the stakes are 
extremely higher.
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