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W 

hen the Islamic 
State (ISIS) surged 
across Iraq in 2014, 
the Iraqi state and 
its army buckled. 

Iraqi forces retreated in disorder. 
Soldiers were killed outright; many 
were captured and subsequently 
executed. This presaged a national 
crisis.

Shia cleric Ayatollah Ali al-
Sistani issued a fatwa incorporat-
ing al-Hashed al-Shaabi — the Peo-
ple’s Mobilisation Forces (PMF), an 
umbrella organisation containing 
paramilitary groups for use in the 
campaign to counter ISIS.

From the beginning, many of the 
militias were explicitly sectarian. 
They are not all Shia but most were 
notably so. In addition, many PMF 
militias were effectively Iranian as-
sets, either having been built upon 
the foundations of pre-existing 
Iranian-backed groups or receiving 
support and direction from Iranian 
state operations, notably the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC).

ISIS has faced territorial collapse 
in Iraq. It has lost every major city 
it possessed, beaten back by a com-
bination of Iraqi federal forces, 
PMF militias, peshmerga from the 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
and an extensive international 
aerial campaign, led by the United 
States.

The war against ISIS was de-
clared won by Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi in a speech last 
year.

ISIS’s defeat, while positive, has 
exposed complications. ISIS is not 
vanquished. It controls less terri-
tory than at any time since Janu-

ary 2014 but retains the ability to 
mount an extensive insurgency 
across Iraq and Syria.

The PMF militias have not gone 
away, nor decreased in power, de-
spite calls, including from Sistani, 
for them to be integrated into the 
Iraqi military.

One of the most prominent mi-
litias is Kata’ib Hezbollah (the 
Hezbollah Brigades), a paramili-
tary group of long standing that 
is backed by Iran. At the end of 
December, Kata’ib Hezbollah re-
leased a combative statement to 
coincide with the sixth anniversa-
ry of the US withdrawal from Iraq 
after years of sectarian combat in 
which the predecessor organisa-
tions of ISIS and Iran-supported 
Shia militias took part.

“The enemy of humanity, the 
United States, can no longer des-
ecrate Iraqi soil, as the fighters of 
the Hezbollah Brigades will not al-
low them to do so,” the statement 
said, the Kurdistan 24 website re-
ported. The statement contained 
direct threats to US forces in Iraq.

“Threats from the Iranian proxy 
militias against US troops — de-
spite US de facto support to these 
militias to conquer the territory 
from which the Islamic State has 
been driven — go back to the begin-
ning of the campaign in 2014,” said 
Kyle Orton, a research fellow at the 
Henry Jackson Society, a British 
think-tank.

“These are the same militias that 
murdered and maimed hundreds 

of American and British soldiers 
between 2003 and 2011,” Orton 
said.

Michael Pregent, a former intel-
ligence officer and fellow at the 
Hudson Institute, said “we should 
take these threats seriously.”

Though threats of this nature 
may be considered, if not routine, 
then at least expected, the situa-
tion is notable. Though the gov-
ernment of Iran faces protests at 
home, it is able to exert influence 
inside neighbouring countries. 
After the collapse of ISIS’s proto-
state and the integration of the 
PMF within the Iraqi state, Iranian 
influence is only growing.

This influence is under threat 
from the outside.

Hassan Hassan, a senior fellow 
at the Tahrir Institute for Middle 
East Policy, said “the American 
presence in Syria directly chal-
lenges Iranian allies in Syria, since 
US-backed forces control a vast re-
gion in eastern and northern Syria. 
This is seen as a potential threat for 
Iran and its interests [as] American 
sphere of influence is located near 
the Iraqi-Syrian borders and pro-
vides the US with a potential con-
tiguous region in which it could be-
gin to poke at Iran or its interests.”

“This has increased Iran’s anxi-
ety and subsequently the risks of 
escalation,” Hassan said.

Pregent noted that the people 
who made these threats are not 
isolated. “These IRGC-linked mi-
litias are in and out of uniform in 
the [Ministry of Interior], [Ministry 
of Defence], and the [PMU].  They 
are in close proximity to US advis-
ers and the bases we operate in,” 
Hassan said.

This gives the threat weight and 
makes it more likely that open hos-
tilities could break out.

Hassan, Pregent and Orton all 
state that, as of now, the eruption 

of new conflicts is unlikely.
“For the moment, Iran is likely 

to stay its hand and hope the US 
leaves again,” said Orton.

Hassan noted that: “For now, 
an all-out conflict is delayed by all 
sides because of the nature of the 
continuing situation in Syria. That 
may change with time.”

But “if it becomes clear, however, 
that the United States has a serious 

plan to remain and to disrupt Iran’s 
hegemonic designs for the region, 
then the Iranian revolution will 
again strike at Western forces in the 
region, and perhaps beyond,” Or-
ton said, leaving open the possibil-
ity of more conflict in Iraq, despite 
its declaration of victory in the war 
against the Islamic State.

James Snell is a British journalist.
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T 

op Iraqi politicians, includ-
ing Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi, are engaged in 
last-minute negotiations 
to form alliances ahead of 

the country’s elections, even after 
registering their electoral coalitions.

All alliances that will take part in 
the country’s parliamentary and lo-
cal elections scheduled for May 12 
registered their lists by the January 
11 deadline but the door is reported-
ly open for a few days for two elec-
toral coalitions to merge into one 
list, should they agree to do so.

The two lists involved in the ne-
gotiations are al-Nasr (Victory) coa-
lition, which is led by Abadi and 
includes cross-sectarian and re-
formist candidates as well as former 
Defence Minister Khaled al-Obeidi, 
and al-Fatih (Conquest) coalition, 
which is led by Badr Organisation 
Secretary-General Hadi al-Amiri 
and includes many Iran-backed Shia 
militia leaders who were part of the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF).

News of the negotiations sur-
prised many Iraqis as Abadi is seen 
as a political rival to PMF leaders 
and both sides generally appealed to 
different electoral bases. Iraqi Vice-
President Nuri al-Maliki, who leads 
the State of Law coalition and is a 
longtime favourite of Iran, is consid-
ered ideologically closer to al-Fatih 
coalition than Abadi.

Observers said Abadi’s bid to form 
an alliance with al-Fatih coalition 
was an attempt to pre-empt Maliki 
— a more serious competitor to the 
prime minister — from reaching out 
to the list of former militia leaders.

Others doubt that an alliance be-
tween Abadi and al-Fatih coalition 
would be formed in the coming 
days, as the poor international repu-
tation of the militia leaders could 
cause diplomatic headaches for the 
prime minister.

In addition to the Badr Organisa-
tion and the Islamic Supreme Coun-
cil of Iraq, al-Fatih coalition includes 
leaders from Asaib Ahl al-Haq, Iraqi 
Hezbollah, al-Nujaba, Imam Ali Bri-
gades and other militias.

Both Abadi and Maliki belong 
to the Dawa Party. Abadi sought to 
include Dawa on his list but the at-
tempt was turned down by Iraq’s 

Independent High Electoral Com-
mission (IHEC), as the party was reg-
istered in Maliki’s list. Local media 
reported that Dawa members were 
engaged in mediation between Ab-
adi and Maliki to preserve the unity 
of the party.

“Abadi has consistently criticised 
his predecessor in recent speeches, 
often reminding the audience of 
those who lost a third of Iraq’s ter-
ritory to ISIS and left the state cof-
fers empty,” wrote Harith Hasan 
al-Qarawee on the website of the At-
lantic Council, a US think-tank.

“Although less vocal than in pre-
vious years, Maliki does not hide 

his goal to displace Abadi as a top 
priority. He recently adopted a more 
moderate line towards relations 
with Kurdistan, hoping to sway 
some Kurdish parties to his favour 
after the election,” Qarawee added.

Other Shia-majority coalitions 
registered with the IHEC include 
Istiqama (Upright), led by influ-
ential cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, and 
al-Hikma (Wisdom), led by Ammar 
al-Hakim. Sadr and Hakim are pre-
senting their lists as “nationalist” 
coalitions. Sadr went as far as to in-
clude the Iraqi Communist Party in 
his coalition list.

Two electoral lists are competing 

for mainly Sunni voters, the most 
notable of which is al-Wataniya 
(National) coalition, which is led by 
Vice-President Ayad Allawi, and in-
cludes parliamentary Speaker Salim 
al-Juburi and former Deputy Prime 
Minister Saleh al-Mutlaq, in addi-
tion to several Sunni figures. The 
second pro-Sunni coalition is led by 
Vice-President Osama al-Nujaifi and 
includes business mogul Khamis 
Khanjar.

In northern Iraq, a new Kurdish 
coalition called Nishtiman (Home-
land) has been formed and is led by 
Barham Saleh, leader of Coalition 
for Democracy and Justice. The Ni-
shtiman coalition, which will run 
in Kirkuk and other disputed areas, 
includes the Gorran (Change) Move-
ment and the Kurdistan Islamic 
Group (Komal).

The Kurdistan Democratic Party 
and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan 
will reportedly have a united front 
to deal with Baghdad. They will also 
have a united list competing against 
the Nishtiman and other coalitions 
in the disputed areas.

Regardless if a deal between Ab-
adi and al-Fatih coalition is made, 
debate between coalitions could in-
volve horse trading in order to form 
a ruling alliance once May’s election 
results are out.

Prior to negotiations with al-
Fatih, it was thought that Abadi was 
more likely to form an alliance with 
Sadr, Hakim and prominent secular 
and Sunni figures.

It remains unclear if the next elec-
tions would be less influenced by 
sectarian and ethnic loyalties than 
the previous ones.

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online
Editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Charm offensive. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi greets people during an Iraqi military parade 
in Baghdad, last December.                (AP)

Dicey ground. Militants from the Iraqi Hezbollah Brigades march 
in Najaf, last December.                                 (AFP)

Though the 
government of Iran 
faces protests at home, 
it is able to exert 
influence inside 
neighbouring 
countries. 
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