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Balad Air Base, Iraq

N 

ow that Iraq has 
claimed victory over 
the Islamic State (ISIS) 
after a bloody three-
and-a-half-year war, 

the US-led coalition is decreasing 
air support in the country as part of 
the coalition’s shrinking footprint 
amid a drawdown of US forces.

US and Iraqi air force command-
ers said the coalition will carry out 
fewer air strikes in support of Iraqi 
forces and focus more on training 
Iraqi airmen. Iraq’s air force will as-
sume more of the “missions, duties 
and responsibilities” to maintain 
the country’s hard-fought victories 
over ISIS, a statement released by 
US Air Forces Central Command 
said.

Iraq is struggling to fund its Air 
Force’s $1 billion budget as the 
country is faced with the enormous 
task of rebuilding after its military 

victories. At a conference in Ku-
wait, Iraq asked the international 
community for $88 billion to fund 
post-ISIS reconstruction but was 
only able to raise promises for a 
portion of that.

“Training a fighter pilot takes 
years,” said US Air Force Brigadier-
General Andrew Croft at a meeting 
with the commander of the Iraqi 
Air Force, General Anwar Hama 
Ameen. “So this is not a short-term 
investment, this is something for 
the long term.”

Until now the US Air Force was 
largely backing Iraq’s security forc-
es with air strikes against ISIS tar-
gets and supporting the country’s 
F-16 programme. Iraqi F-16 pilots 
are trained in the United States and 
the maintenance and security of 
Iraq’s F-16s is largely carried out by 
American contractors.

The announcement from the Air 
Force follows the stated “shift in fo-
cus” from the US-led coalition after 
the Iraqi government said the Unit-
ed States was reducing the number 
of American forces in Iraq. Iraqi 
and coalition officials said there is 

yet to be an agreement on the size 
of the US force that will remain in 
the country.

The coalition will focus on “po-
licing, border control and military 
capacity building,” US Army Briga-
dier-General Jonathan Braga said in 
a written statement.

“We will sustain the successful 
momentum and enhance the ca-
pacities of the Iraqi Security Forces 
in pursuing Daesh, now and in the 
future,” he added, using an Arabic 
acronym for ISIS.

Coalition air strikes proved to be 
decisive early in the fight against 
ISIS and fuelled Iraqi military victo-
ries throughout the campaign.

Before the United States began 
its air strikes against ISIS in August 
2014, the extremists easily trav-
elled across the vast areas — much 
of it open desert — under their 
control in Iraq and neighbouring 
Syria. Just weeks after overrun-
ning Mosul, an assault by ISIS on 
the city of Erbil in Iraq’s Kurd-
ish region was largely repelled by  
coalition air power.

In the months that followed, the 
extremists’ territorial gains were 
largely halted and over the next 
three years Iraqi ground forces, 
with close coalition air support, 
pushed ISIS out of towns, villages 
and cities across the country. Last 
December, Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi declared victory 
over the group.

Croft said a well-trained and 
-equipped Iraqi Air Force could 
have prevented the fall of Mosul.

“If Iraq had a couple of aero-
planes and a couple of controllers, 
that would never have happened,” 
he said, referring to ISIS’s blitz 
across Iraq in the summer of 2014.

However, maintaining a modern 

air force has been prohibitively 
expensive for Iraq. Contracting 
firm Sallyport Global Holdings was 
awarded a $400 million contract by 
the US Air Force in January for base 
operations and security for Iraq’s 
F-16 programme.

By training Iraqis to maintain 
and secure their own equipment, 
Ameen said he hopes to bring down 
costs. “The big challenge for us 
right now is the budget,” he said.

Iraq continues to struggle with a 
budget crisis sparked by a downturn 
in global oil prices and years of mis-
management of natural resource 
revenues. The enormous cost of 
rebuilding thousands of homes 
and infrastructure destroyed in the 
fight against ISIS is compounding 
Iraq’s economic woes.

“My ambition is to make the Iraqi 
Air Force a strong one to defend 
our country and its sovereignty,” 
Ameen said. “Not to fight against 
neighbouring countries but to en-
gage with them in military exer-
cises.”

(The Associated Press)

United States to shift its military strategy in Iraq

News & Analysis Iraq

A 

winter of tough deci-
sions and discussions 
between Washington 
and Baghdad has 
come full circle with 
calls for US troops to 

withdraw. The promise or demand 
for America’s departure has been 
the most enduring feature of their 
strategic alliance. The United 
States has begun drawing down its 
presence as Iraq navigates testing 
times in preparation of the post-
caliphate phase.

The “responsible end” former US 
President Barack Obama promised 
in 2010 was not only unfilled, it is 
no longer plausible, as Iraq sinks 
deeper into debt with little sover-
eignty or hard currency. Current US 
President Donald Trump, dodging 
the quicksand of Iraq’s widening 
debts, relies on the firmness of his 
country’s narrative of victory — in a 
war that is increasingly difficult to 
win. Redeployment of US soldiers 
from Iraq to another unwinnable 
war is his administration’s solution.

The process has kick-started 
with the redeployment of approxi-
mately 150 US soldiers, Iraqi se-
curity analyst Hisham al-Hashimi 
told Al Jazeera Arabic.

“The war in Afghanistan now 
takes priority over events in Iraq 
and Syria,” US historian Andrew 

Bacevich said and the “Pentagon 
is shifting resources accordingly.” 

More training and advising is ex-

pected across Iraq and Syria, where 
America’s troops are likely to stay 
indefinitely, Bacevich said.

“The direct insertion of US forces 
in the greater Middle East that 
began with Operation Desert Storm 
will continue despite the absence 
of evidence that it is producing any 
positive outcomes,” Bacevich said.

Behind Washington’s professed 
concern over potential and rising 
terror in Afghanistan is a more ra-
tional calculation, or doubt rather, 
in Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi’s ability to sway the public 
mood to secure a second term in 
office. The tougher stance of other 
candidates earned Abadi US back-
ing, not out of choice but due to a 
lack of options.

Trump’s administration fears 
that Abadi may be upstaged by 
militia candidates whose designs 
threaten to transform Iraq’s army 
into a parallel force mimicking 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC). This is a prospect 
that arouses fear not only in the 
White House but in Iraqi society at 
large.

Critics lay the blame at the door 
of the Obama administration, 
which they say paved the way for 
the ascent of militia factions with 
indifference.

Iran-backed groups includ-
ing al-Hashed al-Shaabi, Harakat 
al-Nujaba, Kata’ib Hezbollah and 
Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq, also known as 

the Khazali network, have empha-
sised the need for a complete US 
withdrawal and claim Abadi seeks 
the same. Ahmad Majidyar, direc-
tor of the IranObserved Project, 
citing the Fars news agency, said 
Abadi was warned by Hezbollah’s 
permutation in Iraq and “urged… 
not to fall into America’s ‘trap,’ 
secretly working to formalise its 
long-term presence.”

Iran’s continued support for its 
proxies makes America’s complete 
withdrawal improbable.

While the United States ques-
tions where the loyalties of Iraq’s 
militias lie, Iran’s loyalty towards 
them has also been questioned. In 
the words of Dawa Party defector 
Izzat Shahbandar: “Those who give 
you rockets to attack others today 
will give rockets to others to attack 
you tomorrow.”

Heroic or triumphalist rhetoric 
badly masks the truth of the United 
States’ once amicable relation with 
those groups. When a bourgeon-
ing and fierce cross-sectarian 
insurgency threatened America’s 
interest in a country it forcefully 
occupied, US Army General David 
Petraeus was under no illusion of 
the political camp in which militia-
men invested loyalty.

With US dollars, the United 
States purchased temporary al-
liances but it has abandoned the 
act of balancing the interests of 
competing actors. It was recently 

confirmed by a Pentagon watchdog 
that Iran-backed militias seized 
nine Abrams tanks gifted to Iraq’s 
post-2003 army.

While the United States’ mission 
begins to shrink, it is important to 
note that this is neither the end nor 
the beginning but an attempt to 
tell the world this is what victory 
looks like.

By redeploying forces from one 
terrorist hotbed to another, the 
United States is not forced to re-
consider its strategy or to reconcile 
the role it assumes in combating 
terrorism with its Iraq exit — even 
if only partially.

“Of course, it was a military vic-
tory and a humanitarian catastro-
phe,” said Ross Caputi, a veteran 
of the second siege of Falluja, “not 
worth celebrating.” While wel-
coming the departure of a fellow 
soldier, “we’re shirking our real 
responsibility, which is to pay 
reparations to Iraqis for destroy-
ing their country” said Caputi, 
president of the Boston University 
Anti-War Coalition.

Before that can happen, Iraq 
must be rebuilt with help from 73 
of the United States’ anti-Islamic 
State coalition partners, while it 
watches from the sidelines.

With one foot in Iraq, another in 
Afghanistan and a toehold in Syria, 
the United States is only extending 
its unwelcomed stay in one of the 
world’s most hostile regions.

Critics lay the 
blame at the door 
of the Obama 
administration for 
paving the way for 
the ascent of 
militia factions.

As its Iraq mission shrinks, how much of a say can America retain?

Nazli Tarzi
is an independent journalist 

whose writings and films focus 
on Iraq’s ancient history and 

contemporary political scene.
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Changing strategy. An Iraqi pilot checks a US-made Iraqi Air Force F-16 fighter jet at the Balad Air Base, on February 13.                                                                                                (AP)

Iraq’s air force will 
assume more of the 
“missions, duties 
and responsibilities” 
to maintain the 
country’s 
hard-fought 
victories over ISIS.
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