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Executive Summary
Dr. Allison Astorino-Courtois, NSI

Characterizing “the” Shi’a Militias
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1 Dr.’s Karl Kaltenthaler (University of Akron) and Mongith Dagher (IIACSS) very helpfully identify three reasons
Shi’a militia groups formed - only one of which has to do with ISIS: 1) in response to the 2003 US invasion of
Iraq; 2) as armed wings of Shi’a political parties; and 3) following Ayatollah Sistani’s fatwa to combat ISIS.



ISIS actions. These are: 1) the extent to which the group is led by and owes allegiance to Iran;
and 2) the span of its concerns and interests. How groups rate on these two factors will tell
us a lot about what we should expect of them following the effective defeat of ISIS (see
graphic).

Autonomy. Contributors to this Quick Look tended to differ on where the balance of control
over the Shi’a militias rests. Some see the Shi’a PMF groups as primarily under the control of
Iran, and thus motivated or directed largely by Iranian interests (i.e., they have very little
autonomy.) If this is the case, knowing the interests of the leaders of these groups will tell us
little about their actions). Other experts view the militias as more autonomous and self-
directed albeit with interests in common with Iran in which case their interests are relevant
to understanding their objectives. In reality, there are groups that swear allegiance to the
Supreme Leader in Iran, those that follow Ayatollah al Sistani, and still other groups that
respond only to their commanders. In an interview with the SMA Reachback team, Dr.
Anoush Ehteshami a well-known Iran scholar from Durham University (UK) points out that
Iran has “shamelessly” worked with groups it controls as well as those that it does not
because it sees each variety as a “node of influence” into Iraqi society. As in previous
Reachback Quick Looks?, a number of the SMEs note that Iran is best served by taking a low-
key approach in Iraqg. Ehteshami argues that ultimately Iran has little interest in appearing
to control the Shi’a militias: “the last thing that they want is to be seen as a frontline against
Daesh” as this would reinforce the Sunni versus Shi'a sectarian, Saudi-Iranian rivalry
undercurrents of the conflict against ISIS. In fact he argues that Iran prefers to work with the
militias rather than the central government - which is susceptible to political pressure that
Iran cannot control in order to “maintain grass root presence and influence ... of the vast areas
of Iraq which are now Shia dominated.”

Ambition. A second factor that distinguishes some militia groups is the span of their key
objectives and ambition. In discussing militia objectives, some SMEs referenced groups with
highly localized interests, for example groups that were established more recently and
primarily for the purpose of protecting family or neighborhood. Others mentioned (generally
pro-Iran) groups with cross-border ambitions. However, the major part of the discussion of
militia objectives centered on more-established and powerful groups with national-level
concerns.

Key Objectives

Most experts mentioned one or all of the following as key objectives of the Shi'a militia, at
present and in post-ISIS Irag. Importantly, many indicate that activities in pursuit of these
objectives are occurring now - the militias have not waited for the military defeat of ISIS.

e Controlling territory and resources
For groups with very localized concerns this objective may take the form of securing
the bounds of an area, or access to water in order to protect family members or
neighborhoods. For groups with broader ambitions, American University of Iraq
Professor Christine van den Toorn argues that controlling territory and resources is a
means to these militias’ larger political goals. As in the past, this may entail occupying
or conducting ethnic cleansing of areas of economic, religious and political significance

2 This point is discussed in more depth in a previous SMA Reachback report: LR2 which is available
from the SMA office. The question for that report was: What will be Iran’s strategic calculus regarding Iraq and
the region post-ISIL? How will JCPOA impact the calculus? What opportunities exist for the US/Coalition to shape
the environment favorable to our interests?



(e.g., Samarrah, Tel Afar, former Sunni areas of Salahuldeen Province near Balad.) Here
too Anoush Ehteshami suggests that different militia groups have different allegiances
and motives: some are “keen to come flying a Shia flag into Sunni heartlands and are
determined to take control of those areas.” A number of authors indicate that a specific
project of Iran-backed militias possibly with cross-border ambitions would be to secure
Shi’a groups’ passage between Iraq and Syria (van den Toorn suspects this would be
north or south of Sinjar adding that Kurds would prefer that the route “go to the south,
through Baaj/ southern Sinjar and not through Rabiaa, which they want to claim.”)

Consolidating political power and influence

Anoush Ehteshami believes that the Shi’a militia groups are keen to gain as much
“control of government as possible, as quickly as possible.” These groups are actually
new to Iraqi politics and realize that once the war is over their influence and role in the
political order may end. Many of the experts identified the primary objective of militia
groups with broader local or national ambitions as increasing their independence from,
and power relative to Iraqi state forces. Christine van den Toorn relates an interesting
way that some Shi’a militias are working to expand their influence: by forging alliances
with “good Sunnis” or “obedient Sunnis.” In fact, she reports that the deals now being
made between some Sunni leaders and Shia militia/PMF are in essence “laying the
foundation of warlordism” in Iraq and potentially cross-nationally. Many experts
singled out the law legalizing the militias as making it “a shadow state force” or an Iraq
version of the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (RGC) - a clear victory for
those seeking to institutionalize the political wealth, and likely economic wealth of the
militias.

Dr. Harith Hasan al-Qarawee of Brandeis University agrees that the primary goal of
the militia groups with national or cross-national ambitions is to gain political
influence in Iraq in order to: “to improve their chances in the power equation and
have a sustained access to state patronage.” As a result, he anticipates that they
will continue to work to weaken the professional, non-sectarian elements of the
Iraqi Security Forces, and would accept reintegration into the Iraqi military only if
it affords them the same or greater opportunity to influence the Iraqi state than
what they currently possess. Finally, a number of the experts including Dr. Randa Slim
of the Middle East Institute, mention that an RGC-like, parallel security structure in Iraq
will also serve Iran as a second “franchisee” along with Hezbollah in Lebanon, and allow
export of “military skillsets/expertise /knowhow, which can be shared with fellow Shia
groups in the Gulf region.”

Eliminating internal opposition from Sunni and Kurds

Omar Al-Shahery, a former deputy director in the Iraqi Defense Ministry, along with a
number of other SME contributors believe that after the Sunni Arabs are “taken out of
the equation” the Kurds are the militias’ “next target.” Dr. Daniel Serwer (Johns Hopkins
SAIS) expects that Shi’a forces will remain in provinces that border Kurdistan, if not at
the behest of Iran, then certainly in line with Iran’s interest in avoiding an expanded
and independent Kurdistan in Iraq. Al Shahery (Carnegie Mellon) points to this as the
impetus for militias pushing the Peshmerga out of Tuzkurmato south of Kirkuk.
Similarly, Shi’a concern with Saudi support reaching Sunni groups opposed to the
expansion of Shi'a influence in Iraq was motivation for occupying Nukhaib (south
Anbar) and cutting Sunni forces off from a conduit to aid. Finally, Al-Shahery raises the
possibility that the ultimate goal of the most ambitious militia groups is in fact to form



an “integrated strike force” that can operate cross-nationally. This is evidenced he
argues, by the centralization of the command structure of the forces operating in Syria.

What to Expect after Mosul
The following are some of the experts’ expectations about what to expect from the Shi'a
militias in the short to mid-term. See the author’s complete submission in SME input for
justification and reasoning.

Following ISIS defeat in Iraq ...

e Re-positioning. Iran will encourage some militia forces to relocate to Syria to help
defend the regime. However, Iran also will make sure that the “Shia militias which
have been mobilized, are going to stay mobilized” as a “pillar of Iran’s own influence
in Iraq” (Dr. Anoush Ehteshami, Durham University, UK)

e Inter and intra- sectarian conflict. The PMFs will play a “very destabilizing” role in
Iraq if not disbanded or successfully integrated into a non-sectarian force. The
present set-up will result in renewed Sunni-Shia tensions, Sunni extremism (Dr.
Mongqith Dagher, IIACSS and Dr. Karl Kaltenthaler, University of Akron); Shi’a-Shi'a
violence (Dr. Sarhang Hamasaeed, USIP); and/or violent conflict with the Kurds (Dr.
Daniel Serwer, Johns Hopkins SAIS; Omar Al-Shahery, Carnegie Mellon)

e New political actors. Select militia commanders will leave the PMF to run for political
office, accept ministerial posts (Dr. Daniel Serwer, Johns Hopkins SAIS) and/or “major
political players in Baghdad” will attempt to place them in important positions in the
police or Iraqi security force positions. (Dr. Diane Maye, Embry-Riddle)

SME Input

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq
Ambassador Robert S. Ford, former US Ambassador to Syria, Middle East Institute

“Those Shia Popular Mobilization Units (PMU) financed previously by Iran and now financed
by the Iragi Government mostly will follow orders from Iran. This may well mean they
remain deployed in Ninewah and Anbar, and that they also deploy in eastern Syria. The
deployment of large numbers of foreign armed men in these communities will unavoidably
generate competition with local communities in Ninewah and Anbar, whether over business
rights and fees or equal justice before the law, or local political decision-making. These kinds
of problems aggravated the politics of Mosul prior to June 2014, for example, and it is far from
clear that Baghdad has learned lessons. Witness Tikrit now - who rules it, really?”

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq

Christine van den Toorn, Director of the Institute of Regional and International Studies,
American University of Iraq, Sulaimani

While many Hashd will go home (the “Hashd” Hashd) Shia militias will seek to translate



their battlefield victories into sustained political power through territorial control and

. ] control of access to resources. They will do this
they are laying the through allying with “good Sunnis” or obedient
foundation of warlordism, | Sunnis - there are already deals being made between
mafia style division of Sunni leaders and Shia militias/ PMF currently.
. ” While you could say that some of these create some

territory. . . .
stability, they are laying the foundation of

warlordism, mafia style division of territory. Sunnis are saying - which militia can I ally
with, and through this form my own Sunni militia, to carve out my piece of territory (and
do well in the next elections). So to combat, prevent this (... as is happening in Rabiaa and
other places) there need to be political framework and actors and facilitators to move in
after to challenge this development.

On a national level, while there is a debate, there seems to be more consensus that the
new law legalizing the Hashd will make it a shadow state force, an IRGC in Iraq, that will
answer at least in part to Iran. ... There are of course many reports of Asaib Ahl al Haq or
Kataib Hazbullah members in federal police uniforms as happened in 2006, 2007, etc., and
the commanders of the Hashd - Al Ameri and Al Mohandis are notoriously close to / loyal
to Iran. The Hashd will at the very least have to be carefully vetted and combed through
to determine who is eligible for “integration.”One more specific goal is the road to Syria.
The Hashd/ Baghdad/ Iran want to make sure they secure a road - north or south of Sinjar
- to Syria. The KDP would prefer it go to the south, through Baaj/ southern Sinjar and not
through Rabiaa, which they want to claim.

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq

Omar Al-Shahery
Carnegie Mellon University
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e Expansion: Members of the Shia Militia have already moved in (with their families) to
former Sunni areas in Salahuldeen Province (near Balad) after a policy of scorched

earth during and after the conflict with Da’esh.



Strategic objectives

Replicate the Iranian model and ensuring its pervasiveness and permanence. The
incredibly large numbers of these militias guarantee their influence on almost every
community in the predominantly Shia areas. It would become almost impossible to
depose the sponsoring religious parties and jurisprudence through any sort of
elections in the future. This model of parallel authority and power resembles the IRGC
in Iran and the Iranian Basij, Hezbollah in Lebanon, the Hoothi Militia in Yemen and
so on.

Build an ever-expanding cluster of countries that redefines our perception of
government. This cluster will not practice distinct and independent territorial
sovereignty in the classical sense but rather act as an incubating environment for a
single religious authority.

Eliminate any internal opposition socially, economically and politically. Da’esh, if
anything, has been a blessing for the leadership of these militias. The Iraqi
government and parliament have granted these militias legislative immunity,
government salaries, and further have declared them part of the country’s security
forces, legitimizing their existence, all in the name of fighting Da’esh.To ensure this
objective, these militias have:

a. Occupied strategic areas like Nukhaib in southern Anbar province, cutting off
Sunnis from Saudi Arabia

b. Pushed the Peshmurga out of Tuz Kurmato, an important town south of Kirkuk
near the Kurdish oil fields, and within striking distance of the Kurds, which are
going to be their next target after Sunnis are taken out of the equation.

If one must make an educated guess, the leaders of these militias seek to form an
integrated striking force that can operate across several nations, including Iraq, Iran,
Syria and Lebanon. The sign of such a force being assembled is the change in
command structure in the forces fighting in Syria. Earlier, these militias used to
operate under separate chains of command, but that all changed, and now members
of different militias operate under a unified command and control system.

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq
Dr. Randa Slim
Middle East Institute

[Militia group objectives are to] 1. Consolidate Shia rule over Iraq, including maintaining
hardline positions vis-a-vis Sunni reintegration into state structures; 2. Establish a parallel
military structure akin to the IRGC model; 3. This parallel structure will also serve as a second
Iranian Arab franchisee akin to Hezbollah in Lebanon. They will have military skillsets/
expertise/knowhow, which can be shared with fellow Shia groups in the Gulf region; 4. Some
will be heading to Syria post-Mosul to participate in the liberation of all of Syria per Assad's
wishes; 5. Some will want to go home provided there are economic incentives. UNDP has been
asked by Baghdad government to work on a Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration
(DDR) program for the PMUs. Sistani's office is interested in seeing a good number of these
PMU rank and file go back home and get reintegrated in society.



Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq
Elie Abouaoun
US Institute of Peace
“... the Shia Militia Groups are now supported to become a State-recognized body
that competes with the Iraqi Armed Forces and ensures strong Iranian leverage over
Iraqi politics. The model is quite similar to the Iranian Revolutionary Guards (Iran),
Hezbollah (Lebanon) or the National Defense Army (Syria) that exist and operate
under the umbrella of a hollow and submissive state structure.”

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq
Alireza Nader
RAND

The various Iraqi Shia militias may have different agendas, but it does appear that
key groups backed by Iran may want to create organizations that parallel the Basij
and the Revolutionary Guards in Iran.

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq
Dr. Scott Atran
ARTIS
One of the aims of Shia militia groups is to manipulate parliament and maximize power within
the government. And their next war may be with the Kurds over disputed areas in both Kirkuk
and Mosul (exploiting KDP-PUK rivalries as best they can). They will coordinate with Iran’s
Quds force in Iraqg, and the PMU bill was a step in this direction.

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq

Harith Hasan al-Qarawee
Fellow-Crown Center for Middle East Studies Brandeis University

The ultimate goal of those groups is to improve their chances in the power equation
and have a sustained access to state patronage. In this respect, they will accept
reintegration in the formal military structure only to the extent they can use this to
influence the state from within. They will seek to weaken the professional and non-
partisan elements of the army, so they become the indispensable force on which the
state will rely. Given that the Iraqi army is not yet a credible force, their role remains
necessary provided that the Prime Minister will be given enough support to control
those militias, and marginalize the most pro-Iranian elements. For that to happen,
he will also need the support of the grand Shi’a cleric, Sistani, who said in several
occasions that parallel security organ is detrimental for the state and its ability to
stabilize the country.



Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq
Steffany Troffino, TRADOC

Iraq remains a country in transition as multiple variables contribute to the country’s
deteriorating security environment. Informal power streams, ethno-sectarian political
agendas, proxy influences, and perceptions of ethno-sectarian disenfranchisement prevalent
throughout the country are but a few contributing factors polarizing the country. Couple
these factors with endemic Iranian influence, which has capitalized on Iraq’s weakened
conditions and the strategic outlook for the United States’ ability to remain influential
throughout the country, diminishes. As the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL)
continues its military offenses inside Iraq, the need for the Iraqi central government to
augment the country’s security forces has significantly increased. In an attempt to bolster its
military ranks - on November 26, 2016 the Shi'a majority Iraqi government formally
legitimized Shi’a militias as part of Iraqi forces by a majority parliamentary vote of 208 out of
a 327 members.

Militias formed to protect Tribes

In an attempt to understand Iraq’s current security environment, it is necessary to
understand the dynamics of informal power-streams throughout the country’s vast tribal
communities and most important - the Iranian influence throughout these tribal
communities. As Iraqi security forces remain engaged
in offenses against ISIL, most notably in key strategic e o
cities, Iraq’s rural communities became increasingly | Militias within Irags PMFs --
more isolated and vulnerable. As a consequence, tribal | Asaib Ahl al Haqg, Hezbollah
communities formed several militias as a means to | Brigades and Badr Brigades
protect tribal community members while Iraq’s
security forces remained pre-engaged in larger ISIL
offenses.

“The three most powerful

maintain well-established
links with Iranian senior

While militias were forming in the rural communities Iead,erShlp' T MEEElY
of Iraq, Iran sought to capitalize on the opportunity to Iranian Quds Force
support newly established militias and use these new | Commander, Qassem
groups to their advantage. Iran supplied weapons and | Soleimani.”

financial support to several newly developed Shi'a
militias in an effort to maintain advantage over militia activity.3 When the time came for these
newer militias to unify under a larger, more well-established militia organization, Iran was
able to exert its influence within this unification process.

With the Iraqi Parliament vote in November 2016, some fifty Iraqi Shi’a militias unified under
an umbrella known as the Hashd Shaabi umbrella (Arabic for the People's Mobilization
Forces or PMF.4 Key militia organizations within the PMFs pre-date ISILs 2014 military
advancements inside Iraq. The three most powerful militias within Iraqs PMFs -- Asaib Ahl al
Haq, Hezbollah Brigades and Badr Brigades maintain well-established links with Iranian
senior leadership, most notably Iranian Quds Force Commander, Qassem Soleimani.5

3 Mansour (2015), “From Militia to State Force: the Transformation of al-Hashd al-Shaabi,” 16 November 2015.
4 Roggio (2016), “Iraqi militia leader wants to model PMF after Iran’s Revolutionary Guard,” The Long War
Journal. 22 March 2016.

5 Roggio (2016), “Iraqi militia leader wants to model PMF after Iran’s Revolutionary Guard,” The Long War
Journal. 22 March 2016.



On May 23rd 2016, Soleimani was identified in a picture reportedly taken in a meeting on
then pending operations in Fallujah.¢ Additionally, observed in the same picture were Akram
al Kaabi, a Shia militia leader; and Abu Mahdi al Muhandis, who leads Hezbolla Brigades,
specifically, Hata'ib Hezbollah.” Both individuals are designated US terrorists.8 Multiple
sightings of Soleimani working with Iranian backed militias in Iraq have surfaced, including
support to Shi’a militias in Tikrit, Samarra (al Baghdadi’s birthplace), Jurf al Sakhar, and
Fallujah. Iraq’s PMF’s objectives align along an Iranian agenda, which seeks to influence, and
exert proxy control over Iraq’s central government. Recently al-Jazaeery, one of the
commanders within the PMF who commands the Saraya Khorasani militia stated, “We want
to be a third power in Iraq, alongside the army and police. “Why can’t the Hashd be like the
Revolutionary Guard in Iran?” 9

Implications

The United States is at a crossroad with support to Iraq’s Security Forces. It is a risk averse
gain scenario reminiscent of support to the Free Syrian Army. The risk is the greater support
we render, the greater the likelihood we are inadvertently supporting a more powerful
Iranian influence within the country. The gain, the more support we render, the greater the
likelihood Iraq’s security forces will be able to control and ultimately defeat ISIL’s advances.
With as invasive and intrinsic as Iran’s influence has grown within Iraq, it may very well be
beneficial for the United States to withhold support in an effort to allow Iran to expend its
resources. By Iran expending its resources, the United States may be in a position to observe
how Russia augments this Iranian expense.

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq
Karl Kaltenthaler, University of Akron/Case Western Reserve University
and
Mungith Dagher, IIACSS

“The most powerful The Shia Militia Groups of Iraq, of which there are
commanders among the dozens, are part of the Popular Mobilization Forces

] o (PMFs), an organization that was established in mid-
PMFs are Hadi al Amiri, Abu | 2014 in the face of Da’esh military victories throughout
Madhi al Muhandis, and the Sunni heartland of Iraq. The direct impetus to
Qais Khazali.” create the PMFs umbrella organization was (Shia)
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani’s fatwa to defend Iraq
from the onslaught of Da’esh in 2014.

There are now some 40 different militias in the PMFs that have 100,000-120,000 fighters.
The vast majority of the militias and the fighters are Shia Iraqis with some Sunnis, Turkmen,
Yazidis, and Christians in relatively small numbers. While the PMFs are nominally under the

6 Weiss (2016), Iranian Qods Force Leader Reportedly in Fallujah, Threat Matrix, The Long War Journal, 23 May
3(\)/\}e6i.ss (2016), Iranian Qods Force Leader Reportedly in Fallujah, Threat Matrix, The Long War Journal, 23 May
g(\)/\}:i.ss (2016), Iranian Qods Force Leader Reportedly in Fallujah, Threat Matrix, The Long War Journal, 23 May
z(l)(1)6g;gio (2016), “Iraqi militia leader wants to model PMF after Iran’s Revolutionary Guard,” The Long War
Journal. 22 March 2016.



control of the Iraqi government and are paid by it, the PMFs are largely autonomous fighting
forces, with little centralized control. The fighters of the militias mostly follow the orders of
their militia commanders. The most powerful commanders among the PMFs are Hadi al
Amiri, Abu Madhi al Muhandis, and Qais Khazali.

The Shia militias have different origins. Some of them have existed since the period following
the US invasion in 2003 and fought against Coalition forces. Others are the armed wings of
Shia political parties. Finally, there are the more recently formed militias, which were created
following al-Sistani’s fatwa. These most recent groups follow the Prime Minister’s orders
more than the others, are the least ideological, but also the weakest militarily and politically.
Most of their members joined because of the fatwa and the desire to protect Shia shrines
and/or for a salary because they were unemployed. The groups that are most powerful and
ambitious in terms of trying to shape Iraq’s political future are the two earlier forms of
groups. They seek to play a very large role in Iraq’s political future.

There is a serious power struggle within the PMFs between the more-Iraqgi-oriented forces,
such as Muktada al Sadr’s Al Mahdi army and Iranian-backed militias and political parties.
The Al Mahdi army fighters only follow the commands of al Sadr and no one else. The most
prominent Shia militias are the Badr Organization, Hezbollah, Al Abbas Brigade, and Asaib
Ahl al Haq Brigades which, are all backed by Iran (particularly the Quds force) and look to
Iran’s supreme leader for orders. They are not under the control of the Iraqi government.
These groups dominate the PMFs on the ground, creating a real challenge for the Iraqi
government in terms of having control over what is happening in the country.

“There is a serious power The aims and objectives of the Shia PMFs differ to
struggle within the PMFs an extent based on their origins and how close they
. are to Iran. Itis clear that almost none of them are
between the more-Iragi- desirous of disbanding. They all see a role for
oriented forces, such as themselves in a post-Da’esh Iraq.
Muktada al Sadr’s Al Mahdi There are two trends of thinking among the Shia
army and Iranian-backed PMFs about what their future should be. One trend
is turn the PMFs into the Iraqi equivalent of the

militias and political parties ... Iranian IRGC. This position has been most
[and] The most prominent Shia forcefully stated by Hamed al Jazaeery, commander
militias are the Badr of the al Khorasani Brigade. This is a position that
Organization, Hezbollah, Al is strongly supported by Iran as it is seen as best

way to maintain Shia dominance and a pro-Iran
power base in Iraq.

Abbas Brigade, and Asaib Ahl al
Haq Brigades which, are all

backed by Iran (particularly the The second trend in thinking is to turn the PMFs
Quds force.) into an Iraqi National Guard. What this would mean
is largely determined by an Iraqi’s sectarian
orientation. The Shia PMFs that support this option
see this more as a re-naming of the existing PMFs structure and it would remain a Shia-
dominated force. This force could include Sunnis and others but it would maintain its current
Shia numerical and command dominance. Non-Shia Iragis would like to see the National
Guard become a truly integrated organization that would bury sectarian identity in its bid to
help keep Iraq secure.




Sunni Iraqis, on the whole, have deep distrust of the PMFs. The Sunni militias that are in the
PMFs are small and weak and are typically the creature of a Sunni parliamentarian who is
close to the Shia militias. These parliamentarians are paid handsomely for creating a militia
that gives the veneer of real Sunni participation in the PMFs. Survey after survey of Iraqis
undertaken by IIACSS has shown that upwards of 80% of Iraqi Sunnis distrust the PMFs.
Shias, on the other hand, have the mirror opposite view of the PMFs. Shias largely trust the
PMFs and believe they have done positive things for Iraq since 2014.

The PMFs stand to play a very destabilizing role in Iraq following the effective military
defeat of Da’esh. In the best scenario, the fighters would be integrated into a non-
sectarian National Guard. That way they could continue to be paid and could keep their
sense of honor. Leaving them as they are now will almost certainly renew Sunni-Shia
tensions and help re-establish Sunni extremism in the country.

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq

Zana Gulmohamad, University of Sheffield

Their goal will be to further consolidate their footprint in Iraqi polity, especially in the
political, military, and economic structure, and be able to increase their projection of
power beyond Iraq’s borders. The pro-Iranian Iraqi Shia militia zealous groups have
ambitions both regionally and beyond Iraq’s borders in regard to supporting the Shia
groups and population across the Middle East. They share ideological (Wilayat al-Faqih)
and revolutionary beliefs (they follow Iranian supreme leader Grand Ayatollah Khamenei
and they consider themselves part of the extension of the Iranian Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini’s revolution).

Their rise has been augmented by the initiative of the establishment of the PMF (an
umbrella for dozens of majority Shia (but not limited to as they include some
Sunni, Christian, Yazidi, Turkmen) militias that are not united in their political
interests and loyalties. They include pro-Iranian militias that are the most
powerful and the largest, pro-Sistani close to the PM, and pro-al-Sadr militias) by
former Iraqi PM Nouri al-Maliki and the fatwa Jihad al-Kafai of Iraq’s highest Shia
reference Ali al-Sistani (He adopts the quietest doctrine where religious leaders do not
rule the states in contrast to the Iranian doctrine.). Recently the Shia militias have been
fortified by their successes in pushing back the Islamic State from Baghdad and other Iraqi
territories and then by the parliament, which passed a law on 26th of November for the
Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) to be a permanent security and military body.

The law passed by the majority of the Iraqi Members of the Iraqi Council of
Representatives (ICR) was backed by the Shia representatives al-Itilaf al-Watani al-Iraqi
(National Iraqi Alliance) with opposition by mainly Sunni Arab political forces in the ICR
known as Tahaluf al-Quwa al-Iraqiya and key figures Ahmad al-Msari, Thafer al-A’ani and
Usama al-Nujaifi as well as most of the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) members in the
ICR. Although, there is no national consensus between the Iragis about the continuation
and legalization of the PMF as a military organization, the majority voted for this law.



The law has secured the future of many Iraqi Shia militias. The law constitutes for
example: Article 1, the PMF is part of the Iraqi Security Forces and directly related to the
General Commander of Iraqi Security Forces, who is the PM. Article 2/1 the PMF is
independent and part of the ISF and linked to the PM, This article provides legitimacy for
the Shia militias including those moderate and extremists, as well as the right for the
government to provide them with further equipment and financial support for its organs
and members as part of Iraqi defense system without domestic opposition. Therefore, this
will sustain their presence in the long-term. Article 5 of this law indicates that all the
members in the PMF have to cut their links and ties with political parties and entities. This
will be only theoretical and on paper as the majority will have ties with their political
entities and those who have links with Iran will persist. Aws al-Khafaji, the leader of an
Iraqi Shia militia Abu Fadel al-Abas that is operative in Syria, said in December 2016 in a
TV interview with an Iraqi channel, “The new parliament passed a law that cannot force
the major Shia armed forces such as Saraya al-Salam, A’saib Ahl al-Haq and their leaders
to follow the government and the head of the PMF’s orders. Only a small fraction of their
forces that are integrated with the PMF will obey the government’s and the PMF’s orders”.
His statement is a clear indication that the law is only to embolden and legalize their
presence not to make them a body that adheres to the state’s orders.

After defeating IS all the Shia militias believe their duties are to continue to fight Salafi
jihadist groups and other related Sunni radical forms that will persist after defeating IS in
Iraq or even beyond its sovereign borders. For example, there is clear involvement of pro-
Iranian Iraqi Shia militias in Syria and their key engagement in the latest battle of Aleppo
alongside Syrian Army. Additionally, they cooperate with the Lebanese Hezbollah and
have ties with Houthis in Yemen and the Shia resistance in Bahrain.

The Shia militias will be emboldened by the next Iraqi elections as the political entities
that the militias are linked and affiliated to as well as a number of their key figures will
enter politics to have more authority and a political say. The author expects them to have
a considerable achievement in the elections (provincial and national), as they are
increasingly popular among Shias.

There are plenty of similarities between the PMF and the Iranian Basij Resistance Force,
which is a volunteer paramilitary organization under the IRGC. Despite the fact that in
the PMF there are Sunni militias such as Hashd al-A’shari and small groups of Christian
and Yazidi militias, the divided Shia militias and their leaders are dominating its trajectory
and policies. Post-2003 the Shia militias’ members have infiltrated Iraqi security, military
and clandestine organizations because the Shia-led government have consented and
turned a blind eye. The recent developments are consolidating their achievements and
further developing towards their goals.

Shi’ia Militia Groups (Hash’d al Shaabi)
Diane L. Maye, Ph.D.
Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University

To counter internal threats, former Prime Minister Nouri al Maliki appealed to long-standing



Shi’ia militias to quell uprisings and eliminate emergent Sunni political players. Maliki also
integrated Shi’ia paramilitary units and militias into the Iraqi Security Forces ahead of Sunni
Sahwa groups, then cut the funding for the Sunni Sons of Iraq, leaving tens of thousands of
military-aged Sunni Arab males without work. Furthermore, Maliki strictly enforced Iraq’s
Justice and Accountability (de-Ba’athification) Law and Article 4 of Iraq’s antiterrorism law,
which imprisoned individuals accused of terrorist activity without a timeline for due process.
In doing so, Maliki aggravated large portions of the Sunni Arab population. While the Hash’d
al Shaabi have had enormous successes in some parts of Iraq, past grievances prevent many
Sunnis from trusting the militias. It is highly likely that after the liberation of Mosul and the
2017 elections, major political players in Baghdad will attempt to reward elements of the
Hash’d al Shaabi with positions in law enforcement or the official Iraqi security apparatus
(under the guise of ‘civil’ control). It will be important for coalition forces to foresee this
political move and prevent such an action from taking place.

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq
Sarhang Hamasaeed, USIP

These groups would seek political (some already have members of parliament) and
economic viability and possibly expansion in similar ways of the Iranian
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC). They have already moved in that direction, and
with the Iraqi Council of Representatives (CoR) passing the PMF law late November,
they would exist parallel to the military, receive funds and training from the
government, and be protected from any civilian prosecution.

Some of their elements may go to Syria to join the fight, alongside those Iraqi Shias
who are already there. The PMF is already a Shia tool for protecting the Shia, and some
of its elements/units have committed violations against Sunni communities. The PMF
could also become an instrument of political and armed competition - even causing
violence - in Shia-Shia dynamics.

All politics and regional roles aside, given the collapse of the Iraqi Army in the face of
Da’esh, the Shia population would likely want to hold on to the PMF as a protecting
force. Iran would be interested in preserving the PMF as a proxy tool that is easier to
use inside and outside Iraq as they have done with the Lebanese Hezbollah.

The PMF and the Kurdish Peshmerga have confronted each other and fighting broke
out a number of times. The PMF may be more interested in taking on the Peshmerga
in the disputed areas between Baghdad and Erbil. Confrontations are most likely in
mixed population areas of Kirkuk, Diyala, and Salahaddin. The PMF could become one
of the tools for Iran and the Shia hawks to use against the Kurds. Former Prime Maliki
tried to use the army, but they were not as loyal and responsive.

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq
Dr. Daniel Serwer, Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS)



Not all “Shia militia groups” are created equal. They are in general popular with the Shia
population, but some are more beholden to Iran than others (especically Badr, Asa’ib al Haq
and Kata'ib Hizbollah), and some are more beholden to Ayatollah Sistani. They will remain an
important component of Iraq’s security forces for the foreseeable future, preferably in as a
reserve force. They are also likely to gain political and economic ambition as the war against
Daesh ends. Some commanders may well leave the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMFs) to
become candidates for parliament (as the new law requires) as well as ministerial and other
official posts. Some PMFs will also go into business, possibly as private security companies
and/or organized crime syndicates.

Iran will want its militia surrogates to gain geographic as well as political weight once Mosul
is taken. I would expect them to seek to remain in Ninewa, Saladin, and Diyala, which are
contiguous with Iraqi Kurdistan. Iran wants to prevent the independence of Kurdistan and
limit its geographic boundaries if it occurs.

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq
Renaud Mansour

There are many sides to the PMU. Most of the fighters will either disband (as they're
volunteers) or seek employment in an emerging state security apparatus. However, the more
powerful groups, such as the League of the Righteousness, Kataib Hezbollah, and perhaps
even Badr, may want to be part of a more autonomy PMU institution (see the law that was
passed a few weeks ago).

Comment on Objectives of Shi’a Militia Groups in Iraq
Bilal Wahab
Washington Institute

Shia militia groups fighting Da’esh, collectively called Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF),
are now by law integral to Iraq’s security apparatus. Hence, they are legal entities that
receive funding from the national budget. It is evident, however, that their loyalties are to
their militia leaders rather than to the state. Iran will continue to play a leading role in
their sustainability, evolution and growth.

The immediate goal of PMFs is to capitalize on their military victories and translate them
into political power. That is, they will morph into political parties and run for office in the
upcoming elections. Given their momentum, Shia parties and media offer their support
and deference to PMFs, and exalt their achievements. The evolution of militias into
political parties will further militarize the Shia communities. So far, parties have had a
militia. After Da’esh, militias will form political platforms. Such militarization will only
strengthen the role and influence of Iran in Iraqi politics, given Iran’s leverage and
command of the PMFs.



Excerpts of NSI Team Telephone Conversation with Dr. Anoush
Ehteshami, 12/12/20161°

Anoush Ehteshami (Durham University, UK): ... Iran is now really aware of the negative
blowback in the rest of the region for its presence in Iraq, in Syria, and in Lebanon with
Hezbollah. The last thing I think they want right now is, with Daesh thrown out of Iraq, for
Iran to be the new bogey occupying Iraq. That provides the Saudis and the rest of the Sunni
Coalition a real grand card to mobilize the Sunnis in Iraq against Iran, to get Turkey on their
side finally, and again, Iran does not want to play that bogey man post-Daesh in Iraq. The
only way it can avoid that is to have the Coalition continue to underwrite national security
over Iraq. ...

... For the RGC, they simply are in no position to be involved against Daesh in Iraq, partly
because they don’t want to rile Daesh any more than they have to. The last thing that they
want is to be seen as a frontline against Daesh in any shape or form because that would just
crystalize this Sunni-Shia dimension to the level that Iran would then have to be seen as a
defender of the Shia agenda because the Sunnis certainly will not rally around Tehran in any
kind of anti-Daesh coalition. So, the RGC is fully aware that they can’t really, for practical and
ideological and pragmatic reasons, manage a post-Daesh Iraq by themselves, and they’re not
going to go away. The Shia militias, which have been mobilized, are going to stay mobilized,
partly because they’re an important element, a pillar of Iran’s own influence in Iraq now. Iran
... is not that keen on the Iraqi government either and is much more committed to working
with the Shia militias to maintain grass root presence and influence, dare I say control, of the
vast areas of Iraq which are now Shia dominated. So, it wants to work below that radar level
rather than at the grand state level, and so, maintaining a lower profile is always the RGC’s
preference in these situations. This also suits the Leader because it can always give him
closeable deniability as well.

[Iran] would love the Coalition to stabilize Iraq all the way to the borders, if possible, of Syria
but not force or push an agenda that would disarm the militias, for example. They would see
that as a direct challenge to their authority in Iraq. So, it's a combination, if you'd like, of
political issues and security issues. So long as it's the Iraqi government that makes the
requests of the Coalition, I think Iranians would be finding it very difficult to challenge it, in
public at least; it may do it in private with the Iraqis, but not in public. Beyond that, I can’t
see the Iraqi government also stepping too much out of line against Iran’s interests because
they recognize that Iran is going to make a lot of trouble for them in Iraq if they felt miffed by
whatever Iraq does with the Coalition.

Allison Astorino-Courtois (NSI): Right, okay. So, thank you, and this actually is a very similar
question that we got, which is what are the aims and objectives of the Shia militia group
following the defective military defeat of Daesh?

Anoush Ehteshami: | think their agenda is somewhat similar to Al Sadr’s agenda in, say 2004
post-fall of Baghdad, and that was to get as much control of government as possible, as quickly
as possible. Al Sadr was, for all his faults, representative of a national voice and a very
credible pedigree from this other tradition. These militias have little long roots in Iraqi
political order, and so they realize once the war is over, they will lose their present Daesh in
a sense, and they will need to find other ones. That would be, I think, to find a niche in internal
security from which they could then begin to collect rent and from which they can begin to

10 Full transcript available on request to the SMA office.



build their political base. I think in both of those instances, Iran is not going to be
unsupportive of them. So, I see this Coalition...some of the Mohandis ... I think some of them
are there for the money, for the fight, and for ideology and may very well go back there to the
farms and what have you, but there will be others who will have tasted power will see this as
an opportunity to consolidate, to build, to develop, and to enrich.

Allison Astorino-Courtois: Do you know, or can you tell at this point which particular groups
those might be or who they may be led by?

Anoush Ehteshami: 1 can’t on the top of my head, I have information on it that I can
communicate to you later, because there are hot spots. Some of them don’t like fighting in
some places, and they don’t do it. They stay back, or they go in for a clean-up job, and there
are others that are much more keen to come flying a Shia flag into Sunni heartlands and are
determined to take control of those areas. Iran has shamelessly worked with all of this range
of groups itself because it sees them as nodes of influence in the broader part of Iraqi society
and community. I don’t think it would be for Iranians to decide how many of them stay how
many of them go. Some of them, of course, once Iraq is free of the Daesh menace, will be
encouraged to move into Syria to shore up Assad. [ think Iran will be very directive in pushing
some of these guys westward into Syria, and again, I think this is fluid. It will depend on how
the battle for Mosul unravels and what post-Daesh fighting is left to do there. I don’t think
the Iraqgi government is going to have much say or control over these guys. They obviously
are alongside the Iraqi military units, but I don’t think in terms of the chain of command, once
they get in a battle situation, they’ll necessarily be closely following the Iraqi government’s
tactic. I think they seem to be doing some of their own stuff. Some of it is very ugly as you
know, some of it is kind of in keeping with the direction of travel as far as the Coalition and
the Iraqi government are concerned.

Allison Astorino-Courtois: ... in Iraq, you have the different groups and parties, and the Shia
militia, it’s just too fluid you’d think to categorize in terms of any of the groups.

Anoush Ehteshami: 1 think [Shi'a Militia is] a shorthand, what we view as a Shia militia. I
think, you know, some of them break down into neighborhoods or families even of individuals
who get involved, and others are the ones who have spent time in Iran in the 1980s and grew
up there and are not involved in the militias. It really is a very mixed bag of individuals who
have come from many parts of Iraq, and some of them I suspect would just want to go back
to where they came from once the call for liberation and this subsides and there isn’t a battle
to fight any longer in Iraq itself.

Allison Astorino-Courtois: It seems to me that there is a danger to using this shorthand.

Anoush Ehteshami: | agree with you. I think it is because some of these folks are in there for
different reasons, even though normatively it might appear that they're all for the liberation
of Iraq, for the Iraqi sovereignty, and the defeat of Daesh. I think they have somewhat
different objectives in the last analysis, and post-Mosul liberation is when we’ll begin to see
this crystalize. I'm not saying that they're all under Iran’s control. I think, again, post-Mosul
liberation we’ll see how much influence Iran has over these guys, but if there are those that
want to carry on with a military campaign, [ think it will be the Iraqi government which would
encourage Iran to shift these guys into Syria because the government doesn’t want to have a
battle-hardened bunch of men carrying weapons driving back to Baghdad. ...
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