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Executive Summary  
 
The self-proclaimed Islamic State (IS) or Da’esh, as the group has become known, transition to 
insurgency is underway. They may not see it like this since Iraq and Syria are struggling with their own 
sovereignty and trying to restructure governance to support the basic necessities of the populations.  
 
Daniel Serwer of Johns Hopkins University says we can already see this manifesting “in overt terrorist 
attacks, which are already frequent, as well as more covert intimidation.” IS is conducting suicide, IED 
and infrastructure attacks daily.   The group will continue to be active in organized crime activities -
protection rackets, smuggling of oil and antiquities, kidnapping for ransom, and violent intimidation – 
against any effort to restore law and order. “Daesh will not fold its tent. It may even spawn a new 
organization to carry on its campaign for the caliphate and seek to embed with other less brutal 
Salafists,” says Serwer.   
 
In light of the possibility that U.S. backed Iraqi and Peshmerga forces are pushing IS out of its territory in 
Iraq and beginning to tackle some locations in Syria, Harith Al-Qarawee, professor at Brandeis 
University, says, “ISIS insurgents who will survive the Mosul battle will return to underground insurgency 
and seek to secure safe passages between Iraq and Syria.”  He and other experts agree that there must 
be an effective intelligence effort in urban centers to keep abreast of any movements IS may make if 
another gap in security and governance should open up. Renad Mansour, an expert at Chatham House, 
reminds us they IS will continue, even underground to “make sure that Iraq's political elite are unable to 
come up with a political solution,” so if a political solution is not found, IS will use this as a reason to 
resurface. The last U.S. Ambassador to Syria, Ambassador Robert Ford, and Elie Abouaoun, at USIP, feel 
that in order to prevent this from happening, “a genuine and organic national reconciliation effort” must 
commence by investing in political reconciliation initiatives that combine both top-down and bottom-up 
approach and include a regional dialogue between Turkey, Iran and Saudi Arabia.  
 
SMEs agree that IS will not disappear. They will most likely go into hiding with sleeper cells in Iraqi and 
Syrian cities. Many may also remain silent in other Western countries looking for future opportunities to 
act. Noted anthropologist Scott Atran believes IS “will retreat to its pre-Caliphate tactics, as they did 
during the Iraqi surge, when they lost 60-80% of their foot soldiers and more than a dozen high-value 
targets each month for 15 consecutive months, yet still survived with a strong enough organization to 
seize the initiative in the chaos of the Syrian Civil War and roar back along the old oil-for-smuggling 
routes that Sunni Arab tribesmen and Saddam loyalists.” Randa Slim of the Middle East Institute states 
that, “there will be post-ISIS territorial and ideological challenges. On the territorial side of the equation, 
given the range of actors involved in the Mosul fight, there will be increasing stakes, post-liberation, of 
competing territorial claims between Baghdad and Erbil but also among different ethnic groups. She 
continues, “Kirkuk is likely to be a major point of competition in the future and will complicate the 
relationship between Erbil and Baghdad” and losing territory will undermine ISIS's caliphate narrative.”  
 
All agree that the Iraqi leadership must find a way to bring the Sunni population into the political 
decision making by cultivating local leaders who have legitimacy and credibility. Sunni groups, that are 
particularly fragmented, must contribute to reconstruction of liberated territories and participate in 
security, police and military, to ensure that their grievances are met. These grievances are rooted in 
divisions that are embedded by continued attacks on their communities by IS, who are dividing Sunnis as 
well as Sunnis and Shia populations, and Shia forces perceived to be targeting not only Iraqi Sunnis, but 



all Sunnis as a proxy for Iran.  
 
Many “IS members are Iraqis,” says Bilal Wahab of the Washington Institute, who were brutally coerced 
to join IS or had little economic choice, they too should be a focus for immediate reintegration into 
society to help quell animosities perpetuated in this conflict. Remember, says Altran, “many of the 
leaders of the Sunni Arab militia in Mosul supported IS at the outset (as “The Revolution” - al Thawra - to 
win back Iraq from Shia control) and turned against IS when they encourage Sunni to go against Sunni. 
“Military action and humanitarian assistance are critical, but they are mostly addressing the symptoms, 
and need to be supplemented by civilian initiatives” says United States Institute of Peace expert Sarhang 
Hamasaeed. In Diane Maye’s words, “An important element of denying regrowth is to use targeting in 
conjunction with a broader movement to engage the population against the terrorist network.” In other 
words, take advantage of an IS retreat by rebuilding and improving the livelihoods of people. That is the 
main IS deterrent. 
 
Bilal Wahab, Washington Institute, encourages coalition members to take into account several 
lessons from the past when planning next steps. First, “If grievances continue—mass arrests, 
kidnappings and economic sidelining, insurgency will remain legitimate in the eyes of the 
population” and second, “cash speaks louder than ideology, be it foreign funds pouring into Iraq, or 
Sunni politicians funneling money into violent groups to gain leverage in Baghdad. Finally, “in 
addition to sectarianism, a chronic malaise of Iraq’s security forces is corruption and has impunity.” 
This must be addressed immediately. Trust in security forces is the only way populations will support 
and report ongoing IS activities.   
 
  



 

SME Inputs 
 
 

Elie Abouaoun, USIP 
 
2. How does Da'esh's transition to insurgency manifest itself, and what actions should the 
Coalition take to minimize their ability to maintain either military effectiveness or popular 
support? 
 
In the absence of a genuine and organic national reconciliation effort, there is very little that can 
be done to curb down the efforts of transitioning ISIS fighters/cells to an insurgency mode. The 
only way to reverse the situation is to invest heavily in a political reconciliation initiative that 
combines both top-down and bottom-up approaches that goes hand in hand with a regional 
dialogue between Turkey, Iran and Saudi Arabia. This is where the international pressure on 
regional powers should focus.  
 

Harith al-Qarawee, Brandeis 
 

Most likely, ISIS insurgents who will survive the Mosul battle will return to underground 
insurgency and seek to secure save passages between Iraqi and Syria. Some will remain hiding 
in the cities waiting for a better moment to operate, and others will operate in orchards and 
desert areas. It is important to install effective intelligence system in the urban centers, 
accompanied by a strategy appealing to the locals. Crucial in this effort is to convince locals 
that terrorists will not return again and their defeat is final, which requires rapid efforts to 
normalize situation in those areas. Also, important to make sure that security forces tasked 
with securing those cities will have the confidence of locals. This is why staffing them with 
personnel from same areas and finding working frameworks of cooperation with Iraqi military 
is crucial. At the same time, it is important to avoid the repetition of having people with double 
loyalties inside security forces. This requires establishing an effective mechanism for vetting 
and clearance before appointing any person in security forces.  
 
 

 
  



 
 
 
Omar Al-Shahery, RAND 
 
Da’esh is the dominant militant group in the Sunni areas of Iraq as well in Syria; that said, it is by no 
means the only militant group, nor the only group antagonizing the central government in Iraq. Most 
Sunnis in Iraq and Syria are extremely motivated to push back on the Iranian – Shia Arab influence in 
these two countries.  
Moreover, while most of the non-Da’esh groups have not antagonized the West, some see the West 
acting upon two increasingly variable standards when it comes to Iraq and Syria. They see the West 
supporting Iraq’s democracy that enables the Shia (as an alleged majority), and omitting the same 
practice in Syria, or at least being lightly motivated when providing such support. This perception is 
extremely strong with the Iraqi Sunnis and could be enough motive that opposition to the central 
government might take the form of an insurgency. We should remember that Da’esh is unlike any other 
insurgency with the exception that it holds an unmatched resentment to the West, and people of other 
faiths.  
If the motivations to oppose the central government for groups that are dissatisfied with Da’esh within 
the Sunni areas are identified, and possibly neutralized as a first step, new counter Da’esh groups or 
political structures might emerge powerful enough to ensure Da’esh displacement. The US and even 
local authorities in Iraq should see to empower such groups and consolidate a solution or a political 
contract that ensures the sustainability of an initial fragile peace. The political popular momentum 
against Da’esh might just have a chance to prevail.  
The most potentially effective approach to sustain Da’esh displacement is to identify potentially capable 
leaders who have local public support and improve their governance craftsmanship. The success of such 
individuals (given the proper support) will be based on their skills, the support they get and above all on 
legitimizing their leadership, a process that will require the decentralization of security, justice and 
services. 
The second step, which is equally hard, is improving the livelihood in areas that are liberated from 
Da’esh. The main economic activities in areas that are, or have been, under Da’esh control have 
deteriorated to a point that has resulted in a different awful reality, far worse than before. Reports from 
Da’esh controlled areas indicate that infrastructure, industries, services and agriculture are all paralyzed 
or destroyed. People in Da’esh controlled areas are mostly surviving on boiled wheat alone, and they’re 
running out. Such devastation, if not reversed, will certainly ignite or catalyze armed opposition.  
 
 
More important than all that is the lack of vision with regards to how areas that are liberated from 
Da’esh are going to be governed. One potentially effective way is implementing some form of 
decentralization. That said, Sunnis lack political maturity and leadership despite the fact that they 
possess, or have the ability to implement, what is potentially the most effective bureaucracy in the 
country. Moreover, putting any form of decentralization into effect would require a natural resources 
sharing legislation, something the Iraqi parliament has failed to pass since 20071.  One thing worth 
mentioning is that the Iraqi government is not keen on decentralization and granting any sort of 
autonomy to Sunni areas, and Sunnis themselves are divided on that matter as well. Sunnis perceive the 
Iraqi government’s efforts at reconciliation as an effort to coerce Sunnis to accept the de-facto Shia 

                                                           
1 The Iraqi Hydrocarbons Law 



political hegemony, one they feel is based on a false claim of majority.    
Another initiative that hasn’t yet been implemented is addressing the lack of funding or will to 
rehabilitate and rebuild the highly damaged former Da’esh held areas. The initiative was announced by 
the Prime Minister, and it was planned to start in Fallujah, yet no significant improvement has yet been 
seen on the ground. 
 
 
 
Dr. Scott Atran, ARTIS 
 
My guess is that ISIS simply will retreat to its pre-Caliphate tactics (as during the Iraqi surge when they 
lost 60-80% of their foot soldiers and more than a dozen high-value targets each month for 15 
consecutive months, yet still survived with a strong enough organization to seize the initiative in the 
chaos of the Syrian Civil War and roar back along the old oil-for-smuggling routes that Sunni Arab 
tribesmen and Saddam loyalists knew so well and rapidly gained control of). They are likely to try to 
build more sleeper cells inside big cities in Syria and Iraq (and Europe), but especially in recently 
liberated Sunni areas. ISIS will lose the state but not necessarily the cities (unless, like Ramadi and à la 
Grozny, they are flattened and gutted). The surviving leadership will rethink and revise the way it built 
alliances with communities, especially with local tribes, and likely to attempt to offer more power to 
tribal leaders instead of marginalizing them. And as long as Shia forces are perceived to be a danger to 
the Sunni Arabs, that strategy will work if the insurgents make costly displays of willingness to cooperate 
with the tribesmen. 
 
 
The primary short-term goal of the Sunnis in post-ISIS is to wrangle from the gov't less presence of 
central security forces in their cities, and more independence. It is unlikely that the gov't will give more 
than lip service to the demand, and the Sunni know it and will plan for that. 
 
But the major circumstance that continues to destabilize the Sunni territories and keep open future 
possibilities for insurgency to flourish is the internal fragmentation of the Sunni political community and 
the extreme animosity within and between their factions and tribes. Indeed, many of the leaders of the 
Sunni Arab militia we talked to on the Mosul front supported ISIS at the outset (as “The Revolution” - al 
Thawra - to win back Iraq from Shia control) and turned against ISIS only when ISIS encouraged other 
members of the same or different tribes to seize the possession of the sheikhs who eventually joined 
the coalition. We witnessed ISIS and anti-ISIS from the same tribal segments and villages fighting one 
another, and their likely will be a bloody reckoning (as is already occurring inplaces). ISIS and other local 
insurgent groups can always find people to host them in such an environment.    
 
  



Amb. Robert S. Ford, MEI 
 
ISIS will target recruitment on disenfranchised. For example, tribes and clans targeted by Popular 
Mobilization, Shia and Sunni, because those tribes & clans had members who supported ISIS.  ISIS will 
also assassinate security and political figures to promote insecurity and fear.  To gain popular support, 
those tribes/clans that had helped ISIS instead must help the Iraqi authorities and the Coalition against 
ISIS and that can only happen if they sense there is a possibility of justice and reconciliation.  
 
 
Sarhang Hamasaeed, USIP 
 
Obviously, losing territory does not mean the end of Da’esh. They already execute all kinds 
of attacks in Baghdad, and liberated areas through suicide bombers (human or vehicle borne) 
or a small group of fighters. These attacks signal their continued presence, and cause 
significant casualties and damages. The more they strike in Shia communities and the PMF 
the higher the risk of triggering retaliatory action by the PMF, which could help with pushing 
the Sunni population in the direction of violence through Da’esh or otherwise. 
 
Continued training to increase the capacity of Iraqi security and intelligence institution would 
help with disrupting plans, and preventing attacks, which would help with minimizing the 
sparks/triggers of Sunni-Shia violence. Further, providing technical capacity to the Iraqi 
police and security forces to bridge relations with the communities they are to serve could 
help with minimizing the existing distrust. The Iraqi police and security forces would find 
themselves in places where tensions will exist for many reasons: continuation of political 
competition, continued Da’esh and/or PMF attacks, tribal fights, public protests against 
corruption and lack of services, etc. The Iraqi security forces would benefit from community 
policing and conflict resolution techniques to manage issues with a conflict-sensitivity lens. 
 
To reduce popular support for Da’esh or any other anti-Iraqi Government force, the non-
military grievances of the Iraqi Sunnis should be addressed. Military action and humanitarian 
assistance are critical, but they are mostly addressing the symptoms, and need to be 
supplemented by civilian initiatives.  
 
  



Da’esh Degradation: Attacking Two Organizational Nodes to Reduce 
Military Capability and Popular Support 

Gina Scott Ligon, Ph.D. and Michael Logan, M.A. 
University of Nebraska Omaha 

 
While Da’esh has built and organizational structure that is somewhat resilient to traditional leader 
decapitation an other kinetic exogenous shocks, understanding the organizational structure and 
leadership decision making functions have potential for degradation of the organization. Specifically, one 
element of military capability resides in the Security and Intelligence Council (SIC). Identifying the key 
leaders in this group throughout the Provinces will reduce the central leadership’s capacity for command 
and control, as these individuals also serve as the central couriers between the Provinces and the Top 
Management Team. Second, one organizational weak point the group has resides in its inability to 
decouple the military from the administrative control in the positions of the Governor2. Moreover, these 
regional leaders are responsible for either city or provincial commands, and have authority over both 
military and civil administration in their geographic area of responsibility. There are implications for this 
decision-making structure that can diminish popular support of Da’esh in regions it controls. In the 
following section, we will provide an overview of how the mission of Da’esh drives its form. Next, we will 
discuss two organizational nodes (1) SIC, and (2) Governorship that, if targeted, are central to Da’esh 
military capability and popular support3.  
 

Brief Overview of Da’esh Mission and Organizational Structure 
From a review of leader speeches4, the dataset of Aymenn Tamimi5, a review of the primary training 
doctrine6, and other archival material provided by Aaron Zelin7, we have identified a four-part mission of 
Da’esh: 1) establish and maintain the Caliphate (essentially providing Da’esh ideological jurisdiction to 
redefine Islamic Law to fit its strategic objectives), 2) build an Islamic State (and all the administration that 
comes with it), 3) engage in sustained and barbarically escalating violence, and 4) perpetuate the narrative 
of an imminent apocalypse. To support this multi-pronged mission, the Da’esh organization—similar to 
the training doctrine and digital narrative8 that regales it—is bifurcated around its puritanical, extremist 
religious intolerance and the prioritization of the ambitions that differentiate it. While many of its 
administrative offices were in place since 2006, the organization has been structured in a way for 
maximum resilience since 2010. The Da’esh Top Management Team operates in a matrix structure, or an 
organization with complex command system characterized by multiple lines of authority9. 
 
Some senior leaders occupy more than one role, and most lines of authority are more advisory and 
theoretical than punitive or directive in nature. The structure is echoed throughout the regional provinces, 
which allows for a resilient, autonomously staffed organization. The compartmentalization of Da’esh 
                                                           
2 UNCLASS reports by the Novetta group have specified the individuals who most likely fill these roles. 
3 On December 19, Ligon briefs the SMA network on the organizational structures of Da’esh that have garnered the 
most popular support from tribal elites and the populace at large.  
4 Pelletier, I., Lundmark, L., Gardner, R., Ligon, G.S., & Kilinc, R. (2015). Why ISIS Messaging Resonates, Studies of 
Conflict and Terrorism Journal.  
5 Aymenn Tamimi has the largest open source website of Da’esh primary documents.  
6 Jacob Olidort (2016) published a RAND report detailing the Da’esh educational system.  
7 Jihadology.net  
8 Derrick, D.C., Sporer, K., Church, S., & Ligon, G.S. (in press). A cyber profile of the Islamic State. Dynamics of 
Asymmetric Conflict Journal.  
9 Davis and Lawrence (1977) seminal work on the matrix organization.  



means that it can sustain significant human capital loss in one theater without much impact on adjacent 
regions nor the top management team. Because the broad strategic objectives are already outlined and 
internalized by members (see mission areas 1-4 above), and the structure is in place to support this 
mission, its implementation can be unambiguously executed by local leaders who will continue to work 
toward the strategic objectives even if their superior dies or is captured10.  
 
The decentralization of the execution of the strategic mission allows for greater customization of the 
mission to fit the needs and demands of a local populace and key elites. Similar to counter-intelligence 
work done by the KGB operatives who trained the former Baathists11, Da’esh began each of its campaigns 
by intelligence gathering on key elites (e.g., powerful local tribal leaders, armed groups, influential 
families) and marking them for either cooperation or elimination. This can take the form of identifying 
vices, such as infringements of Sharia (e.g., homosexuality, alcohol or drug use), or inducements (e.g., 
money or power) of these elites. This has another benefit in that the leadership of Da’esh is behind the 
scenes, particularly in Syria where locals are already weary of oppressive outsiders, and the 
implementation of the strategic objectives of Da’esh is implemented by local elites who are either 
committed or simply compliant to Da’esh. This structure, similar to a franchise organization, allows for 
firewalls between regional leaders where integration is loose and interdependence is minimal.  

Two Organizational Nodes of Vulnerability 
Security and Intelligence Council: The Communication Backbone. While regional provinces are relatively 
isolated from each other, directives from the Central leadership team and Caliph still need to be 
communicated. There is much evidence of coordination and collaboration within Da’esh and across these 
regional boundaries12. In a review of several members of Da’esh leadership13, it was noted that one group 
of leaders in particular served as a communication node across the Provinces. The SIC, modeled after 
Saddam Hussein’s intelligence services, is a small, nimble organization that does initial intelligence work 
leading up to Da’esh taking a region (as described above, SIC identifies elites’ vices or virtues to be used 
for later influence of them) as well as provides security to the top management team of Da’esh. Similar to 
functions in State Military Structures, the SIC is central to the counter-intelligence (CI) mission and 
function of Da’esh, ensuring that plots to overthrow the central leadership are undermined. In addition, 
the SIC oversees communications to ensure that the top management team a) has direct knowledge of 
potential plots, and b) can deliver critical messages across geographic boundaries. Some evidence exists 
that wives are used in this communication mechanism, but always in direct relation to members of the 
SIC14. Implications from a military capability of this structure are as follows. First, geographic leaders are 
almost entirely dependent on these individuals for information from central leadership. While the 
autonomous fief-like structure of the provinces allows for resilience from leader decapitation at the 
regional level, it also creates a dependency on the SIC members for information and strategic direction. 
Second, given the role these individuals play in creating alliances with tribal elites and local leaders via 
blackmail and traditional CI work, their elimination or capture would likely reduce their influence in the 
region to some degree, as many of the tribal leaders appear to be aligned based on compliance to deter 
personal loss versus commitment to the cause15.  

                                                           
10 Orton, 2016 
11 Weiss and Hassan (2015) identified the Baathist influence internal to Da’esh.  
12 For a review of Da’esh Collaboration, please see the SMA talk by Ligon in June of 2016. 
13 Kyle Orton’s UNCLASS work on Da’esh leader profiles provides much evidence about SIC functions 
14 Yousseff & Harris (2015) described the roles of wives in ISIS in their story in the Daily Beast.  
15 Foerstl, K., Azadegan, A., Leppelt, T., & Hartmann, E. (2015). Drivers of supplier sustainability: Moving beyond 
compliance to commitment. Journal of Supply Chain Management, 51(1), 67-92. 



 
Governorship: Unwieldy Organizational Dependencies. One benefit that local populations have 
described about Da’esh is their capacity to provide basic services and maintain order where government 
services—particularly in Syria—have failed16. A central key to this governance is the imposition of civil 
administration security forces who investigate transgressions and mete public punishment as a deterrent. 
One benefit of their presence is the distribution of resources in a more equitable, predictable manner. In 
addition, they are charged with enforcing rulings from the Central Office for Investigating Grievances17, 
which allows for mediation among the local population members about issues such as land disputes, theft, 
and other criminal acts. Thus, the Hisbah, while deemed the “religious police” by popular media, also 
serve an important role in delivering on the promise of governance on which Da’esh depends.  
 
Here is where the problem lies: the Hisbah fall under the civil authority of the Governor of a given regional 
area, but so do the military commanders. Thus, if a field military leader has expended an undesirable 
amount of his front-line fighters (as was the case in Raqqa during summer of 2016), the Governor can and 
will activate the Hisbah to join the military fighting units. The Hisbah can act as civil criminal justice 
professionals under one “title authority” directed by the governor, and then be activated to serve as front 
line military fighters when needed. When we first began examining Da’esh, we thought this rotation 
among military and administrative units allowed for greater collaboration, reduced siloes and other 
organizational benefits—and it did during times of steady state. However, under concerted attack by the 
Coalition, this “rotational” organizational structure has a significant limitation. As the Hisbah “changes 
assignment” to military roles, the governance function they afforded to their regional home station is also 
diminished. In Raqqa, specifically during June and July 2014, reports of civil unrest and inability to govern 
effectively may have been a direct result of this organizational structure deficit.  
 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
Given the question posed for this effort, we have two recommendations flowing from our analysis of 
Da’esh organizational vulnerabilities. First, identify members of the SIC. They provide multiple related 
military capabilities, most importantly the flexible capacity for Command and Control from strategic 
decision makers and collaboration across the regional mini-organizations. Second, draw the Hisbah into 
fights in key areas. The conflict of interest that the Governors will face when pressed militarily will 
ultimately result in lack of control and deterrence of civil crimes in the communities in which Da’esh still 
holds and degrade residual support from the local populace it governs.  
  

                                                           
16 A 2014 report by the Institute for the Study of War describes ISIS’ capacity to govern in Raqqa, al-Bab, and 
Manbij 
17 As described in Issue 1 of Rumiyah, the online English Da’esh publication 



Renad Mansour, Chathamhouse 
 
Daesh will treat its loss in Mosul as a test from God. They will then go underground, and use the 
insurgency to make sure that Iraq's political elite are unable to come up with a political solution -  
without this, the grounds may be ripe for a return. 
 

Diane L. Maye, Ph.D. , Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University 
 

Western powers routinely use the advantages of superior airpower, battlefield intelligence, and precision 
strikes to target terrorist organizations. Oftentimes, however, terrorist organizations are more like a 
hydra, and quickly regenerate a new head after an attack. An important element of denying regrowth is 
to use targeting in conjunction with a broader movement to engage the population against the terrorist 
network.  Because Mosul is under siege and the population sees that Daesh is losing territory, the 
momentum is now with Iraqi Special Operations and coalition forces. For instance, pockets of dissenters 
have been filtering information on Daesh to Iraqi Special Forces. As Daesh loses momentum, the coalition 
needs to capitalize on the opportunity to hold ground and rebuild the city.  

Spencer Meredith, NDU 
 
 “Daesh and the Ladybugs” 
 
How can the Coalition and Iraq quiet the discontent among self-selecting, anti-status quo norm 
entrepreneurs and supporters? Should those with power seek to eliminate those sources of discontent, 
if that is even possible, or would redirection yield better results for the disaffected themselves, not to 
mention the Iraqi community as a whole? Rather than either exclusively, the Coalition needs to find and 
support “ladybugs” as part of the larger effort in Iraq.  
 
If farming is an appropriate metaphor for influence operations, capacity building, and democratic 
governance, it can certainly apply to Iraq. At the start, the soil requires nutrients where not already 
fertile, and Iraq does have the resources needed to reinvigorate political reconciliation.  
 
1) The clear presence of negative alternatives (“fertilizer”) – principally, sectarian violence as a means of 
bringing justice and establishing political order within a narrower/non-national context. This does not 
need to mean everyone or even a critical mass of the masses directly opposes violence, as justice and 
honor-driven violence can often resonate deeply among any violated people groups, as found in Iraq 
and beyond. Rather, like the Donbass in Eastern Ukraine, the writing is clear to see that going that route 
does not bring lasting goods (peace, stability) despite the promises of victory.  
 
2) Motivated domestic change agents, who, when given resources, have proven their ability to mobilize 
populations around a variety of goals and methods (“farmers”). Some goals certainly have deep anchor 
points in anti-Iraq/anti-West beliefs, with equally long and durable chains bound with a multitude of 
interlocking identities and interests. However, the presence of these change agents bodes well for 
Coalition and Iraqi efforts because society accepts the presence of this kind of social mobilization, which 
may allow for rebranding of the concept and practice along more beneficial lines. In other words, the 
pattern exists for any to use with the right message and results. 
 



3) Effective weeding mechanisms are available, despite the profusion of violent anti-status quo groups 
and actors (“dandelions”) spread broadly because of their ease of messaging and low nutrient 
requirements from whatever soil they encounter. Practically speaking, the key then is to find and 
support the friends of the reconciliation process (“ladybugs”), rather than douse the ground with 
herbicides, which ends up harming the healthy seedlings. To push the analogy, ladybugs eat the aphids 
that would otherwise consume healthy plants and give dandelions space to grow in their place. Thus, 
when combined with nutrient replenishment activities and good seeds (as discussed in the answer to 
question 1), “ladybugs” help healthy plants grow and push out the weeds. This can be an effective long-
term strategy for denying openings for Daesh to recruit and find resonance with its message in Iraq. 
Finding these social groups and personnel is not as difficult as it may seem – they are the ones that 
neither actively support either side, nor turn away from the needs of the day. As a result, this otherwise 
neutral part of society is not by nature marginalized or politicized; they are simply pursuing stability. 
Their pursuit of livelihood, often at the local level, is the key factor leading them to participate in a 
responsive government. 
 
(This answer is meant to step outside the regular modes of analysis and show an example of messaging 
that uses familiar imagery applied to political, economic, and social contexts. It also presents an 
alternative to the four limited archetypes of the RAND summary of options – “Rolling Back the Islamic 
State” December 2016 – a study that misses the role of local change agents in its scenarios.) 
 
  



Summary Articles18 
Vera Mironova 

International Security Fellow  
Harvard Kennedy School's Belfour Center 

 

Baghdad will have to manage increased tensions at the local level, both between different ethnic and 
religious communities and within the particular groups that constitute them. Once ISIS-held territories 
are liberated, the vacuum will encourage more groups to jostle for power and thus generating more 
violence. 

Consider the case of Suleiman Bek, a medium-sized town near the border between Diyala and Salah ad 
Din Governorates that was recaptured from ISIS in the second half of 2014 by Iraqi Kurdish fighters and 
Shiite militiamen. Nearly two years after the area’s liberation, armed Shiite groups are still preventing 
many of the Sunni civilians who fled the fighting from returning to their homes, leaving them to languish 
in camps for the internally displaced. “I followed all required procedures to return people to their 
homes, but at the end of the day I could not make the militias comply with the Iraqi government’s 
regulations,” Taleb Muhamed, a director of the sub-district, told us. The local government’s impotence 
reflects a broader dynamic in Iraq: Baghdad’s reliance on Shiite militias has allowed those groups to gain 
undue power. 

As for Iraq’s Shiite Arabs, like Mosul’s Sunni Arabs, they are represented by a variety of armed groups 
that receive support from different sources, chiefly Iran and the Iraqi government. The struggle among 
them has already produced violence in territories liberated from ISIS. 

That Iraq will build a strong and united military to resolve these problems seems unlikely, thanks in part 
to Baghdad’s dependence on Shiite militias. Yet so long as Iraq’s central government lacks the power to 
enforce order on its own, the country will be prime territory for nonstate armed groups. That is 
troubling, since the more armed groups appear in Iraq, the harder it will be to bring the country’s 
competing factions to the table to reach political solutions to their problems. 

Prisons holding detainees are another concern. According to Human Rights Watch, over the past two 
years, more than 9,000 have been sent to jail on ISIS-related charges, and most of them are housed in 
Iraqi Kurdistan because of its relatively tighter security. It might seem like good news that so many 
terrorists have been taken off the battlefield, but the number of prisoners is becoming a serious 
problem, especially as Iraqi and Western forces push deeper into ISIS’ territory19 and make even more 
arrests. The vast number of inmates is putting enormous pressure on Iraq’s and Kurdistan’s20 economies 
and criminal justice systems and may create a whole new set of ISIS threats. 
Long-term ISIS inmates are all housed together; moreover, they are free to interact with short-term ISIS 
prisoners as well as with people incarcerated for crimes unrelated to terrorism. “All the terror-related 
prisoners are in one section of Muaskar Salam,” Burhan told me. “They interact with one another within 

                                                           
18 This is a summary of two of Ms. Mironova’s articles on Foreign Affairs. 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/iraq/2016-12-01/overlo;   
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/iraq/2016-11-03/iraq-a 
19 ] https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/middle-east/isis-revolutionary-state 
20 https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/iraq/2015-09-22/iraq-pieces 
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the section, but in common spaces of the prison, like the prison’s only mosque, they also interact with 
prisoners [detained] on non-terrorism charges.” 

Not attending to Iraq’s prison problem could hurt the fight against ISIS and facilitate the mobilization of 
terrorist groups in the future. 
 
Daniel Serwer, Johns Hopkins University 
 
Daesh’s transition to insurgency manifests itself in overt terrorist attacks, which are already 
frequent, as well as more covert intimidation. Daesh is especially expert at suicide and IED attacks. 
But you can expect it also to be active in organized crime activities like protection rackets, 
smuggling of oil and antiquities, kidnapping for ransom, and violent intimidation, especially 
against security forces or political leaders who show determination to restore law and order. 
While its popular appeal will be reduced due to defeat, Daesh will not fold its tent. It may even 
spawn a new organization to carry on its campaign for the caliphate and seek to embed with other 
less brutal Salafists.   

 
The main factor in minimizing Daesh’s ability to maintain military effectiveness is to limit their 
popular support, by reducing grievances and increasing benefits that come from cooperation with 
Iraqi government authorities, including the provincial governors and councils. Most 
reconstruction to date has been emergency repairs, conducted mainly through UNDP. Little or no 
compensation has been paid. The governors and provincial councils lack a reliable and sufficient 
flow of resources to make them major players in the reconstruction process. Providing them with 
resources is problematic, as it increases the probability of corruption, but it is also vital to enabling 
them to bring the Sunni population to accept Baghdad’s authority.  

 
 
 
  



Randa Slim, MEI 
 
 
There will be post-ISIS territorial and ideological challenges. On the territorial side of the equation, given 
the range of actors involved in the Mosul fight, there will be increasing stakes, post-liberation, of 
competing territorial claims between Baghdad and Erbil but also among different ethnic groups. Kirkuk 
is likely to be a major point of competition in the future and will complicate the relationship between 
Erbil and Baghdad. On the ideological side of the equation, losing territory will go a long way in 
undermining ISIS's caliphate narrative. The coalition must push Baghdad to avoid imposing collective 
punishment on Sunni Arabs and not cast an entire community as sharing the intolerant and murderous 
ideology of a few among them. The worst outcome is the onset of permanent victim mentality among 
the Sunni and lingering feelings of marginalization and exclusion. Sunnis must be brought back into the 
state. Cultivating local leaders, including some tribal leaders who have legitimacy and credibility in these 
communities and can make these arguments to their constituents, is an essential next step. Sunni 
regionals must be brought into the post-ISIS liberation compact, including stemming recruitment efforts 
by Jihadi groups, and contributing toward reconstruction of liberated territories. 
  
 
  



Bilal Wahab, Washington Institute 
 
 
Despite the presence of foreign fighters, the majority of Da’esh members are Iraqi nationals. As such, 
Iraq’s young men will weigh in their options. Having a stake in governance, power and the economy 
would blunt the urge of resurfacing as insurgents. This is the lesson we learned from the Surge and Sons 
of Iraq. However, if grievances continue—mass arrests, kidnappings and economic sidelining, insurgency 
will remain legitimate in the eyes of the population. Another lesson learned from the Surge is that cash 
speaks louder than ideology, be it foreign funds pouring into Iraq, or Sunni politicians funneling money 
into violent groups to gain leverage in Baghdad. In addition to sectarianism, a chronic malaise of Iraq’s 
security forces is corruption and impunity. Corruption breeds mistrust. No surprise that some polls 
carried out in Mosul after Da’esh incursion linked initial popular support for the terror group to 
accountability, albeit brutal and inhumane. As its security and intelligence officials are quick to admit, 
the better security of the Kurdish region hinges on public trust and support and willingness to report any 
suspicious activities.   
 
 
Dr. Craig Whiteside, Naval Postgraduate School 
 
I’ll push back on the question, acknowledging that I understand the intent. ISIL is already fighting an 
insurgency (Maoist Ph2) in many places of Iraq and Syria outside of areas where it maintains territorial 
control (i.e. Ph3).  In other places, it is (Ph1) merely building and maintaining organizational capability to 
eventually surge into open guerilla warfare.  These transitions are hard to discern and after 2014 there 
isn’t a time or place that ISIL isn’t conducting revolutionary warfare in all three phases somewhere in the 
AO.  Mao wrote that these concepts are fluid and location/condition dependent, meaning different 
phases of progress can happen in different locations - simultaneously.  
 
There are places in the ERV and Diyala province that Da’esh is already back in Phase 2 activities, whereas 
in Mosul you will see the group (assuming its elements are defeated in the city proper) slowly regress 
back into Ph2 mobile warfare before collapsing into Phase 1 reorganization and reconsolidation – most 
likely by recruiting and infiltrating new sleeper/clandestine cells. This is assuming that they don’t have 
an organizational collapse due to a high % of leader losses (if this happens, look for other Salafi groups 
to surge to pick off the best and brightest). 
 
The coalition can monitor areas outside of the Mosul fight carefully for signs of activity (assassinations, 
extortion activity, IEDs, mortar strikes, etc.) in Sunni areas that demonstrate ISIL capability and the 
possibility of controlling territory in the future.  In other areas (say Baghdad), ISIL interests will be 
focused simply on terrorist acts as a way to tie down resources, fill propaganda stats, and demoralize 
the IG/ISF/population. Once these patterns are understood, look for their resumption in and around 
Mosul to determine the success ISIL might have in their infiltration back into the fabric of the population 
in the future. 
 
Three steps can be taken to limit/mitigate this future success in Ph1 (building/maintain):  
 
1) Political – while there is little chance the IG will be able to present a reconciliation package acceptable 
to its Shia hardliners (who view most Sunnis as complicit in the return of ISIL), this issue is a bit of a red 
herring.  Sunni provinces have been run in the past by Sunni leadership just like the Kurds have run 



Kurdistan. The problem is that this leadership has been seen as tainted and illegitimate, and corrupt.  
There is evidence (open source) that Nujaifi was implicated in captured IS documents as a bribery target 
for their extortion network.  CENTCOM could stop worrying a bit about the macro level (too hard to do) 
and focus on helping build local (and legitimate) Sunni governance of the multi-ethnic (but Sunni 
dominated) province of Ninewa and other Sunni provinces.  This is how IS does it and they were 
successful in getting buy in by a Sunni population disinterested by their local political leadership and 
disdainful of their national government. Our attitude last time was that this was Iraqi business. That 
wasn’t a productive attitude for long term stability.  
 
2) Economic: since IS has experience in the underground economy in Mosul, any real governance has to 
address controlling and monitoring illicit networks of trade. IS domination of this is what made past 
governance almost impossible at the local level. Our focus on kinetic activities (or lack therof) in the past 
blinded us to how important this area was. There is a need for assistance to the local government in the 
form of a counter-mafia task force, using U.S. Treasury tools to peel back some of the fog here. 
 
3) Intelligence: the Iraqis need help identifying the IS network and piecing together who were the IS 
collaborators and sleeper cells that had to rise up and openly administer the “state” after 2014.  Now 
that it has collapsed, there is a great opportunity to put this picture together using captured documents 
and a shared intelligence function that makes sure that innocents aren’t kept in prison and recruited by 
IS, and hard core killers released (as happened regularly from 2007-2012) because of a lack of 
knowledge of who they really are (example – Abu Ali al Anbari) and what they did in the organization. It 
is not an exaggeration to say that the difficult piece ahead is not in Mosul or Raqqa; the future of ISIL is 
already in the prisons since 50k IS members are already dead, along with scores of key leaders.  There is 
quite a bit of research that demonstrates that almost any ISIL figure out there spent time in our prison 
camps already. It would be wise to avoid this mistake again. 
 
Sources: 
RAND, Foundations of the Islamic State, 2016. 
Weiss, “Everything we knew about this ISIS mastermind was wrong,” Daily Best, 2016. 
Whiteside, “the Islamic State and the Return of Revolutionary Warfare,” Small Wars and Insurgencies, 2016. 
Whiteside, “The New Masters of Revolutionary Warfare,” Perspectives on Terrorism, 2016.  
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