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On 26 September, Parliament voted 524-43 in favour of military action to take place in Iraq following a request for military action made by the new Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi directly to Prime Minister David Cameron.[footnoteRef:1] Abadi’s approach came following a tortuous summer for Iraq, a summer that had seen the largest city in the north, Mosul, fall swiftly to the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) led by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, following on from earlier successes in Anbar and other parts of northern Iraq.[footnoteRef:2] The proclamation of the Caliphate/Islamic State, and the renaming of Abu Bakr as Caliph Ibrahim, in the Great Mosque of Mosul on 29 June was followed a month later by the ethnic cleansing of minority religious populations of Yezidis and Christians in Nineveh and an assault on the perennial Western allies, the Kurds, in the beginning of August – an assault that very nearly saw their defeat and prompted the US government to launch air attacks in a last ditch, and successful, attempt to limit the advance of the Islamic State and, by extension, to protect the Kurdistan Region.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  UK Prime Minister David Cameron received a formal request from Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to engage the Islamic State in Iraq at the UN General Assembly in September 2014. See Natasha Culzac, ‘Syria air strikes: US launches further strikes against Isis as David Cameron pushes UK closer to military action’, The Independent, 24 September 2014, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/parliament-to-be-recalled-on-friday-as-david-cameron-pushes-uk-closer-to-military-action-against-isis-9752114.html, last accessed 29 September 2014; Andrew Sparrow and Claire Phipps ‘UK parliament approves air strikes against Isis in Iraq – as it happened’, The Guardian, 26 September 2014. http://www.theguardian.com/politics/blog/live/2014/sep/26/mps-debate-and-vote-on-air-strikes-against-islamic-state-politics-live-blog, last accessed 29 September 2014; Nicholas Winning and Jenny Gross, ‘British Parliament approves airstrikes in Iraq against Islamic State’, The Wall Street Journal, 26 September 2014, http://online.wsj.com/articles/david-cameron-calls-for-u-k-parliament-to-vote-for-iraq-airstrikes-on-islamic-state-1411725035, last accessed 29 September 2014.]  [2:  Throughout this article, I refer to the ‘Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham’ (ISIS) for the period leading up to 29 June. Thereafter, I refer to the ‘Islamic State’. Throughout the entire period, the US government uses the term ‘Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant’ (ISIL), including covering the post-29 June period. The leader of ISIS/ Islamic State, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi/Caliph Ibrahim has been known by a variety of names, including Abu Duʿa, Dr Ibrahim, and Ibrahim bin Awwad bin Ibrahim al-Badri al-Radhwi al-Husseini al-Samarraʿi. While there is a great deal of Abu Bakr’s life that is known, or contested, the release of a biography on jihadist discussion forums in July 2013 sheds light on some key aspects of his life and experiences to date. For this biography, see ‘Al-Sira al-Dhatiyyah li l-Shaykh Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, Amir al-Dawla al-Islamiyya’ [The Biography of Shaykh Abū Bakr al-Baghdādī, the Emīr (Caliph) of the Islamic State], July 2013. For the Arabic version, see http://www.tajdeed.org.uk/ar/posts/list/7572.page; for an English translation, see http://news.siteintelgroup.com/blog/index.php/entry/226-the-story-behind-abu-bakr-al-baghdadi, last accessed 1 October 2014. ]  [3:  I use the phrase ‘by extension’ as the Kurdistan Region by name, and the protection of it was, almost studiously, not mentioned in President Obama’s statement of 9 August, instead stating that ‘. . . American forces have conducted targeted airstrikes against terrorist forces outside the city of Erbil to prevent them from advancing on the city and to protect our American diplomats and military personnel’. Statement by the President on Iraq, 9 August 2014, http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/08/09/statement-president-iraq, last accessed 1 October 2014. ] 


Since then, the Islamic State has continued to press ahead with its operations in Syria, and has succeeded in raising the threat of its expansion to other countries, including Lebanon, Jordan, and even Saudi Arabia.[footnoteRef:4] In Iraq, while it had not ventured further north, into the Kurdistan Region, nor sought to bring about a cataclysmic confrontation with Shiʿi militias in Baghdad, it still strengthened its hold in Sunni-dominant governorates and continued to withstand, and even push back, the attempts of the Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) and Shiʿi militias, acting with US air support, to retake key regions and cities.[footnoteRef:5] Meanwhile, in Baghdad, the new government of Haider al-Abadi, under the presidency of Fuʿad Massoum, continued to express the desire to find an Iraqi solution to Iraqi problems, appealing to notions of a unifying Iraqi nationalism even as sectarian atrocities on both sides mounted.[footnoteRef:6] Further to the north, in the Kurdistan Region, after surviving the onslaught of the Islamic State the Kurdish leadership(s) struggled to contend with the external threat posed by the Islamic State, the internal security challenges that it also brought, and the rise in internal dissatisfaction with the politics and political economy of the Kurdistan Region itself – dissatisfaction that may ultimately prove to be far more detrimental than the external threat posed by the Islamic State.  [4:  The threat of the expansion of the Islamic State to these countries would seemingly not be achieved by military advances of Islamic State forces from Syria or Iraq. Of greater concern for these countries is the eruption within them of citizens already supportive of the Islamic State, or even members of the group, rising up and forming a locally-driven insurgency. In Jordan, groups claiming affiliation the ISIS had already threatened the state as early as April 2014, prior to the creation of the Caliphate, with one video showing the tearing up their passports and threatening to behead King Abdulla II. See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QT5Wa2H3-MA, last accessed 30 September 2014. ]  [5:  The situation in Iraq throughout August and into September was very confused, with reports emanating from ISF and government sources suggesting that advances were being made against the Islamic State, and with Islamic State outlets claiming otherwise. What seemed to have been the case was a repositioning of Islamic State forces away from areas in the north-west and to areas closer to Baghdad, including to the Sunni-dominated towns around the capital’s periphery, with Shiʿi militias securing some notable victories close to Baghdad. ]  [6:  See Paul Richter, W. J. Hennigan and Lisa Mascaro, ‘Obama applauds Iraqi leader’s unity goals as key to beating militants’, Los Angeles Times, 8 September 2014, http://www.latimes.com/world/middleeast/la-fg-us-islamic-state-20140909-story.html, last accessed 29 September 2014.  ] 


It is into this environment that the UK now enters, with a self-acknowledged open-ended military strategy and with an understanding that political, social, and economic levers need to be crafted first in order to then be pulled. The UK also enters a tactical setting that is dictated by the swift tempo of Islamic State operations and growth, and a strategic setting that is coloured by the interaction of regional actors, such as the Arab Gulf states (namely Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar), other Arab states (including Jordan), Turkey, and of course Iran. The UK and other Western actors also need to consider carefully the position of Russia, as Moscow considers carefully the security of the Assad regime, Western military engagements on her southern flank, and the possible intermeshing of strategic interests that start in Ukraine and could well end in Damascus.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  The position of Russia warrants separate and significant analysis that goes beyond the scope and space available in this article. The linkage between Russian national interests in Ukraine and potential Russian involvement in the struggle with the Islamic State may become more apparent if there is a realization that the only possible military power that could oppose the Islamic State in Syria is the Syrian Army. If this is the case, then the assistance of Russia in supporting President Bashar al-Assad would prove critical, particularly as Western powers would find it most difficult to re-engage with Damascus following their public stance against the Assad regime. But such a deal would almost certainly require a rethinking of the West’s position towards Russian interest in Ukraine. ] 


What, then, are the potential trajectories UK foreign policy could end up following in what is a dangerously unpredictable situation? The possibilities are many, but three key aspects of the current situation stand out as significant areas of engagement for the UK government – the targeting of the Islamic State, whether by military or other means; engagement with the Kurdistan Region, to facilitate its future defence and security, and its economic wellbeing; and engagement with the Government of Iraq, as it seeks to chart a course through what are already very stormy waters and find a way to rehabilitate the Iraqi state and rebuild Iraq as a nation. After charting the rise of the Islamic State and the ‘near death’ of the Kurdistan Region, this article considers each of these aspects of possible UK engagement, conservatively erring on the side of caution – recognizing the very careful manner that the UK government has chosen to build its engagement in this conflict to date. But it also then presents awkward questions that are derived from an alternative, and very possible, trajectory – one that, far from seeing a deterioration in the capabilities of the Islamic State, sees a marked increase, caused by its enhanced legitimization generated by the military attacks of Western powers and their Arab allies (seen by the Islamic State as corrupt agents of the Crusader powers), an increase in recruitment, and a rapid acceptance of the Islamic State by more segments of Arab and Sunni Muslim societies. In this world where unintended consequences of limited air attacks could lead, the UK could well find itself engaged, multilaterally, in ground operations of some magnitude, and even in the negotiations, mechanics, and defence of new internal Iraqi boundaries, or even new state boundaries, in the not too distant future. 

Iraq in the first half of 2014

The summer months of 2014 witnessed developments in Iraq that have transformed the country and geopolitical environment in which it exists. These developments have also seen the re-emergence of human rights abuses and atrocities committed on a genocidal scale. For many observers, the blame for these developments can be laid at the door of the self-proclaimed Islamic State led by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. The Islamic State as it is, or the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) as it was before 29 June 2014, has without any doubt profoundly transformed the political landscape of Iraq. Controlling a vast area of territory to varying degrees, from Fallujah near Baghdad, to Hawijah near Kirkuk, to the city of Mosul and then across into Syria, the Islamic State may be attacked by its critics as not being Islamic, and not being a state, but the reality on the ground would suggest that an Islamic State is forming, albeit one that has a remarkably cruel, perverse, and inaccurate interpretation of Islam as its ideological foundation. 

But it is inaccurate to lay the full blame for the unravelling of Iraq’s political and social fabric at the door of the Islamic State. In many aspects it is clear that the Islamic State and its actions are largely to blame; but in many other ways, the Islamic State has merely been a powerful catalyst, crystalizing dynamics and tensions that were already in evidence before. Even before the arrival of the summer months and the taking of Mosul by ISIS in a series of spectacularly successful military moves between 6 and 9 June, the politics and geopolitics of Iraq’s integrity were already looking unstable.[footnoteRef:8] With a national election having taken place but with no government having been formed, the weakness of the political process was clear for all to see. And, while government formation in Baghdad was slow and increasingly fractious, the Kurdish leadership in Erbil continued to press ahead with independent oil exports against Baghdad’s wishes, exporting crude through their own pipeline to the Turkish port of Ceyhan and hoping for the wider international community to at least be passive if not supportive of their actions.[footnoteRef:9] By May, the war of words between Erbil (the seat of the Kurdistan Regional Government – KRG) and Baghdad had become extremely heated and of some concern to those hoping that the Kurds would continue to work constructively towards a federal Iraqi state, rather than embrace notions of independence. [8:  For an analysis of the weakness of the Iraqi state before the rise of ISIS, with particular attention paid to the actions of Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki between 2006 and 2014, see Toby Dodge, ‘Can Iraq be Saved?’ Survival: Global Politics and Strategy, Vol. 56, No. 5, October-November 2014, pp. 7-20. ]  [9:  For an analysis of the disputes between the KRG and Maliki’s government, see Gareth Stansfield, ‘Kurdistan Rising: To Acknowledge or Ignore the Unraveling of Iraq’, Middle East Memo 33. Washington DC: The Brookings Institution, 31 July 2014. http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2014/07/31-kurdistan-iraq-isis-stansfield] 


Meanwhile, in Sunni-dominated provinces, the situation had become exceptionally tense following the outbreak of demonstrations against the Government of Iraq and their violent suppression by government forces loyal to Prime Minister Maliki – actions that had taken on a strongly sectarian hue on both sides.[footnoteRef:10] Beginning in the town of Fallujah – infamous as a focal point of ISIS’s antecedents, Al-Qaeda of Iraq (AQI) and the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI) – these demonstrations and reprisals had a deeper history, one that can be traced to the heightened sectarian tensions apparent in Iraq since 2010 and the maintaining of Maliki as prime minister in the face of significant disgruntlement among Sunni Arabs, if not before to the sectarian war that had devastated Iraq between 2006 and 2008. Protesters were often encouraged and supported by local tribal leaders who had become disenchanted by the failure of Maliki’s government to provide what had earlier been promised by the US-led coalition – including the bringing into the state the local security structures established during the period of the Sunni Arab ‘awakening’ against AQI. By early 2014, the ability of the Government of Iraq to project its power across large parts of Sunni-dominated Iraq had become challenged and sometimes overwhelmed as a range of insurgent groups, of which ISIS was but one of many, began to grow in strength – bolstered by their kinship links that crossed boundaries into neighbouring Arab countries. In the Kurdistan Region, the impact of the Government of Iraq was non-existent in every way apart from Baghdad’s ability to limit the funds available to the KRG – an economic weapon used by Maliki from the end of 2013, and that forced the Kurdish leadership to be even more determined to secure an independent funding stream by exporting oil from fields in the Kurdistan Region without the prior consent of Baghdad. [10:  See, for example, a video uploaded by Sunni demonstrators at Hawijah on 23 April 2014, showing Iraqi Security Forces desecrating the bodies of Sunni protestors, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VcpVS7J-Rks, last accessed 2 October 2014. ] 


Serious though these problems were, they were made to look mundane as events unfolded in June through to September. While Kurdish intelligence officials and figures close to the Governor of Nineveh had been warning the Iraqi government and Western powers of the rising threat posed by ISIS in Sunni Arab dominated provinces, no-one foresaw the speed and ferocity of the well organized, carefully conceived, advance of ISIS into Mosul. With hindsight, perhaps they should. The combination of extreme unhappiness in Sunni Arab lands and outright hostility in the diplomatic relations between Erbil and Baghdad presented ISIS – that had been building in strength over the previous year – an opportunity in the form of a security vacuum in Sunni Arab regions and a political vacuum caused by governmental stagnation across Iraq as a whole. It was an opportunity that was seized upon by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and his military leadership. 

The Eruption of the Islamic State, the Expansion of the Kurdistan Region, and the Mobilization of the Shiʿi Militias

From 6 June, the outskirts of Mosul were under attack from an ISIS force some 1,500 strong, which was seen at the time, by international observers, as a cause of concern. By 9 June the situation moved from being concerning to alarming as the officers from the ISF evacuated the city, leaving their military units leaderless. In the ensuing chaos, some 5 divisions of ISF soldiers fled the city, allowing ISIS and its allies (including Jamaʿat Ansar al-Islam, and the Baʿathist front the Jaish al-Rijal al-Tarika al-Naqshabandiyya - JRTN) to move quickly through the city of 3 million people, taking over government buildings and controlling key areas and sites. The insurgent forces quickly moved towards the east, pushing into Arab-dominated areas of Kirkuk, namely Hawijah, Abbasi, Zab, and Riyadh. 

Countering this move, the Kurdistan Region’s leadership ordered the deployment of the peshmerga to the Kurdish-dominated districts of Kirkuk, taking control of the city and the area surrounding the oil fields and infrastructure and drawing up a dividing line between Kurdish controlled Kirkuk and Daquq, and ISIS controlled Hawija. The peshmerga also moved into the eastern, northern, and western parts of Nineveh governorate, thus surrounding ISIS-occupied Mosul. Lastly, the peshmerga reinforced their positions in Diyala governorate, at Jalawla, in order to protect the approach to Khanaqin, and keep open the eastern highway between Kurdistan and Baghdad. With alarming speed, ISIS moved south, capturing Tikrit on 11 June and surrounding the refining centre of Baiji, thus depriving northern Iraq of petroleum products and limiting the supply of electricity to Baghdad. ISIS also captured most of Salahadin and Diyala governorates. By 15 June, the JRTN had captured Tal Afar near Mosul, with ferocious fighting breaking out in Baquba between ISIS and the ISF, due to the strategic importance of the town on the approach to Baghdad. By the end of the month, Anbar governorate had fallen to ISIS, giving them full control of the border crossings into Syria, apart from the Rabia crossing still controlled by the peshmerga and their Syrian Kurdish counterparts in the People’s Protection Units (YPG) of the Democratic Union Party (PYD).[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  The People’s Protection Units and the Democratic Union Party are commonly referred to by their Kurdish-derived acronyms of the YPG (Yekîneyên Parastina Gel) and PYD (Partiya Yekîtiya Demokrat) respectively. For more information concerning Syrian Kurdish political parties and militias, see Harriet Allsopp, The Kurds of Syria: Political Parties and Identity in the Middle East. London: I. B. Tauris, 2014; Michael Gunter, Out of Nowhere: The Kurds of Syria in Peace and War. London: Hurst & Co, 2014; Robert Lowe, ‘The emergence of Western Kurdistan and the Future of Syria’, in David Romano and Mehmet Gurses (eds.) Conflict, Democratization and the Kurds in the Middle East. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014. For an analysis of the Kurds of Syria in a broader historical context, see Jordi Tejel, Syria’s Kurds: History, Politics and Society. London: Routledge, 2009. ] 


The events up until the end of June were startling in their speed and intensity, yet ISIS still had more surprises in store. Few could have envisaged the ISIS pronouncement on 29 June of the establishment of the Caliphate, or the Islamic State, for example.[footnoteRef:12] At the time, the announcement was greeted with derision by many observers, many of whom considered it to be an act of outrageous hubris that would serve to undermine the Islamic State as more moderate Muslims would mobilize against it not only as an absurdity but as an abomination. Yet this has proved to be wishful thinking. As a move designed to force their partners and allies to recognize the supremacy of ISIS before they became too strong to challenge it, the announcement was a combination of theatre, threat, and perfect timing. In the space of a few hours, other insurgent groups, whether of an Islamist, Baʿthist, or nationalist hue had to decide whether to give their allegiance (bayʿa) to the newly self-proclaimed Caliph or to oppose him. Most realized that they had little choice but to accept the Islamic State, recognizing the newly established sovereignty of Abu Bakr. His strategy – which, whether by accident or design ensured that the divisions among Sunnis that allowed Western powers to divide them so effectively in 2007-8 were removed before any notion of a tribal ‘awakening’ could be pursued – changed the nature of the Sunni insurgency in Iraq, from being fractured and disparate to being cohesive and focused; it emboldened Islamic State fighters in Syria; and it served as a rallying call for more foreign jihadis to enter the fray. It also would force the Islamic Republic of Iran to respond with even more vigour, and the US to react very carefully indeed towards this ‘new’ entity. The fall-out from the announcement of the Caliphate still has to be realized, but there was little to suggest that the Islamic State was weakened by the move. Indeed, it seems to have been further invigorated.    [12:  See ‘daʿish tuʿlinu qiyam al-khilafa al-islamiya wa tabayaʿu al-Baghdadi khalifa’ [ISIS announces the Caliphate and pledges allegiance to Baghdadi as the Caliph], Al-Quds Al-Arabi, 29 June 2014, http://www.alquds.co.uk/?p=186538, last accessed 2 October 2014.  ] 


In Baghdad, the Government of Iraq was in a state of shock. Caught in an inter-electoral intermission between governments, Baghdad was not able to move quickly to counter the ISIS threat, and Maliki seemed to be devoid of any ideas as to how to deal with ISIS. Very quickly, the rhetoric in Baghdad became dominated by sectarianism, with Muqtada Sadr recalling the Mahdi Army (this time called the Peace Brigades), and the Iranian-backed Asaib Ahl al-Haqq – deadly rivals of Muqtada - moving to counter ISIS in ways that would prove as aggressive and brutal as those methods followed by ISIS itself. The first meeting of Parliament in Baghdad illustrated the inherent chaos that seemed to have taken hold in the capital. Acting as though it was business as usual, the parliament failed to appoint either a Prime Minister or a Speaker, instead holding the decision over for subsequent days. At the same time, Maliki, who was by now a caretaker PM, continued to act as the ‘actual’ PM and the Commander in Chief of the army, making it painfully clear to everyone that he had no intention of relinquishing power without a struggle. 

In this setting, the President of the Kurdistan Region, Massoud Barzani, moved quickly to stake Kurdistan’s right to self-determination, tasking the Kurdistan National Assembly (KNA) on 3 July to prepare for a referendum on independence.[footnoteRef:13] With Turkey seemingly on side, as long as Ankara would be kept informed of progress, and with Israel and some Arab states expressing varying degrees of support, President Barzani began to present himself not just as the President of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, but as the focal point of the Kurdish nation as it moved towards independence. The two problems he faced – of overt opposition from Iran, and the US clinging to the notion of still being able to build a government of national unity in Baghdad – seemed to be of lessening importance to him in his persona of national leader/man of destiny.  [13:  See ‘Iraq: Kurdish president proposes independence referendum’, The Guardian, 3 July 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jul/03/iraq-kurdish-president-barzani-proposes-independence-referendum, last accessed 29 September 2014. ] 


The Near Death Experience of the Kurdistan Region 

Following the fall of Mosul, the environment of the Iraqi Kurds had changed overnight. Having followed with alarm the movements of ISIS in the weeks preceding their capture of Mosul, the Kurdish leadership was primed to move quickly. Immediately following the fall of the Hawijah, Zab, and Riyadh districts of western Kirkuk governorate, President Massoud Barzani ordered the deployment of peshmerga forces to the disputed territories south of the recognized boundary of the Kurdistan Region.[footnoteRef:14] In a matter of hours, the areal extent of the Kurdistan Region had increased significantly – by perhaps as much as 30-40%, and they now were the proud owners of most of the disputed territories they had claimed, but had never secured, from the post-2003 Government of Iraq, including that most prized objective of the Kurds – Kirkuk.[footnoteRef:15] But they had some serious problems. At the top of their list was securing Kurdistan. Now, with a 1050km border, with the other side being ISIS and a range of insurgent groups, Kurdistan had to face a new security threat – of invasion – the likes of which it had not seen since the mid-1990s.[footnoteRef:16] Kurdish security forces also had to turn their attention to their internal security. With Mosul falling due to a combination of external forces and internal uprising, the concern that jihadists were in the midst of Kurdistan’s cities and towns began to haunt those tasked with counter-terrorism in the region itself.[footnoteRef:17] The KRG also desperately needed revenue – indeed, this had only become more pressing following the fall of Mosul, as the chances of getting any funds out of PM Maliki, who saw the Kurds as at least being complicit by their inaction if not in alliance with ISIS and the Ba’th organizations, were distinctly limited.[footnoteRef:18]  [14:  See Erika Soloman, ‘Kurdistan president Masoud Barzani vows to keep forces in Kirkuk’, The Financial Times, 26 June 2014, http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/b8d3ffbc-fd3d-11e3-8ca9-00144feab7de.html, last accessed 30 September 2014. ]  [15:  For further information on the contestation of Kirkuk between Erbil and Baghdad, see Liam Anderson and Gareth Stansfield, Crisis in Kirkuk: The Ethnopolitics of Conflict and Compromise. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009; Stefan Wolff, ‘Governing (in) Kirkuk: Resolving the Status of a Disputed Territory in Post-American Iraq’, International Affairs, Vol. 86, No. 6, November 2010, pp. 1361-1380; Cornelius O’Driscoll, Throwing Water Over the Tinderbox: An Alternative for Kirkuk. University of Exeter unpublished PhD dissertation, 2013; Kelsey Shanks, Education as an Ethnic Defence Strategy: The Case of the Iraqi Disputed Territories. University of Exeter unpublished PhD dissertation, 2013.  ]  [16:  Interview with Lt Gen Jabbar Yawer, Secretary General of the Ministry of Peshmerga, Erbil, 23 June 2014. ]  [17:  A KRG security official noted to me, in September 2014, that some 300 Arabs were arrested in Erbil in the aftermath of the fall of Mosul, preparing to undertake terrorist attacks in the city. The source has chosen to remain anonymous. The concerns of Kurdish security organizations, however, run deeper than worrying about Arab terrorists in the Kurdistan Region. There has been worries for some time about the attraction of ISIS to potential Kurdish recruits, and ISIS have released videos showing Sorani (Kurdish) speaking fighters undertaking operations alongside Arab fighters. See, for example, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_7rXcRbM86o, last accessed 2 October 2014.  ]  [18:  See ‘Iqlim Kurdistan yuraddu ʿala tasrihat al-Maliki allati ittahama fiha Irbil bi-ihtidan al-musallihin’ [The Kurdistan Region responds to Maliki’s statements accusing Erbil of granting haven to militants], Al-Sharqiyya, 10 July 2014, http://www.alsharqiya.com/2014/07/10/اقليم-كردستان-يرد-على-تصريحات-المالكي/, last accessed 1 October 2014; Patrick Cockburn, ‘Iraq crisis: Accusations fly between Kurdish leaders and Baghdad hampering co-ordinated action against militants,’ The Independent, 10 July 2014, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/iraq-crisis-accusations-fly-between-kurdish-leaders-and-baghdad-hampering-coordinated-action-against-militants-9598711.html, last accessed 2 October 2014.  ] 


July was a very peculiar month in the Kurdistan Region. Very quickly, the threat posed by the Islamic State seemed to have travelled down the list of issues of most importance to the Kurdish leadership, with them focusing again far more intently on the political gaming around the nomination of an individual to be President of Iraq, or watching carefully the Shiʿis discussion over whether Maliki should be Prime Minister. Only in Jalawla, in the far south-east, was there a concerted focus on fighting the Islamic State, and this was largely due to the local necessity of protecting Khanaqin, and ensuring the Iranian border was safe. Meanwhile, in Erbil and Dohuk, the Kurdish leadership and the peshmerga seemed to be increasingly confident in their abilities to counter any threat posed by the Islamic State. They had good reason to be so. In limited engagements between Islamic State fighters and peshmerga, the Kurdish units had done very well indeed, leading many in the leadership to consider the threat posed by the Islamic State as being dangerous and ever-present, but one that would not erupt, at least not in the immediate term. If anything, the success of the Islamic State was being seen by the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) leadership of Massoud Barzani as an event that pointed strongly towards the fragility of Iraq and the danger of Kurdistan remaining part and parcel of an entity that now had a two dangerous and antagonistic Islamic states – one Sunni and one Shiʿi – within it. 

But, just as the Islamic State had surprised observers not only with their taking of Mosul, but with their moving on Anbar and taking Tikrit in Salahadin, their attacking of Kobani, and their taking of Deir Az-Zur in Syria, they then suddenly deployed impressively large forces in Nineveh, bringing them into conflict with the Kurds that virtually every analyst had predicted they would avoid. Moving with alarming speed, Islamic State fighters moved into the Kurdish-controlled Zummar region north-west of Mosul city. They attacked the Kurdish held Kesik military base that had formerly been held by the ISF, and also targeted a range of Christian and Yezidi towns and villages across Nineveh, including the area of Jabal Sinjar, bringing to the world’s attention a little known people as they were targeted for the most horrific, genocidal, attacks.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  For academic work investigating the Yezidis and their religion, see Christine Allison, The Yezidi Oral Tradition in Iraqi Kurdistan. Richmond: Curzon Press, 2001; Birgül Açıkyıldiz, The Yezidis: The History of a Community, Culture, and Religion. London: I. B. Tauris, 2010. ] 


Rumour and counter-rumour then prevailed throughout 3-5 August, with the Islamic State making further rapid advances across Nineveh, and with the Kurds losing control of the Mosul Dam area. The populous Christian town of Qaraqosh fell to the Islamic State, shortly followed by the oil-producing town of Ain Zaleh and half of the sprawling border town of Rabia was divided between the Islamic State on the one hand, and the PYD on the other. The situation took on an even more worrying turn on 5 August. With attention being paid to fighting in Nineveh governorate, Islamic State fighters moved against villages around the town of Gwer – a town located not in Nineveh but in Erbil governorate and very much in ‘traditional’ KRG-controlled territory. Further to the south, still in Erbil, the Islamic State also occupied the large district town of Makhmour, bringing them even closer to the Kurds’ capital. 

It was at this moment that the international community seemed to have become far more aware of the danger posed by the Islamic State not only to areas to the south of the Kurdistan Region, but to the Kurdistan Region itself. With the opening of a second front in Erbil, the Kurdish peshmerga were dangerously overstretched, and the presence of the Islamic State in the governorate suddenly brought home to the population of the Kurdish capital that what happened in Mosul cold easily happen there. Very quickly, residents of Erbil began to make moves to leave the city, causing traffic jams on the roads to Shaqlawa and Koya (to the north and east), and even to Kirkuk. Far from seeming invincible, the peshmerga were now seen as failing, and the morale of them and Kurds at large was beginning to unravel. 

It was at this very dark moment for the Kurds that the Obama Administration announced, on 7 August, that it would sanction military action against the Islamic State. On the evening of 7 August, a heavy air attack against their forces at Gwer and Makhmour took place, accompanied by an artillery bombardment from the peshmerga. With other Kurdish militias entering northern Iraq to fight the Islamic State, the momentum shifted in favour of the Kurds and their allies. And so the Kurds survived their near-death experience, although it left the Kurdish leadership, the peshmerga, and society at large traumatized and uncertain as to what the future may hold if the Islamic State remains or is defeated, or if Kurdistan stays in Iraq or secedes. 

Possible focal points for UK policy

In the weeks following the parliamentary vote that allowed the UK military to move from undertaking solely reconnaissance missions to attacking Islamic State targets, the difficulties in taking such actions were readily apparent. Far from their being a sudden rush of attacks and reports of Tornados returning to their bases having fired their weapons, the very opposite happened – for several days, the Royal Air Force (RAF) waited in vain for clear and meaningful targets to materialize. When the RAF Tornado GR4s did finally attack Islamic State targets on 30 September, it was in support of Kurdish peshmerga units fighting to retake the Rabia crossing into Syria.[footnoteRef:20] Destroying a pick-up truck and what has been described as a ‘heavy weapon position’ may have been of some assistance to the lightly armed peshmerga, but it would have done little to dent the military strength of the Islamic State, nor the ability of their opponents – whether Kurdish or Iraqi – to withstand their attacks in the future. And so if there is a desire in the UK, and other countries engaged against the Islamic State, to have a plan beyond the mere patrolling of the Iraqi and Syrian skies in order to pick off very small targets of limited broader tactical, let alone strategic, significance with very expensive weapons, and hope that local extant forces on the ground, such as the peshmerga or the oft-referred to ‘Sunni tribes’, can build momentum and push back the Islamic State, confident in the protection offered by the overflying aircraft, then it is a reasonable question to ask what these possible plans could include.  [20:  See ‘RAF jets strike IS targets in Iraq,’ BBC News, 30 September 2014, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-29434628, last accessed 3 October 2014. ] 


Conducting air strikes against the Islamic State inside Iraq is just one, limited, aspect of UK policy – an aspect that, while having some impact on the ground, as it were, is more symbolic in its nature than transformative in a positive sense. In addition to the ‘kinetic’ targeting of Islamic State forces, the UK could work to undermine the Islamic State, by somehow assisting in the building of new, Sunni Arab, military forces in a way that was conducted in Iraq towards the end of the last decade; it could further work with the Kurdistan Region, to ensure that the Kurds are not only safe while their Western protectors guard from the air, and their Kurdish and Shiʿi allies are with them on the ground, but when they once again stand on their own feet, whether as a federal region of Iraq, or as something more akin to an independent state; and it could further engage with the parties that make up the Government of Iraq, working with them to build a state the nature of which has never been realised before – one which is Iraqi nationalist in a non-discriminatory fashion, and that presents a programme that Iraq’s range of ethnicities and sects voluntarily buy into, rather than feel they simply have to accept. These three possible areas of policy each sound attractive in principle, but each one of then is burdened with problems and complications that would need to be managed, and the possibility of a range of unintended consequences that could draw Western powers into further engagements in the region – including its restructuring and reordering – over a period of decades. However, if proactive policies of engagement come with challenges and the threat of unintended consequences, then so too does a policy of low intensity engagement – of air strikes and the piecemeal standing-up of defeated opposing forces. 

In the seeming absence of any proactive policy idea in play, in September and October of 2014, of anything beyond an aerial engagement, the forthcoming discussion presents three policy areas and possible, tentative, policy actions. They are not meant to be ‘ideal’ solutions to the problems posed by the rise of the Islamic State – indeed, if there was an ideal solution then the problem would probably have ceased to exist already – but they warrant discussion, not least because the trajectory the UK and her allies find themselves following could very quickly progress into something far more expansive than air strikes, particularly if the Islamic State continues to advance and fulfills its threats of further territorial expansion in the Middle East, and bringing its jihad to the streets of those countries now attacking it.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  The threat posed by the Islamic State to Western countries has been a constant feature of political leaders’ arguments justifying the need to take action in Iraq and Syria. See, for example, Siobhan Gorman, Tamer El-Ghobashy, and Nour Malas, ‘Iraq Crisis: Islamic State Now Threat to West, Says U.S.’, The Wall Street Journal, 15 August 2014,  http://online.wsj.com/articles/u-s-says-islamic-state-now-threat-to-west-1408059334, last accessed 28 September 2014. Following the first US attacks in August and the first UK attacks in September, and the Islamic State’s execution of US journalists James Foley and Steven Sotloff, of UK aid worker David Haines and humanitarian volunteer Alan Henning, the spokesman of the Islamic State, Abu Muhammed al-Adnani issued a broadcast directly threatening the US and European countries. Western politifears of the Islamic State targeting Western cities became far more pronounced. For the recording and transcript of al-Adnani’s speech, see Caleb Weiss, ‘Islamic State Spokesman Again Threatens West in New Speech’, The Long War Journal, 21 September 2014, http://www.longwarjournal.org/threat-matrix/archives/2014/09/islamic_state_spokesman_again.php, last accessed 1 October 2014. ] 


Policy Discussion I: The containing and ‘pushing back’ of the Islamic State 

By the end of September, it seemed to be the case that the military potency of the Islamic State was fizzling out. However, while there were few, if any, major advances achieved by the Islamic State from this time on, they were still comfortably holding most of the territories captured after June and before their Kurdish adventures, and were still pushing the ISF, in Anbar, Diyala, and Salahadin, away from their strategically important areas, to the extent that they were still probing the defences of Baghdad.[footnoteRef:22] In the north, the Islamic State had largely achieved its aims against the Kurds and, from September onwards, began to engage in stepped withdrawals back to its zone of strength – in Sunni-dominated parts of northern Iraq and reinforcing its key centres of strength in Syria. It undeniably lost territory in the process – most notably in Amerli south of Tuz Khurmatu – to combined forces of Kurdish peshmerga from Iraq and guerillas from Iran, Turkey, and Syria, and Iranian and Iranian-backed Iraqi organizations, all supported by Western (US, UK, Australian, French) air support. However, it is debatable whether the Islamic State ever intended to hold these areas captured from the Kurds and bordering the Kurdistan Region, or merely intended to ensure that the Kurds would not be so emboldened in the future to consider undertaking offensive actions against the Islamic State. If this is the case, then the losing of territory in the disputed territories of Iraq should be seen as part of a wider strategy of the Islamic State, rather than evidence of its weakness.[footnoteRef:23]  [22:  See ‘al-natiq b-ism ʿamaliyyat Baghdad: istishhad sabʿat ashkas wa isabat 35 bi-ʿtidaʾ irhabi shimali al-ʿasima’ [Baghdad Operations spokesman: 7 martyred and 35 wounded in a terrorist attack north of the capital], Ministry of Interior of Iraq, 30 September 2014, http://www.moi.gov.iq/ArticleShow.aspx?ID=10938, last accessed 1 October 2014.  ]  [23:  It remains confusing why the Islamic State chose to attack the Kurdistan Region. The Chief of Staff of President Massoud Barzani, Dr Fuad Hussein, suggested in an interview with Kurdish newspaper Rudaw that the Islamic State may have been interested in the region’s oil resources, or maybe the fact that Kurdistan’s mountains would give the Islamic State something as impregnable as the Tora-Bora mountain range in Afghanistan was for Al-Qaeda. By his own admission, Dr Hussein had to acknowledge that he did not know why the Islamic State attacked Kurdistan, and it would be surprising if it were for oil and mountains – not least because the Islamic State leadership is populated with senior figures drawn from the Republican Guard of Saddam Hussein, who would know all too well the dangers of being drawn into the Kurdish mountains. What is perhaps more likely is that the Islamic State forces simply kept moving as Kurdish forces in Nineveh and then Erbil retreated. Why they advanced initially is harder to explain, although it has been suggested that President Massoud Barzani’s meetings with Arab tribal leaders could have sensitized the Islamic State to the possible threat of a Kurdish-Arab tribal alliance against them, thus prompting the Islamic State to take limited military action, to threaten the Kurds that turned into something unexpectedly bigger. See Hevidar Ahmed, ‘Senior Kurdistan Official: IS was at Erbil’s Gates; Turkey did not Help’, Rudaw, 16 September 2014, http://rudaw.net/english/interview/16092014, accessed 20 September 2014. ] 


But the successes of this alliance in combating the Islamic State in the north of Iraq were geographically peripheral, tactically limited, and strategically marginal. The military actions against the Islamic State served to protect the Kurdistan Region, and to a lesser degree the Kobani enclave in Syria, and they provided targeted support for ISF units under pressure nearer to Baghdad – and so they were geographically peripheral.[footnoteRef:24] The attacks allowed for the slow advance of Kurdish peshmergas in the north, village by village, and for the shoring up of defences elsewhere, and so the tactical utility of them was apparent. But, even though the footage of the air attacks looked awesomely impressive, reports from fighters on the ground suggested that they were, on the whole, inconsequential to the immediate struggle and, when considering the broader integrity of the Islamic State, would have little impact upon it going forward – and so the attacks were, in strategic terms, of marginal importance.[footnoteRef:25] Recognizing this, and prompting a debate about what the UK could be doing, was the former Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) General Sir David Richards who forthrightly said that ‘[a]ir power alone will not win a campaign like this  . . . [y]ou have to put your own boots on the ground at some point or else you have to very energetically and aggressively train up those who will do that with us and for us’.[footnoteRef:26] The former CDS was perhaps referring back to Iraq’s recent history, with particular reference to what it took to degrade the previous manifestation of Sunni Islamist insurgency – the Islamic State’s antecedents, Al-Qaeda Iraq (AQI) and the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI).   [24:  At the time of writing, the Kobani enclave in Syria was the scene of ferocious fighting between the Islamic State and the YPG, with reports as of 6 October indicating that Islamic State fighters had entered the town. See Catherine James, ‘ISIS flags raised in Kobani near Turkish-Syrian border’, The Guardian, 6 October 2014. ]  [25:  See Constanze Letsch, Catherine James, Paul Lewis, and Nicholas Watt, ‘Syrian Kurds say air strikes against ISIS are not working’, The Guardian, 6 October 2014. ]  [26:  See Nicholas Watt, ‘Former UK armed forces chief calls for ‘western boots on the ground’ in Iraq’, The Guardian, 5 October 2014. ] 


The Worrying Comparison with Al-Qaeda Iraq and Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, Or ‘Why Ground Forces Will be Needed’

A comparison of the Islamic State with the earlier AQI and ISI – and in particular how the far weaker ISI (when compared to today’s Islamic State) nearly succeeded in Iraq, in terms of destabilizing a more stable Iraqi government which enjoyed the support and overwhelming firepower of US and coalition forces – should make for very concerning reading for those who believe that a limited military response will contain today’s situation. In 2006-07, ISI brought sectarian civil war to Iraq and its success forced the US and her allies to engage in a last-ditch strategic gamble with the dice being rolled by General David Petraeus. This gamble - which included the embracing of anti-ISI forces among tribes in Anbar (the ‘Anbar Awakening’), the flooding of Iraq with some 30,000 additional US troops, and the ‘capture or kill’ operations against Shiʿi militia leaders and the targeting of Sunni insurgents by the Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) – was ultimately successful, but required the full engagement of US forces against an enemy that was already fragmenting following the demise of their leader, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, and among a community – Sunni Arabs – that had significant social and political cleavages within it. These divisions were used by the US to identify those Sunnis who they could work with (the ‘reconcilables’) and those who would remain opposed (the ‘irreconcilables’), with the latter becoming the hunted targets of General Stanley McChrystal’s JSOC.[footnoteRef:27] What was put in place to bring an end to AQI/ISI was an immense, multi-faceted, military, political, and social strategy that required the deployment of overwhelming Western, principally US, military force – and the capabilities of AQI/ISI in no way compares to the far greater strengths of today’s Islamic State. For those analysts who point to the strategy of 2007 as being the model for how the Islamic State could be targeted in 2014, this comparison of relative strengths should give pause for thought.  [27:  For accounts of the strategies followed by the US-led coalition in the 2005-08 period, see Jason Burke, The 9/11 Wars. London: Allen Lane, 2011, pp. 263-298. ] 


Not only is the Islamic State stronger than previous organizations, it has also learned lessons from them too. The resilience of the Islamic State and its ability to absorb the air strikes it began to endure from August is as much to do with its devolved military structures and the fact that they have few targets of value to attack – a lesson learned from AQI and ISI – thus making it difficult to degrade them from the air. The Islamic State forces have few fixed operational centres; they have limited numbers of significant weapons caches (at least not in Iraq), and a chain of command that seems to be mobile rather than stationary in its nature. Operating more as a network across Iraq and Syria, it seems that they take over towns, areas and environs, and establish a local leadership that receives the starkest of instructions, leaving the Emir (leader) of the town/area with a great deal of latitude to decide on the next move. This not only gives the Islamic State a tremendous amount of flexibility; it also limits the targets that the coalition forces can attack from the air, which explains why individual vehicles, artillery pieces, and convoys have tended to be attacked, rather than more obvious targets such as building complexes. 

The Islamic State has also exercised great caution in ensuring that that the social and political cleavages exploited by Petraeus and his commanders in 2007-08 would not be so easily picked at again. Several strategies seem to have been pursued with this in mind by Caliph Ibrahim. Perhaps most tellingly was the announcement of the Caliphate itself – an announcement that demanded the giving of allegiance to the Caliph, which thus forced all groups across the political landscape to either accept the Islamic State, or resist it at a time when ISIS (as it was) was already the most powerful, aggressive, and fearsome of all the groups. Second, the Islamic State, perhaps learning from US and UK counter-insurgency and stabilization doctrines, have pursued strategies of that would be familiar to any Western officer with experience of the 2007-08 period in Iraq – of the need to provide services in towns, of engaging in ‘hearts and minds’ tactics, and of bringing the basics of security, law and order, and socio-economic welfare to places under their control.[footnoteRef:28] In their own brutal way, there is limited evidence to suggest that the Islamic State is achieving this, and is beginning to be seen as at least better than the Iraqi government offices it has replaced.[footnoteRef:29] A third strategy has been to ensure that the presence of foreign fighters, at least in the Iraq theatre, has been limited to deploying them in key conflicts – such as the taking of Mosul or the fighting against the Kurds – but then of withdrawing them, presumably to limit the possibility of there being an Iraqi nationalist backlash against foreign fighters, which was a significant problem for ISI.  [28:  Two publications exemplify the significant amount of work that was done in the US and UK military establishments, aimed at codifying the lessons learned in Iraq, and crystalizing them for future usage. The US’s Field Manual 3-24 Counterinsurgency of 2006 and the UK’s Joint Doctrine Publication 3-40 Security and Stabilization: The Military Contribution of 2009 are both attempts to provide a comprehensive doctrine of counter-insurgency and stabilization operations, recognizing the importance of focusing upon the social, economic, and security needs of populations as well as the war-fighting aspects of combating insurgent forces. In what seems to be an ironic turn of events, the doctrines developed by the US and UK during and following hard-fought and won campaigns are now perhaps being successful followed, and even further developed, by those whom they defeated in the first instance. ]  [29:  For an early appreciation of ISIS’s approach to providing governance and social services, see Aaron Zelin, ‘Al-Qaeda in Syria: A Closer Look at ISIS’, Policy Watch 2137, Washington Institute, 10 September 2013, http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/al-qaeda-in-syria-a-closer-look-at-isis-part-i, accessed 15 September 2014. ] 


All of these tactics generate heightened legitimacy for the Islamic State – legitimacy that is being further bolstered by the fact that they are being attacked not only by Western powers but by Arab states considered to be illegitimate by Islamic State leaders and ideologues. In effect, from the perspective of the Islamic State, a situation is unfolding whereby piecemeal military aid is finding its way to the illegitimate Shi’a governorate of Iraq, and the Kurds of Iraq (if not of Syria). The deployment of aircraft by the West and the Arab states is protecting the Kurds while also attempting to thwart the Islamic State’s advance to Baghdad and other places further south. As such, there is an alliance of convenience, or maybe even an actual alliance, between the West, the Arab monarchies, and the Iranian regime. This coordination is aimed at preserving some semblance of the status quo in northern Iraq, while the defence of Baghdad continues to be organized by the omnipresent Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corp (IRGC) Commander General Qassim Suleimani.[footnoteRef:30] This is, by any account, a mild rendition of what a conspiracy-minded analysis of the Islamic State’s strategic view would be. Yet, even this toned-down version would give those tasked with projecting the Islamic State’s message a narrative that is powerfully seductive, and one that would fall on fertile ground in many state in the region, and those Muslims who live elsewhere.  [30:  The role of Maj Gen Qassem Suleimani of the elite Al-Quds Brigade of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corp has attained mythical proportions in Iraq, and for good reason. Reports suggest that Suleimani has been involved managing the defence of Baghdad and organizing the ISF and Shi’a militias. See Martin Chulov, ‘Iranian General Visits Baghdad to Assist with Defence of Iraq Capital’, The Guardian, 13 June 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/13/iran-general-assists-with-preparing-baghdad-defence-from-insurgents-isis, accessed 1 October 2014; Kate Brennan, ‘Tehran’s Boots on the Ground’, Foreign Policy, 10 September 2014, http://complex.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2014/09/10/tehrans_boots_on_the_ground_iraq_syria_islamic_state_isis_iran, accessed 30 September 2014. ] 


Whose Boots on the Ground? And Where? And How?

The message of the Islamic State – of standing up to perfidious governments across the region, of challenging the encroaching Shiʿi, and of protecting Muslims from Western belligerence – are all strengthened by the current strategy of air attacks. More than anything else, the fact that nowhere among their opponents could be seen any Sunni Arab force from Iraq or from Syria serves to illustrate the fundamental weakness of those attempting to undermine Abu Bakr’s position. The Kurdish peshmerga suffered terribly at the hands of the Islamic State forces and, even if their leaders were minded to deploy them as foot soldiers under Western air cover, they will be entering areas populated by Sunni Arab tribes, many of which are deeply hostile to what is seen as Kurdish expansionism. If this is bad enough, deploying Shiʿi forces – whether from the militias or in the form of the ISF that is now dominated more than ever by Shiʿis and, for good reason, seeking vengeance on Sunnis after the mass executions of Shiʿi soldiers over the summer – would not be fighting fire with fire, it would be throwing immense amounts of fuel onto a fire that is already raging. And, just as ridiculous and even more unlikely would be the deploying of some form of regional Arab force as the ‘boots on the ground’. Notwithstanding the fact that Arab militaries are not prepared for such a dangerous, complex, and probably long-lasting mission, the presence in Sunni Arab Iraq (let alone in Shiʿi Iraq) of military forces from the Gulf and Jordan (as this is where they would have to come from) would further legitimize Islamic State policies of consolidation in Iraq and Syria and expansion in the Gulf and the Levant, while also gifting them every reason to believe that they could actually succeed, such is their combat experience compared to their potential Arab opponents.

This analysis, if correct, therefore leads to a most uncomfortable two-part conclusion – that the only local force that could fight the Islamic State and, in so doing, not enhance the legitimacy of the Caliphate, would be a Sunni Arab force drawn principally from Iraqis, in the main, for fighting in Iraq. But this force does not exist, and neither does there exist space – territory in the form of a ‘safe haven’ – in which one could be assembled, guarded, and trained. For this reason, Western powers, with the UK as a leading force, may find themselves having to develop new strategies – strategies that lead towards the breaking of Sunni Arab support in Iraq and in Syria for the Islamic State and give the opportunity for a non-Islamic State political life, society, and military organization to emerge inside those parts of Sunni Arab-dominated Iraq and/or Syria. And this is the second part of what is a most uncomfortable conclusion for Western powers to reach – that any strategy of building a military force drawn from Sunni Arabs in Iraq would require Western powers to carve out a safe haven in which to accommodate them – a requirement that would see the deployment of Western soldiers in significant numbers, and at very high risk. This is not at all a ‘good idea’ – it is resplendent with known risks and unintended consequences, and it has a very significant degree of failure. But it is where the rhetoric of Western politicians is leading towards, and where the trajectory of Western-led military intervention arrives. And, worryingly, there are few other ideas that could be said to be ‘better’, if ‘better’ is interpreted as achieving the stated aims of President Obama, ‘to eradicate a cancer like ISIL’.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  US President Barak Obama explained his strategy on ISIL (the US President consistently refers to the Islamic State as the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant – ISIL) by television broadcast on 10 September 2014. In it, he very clearly notes that US combat troops would not be deployed. The question remains as to whether his strategy can be achieved by other means. See The White House, ‘Statement by the President on ISIL’, The White House: Office of the Press Secretary, 10 September 2014,  http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/09/10/statement-president-isil-1, last accessed 1 October 2014. Also see http://uk.reuters.com/video/2014/09/11/it-will-take-time-to-eradicate-a-cancer?videoId=341940320 for excerpts of his speech. Last accessed 2 October 2014. ] 


The logical question to then ask is ‘where’ could such a non-Islamic State Sunni Arab entity emerge? Clearly, one is not going to simply manifest itself in any part of Iraq or Syria controlled by the Islamic State, and it is pointless having one appear in distant exile. Rather, Western powers could very easily find themselves being the midwives of another ‘safe haven’ in Iraq – one that would perhaps be modelled on the earlier, successful, Kurdish safe haven of 1991, that led to the Kurdistan Region of today – or in Syria, maybe.[footnoteRef:32] But the establishment of such safe havens would require an accessible place, with a population to work with, and located so as not to be threatened by any other political forces. Establishing such an entity near Baghdad would be very difficult, not least because of the proximity of Shiʿi militias; and establishing one in central Syria would be impossible. But two possibilities are worth further attention – and these are Mosul in Iraq and Kobani in Syria. Both have secure northern borders, both are home to significant populations either inside or nearby that could be trusted to be ‘anti-Islamic State’, and both could theoretically be targeted by new Western strategies – ones that would require the deployment of Western soldiers to work alongside the peshmerga forces of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq or even the armed forces of Turkey to push back the Islamic State presence in these places. Once these safe havens have been established, UK policy could then move swiftly to embrace the plans outlined in recent years, to utilize ‘Adaptable Brigades’ to train friendly forces, and for a comprehensive approach brought to bear to strengthen governance, civil society, and general administration.[footnoteRef:33] But, to get to this point, some serious consideration needs to be given to recapturing from the Islamic State a key city, Mosul, that is a symbolic totem of the Caliphate’s power – and it is not beyond the realms of possibility that Western ‘boots on the ground’ may be involved in achieving this aim. The idea of a ‘Mosul safe haven’ is astonishingly difficult to imagine – ridiculous even - but the retaking of Mosul due to its importance in the Islamic State makes it a necessary difficulty to seriously consider as a Western policy option.  [32:  For what remains the clearest assessment of the safe haven in Northern Iraq of1991, see Helena Cook, The Safe Haven in Northern Iraq: International Responsibility for Iraqi Kurdistan. Essex: University of Essex, 1995. It should be noted that the Kurdish safe haven of 1991 was purely humanitarian in its focus, with there being no military component. ]  [33:  The concept of ‘Adaptable Brigades’ was mentioned in the Royal United Services Institute Christmas Speech given by the then Chief of Defence Staff General Sir David Richards, 17 December 2012. A transcript of the speech can be read at https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/chief-of-the-defence-staff-general-sir-david-richards-speech-to-the-royal-united-services-institute-rusi-17-december-2012 ] 


The survival of the Kurdistan Region 

The second area of UK policy engagement, and one that is far more straightforward to achieve than the setting up of safe havens, is with the Kurds of Iraq. As has been presented already, the Kurds have been found seriously wanting – with appallingly disparate chains of command of peshmerga units that were under-funded, under-equipped, and ill-prepared; with a government and political system that still exhibits the need for significant reform; and with an economy that is built upon two points of failure – the need to receive revenue from Baghdad, or the need to export oil independently of Baghdad. In 2013/14, the first point failed and the second point has not succeeded, leaving the economy of the Kurdistan Region very much broken. Yet, irrespective of their financial woes and the fact that Islamic State forces exposed the weaknesses of the peshmerga and very nearly secured Erbil – a city that is increasingly referred to as a ‘New Dubai’ such has been the scale of its recent development - the Kurds survived, and this is what now sets them up to be perhaps even more independence-minded than they ever were before. Nothing has made the Kurdish leadership realize that Iraq’s political community is utterly divided as their near defeat at the hands of the Islamic State, and nothing will make them more determined to ensure that they are now masters of their own destiny going forward. 

Far from venturing south of their line of 1 August, it should now be expected that the Kurds will move to re-equip, re-train, and re-posture their military forces, but in ways that move the peshmerga from being dominated by the narrative of being the doughty part-time mountain fighter of old into ones that are for more defence-minded, far more organized, and far more professional. For the Kurds, this will sit very comfortably with them as, historically, the peshmerga have always been a defensive force, retreating back into the mountains in very small groups, absorbing the punishment inflicted upon them by the Iraqi army, and then undermining their opponents over a long period of low-intensity warfare. Not once have the peshmerga won an offensive operation of significance in their history (not counting those mounted against each other during their internal conflicts); instead, they have defended in depth and bled their opponents over periods of years. Now, it is imperative that they revert to being defensive, but in a way that is far more professional and organized than they have done so in the past – of being able to defend a 1050km boundary while also ensuring that the threat of terrorism in the Kurdistan Region’s cities is also targeted. It is in this realm of security sector reform and the reconfiguring of the Kurdish military forces that the UK is particularly well placed to engage, particularly if the Kurdish leadership remains committed to the notion of a federal Iraqi state for as long as their Western mentors do. 

Of equal importance in the Kurdistan Region is the building of transparent and effective institutions of government in a political system that continues to democratize. The democratic transition of the Kurdistan Region has proved to be stronger than across the rest of Iraq, and indeed compares favourably with Middle Eastern states in general, but these are not high hurdles to surpass. And, following the shock of the summer and the ongoing financial difficulties in the Kurdistan Region, Kurdish public opinion seems to becoming more demanding in the questions it is asking of what is seen to be highly privileged leadership, and expectant that improvements will be forthcoming. Again, these areas of ‘good governance’ and institutional improvements would be seen by Whitehall as being ideal areas of engagement, and would place the UK government as being a leading partner in what still has every prospect of being a success story in a future Iraq, or indeed as a future independent Republic of Kurdistan. 

UK engagement with the Government of Iraq

Even with Iraq so clearly divided into three zones of control – with the Kurds in the north, the Shiʿi dominated south with Baghdad dominated by Shiʿi parties, and an Islamic State ‘middle’ – with each zone managing its own affairs, economies, and security, the UK government has been remarkably consistent in its ability to maintain its focus on working towards a successful, unified, Iraqi state within the borders as established in Whitehall’s corridors of power of nearly a century ago. While the UK government has openly engaged with the Kurdistan Region, never has there ever been any public consideration of Iraq being anything other than one country, perhaps governed via a federal system. If this is to remain the cornerstone of the UK’s philosophy towards its policy to Iraq, and in all likelihood it will remain so until Iraq itself collapses around the British Embassy’s gardens, then the UK will almost certainly seek to support the new government of Haider al-Abadi to find solutions to the most vexing of Iraq’s long-standing problems – namely the building of an inclusive Iraqi political identity and narrative and the finding of Sunni Arab leaders who are seen as legitimate by their constituents and who are trusted by their Shiʿi partners, and the bridging of the chasm between the Government of Iraq of Baghdad and the KRG of Erbil. 

The latter problem is perhaps the easiest for the UK to engage with. With the KRG desperately needing to find a way to generate some $1.5 billion in revenue per month, to support the KRG in a basic fashion, and needing to find several billions of dollars more to repay accrued debts, and with the Government of Iraq now needing to find a new export route for the oil of Kirkuk, which can now only go through Kurdish territory, a deal is clearly set up for Baghdad and Erbil to negotiate.[footnoteRef:34] And no longer are the individual actors mitigating against this deal. Previously, Iraq’s deputy prime minister Hussein al-Shahristani proved to be an implacable figure for the Kurds, resolute in his opposition to allowing the Kurds to export their oil. Similarly, KRG Minister of Natural Resources Ashti Hawrami proved to be singularly capable of making decisions that would do anything but calm the sensitivities of Baghdad. Now, the landscape seems to be different. With Kurdish favourite Adil Abdul-Mahdi of the Shiʿi Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq (ISCI) being oil minister, and with the Kurdish leadership now on their knees due to the financial pressures they are under, there is every possibility for a mutually acceptable deal to be found. And it is finding this deal that the UK government could be very well positioned to assist with. With UK oil companies working in both Baghdad-controlled lands and Erbil-controlled areas, finding a solution to Iraq’s oil questions is partly a UK national interest as well.[footnoteRef:35]  [34:  See Gareth Stansfield, ‘Kurdistan Rising: To Acknowledge or Ignore the Unraveling of Iraq’, Middle East Memo 33. Washington DC: The Brookings Institution, 31 July 2014. http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2014/07/31-kurdistan-iraq-isis-stansfield]  [35:  For a possible strategy aimed at resolving the Baghdad-Erbil oil dispute see Gareth Stansfield, ‘Resolving the Kurdish Question in Iraq’, RUSI Analysis, 18 August 2014, https://www.rusi.org/analysis/commentary/ref:C53F1E4DF0B751/#.VDLP6760a-I] 


The first problem, of building an Iraqi government that works and finding solutions to the problem of constructing a meaningful national platform on which all Iraqis can stand, is of far greater complexity. But, even here, it is not impossible to imagine that the UK may perform a valuable role. Indeed, some Iraqis may venture that the issues the UK now has to deal with in this post-Scottish referendum period, of managing devolved powers and perhaps even embracing federalism are not altogether different from the situations found in Iraq today – with the absence of the Islamic State insurgency, of course. The mechanics and systems of home rule, devolution, and layered government are subjects that the UK has had considerable experience with in different guises over the years, with reference to Northern Ireland, Wales, and Scotland. Key to finding success in this arena is perhaps a strategy of doing something different in Iraq – of Iraqis determining their own future. This admittedly sounds rather abstract when discussed in reference to a country that is suffering such high levels of inter-  and intra-communal violence, but at no time in Iraq’s history have individual communities of Iraqis ever been given the opportunity to choose being in Iraq vis-à-vis another form of existence. And this is where perhaps the experience of Scotland, traumatic though it was for Whitehall, is useful. Imagine an Iraq of its regions, divided either by governorate or into some other form of collective, with the question being asked, to the Kurds for example, would you prefer to be in the state of Iraq, or be independent? While it is perhaps playing with fire, the strength that a vote ‘for’ Iraq would give to the state going forward would be immeasurably greater than any other strategy available, particularly if the union was then of a confederal nature, thus preserving the sovereign nature of the constituent states.[footnoteRef:36] Of course, to get the Kurds to agree to being in Iraq would require very significant engagement and nurturing, and to imagine other communities of Iraqis embracing the notion of Iraq being a union of sovereign states rather than ‘a’ sovereign state requires considerable effort, but perhaps marginally less effort than imagining that the strategies pursued to date may, against the evidence provided by the last decade, succeed.  [36:  For further information on confederalism vis-à-vis federalism, see Murray Forsyth, Unions of States: The Theory and Practice of Confederation. New York: Leicester University Press, 1981; Daniel Elazar, Constitutionalizing Globalization: The Postmodern Revival of Confederal Arrangements. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1998. ] 


What if Iraq fails?

Much has happened in Iraq in the last year, and, barring a miracle, it is likely that a great deal more will continue to happen in the year ahead. With virtually every Western leader engaged in the military attacks on the Islamic State noting that the current situation will last in the region of ‘years’, it should be expected that many developments will occur that force Western powers, and their Iraqi allies, into what would most positively be described as ‘emergent strategy’, and most disparagingly referred to as ‘making it up’. In other words, the law of unintended consequences will come into play, and perhaps one of the biggest, and most obviously likely of the unintended consequences, would be the final shattering of Iraq’s political cohesiveness and territorial integrity. Such an event could have a range of causes, including the effects of regional intervention (why are we so sure, for example, that Iran really does want to see the maintenance of a state, with lots of Sunni Arabs in it, that has caused it so much harm in recent years?), or of internal vicissitudes between different communities becoming so intense that the fragile political process unravels, or, even, of the Islamic State continuing to succeed? With regard to this last point, ‘success’ for the Islamic State does not have to mean it capturing Baghdad, then somehow normalizing its relationship with the Arab world (which, right now, it has no interest in doing in any case). Rather, the conflict is as much an end-game for the Islamic State as an actual victory is – meaning that to engage Shiʿi forces in Baghdad, thus prompting a catastrophically destructive conflict that would turn Iraq’s capital into a devastated conflict area is probably more valuable to the Islamic State than a scenario whereby a lieutenant of Caliph Ibrahim is selected as prime minister by the Iraqi Council of Representatives. Indeed, the emergence of a simple de facto state – one perhaps unrecognized by the international community, but also relatively safe from its reach too – could be an interim position for the Islamic State, and one that should be of concern for Western powers. Would it really be acceptable for them to have something akin to a pre-9/11 Afghanistan existing in Iraq and Syria, with the memory of what emerged from Afghanistan at this time still very much in evidence?  

This possibility should be considered, not least because it again raises what has become a perennial question that, after at least a decade, has still not been answered - what would it take to maintain Iraq, and what does a ‘disintegrated’ Iraq mean in practice, for the peoples and regions of Iraq, and for the Middle East region? As the US, UK and other Western powers engage more fully in Iraq, to stem if not contain and even eradicate the Islamic State, the question that now needs to be answered is simply ‘to what end’? The geopolitics of Iraq’s integrity have never appeared to be so questionable as in the period following the rise of the Islamic State, yet questions regarding Iraq’s integrity beyond noting the rise of Kurdistan are rarely aired. But perhaps they should, and not only with a view to engaging with the binary question of whether Iraq can survive, or whether it will fragment. This is clearly an important and relevant question, but so too is the far more difficult question to answer, of what it would take in this ‘post-Mosul’ Iraq to build a state in which all communities, regions, ethnicities, and sects, however defined, can co-exist to such a degree that the problems of today are not magnified into being the genocides of tomorrow. 

Such ‘nightmare’ scenarios do need to be considered, if only to be discounted. To be sure, the evolution of Middle East states, including Iraq and Syria, have been far more complex than simplistic narratives of sectarianism and ethnic mobilization tend to suggest, with Toby Dodge noting that ‘[p]olitical idenitities in the region have been transformed; religion is certainly a major theme, but it has merged with a vibrant nationalism that is tied to, and delineated by, the geographical boundaries of states’.[footnoteRef:37] Yet this nationalism, this imagined characteristic that unites peoples around a common project is being weakened as the states themselves are contested, changing, and weakening. While it may indeed be too early to dismiss the abilities of the government of Iraq to regenerate an Iraqi nationalist project that somehow manages to overcome, or accommodate, the politics of violent communalism, it is not too early to consider where the trajectories of today may lead if unchecked.  [37:  Toby Dodge, ‘Can Iraq be Saved?’ Survival: Global Politics and Strategy, Vol. 56, No. 5, September 2014, pp. 7-20.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Where does Western, and UK, policy then stand if Iraq were to unravel before them, irrespective of how many aircraft are flying missions in Iraqi airspace and how many advisers are on the ground, in Baghdad and Erbil? It is unclear, at present, that the UK government, or any Western government, has an answer to this question, but it is perhaps one that needs to be actively considered as the possibility of the social and political cohesion of Iraq continuing to weaken is not insignificant, and nor is the destruction of the Islamic State a given. Far from simply talking about unintended consequences, Western powers may be well advised to start at least considering the unintended consequences that may well be predictable. Perhaps, then, by working backwards, honestly, from end scenarios and asking what, exactly, would be needed to get to those scenarios that would be deemed desirable will policy-makers get a full and more accurate picture of the what ‘success’ would look like, and an understanding of the sort of engagement necessary to achieve it.
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