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Executive Summary and Analysis 
 

In our previous report, “The Surge: What Comes Next?” we concluded that the “surge” of 
30,000 American troops had been far less successful at achieving the overarching political goals 
of sectarian reconciliation, economic development and good governance than in reaching 
military goals.2  The same largely holds true one year later. Though monthly casualty figures 
have fallen dramatically since they peaked in 2006-2007, the internal security situation in Iraq 
remains highly unstable, with a rise in bombing and assassinations as the U.S. prepares to 
drawdown its troops, and sectarian tensions remaining high.  
 
In fact, tensions have been rising since April 2009, with a consequent increase in deaths. The 
Associated Press estimated that 447 civilians were killed in political violence in June 2009 
alone.3 Preliminary figures compiled by the Iraq Coalition Casualty Count, an independent 
monitoring website source, were slightly lower, though by no means less disconcerting, at 316 
civilian deaths in June.4 The Iraq Body Count website, another independent source, estimated 
that there were 418 civilian casualties in July.5  Exact figures for each month are difficult to 
establish due to contradictory reports from media, government and NGO sources. 
 
A commonly used metric for a “civil war” used by scholars and the UN is one thousand victims 
per year killed in political violence.6  If the Iraq Coalition Casualty Count civilian death figures 
are taken as a basis, violence in Iraq surpassed the “civil war” criterion in the first six months of 
2009.7 Whether characterized as a “civil war,” “low intensity conflict,” or the remnants of radical 
forces trying to resurrect sectarian antagonism, the nomenclature is not important.   What is 
significant is that sectarian violence remains a fact of daily life in Iraq, despite the military 
achievements of the 2007 “surge.”     
 

A Viable Peace? 
 

But in light of the drop in casualties, could it be reasonably argued that, despite the violence, the 
country has in fact achieved a “viable peace” – one in which the major drivers of conflict have 
been reduced and considerable strides have been made in building state capacity, so that 
international responsibilities can be turned over to the host government, in the expectation that 
the country is heading toward sustainable security?  
 
The concept of a “viable peace” is an appealing, but often elusive, notion. Some compare it to a 
“tipping point” in the transition from war to peace, where a country is deemed to be on the right 
                                                 
2 See Baker, Pauline H., The Surge: What Comes Next? Report #8, 2003-2008, The Fund for Peace: Washington 
D.C., 2008. 
3 “Biden Arrives in Iraq as Violence Flares Again,” The Associated Press, 07/02/2009 
4 “Iraqi Deaths - Iraq Coalition Casualty Count,” icasualties.org, accessed 07/20/2009 
5 See “Iraq Body Count,” http://www.iraqbodycount.org/, accessed 08/03/2009 
6 For more on scholarly definitions of civil war, see Sivard, Ruth Leger, World Military and Social Expenditures 
1991, 14th ed., Washington, DC: World Priorities, 1991, p. 25. See also Hampson, Fen Osler, and Malone, David, 
eds., From Reaction to Conflict Prevention: Opportunities for the UN System, Lynne Rienner Publishers: Boulder, 
CO, 2002, p. 353. See also Sullivan, Michael J., Comparing State Polities: A Framework for Analyzing 100 
Governments, Greenwood Press: Westport, CT, 1996, p. 136. 
7 “Iraqi Deaths - Iraq Coalition Casualty Count,” icasualties.org, accessed 07/20/2009 
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track toward an enduring peace, even if it still needs continuing international assistance. If the 
transition is viewed as a process on a continuum, a country that has achieved viable peace is 
midway between an ongoing or frozen conflict, in which the basic drivers of war have not been 
resolved, at one end, and an enduring peace, in which the underlying drivers of war have been 
eliminated, warring factions have been reconciled, and the state has achieved the institutional 
capacity to govern well and guarantee stability, on the other.8  For a viable peace to be attained, 
there has to be a low probability of backsliding. 
 
It was hoped that Iraq would be on a possible track toward viable peace following the “surge,” 
and, for a time it looked like this might be possible. But the breathing space afforded by military 
gains was not translated into concrete political and social reforms that addressed the basic 
conflict drivers. During the year covered in this report, progress was not evident in at least half 
of the twelve indicators reviewed (see “Indicator Scores July 2008 to July 2009”). Nor was 
progress sustained in several of those indicators that had shown improvement. For example, 
criminalization and legitimization of the state improved as a result of the provincial elections in 
January 2009, but corruption scandals, disputes with the Kurds, alienation of the Sunnis, and a 
rising number of violent attacks undermined that progress. Tensions between Arabs and Kurds 
nearly triggered all-out war along the 300 mile long frontier south of the Kurdish regions due to 
rival claims to oil-rich lands, deep-seated ethnic antagonisms, and a strong sense of nationalism 
among the Kurdish people who want to keep the autonomy they enjoyed under American 
protection since the 1991 Persian Gulf War.  
 
The graph on page 9, “Conflict Trends March 2003 to July 2009,” shows Iraq’s cumulative 
scores since the U.S. intervention. The shaded zone shows where the scores would have had to 
be for the country to be considered on a trajectory toward viable peace after the surge. Iraq had a 
window of opportunity, when scores improved from September 2007 to July 2008 –a period of 
ten months. However, the downward trend was not sustained.  
 
Overall, Iraq’s conflict risk declined six points over the past year, from 112 (out of a total score 
of 120) to 106. This improvement is significant, but it was not sufficient for a turnaround. 
Sustainable progress in state-building requires improvement in nearly all sectors. Six indicators 
had improved over the past year: 1) intervention of external actors, 2) “state within a state” 
(largely due to the cease fire from Moqtada al-Sadr), 3) criminalization of the state (provincial 
elections), 4) uneven economic development, 5) refugees and IDPs, and 6) demographic 
tensions. However, except for one indicator (intervention of external actors), the improvements 
were very modest.  
 
Six indicators worsened or stayed the same over the past year: 1) legacy of vengeance-seeking 
group grievance (alienation of  Sunni Awakening fighters, Kurd/Arab tensions and Shiite 
factionalization), 2) human flight, 3) economic decline (lowered oil prices, high unemployment), 
4) criminalization of the state (discussed above), 5) deterioration of public services, and 6) 
factionalized elites. 
 
A poll jointly conducted by ABC, BBC and NHK in the early months of 2009 exposed some of 

                                                 
8 Covey, Jack, Dziedzic; and Hawley, Leonard, The Quest for Viable Peace, United States Institute of Peace, 
Washington D.C., 2005.   
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the contradictions that arise from these mixed results. The good news is that eighty-four percent 
of Iraqis surveyed gave positive ratings to the internal security situation in their respective areas, 
compared to approximately 45% in August of 2007. Seventy-eight percent rated crime protection 
positively, and nearly three-quarters stated they were able to move freely throughout the country 
– both figures have more than doubled since their all-time lows. Over half of Iraqis now feel 
“very safe” in their communities, a figure which has also doubled since March 2007.  
 
The bad news is that, despite these positive trends, sectarian tensions mounted. The same study 
noted that “Sunni/Shiite segregation has increased sharply and only half of Iraqis “expect 
reconciliation between Kurds and Arabs.” Only 33% of Sunni Arabs feel “very safe” in their 
neighborhoods, compared to 85% of Kurds. Forty-one percent of Sunnis said the government is 
providing public services in their neighborhoods; the corresponding figure for Shiites was 62%. 
Additionally, Sunnis and Kurds on the whole had less faith in the Iraqi Security Forces than their 
Shiite counterparts.9 These differences underscore the persistent presence of sectarian cleavages 
in Iraqi society despite the expression of a growing optimistic outlook by the Iraqi population.  
 

The Hard Road Ahead 
 

The surge was supposed to provide Iraq the breathing space to take serious steps toward 
addressing the conflict drivers. The opportunity for taking advantage of this political space was 
not seized upon; either the political will was lacking, the surge was not sufficiently long, or 
military solutions are no longer going to be sufficient to keep the peace. Instead, most of the 
steps taken by the Iraqi government over the past year were aimed at consolidating political 
power, defending party interests, capturing or killing opponents, and negotiating the end of an 
American occupation. Little was done to strengthen the rule of law, promote ethnic and religious 
reconciliation, ensure equitable revenue sharing, resolve land disputes, establish a legal 
framework for the exploitation of oil, address group grievances, protect human rights or – except 
for the January provincial elections - build the foundation for enduring, transparent, inclusive, 
and accountable institutions. For example, a referendum on the status of Kirkuk, which was to 
have taken place in November 2007, has been indefinitely postponed. Recently, it was 
announced that the government would also indefinitely postpone a census, the first in 22 years, 
out of fear that it would fuel ethnic and political tensions. Organized attacks have been made on 
Christians, the government suddenly decided to attack an Iranian dissident camp that had 
enjoyed protection in the past, and assassins targeted members of the Sunni Awakening, which 
had put down the insurgency with the aid and support of the U.S.  
 
There are also daunting structural problems that the government has not sufficiently addressed: 
 

 Demographic concerns remained intolerably high as the Iraqi government struggles to 
cope with environmental problems, such as devastating droughts and the degradation of 
formerly arable land, now riddled with explosives after three wars on Iraqi soil. 
Approximately two million external refugees remain outside of Iraq, primarily in the 
neighboring Levantine Arab states, many of them seeking permanent integration into 
their host communities after the Iraqi government failed to deliver on promises of 

                                                 
9 The abbreviation “NHK” stands for “Nippon Hoso Kyokai”, officially known as Japan Broadcasting Corporation 
in English. For the full survey, see “Iraq: Where Things Stand,” ABC/BBC/NHK poll, 03/16/2009 
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security and economic and social support for returnees. For many Iraqis in Syria, 
returning to Iraq meant surrendering their Syrian residency permits and facing uncertain 
prospects in their locales of origin. The refugee crisis continues to destabilize both Iraq 
and neighboring states, with the host populations of the latter group growing increasingly 
hostile to the idea of becoming permanent “camps.” Internally displaced persons (IDPs) 
in Iraq have slowly begun returning home, though the process has been uneven 
throughout the country – for instance, a June 2009 survey concluded that 94% of IDPs 
from Najaf were planning on returning home, compared to only 5.5% of IDPs from 
Basra.10 

 
 Nineveh, an ethnically mixed, oil-rich province, remains to be settled. Stability and 

factional reconciliation in the north of Iraq will depend largely, but not exclusively, on 
resolving conflicting claims laid to Kirkuk. Ethnically diverse and highly volatile Mosul 
was the only city in Iraq from which U.S. combat forces did not withdraw on the pullout 
date of June 30th due to continuing instability in and around the area.11 The provincial 
council elections held in January 2009 were considered a success; yet only 14 of Iraq’s 
18 provinces took part in the elections. The Kurdish provincial elections were postponed 
until July 2009, while elections in Kirkuk were put off until the status of the province is 
resolved. Kurds have begun independently exporting oil to Turkey as part of a profit-
sharing agreement with Baghdad, and concluding oil deals with foreign countries that are 
not recognized as legal by the Baghdad, further increasing the wealth of the Kurds over 
the Arabs. According to March 2009 figures, over half of Iraqis expect the Kurdish 
regions to seek independence in the future, and over 90% of non-Kurds vehemently 
oppose the idea.12 Despite Kurdish relative economic prosperity, literacy rates in 
Kurdistan remain lower than in the rest of the country, female unemployment in the 
Kurdish provinces is higher, and access to central electricity networks with continuous 
power supply is significantly lower than in the rest of Iraq. However, the proportion of 
residents of Kurdish provinces falling into the lowest income quintile is lower than in 
Iraq as the whole.13 

 
 The level of economic development is unreasonably low for a country which sits on the 

world’s third largest reserves of oil. Iraq’s potential wealth and the legitimacy of the state 
are also jeopardized by rampant corruption, which has plagued and scandalized the 
current Iraqi government and undermines public confidence in political elites. Fraud and 
mismanagement in the public service sector have hit the neediest the hardest – the Public 
Distribution System (PDS), Iraq’s social safety net for those who rely on government 
food rations for sustenance, is being revised after allegations of corruption and waste 
brought down Trade Minister Abd-al-Falah al-Sudani, who was convicted of knowingly 

                                                 
10 Emergency Needs Assessments, 1 June 2009, Monthly Report, International Organization for Migration, 
06/01/2009 
11  “US forces withdraw from Iraq cities,” Al-Jazeera, 06/30/2009 
12 “Iraq: Where Things Stand,” ABC/BBC/NHK poll, 03/16/2009 
13 See comparison charts in “Sulyamaniyah Governorate Profile,” United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs, July 2009, “Erbil Governorate Profile,” United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs, July 2009, Dahuk Governorate Profile,” United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs, April 2009. 
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distributing rotten food to ration recipients.14 In Transparency International’s 2008 
Corruption Perceptions Index, Iraq came in 178th (or third from the end of the list), just 
above Myanmar and Somalia, where perceived levels of corruption were ranked from 
lowest to highest.15 The Iraqi Integrity Committee has sought to investigate cases of 
corruption and bring those responsible to account, but the judicial process in Iraq does 
not instill confidence.  

 
 The level of protection afforded to human rights in Iraq remains abysmal, and the country 

is still the most dangerous place in the world for journalists, according to the Committee 
to Protect Journalists.16 Unsolved murders and assassinations, impunity of government 
officials, secret prisons, and attacks on civilians are common. Among the gravest human 
rights abuses are those perpetrated by elite militias, the so-called “death squads” or Iraqi 
Special Operations Forces (ISOF) which have become the private militarized extension 
of Prime Minister al-Maliki’s increasingly authoritarian government. The support offered 
to these militias has not been matched by government support for members of the Sunni 
Awakening Councils or Sons of Iraq, who have been credited with pacifying Anbar 
province, once the stronghold of Al-Qaeda in Iraq. The transfer of Awakening Council 
members to the government payroll began in October 2008, yet al-Maliki’s resentment of 
the idea of a potential “armed Sunni opposition” has prevented their successful 
integration into the ranks of government security personnel.17 The integration process 
was to involve the offer of both civilian and security jobs to the Sons of Iraq. However, 
by March 2009, only 5,000 of 94,000 Awakening Council members had received 
government jobs.18 It remained unclear how the government plans to offset the risk of 
armed marginalized men turning to insurgent activity in the absence of alternative means 
of employment. The success of the Awakening Councils made them at once feared and 
revered, yet their contribution to internal Iraqi security risks being overturned if tensions 
between the Councils and the al-Maliki government are not resolved. In March 2009, 
street fighting broke out between Council members and Iraqi security forces in Baghdad 
after the arrest of a prominent Awakening Council leader, signaling how fragile the 
relationship truly is.19  

 
 Governance is lagging in many respects. The failure to enact contentious legislation, 

some left languishing in the Parliament for months or years, is preventing the country 
from progressing politically and economically. Iraq still has no hydrocarbons law, no 
comprehensive anticorruption legislation, no statutes governing revenue-sharing between 
Baghdad and the governorates, and no laws regulating price fixing and consumer 
protection. In addressing deficiencies in the capacity of the current political system, al-
Maliki recently proposed a constitutional change to give greater power to the Head of 

                                                 
14 “Iraq former PM rejects sectarian alliances; calls to question MPs; update 3 Jun,” BBC Monitoring Middle East, 
06/03/2009 
15 See 2008 Corruption Perceptions Index, Transparency International, 
http://www.transparency.org/news_room/in_focus/2008/cpi2008/cpi_2008_table, accessed 08/03/2009 
16 “Watchdogs Urge Iraq To End Media Harassment,” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 06/11/2009 
17 “US buys 'concerned citizens' in Iraq, but at what price?” Agence France Presse, 10/16/2007 
18 “Troops Arrest an Awakening Council Leader in Iraq, Setting Off Fighting,” The New York Times, 3/28/2009 
19 “Guns Go Silent After 24-Hour Face-Off in Baghdad, but Tensions Remain High,” The New York Times, 
3/29/2009 
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State, suggesting that Iraq adopt a presidential system instead of a parliamentary one for 
greater “accountab[ility] to the people”.20 However, if Iraq is truly to become an anchor 
of good governance in the Middle East, it must be an institutionally strong state with 
checks and balances, not merely an authoritarian system kept afloat by vast oil revenues 
and a 600,000 strong security force. At present, it appears the anti-corruption efforts of 
al-Maliki have also been “little more than a campaign tool,” according to Col. Timothy 
R. Reese, chief of the Baghdad Operations Command Advisory Team.21  

 
 Sectarian rivalry is perhaps the most pressing issue that Iraq must address. Attention has 

shifted to Kurdish/Arab tensions, but Sunni vs. Shia and Shia vs. Shia schisms continue 
to fester as well. Moreover, new political calculations are constantly being made as 
alliances shift. The controversy over who controls Kirkuk, for example, is more than an 
Arab/Kurdish matter. It is also a key issue for Sunnis.  “If the Sunnis get shut out of 
Kirkuk,” wrote George Freidman,” they are on the road to marginalization by their bitter 
enemies – the Kurds and the Shia.”22 Without some control of the oil resources, Sunnis 
will not even be able to sit at the table to share in vital national decisions, he wrote.   

 
 Iraq’s neighbors all have large stakes in whether the country stays intact, who rules, and 

how Iraqi elites govern.  What happens to Iraq will affect the national interests of Turkey, 
Iran, Syria, and Saudi Arabia -- countries that are hosting large numbers of Iraqi refugees 
and exiles. The U.S. will also have long standing interests in Iraq, even after combat 
forces are withdrawn. This raises the question of whether Iraq will become a cockpit of 
international competition by foreign powers, even after foreign troops are long gone. 

 
A New Game 

 
As U.S. forces prepare to withdraw from the country, it is not certain that Iraq’s territorial 
integrity will remain intact, that radical forces will not stage a comeback, that the country can 
avoid becoming a focus of a geopolitical struggle for power, or that any combination of these 
scenarios will not culminate in a crisis that would precipitate further international intervention. 
What is clear is that the withdrawal of U.S. forces is irreversible, even if things go bad. The 
removal of U.S. troops is the one issue around which nearly all Iraqi are united and on which 
President Barack Obama cannot afford to back down. The only question is how fast the 
drawdown will come. If a referendum on the Status of Forces Agreement which governs that 
schedule is held, as the government suggests it might, then U.S. troops could come home faster 
than even President Obama anticipated. This is a stark reminder that the future of Iraq no longer 
rests on U.S. presence in the country, but rather will be determined by the ability of Iraqis to 
assume full responsibility for their own affairs. Had significant political and economic progress 
followed the surge, Iraq might be the zone of viable peace today. That window of opportunity 
has closed and Iraq will now have to take up the mantle of both maintaining security itself and 
addressing the hard issues of state building. 
 

                                                 
20 “Iraq former PM rejects sectarian alliances; calls to question MPs; update 3 Jun,” BBC Monitoring Middle East, 
06/03/2009 
21 “It's Time to Declare Victory and Go Home,” Foreign Policy, 07/30/2009 
22 George Freidman, “Iraq Endgame,” Stratfor Global Intelligence, Geopolitical Intelligence Report, 8/18/2009. 
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The endgame for the U.S. in Iraq is approaching, but a new game is emerging for Iraqi and its 
neighbors. A viable peace may still be possible, but Iraq must focus on institution-building, 
political reconciliation, and public accountability to achieve it. These will be the true measures of 
success, not temporary military gains, party victories, or accretions of personal power. As 
recounted in a recent article, often “even the best-constructed measures can miss the larger 
truth.”23  In 2005 and 2006, for instance, the White House cited the “rat rate” – intelligence tips 
the U.S. was receiving from Iraqis on insurgent activities and threats – as a measure of how the 
population was turning against Al Queda and other radicals. However, they found as that as the 
“rat rate” went up, attacks increased, and that the real reason the U.S. got more tips was an 
increase in violence. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
23 “White House Is Struggling to Measure Success in Afghanistan,” New York Times, 8/7/2009. 
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Methodological Note 
 

This report is the ninth in a series of progress reports on the war in Iraq launched in March 2003. 
These reports are based on an analytical methodology, CAST (the Conflict Assessment System 
Tool), that has been developed and tested since 1996. The objectives of this particular project are 
to: 

 Assess the extent to which Iraq is moving toward sustainable security, a situation 
in which it can solve its own problems peacefully without an outside military or 
administrative presence.  

 Analyze trend lines in Iraq along 12 top social, economic and political/military 
indicators of internal instability.  

 Evaluate five core institutions (political leadership, civil service, system of 
justice, police and military), which are necessary for the state to function. 

 Review “STINGS” – the surprises, triggers, idiosyncrasies, national temperament, 
and other frequently overlooked factors. 

 Present a “before” and “after” portrait, with trend lines, showing progress and 
regression in specific indicators as well as the aggregate at several intervals over 
time. 

 Make concrete policy recommendations and conclusions. 
 

This study is an objective, nonpartisan assessment, tracking the post-war reconstruction effort in 
systematic fashion, with updates at approximately six-to-twelve month intervals.  It is important 
that both the U.S. presence in, and exit from, Iraq be neither premature nor longer than 
necessary. Only a comprehensive tracking and assessment study can make reasonably reliable 
judgments of this kind.  

This report offers a balanced combination of quantitative data grounded in rigorous qualitative 
research. This even blend of statistical and descriptive analysis accurately portrays the internal 
situation in Iraq according to trends across 12 distinct variables or ‘indicators’. Ratings are 
assigned to each indicator according to a comprehensive assessment of daily news coverage of 
Iraq. The research team referenced over 150 domestic and international news sources, including 
Arabic language sources. The data collected is information available to the public through 
accessible media sources.  At the end of each month, a rating (on a scale of 1-10, with 1 being 
the best and 10 being the worst) is assigned based on the developments of that particular month 
by indicator.  Each month’s rating is assigned relative to the previous month’s ratings.   
 
This report is a comprehensive analysis that examines trends since the start of the U.S.-led 
invasion in March 2003.  It is important to note that these summaries provide a condensed 
representation of the most significant developments on the ground, as reported by the media, 
experts, and independent organizations, some of which were on site. Any specific developments 
omitted are done so because they are judged by the research team to be redundant, outliers, or 
relatively unimportant with respect to the highlighted events. From this methodology, the 
internal stability of Iraq is assessed by following trends, both by indicator and aggregate ratings.   
This research team was lead by Dr. Pauline H. Baker, president of the FfP and the original author 
of the methodology. We recognize that the rating system of 1-10 is somewhat subjective. 
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However, in light of the logistical barriers to conducting field research in any conflict 
environment or collapsing state, the potential for bias is reduced by internal checks, extensive 
citation, the collection of vast amounts of data, and comprehensive review. Moreover, the 
research team maintained consistency in research patterns and sources, accompanied by cross-
referencing of any observed inconsistencies. Furthermore, over time, as these reports continue, 
the numerical ratings define themselves in specific tangible conditions, relative to previous 
ratings, so that clear trends emerge. 

 
 


