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Executive Summary

Irag’s new government, led by Prime Minister Ali Al-Zaidi, has made the bold promise to demobilise
armed groups by 30 September 2026, as part of a broader policy to not only monopolise state control
over arms, but state control over foreign policy as well. This promise forms the central piece of Zaidi's
agenda, dominating his first 100 days in office. This comes at a critical time when Iraq's regional relations
are being threatened by the attacks of paramilitary groups on its neighbours, driven by the war between
Iran and the United States/Israel. Tensions with its Arab neighbours, however, predate the war and are
rooted in conflicts that span decades from Iraqg’s maritime border dispute to its closeness to Iran. Suc-
cessive Iragi administrations have attempted to improve relations through various strategies, but a frag-
mented domestic political scene and weak military has held Iraq back. The ongoing war and the regional
realignment have added an element of urgency for Iraq to take concrete action on matters of security
and foreign policy.
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1 Introduction

Irag has been trying to regain its footing in the
regional and international order for many
years. In particular, the post-2003 Iraqi state
has had to contend with challenges stemming
from the previous regime, which had invaded
neighbouring Iran and Kuwait and become a
pariah state. Even after the United States inva-
sion and subsequent regime change in Bagh-
dad, Iraq was not welcomed back into the Arab
fold. Iran, however, was eager to establish ties
and exert control over its western neighbour.
By contrast, it took Iraq years of diplomatic ef-
forts to re-establish bilateral relations with Arab
states, but scepticism towards Irag remains,
generated by its past behaviour and by its new
closeness to Iran. The recent war between Iran
and the United States/Israel has only served to
exacerbate these tensions and highlights the
fragility of Iraq’s ties with its Arab neighbours.

Iran’s influence in Iraq transcends the political
and economic, and includes support for armed
groups, which have proved to be a security
threat to Irag’s neighbours, having attacked Jor-
dan, Syria, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia over the
course of the war. While these attacks have ei-
ther been intercepted or caused minimal dam-
age, especially in comparison to the large-scale
attacks by Iran on the Gulf, they have under-
mined Irag's legitimacy in the eyes of its Arab
neighbours. Although the Iragi government has
acknowledged and condemned these attacks,
valuing its relationship with its neighbours, its
inability to curtail the activities of paramilitaries
has contributed to its reputation as a weak
state that is susceptible to foreign intervention.
Iraq faces tremendous pressure, especially
from the United States, to reform its security
sector and to demobilise armed groups. This
pressure has culminated in several efforts to do
so, including the formation of committees and
the adoption of strategies regarding DDR (dis-
armament, demobilisation, and reintegration),’
and now lofty promises from the new prime

minister, Ali Al-Zaidi, to demobilise by 30 Sep-
tember 2026.%2 These promises are unlikely to
alter Iraq's security landscape drastically but
may at least curb paramilitary activity by draw-
ing groups closer to the Iraqi state and placing
them under stricter controls. Demobilisation of
armed actors serves Iraqg's foreign policy goals,
which include peaceful relations with all neigh-
bours. In theory, this would also enhance Iraqi
sovereignty, as foreign attacks are frequently
justified as necessary responses to the actions
of armed actors. This was recently seen when
the United States and Saudi Arabia coordinated
airstrikes across multiple Iraqi provinces target-
ing paramilitary groups.?

Although Irag’s armed groups are not nearly as
threatening as the other members of the Axis of
Resistance, Iraq must strive to control them in
order to capitalise on the opportunities for re-
gional cooperation in a changing region. This re-
port explores how difficult Irag’s path to nor-
malisation in the region was, how the war has
impacted its relationship with its neighbours,
and how Irag may move forward. In the pro-
cess, this report emphasises that the security
challenges presented by paramilitary groups
are one small part of a larger narrative of Iraq
being a security threat, which dates back to
events in the 1980s and 1990s under the previ-
ous regime. Irag's relationship with its neigh-
bours, though challenged by these actors, is not
solely determined by them. In order to make
these arguments, this report draws on years of
field research in Iraq, including conversations
with policymakers, experts, and scholars of
Irag-Gulf relations.

2 Background: Iraq as a Threat
to the Region

Although Iraq displayed the capacity to be a re-
gional threat in 1980, at the beginning of the
Iran-lraq war, this did not cause a fallout with its
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Arab neighbours, who in fact supported the war
against Iran. Instead, hostilities began a decade
later when Saddam Hussein decided to invade
Kuwait.

The fear that a powerful Iraqi state could wreak
havoc amongst its neighbours was now held by
both the Iranians and Arabs. When regime
change took place in 2003, it empowered Iraq's
Shia majority, but Iranians continued to prefer a
weak Iraqi state that could never threaten Iran
again.* From its neighbours’ perspective, Irag's
potential to pose a military threat has never
ceased to be a concern, no longer because of its
military, but rather because of paramilitaries
backed by Iran.

Some of these groups have gained the cover of
state legitimacy in recent years but pursue a
separate foreign policy from the Iraqi govern-
ment. Various armed groups have emerged
dominant in different periods. In the aftermath
of the 2003 invasion, the Mahdi Army and Badr
Corps posed the gravest threat and today it is
the groups that make up the Islamic Resistance
of Iraq.

Post-2003 Iraq also presented a new type of
threat to Arab dictatorships and monarchies:
the threat of democracy.® While many did not
believe the American narrative of bringing de-
mocracy to Iraq, Irag's Arab neighbours, all but
Lebanon, were sceptical and afraid of democ-
racy succeeding in Iraq, as it would pose a dif-
ferent threat to their existence. Democracy
would also empower Iraqg's Shia as the demo-
graphic majority, invoking another fear Gulf
states had. Recent scholarship on Iragi-Saudi
ties reveals how concerns about Shia ascend-
ancy shaped Saudi Arabia’s policies towards
Iraq, leading them to resist efforts by both
Americans and Iragis to forge a new bond be-
tween the two countries.® Saudi Arabia, long
considered a leader among Arab Sunni states,
largely shaped the way the other states re-
sponded to Iraqg. Only Qatar, pursuing a foreign

policy independent of Saudi Arabia, would sof-
ten its relationship with Irag over time.”

3 Mending Regional Ties

The Gulf states began to warm up to post-2003
Irag under the premiership of Haider Al-Abadi
(2014-2018). It was during Abadi's time in office
that Saudi Arabia reopened its embassy in
Baghdad, which had been closed since the 1990
invasion of Kuwait. Abadi made efforts to mend
ties with neighbouring states, believing that was
the only way to bring about stability to the re-
gion. Abadi's predecessor, Nouri Al-Maliki (2006-
2014), made a similar effort, but Saudi Arabia
was then not willing to view Iraq as separate
from its rival, Iran.® Even then, the diplomatic
breakthrough was not easy.

Eight months into his mission as Saudi ambas-
sador to Iraq, the Iragi government requested
that Thamer Al-Sabhan be replaced. Sabhan
had made comments about Iranian involve-
ment in Iraq, primarily disparaging the Shia par-
amilitary forces that were fighting alongside the
Iraqi Security Forces to defeat ISIS.? Sabhan was
replaced, but it showed the lingering mistrust
that Saudi Arabia’s ruling elite held towards the
post-2003 Iraqi state. As diplomatic tensions be-
gan to thaw, what really forced a breakthrough
was the fact that Gulf states began to accept the
stability and permanence of post-2003 Iraq."®

The democratising Iraq had survived the waves
of terrorist attacks that took place throughout
the invasion and occupation. Neither Al-Qaeda
nor ISIS was able to overthrow the Iraqi state,
despite the damage they did through violence
and occupation. Other political events, like the
Kurdish referendum for independence in 2017
and nationwide protests in 2019, could similarly
not derail the political order, further cementing
the post-2003 Iragi state.™
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It was survival of these events and the coming
of Mustafa Al-Kadhimi (2020-2022) as interim
prime minister in the aftermath of the 2019
protests, that Gulf states further opened up to
Iraq.’ The Baghdad Conference for Coopera-
tion and Partnership, which took place on 28
August 2021, symbolised this.”® The summit saw
several Arab leaders, who had previously
skipped out on attending the 2012 Arab League
Summit held in Baghdad, come to the Iraqi capi-
tal for the first time. This was followed by a sec-
ond Baghdad conference held in Amman the
following year.

Iraqgis began to see investment from the Gulf
across many sectors. The most significant was
in energy when Iraq signed a 27 billion USD deal
with France's TotalEnergies, with a 25 per cent
stake for QatarEnergy."® Investment with Qatar
went further with a seven billion USD contract
signed with the Qatari group, Estithmar Hold-
ing, in June 2023 for the building of Rixos Hotel
in the heart of Baghdad’'s Green Zone, among
other projects like residential complexes and
hospitals.’®

Beyond business and politics, person-to-person
relations between Iraqgis and Gulf Arabs
changed and improved when Iraq hosted the
25t Arab Gulf Cup in January 2023, in the south-
ern city of Basra. This paved the way for more
than 50,000 citizens from the Gulf to visit Iraq
during that time."”

4 Limitations to Ties with Arab
Neighbours

As Arabs became accustomed to Iraq once
again and investments were coming through,
some tensions and limitations between Iraq
and the Gulf states lingered. Some of these un-
resolved tensions date back to issues of sover-
eignty regarding Iraq and Kuwait, while others
had to do with geopolitical issues arising from

Irag’s continued relationship with Iran and its
perceived closeness to it.

Hostilities between Iraq and Kuwait were sim-
mering even prior to 7 October 2023. In the
summer of 2023, certain Iragi members of par-
liament (MPs) filed a lawsuit with the Federal
Supreme Court over Irag’s maritime border
agreement between Iraq and Kuwait that was
signed in 2012 and ratified in Iraqg’s parliament
in 2013. The MPs argued that the procedures to
ratify a treaty by the constitution that requires a
two-thirds majority vote in parliament was not
adhered to. The court ruled in favour of the
MPs filing the lawsuit, which annulled the
treaty."® This caused a diplomatic backlash for
Irag not only with Kuwait and the GCC states,
but with other Arabs as well.

The executive branch of the Iraqgi government
led by Prime Minister Mohammed Al-Sudani
(2022-2026) at the time was not in favour of the
decision to annul the treaty and tried to reas-
sure Kuwait that it would try to resolve the is-
sue.’ The issue remained unresolved by May
2025, when Iraq hosted the Arab League Sum-
mit for the second time after 2003. Due to the
issue of the maritime border, Kuwaiti leadership
boycotted the summit along with many other
GCC states, as well as Jordanian King Abdullah
II.

The 2025 Arab League Summit was held right
before the 12-day war between Iran and the
United States/Israel in June 2025, revealing that
the fragility of relations between Iraq and its
Arab neighbours predated the expansion of the
regional war.?°
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5 The Impact of War with Iran
on Iraq’s Relations with Arab
States

For the most part, Iraq was able to stay out of
the regional war until 2026.%" Critically, this in-
cluded the 12-day war in June 2025 in which Is-
rael and the United States first coordinated at-
tacks against Iran. This changed, however, when
the United States and Israel renewed attacks
against Iran, in a second phase, killing the Ira-
nian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei on 28 Feb-
ruary 2026. The assassinated supreme leader
was also a religious leader with the title of aya-
tollah, which meant the impact of his assassina-
tion would reverberate beyond the borders of
Iran and across the Muslim world, particularly in
Shia-majority countries like Iraq.??

Iran retaliated by attacking Gulf states and Jor-
dan, arguing that they were hosting an Ameri-
can military presence. Iran also attacked Iraq,
which houses the largest American embassy in
Baghdad and the largest American consulate in
Erbil. Critically, Iraq also hosts American troops
near Erbil International Airport as part of the
last phase of United States assistance in the
mission to defeat ISIS. Iran also targeted Ira-
nian-Kurdish opposition groups that are based
in Iragi Kurdistan, as well as oil tankers sta-
tioned in Iraqi waters near Basra, on claims that
they were connected to American companies.
On the other side, the United States began tar-
geting Iran-aligned armed groups across Iraq,
with collateral damage to other Iraqi security
forces and civilians.?® In addition to Iran attack-
ing Iraqi territory, Iragi paramilitaries aligned
with Iran began to conduct attacks as well, first
domestically, by targeting American presence,
but then expanding to neighbouring states as
well.

Attacks by armed groups from Iraqi territory
have targeted Syria, Jordan, Kuwait and Saudi
Arabia,?* with reports claiming that they have

reached as far as the United Arab Emirates.?*
Prior to the war, there was one major incident
in which armed groups in Iraq or Iran attacked
the Gulf, and that was when they targeted the
Aramco oil field in Saudi Arabia in 2019.%¢ The
Aramco attack served as a precursor to what
would happen later in the regional war with
Iran, in which Arab states, and the Gulf states in
particular, developed serious concerns about
the United States’ commitment to their security.

6 The Spectrum of Paramilitar-
iesin Iraq

The armed groups responsible for targeting
Irag’s neighbours have distinguished them-
selves from the Popular Mobilization Forces
(PMF) and have organised themselves as the Is-
lamic Resistance in Iraqg, to align themselves
with other regional paramilitaries that make up
the Axis of Resistance associated with the Is-
lamic Republic of Iran.?” The major members of
the Islamic Resistance in Iraq are Kataib Hezbol-
lah, Kataib Sayyid Al-Shuhada, and Harakat Hez-
bollah Al-Nujaba.

Kataib Hezbollah is the most well-known of
these groups and its origins trace to the anti-
American insurgency following the 2003 inva-
sion. The former deputy chairman of the PMF
commission, Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandes, who was
assassinated alongside Qassem Soleimani in
2020, is considered the “godfather” of Kataib
Hezbollah.?® Muhandes held the vision for the
PMF as simultaneously autonomous but state-
sanctioned, which has generated the primary
difficulties of rigorous demobilisation.?®

Kataib Sayyid Al-Shuhada is an offshoot of Ka-
taib Hezbollah and was particularly involved in
bolstering the Bashar Al-Assad regime during
the Syrian civil war. As a member of the Islamic
Resistance in Iraq, Kataib Sayyid Al-Shuhada still
maintains one official brigade within the PMF
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(Brigade No. 14).3° The group and its secretary
general, Abu Alaa Al-Walai, were both desig-
nated as terrorists by the United States in
2023.31

Harakat Hezbollah Al-Nujaba, led by Akram Al-
Kaabi, is an offshoot of the Sadrist Movement,
established in 2013. In 2008, Kaabi was desig-
nated as a terrorist for participating in attacks
against the American-led coalition. Harakat Hez-
bollah Al-Nujaba is quite openly sympathetic to
the Iranian regime and Lebanese Hezbollah.3?
Similarly to Kataib Sayyid Al-Shuhada, it also
played a role in the Syrian civil war.*?

There are other armed groups that have Iranian
sympathies, but they are not necessarily part of
the Islamic Resistance and play a bigger role in
the PMF, like the Badr Organization and Asaib
Ahl Al-Hag. The latter is one of several political
armed groups that have stated the intention to
disassociate their paramilitary from its political
office and hand over arms and fighters to the
state.* The groups of the Islamic Resistance in
Iraq are more ideologically driven, making them
more difficult to integrate into Iraqi state forces
apparatus than the likes of Asaib Ahl Al-Hagq.

7 The Future of Paramilitaries
in Iraq

Armed groups are not new to Iraq,* but their
alliances and expansion of attacks, albeit largely
ineffectual, beyond Iraqg’s borders is a result of
the developments in the regional war. As the
war expanded beyond Palestinian Territories to
include Lebanon and Iran, the likelihood of
Iraqg’s involvement increased. The event which
triggered the direct involvement of Iraqgi armed
groups was the assassination of Khamenei, who
was considered not only a political leader but a
religious one as well. While Iraqg’s large constel-
lation of Shia armed groups is not unified in
which Shia cleric they pledge loyalty to, they

nonetheless esteem all religious leaders and
viewed the assassination as a major transgres-
sion.

Using Iraqi territory to attack other sovereign
states is a clear violation of the Iraqi constitu-
tion that was adopted in 2005.3¢ There was a
clear effort from the new political order that
wanted to signal to its neighbours that this Iraq
would not repeat the same actions as its dicta-
torial predecessor did with Iran and Kuwait.
While these armed groups have conducted at-
tacks, the Iragi government has condemned
them and flagged the attacks as illegal. While
actions speak louder than words, it is an im-
portant starting point that these attacks are not
condoned or ignored by the Iragi government,
which has offered to work with its neighbours
to stop them.??

The question of what the future holds for para-
militaries in Irag was raised before the war with
ISIS was even finished. There have been at-
tempts to bring the armed groups under the
command of the Commander-in-Chief; this was
first done by recognising them in parliament in
2016 and with the establishment of a commis-
sion to oversee the different brigades that
make up the PMF.?8 However, further attempts
to professionalise and institutionalise these
groups have been met with resistance by the
United States and other foreign countries, who
fear their allegiance to or alignment with Iran. It
reached a point where rational discussions
about handling the PMF were almost non-exist-
ent, with the unrealistic expectation from some
foreign countries that multiple armed groups,
with members in the tens of thousands, would
disappear at the snap of a finger.

These armed groups exist because there was a
foreign threat to the sovereignty of Iraq that the
established Iraqi Security Forces could not han-
dle on their own. Therefore, the foreign threat
to Irag's sovereignty is the number one concern,
and what the regional war has exposed is that
the threat still exists after ISIS. The discovery
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that Israeli forces use Iraqi territory for tempo-
rary secret bases has been a huge scandal and
embarrassment for the Iragi government.® It
has given armed groups more reason to defend
the need for their existence. It also does not
help that the two Israeli bases (so far discov-
ered), are on the outskirts of the western Iraqi
desert that borders Saudi Arabia, indicating
Saudi territory, land and/or space, was used to
travel through to reach Irag. Now, the issue is
not just the war with Iran, but the violation of
Iraqgi sovereignty as well. Without a doubt, this
will become a talking point between Iraq and
Saudi Arabia.

Nevertheless, Irag's foreign policy goals are
served by demobilising armed groups. After
2003, Iraq prioritised fostering a new image of
itself as a state that no longer threatened its
neighbours, but this image has been shattered
by the presence of paramilitaries. This will be a
delicate task and sensitive topic to broach be-
cause these armed groups previously played a
vital role in protecting Iraqi sovereignty during
the ISIS war. In the current regional climate,
however, they are now a cause for violations of
Iraqgi sovereignty. Foreign actors have justified
attacks against Iraq by pointing to the Iraqgi gov-
ernment’s inability and unwillingness to address
armed actors, as recently witnessed with coor-
dinated American and Saudi air strikes against
targets in Irag. The path to demobilisation also
holds promise of stronger cooperation with the
United States and with the West more broadly,
who have always favoured a demobilisation
strategy in Iraq. Doubtlessly, Iraq will face coun-
ter pressures from Iran, and it is unlikely that
any other regional security arrangement will be
reached, given the region’s prior poor history in
local security agreements.

8 Room for Cooperation

Irag has been able to absorb the impact of the
war better than the Gulf has, given its experi-
ence with conflict. Iraqi officials have called for
international investment during the brief win-
dow of stability witnessed after the defeat of
ISIS, but Irag has never sold investment on the
guarantee of stability that the Gulf has used.
The selling point for the Gulf states has been
that they are immune from the tumultuous poli-
tics of the region, but the war has shattered this
promise. This will force Gulf states to change
their policy moving forward, and one way is to
look for greater cooperation between regional
states, despite the hostilities they may have pre-
viously had. For example, Saudi Arabia may
begin to work more with the likes of Iraq, de-
spite the actions of armed groups attacking
Saudi territory, out of necessity.

There is an opportunity to increase cooperation
between Iraq and Saudi Arabia through energy.
The regional war has exposed Iraqg’s limitations
with its main export, oil. When the Strait of Hor-
muz was closed, Iraq had no other option to ex-
port its oil other than small temporary fixes of
increasing exports through the pipeline con-
nected to Turkey or trucking small quantities to
neighbouring Syria.*° These are not adequate
options for Iraq, exposing how desperate Iraq is
to expand its routes beyond the Strait of Hor-
muz. The long-discussed Basra-Agaba pipeline
is one option, whose implementation the Iraqi
and Jordanian governments agreed to acceler-
ate.*" Another option is the expansion of a pipe-
line to Saudi Arabia’s Red Sea. Considering Iraq
is dependent solely on oil exports to run its
economy, it would be wise to explore all options
simultaneously to avoid such a scenario in the
future. Building pipelines with Jordan and Saudi
Arabia and using them to export Iraqi oil is a
path forward for regional cooperation. It is to
Iraqg’s strategic advantage to provide other ave-
nues to export oil, and it is advantageous for
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Arab states to lessen Iran’s economic control
over Iraqi oil exports.

Staying in the field of energy, there is also an
opening for Iraq to foster further cooperation
with Saudi Arabia through the Organization of
the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC).
When the United Arab Emirates left OPEC in
May 2026, it increased the importance of Iraq
and Saudi Arabia as the two major members re-
maining.*? Iraq has the ability to grow its influ-
ence in OPEC, the institution that determines
how much of its primary export is sold. This will
simultaneously help Saudi Arabia maintain the
relevance of the oil cartel it has depended on to
stabilise oil prices to the level adequate to
maintain government spending. Building other
pipelines and working to sustain the loss of the
United Arab Emirates in OPEC would bring Iraq
and Saudi Arabia closer, despite the actions of
armed groups that are defying the Iraqi state’s
foreign policy.

It is unclear how the war between Iran and the
United States/Israel will end, but however it
ends, it is likely that the Gulf states will emerge
weaker. Trust in the United States will be at an
all-time low and this will force Gulf states to
change their policy not only with security but
diplomatically to avoid future conflict to that
level of devastation. Iran may be further side-
lined by the international community, which
could provide space for Iraq to be a mediator
between Iran and other states, including its
neighbours in the Gulf. To leverage such a win-
dow of opportunity, Irag would need to formu-
late a foreign policy that prioritises improved re-
lations with regional countries. This would not
be something new or out of reach for Iraqi dip-
lomats as Iraqi efforts helped to mend Saudi-
Iranian relations in 2023, alongside Oman, and
China brokered.** This level of diplomacy could
be replicated when the war between Iran and
the United States/Israel is over.

9 How Can Iraq Move Forward?

For Iraq to mend ties with Arab neighbours and
play a greater role in regional politics, it needs
to have policy alignment between its major po-
litical parties. Everyone should be committed to
a vision of Iraq in which it poses no threat to its
neighbours. There needs to be a shared vision
that allows the coalition government that they
form, with the compromise prime minister they
chose, to be able to lead a comprehensive for-
eign policy to achieve these goals. In addition to
having a shared vision among Irag’s major polit-
ical parties, the Iragi government needs to be
the sole decision-maker in determining foreign
policy; that includes having a monopoly on vio-
lence to prevent armed groups from threaten-
ing Iraqg’s policy objectives. This also requires
full buy-in from Irag’'s major parties as some of
them have armed groups themselves or are in-
different to the presence of armed actors that
are uncooperative and are outside the state’s
command, like the groups that make up the Is-
lamic Resistance in Iraq.

Gaining control over rogue actors and exercis-
ing greater control over weapons would not
only improve the domestic situation in Iraq but
would also prove to neighbouring states that
the Iragi government is serious about respect-
ing other states’ sovereignty. This would im-
prove Iraq's image in other capitals, which
would allow Iraq the space to be a regional me-
diator that it is equipped to be. However, for
Iraq to be fully committed to demobilisation
and reap its benefits, it would need guarantees
from its allies and neighbours that investment
in its military would be looked upon positively.
Demobilisation, after all, needs to be marketed
to an Iraqi public that has just witnessed the
devastation of Lebanon and Iran.

Pragmatism in foreign policy is important for
Irag and for its neighbours. Prime Minister Al
Al-Zaidi took office in May 2026, amidst the
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hostilities between Iran and the United States,
and fractured relations with neighbouring Arab
states. He has tried early in his premiership to
begin mending the ties with the Gulf. GCC Sec-
retary-General Jasem Al-Budaiwi was welcomed
in Baghdad in July, marking the first visit to Iraq
not only under the Zaidi government but the
first since the Gulf states were attacked by
armed groups.** The visit was meant to serve as
an icebreaker for the Zaidi government to begin
engaging bilaterally, which Foreign Minister
Fuad Hussein capitalised on by travelling to Ku-
wait the following week.*> Hussein still had to
pragmatically engage with Kuwaitis regarding
maritime borders, despite Kuwait's continuing
provocations through the arrest of five Iraqi
fishermen by Kuwaiti maritime patrol.*¢

Pragmatic foreign policy has also driven Iraq to
re-engage with Syria diplomatically, which up
until the Zaidi government has been handled by
Irag’s intelligence chief, Hamid Al-Shatri.#” De-
spite Iraqgi policymakers shared reservations to-
wards the new Syrian regime, similar to those
the Gulf held towards Iraq in 2003, an active
Iraqi relationship with Syria would be beneficial
for the region. What is also driving bilateral rela-
tions between Iraq and Syria to mend faster is
the appointment of Ambassador Tom Barrack
as United States Special Envoy to both Iraq and
Syria.*®

In addition, the United States has renewed ef-
forts to push Iraq to hold armed actors account-
able. In his visit to Washington in July, Prime
Minister Zaidi acknowledged this demand by re-
iterating his bold promise that all paramilitaries
will be disarmed or integrated by 30 September
2026.%° This does not mean the end of the PMF,
but that no armed group will operate outside
the PMF, and that the PMF will remove the party
affiliation of any brigade to further professional-
ise it and shield it from political influence. The
timeline is tight and there has already been
pushback from certain groups that they will not
hand over their weapons. This could lead to fur-
ther attacks from dissenting groups as a form of

protest, as occurred during Zaidi's visit to Wash-
ington, when armed groups attacked Erbil.>°

10 Conclusion

Irag managed to stay out of the regional war
longer than many expected, but when war
reached Iraqi territory, it exposed the tensions
that exist with its neighbours and allies. There is
a lot of work to do for the new Iraqi govern-
ment, led by Prime Minister Ali Al-Zaidi, if he is
serious about mending relations with neigh-
bouring Arab countries and helping the region
avoid future conflicts. Irag may no longer be the
threatening military force it once was when it
invaded its neighbours, but its weakness means
armed groups still threaten the sovereignty of
its neighbouring states. Having greater control
of paramilitaries means Iraq would demand
greater respect in the region, which would be a
strong first step in mending ties that have been
weakened over the span of the regional war be-
tween Iran and the United States/Israel.

The goal of disarming rogue paramilitaries and
integrating armed wings of political parties
within the state's security apparatus is an ambi-
tious and difficult goal. The timeline for doing all
this by 30 September 2026, set by Prime Minis-
ter Zaidi, is even more aspirational. However, it
could be more a signal that he is serious about
beginning the job, even if it is not necessarily
going to be settled by then, allowing his govern-
ment to begin mending ties with neighbouring
countries that have been impacted by the ac-
tions of paramilitary forces attacking them.

10
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