
  



IRAQ DRIFTING INTO A NEW CRISIS 

1. What Happened 

On December 29, 2019 U.S carried out airstrikes hitting five targets on Syria-Iraq border, 

hitting three targets in Iraq and two in Syria. Among targets was the head quarter of Kataib 

Hezbollah in Al-Qaim where at least 251 members of 45th brigade of militia were killed. 

2. Why it is important 

Kataib Hezbollah is not just any militant group but is part of the umbrella organization Popular 

Mobilization Units (PMU). The PMU has been inculcated into Iraq’s security and it received $2.16 

billion dollars from the defense budget in 2019.2 Although it is not under the defense ministry of 

Iraq and reports to the Prime Minister office directly, it has been formally indoctrinated into the 

security setup of Iraq in 2018 by the former Iraqi Prime Minister Haider Al-Abadi and provided 

with ranks and salaries equivalent to that of other Iraqi military branches.3 Kataib Hezbollah was 

part of the counter offensive of defeating the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in Iraqi theater 

of war. Airstrikes from U.S came after a rocket attack that killed a U.S civilian contractor and 

injured several U.S soldiers in K-1 base northwest of Kirkuk. It was the latest of ten attacks on 

U.S soldiers in Iraq since October 2019. The strike has earned ample criticism for U.S. While 

Pentagon said strikes were “defensive”4, the government of Iraq called it violation of Iraq’s 

sovereignty and said that there would be “dangerous consequences”5, Iran labeled it as “clear 

example of terrorism”6 and Russia said it was unacceptable and counterproductive. The 

organization itself has vowed to inflict vengeance saying that “response will be very tough on the 

American forces in Iraq”7. Going by the track record of Kataib Hezbollah, it is easy to understand 
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that their vow is not an empty threat and the conflict situation on ground can possibly become 

intense.  

3. What is PMU 

Emergence of PMU (also known as al-Hashd al-Shaabi in Arabic) can be traced into the details 

of U.S invasion of Iraq in 2003. Soon after the battle was over, the Bush administration appointed 

Paul Bermer to head the Coalition Provisional Authority on May 11, 2003. In a move that turned 

out to be a strategic blunder and came back to haunt the whole world (and precisely Middle East), 

he issued an order disbanding the Iraqi army.8 His aim was to build a new army without any ties 

to Saddam’s regime. Instead the chaos and civil unrest broke out and soon whole country was 

drifting into insurgency.9 

Following the growing insurgency in Iraq and destabilizing in the neighbor Syria, the notorious 

ISIS was able to find foothold in the chaotic and war shredded region. While global and regional 

players were busy pursuing their agendas, ISIS wreaked havoc on the population. Through its 

propaganda it attracted the world wide recruitment while its cruelty set terror in the hearts of policy 

makers and soldiers on ground. Focusing into Iraq, by then Iraq’s new security forces even though 

greatly assisted by the U.S were in no position to take on the ISIS and kept losing ground to the 

black flag of ISIS. The situation on ground was so grave that by 2014 ISIS reigned over about one 

third of Iraq’s territory and the second largest city Mosul had already fallen. It was evident that 

ISIS will be able to take the capital city of Baghdad.10 In three years of its control ISIS had 

strengthened its control over the territory with effective control and placed the so-called caliphate 

in practice. A fatwa issued by Iraq’s Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, the country’s most influential 

Shia cleric called for resistance against ISIS and soon an umbrella organization was formed with 

the name of al-Hashd al-Shaabi. Initial seven militia organizations under its banner were the Badr 

Organization, Asaib ahl al-Haq (AAH), Kata’ib Hezbollah (KH), Kata’ib Sayyid al-Shuhada, 

Harakat Hezbollah al-Nujaba, Kata’ib al-Imam Ali, and Kata’ib Jund al-Imam.11 At present it is 

comprised of around 50 organizations and its numbers vary somewhere between 60,000 to 
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150,000.12 The umbrella organization is largely comprised of Shia militias even though a small 

number is make up of Sunni Muslims, Christians and Yazidis. PMU became the decisive factor in 

Iraq’s victory in counter-terrorism warfare and within three years of its institution, the umbrella 

organization was able to rid the larger areas of Iraq from ISIS. Even though ISIS is still breathing 

but it no longer has the power and is limited to ambushes and retreats.13 

Meanwhile, PMU is not only military bound, it has proper political contribution too. The umbrella 

organization is not limited to eliminate ISIS inspired terrorism and militancy on ground but 

believes in political mainstreaming as well. Fatah Alliance in the parliament of Iraq that comprises 

of PMU leadership was able to win 48 seats14, which is a considerable number in coalition 

government. This also signifies that people of Iraq have their trust in the PMU.     

4. What is Kataib Hezbollah 

As mentioned above, Kataib Hezbollah is one of the initial seven organizations that comprised 

the PMU. It is said to have been established in 2003 while it took its current form in around 2007. 

It is a Shia organization and is often said to have strong ties with Quds force of Iranian 

Revolutionary Guard Corps. It contributes three15 brigades in PMU (45, 46 and 47) and its numbers 

are believed to be around 10,00016 to 30,000.17 Its leader Jamal Jaafar Ibrahimi commonly known 

as Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, is believed to have close ties with Iran. He spent many years of his 

life in Iran when he fled Saddam regime in 1980s and returned only after the Saddam government 

was toppled by the Americans.18 U.S the rivals of Iran in the region consider Kataib Hezbollah as 

the proxy of Iran and U.S enlisted the organization as terrorist outfit in 2009. Now it is true that 

Kataib Hezbollah contributed in defeating the ISIS, an adversary of U.S but the latter still refused 

to acknowledge the role and significance of the former. Kataib Hezbollah may not be very large 

considering its numbers, but it has close ties like other PMU organizations with the Iraqi society. 

It is largely viewed as liberator from terror of ISIS. Considering that Kataib Hezbollah is a Shia 
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organization and majority population by sect in Iraq is Shia (more than 60%)19. Moreover, a survey 

in 2015 revealed that more than 99% Shia respondents trusted PMU to fight the ISIS.20 Therefore 

it is only understandable that an attack on any PMU organization, like Kataib Hezbollah here will 

be taken harshly by the majority of Iraqi population. In the light of recent U.S strike on Kataib 

Hezbollah, this can be a significant development in shaping public opinion against the U.S in Iraq.  

5. Adamant Behavior of the U.S 

It has been mentioned above that U.S conducted airstrikes on the Kataib Hezbollah group given 

some previous attacks on the U.S personnel and bases in Iraq. However, it is important to 

understand here that strained U.S-Iran relations are at the helm of this escalation. Iran has proved 

itself to be a significant player with effective tricks up its sleeves in Syrian war and while Iraq is 

moving towards stabilization, the anti-Iran sentiments are wary of possible domino-Iranian 

influence through the corridor of Iraq and Syria. Previously a numerous occasions Iran has been 

accused by U.S and Israel alike for growing influence in war torn regions or Iraq and Syria. Israel 

wants Iran out of Syria where it can link up with Hezbollah (and possibly Syrian regime) against 

Israel. While U.S wants to prevail against ISIS without having to acknowledge Iranian contribution 

given the confrontational nature of relationship of the two. 

6. Possibilities Onwards 

There are a number of possibilities that can emerge from the current crisis situation after U.S 

airstrikes. For instance: 

i. Kataib Hezbollah Strikes back 

As it is known by now that the organization has vowed to revenge the U.S for airstrikes and given 

the tribal nature and makeup of organization it can be believed that retaliation is expected. 

Resultantly the fragile politico-security environment of Iraq will drift further into chaos and the 

work done till now to bring Iraq back on its feet will be gone in vain. A new fight can break out 

and the peace achieved until now will be lost. It is quite possible that the emerging conflict might 
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spillover to Syria and Iran and other neighboring states creating another plethora of all sorts of 

crisis. 

ii. Possible proxy war 

Another door to possibilities is the emergence of proxy war. Now that Iraq is heading towards 

stabilizing and with considerable efforts of Iran, Saudi Arabia may see this as a future threat. In 

this case the present situation provides sufficient fragility to destabilize the structure built. The 

handiest tool in similar situation has been intervention through proxies, and it is true that Iraq 

defeated the insurgency through a bulk of Shia organizations that now are being inculcated in the 

security forces of Iraq. The paranoia of future Shia dominance in the region can lead Saudi Arabia 

to interfere through proxies and try to change the dynamics. On the other hand it is possible that 

U.S can use its Kurdish Peshmerga proxies to counter balance the Shia forces on ground. It is 

important to mention here that in 2017 PMU did launch offensive on Kurdistan region when the 

latter was hurling efforts to conduct a referendum for separate state and there is bad blood between 

two forces on the ground, 

iii. Iraq can demand withdrawal of U.S forces 

Government of Iraq has already voiced its concern by labeling the U.S airstrikes on Kataib 

Hezbollah as violation of Iraq’s sovereignty and an effort to destabilize the region. In the current 

circumstances a possibility is that Iraq can demand U.S to withdraw its forces from Iraqi soil. In 

this situation U.S will be under immense pressure either way. Withdrawing its forces will mean 

giving the free hand to current setup on ground, which mainly comprises of pro-Iran Shia political 

and military elements. Or U.S can refuse to withdraw which can eventually lead to deepening of 

crisis and armed conflict. 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusion 

It is safe to say that currently circumstances stand at the edge of chaos and destruction and a single 

event will be enough to spark the return of violence. The chaos in Iraq is merely a spark away and 

U.S might have just provided that. The government in Iraq is marred by political crisis and the 

Prime Minister Abdul Mahdi has already resigned. No single party or entity is in position to 

enforce its will and there is a sensitive power vacuum. Similarly nationwide protests against the 

political establishment are on the nerve of law enforcement institutions. Under the immense 

politico-security pressure, a misstep could lead to a vicious cycle of violence. Middle East has 

been home to war and destruction for more than a decade now, and while the peace was returning 

a false alarm has been rung once again. It is imperative that all sides band together to leave out the 

possibility of conflict escalation and mend their differences through soft means. Otherwise the 

armed conflict will only drift the region into chaos once more. 


