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SUMMARY

s Irans Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (I.R.G.C.) campaigns against ISIS,
Athe Islamic Republic is strengthening its Shiite militia proxy networks in Iraq.
The I.R.G.Cls expeditionary wing, the Quds Force, is using political connections in the
Iragi government and historical links to veteran Shiite groups to influence Iraq’s Popular
Mobilization Units (P.M.U.s). PM.U. groups that express support for Khomeini’s wilayat-al
faqih and hold the closest ties to the Quds Force are led by commanders that worked with
the Quds Force as fighters in the Islamic Resistance of the 1980s and 1990s. However, Iran’s
extensive Shiite militia network does not extend to all PM.U.s. Differences amongst PM.U.
groups will shape the future of Iraqi Shiite socio-political development as PM.U. groups

transition from active militia activity to participation in mass politics.

KEY FINDINGS

¢ 40 of an estimated 67 PM.U. militias are believed to share close links with Iran’s Quds
Force, the largest being Badr Organization, Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq, and Kata'ib Hezbollah.

¢ The .LR.G.Cls approach in Iraq is a concerted long-term strategy, which dates back to the

early 1980s when it shaped armed internal resistance to Saddam Hussein’s regime.

¢ P.M.Us groups with the closest ties to the .LR.G.C. are led by commanders that were active
in the Quds Force-supported opposition to U.S. military presence in the 2000s.

¢ Many pro Quds Forces-P.M.U.s share close ties with the Shiite political base.

¢ The role of PM.U.s in mass politics in Iraq remains unclear and complex, given that
many—but not all—P.M.U. groups support the institution of wilayat al-faqih, or Rule of
the Jurisprudent, in Iraq and hold links to armed movements that support Iraqi political

actors.
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INTRODUCTION

Iraq is again becoming a critical site of contestation for influence in the Middle East
between the United States and Iran, as the Trump administration and its regional partners
seek to confront Iran’s destabilizing activities in the region. Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps (I.LR.G.C.), and its expeditionary branch, the Quds Force, are utilizing the campaign
against the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq to expand Iran’s proxy network of predominately Shiite
militias, based on the model of Hezbollah, across the Middle East.! The Quds Force’s growing
network of loyal Iraqi Shiite militias is being integrated, particularly via the Syrian civil war,
into a larger, multi-national force that can be activated and used around the Middle East to
support Iranian national security policy goals.

An important recruitment pool for the Quds Force’s proxy network is Iraq’s Popular
Mobilization Units (P.M.U.s), a network of militias that is officially part of the Iraqi
government’s security apparatus and under the prime minister’s authority. The PM.U.s are
shaped by the policy decisions made by their Deputy Commissioner Jamal Ja'far Muhammad
Ali Ibrahimi—a.k.a. Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis—one of the most important Iraqi Quds Force
operatives. With the support of Muhandis and other Iraqi Shiite veterans of the Islamic
Resistance Movement that was established to overthrow Saddam Hussein’s government in
the 1980s and 1990s, the Quds Force is building powerful networks of influence within the
country that will have a strong impact on Iraqs future.

As the conflict against ISIS shifts to the stabilization phase in Iraq, the militias within the
state that are backed by the Quds Force will continue to position themselves as powerbrokers
within the Iraqi Shiite community. The transition from the PM.U.s being a force for the
mobilization of militias to being participants in mass politics will be highly important in
defining the future dynamics of politicking within the Iraqi Shiite community. This transition
will also test the Quds Force’s ability to utilize Iraq as a talent incubator for its trans-national
network. This paper analyzes the historical process through which the Quds Force has shaped
Iraqgi Shiite militant networks, and the impact that these shaping efforts are having on the
development of the PM.U.s.
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THE PM.U.s—A SECURITY STRUCTURE
BEING BuiLT TO LAST

Since July 2014, it is estimated that 67 constituent militias have been raised under the
PM.U. umbrella, of which 40 militias are believed to be closely tied to the Quds Force.
Analysts believe that most of the PM.U. constituent militias and fighters come from Iraq’s
Shiite community, although the PM.U. militias have also been raised from Iraq’s Sunni,
Christian, Yazidi, Turkmen communities during the counter-ISIS campaign.’

The Iraqi government estimates that there are 110,000-122,000 PM.U. fighters, a figure that it
arrives at due to the government’s obligation to pay the salaries of the PM.U. members.* Despite
this large mobilization, it is estimated that 70,000-90,000 PM.U. fighters have been deployed,
ranging from checkpoint duty to actual combat, either in Iraq or in Syria.> Of this total, an
estimated 50,000 P.M.U. fighters are mobilized in organizations that are under the influence
of the Quds Force, particularly within the three largest I.R.G.C.-backed organizations—the,

As2ib Ahl al-Haq, and

5 O ’ O OO P, M . U. ﬁghters are Kata’ib Hezbollah.®

oo . . ) Although the role of
mobilized in organizations me emu. newvork is

. now formalized within

under the influence of the . Lon securty

Qu d S F orce... tclrchitecture, the long-term

impact of the PM.Uss on

the mass politics of Iraq,

particularly in the Shiite community, is unclear.” Formally, the law that made the PM.U.s

an official Iraqi government organization states that the PM.U.s are to be apolitical, non-

sectarian, and separate from non-governmental militia forces.® However, the most powerful

of the PM.U. groups are still linked to armed movements that support powerful Iraqi political

actors, such as Moqtada al-Sadr or Ammar al-Hakim, are proxies for the Quds Force and

support the institution of the wilayat al-fagih—rule of the jurisprudent—in Iraq.” Wilayat al-
faqih governs Iran’s Islamic Republic.'

It remains an open question whether the militia mobilization that has occurred through

the PM.U. system will also serve as a vehicle for mass politics, particularly within the Shiite

community, in Iraq’s upcoming provincial elections and parliamentary elections, currently
scheduled for April 2018.
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A HisTORY OF QUDS FORCE PROXY-
SHAPING IN IRAQ

The Quds Force is fundamentally an organization that conducts irregular warfare, often
combining asymmetric warfare and Foreign Internal Defense (EI.D.). Not dissimilar to the
U.S. Army’s Special Forces, the Quds Force operates in foreign countries and seeks to follow a
“whole country” strategy that blends socio-politics and warfare.!! Iraq and, since 2011, Syria
are important arenas for the Quds Force to maintain friendly regime partners. The Quds
Force upholds positive relationships through its E1.D. operations, which facilitate the Quds
Force’s mission to spread Khomeini’s Islamic Revolution across the Middle East.

In Iraq, the

PM.Us represent a I.R.G,C, inveStment in the

contemporary  growth

opportunity for the Iraqi Shiite pOpulation...
Audsoree whichs @ Jates back to the early

it to identify, mobilize,

and when necessary, 1 9 80 S.

cultivate a future

generation of operatives

for its regional proxy network. Qassem Solaimani, the leader of the Quds Force, minced few
words in describing his and his organization’s view on the importance of their proxy network
to protect Iran from its enemies.

“No force or country except for Iran is capable of leading the Muslim world today due to
Iran’s support for revolutionary and Islamic movements and fighters as well as its defense of
Muslims against aggressors.”'?

L.R.G.C. investment in the Iraqi Shiite population as a recruitment ground for the battle to
spread Ayatollah Khomeini’s vision across the region dates back to the early 1980s. Saddam
Hussein invaded Iran in September 1980, and Khomeini called for a pan-Islamic revolution
to defeat Saddam Hussein and the regional and international governments that backed
him. To achieve this national security objective, the .R.G.C. created and empowered the
Quds Force to build a strong organizational network between Iranian elite Shiite clerics, the

L.R.G.C,, and a nascent, external proxy militia network."
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FIGURE 1: IRAQ FACTIONAL MAP
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Atthat time, the young Islamic Republic sought opportunities to subvert the Saddam regime.

ORNRENUND-

The IL.R.G.C. was empowered by Khomeini to spread the Islamic Revolution throughout
the Middle East, starting with Iraq and Lebanon, and the I.R.G.C. established an “Office
of Liberation Movements” to achieve this goal. Eventually falling under the mandate of the
Quds Force, the Office of Liberation Movements sought to provide military, ideological, and
political training (shaping operations) to build a loyal proxy network—Lebanon’s Hezbollah
being the prime example, and now serving as the model for replications elsewhere.
Therefore, the Quds Force’s interest in Iraq is not new, and the country has been a long-
time proving ground for the L.R.G.C. effort to establish its proxy network. Since the early
1980s, Iraqi Shiite operatives have supported Khomeini’s message to spread the Islamic
Revolution, both inside and outside of Iraq. The first generation of non-ethnic Iranian, Arab

leadership of the proxy network was nurtured within the Iraqi Shiite, “Islamic Resistance”
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armed opposition movement against Saddam during the 1980-1988 Iran-Iraq War. The
Islamic Resistance movement was a product of these shaping operations, and it was through
this effort that the Quds Force was able to establish a deep network of influence within the
security structures of the Iraqi state post-2003."

The PM.U. groups that currently have the closest relationship with the I.R.G.C. are led by
commanders that began as fighters within the Islamic Resistance of the 1980s and 1990s,
continued to be active in the Quds Force-supported armed opposition to the U.S. military
presence in Iraq from

20032011, swpported 1€ Islamic Resistance was
the Shiite jihad in the

syran vil war and @ fOrmative period for many
e now v © - of the prominent I.LR.G.C.-

implement wilayat

a-fagh in Iag. The  phacked P.M.U. commanders.

Islamic Resistance was

a formative period for

many of the prominent I.R.G.C.-backed PM.U. commanders, most of whom were young men
that were active in the armed opposition against Saddam Hussein in the 1980s and 1990s.
These commanders include Shaykh Auws al-Khafaji (Quwat Abu Fadhil al-Abbas), Shaykh
Akram al-Kaabi (Harakat Hezbollah al-Nujaba’), and Ali al-Yasseri (Saraya al-Khorasani)."

Although the Islamic Resistance was ultimately unsuccessful in overthrowing Saddam
Hussein or cutting short the Iran-Iraq War, it did provide the Quds Force with a legacy
network of young, motivated Iraqi Shiite operatives.'®

The U.S. invasion of Iraq in March 2003 and the subsequent toppling of Iran’s fiercest
regional rival was considered a great opportunity for the Quds Force to expand its influence
in Iraq and direct Iraq’s politics to benefit Iran.”

According to former C.I.A. operative Robert Baer, shortly after Saddam was deposed,
Iraqi Shiite operatives that were mobilized during the Islamic Resistance movement in the
1980s and 1990s and had subsequently joined the Quds Force’s network and worked with
Lebanese Hezbollah began returning to Iraq. Baer states that the Iraqi operatives’ objective
were to continue to enact the L.R.G.Cs strategy of controlling Iraq. In order to fulfill this
mission, they sought to develop proxy militias, indoctrinate a new generation of Iraqi Shiite
operatives, and win revolutionary legitimacy by contesting the U.S. presence in the country

though asymmetric warfare.'®

Iraq’s Fifth Column



The L.R.G.C. strategy to submerge Iraq under Iranian political control had reached such a
point by 2004 that the Coalition Provisional Authority head, Paul Bremer, referred to it as a
“concentrated long-term strategy” Bremer recommended to then-U.S. Secretary of Defense
Donald Rumsfeld that Coalition forces act aggressively to capture Quds Force operatives in
Iraq and close the Iranian embassy in Baghdad."” Quds Force operatives frequently utilized
the homes of powerful Iraqi Shiite politicians such as Abdul Aziz al-Hakim to coordinate
the Quds Force’s Iraqi proxy militias and plan attacks against U.S.-led forces.”® The success
of the Quds Force’s Iraqi Shiite proxy militias motivated the U.S. Department of Treasury to
designate the Quds Force as a Special Designated Global Terrorist on October 25, 2007 and
its liaison in Iraq, Abdul Reza Shalai, as an individual supporting terrorism on September 16,
2008.%

The L.R.G.C. was not in complete control of the Iraqi Shiite armed opposition to the U.S.-
led Coalition, and has been forced to compete with a range of local Iraqi clerical and political
actors for influence within that community. However, the Quds Force’s current success
in infiltrating the PM.U.s rests on the power and influence that its Iraqi operatives, most

important among them Muhandis,

« Th e [Ir ani an] developed during the early 2000s.

The success of the Quds Force in

ambassador tO Il‘aq iS a shaping operations and providing

financial and military support for

QlldS FOI‘ Cc€c membel‘.” Shiite armed opposition groups
. . has enabled its Iraqi operatives
-Qassam Solaimani o ope

to become powerbrokers, despite
the efforts of U.S. military forces.
Demonstrating the reach and effectiveness of the I.R.G.C. in Iraq, Solaimani is reported to
have sent U.S. General David Petraeus a text message in 2007 that read:
“General Petraeus, you should know that I, Qassam Solaimani, control policy for
Iran with respect to Iraq, Lebanon, Gaza, and Afghanistan. The [Iranian] ambassa-

dor to Iraq is a Quds Force member. The individual who is going to replace him is a

Quds Force member.?

Muhandis was the decisive agent in the Quds Forces Iraq operations, particularly in
supporting the armed opposition campaign of the Special Groups from 2007-2010.
During that period, U.S. officials asserted that Muhandis was Solaimanis envoy in Iraq,

and that Solaimani used him to relay messages to Iraqi politicians, including all the way up
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the hierarchy to Nouri al-Maliki.** For his part, Muhandis, in an April 2017 interview on
Iranian television, stated that he was, “a solder of Haj Qassam [Solaimani].” This statement
demonstrated the lines of influence that the Quds Force has established at the highest levels
of the Iraqi security infrastructure and the PM.U.s.*

Iran’s proxy network in Iraq, with the active support and encouragement of the LR.G.C., was
intimately involved in the development of the PM.U.s prior to the Islamic State’s conquest of
Mosul in June 2014. This effort, which led to the formation of the “Sons of Iraq” organization
in the winter of 2014, was spearheaded by then Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki and Iranian
proxy groups including Faylaq al-Badr, Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq, Kata'ib Hezbollah, and Jaysh al-
Mukhtar.* The Sons of
Ing, whose existence 1€ relationship between

was  first  reported

i March 2014, wes  VMUhandis and Solaimani
cested © fehe sgsinst g ctively shaped the PM.U.s.

the rising Sunni armed

opposition,  including

ISIS, in western Iraq. Both

the Sons of Iraq and its successor, the PM.U.s, were designed by Maliki and the proxy militias
to be Iranian, Islamic Republic-style basij militia networks inside of Iraq.”

The relationship between Muhandis and Solaimani actively shaped the PM.U.s as they were
being built up. In June 2014, Muhandis was appointed by Maliki as the deputy commissioner
on the prime minister’s Commission on the Popular Mobilization.”® Muhandis states that
shortly after the fall of Mosul, Solaimani was sent to Iraq and the two leaders liaised with
Kurdish peshmerga commanders in Erbil, and received Lebanese Hezbollah trainers that
were then sent to Iraq to support the PM.U.s’ counter ISIS campaign.”

Following ISIS’s capture of Mosul, and under the supervision of Solaimani, Quds Force
operatives and highly experienced Iraqi senior militia operatives from Faylaq al-Badr, Asa’ib
Ahl al-Haq, Kata’'ib Hezbollah, and Jaysh al-Mukhtar trained and coordinated constituent
militias in the nascent the PM.U.s.* Even groups that were not part of Iran’s proxy network
were subordinated to the Quds Force and its operatives. These groups included Sadr’s Saraya
al-Salam (Peace Brigades) and the P.M.U. militias organized in the shrine city of Karbala
such as Liwa Ali al-Akbar (Ali al-Akbar Brigade, organized by the Imam Husayn Mosque)
and Firqa al-Abbas al-Qataliyya (al-Abbas Fighting Division, organized by the Al-Abbas

Iraq’s Fifth Column



Mosque).”! This training process was a continuation of the proxy network’s strategy to
infiltrate Iraq’s internal security forces, including its SWAT forces, in order to solidify I.R.G.C.
influence in Iraq, as Baghdad grappled with the immense challenge presented by ISIS.*

THE P.M.U.s, OR HEZBOLLAH 4.0, WALKING
ON THE PATH OF THE WILAYAT AL-FAQIH

The history of the Quds Force’s activities in Iraq sowed the seeds of support for the
establishment of an Islamic Republic in Iraq, in close connection with Iran, and in obedience
to Iran’s Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei.” Since the start of the Syrian civil war, and the threat
to the important Shiite shrines in the southern Damascus suburbs, obedience to the supreme
leader has also come to mean jihad in protection of the broader Shiite population, wherever
it is located.

Proxy groups in Iraq such as Faylaq al-Badr, Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq, and Kata'ib Hezbollah,
as well as their splinter groups, have been incorporated into this latest “sacred defense”
mission. By encouraging the jihad in Syria, the Quds Force has been able to identify and
build influence over a new generation of Iraqi Shiite leaders, many of whom have joined
the PM.U.s. This progress will sustain the Quds Force’s proxy network for its future, trans-
national operations.**

However, distinction should be made between the Shiite PM.U. militias that support the

imposition of wilayat

Whether groups support... efagh i Ing ad

. . those that do not. Shiite
wilayat al-faqih or not, a  ruu mistiss can be
. . . Shiite Islamist in their
narrative of resistance is deological  outlook
Wi d es p rea d ) while  simultaneously

supporting the current

Iraqi state and pan-
sectarian peace in the country, such as is espoused by Sadr’s Saraya al-Salam.” These two
factors do not necessarily contradict with one-another. Regardless of whether groups support
the imposition of wilayat al-fagih or not, a narrative of resistance is widespread and important
in the intra-Shiite politics of Iraq, and is woven into the ideology that motivates all PM.U.

militias. This resistance narrative does not necessarily imply support for “Khomeinism.”
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Nevertheless, constituent groups within the P.M.U.s that are led by commanders who support
the institution of the wilayat al-fagih or that have significant numbers of pro-wilayat al-faqih
rank-and-file represent a growth pool of recruitment for the Quds Force’s proxy network.

These groups that are controlled or significantly influenced by the I.R.G.C. categorically
support the institution of the wilayat al-faqih in Iraq. At this point, the Quds Force has
developed the fourth generation of its proxy network in Iraq and is currently nurturing
the forces to support the

imposition of the wilayat Tllese groups that are
al-faqih in Iraq. The first

and second generations of - CONtrolled...by the I.R.G.C.

this network consisted of .

the Shiite armed opposition Categor lcally Supp or t the
cgentzatons et vere - jpstitution of the wilayat
organized inside the Islamic

Resistance and emerged al_faqih in I raq.

from the Dawa Party and

the Badr Organization in
the 1980s and 1990s. The third generation of the Quds Force Iraq network was composed
of Shiite Iraqi “Special Groups,” the majority of which splintered off of Sadr’s Jaysh al-Mahdi
between 2007-2010, such as Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq, Kata'ib Hezbollah, and Jaysh al-Mukhtar.
The fourth generation is made up of organizations that developed from Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq
and Kata'ib Hezbollah to wage jihad in Syria and groups formed by veteran Islamic Resistance
leaders who were motivated to contribute to the defense of Iraq against ISIS after June 2014. A
significant number of Iraq’s fourth generation network groups were first mobilized to protect
the Shiite shrines in Syria. These groups included Quwat Abu al-Fadhal al-Abbas (Abu al-
Fadhal al-Abbas Force), Harakat Hezbollah al-Nujaba’ (Movement of the Outstanding Ones
of the Party of God), Saraya al-Khorasani (Khorasani Brigade), Kata’ib Sayyid al-Shuhada’
(Lord of the Martyrs Brigade), Liwa’ Zulfiqar (Zulfiqar Brigade), Liwa® Ammar Ibn Yassir
(Ammar Ibn Yassir Brigade), and Liwa’ al-Yum al-Mawud (Brigade of the Promised Day).*
Most of these groups also currently participate in the PM.U.s’ structure, while maintaining an
expeditionary arm that fights alongside Bashar al-Assad’s forces in Syria. Other pro-Iranian
network groups in Iraq such as Kata’ib al-Imam Ali (Imam Ali Brigades) and Liwa Jund al-
Imam (Soldiers of the Imam Brigade) were raised after the fall of Mosul to ISIS in June 2014,

and are now starting to develop expeditionary forces to send to Syria.
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Currently, the three most prominent proxy network groups in Hashd Shaab are Harakat
Hezbollah al-Nujaba; Saraya al-Khorasani, and Quwat Abu Fadhil al-Abbas, all of which are
led by commanders who were operatives for the Quds Force’s Islamic Resistance in the 1980s

and 1990s. Harakat

. . . Hezbollah al-Nujaba,
Hizb al-Tali’a al-Islamiyya |, scem st o

is...slowly gaining power in ¥ & esimared

4,000 fighters, began

the southern Iraqi provinces = 2 specal Group
that developed

Of Dhi QaI' and KaI'b ala. from  the larger

Kata’ib Hezbollah

organization. It is now

used as an expeditionary force that is frequently deployed to Syria. Saraya al-Khorasani, led

by Ali al-Yasseri with an estimated 3,500 fighters, is associated with the political movement,

Hizb al-Tal’ia al-Islamiyya (Islamic Vanguard Party), which works toward the implementation

of the wilayat al-faqih through the Iraqi political process. Hizb al-Tali’a al-Islamiyya is closely

associated with Saraya al-Khorasani and is aligned with the objectives of the Quds Force. The

party is gaining power in the southern Iraqi provinces of Dhi Qar and Karbala. Quwat Abu

Fadhil al-Abbas, led by Auws al-Khafaji with an estimated 2,000 fighters, has an expeditionary

force that is also frequently deployed to Syria. The group is aggressively seeking to participate

in the counter-ISIS campaign in Iraq’s Ninewah province with a focus on seizing territory on
the Iraqi-Syrian border.”

Other independent PM.U. groups are also targets for influence and recruitment by the
LR.G.C., particularly Saraya al-Jihad (Jihad Brigade) and Kata’ib al-Risali (Missionaries’
Brigades), led by Members of the Iraqi Parliament Hassan al-Sari and Adnan al-Shahmani,
respectively. With a combined estimated strength of 10,000 fighters—5,000 in each group—
Sarayah al-Jihad and Kata'ib al-Risali are among the most powerful non-Iranian proxy
network, non-Sadrist groups in the P.M.U.s.*® Kata’ib al-Risali has absorbed a large component
of Liwa al-Sayyida Shuhada, a pro-Iranian group, so as to benefit from the fighting expertise
that estimated hundreds of Liwa al-Sayyida Shuhada members earned in combat in Syria.

Both led by Iragi M.Ps, Sarayah al-Jihad and Kata’ib al-Risali are examples of how Iraqi
Shiite politicians have also used the PM.U.s to mobilize militias to advance their socio-

political power. The leaders of these two groups do not support the imposition of wilayat
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al-fagih in Iraq, but both leaders maintain a good working relationship with Muhandis.
Both groups also have constituent militias that are favorable to wilayat al-fagih and follow
Khamenei as their marja’ al-taqlid, or source of emulation. It is therefore possible for the
Quds Force, through the role of individuals such as Muhandis as deputy commissioner of the
PM.Uss, to build networks among the rank-and-file of individual PM.U. groups including
Saraya al-Jihad and Kata'ib al-Risali. As result network development is possible, even when
the leaders of those groups do not actively promote wilayat al-faqih. Because of its absorption
of the pro-Iranian network group, Liwa al-Sayyida Shuhada, Saraya al-Jihad is a particularly
inviting target for L.R.G.C. cooptation.”

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE OF IRAQ

Iraq is a key focus in the Quds Force’s mission to protect the Iranian homeland. Strong
L.R.G.C. influence over Iraq also provides an opportunity for Iran to achieve several important
foreign policy objectives. Fundamentally, the .R.G.C’s purpose since its founding has been to
achieve Khomeini’s vision of Iran as leader of the Islamic world. Iraq was the young Islamic
Republic’s first target in its effort to spread a pan-sectarian Islamic Revolution beyond the
borders of Iran.*

Due to regional geopolitics, for the time being Iran is limited to seeking control over the
politics of Shiite-majority areas; in years to come it will focus on the larger mission of becoming
the leader of the Islamic world. The PM.U.s provide the I.R.G.C. with capability to prevent a
repeat of the June 2014 security debacle in Mosul, which threatened the Iranian homeland.
Quds Force influence

over the PM.Us also the I'R.G.C"S purpose."has

provides the IR.G.C.
with the ability to shape  heen to achieve Khomeini’s

the power dynamics

of Iraqi Shiite politics, ~ ViSion of Iran as leader of
and thereby influence

the socio-politics of the the ISlamiC WOr ld.

largest ethnically Arab

Shiite population.
However, the Quds Force’s ability to control the PM.U.s, and therefore major security
structures of the Iraqi state, will not be uncontested, particularly from within the Shiite

community. Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, who opposes the implementation of the wilayat
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al-fagih in Iraq, will also be a constraining factor on the ability of the .R.G.C. to assert its
dominance over intra-Iraqi Shiite politics. Sistani’s personal authority as the popular source
of emulation for many Iraqi Shiites, combined with his heretofore resistance against the
concept of wilayat al-faqih, presents a social and political challenge to P.M.U. groups backed
by the Quds Force. Sistani’s position could stunt the efforts of these PM.U.s to use their
participation in the counter-ISIS campaign to build the social capital needed to establish
themselves as political movements within the Shiite community in Iraq, in the manner of
Hezbollah in Lebanon.

Further, the L.R.G.C. may decide not to actively support the political efforts of the PM.U.
groups that are seeking to implement wilayat al-faqih, so as to avoid stoking greater tension
within the Shiite community and between Shiite and Sunni communities. Iraq’s stability and
territorial integrity is a national security objective for policymakers in Tehran. To prevent

communal violence in Iraq that

ﬂle I.R.G,C, iS Seeking would benefit ISIS or a successor

organization, the LR.G.C.

tO build Stability in could demand the cessation of

. . . controversial political activities

Iraq by alleVlatlng Iraql of its proxy P.i/[.U. groups. This

Sunni grievanceS. would include requiring the

PM.U. groups to stand down

from participating in municipal

elections, and to refrain from running candidates in parliamentary elections. The I.R.G.C.

is seeking to build stability in Iraq by alleviating Iraqi Sunni grievances. In an attempt to

accomplish that objective, the .R.G.C. could decide to support inter-communal dialogues

as a process of national reconciliation, through the initiative of Sistani and the clerical
establishment in Najaf and Karbala."!

The Quds Force-backed P.M.U. groups are also challenged in their objective to establish
wilayat al-faqih in Iraq by Moqtada al-Sadr’s Saraya al-Salam and groups such as Liwa
Ali al-Akbar and Firqa al-Abbas al-Qataliyya. These groups are mobilized and funded by
organizations tied to the prominent Shiite shrines in Najaf and Karbala, and are closer
socially and politically to Sistani and his allies than the Quds Force. These shrine-backed

groups have sought independence from the PM.U. chain-of-command, and have even
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attempted to receive support and funding from the defense ministry rather than from the
Badr Organization-dominated interior ministry.* Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi has the
opportunity, through the shrine-backed groups and Saraya al-Salam, to reduce the strength
of the Quds Force-backed groups in the PM.U.s.

Saraya al-Salam, under the command of Sadr’s deputy, Kazim Hassan al-Issawi,
supports Sadr’s policy of a pan-sectarian, Iraqi nationalist political platform that is meant
to counterweight the I.LR.G.C.* Sadr’s vision of a pan-sectarian, Iraqi nationalist political
platform will be highly consequential to this simmering dispute, as his vision is also aims
to oppose the Quds Force’s promotion of wilayat al-faqih. This dynamic demonstrates the
complexity of socio-politics of identity within the PM.U.s. It also points to the looming and
potentially violent competition between two main PM.U. camps: groups that are close to the
Quds Force and want to impose wilayat al-faqih, and groups that oppose that end state. The
outcome of this intra-Shiite conflict is likely to have a decisive effect on the socio-politics of
the Iraqi Shiite community and the future of Iraqi national politics, particularly regarding
inter-communal harmony and the country’s territorial integrity.

Since 2003, and particularly in the post-June 2014 period, the Quds Force has taken a “let a
thousand flowers bloom” approach to shaping the socio-political development of Iraqi Shiite
militia groups that are now incorporated into the state-sponsored PM.U.s. As in the period
between 2007-2010, when the Quds Force actively supported Special Groups operations
while shaping their ideological development, the I.R.G.C. now has an officially Baghdad-
sponsored opportunity to continue to seed its Iraqi operatives in the PM.U.s. The overarching
objective of the Quds Force strategy is to continually develop networks of influence, so as to
identify, recruit, and mobilize future fighters for a regional proxy network, while making it

difficult to root out the Islamic Resistance from Iraqi state security structures.

Iraq’s Fifth Column



ENDNOTES

1. This a process that the analyst Phillip Smyth
refers to as building the Quds Force’s “Foreign
Legion of Sorts.” Smyth, Phillip. “Testimony of
Phillip Smyth, Research Analyst at the Univer-
sity of Maryland-Laboratory for Computational
Cultural Dynamics-House Foreign Affairs Com-
mittee-Subcommittee on Terrorism, Nonprolifer-
ation, and Trade-Hearing on Terrorist Groups in
Syria.” November 20, 2013.

2. This total derived from analysis of the most
update, comprehensive list of the P.M.U. groups
provided by the Rawabet Center.

3. Author’s review of the media production of the
P.M.U. groups on Twitter, Facebook, and the
Iraqi media.

4. Kalin, Stephen. “Iraq’s Shi’ite Militias Could
Prove Bigger Test than Mosul,” Reuters, Decem-
ber 1, 2016; al-Kadhimi, Mustafa. “Will Sistani
be Able to Control Popular Mobilization Forc-
es?”, Al-Monitor, March 12, 2015.

5. Author’s discussions with U.S. military officials
with knowledge of the P.M.U. force structure.
Discussions occurred between March 1, 2016 and
September 20, 2017.

6. Author’s discussions with U.S. military officials
with knowledge of the P.M.U. force structure.
Discussions occurred between March 1, 2016 and
September 20, 2017.

7. “Al-‘Abadi min New York: Al-Hashd al-Sha’abi
huwwa ahad tashkeelat al-dawlat al-rasmiyya
[Al-*Abadi from New York: The P.M.U.s are
one of the Official State Formations],” Al-Qurat
News, October 1, 2015.

8. Sattar, Omar. “How Iraq’s PMU Law is Dis-
rupting National Unity Efforts,” 4/-Monitor,
December 14, 2016; Aziz, Jean. “What are Iraq’s
Popular Mobilization Units Doing in Beirut?”
Al-Monitor, August 18, 2016.

9. Author’s review of the media production of the
P.M.U. groups on Twitter, Facebook, and the
Iraqi media, and the author’s discussions with
U.S. military officials with knowledge of the

Nicholas A. Heras

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

P.M.U. force structure. Discussions occurred
between March 1, 2016 and September 20, 2017.
Author’s review of the media production of
Hashd Shaabithe P.M.U. groups on Twitter,
Facebook, and the Iraqi media, and the author’s
discussions with U.S. military officials with
knowledge of the Hashd Shaabi P.M.U. force
structure. Discussions occurred between March 1,
2016 to present.

The comparison between the [.R.G.C.-Q.F. and
the U.S. Army “Green Berets” was made by
noted U.S. government historian, Navy SEAL
officer, and the son of the former head of U.S.
Central Command, David Crist. See: Crist,
David. The Twilight War: The Secret History of
America’s Thirty-Year Conflict with Iran. New
York, NY: Penguin, 2012, pg. 123.

“Qassam Suleimani: Iran’s Near Invisible Quds
Force Commander.” Agence France Presse. July
2,2014.

Rahimi, Babak. “Contentious Legacies of the
Ayatollah.” A Critical Introduction to Khomeini.
Edited by Arshin Adib-Moghaddam. New York,
N.Y.: Cambridge University Press, 2014, pg. 301;
Takeyh, Ray. Hidden Iran: Paradox and Power in
the Islamic Republic. New York, NY: Henry Holt
and Company, 2007, pg. 34.

Alfoneh, Ali. Iran Unveiled: How the Revolution-
ary Guards is Turning Theocracy into Military

Dictatorship. Washington, DC: The American
Enterprise Institute Press, 2013, pg. 222; Baer,
Robert. The Devil We Know: Dealing with the
New Iranian Superpower. New York, NY: Crown
Publishers, 2008, pg. 35.

Research and analysis provided in the following
articles written by the author:

L.R.G.C. Major General Hossein Hamdani, in a
May 2014 interview with the I.R.G.C.-leaning
Fars News Agency, made a direct comparison
between the Sacred Duty of the Iran-Iraq War and
the current conflict in Syria. The Syrian civil war
was the proving ground for Iraqi Shiite mili-



17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

tant organizations close to the Quds Force that
would later mobilize Hashd Shaabi militias. See:
Karami, Arash. “Former I.R.G.C. Commander’s
on Syria Censored.” Al-Monitor Iran Pulse. May
6,2014.

Crist, David. The Twilight War: The Secret His-
tory of America’s Thirty-Year Conflict with Iran.
New York, NY: Penguin Books, 2012, pgs. 460,
513.

Baer, Robert. The Devil We Know: Dealing With

the New Iranian Superpower. New York, NY:
Crown Publishers, 2008, pg. 21.

Crist, David. The Twilight War: The Secret His-
tory of America’s Thirty-Year Conflict with Iran.
New York, NY: Penguin Books, 2012, pg. 471.
Ricks, Thomas E. The Gamble: General David
Petracus and the American Military Adventure in

Irag, 2006-2008. New York, NY: Penguin Press,
2009, pg. 51.

“Treasury Designates Individuals and Entities
Fueling Violence in Iraq.” U.S. Department of the

Treasury. September 16, 2008.

Black, Ian and Dehgan, Saeed Kamali. “Qassim
Suleimani: Commander of Quds Force, Puppe-
teer of the Middle East.” The Guardian. June 16,
2014.

“Abu Mahdi and Iran’s Web in Iraq,” UPI, Octo-
ber 20, 2010.

Rayburn, Joel. Iraq After America: Strongmen,
Sectarians, Resistance. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2014, pg. 200.

Hamid, Salih. “Qa’id al-Hashd al-Shaabi: Afkhar
Bikuni Jundiaan ladaa Solamani [the PM.U.’s
Leader: I Am Proud to be Solaimani’s Soldier],”
Al-Arabiyya, April 4, 2017.

Parker, Ned, Rasheed, Ahmed, and Salman,
Raheem. “Before Iraq Election, Shi’ite Militias

Unleashed in War on Sunni Insurgents,” Reuters,
April 27, 2016.

“Iraq’s al-Hashd al-Shaabi Forces Inspired by
Iran’s Basij/Saudi Regime is the Root of All
Evil,” Ahlul Bayt News Agency, August 17, 2015.
Knights, Michael. “Iraq’s Popular Demobilisa-
tion,”4l-Jazeera, February 26, 2016. Zana K. “A
Short Profile of Iraq’s Shiite Militias,” James-

town Foundation Terrorism Monitor, Volume 13,
Issue 8, April 17, 2015.

. “Press TV’s Interview with Abu Mahdi al-Mu-

handis,” Press TV, May 31, 2016; Dehghan-
pisheh, Babak. “Special Report: The Fighters of
Iraq who Answer to Iran,” Reuters, November 12,
2014,

. Esfandiari, Golnaz. “Explainer: How Iran Could

Help Iraq Fight ISIL.” Radio Free Europe/Radio
Liberty. July 4, 2014; Black, Ian and Dehgan,
Saced Kamali. “Qassim Suleimani: Commander
of Quds Force, Puppeteer of the Middle East.”
The Guardian. June 16, 2014; Cockburn, Patrick.
“Iraq Crisis: Iran to Step in to Defend Baghdad
from Sunni Extremists and Prevent Collapse of
Iraqi State.” The Independent. June 13, 2014;
Fassihi, Farnaz. “Iran Deploys Forces to Fight
Al-Qaeda Inspired Militants in Iraq.” The Wall
Street Journal. June 12, 2014,

. Siegel, Jacob. “Baghdad’s Shia Shiite Militia

Plans for War on ISIS.” The Daily Beast. July

16, 2014; Brown, Jeremy. “The Fearsome Iraqi
Militia Vowing to Vanquish ISIS.” BBC. July 7,
2014; Freeman, Colin. “Iraq Crisis: Baghdad’s
ShiaShiite Militia in Defiant 50,000-Strong Rally
as ISIS Makes Further Gains.” The Telegraph.
June 21, 2014.

. Siegel, Jacob. “The Brewing Battle for Bagh-

dad.” The Daily Beast. August 3, 2014; Heras,
Nicholas A. “Iraqi Shiite Militia Asa’ib Ahl
al-Haq Expands Operations to Syria.” Jamestown
Foundation Terrorism Monitor. May 15, 2014;
Morris, Loveday. “Shiite Militias in Iraq Begin to
Remobilize.” The Washington Post. February 9,
2014.

. Smyth, Phillip. “Testimony of Phillip Smyth,

Research Analyst at the University of Mary-
land-Laboratory for Computational Cultural Dy-
namics-House Foreign Affairs Committee-Sub-
committee on Terrorism, Nonproliferation, and
Trade-Hearing on Terrorist Groups in Syria.”
November 20, 2013.

. Al-Sarhan, Saud. “From Qusair to Yabrud: Shiite

Foreign Fighters in Syria.” Al-Monitor. March
6, 2014; Al-Salhy, Suad. “Syria War Widens

Iraq’s Fifth Column




35.

36.

37.

Rift Between Shi’ite Clergy in Iraq, Iran.”
Reuters. July 20, 2013; Mahmoud, Mona
and Chulov, Martin. “Syrian War Widens
Sunni-Shiite Schism as Foreign Jihadis Join
Fight for Shrines.” The Guardian. June 4,
2013.

Heras, Nicholas A. “Shiite Popular Mobili-
zation Units in a Post-Islamic State Iraq: A
Look at Peace Brigade Commander Shaykh
Kazim al-Issawi,” Jamestown Foundation
Militant Leadership Monitor, May 2, 2017.
The Quds Force’s battle-hardened, expand-
ing, and expeditionary Hezbollah network
would not be possible without the large
number of veteran, Iraqi Shiite fighters
inside of it. According to the analyst Phillip
Smyth, the Quds Force’s growing Hezbol-
lah network represents a “foreign legion of
sorts that can be used as a rapid reaction
force.” Smyth, Phillip. Smyth, Phillip.

The Shi’ite Jihad and Its Regional Effects,
(Washington Institute for Near East Poli-

cy), February 2015; “Testimony of Phillip
Smyth, Research Analyst at the University
of Maryland-Laboratory for Computational
Cultural Dynamics-House Foreign Affairs
Committee-Subcommittee on Terrorism,
Nonproliferation, and Trade-Hearing on Ter-
rorist Groups in Syria.” November 20, 2013;
Smyth, Phillip. “From Karbala to Sayyida
Zaynab: Iraqi Fighters in Syria’s Shiite Mili-
tias.” CTC Sentinel. August 27, 2013.
Research and analysis provided in the
following articles written by the author: “A
Look at Iraq’s Battlefield Parliamentarians:
The P.M.U. Commanders Leading the Fight
Against Mosul,” Jamestown Foundation
Militant Leadership Monitor, November 1,
2016; “To the Gates of Mosul: A Snapshot of
Sayyid Ali al-Yasseri & Sayyid Hamid al-Ja-
zaeri, Co-Leaders of the Khorasani Brigades
Shiite Militias,” Jamestown Foundation
Militant Leadership Monitor, July 31, 2016;
“The I.R.G.C.’S Iraqi Point Men in Syria:

Nicholas A. Heras

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

Shaykh Auws al-Khafaji and Shaykh Ammar
al-Lami,” Jamestown Foundation Militant
Leadership Monitor, October 31, 2015;
“Akram al-Ka’abi and Harakat al-Nujaba:
Iraqi Shiite Militia Takes on the Islamic
State,” Jamestown Foundation Militant
Leadership Monitor, August 31, 2014.
Heras, Nicholas A. “A Look at Iraq’s Battle-
field Parliamentarians: The P.M.U. Com-
manders Leading the Fight Against Mosul,”
Jamestown Foundation Militant Leadership
Monitor, November 1, 2016.

Heras, Nicholas A. “A Look at Iraq’s Battle-
field Parliamentarians: The P.M.U. Com-
manders Leading the Fight Against Mosul,”
Jamestown Foundation Militant Leadership
Monitor, November 1, 2016.

Reda, L.A. “Khatt-e Imam: The Followers of
Khomeini’s Line.” A Critical Introduction to
Khomeini. Edited by Arshin Adib-Moghadd-
am. New York, NY: Cambridge University
Press, 2014, pg. 133.

This paragraph is based on the author’s

interviews in Europe with Iranian national
security experts based in Tehran, July 9-12,
2017 and February 13-15, 2017.

Author’s discussions with U.S. military of-
ficials with knowledge of the PM.U.s’ force
structure. Discussions occurred between
March 1, 2016 and September 20, 2017.
Heras, Nicholas A. “Shiite Popular Mobili-
zation Units in a Post-Islamic State Iraq: A
Look at Peace Brigade Commander Shaykh
Kazim al-Issawi,” Jamestown Foundation
Militant Leadership Monitor, May 2, 2017.



Iraq’s Fifth Column



Assertions and opinions in this publication
are solely those of the author and do not re-
flect the views of The Middle East Institute,
which expressly does not take positions on
Middle East policy.

Nicholas A. Heras




Z

=

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

icholas A. Heras is a Fellow at the Center for a New American Security, resident
Nin the Middle East Security Program. He is also a Senior Analyst at the Jamestown
Foundation, a Washington, D.C.-based global research and analysis institute. His work
focuses on the analysis of complex conflicts and security issues in the greater Middle East
and North Africa and trans-Sahara regions, with emphasis on timely, relevant, and actionable

analysis on developments in the civil wars in Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Yemen.

ABOUT THE MIDDLE EAST INSTITUTE

Founded in 1946, the Middle East Institute is the oldest Washington-based institution
dedicated solely to the study of the Middle East. Its founders, scholar George Camp Keiser
and former U.S. Secretary of State Christian Herter, laid out a simple mandate: “to increase
knowledge of the Middle East among the citizens of the United States and to promote a
better understanding between the people of these two areas”

MET’s work is driven by its roster of scholars, comprised of former U.S. ambassadors,
government officials, and top analysts who write and appear regularly in the U.S. and
international media. MEI reaches a global audience through its website via event videos and
podcasts, social media outlets including Twitter and Facebook, and The Middle East Journal,
the longest running peer reviewed journal in the United States devoted to the study of the
region.

MEI has earned a reputation as an unbiased source of information and analysis on this
critical region of the world, a reputation it has meticulously safeguarded since its creation.

Today, MEI remains a respected, non-partisan voice in the field of Middle East studies.

Iraq’s Fifth Column






