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Iraq Fact Sheet  
 
Government  
The Iraqi government was created by a new constitution in 2005, after the fall of Saddam Hussein. The 
government is led by a Kurdish President, currently Fuad Masum, a Shia Prime Minister, currently Haider 
Abadi, and a Sunni Arab Vice President, currently, Khodair Khozaei. The Prime Minister is the dominant 
leader. The population of Iraq is estimated to be 38 million, with two official languages, Arabic and Kurdish. 
 
Ethnic and Religious Groups  

• Sunni Arabs: Iraqi Sunni Arabs number about 20% of the population, or around 5-7 million people. 
Under Saddam Hussein, who was a Sunni Arab, they had a privileged place in Iraq. During the de-
Ba’athification process post-2005, Sunni Arabs were largely excluded by the Shia elites, particularly under 
former Prime Minister Nouri Maliki. Sunnis, including those from the “Awakening Councils,” were also 
mostly excluded from joining the Iraqi Army, as it was feared that they could retake control.  

• Shia Arabs: Shia Arabs are roughly 60% of the total population. Under Saddam, the Shiites were largely 
oppressed, shut off from their Shia neighbor Iran, and generally excluded from power in the country. In 
post-Saddam Iraq, the constitution gave Shias the most powerful position, that of Prime Minister. Nouri 
Maliki, the former Prime Minister, favored Shias. Maliki also took advantage of U.S. aid; it is reported 
that Iraq’s security forces received nearly $100 billion from 2006 to 2014. Maliki became increasingly 
authoritarian during his eight years as premier, and eventually was pushed out. The current Prime 
Minister, Haider al-Abadi, is also a Shia Arab from the same party – Dawa – as Maliki, but has been 
generally less biased, less corrupt, more pro-American, and less pro-Iranian. 

• Kurds: In Iraq, there are 5.5 million Kurds, about 15% of the population, who reside primarily in the 
four northern provinces that make up the Kurdish Regional Government (KRC). Iraqi Kurds have had 
de facto autonomy since 1991, when a U.S.-led coalition established a no-fly zone over Kurdish areas to 
protect them from Hussein. The KRG was originally founded by two Kurdish political parties – the 
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) and Masoud Barzani’s Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP). Barzani 
is the current President. Both the KDP and the PUK are essentially autocratic family run organizations. 
Some Iraqi Kurds live outside of the KRG, however, and the Kurds have laid claims to those areas, 
including the oil-rich Kirkuk region. Kirkuk was originally Arabized during the Baathist control of Iraq. 
Although the KRG overall has a better record of respecting the rights of its own people and minorities in 
its region, including refugees, both Iraqi Christians and Yazidis were angered after many Peshmerga 
forces fled when ISIS conquered Sinjar and other areas in 2014. The KRG has an excellent relationship 
with the U.S., and with Turkey, to whom it sells oil.  The KDP is a rival of the PKK, a Kurdish group 
from Turkey. The PUK is an ally of the PKK and the YPG, a Kurdish group from Syria. It is also an ally 
of Iran. In 2014, KRG President Barzani threatened independence and called for a referendum.    

• Turkmen: The Turkmen are estimated to number between 500,000 to 3 million, making them Iraq’s 
third-largest ethnic group, comprising 1.3% - 7.8% of the population. The Turkmen are religiously 
diverse: Roughly six in 10 are Sunni and the rest Shia. Most Iraqi Turkmen consider themselves part of 
Iraq. Turkmen feel mistreated by the Kurds, a reality that they say Ankara has done little to 
alleviate despite its influence on KRG President Barzani. 

• Yazdis: The 500,000 to 700,000 member Yazidi religious minority in Iraq and Syria is also ethnically 
Kurdish.  The Yazidis are mostly grouped in Iraq of which 400,000 lived in Sinjar (Shingal).  When ISIS 
attacked their land in 2014, around 300,000 fled, primarily to the KRG. ISIS has murdered more than 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/iz.html
http://time.com/2894757/iraq-al-qaeda-awakening-council/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/06/19/how-maliki-ruined-iraq/
http://www.cnn.com/2014/08/13/world/meast/iraq-maliki-abadi-five-questions/
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-abadi-insight-idUSKCN0VU0ER
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-iraq-politics-insight-idUSKCN0X22NB
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/09/maliki-abadi-barzani-iraq-is-pmu-iran-us.html
http://www.cfr.org/middle-east-and-north-africa/time-kurds/p36547?gclid=CjwKEAiAhaqzBRDNltaS0pW5mWgSJADd7cYDPuly5ji_kE41S3XXBz69z3g7dGf4b2q7yk94NdJN1BoCMyjw_wcB#!/?cid=ppc-Google-grant-kurds_infoguide-072715
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28147263
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Kurdistan-Rising_online-July-15.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/reports/2004/iraq0804/4.htm
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/236812.pdf
http://www.onefreeworldinternational.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/20140910-OFWI-Brief-to-Congress.pdf
http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2014/08/17/how-the-u-s-favored-kurds-abandoned-the-yazidis-when-isis-attacked.html
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/11/iraqi-kurdistan-turkey-akp-pkk-conflict.html
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/04/turkey-iraq-syria-pkk-interest-in-mosul.html
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2016/02/kurds-turkey-pkk-ypg/470991/
http://www.thetower.org/article/house-of-kurds-american-involvement-is-upsetting-the-middle-easts-most-delicate-balance/
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28147263
http://www.migrationletters.com/turkmen/turkmeneng.pdf
http://minorityrights.org/minorities/turkomans/
http://warontherocks.com/2016/12/ankaras-turkmen-house-of-cards/
http://warontherocks.com/2016/12/ankaras-turkmen-house-of-cards/
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/06/tastekin-iraqi-turkmen-kurds-turkey-isis-kirkuk-krg.html
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/06/tastekin-iraqi-turkmen-kurds-turkey-isis-kirkuk-krg.html
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2012religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2012&dlid=208390#wrapper
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/aug/07/who-yazidi-isis-iraq-religion-ethnicity-mountains
https://www.thestar.com/news/world/2016/02/15/no-escape-from-mount-sinjar-the-forgotten-yazidis.html
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5,000 Yazidis, raped thousands of Yazidi women and children, and sold at least 7000 Yazidis, mostly 
women and children, as sexual slaves. The Yazidis are allied with their fellow Kurds, although they split 
between the different Kurdish groups.  

• Christians: Most Christians in Iraq are Assyrians, and still speak Aramaic, although they also speak 
Arabic. The Christian community also includes Chaldeans, Armenians and Syriacs. Many Christians do 
not consider themselves Arabs. In 2013 they were officially numbered at 1.5 million, although today they 
are estimated to be no more than 500,000. Most of them have fled the country, although a sizable 
number have been killed. They are constant targets of both Sunni and Shiite groups in Iraq. Many 
Christians have fled to Kurdish areas, where they are safer.  

 
Iraq under the control of Iran 
Since 2011, Iran has exercised increasing control over the Shia government in Baghdad. Qassem Soleimani, 
the Commander of the Quds Force, Iran’s special operations branch of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC), has met with numerous Iraqi leaders and visited the Kurdistan region. With the rise of ISIS, 
Iran has claimed that it is protecting Iraq’s Shiite population. In 2009 it was estimated that Tehran’s financial 
assistance to its Iraqi surrogates ranged from $100 to $200 million a year. 
 
ISIS  
ISIS, Islamic State of Iraq and Syria began as only ISI, Islamic State of Iraq, a splinter group of Al Qaeda. Its 
main goal is to create a caliphate, an Islamic state consisting of only Sunni Arabs spanning all of the Middle 
East. ISIS was founded by Abu Musab Zarqawi, who operated under Osama Bin Laden in Iraq. Zarqawi was 
later killed by US airstrikes in 2006. Today, Abu Omar al-Qurashi al-Baghdadi is the leader of ISIS. ISIS 
targets Kurds, Shiites, Christians, Assyrians, Chaldeans, Westerners and anyone else who is not a Sunni Arab.  
There are 12,000 to 15,000 battle ready ISIS fighters in Iraq and Syria. 
 

 
https://iakal.wordpress.com/2016/02/10/isis-in-iraq-february-2016/ 

 
Military Strength 

• Iraqi Army: The Iraqi army fell apart after ISIS over ran Mosul in 2014. In 2011, the Iraqi Army 
numbered 200,000 soldiers and was armed with heavy U.S. military equipment and billions of dollars in 
support. In 2012, the Iraqi military was equipped with 1,1000 new armored personnel carriers, and 140 
M1 Abrams battle tanks.  However, today, the Iraqi military has about 50,000 troops. 

http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2016/10/26/the-painful-liberation-of-iraq-s-christian-heartland.html
http://www.thefiscaltimes.com/2015/03/18/How-Iran-Taking-Over-Middle-East
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-iraq-iran-commentary-idUSKCN0YN2XW
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4037552/The-number-ISIS-fighters-fallen-60-000-12-000-15-000-coalition-air-strikes-began-officials-reveal.html
https://iakal.wordpress.com/2016/02/10/isis-in-iraq-february-2016/
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/iraq/nia.htm
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/iraqs-pro-iranian-shiite-militias-lead-the-war-against-the-islamic-state/2015/02/15/5bbb1cf0-ac94-11e4-8876-460b1144cbc1_story.html?utm_term=.a28c59ea6e01
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o The U.S. has trained some 35,000 Iraqi soldiers over the past decade. 
o The Iraqi army has an elite 1st Special Operations Brigade, an American-trained counterterrorism 

unit of some 10,000 soldiers representing all of Iraq’s religious sects whose senior officers are 
graduates of the U.S. Army Ranger School. The elite Iraqi unit is often called “the Golden 
Brigade,” or, more recently, “the Golden Division”. The elite unit answers directly to the Iraqi 
prime minister. The division’s soldiers have proved to be tenacious fighters, having led the 
successful fights to oust ISIS from Ramadi and Fallujah, and now are leading the fight in Mosul. 
But sources inside the U.S. Central Command tell that the division has, as a result, suffered 
“horrific” casualties every day.  

• Shiite forces: Popular Mobilization Force (PMF) or Hashd al-Shaabi, was formed in 2014 as a coalition 
of Iranian trained Shiite militias numbers composed of 100,000-120,000 fighters. PMF works and reports 
to the Shiite government and PM Haider Abadi; it was created as a response to ISIS. Despite its 
allegiance to the Iraqi PM, the PMF is not part of the Iraqi army, but recently was given “official status.”  
The PMF has been accused of roaming beyond its territory in southern Iraq and into Sunni strongholds, 
threating, kidnapping and killing Sunni Muslims. In July 2016, The UN reported that the PMF abducted 
640 Sunni men and boys west of Baghdad, while executing 50. The PMF has also threatened to retake 
Kirkuk from the Kurds, and offered its “protection” to the KRG, which was rejected by President 
Barzani. In August of 2016, Kurds and the PMF clashed in Tuz Khurmatu, southern Kirkuk, killing 9 
Peshmergas and 13 PMF fighters. Iran has spoken about using the PMF in the Syrian conflict once 
Mosul is freed from Islamic State.  

• Kurdish Militias: The Kurdish Peshmerga (those who face death) is composed of nearly 190,000 
fighters from the KRG - both KDP and PUK members. They have been among the most effective 
forces against ISIS in Iraq. The PKK and its allies have an armed stronghold in the Qandil mountains 
along the Iraq-Iran border. An estimated 5,000 PKK Kurds are stationed there. There are three Yazidi 
militias: 1) the Sinjar Defense Units (HPS), led by Haider Shesho, which has 5,000 fighters, including 
about 400 women, and is affiliated with the PUK; 2) the Qasim Shesho Peshmerga, which is led by 
Qasim Shesho, has 3000 fighters, and is allied with the KDP; and 3) the Sinjar Resistance Units (YBŞ), an 
offshoot of the PKK, which has almost 2,000 men and women fighters. The YBS has clashed with the 
Peshmerga. 

• Turkish Troops: Turkey has stationed about 2,000 soldiers near Mosul (Bashiqa Camp, northern Iraq). 
Turkish President Erdogan has rejected calls from Baghdad to leave. 

• Christian Militias: There are a number of Christian militias in Iraq (they also operate in Syria). The 
Nineveh Plain Protection Unit has about 500 fighters, although up to 3500 more have registered to be 
trained. It is the only registered local security force on the Nineveh Plain under the authority of Iraqi 
Prime Minister. This militia is also allied with the Shia militias. There is the Babylon Brigade with about 
1,500 fighters, which is also associated with Iraq and the Shia militias. The Gozarto Protection Force is 
allied with the Shia militias, and has about 500 fighters. The Nineveh Planes Forces have about 800 
fighters, and are allied with the KRG. There is also Dwekh Nawsha (Self-Sacrificers in Aramaic), with 
about 100 fighters, although more than 2000 men have expressed interest. It is also linked to the KRG.  

• Iranian Troops: Aside from Iran’s militias (PMF), there is estimated to be about 1,000 Iranian forces 
supporting the Iraqi government.  

• U.S. Troops: Starting in March of 2003, thousands of American troops moved into Iraq. The high point, 
during the surge, had 170,000 U.S. troops in Iraq, during June of 2007. After the withdrawal of the U.S. 
troops in 2011, the U.S. began to send them in again, so that now it has about 7000 troops.  

 
Operation to liberate Mosul 
54,000 Iraqi soldiers, 40,000 Kurdish Peshmerga, 14,000 PMF, and around 500 U.S. troops liberated Mosul, 
ISIS’s last stronghold in Iraq, which began October 17th, 2016, and officially ended on July 9, 2017. ISIS had 
about 5,000 fighters in Mosul. More than 30,000 people were killed, and another 600,000, roughly a third of 
the population, have been displaced. Turkish troops are also nearby. The Turks and the PMF have threatened 
each other over their actions around Mosul.  

http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2016/12/iraq-army-mosul-isis-214531?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=EBB%2012.16.16&utm_term=Editorial%20-%20Early%20Bird%20Brief
http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2016/12/iraq-army-mosul-isis-214531?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=EBB%2012.16.16&utm_term=Editorial%20-%20Early%20Bird%20Brief
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/iraqs-pro-iranian-shiite-militias-lead-the-war-against-the-islamic-state/2015/02/15/5bbb1cf0-ac94-11e4-8876-460b1144cbc1_story.html?utm_term=.a28c59ea6e01
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/iraq-makes-militias-official-despite-abuse-claims/2016/11/26/b08710e5-d544-4efa-847c-7bd2fedfe04c_story.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-iraq-mosul-offensive-idUSKCN12J0ES
http://www.wsj.com/articles/after-mosul-will-iraqs-shiite-militias-head-to-syria-next-1483007404
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28738975
http://www.cnsnews.com/news/article/patrick-goodenough/turkey-threatens-ground-operation-iraq-citing-kurdish-terror-threat
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/04/turkey-iraq-syria-pkk-interest-in-mosul.html
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/08/kurdistan-yazidis-armed-forces-influence-sinjar.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-iraq-kurds-sinjar-idUSKBN16A0HV?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=DFN%20EBB%203.3.17&utm_term=Editorial%20-%20Early%20Bird%20Brief
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/10/analysis-turkey-achieve-iraq-161013032856045.html
http://www.wsj.com/articles/iraqs-christians-turn-to-militia-for-protection-1481020200
http://www.newsweek.com/4000-strong-christian-militia-formed-fight-isis-northern-iraq-304371
http://www.clarionproject.org/analysis/assyrian-christians-battle-kurds-syria-exclusive-interview
http://www.rubincenter.org/2016/12/kurdistan-after-islamic-state-six-crises-facing-the-kurds-in-iraq/?utm_source=activetrail&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=MERIA,%20v20n3%20(Winter%202016),%20complete#_ednref34
http://www.washingtonexaminer.com/christians-join-the-battle-for-mosul-to-win-new-province-in-northern-iraq/article/2604421
http://www.clarionproject.org/analysis/assyrian-christians-battle-kurds-syria-exclusive-interview
http://rudaw.net/english/middleeast/iraq/10022016
http://rudaw.net/english/middleeast/iraq/10022016
http://www.rubincenter.org/2016/12/kurdistan-after-islamic-state-six-crises-facing-the-kurds-in-iraq/?utm_source=activetrail&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=MERIA,%20v20n3%20(Winter%202016),%20complete#_ednref34
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/10/iraq-assyrians-ethnic-rights-ignored.html
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Middle-East/2014/Sep-27/272167-iraqs-christians-start-taking-security-into-their-own-hands.ashx
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/08/140827-iraq-dahuk-islamic-state-assyrian-christians-peshmerga-nineveh-kurdistan/
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-dunford-iranians-idUSKCN0SL23E20151027
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-iraq-usa-pullout-idUSTRE7BE0EL20111215
http://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-military/2017/08/22/mattis-dod-to-account-for-actual-numbers-of-forces-in-afghanistan-before-asking-for-more/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=EBB%208.24.17&utm_term=Editorial%20-%20Early%20Bird%20Brief
http://www.cnn.com/2016/10/18/middleeast/mosul-isis-operation-iraq/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/09/world/middleeast/mosul-isis-liberated.html
http://www.thetower.org/5192-after-liberation-will-mosul-fall-to-iran/?utm_source=Middle+East+Forum&utm_campaign=82ff576295-totten_michael_2017_07_16&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_086cfd423c-82ff576295-33670549&goal=0_086cfd423c-82ff576295-33670549
http://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2016/11/iraqi-popular-mobilization-forces-attempt-to-cut-off-islamic-state-in-mosul.php
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Humanitarian Crisis 
According to the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), there are 
currently 10 million people in need of humanitarian assistance, and 3.1 million Internally Displaced Peoples 
(IDPs) in Iraq, of which over 2 million are in the KRG. One estimate of the number of Iraqis killed since the 
invasion of Iraq in March of 2003 is 236,546. Since the U.S. invasion (October, 2016), 3,693 American 
soldiers, sailors, airmen or Marines in combat, and 4,541 American personnel, have been killed in Iraq. 
 
 
 

 
Map: UNICEF 

http://www.unocha.org/iraq
http://www.rubincenter.org/2016/12/kurdistan-after-islamic-state-six-crises-facing-the-kurds-in-iraq/?utm_source=activetrail&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=MERIA,%20v20n3%20(Winter%202016),%20complete
https://www.iraqbodycount.org/analysis/numbers/2015/
http://www.cnsnews.com/news/article/patrick-goodenough/fourth-us-serviceman-dies-combat-iraq-3693-2003
https://www.unicef.org/iraq/final_iraq_2016_hrp.pdf

