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Abstract

For more than a decade, Iraq has seen sustained calls for reform that challenged the sectarian-defined
configuration of the post-2003 political system. The brutal government crackdown in response to the
Tishreen protests of 2019 underscored the determination of the entrenched interests and dominant
political forces to preserve the existing order. The crackdown, however, did not prevent a change of
government and early elections under a new electoral law which ultimately led to dozens of pro-
Tishreen candidates winning a voice in the halls of parliament.

This report explores the current state of pro-reform civil parties that emerged during that period, and
assesses their strategies and outlook ahead of the November 2025 elections. It seeks to identify the
key actors and examines the main factors and dynamics shaping the current pro-reform landscape.
These include their recent experience in patliament; internal divisions impacting their cohesion;
relations with traditional political actors; structural impediments posed by establishment forces; their
adaptability to the adverse political context; and coalition-building and voter mobilization strategies.

The research conducted by EPIC indicates that pro-reform actors utilize a broad mix of strategies.
While some parties have competed in elections since 2021, others are currently shifting from
boycotting elections to embracing electoral competition. Yet another group continues to prioritize an
extended phase of internal development before joining the fray. Similarly, some groups coalesced into
exclusively pro-reform alliances, whereas others elected to bandwagon with moderate-leaning
establishment figures, and some have shunned coalitions altogether. These choices often reflect
attempts to adapt to the challenges posed by Iraq’s political environment, which include the power of
patronage networks, unfavorable electoral laws, the exploitation of state resources by ruling parties,
and the presence of militias in politics. Against this backdrop, the upcoming election will likely present
a tough challenge for pro-reform groups and will rigorously test their adaptation tactics and strategies
for coalition-making and voter mobilization.

Methodology

This report utilizes a variety of analytical tools and methods to address the key research question:
What is the current state of Iraqi pro-reform voices, especially those that emerged from the
Tishreen Movement and what is their outlook ahead of the November 2025 elections. The
authors conducted structured and semi-structured interviews with pro-reform party members and
leaders, covering topics such as coalition-building, mobilization strategies, patliamentary performance,
and the obstacles posed by actors resisting political change. The authors conducted a thorough analysis
of social media platforms to understand how pro-reform groups articulate their political agendas and
engage public discourse on Iraqi political affairs. Additionally, the report draws on data from the
Independent High Electoral Commission in Iraq (IHEC), research reports, book chapters, academic
papers, historical literature on Iraq, and media articles, to evaluate changes in pro-reform attitudes
since Tishreen. The analysis applies a comparative logic, assessing differences in positions on mubasasa,
willingness to cooperate with traditional political figures, and stance toward participating in the
electoral process.

This report was written by Angelos Chatzigiannis and Omar Al-Nidawi.



Introduction and the Tishreen protest movement

Since 2003, power in Iraq has been apportioned among political parties that claim to represent their
ethnic or religious communities through a system known as mubasasa ta’ifiyya. Over time, public opinion
on muhasasa had shifted —from initial identification with ethno-sectarian affiliations as a safeguard
against autocracy, to a growing rejection of the system and the corruption and dysfunction it produced.

The civil, pro-reform trend in Iraq developed as a reaction to muhasasa. In contrast to ethno-sectarian
identification, this trend emphasized cross-sectarian, civic identity. Ayad Allawi’s National Iraqi List,
which won a plurality of seats in the 2010 elections, is a tangible example of this approach.' The pro-
reform movement exhibited remarkable continuity since that period, which coincided with the Arab
Spring, with support for political reform exhibiting gradual growth that manifested in notable protests
movements in the years prior to the Tishreen protests. Efforts to build up organized political action
continued alongside the recurring outbursts of public grievances. Prominent activist Shorouq al-Abaiji,
who leads the National Civil Movement, told the authors that: “we [reform advocates] are committed
to the establishment of a civil state (dawla madania) because we believe that it is the best way to solve the
issues within Iraq. Starting in 2014 [with the Civil Democratic Alliance],” we started to plan the political
and electoral alliances formed only by people who truly believe in the establishment of a civil state.”

The protesters rallied around slogans denouncing subservience to external
powers and emphasizing equal citizenship amalgamated in secular Iraqi
nationalism, most notably “we want a homeland” (nurid watan)

Tishreen was a watershed for Iraqi politics and society that demonstrated widespread disaffection with
the political status quo built around the muhasasa ta’ifiyya. For months, protesters in Baghdad and
across Iraq’s southern provinces denounced systemic corruption, foreign interference, and the
incompetence of successive governments in providing services and jobs. The protesters rallied around
slogans denouncing subservience to external powers and emphasizing equal citizenship amalgamated
in secular Iraqi nationalism, most notably “we want a homeland” (nurid watan).”

Although the Tishreen protests were violently crushed by state forces and allied militias, the movement
proved to be the most dynamic and impactful since 2011.° It precipitated the resignation of Prime
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Minister Adil Abdul-Mahdi in November 2019 and built pressure on parliament to enact critical
electoral reforms. The movement also produced political parties and groups seeking to upend the
muhasasa system and advocating for a civil state that transcends sectarian affiliations.

’s Tahreer Square during the Tishreen protests in 2019. (Mohmmd Abd, CC
BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons)

Night time view of Baghdad

The post-2021 election environment and the Coordination
Framework Government

The 2021 parliamentary elections, which witnessed a historic low turnout of around 43% of registered
voters (and 38% of eligible voters),” represented a pivotal moment for the pro-reform movement.®
Critically, elections posed a dilemma that divided pro-reform actors; whether to boycott or participate.
The electoral reforms championed by the protests replaced the Sainte-Lagué proportional
representation system used in prior elections with the single non-transferable vote (SNTV) system and
increased the number of electoral districts from 18 to 83.” These changes created new opportunities
for independents and emerging parties to achieve fairer representation.’’ A few new parties that

7 Iraq's Electroal Commission - Final results of the 2021 parliamentary elections.
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formed during Tishreen, among which Imtidad was the most organized, as well as dozens of
independents competed in the election and won significant numbers of votes in their provinces."'

But despite the newly-gained advantage, many pro-reform actors abstained from participation, citin
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persistent security threats, the need for better internal preparation, and a political environment deemed
unfit for meaningful reform.

For the establishment parties, the elections triggered a political deadlock in government formation,
the longest since 2003. The crisis culminated with the resignation of all 73 Sadrist lawmakers in June
2022, after Sadr failed to form a “national majority government” with the Kurdistan Democratic Party
(KDP) and the Tagaddum Party of Mohammed al-Halbousi, that would have sidelined other
influential Shia political actors."”” Sadr’s attempt failed mainly due to political - and coercive - pressure
from Sadt’s rivals in the Shia Coordination Framework (CF) and allied militias, and the Federal
Supreme Court’s Ruling No. 16 of February 2022 which mandated a two-thirds quorum for the
election of a president, and subsequently the prime minister.” The ruling effectively rendered Sadr’s
plans unfeasible due to the ability of rival factions to exercise “blocking third” tactics."

The CF moved quickly to fill the vacuum Sadr left and formed a majority coalition that selected
Mohammed Shya al-Sudani as Prime Minister. The CF leveraged its power in patliament to shape Iraq’s
political scene to its advantage. It pushed electoral law amendments that reintroduced proportional
representation and replaced the 83 districts with single districts for each province. Imtidad’s founder
Alaa al-Rikabi said the changes would “crush” the chances of small parties in the next election."”

CF also pushed legislation advancing its ideological worldview and societal vision, passing highly
controversial amendment of Iraq’s Personal Status Law no. 188 of 1958, sparking outrage among
secular Iraqis and rights groups.'® The CF factions then sought to give more authority and resources
to their allied militias through introducing a new law that would give the Popular Mobilization Forces
(PMF) permanent structures and institutions independent of the Defense and Interior ministries,
including their own military academy."’

Pro-reform Groups in Parliament, Performance and Failures

Meanwhile, pro-reforms in parliament faced difficulties that contributed to weak performance. Some
were internal, such as fragmentation and poor coordination in promoting a shared pro-reform agenda.
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Others were external, including cooptation and intimidation by powerful parties, and inability to block
laws promulgated by the establishment parties that run against the pro-reforms’ policy goals.

In addition to Imtidad (9 seats), pro-reform voices that emerged after Tishreen gained parliamentary
representation through the Ishraqat Kanoon bloc, presumably backed by Iraq’s Grand Ayatollah Ali
al-Sistani (6 seats), and a few dozen independent lawmakers. The civil-pro-reform movement
continued to be represented outside parliament by nascent political formations that boycotted the
elections, such as Hussein al-Ghorabi’s al-Bayt al-Watani and Muhi al-Ansari’s al-Bayt al-Iraqi, or that
did not secure parliamentary seats, such as Mushriq al-Frijy’s Nazil Akhuth Haqi Democratic
Movement (Coming to Claim My Rights Democratic Movement) and Fao Zakho Gathering of former
Transport Minister Amir Abduljabbar Ismael.

As the 73 Sadrist lawmakers exited patliament, their seats were reallocated to second place winners in
the corresponding districts. While CF captures more than 40 seats as a result, pro-reforms and
independents made gains too," with Imtidad, in particular, adding seven seats to its original nine."”

Imtidad rapidly lost cohesion after its leaders supported the election of Mohamed
al-Halbousi as Speaker of Parliament—a move many saw as antithetical to their
anti-establishment stance.

Once in parliament, there were initial signs of momentum. Imtidad and the Kurdish opposition New
Generation party, along with independents, joined forces to form Min Ajl al-Shaab (For the People), a
bloc of 28 lawmakers with the stated goal of opposing the mubasasa system. * These pro-reform parties
and independents, however, soon found themselves dealing with great obstacles ranging from
cooptation by powerful establishment parties, lack of coordination and experience in operating within
parliament, as well as growing internal splits.” In some cases, pro-reform lawmakers were also
subjected to intimidation, and even physical assault and violence. ***

Imtidad’s prospects gradually faded due to internal divisions and failure to influence legislation.”
Recognizing their inability to rally even modest numbers of lawmakers in support of legislative or oversight
efforts, Imtidad leader Alaa al-Rikabi complained that “according to the constitution, we need at least 25

8 Enabling Peace in Iraq Center, “Iraq Security and Humanitarian Monitor: June 9-16, 2022,”
https://enablingpeace.org/ishm357/#Headlinel

% Independent High Electoral Commission, "The Results of the Parliament Elections 2021," Independent High
Electoral Commission, 2021, accessed July 22, 2025, https://ihec.ig/the-results-of-the-parliament-elections-2021/
20 Emtidad and New Generation announce the formation of "For the People" bloc - Shafag News

21 Marsin Alshamary, The New Iraqi Opposition: The Anti-Establishment Movement after the 2021 Elections (The
Hague: Clingendael Institute, August 2023), https://www.clingendael.org/publication/new-iragi-opposition.

22 Mawazin News, “With the Document: The Public Prosecution Demands Lifting Immunity from MP Sajjad Salim,”
August 28, 2025. https://www.mawazin.net/Details.aspx?jimare=265882

23 Enabling Peace in Iraq Center, “Iraq Security and Humanitarian Monitor: October 17 - November 3, 2022,”
https://enablingpeace.org/ishm357/#Headlinel

24 Filip Sommer, “Islamic and Sectarian or Secular and Nationalist? New Classification of Iraqi Shi’a Political Actors
Based on Ideological Anchorage,” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, July 2024, 1-25,
https://doi.org/10.1080/13530194.2024.2373066.



https://shafaq.com/en/Iraq/Emtidad-and-New-Generation-announce-the-formation-of-For-the-People-bloc
https://www.mawazin.net/Details.aspx?jimare=265882
https://www.mawazin.net/Details.aspx?jimare=265882
https://enablingpeace.org/ishm357/#Headline1
https://doi.org/10.1080/13530194.2024.2373066

members of patliament to be able to question a minister.”” This lack of coordination was apparent when
parliament passed the electoral law amendment of March 2023. Pro-reform groups who benefitted from
protecting the existing law failed to block the amendments or to rally public opinion domestically or abroad
in support of preserving the reforms Tishreen had won less than two years prior. *°
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Imtidad’s Dr. Alaa al-Rikabi launches the party's 2021 campaign. Despite winning 9 seats,
the new party faced a political system hostile to change, as well as internal problems.

Imtidad is also an illustrative case of internal divisions, lack of a unifying party vision, and absence of
agreed upon decision-making mechanisms. Imtidad rapidly lost cohesion after its leaders supported
the election of Mohamed al-Halbousi as Speaker of Parliament—a move many saw as antithetical to
their anti-establishment stance.”” In May 2022, as the record-setting year-long government formation
process dragging on, five of Imtidad’s representatives in parliament resigned. In explaining their
decision, they lamented that Rikabi accused them of treason and corruption after they criticized him
for seeking an alliance with Sadr and Halbousi.”

“The majority of independents were coopted and their work was disorganized and
lacked cohesion. [Among] those who spoke in the name of Tishreen, some went to
the Coordination Framework...”
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Meanwhile, many lawmakers who won their seats as independent candidates began to attach
themselves, formally or otherwise, to traditional forces after they assessed that “working from within”
or “supporting stability” would facilitate reform.” Independent lawmaker and head of the
Parliamentary Legal Committee, Mohammed Anuz, charged that “talking about the existence of
independents in parliament has become unrealistic, as most of them have aligned themselves with
political blocs either directly or indirectly and have facilitated the passing of deals and legislations
favoring these big blocs.”” Echoing that assessment, Tariq al-Lahibi, leader of the Riyada party, told
the authors that after the 2021 elections “the majority of independents were coopted and their work
was disorganized and lacked cohesion. [Among] those who spoke in the name of Tishreen, some went
to the Coordination Framework, some went in other directions, and some into opposition.”"

Pro-reform Parties and the November Elections:
Boycott vs. Participation

Four trends emerge when analyzing attitudes towards the upcoming November 2025 parliamentary
elections:
% The Consistent Boycotters: Tishreen groups such as al-Bayt al-Iraqi that boycotted
2021 and plan to boycott again, prioritizing internal readiness over participation.
*¢ The New Entrants: Tishreen groups that boycotted 2021, but have decided to now
compete, such as al-Bayt al-Watani, adopting a new strategy based on lessons learned.
% The Returning Veterans: Pre-Tishreen parties like the ICP that boycotted 2021 but
are competing now.
** The Consistent Challengers: Post-Tishreen parties that participated in 2021, such as
the Fao Zakho party, and are doing so now.

Al-Bayt al-Iraqi is an example of the first trend, which believes that electoral participation requires more
time for internal organization, political education, and consensus-building around a coherent political
platform. It was established in 2021 as “an independent youth movement that believes in the state,
confronts all forms of religious, ideological, political, and social extremism, and lays the foundation for a
national awakening.””

“The current Iraqi political system is deeply penetrated by Iranian interests,
leaving little breathing space for meaningful participation in politics, as the rules
of the game offer only temporary legitimacy.”

The group, according to its leader, Muhi al-Ansari, “is undergoing a process of self-construction and
the establishment of solid foundations for an intellectual democratic movement, prior to forming a

2% Erem News, “Transformations and Alliances... The Temptations of Power Weaken the Civil Movement in Iraq,”
14 July 2025, https://www.eremnews.com/news/arab-world/Irtpusf

30 Al-Aalem, "From Independence to Alignment: Independents’ Loyalties Exposed in Election Season," July 6, 2025,
https://al-aalem.com/s- liual b ol - Jll-zdas- o/

31 Authors’ Interview with Tariq al-Lahibi

32 Al-Bayt al-Iraqi Facebook post,
facebook.com/ihmoffical/posts/pfbid02joj9fi2magTwmgsR4SWLFrTABFwufYzBm1Z3MfrYftChLaYNTgdFy4PN1rnFGUvf
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political party that would patticipate in the political system.”” A journalist by profession, Ansari
argued that “political action is not confined only to the electoral field, but also in the realm of opinion
formation and youth [empowerment]” For him, “the current Iraqi political system is deeply penetrated
by Iranian interests, leaving little breathing space for meaningful participation in politics, as the rules
of the game offer only temporary legitimacy.” This reality, he continues, “was evidenced by the
experiences of civil parties and independents in the 2010 and 2014 parliamentary elections and, more
recently, by the collapse of Imtidad.”*

An example of the second trend is al-Bayt al-Watani. In 2021, it argued that participation in elections
bestowed legitimacy on another flawed and fraudulent process.” Ongoing violence, the abuse of
power by established parties and militias, and lack of accountability for crimes against protesters, were
amonyg the other key reasons behind their boycott in 2021.%

The third trend includes parties like the Iraqi Communist Party (ICP) and Shorouq al-Abaiji’s Civil
National Movement. These parties boycotted in 2021 largely for the same reasons cited by al-Bayt al-
Watani. Abaiji says her party abstained because “there was no accountability for those who committed
crimes against protesters and limited time to form a coherent civil alliance front that would challenge
the establishment parties.””’

Several reasons explain why parties like the ICP and al-Bayt al-Watani shifted from boycott to
participation. Critically, pro-reform figures admit that they did not achieve their political goals by
boycotting elections. Al-Bayt al-Watani’s leader, Hussein al-Ghorabi, acknowledges that “by
boycotting, we did not provide real political programs and did not manage to achieve the goals that
we were seeking.””* Similatly, the ICP has come to advocate for popular participation in the elections,
identifying it as the only practical pathway to “take back rights, impose the will of the people, and save
the nation.””” These parties also took advantage of the time since 2021 to organize politically, raise
awareness and forge alliances, like the Qiyam alliance which was formed by the ICP and others to
participate in the 2023 provincial elections.*

The last trend includes parties such as the Fao Zakho Gathering and Nazil Akhuth Haqi, which hope
that November will allow them to realize the electoral success that eluded them in 2021. The next
section will discuss the coalition-building strategies employed by these various groups.*!

33 Authors’ interview with Muhi al-Ansari

34 Authors’ interview with Muhi al-Ansari

35 Enabling Peace in Iraq Center, The Long Game: Iraq’s “Tishreen” Movement and the Struggle for Reform, October
2021, https://enablingpeace.org/tishreen/.

36 Enabling Peace in Iraq Center, The Long Game: Iraq’s “Tishreen” Movement and the Struggle for Reform,
October 2021, https://enablingpeace.org/tishreen/.

37 Authors’ interview with Shorouq al-Abaiji

38 Hussein al-Ghorabi Facebook post, https://www.facebook.com/alguorabi/videos/1261595945664238

39 The ICP’s Tareeq al-Shaab newspaper, October 2025, https://www.tareegashaab.com/index.php/on-the-people-
path/27920-ly-tryg-alsh-b-fy-aldhkry-alsadst-lantfadt-tshryn-2019-almjydt-aml-mtjdd

40 The Qjyam alliance mainly comprised parties that decided to boycott or emerged after the 2021 elections, such
as the ICP, the National Civil Movement, the Bayt al-Watani, the Iraqi Riyada party, the Democratic Current etc.
More details about Qiyam will be pinpointed later in the report.

41|t is worth noting that Imtidad will not be represented in the November election. Its founder, Alaa al-Rikabi has
withdrawn from politics, and issued a public apology to the 36,000 voters who elected him for failing to use his
time in parliament to achieve hopes and aspirations. See: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dnBvWVLhIGM
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Coalition-Building, Mobilization Strategies and Challenges

Gradual or Radical change?

Among the prominent political activists during Tishreen, meaningful change was not necessarily
envisioned as the complete collapse of the post-2003 institutional order. Rather, it was understood as
a call for its reconfiguration—primarily through ending muhasasa, eliminating systemic corruption, and
the demilitarization of politics, including the enforcement of the prohibition of parties having military
wings or associated militias. Therefore, most pro-reform political parties advocated for partial or
gradual transformation of the political system, rather than the total dismantling of the institutional
framework. The political activists interviewed for this report largely reaffirmed that they respect the
2005 constitution, underscoring that it guarantees the separation of powers and the peaceful transfer
of power. Even the ICP—with its long, and at times violent history prior to the 2003 regime change—
advocates for comprehensive (shamil) rather than radical (jathri) change.” This stance entails pursuing
change through institutional and governance reforms while preserving the constitutional framework,
albeit with the possibility of targeted amendments.

Coalition-Making Strategies

Shaped by mubasasa, political power in Iraq does not entirely conform to the neo patrimonial structure
ascribed to many Arab states, in which power is concentrated in the hands of a strong leader and
preserved through patronage networks that pervade the system. Hence, political power in Iraq is rather
dispersed among several power centers. While these power centers have a vested interest in preserving
the political system and status quo from which they derive power, their attitude towards pro-reform
parties is not uniformly dismissive. Various traditional political actors have repeatedly sought to attract
pro-reform figures and groups to appeal to change-seeking constituencies. That, in turn, has
infrequently prompted newly formed pro-reform parties to align with moderate traditional political
figures to secure the necessary resources or parliamentary footing for their political agendas—a form
of political symbiosis. Former Prime Ministers Ayad Allawi, Haider al-Abadi, Mustafa al-Kadhimi, and
current Prime Minister Mohammed al-Sudani, are relevant examples who attracted pro-reform groups
by adopting a discourse centered on ending mubasasa, anti-corruption measures, curbing the influence
of militias, and broader governance reforms. Some post-Tishreen parties, however, have resisted such
overtures and calculated that running alone is a more viable option than facing the stigma of working
with establishment figures, even those who endorsed pro-reform rhetoric.

With that in mind, research identified three distinct patterns characterizing the pro-reforms’ stance
toward coalition formation:
% Coalition builders: civil-pro-reform entities have joined forces to form explicitly
civil alliances.
% Bandwagoneers: parties and figures that aligned themselves with moderate, bettet-
resourced establishment actors.
% Lone wolves: Tishreen-inspired parties that opted to remain outside any coalition
framework, choosing instead to contest the elections alone.

42 Authors’ interview with Yasser al-Salim, a member of the Political Bureau of the Iragi Communist Party (ICP)
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The largest alliance formed by civil-pro-reform groups is al-Badeel (Alternative) Alliance. It was
formed in April 2025 by thirteen parties and is led by former Najaf governor Adnan al-Zurfi.” In
addition to Zurfi’s Wafa Movement, al-Badeel also comprises the ICP, al-Bayt Al-Watani, the
Iqtisadiyoun (Economists) Alliance, Abaiji’s National Civil Movement, the Iraqi Riyada Party, and
Athir al-Dabbas’s Democratic Current.* The main purpose of al-Badeel is to serve as: “mainly an
electoral coalition - not an absolutely strategic alliance - that rallies around a common program of
shared goals: reforming the electoral system, restoring state sovereignty, fighting corruption,
reforming the economy, defending human rights and freedoms, restoring trust in government
institutions, and building a metitocratic and democratic state based on citizenship.”*’

The move appears to be an attempt to capitalize on Zurfi’s name recognition as a
potential counterweight to Iran’s influence.

Al-Badeel is not an entirely new creation but rather a reconstitution of the Democratic Forces of Change
formed in October 2022, which contested the 2023 provincial elections under its electoral umbrella,
the Qiyam Coalition.* Senior figures within al-Badeel expect to secure 15 to 20 seats in November,
with its “strongholds” being Baghdad, Dhi-Qar, Najaf, Diwaniyah, Babylon, Diyala and Kut."

Notably, al-Badeel is already presenting Adnan al-Zurfi as its candidate for prime minister. The move
appears to be an attempt to capitalize on Zurfi’s name recognition as a potential counterweight to
Iran’s influence. He was designated to form a government following Abdul-Mahdi’s resignation in the
fall of 2019 but faced vehement objections from Iran and Iraq’s Shia Islamist parties.” The decision
to present Zurfi as a prime ministerial candidate in advance is thus designed to garner broader
legitimacy and electoral support among the Iraqi public.” The alliance, according to Tariq al-Lahibi,
wants to be transparent about what they’re offering voters and “differs from other coalitions that do
not specify who is going to be their candidate for the premiership, presidency, or presidency of
parliament. The Iraqi public is seeking clarity regarding that.””’

The other, and smaller, alliance formed explicitly along civil-pro-reform lines is the reactivated Civil
Democratic Alliance led by veteran activist Ali al-Rufaie. The Civil Democratic Alliance presents itself
as a group that is committed to “a clear national vision that rejects opportunism and all forms of
corruption, upholds the sovereignty of the state and the independence of its national decision-making
and emphasizes the need to establish the rule of law and hold all corrupt individuals accountable

% |n an interview with Al-Sumaria channel, Adnan al-Zurfi stated that the Badil Coalition aims to promote a
diversified economy and a stable, independent Iraq free from external intervention, with state revenues serving all
segments of Iragi society. Al-Sumaria. The Civilians... Messages from the Fish to the Whales — From the End,
Season 2, Episode 11. YouTube video. May 27, 2025. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0FETkMrM50U&t=760s.
44 Badil Alliance. Official Website of the Badil Alliance. Accessed July 29, 2025. https://albadil.net/en/.

45 Authors’ Interview with Yasser al-Salim

46 Asharq al-Awsat, “Civil Qiyam Alliance Holds Its First Conference in Baghdad Aiming to Change the Approach
Adopted by Successive Governments Since 2003,” September 24, 2023, https://aawsat.com/world/arab/4565996.
47 Authors’ interview with Yasser al-Salim and Tariq al-Lahibi

8 Enabling Peace in Iraq Center, “Iraq Security and Humanitarian Monitor: March 19-26, 2020,”
https://enablingpeace.org/ishm247/#Headlinel

49 Notably, no other party or coalition has said prior to the elections whom they would designate for the premiership

50 Authors’ interview with Tariq al-Lahibi
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without exception.” The Alliance includes Rufaie’s Social Democratic Current, the National
Initiative, and the Renewed Horizon.”” It is worth noting that al-Rufaie was a member of the
Democratic Forces of Change,”which was a political initiative spearheaded by various reformist
entities within the prism of pro-Tishreen voices, including al-Bayt al-Watani, the ICP, the National
Civil Movement, Nazil Akhuth Haqi, and notably the al-Bayt al-Iragi. The alliance did not have a
strictly electoral purpose, but rather an organizational one in the sense that it was primarily aiming at
bringing together reformist voices to a single political front against the establishment parties. Joining
the Democratic Forces of Change underscores the persistent efforts of civil actors to establish
common ground—despite their eventual divergences.

Meanwhile, several pro-reform figures and groups chose to align themselves with moderate
establishment figures, such as Sudani’s Reconstruction and Development Coalition. Noteworthy pro-
treforms who joined Sudani include former Imtidad member Nour Nafia Al-Julihawi,* the Liberal
Amariji Party, led by Qusai Mahbuba, and Nazil Akhuth Haqi. Moshreq al-Furaiji, who leads the latter,
explained his party’s views in an interview with EPIC, saying that “change in Iraqi institutions and
society cannot be radical but will come gradually, asserting that “Sudani’s coalition is the most suitable
vehicle for achieving such a goal.”

It is worth noting that Nazil Akhuth Haqi made this move after breaking with its former pro-reform
coalition, Qiyam. This diverse coalition, comprising ten different parties, brought together a mixture
of pro-Tishreen movements and older political groups to compete in the 2023 provincial election. It
included the ICP, the Democratic Social Current, al-Bayt al-Watani, Nazil Akhuth Haqji, the National
Civil Movement, the Riyada Party, and other pro-reform actors with Tishreen links.”® Following the
disappointing electoral results—the coalition anticipated securing at least 30 seats but won only 6—
some of its members expressed frustration.”” Notably, Nazil Akhuth Hagi announced in February
2024 that “it suspended its activities and presence within the Qiyam coalition to protest the lack of
seriousness in implementing many of the reforms and changes related to the partnership” that brought
the coalition together.”

Paradoxically, Sudani’s alliance also includes militia-affiliated figures from the
Coordination Framework, such as PMF Commission Chairman Falih al-Fayyadh.

51 Social Democratic Current Facebook post: https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=1002693545368425

52 Rasha Al-Azzawi, “Iraqi Alliances in the 2025 Elections: Party Structures and Chances of Victory”, Gulf Research
Center, June 18, 2025, https://araa.sa/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=7765

53 The Democratic Forces of Change was a political initiative spearheaded by various reformist entities within the
prism of pro-Tishreen voices, the Bayt al-Watani, the ICP, the National Civil Movement, Nazil Akhuth Hagqi, and
notably al-Bayt al-Iragi. The alliance did not have a strictly electoral nature, but rather organizational in a sense that it
was primarily aiming at bringing together reformist voices to a single political front against the establishment parties
54 Abdullah Salam, “Noor Nafi‘ Reveals to Rudaw Details of ‘Al-Sudani’s Parliamentary Bloc’: We Will Contest the
Elections with It,” Rudaw, July 12, 2025, by Rudaw, https://www.rudawarabia.net/arabic/middleeast/iraq/120720255
55 Authors’ interview with Moshreq al-Furaiji

56 Amwaj Media. 2023. “Deep Dive: Anti-Establishment Parties Unite to Transform Iraqi Politics,” December 14,
2023 https://amwaj.media/en/article/deep-dive-anti-establishment-parties-unite-to-transform-iragi-politics.

57 Al-Araby Al-Jadeed. “Will Irag’s Civil Qiyam Coalition Soon Collapse?” February 16, 2024,

https://www.alara bv.co.uk/politics/@)é-éliib-dm-é\,a!\-L"’g-L";,\AJIW.é-qJL;J

%8 |bid.

12


https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=1002693545368425
https://araa.sa/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=7765
https://www.rudawarabia.net/arabic/middleeast/iraq/120720255
https://amwaj.media/en/article/deep-dive-anti-establishment-parties-unite-to-transform-iraqi-politics
https://amwaj.media/en/article/deep-dive-anti-establishment-parties-unite-to-transform-iraqi-politics
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%87%D9%84-%D9%8A%D8%AA%D9%81%D9%83%D9%83-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%8B

The choice to join Sudani thus appears to be informed by a mix of political pragmatism, recognition
of Sudani’s influence, expectations that his coalition will secure a substantial number of seats, and the
potential access to state resources. However, such alignments carry risks in terms of how they are
perceived (and sometimes ridiculed) by the Iraqi public, particularly among activists affiliated with the
Tishreen movement.” Paradoxically, Sudani’s alliance also includes militia-affiliated figures from the
Coordination Framework, such as former militia commander and current Labor Minister Ahmed al-
Asadi. The list also includes Falih al-Fayyadh, the chairman of the Popular Mobilization Forces who
is accused of using violence against protesters and is seen as emblematic of the sectarian and militia-
dominated status quo the pro-reform movement seeks to challenge.”

Lastly, some post-Tishreen pro-reforms have decided to run as individual parties without participating
in any coalition, including the Ishraqat Kanoon and the Fao Zakho Gathering, led by former Transport
Minister Amer Abduljabbar. Ishragat Kanoon’s decision to avoid forming alliances may stem from its
identity as a relatively reclusive Shia Islamist party, believed to be linked to the Najaf clergy, that aims
to promote an alternative Shia Islamist political vision distinct from the traditional Shia parties. .*' It
is unclear why the Fao Zakho Gathering has chosen the same approach.

Electoral Turnout and Mobilization Strategies

Lacking patronage networks and access to government resources, civil coalitions like al-Badeel lack
the resources to run competitive campaigns that are available to ruling parties. Therefore, they rely on
traditional, relatively inexpensive tactics, eliciting legitimacy through persuasive online and in-person
messaging and raising awareness about the importance of political participation in initiating
meaningful change.

Trust in the electoral process has undeniably eroded in recent years, as reflected in the low turnout of
the 2018 and 2021 elections; 44.5% and 38% of eligible voters participating, respectively, down from
around 62% in 2010 and 2014. % Critically, low turnout has favored establishment parties because
of their robust patronage networks that offer stable electoral bases. Consequently, pro-reform groups
are hoping for higher turnout, as they assess that increased participation will translate into better results
for them. Shoruq al-Abaiji reaffirmed this view, stating that: “Al-Badeel is working to deliver a message
to Iraqi citizens, who are disillusioned with elections bringing actual change in Iraq, that change has
to be peaceful and through the election process.”” While pro-reform groups are hoping for modest
increase in turnout, the unchanged underlying conditions and the withdrawal of Muqtada al-Sadr from
the electoral race will likely keep turnout close to levels seen in recent elections, including the 2023

59 A Facebook comment in the Nazil Akhuth Hagi’s page made a joke about the party’s name, which translates to
“coming to take my rights” by twisting it into “coming to take my seat”

60 Rasha Al-Azzawi, “Iraqi Alliances in the 2025 Elections”

51 Enabling Peace in Iraq Center, “Iraq Security and Humanitarian Monitor: October 7 - 14 2021,”
https://enablingpeace.org/ishm324/

62 Al Jazeera, “Iraq: Election Results within Two Days, Turnout at Record Low,” May 13, 2018.
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/5/13/irag-election-results-within-two-days-turnout-at-record-low.

635, Al Kli, J. Miller, and A. de Waal, “The Coming Twilight of a Petro-State? Traumatic Decarbonization as a Driver
of Political Transformation in Iraqg,” Environment and Security 2, no. 3 (2024): 455-73,
https://doi.org/10.1177/27538796241237859.
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provincial elections, which stood at 41% of eligible voters.” Recent polling by Al Mustakilla Group
for Research shows that only half of eligible voters have any degree of confidence that they would
vote in 2025, suggesting actual turnout is unlikely to exceed 40%.%

Pro-reforms argue that traditional Shia parties have employed sectarian language and identity politics,
especially ahead of elections, to distract public attention from pressing issues facing Iraq’s society. In
other words, sectarian discourse as a mobilization strategy employed by some establishment forces
has obstructed solutions to real-life problems affecting the average Iraqi regardless of sect, such as
reducing poverty, job creation, electricity provision and access to running water. Raising awareness
about Iraq’s socioeconomic issues can therefore, the logic continues, directly challenge sectarian
language utilized by traditional parties. A case can be made about the Shia communities in Iraq’s
southern provinces, which are Iraq’s poorest. The most struggling provinces, al-Muthana (44%
poverty rate), Diwaniyah, Basra, and Najaf were all hotbeds of protest mobilization both before and
during Tishreen.”” Despite Shia parties traditionally holding the lion’s share of decision-making power
in Iraq, the pauperization of these provinces has persisted.”® Yassir al-Salim, a member of the ICP
Political Bureau, posits that “the sectarian discourse impedes the real struggle for social and economic
rights. As a result, these struggles, like inequality, poverty and corruption, are pushed aside. We try to
reveal to the Iraqi people how these sectatian narratives are distractions from more critical issues.””

In practical terms, civil-pro-reform voices try to raise awareness through a variety of traditional
engagement measures such as organizing roundtable discussions and community gatherings, maintaining
an active presence on social media, and appearing on various media platforms and channels. ™ Athir al-
Dabbas, the leader of the Democratic Current, mentions that their mobilization campaign will be
executed “on social media and through door-to-door outreach. We will also rely on personal
engagement, visiting neighborhoods, presenting our candidates, and listening to people’s needs.””!

Challenges ahead of the November elections

The primary obstacles facing pro-reforms, some of which were discussed earlier, are low voter turnout
- largely driven by distrust in the electoral process - the unchecked actions of militias, electoral laws
favoring establishment parties, illegal campaign financing, and the buying of votes. Restrictions on
free speech by authorities represent another obstacle of concern. Vaguely worded laws about
“offensive”, “inciteful” or “indecent” content have been cited by authorities and powerful parties to
prosecute critics or ban them from appearing in the media.” Such claims have also been used to

disqualify candidates from competing in elections. "

55 Reuters, “Iraq holds first local elections in a decade, 41% turnout,” December 2023,
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/irag-holds-first-provincial-elections-decade-2023-12-18/

56 Munqith Dagher, “Voter turnout will define Iraq’s 2025 election,” Chatham House, October 2025,
https://kalam.chathamhouse.org/articles/voter-turnout-will-define-irags-2025-election/
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73 Notably, Sajad Salim faced disqualification twice, once for failing to provide proof of “good reputation” and once
on the grounds that he made televised remarks that violated broadcast laws. See: https://tinyurl.com/3pkrsss3
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Despite two decades of elections, Iraq has faced scrutiny over the lack of basic mechanisms for free
and fair elections. The state’s incapacity to establish a monopoly on violence and prevent powerful
political parties from operating armed wings (and vice versa) is arguably the most significant and
persistent shortcoming of Iraqg’s political development.™

The perceived unfairness of election laws was repeatedly emphasized by candidates from al-Badeel in
interviews with EPIC. The current law includes changes that were championed by the CF in 2023. They
reversed the reforms advanced by Tishreen in favor of restoring the previous system of proportional
representation and treating each province as one district.” The system repeatedly benefited larger
political parties in prior elections since 2025 — except in 2021, when Iraq used the single non-
transferrable vote system instead — and it will most likely have the same effect in November.”

The formation of broad coalitions, such as al-Badeel, is in large part an adaptation strategy designed
in response to the latest change in electoral laws.

“In Baghdad, we need about 20,000 votes to win a single seat. That’s why we
sought to unite as many civil parties as possible to pool votes, especially in
Baghdad.”

According to Yasser al-Salim from the ICP, “the current law doesn’t suit individual party lists; it favors
medium-sized alliances that can fill out a full list of candidates.””” Echoing this perspective, Athir al-
Dabbas emphasized that “the electoral law in Iraq poses extremely difficult challenges, especially the
electoral threshold under the Sainte-Lagué system.” For example, he continues, “in Baghdad, we need
about 20,000 votes to win a single seat. That’s why we sought to unite as many civil parties as possible
to pool votes, especially in Baghdad.”” Another adaptation tactic is to cooperate with other civil
parties outside one’s own coalition—what al-Dabbas referred to as “electoral cooperation”.” For
instance, in Basra, al-Badeel’s candidates will run on the electoral list of the Fao Zakho Movement.”

Another major concern for pro-reform groups is the use of a/-Mal al-Siyasi (“political money”)—a
term commonly used in Iraq to describe how ruling parties employ illicit methods to influence political
processes. These methods include vote buying, spreading misleading media campaigns, and exploiting
state resources to promote their candidates. Political money is closely tied to the entrenched patronage

74 Haider al-Musawi, “Between the Promise of Democracy and Repeated Failures of Iraq’s Electoral System,” The
Washington Institute for Near East Policy, June 6, 2025, https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-
analysis/between-promise-democracy-and-repeated-failures-irags-electoral-system.

7> Mahmoud Barakat, “Iraqi Parliament Approves Amendments to Electoral Law,” Anadolu Agency, March 30,
2023, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/iraqi-parliament-approves-amendments-to-electoral-law/2857397.
76 Feyzullah Tuna Aygiin, “Deep Dive: Why Electoral Reform Could Make Iraqi Politics More Unpredictable,” Amwaj
Media, May 15, 2023, https://amwaj.media/en/article/electoral-reform-makes-irag-s-political-scene-more-
unpredictable.
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networks of establishment parties, which provide them with a stable electoral base.®' In this election
cycle, parties and militias are using illicit funds to buy political power and government positions, which
are then exploited for profit and expand patronage networks. Those profits, in turn, finance the
purchase of even more political power and offices, perpetuating a self-reinforcing cycle of corruption.
This financial power is underpinned by what can be termed “party-controlled commerce,” whereby
major blocs control lucrative commercial enterprises. Examples include the KDP’s Korek Telecom,
the PUK’s AsiaCell, and the State of Law Coalition’s affiliated conglomerates, such as the Al-Mansour
and Al-Bunni groups, and direct ties to Ashur International Bank.” Notably, some political and
oversight circles estimate that spending in the upcoming parliamentary elections will range between
2.5 to 3 trillion Iraqi dinars. This staggering figure, equivalent to around 2 billion US dollars, raises
questions about electoral fairness, the legitimacy of the money being used, and the absence of
monitoring and accountability mechanisms.”” The problem was exacerbated in 2021 by the Supreme
Court’s ruling against any limits on contributions to financial campaigns.* It is worth mentioning that
illicit money in elections was one of the primary reasons cited by Haider al-Abadi in explaining his
decision to abstain from the upcoming elections. Some Iraqi analysts believe the current election law
will increase the impact of political money as larger districts and party lists place more distance between
voters and candidates. Political Science professor Issam al-Faili asserts that “political money will be
stronger and more influential at this stage due to the nature of the electoral law. Had we adopted a
multi-district system within each province, we could have eliminated corruption, as citizens would
choose the most competent and well-known candidate in their area.”®

Powerful Iraqi politicians acknowledge the rampant abuse by ruling political
parties of power and public resources in elections, but only to the extent it can
be used to discredit rivals and shift the blame to other parties.

Closely related to political money is the abuse of public offices and government resources in political
campaigns. Powerful Iraqi politicians acknowledge the rampant abuse by ruling political parties of
power and public resources in elections, but only to the extent it can be used to discredit rivals and
shift the blame to other parties. In August, Iraqi President, Abdul-Latif Rashid, addressed the CF
leaders with a public proposal to suspend certain abuses to “ensure integrity and transparency in the
upcoming elections’ credibility and fairness.” The proposal included suspending senior government
appointments, major contract awards, and the distribution of public land until after the elections.
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Rashid’s proposal also included a plain call to prevent the use of public offices and resources of all
kinds for electoral purposes.®
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Shopkeepers discuss current affairs on Mutanabi Street, Baghdad's historic center of intellectual and
literary life. The street and its café, bookshops, and restaurants have long been a forum for public
discourse, reflecting the ongoing civic engagement central to Iraq's pro-reform movement.

Electoral manipulation fosters widespread disillusionment among voters and negatively impacts
turnout, as many perceive their vote as highly inconsequential. Data from the Arab Barometer’s 2024
Iraq report suggests that nearly four in-five Iraqis (79%) say that voters are frequently or sometimes
bribed, while just 42% believe that votes are counted fairly.”’

86 pUKmedia. “The President of the Republic Provides Proposals to Ensure the Integrity of the Upcoming
Parliamentary Elections”, August 5, 2025. https://www.pukmedia.com/AR/Details/185102.
87 |bid.
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Conclusion

On their sixth anniversary, the Tishreen protests remain one of the most pivotal moments in the post-
2003 political order in Iraq, having unleashed a potent grass-roots movement to reclaim agency for
the Iraqi people. In order to fully grasp Tishreen’s dynamic character and potential, it is important to
consider the political actors that emerged from it with the goal of initiating reform through taking
control over the levers of government. These pro-reform entities, along with elements that preceded
Tishreen, represent a continuation of Tishreen’s grassroots character on the institutional level.

Far from being a unified movement, the broader pro-reform trend is diverse in its internal structures,
its approaches to electoral participation, and its strategies for forming coalitions.

While some pro-reform groups believe more internal development is necessary before engaging in
elections, the majority have either formed electoral coalitions exclusively along civil-nationalist lines, like
al-Badeel Alliance and the Civil Democratic Alliance, decided to compete alone, or chose to bandwagon
with larger coalitions led by moderate establishment political actors like Sudani’s Reconstruction and
Development Coalition. Vying for gradual and incremental change, most pro-reform parties, regardless
of coalition affiliation, call for an end to the mubasasa and the consolidation of an Iraqi political culture
and system contingent upon the prioritization of Iraqi identity as opposed to ethno-religious
affiliations and the establishment of a civil-state (dawla madaniya) that serves every Iraqi citizen.

The upcoming November elections will rigorously test the choices pro-reform groups made with
regard to coalition-building and the feasibility of their low-budget voter mobilization strategies amidst
a hostile electoral environment. Underlying challenges such as the prevalence of illicit campaign
financing and the clientelist networks that pervade the electoral base will test the movement’s ability
to challenge mubasasa by putting forth anti-sectarian language that aims to address the actual needs of
the Iraqi population regardless of ethnic group or sect. The return to an unfavorable electoral law, a
restrictive campaigning environment, the power of militias, and robustness of patronage networks will
likely leave limited space for pro-reforms to effectively garner broader parliamentary representation,
especially without appreciable improvement in turnout. Despite this generally negative outlook, it is
possible, if unlikely, that election results and the government formation process could trigger a major
redistribution of power. The scenario of the broader community of pro-reform groups — including al-
Badeel and groups competing alone — cooperating with moderate establishment parties should not be
excluded. This possibility may increase if Prime Minister Sudani’s coalition secures enough seats to be
a contender for the “largest bloc” role and thus lead the process of forming the next government.
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