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As U.S. Troops Leave Iraq, EPIC Warns Against 
Repeating the Broader Disengagement That 

Followed 2011 
 

EPIC experts available for interviews on Iraqi security, militias, 
governance and civil society, the impact of the U.S.-Iran war on Iraq, and 
the future of U.S.-Iraq relations 
 
WASHINGTON, D.C. — As the final U.S. forces assigned to Operation Inherent Resolve 
depart Iraq today, bringing to a close the military mission launched in 2014 to combat ISIS, 
experts with the Enabling Peace in Iraq Center (EPIC) are available for interviews on what the 
withdrawal means for Iraq and the future of the U.S.-Iraq relationship. 
 
EPIC cautions against repeating a central mistake after the 2011 withdrawal: allowing the end 
of a U.S. military mission to become a broader retreat from sustained engagement 
with Iraq. The lesson of 2011 is not that U.S. forces should have remained indefinitely. It is 
that military withdrawal should not be followed by political, diplomatic, and civic disengagement. 
In EPIC’s assessment, that broader disengagement reduced U.S. attention and leverage at a time 
when Iraqi governance and security were deteriorating and malign actors were gaining ground—
conditions EPIC was warning about well before ISIS seized Mosul.  
 
For EPIC, the end of the U.S. military presence should not mark the end of 
sustained American engagement with Iraq or the relationships built between our 
two countries. EPIC believes durable Iraqi sovereignty depends on strong, accountable 
institutions; security forces under civilian authority; protection of human rights; and a state that 
exercises effective control over the use of force. EPIC’s research has repeatedly documented the 
challenge posed when militias operate outside state control with political power and impunity, 
including violence against peaceful reform activists.  
 
Erik Gustafson, EPIC Founder and Executive Director: “As a U.S. Army veteran who 
has worked on Iraq for nearly three decades, I do not believe peace can be measured simply by 
whether American troops remain. The deeper test is whether Iraq can exercise its sovereignty 
through accountable institutions, protect its citizens, and place the use of force firmly under 
civilian control. Another military chapter is closing, but the relationship between Americans 
and Iraqis should not close with it. Our civil societies have built lasting partnerships in human 
rights, humanitarian response, education, environmental protection, and peacebuilding. 
Those relationships matter now more than ever.” 
 
Shivan Fazil, EPIC Board member and political scientist: "The U.S. withdrawal comes 
at a precarious moment for the Kurdistan Region, which has faced more than 1,000 missile 
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and drone attacks from Iran and Iran-backed militias since the U.S.-Iran war began in late 
February. As some militias celebrate the withdrawal as a victory, unresolved questions remain 
about their disarmament, the future of Kurdish autonomy, and the security of the Peshmerga—
forces that played a vital role in defeating ISIS. And while ISIS was militarily defeated, the 
underlying political and security conditions that enabled its rise remain largely unresolved, 
particularly in Iraq’s disputed territories.” 

Omar Al-Nidawi, EPIC Director of Programs: “The U.S. military footprint had become 
relatively small, but it still supported counter-ISIS cooperation and maintained working 
security relationships with both federal Iraqi forces and the Kurdish Peshmerga. Its departure 
also comes while Baghdad is confronting the much harder question of how to bring powerful 
armed factions under genuine state authority. These groups are not simply militias outside 
government—they are deeply embedded in Iraq’s political, economic, and state institutions. 
The question now is whether formal sovereignty can be translated into effective state control.”  

Ahmed Ali, EPIC Visiting Senior Fellow: “This should not be reduced to a simple story 
that America leaves and Iran wins. Iraq’s leaders will continue trying to balance competing 
relationships. Iran remains deeply influential, while Russia and China have expanded their 
political, economic, and strategic engagement. The important question is what kind of 
relationship Washington builds with Iraq after the military withdrawal—and whether 
diplomacy, economic engagement, institutional partnerships, and Iraqi civil society become a 
stronger part of that relationship.”  

MEDIA AVAILABILITY 

Erik Gustafson — U.S.-Iraq relations since the 1990s; U.S. military and veteran perspective; 
human rights; humanitarian response; Iraqi civil society and U.S.-Iraqi people-to-people 
partnerships. 

Shivan Fazil — Governance, state-society relations, conflict dynamics, and public attitudes in 
Iraq, including the Kurdistan Region. Fazil is a doctoral researcher in Political Science at Boston 
University and has conducted extensive fieldwork with displaced communities, religious 
minorities, and youth across Iraq. 

Omar Al-Nidawi — Iran-backed armed groups; militia disarmament; ISIS and Iraqi security; 
Iraqi politics; oil, public finances, and the economic impact of regional conflict. Al-Nidawi leads 
EPIC’s Iraq Security and Humanitarian Monitor (ISHM) and has tracked Iraqi security, 
politics, and economics for more than a decade.  

Ahmed Ali — Iranian, Russian, and Chinese influence in Iraq; Iraqi political decision-making; 
U.S.-Iraq relations; regional geopolitics. Ali recently completed extensive field research in Iraq 
for EPIC’s forthcoming study of Iraq’s position in a changing Middle East.  

Press inquiries / interview requests: 
Omar Al-Nidawi | omar@epic-usa.org | (202) 670-9093  

About EPIC: Founded in 1998, the Enabling Peace in Iraq Center is an independent U.S. 
nonprofit that works with Iraqi civil society to advance peace, human rights, accountable 
governance, environmental action, and climate resilience.  
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