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Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel and Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen. Martin E. Dempsey brief the
press on President Obama’ s budget request for the 2014
fiscal year as well as the continuing effects of
sequestration on the defense budget in the Pentagon on
April 10, 2013. DoD photo by Erin A. Kirk-Cuomo
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Merits and demerits of the
US-Iraq War

Washington Hideaki Kubota

US President Barack Obama declared the
end of Iraq War on December 14, 2011 and
the withdrawal of the US troops from Iraq
was completed on December 19, 2011.
President Obama aims at total withdrawal
of the US troops from Afghanistan by the
end of 2014 and is reducing the troops
there steadily. With this, the US military
intervention in Afghanistan and Iraq
started by Bush administration will come to
a close. But, whether Afghan and Iraqi
questions are going to be solved is another
question.

US troop withdrawal decided on
political level

The United States and Iraq came to an
agreement on US troop withdrawal by the
end of 2011 based on political
considerations in 2008. The United States
was eager to reduce burden on manpower
and economy caused by the war, and Iraq
was eager to impress its own people about
an imminent end to US control of Iraq. The
troop withdrawal schedule was decided
mainly based on US and Iraqi domestic
political interests. The important question
of whether Iraqi security forces are capable
of maintaining security on their own was
secondary. The capability of Iraqi security
forces has not been proven and violence
including terrorist bombings with civilian
casualties continues today.

Regional Al-Qaeda affiliate, the Al-
Qaeda of Iraq (AQI) continues violent
attacks against Iraqi government, and it
has also been involved in the civil war in
the neighboring Syria for past two years.
AQI maintains close connections with the al
Nusrah Front, one of armed insurgency
groups in Syria.
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The US government considers the al
Nusrah Front as one of Al-Qaeda affiliates and
included it in the list of foreign terrorist
groups in December last year. According to
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), AQI has
carried out almost 600 major terrorist attacks
in Syria since November, 2011.

Expanding influence of al Qaeda in Middle
East and Africa

The White House directed the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA) to support CTS, Iraqi
counter-terrorist unit under direct control of
Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki of Iraq. CIA has
replaced US military in the role of partnering
with CTS for counter-terrorism activities. This
move reflects the United States’ concern about
the expansion of Al-Qaeda influence in
regional countries as political confusion
spreads in Middle East and North African
countries due to the Arab Spring. The Al-
Qaeda expanded its influence during the civil
war in Libya that led to collapse of the regime
of Colonel al-Gaddafi.

The terrorist attack on the US Consulate
complex in Benghazi that killed four Americans
including US Ambassador Christopher Stevens
was a result of such development. Weapons in
Libya flowed into the international black
market and many of them ended up in the
hands of the Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb
(AQIM), regional affiliate of Al-Qaeda active in
north Africa including Algeria and Mali. The
Islamic extremist forces centered on AQIM
control vast northern part of Mali and the
United States is increasingly concerned about
the possibility of northern Mali becoming a
major international hub for Al-Qaeda that can
replace Afghanistan.

Merits and demerits of Iraq War

Former US President George Bush’s
military intervention in Iraq from 2003
attracted various international criticisms.
Terrorist attacks in New York and Washington,
DC on September 11, 2001 was Al-Qaeda’s
declaration of war against the United States.
The US retaliation against Afghanistan was a
natural course of action.

However, starting March, 2003, the focus
of the US military campaign suddenly shifted
to Iraq.
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Then US Secretary of State Colin Powell
testified before the UN Security Council in
February, 2003 and presented so-call evidence
of Iraq’ s development of weapons of mass
destruction, concealment of such development
and Iraq’ s nexus with terrorists. One of the
reasons why Bush focused on Iraq was an
assassination attempt against his father
George H.W. Bush during his visit to Kuwait in
April, 1993. Bush’ s personal resentment
against Saddam Hussein may have been a
factor, and his motivation to start Iraq War
was questioned. Iraq war brought about 100
thousand deaths and had a cost of hundreds of
billion dollars. Weapons of mass destruction
emphasized with fanfare were never found in
Iraq. Although the threat of Hussein regime
was eliminated, there has been concern about
concentration of power in Shiite-led regime of
Prime Minister al-Maliki. Influence of Iran
which is now considered as a worse threat
than Iraq under Saddam Hussein is increasing
in Iraq and elsewhere in Middle East. AQI and
other Al-Qaeda affiliate terrorist groups are
still active and carrying out terrorist attacks.

As a result of the war, alliance between US
and some European countries was damaged
and anti-US sentiment spread throughout the
world. There was criticism that Iraq War
wasted time and delayed campaign against
Usama bin Laden and other Al-Qaeda leaders.

Despite all criticisms, there are merits of
the US military intervention in Iraq and Middle
East and war on terrorism in Middle East. War
on terrorism swayed this way and that, but
Iraq was prevented from becoming an Al-
Qaeda hub. Hussein regime in Iraq was a
threat to the United States and Europe.

Although there has been political
confusion, Iraq is slowly moving forward on
the path of democratization. It cannot be
denied that Japan is also greatly benefited by
US presence in Middle East through
uninterrupted supply of Middle East oil. To
cope with Al-Qaeda’ s expanding influence in
Middle East and northern Africa, US military
presence in the region is still needed.




