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POWER-SHARING IN IRAQ:  IMPOSSIBLE OR INEVITABLE?  
 

OVERVIEW 
 
Roundtable  
 

 In light of the recent and rapid changes on the ground in Iraq and 
subsequent calls from the United States for a new power-sharing 
arrangement to govern the country, PILPG convened a roundtable on July 2, 
2014 to discuss the prospects for a power-sharing arrangement.  Roundtable 
participants included experts on power-sharing as well as the political and 
security situation in Iraq.  The roundtable discussion focused on whether and 
under what circumstances a power-sharing arrangement might be achieved 
in Iraq, and the roles various ethnic, political, and religious groups may play 
in the formation of such an arrangement.  Roundtable participants also 
discussed the geo-strategic and security implications of Iraq’s success or 
failure in establishing a power-sharing arrangement on the United States, 
Iran, Syria, Saudi Arabia, and other states.  
 

The views cited in this report reflect comments made by individual 
participants and do not necessarily reflect the consensus views of all 
participants in the roundtable or of PILPG.  
 
Key Findings   
 

• The complete dissolution of Iraq would be violent and draw in a 
number of outside parties.  A violent dissolution is antithetical to the 
interests of most states in the international community.  
 

• Maintaining Iraq as a single state is likely the best, or the least bad, 
option.  However, the alternative to unity is not limited to complete 
dissolution.  

 
• While the Kurds are in a strong position to demand independence, 

they may be willing to forgo this demand in exchange for a better 
revenue-sharing formula and a new prime minister.  
 

• The relationship between Sunni Iraqis and Sunni extremist groups 
seems to be a marriage of convenience as opposed to one of 



PILPG   Roundtable Series Report, July 2014 

  

conviction.  Effectively addressing the concerns of Sunni Iraqis will 
likely require a new Shi’a political leadership.  

 
• The key to stopping ISIS is to sever its ties to the outside world.  

Cutting off its funding streams and countering its social media efforts 
may achieve this.  The use of airstrikes in sparsely populated areas 
may also slow the ISIS advance.  

 
• Given the varied and deeply entrenched interests of regional 

neighbors and strategic partners in Iraq’s future, these states will 
likely play a pivotal role in crafting or undermining a long-term 
solution in Iraq.   
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POWER-SHARING IN IRAQ:  IMPOSSIBLE OR INEVITABLE?  
 
Context 
 

Prior to 2003, Iraq was controlled by a secular and autocratic 
government, and held together by means of violence and repression.  The 
regime led by Saddam Hussein’s Ba’ath Party—composed mainly of Sunni 
Iraqis—regularly repressed and discriminated against the Shi’ite majority.  

 
The 2004 Law of Administration of Iraq for the Transitional Period 

(TAL), however, seemed to put Iraq on the fast track to representative 
democracy.  The TAL provided for the creation of the Presidency Council, 
composed of the President and two Deputies.  Under the TAL, the members 
of the Presidency Council were to be elected by the National Assembly—
itself an elected body.  Moreover, the Presidency Council was tasked by the 
TAL with the election of a Prime Minister as well as of the members of the 
Council of Ministers; these three entities completed the executive trifecta.  

 
On April 6, 2005, the first Presidency Council was elected by the 

National Assembly after intense negotiations between the leading political 
parties.  In an early showing of the Iraqi people’s willingness to share power, 
the first elected Presidency Council was led by Jalal Talabani—a Kurd—and 
included Shi’a politician Adil Abdul al-Mahdi, and outgoing Sunni President 
Ghazi al-Yawar.  Nouri al-Maliki was elected as Prime Minister. 

 
As its name suggests, the TAL was not intended to be permanent, and 

was in fact superseded by the new Iraqi Constitution in May of 2006, once 
the new permanent government had been formed.  Furthermore, in its 
transitional provisions, the constitution—drafted and approved by 
referendum in 2005—provided that the Presidency Council and all other 
transitional institutions, would only remain active for one successive term 
after its adoption.  

 
In 2010, with the end of the Council of Representative’s term, the 

time came for a new government to be created, and thus, for the transitional 
provisions of the constitution of 2005 to expire.  This meant the end of the 
Presidency Council as well as that of the veto power that had been afforded 
to it under the constitution’s transitional provisions.  With the end of the 
Presidency Council, a new method of power sharing was needed.  To 
address this issue, the main political parties, split mainly along ethnic and 
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sectarian lines, came to an agreement whereby the President would be a 
Kurd, the Prime Minister a Shi’a, and the Speaker of Parliament would be a 
Sunni.  Regardless of the intentions of the convening parties, however, 
power was not in fact shared as the position of President had become largely 
symbolic, leaving most of the executive power to Prime Minister Maliki and 
his Council of Ministers.   

 
Since his reelection in 2010, many allege that Prime Minister Maliki 

has become increasingly authoritarian and has shown little willingness to 
compromise with rival factions and political parties.  Maliki has refused to 
include prominent Sunni leaders in his government, and has strained 
relations with the semi-autonomous Kurdish region over revenue 
sharing deals.  When protests broke out in 2012 decrying Maliki’s 
authoritarian and repressive policies, he responded with armed assaults on 
protester camps and mass arrests of his Sunni detractors.   

 
In 2014, citizens once again cast their votes, giving Prime Minister 

Maliki’s political party the plurality in the Council of Representatives.   
Shortly thereafter, Sunni extremist groups began to seize territory in Iraq and 
challenge the government and security forces.  Currently, these groups are 
effectively vying for power in the country, and thus far have not met a 
unified front to counter their advance.  In an attempt to secure a long-term 
solution to the sectarian political divide in Iraq, and to unify Iraq against the 
threat of extremism, countries such as the United States are calling for a new 
power-sharing arrangement to be brokered immediately.  Given Iraq’s 
history and the current political and security challenges it faces, it is not 
clear if achieving a power-sharing arrangement is possible.   

 
Discussion and Key Themes 
 

The discussion addressed seven key themes.  The first theme focused 
on the question of why the western world is in such a predicament vis-à-vis 
Iraq.  It was noted that, overall, the world’s failure to assess the situation in 
Iraq in its early stages, coupled with an overall reticence to address it 
currently, are factors contributing to the rise of Sunni extremist groups and 
the situation in which Iraq finds itself at present.   

 
The second theme focused on the question of whether or not Iraq’s 

current situation could be analogized to others from the past, such as 
Yugoslavia.  The third theme focused on the question of the most likely 
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outcome for Iraq, where it was noted that specific outcomes may be difficult 
to prescribe given the countless variables and key players that will have a 
role in shaping Iraq’s short-term future.  The discussion of key players was 
the focus of the fourth and fifth themes, namely the critical role the Kurds 
and Sunnis will play in determining Iraq’s future.  

 
The sixth theme focused on obstacles in Iraq’s path to a power-

sharing arrangement, in particular the rapid advance of Sunni extremist 
groups across Iraq, as well as their overall growth in the region.  The seventh 
and final theme focused on the geopolitical implications that various 
outcomes in Iraq would have on Iraq’s immediate neighbors, such as Saudi 
Arabia, Syria, Iran, and Turkey, as well as those of its international allies.  
 
1. Setting the Stage 
 
 In assessing a crisis, it is always necessary to understand, to the extent 
possible, what the origins of the crisis are.  Furthermore, it is useful to 
understand the way in which a crisis was perceived in its initial stages, and 
what signals existed, demarking its inception.  Such analyses yield valuable 
lessons—lessons that ultimately can assist in assessing and addressing future 
crises. 
 

It was noted during the discussion that the reason Iraq is in the 
condition it finds itself is that the world, and most particularly, the United 
States, failed to recognize the origins of the crisis while it was still in its 
infant stages.  Had the crisis been identified early on, the parties with 
interests in Iraq would have been able to address it before it escalated to 
unwieldy proportions.  

 
It was further noted that now that the crisis is in full swing, and is no 

longer at a stage where it can be easily contained, policymakers are facing a 
much more complex situation than they would have faced earlier in its life 
cycle.  Indeed, there does not seem to be one clear-cut solution to the current 
situation.  It was noted that one thing is certain: most policymakers assume 
that the most desirable outcome in Iraq is that of sustaining a single, united 
country.  However, the way in which this will be achieved is a matter of 
more contention.  It was suggested that the default position is that the 
disintegration of Iraq would be violent and draw in outside parties.  Clearly, 
a violent dissolution is a result the world community prefers not to have to 
deal with.   
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2. The Future of Iraq:  The Role of Historical Models  
 

In understanding a situation like Iraq’s, it was suggested that it is 
useful to examine historical models—lenses through which a situation may 
be analyzed.  Models are useful because a way forward, or at least a 
predicted outcome, can usually be extracted by means of comparing and 
contrasting current and previous situations.   

 
During the discussion, it was suggested that the most apt model for 

understanding Iraq was that of Yugoslavia because of the analogous 
situations that were faced in that conflict.  It was noted that Iraq, like 
Yugoslavia, is an amalgam of people who have long been in tension with 
one another and who need a strong hand to hold them together.  Moreover, 
as with the Yugoslav example, most of the international community is 
insisting that Iraq remain a single country.  It was further noted that 
Yugoslavia could not be held together after the demise of Tito, despite 
prolonged efforts by the international community, and separated into 
multiple countries—three of which were birthed as a result of ethnic 
cleansing.  It was posited that a similar outcome in Iraq might be inevitable.  

 
The analogy to Yugoslavia was not, however, agreed upon by all 

roundtable experts.  In particular, one participant argued that the 
demographic dynamics within Iraq and Yugoslavia could not be more 
different.  It was noted that in Yugoslavia, there were much starker lines 
drawn between ethnic groups.  Furthermore, outside of the main cities, 
ethnic groups did not live side by side as they do in Iraq.  As a result, there 
was a much larger ethnic divide in Yugoslavia and no unified national 
identity to speak of.  In contrast, it was argued that Iraqi national identity is 
often much stronger than sectarian differences.  For instance, even in 
majority Kurdish districts in Baghdad, the Iraqi national identity has always 
been very strong.  Additionally, there is substantial inter-marriage between 
Shi’a and Sunni Iraqis.  Thus, given the ethnic diversity throughout Iraq, 
dissolution along ethnic lines as occurred in Yugoslavia would be 
logistically complex and result in highly disruptive population movements.  
As such, dissolution in a manner similar to Yugoslavia’s might in fact be 
impossible to achieve.    

 
Overall, no consensus was reached regarding the selection of a model 

of comparison for Iraq.  However, many important issues were raised, such 
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as the complexity of any mass demographic shifts, as well as the importance 
of preserving the Iraqi national identity. 
  
3. The Future of Iraq: Is Dissolution Feasible?  
 
 In addition to the use of historical models to predict the way in which 
the current conflict in Iraq might be resolved, participants discussed possible 
outcomes for Iraq on the basis of current political realities.  Participants 
examined two overarching outcomes in this context, the continued existence 
of a single state and the dissolution of Iraq into three autonomous regions.    
  
 A number of participants agreed that maintaining a single state was 
the best, or the least bad, option.  One participant noted that Iraqi citizens 
also prefer this option, pointing to polling data showing that most Iraqis 
were optimistic about Parliament and a power-sharing arrangement.  
Additionally, it was argued that, as demonstrated by events in Iraq in 2010, 
Iraqis are willing to support a centralized government operating under a 
power-sharing arrangement.  
 
 Alternatively, it was argued that Iraq might break up into three 
autonomous regions.  However, as mentioned above, such a system would 
lead to very complicated population transfers and wreak havoc on Iraqi 
society.  Moreover, it was noted that this system would require a new 
constitutional framework for the central government, making it much 
weaker and devolving most powers to the regional authorities.   
 
 In response to the two major options proposed, one participant pointed 
out the danger of thinking about the outcome in Iraq in such a binary 
manner.  Further, the participant noted that the continuum around the world 
of federal systems, democracies, and independent countries is very broad, 
and therefore limiting Iraq’s options so strictly would be a mistake.   
 
4. The Kurds:  Powerful but also Pragmatic  
 
 A discussion regarding the impossibility or inevitability of a power-
sharing arrangement in Iraq is not complete without a critical assessment of 
the Kurdish position.  This is so because of their conflicting interests in both 
remaining a part of Iraq, which would provide them with oil revenue and 
bargaining power with their neighbors, and in seeking independence, which 
has been pursued for decades.  
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The discussion regarding whether or not Iraq will remain united or 

dissolve highlighted the critical role the Kurds will play in determining 
Iraq’s future.  One participant noted that at its core, the disagreement 
between the Iraqi government and the Kurds revolves around revenues.  The 
Kurdish Regional Government seeks an arrangement that will provide it 
with the revenues it believes it is entitled to, which will now most likely be 
higher than the initial 17% allotment.  Given that the Kurds have taken over 
Kirkuk and are now in a much stronger bargaining position, it was argued 
that the Kurds are unlikely to back down from this demand.   
 

Despite the Kurds’ strong bargaining position, it was argued that this 
should not be understood as an inflexible desire on the part of the Kurds to 
separate from Iraq.  One participant noted that prior to the rise of Sunni 
extremist groups, President Barzani stated that as long as Iraq’s constitution 
is respected, the Kurds would not seek independence.  It was further argued 
that, even with Kirkuk under their control, the Kurds have strong incentives 
to remain part of Iraq.  In the context of regional negotiations and power 
politics, the Kurds have very little leverage in the region when compared to 
their much larger and influential immediate neighbors, Iran and Turkey.  
Iraq, on the other hand, has much more leverage.  Moreover, it was argued 
that even if the Kurds did want independence from Iraq, such a break would 
be carefully calculated.  Barzani, being a savvy politician, would probably 
assess the Iranian, Turkish, Arab, Russian, and even Chinese reaction to 
Kurdish independence before taking any concrete action.   

 
Given these various factors, it was noted that there is a possibility that 

the Kurds might back down from their move toward independence, but that 
in exchange they would require a better revenue-sharing formula and a new 
prime minister.  
 
5. The Sunnis: Dissatisfied but Willing to Deal   
 
 Although a minority in Iraq, the question of whether a power-sharing 
arrangement is possible cannot be answered without considering the Sunni 
position.  Notably, it was stated during the roundtable that conflating Sunni 
Iraqis with Sunni extremist groups would be a mistake, as the great majority 
of Sunnis are opposed to the creation of an Islamic State and other stated 
objectives of these groups.  However, Sunni Iraqis are also opposed to 
Maliki remaining in power.  It was noted that the current situation puts the 
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Sunni population between a rock and a hard place, reluctant to support either 
Maliki or Sunni extremist groups.  
 

Central to every interjection throughout the discussion of these 
themes, was the point that while Sunni extremist groups do not represent the 
overall Sunni Arab uprising, Sunnis are not content with the current level of 
political power they are able to exercise in Iraq.  Many roundtable 
participants agreed that the relationship between Sunni Iraqis and Sunni 
extremist groups seems to be a marriage of convenience as opposed to one 
of conviction.  For instance, several participants noted that none of the Iraqi 
Sunni leaders, or the tribal leaders, have come out in support of Sunni 
extremist groups and their actions.  
 
 Participants also noted that Sunnis in Iraq are dissatisfied with the 
current political situation and want a new prime minister and greater 
representation in the government.  It was highlighted that the fact that the 
Sunnis are speaking of establishing a region of their own along the lines of 
Kurdistan is indicative of the levels of discontent among Sunnis, as prior to 
the current situation, there had never been mention of an independent Sunni 
area separate from Iraq.  Addressing the concerns of the Sunnis will likely 
require a new Shi’a political leadership, as participants noted that the Sunnis 
are unlikely to want to negotiate with Maliki or anyone from the Rule of 
Law Party.  
 
6. ISIS: Bringing to Light the Lack of Power-Sharing in Iraq   
 
 Roundtable participants spent a considerable amount of time 
discussing the rise of Sunni extremist groups, namely the Islamic State of 
Iraq and Syria (ISIS).  It was noted that the issue of whether the creation of a 
power-sharing arrangement is possible was brought to the fore by ISIS’s 
seizure of territory in Iraq.  Prior to the rise of ISIS, the Iraqi government 
was under less pressure to broker a power-sharing arrangement.  However, 
the disenfranchisement of various groups as a result of Prime Minister 
Maliki’s exclusionary policies, coupled with the sectarian violence incited 
by ISIS, have made addressing this issue a categorical imperative.  Absent a 
power-sharing deal, it is unlikely that Iraq will be able to put forth a unified 
front to counter ISIS.  
 

The rapid advance of ISIS across Iraq, although shocking to many 
people, came as no surprise to some roundtable participants, and the 
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question of how to effectively counter ISIS was a point of significant debate. 
Several participants noted that, given the state of the Iraqi military, it is 
neither impressive nor unexpected that ISIS is quickly making gains in Iraq.  
One participant argued that the United States left behind a “checkpoint 
military” when it withdrew from Iraq, capable only of managing borders.  
The participant further argued that even if military equipment were sent to 
Iraq now, members of the Iraqi Army do not have the necessary training to 
use it.   
 
 Although it was noted that ISIS is sowing the seeds of its own 
destruction due to its inability to rule, some participants expressed concern 
that ISIS could compensate for this by utilizing its vast network of extremist 
contacts.  Participants noted that ISIS does not, on its own, have the capacity 
to administer a country and does not have the know-how to manage 
governments and cities.  However, it has countless links to the international 
criminal world—links that can be counted on to help in its insurrection.  
Thus, the key to stopping ISIS is to sever its ties to the outside world.   
 

It was argued by some participants that, inside Iraq, ISIS may be able 
to be contained by the Iraqi Army, with assistance from the Kurds and tribal 
militias.  However, this argument was premised on the notion that the flow 
of weapons, money, and fighters to ISIS is cut off.  Further, it was argued 
that there is no power in Iraq to effectively fight except for Peshmerga 
forces, and they have made it clear that they won’t fight alone.  Other 
participants argued that the way forward is to perhaps take a more pragmatic 
and technical approach to warfare.  ISIS relies heavily on its streams of cash 
and on social media for its growth.  Attacking its money and social media 
efforts might be an effective method to constrain its consolidation of power.   
 

Many participants agreed that the use of air power would be more 
devastating to Iraq as a whole than to ISIS in particular, at least when used 
in urban settings because it is exceedingly difficult to accurately target 
individuals without inflicting significant collateral damage.  In open desert, 
however, foreign air support was identified as a key component to defeating 
ISIS.  
 

Two positions were put forward regarding the timing of an effort to 
counter ISIS’s advance.  One participant argued that combatting ISIS should 
take precedence over establishing a power-sharing arrangement, whereas 
another participant argued that both efforts should be engaged in 
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simultaneously.  Many participants agreed that both ISIS and a power-
sharing arrangement must be addressed in order to ensure that Iraq has a 
future. 
 
7. Geo-political Implications of ISIS and the Brokering of a Power-Sharing 
Agreement 
 
 Iraq is not the only state whose interests are affected by the rise of 
ISIS or by the potential brokering of a power-sharing agreement.  Thus, the 
geo-political implications of the situation in Iraq were a key element of the 
discussion.  Participants discussed the consequences that different outcomes 
in Iraq could have on Iran, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Syria.  Moreover, 
participants suggested that the interests of these parties might determine 
whether power-sharing is inevitable or impossible. 
 

Several states have vested interests in Iraq.  For example, it was noted 
that if ISIS is defeated by outside forces in Iraq, Syria stands to gain, and 
Assad’s government may be strengthened.  Moreover, if Assad and Russia 
help the United States and its allies contain ISIS, then it arguably opens the 
door to their involvement in rebuilding Iraq.  However, if ISIS is not 
defeated, Iraq will disintegrate and the interests of its neighbors will be at 
risk.  One issue of concern to participants was whether defeating ISIS would 
create a vacuum, giving countries like Iran, or other militant organizations, 
an opportunity to influence Iraq before negotiations can prove fruitful 
among Iraqis.   
 

 Aside from ISIS, it was noted that there are conflicting interests when 
it comes to the future of Iraq’s politics.  Participants argued that Iran 
believes that a Shi’a-run country would be optimal, whereas Saudi Arabia 
would prefer a Sunni regime.  For its part, Turkey does not seem to be 
particularly concerned by the notion of an independent Kurdistan.  
Nevertheless, public statements made by the Turkish government have been 
confusing and somewhat contradictory.  
 
 Conclusion  
 

A number of key findings emerged from the roundtable.  First, the 
complete dissolution of Iraq would be violent and draw in a number of 
outside parties.  A violent dissolution is antithetical to the interests of most 
states in the international community.  Second, maintaining Iraq as a single 
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state is likely the best, or the least bad, option.  However, the alternative to 
unity is not limited to complete dissolution.  Third, while the Kurds are in a 
strong position to demand independence, they may be willing to forgo this 
demand in exchange for a better revenue-sharing formula and a new prime 
minister.  Fourth, the relationship between Sunni Iraqis and Sunni extremist 
groups seems to be a marriage of convenience as opposed to one of 
conviction.  Effectively addressing the concerns of Sunni Iraqis will likely 
require a new Shi’a political leadership.  Fifth, the key to stopping ISIS is to 
sever its ties to the outside world.  Cutting off its funding streams and 
countering its social media efforts may achieve this.  The use of airstrikes in 
sparsely populated areas may also slow the ISIS advance.  Finally, given the 
varied and deeply entrenched interests of regional neighbors and strategic 
partners in Iraq’s future, these states will likely play a pivotal role in crafting 
or undermining a long-term solution in Iraq.   
 
  



PILPG   Roundtable Series Report, July 2014 

  11 

About the Public International Law & Policy Group 
	  

The Public International Law & Policy Group, a 2005 Nobel Peace Prize 
nominee, operates as a non-profit, global pro bono law firm providing free legal 
assistance to its clients, which include governments, sub-state entities, and civil society 
groups worldwide.  PILPG specializes in the following practice areas: 

 
• Peace Negotiations 
• Post-Conflict Constitution Drafting 
• Transitional Justice and War Crimes Prosecution 
• Policy Planning 
• Democracy and Governance 

 
 Through its work, PILPG promotes the use of international law as an alternative 
to violent conflict for resolving international disputes.  PILPG provides legal counsel to 
pro bono clients during peace negotiations, advises on the creation and operation of 
transitional justice mechanisms, provides expertise during the drafting of post-conflict 
constitutions, and advises on ways to strengthen the rule of law and effective institutions. 
To facilitate the utilization of this legal assistance, PILPG also provides policy 
formulation advice and training on matters related to conflict resolution. 
 

In January 2005, a number of PILPG’s pro bono clients nominated PILPG for the 
Nobel Peace Prize for “significantly contributing to the promotion of peace throughout 
the globe by providing crucial pro bono legal assistance to states and non-state entities 
involved in peace negotiations and in bringing war criminals to justice.” 

 
In addition to a staff of full-time attorneys that implement PILPG’s programs, 

PILPG leverages volunteer assistance from international lawyers, diplomats, and foreign 
relations experts, as well as pro bono assistance from major international law firms. 
Annually, PILPG is able to provide over $20 million worth of pro bono international 
legal services. 

 
PILPG is based in Washington, D.C., New York, and The Hague.  To date, 

PILPG has maintained project offices in: Bosnia and Herzegovina, Côte d’Ivoire, Egypt, 
Georgia, Iraq, Kenya, Kosovo, Libya, Nepal, Somaliland, South Sudan, Sri Lanka, 
Tanzania, Tunisia, Turkey, and Uganda. 

 
Over the course of the past two decades, PILPG has provided assistance to pro 

bono clients in Afghanistan, Armenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Botswana, Burma, 
Cambodia, Côte d’Ivoire, Darfur, Dutch Antilles, East Timor, Egypt, Estonia, Ethiopia, 
Georgia, Iraq, Kenya, Kosovo, Lebanon, Liberia, Libya, Macedonia, Mauritius, 
Montenegro, Nepal, Philippines, Rwanda, Seychelles, Somalia, Southern Cameroons, 
Somaliland, South Sudan, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Syria, Tanzania, Tunisia, Uganda, Yemen, 
and Zimbabwe.  PILPG has also provided pro bono legal assistance to all of the 
international and hybrid war crimes tribunals.  
 


