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SCENARIOS 
Humanitarian Implications of Violence  

in Northern and Central Iraq                
31 July 2014 

Scenarios are a description of situations that could occur; a set of informed 

assumptions about a development that may require humanitarian action to support 

strategic planning, create awareness, provide early warning and promote 

preparedness activities for those working on the Iraq crisis. The document covers five 

main scenarios for Iraq, a sub-scenario as well as a wildcard scenario for the next six 

months. Note that these scenarios are in no way logically and mutually exclusive 

and indeed, all of them could also take place in sequence or even in parallel. 

 

Overview 
1. Stalemate and sustained levels of violence along ethnosectarian faultlines 

 Likely to occur within next 6 months 

 Significant humanitarian impact 

Possible triggers: The balance of power, and therefore the status quo, is 

maintained, and a new coalition government acceptable to all parties remains elusive 

 

2. IS offensive on Baghdad 

 Possible to occur within next 6 months 

 Significant humanitarian impact 

Possible triggers: IS waxes in strength and consolidates its territorial control. 

Alternatively, dwindling support among Sunnis in its territory prompts IS to make a 

drastic move that will deepen sectarian tensions in its favour. The conquest of 

Baghdad would also strengthen the Caliphate’s symbolic significance. 

 

3. Establishment of a coalition government, erosion of Sunni support for IS 

  Unlikely – Possible to occur within next 6 months 

 Moderate humanitarian impact 

Possible triggers: Coalition bargaining succeeds, and a figure acceptable by the key 

stakeholders assumes the prime ministry 

 

4. Foreign military intervention (by the US or Iran) 

 Unlikely to occur within next 6 months 

 Significant humanitarian impact 

Possible triggers: A significant and sustained IS offensive in Baghdad; outright IS 

targeting of key Shi’ite shrines in the south or in the capital (such as Baghdad’s 

Kadhimiyye Mosque) 

 

5. Kurdistan declares independent statehood 

  Unlikely - Possible to occur within next 6 months 

  Minor - Moderate humanitarian impact 

Possible triggers: The groundwork for this scenario has been laid since years. 

However, the confluence of events – central government weakness, the ongoing 

dispute between Erbil and Baghdad regarding the export of hydrocarbons, the threat 

posed by IS and consequent softening of the views of the Kurds’ key international 

interlocutors, the Kurds’ seizure of key oil fields in addition to Kirkuk and part of Mosul, 

and the impression of a security vacuum outside of Kurdish Iraq – facilitates the 

decision. A popular referendum serves as the official midwife 

 

6. Sub-scenario: Cholera outbreak 

 Unlikely to occur within next 6 months 

 Moderate humanitarian impact 

Possible triggers: Consumption of contaminated water from unsafe sources due to 

water shortages; conflict-related disruption of water treatment facilities; inadequate 

hygiene practices; large displacement flows; overcrowded living conditions 

 

7. Wildcard: IS seeks to expand control to Jordan 

 Very unlikely to happen within the next 6 months 

 Moderate humanitarian impact 

Possible triggers: IS, internally consolidated and growing in strength and numbers, 

nonetheless finds its territorial gains in Iraq and Syria limited for the moment. In some 

ways, Jordan is the next ‘low-hanging fruit’ among the countries of historical ‘Greater 

Syria’, and stability, though in evidence, is precarious. The resolve of Jordan’s allies, 

especially the US, Israel, and Saudi Arabia, is an obstacle 

http://www.acaps.org/
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 Areas with some form of assistance received 

 
  

Note: This map does not reflect the entire assistance response, since it omits national 

NGOs and some sectors such as food and health are underreported. However it does 

illustrate the concentration of assistance as it relates to access availability. The data 

are from 14 July 2014. 

 

 

Legend for the scenario 

 Already occurring on a large scale  

 Already occurring on a limited scale 

 

Scenario 1: Stalemate and sustained levels of violence along ethnosectarian faultlines 

Affected population: up to 10 million,  

including IDPs  

Probability level    X  

Impact level    X  

 

Summary: Current IS areas of control encompass Ninewah, Anbar, Salah al Din, and 

Diyala governorates, closely matching that of Al Qaeda in Iraq at its 2006 peak. 

However, IS faces significant challenges outside Sunni Arab areas, with Shi’ite fighters, 

Kurdish Peshmerga, and Isf (Iraqi security forces) challenging additional territorial 

gains. As a result, IS focuses on internal consolidation and temporarily refrains from an 

offensive on Baghdad and Shi’ite-majority cities such as Najaf, Kerbala, and Basra. 

This precedes a rechannelling of IS’s resources back into its fight in Syria.  Despite 

ongoing low-intensity operations in various locations, Isf finds it increasingly difficult to 

conduct ground incursions towards IS-held Sunni-majority territory because the Isf is 

perceived to be pro-Shi’ite. Skirmishes become largely focused along sectarian 

faultlines (including areas north of Baghdad and even the city’s fringes, areas around 

Ramadi, parts of ethnically mixed Diyala, and along the de facto Kurdish borders), 

which involves occasional escalation, though no substantive strategic changes. Basic 

public services are restored to a degree in areas under IS control in its attempt to 

improve governance, and some residents return home. However, under IS’s strict 

Shariah regime, protection and human rights issues become a major concern, and 

minorities are harassed, kidnapped, and forcibly displaced.  

 

Core Assumptions 

 Shi’ite armed mobilisation continues and steps up with clerical support to meet the 

Sunni extremist challenge posed by IS. As such, IS is unable to gain any significant 

ground in Shi’ite-majority areas. 

 The central Government, with or without Maliki in the next coalition, continues to 

be perceived as pro-Shi’ite, and exhibits no real intention to implement institutional 

reforms. 

 Even given a unity government with a different prime minister, little changes in 

favour of either side in the near term: a unity government might placate Sunni 

constituencies under IS’s control, it fails to lead to ‘gamechanging’ protests against 

IS. 

 IS remains a viable fighting force with access to necessary resources and the ability 

to hold down territory by co-opting the Sunni populace. In this regard, IS continues 

imposing control along the length of both the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. 
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 IS continues to keep a foot in the Syrian front, necessitating the division of 

manpower, even while it maintains its critical combat resources and financing in 

Iraq. 

 Substantial foreign military intervention, particularly by the US or Iran, is deferred. 

Syrian airstrikes against IS in Al Qa’im, for instance, do nothing to change conflict 

dynamics. 

 

Projected Impact 

 Widespread protection and human rights issues in IS-controlled areas, 

particularly where minorities are present. These range from extortionary taxes to 

extra-judicial killings and destruction of homes.  

 Livelihoods and food security: Local and intergovernorate market supply routes 

are disrupted, as is the Public Distribution System (PDS), with price increases 

exacerbating poverty and food insecurity levels. This also has immediate 

implications for commerce and livelihoods. Agricultural activities are curtailed as a 

result of insecurity and a displaced labour force. Cross-border trade with Jordan 

(and to an extent, Syria) is subject to approval by IS, which controls several key 

crossing points in western Iraq.  

 Displacement: the situation is characterised by three main displacement 

dynamics. 1) In areas under IS control, large-scale returns are observed to regions 

perceived as stable.  2) The remaining minority groups residing in IS-controlled 

areas flee after discriminatory policies are implemented in their towns and villages. 

IDPs from minority groups are unable to return and face prolonged displacement.   

3) Several areas remain contested, and ad-hoc, large scale displacement follows 

conflict incidents. Smaller numbers of Sunnis are also displaced from Baghdad due 

to retaliatory killings, thought to be by members of Shi’ite militia. 

 Access to public services: IS improves essential public services, especially 

healthcare. However, power, fuel, and water shortages are common due to a lack 

of qualified staff. Similarly, IS is unable to fully substitute government salaries, 

which are no longer paid to people in IS-controlled areas. (IS’s appeal for 

professionals to immigrate to, and serve in, the Islamic Caliphate suggests genuine 

attempts at improving governance, but also shortfalls in professional expertise in 

some sectors, which would impact service access and quality).  

 Humanitarian access for international organisations is severely restricted and 

most aid provided by the international community takes place through remote 

management. 

 

 

 

Scenario 2: IS offensive on Baghdad  

Affected population: over 7 million people 
Probability level   X   

Impact level    X  

 

Summary: IS’s strategic position is such that it can afford to further divert essential 

fighting power towards the Iraqi capital – which it has sworn to take – and its military 

capabilities and manpower are further enhanced by the acquisition of heavy weaponry 

and the inflow of large numbers of foreign jihadists. Alternatively, IS has exhausted the 

goodwill accumulated among its supporters and faces stiffer resistance from the Sunni 

populace under its control, and now looks for a means to direct the dissent outward 

instead by drawing Shi’ites into the fray and deepening sectarian polarisation. Based 

on either development, IS begins an offensive on Baghdad from the western, 

southwestern, and northern axes, and focuses all or part of its initial assault on key 

terrain such as the international airport, the Green Zone and perhaps even Rasheed 

airport, used by Iranian reinforcements (the month of July has seen an increase in well-

coordinated attacks in and around the capital). Historically, Baghdad served as capital 

to the Abbasid caliphs, and is therefore symbolically significant as well. In the run-up to 

the offensive, large-scale displacement from the city occurs, as occurred in Mosul.  
 

Core Assumptions 

 IS either consolidates its organisational and military strength to unprecedented 

levels, or finds itself losing popular support in the areas it holds (which necessitates 

the exploitation of sectarian divisions). 

 Shi’ite militia continue mobilising and arming in the face of the threat posed by IS.  

 Sunni populations view IS as preferable to de facto Shi’ite rule. 

 IS secures its interior lines with its Syrian hinterland to prevent being divided into 

two geographical units. This takes the form of reinforced alliances with tribes or 

armed groups present in the border areas. 

 IS commandeers significant strategic infrastructure that could support its offensive 

against Baghdad (e.g. through power cuts, flooding, particularly through control of 

the Haditha hydroelectric dam, Thar Thar barrage etc). 
 

Projected Impact  

 Civilians displaced from Baghdad (est. pop. 6-7 million) to other areas with a similar 

ethnic/sectarian make up, occasioning as many as 500,000 IDPs – just under a 

tenth of the capital’s population – in addition to those already displaced by IS’s 

Anbar and Mosul offensives. (The offensive on Mosul, a city roughly a third the size 

of Baghdad, has already caused the displacement of over 300,000 individuals). 

 Potential displacement of civilians to Iran.  
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 The use of schools as IDP shelters, which complicates already difficult attempts to 

maintain classes when they start at the end of summer. 

 Essential services are disrupted, with little prospect of being supplemented by 

humanitarian agencies under ongoing hostilities. This would be exacerbated in the 

event of disease outbreaks, especially cholera. 

 Widespread disruptions in the provision of electricity, water, and other utilities. 

 Should IS also control critical power infrastructure upstream of the Tigris, the 

Tharthar barrage for instance, the potential for greater flood-induced destruction or 

disruption of water supply would increase (In April, after commandeering the Falluja 

dam, IS opened its sluice gates and flooded a number of areas downstream, with 

serious consequences). 

 Local and intergovernorate market supply route disruptions, with immediate 

implications for commerce, livelihoods, and food security.  

 

Scenario 3: Establishment of a coalition government, erosion of Sunni support for IS 

Affected population: 2-3 million people 
Probability level  X X   

Impact level   X   

 

Summary: Coalition bargaining is peacefully resolved with the approval, by Iraq’s 

political stakeholders, of a new Shi’ite prime minister capable of bringing the different 

factions together (with Iranian facilitation). Among the efforts made to reassure Sunni 

Arabs (and perhaps the Kurds, also mostly Sunni) are credible promises of reform, 

especially in the security sector, which has been dominated by Shi’ites to the detriment 

of others. Sunni Arab acceptance of the incoming Prime Minister is accompanied by 

the erosion of Sunni support for IS, and even defections, in the areas currently under 

the latter’s control. Some of IS’s Sunni co-fighters pursue markedly different political 

agendas, such as the secular Ba’athists who seek a return to a Sunni-dominated 

unitary Iraq. However, IS’s attempts to consolidate control entails increasingly 

heavyhanded crackdowns on groups refusing to submit to Caliph Ibrahim. The minority 

who remain in the alliance are attracted by IS’s prestige, military prowess, and war 

coffers, even if they do not identify with its goals. This results in increased violence 

against anti-IS Sunnis within IS-controlled territory, and stepped-up humanitarian and 

human rights concerns. Such a scenario also creates the conditions for delaying 

Kurdish independence (see Scenario 5), and grants greater legitimacy to foreign 

intervention at the request of the new Government. The Kurds also increase military 

cooperation with Baghdad. In this context, Isf ramps up a coordinated campaign to 

retake lost territory, beginning with contested territory in the vicinity of Baghdad, Falluja, 

Haditha, and Baiji. 

Core Assumptions 

 A comparatively non-divisive Shi’ite Prime Minister is selected, who also convinces 

Iraq’s Sunnis that they will be better off in an Iraq poised for real change, rather 

than in the Islamic Caliphate.  

 Sunnis in alliance with IS, including tribal elements in places such as Anbar (where 

IS has had trouble taking full control, precisely because of the tribal element), are 

swayed by the new political circumstances and both willing and able to put up 

resistance to IS. This leads to tensions and clashes. A minority maintains its 

alliance with IS. 

 The new Government’s inclusivity forces the Kurds to delay declaring independent 

statehood. 

 Foreign military intervention to reinforce Isf, at the new Government’s request, 

acquires greater international legitimacy and thus becomes more likely. 

 Isf is emboldened to undertake counteroffensive campaigns in Sunni areas held by 

IS, in coordination with other military partners (foreign forces, Peshmerga, Shi’ite 

militia). Isf itself focuses on the areas in the vicinity of Baghdad, as well as strategic 

infrastructure in Haditha and Baiji, among others. 

 Violence directed at Sunnis in Shi’ite-majority areas continues, but at a lower 

frequency and intensity following greater government efforts to restrain armed 

factions. 

 

Projected Impact 

 Sunnis believed by IS to be sympathetic to the central Government, and hence a 

threat, are attacked and killed, even collectively (IS is reported to have summarily 

executed an unconfirmed number of Isf soldiers taken into captivity. While most 

were reportedly Shi’ite, IS is also known to have executed scores of Sunnis). 

 Other than physical violence, Sunni tribal elements suspected of resistance could 

be punished pre-emptively, for instance by being deprived of access to basic 

services, etc. (IS recently oversaw the exclusion of Christians, Shabak, and 

Yazidis, among others, from Mosul’s food distribution, a policy it could easily 

implement for dissenting Sunnis). 

 Additional waves of Sunnis are displaced towards the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, 

Baghdad, or Shi’ite majority areas in the southeast. (At least 300,000 individuals 

have already been displaced to Erbil and Dohuk alone, making up over half of those 

displaced since the June crisis.) 

 Defections of Sunni groups affect the ability of IS to maintain security, control the 

local populace, and run basic public services, especially in areas outside Mosul. 

This exacerbates needs in health, water, power supply, fuel, sanitation, food, etc, 

further degrading daily life and commerce.  
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Scenario 4: Foreign military intervention (by the US or Iran) 

Affected population: 5 million people 
Probability level  X    

Impact level    X  

 

Summary: The position of foreign governments – especially Iraq’s primary allies the 

US and Iran – regarding military intervention is ambiguous and leaves plenty of room 

for interpretation. The US has dispatched military advisers and close protection assets 

for its own citizens, but will limit itself to remote-control warfare (drone-aided targeting 

etc) should the circumstances deteriorate, rather than deploy ground troops. IS’s 

forward momentum, especially if it nears the Shi’ite heartland and the holy cities of 

Najaf and Kerbala, will threaten core Iranian interests and oblige the Iranian leadership 

to respond more forcefully. Iran’s response takes place either directly or through 

regional proxies, but this to an extent forces Sunni powers to react in the same way, 

aggravating the sectarian conflict to levels currently seen in Syria. Any foreign military 

intervention, including (albeit to a lesser extent) that of the US, is inevitably viewed in 

sectarian terms, and carries the risks of escalation towards a regional proxy war. The 

triggers for foreign intervention would, for the US and Iran, come in the form of a 

significant IS offensive in Baghdad (see Scenario 2) or outright IS targeting of important 

Shi’ite shrines such as Baghdad’s Kadhimiyye mosque (resting place for two of 

Shi’ism’s 12 Imams) or Samarra’s al Askari, respectively,.  

 

Core Assumptions 

 The Iraqi Government and its allies are not able to regain control of IS strongholds; 

on the contrary, IS is able to exert military pressure, including via VBIED waves, 

on Baghdad and Shi’ite-majority areas. 

 Iran takes measures to ensure Iraq remains under majoritarian Shi’ite control and 

that it poses no security threat. However, its intervention is widely perceived in 

connection with growing sectarian rifts, which fuels the conflict.  

 Regional Sunni powers opposed to IS expansion are nonetheless to some degree 

drawn into a low-intensity sectarian proxy war in the wake of pro-Shi’ite 

intervention. 

 With significant support from Iran or the US (or even other foreign governments), 

the Iraqi army is able to resume counteroffensives in several areas currently under 

IS control, particularly Anbar, Salah al Din and Diyala. 

 The common need to assist Baghdad creates conditions for coordination between 

the US and Iran, or at the very least, the lack of obstruction of one by the other. 

 

 

Projected Impact  

 Further displacement, due notably to the increasing use of heavy weaponry and air 

strikes. (Airstrikes have reportedly caused casualties and further waves of 

displacement, especially in areas such as Mosul, Hawija and Falluja, where barrel 

bombs are thought to have been used.) 

 Destruction of critical infrastructure impacts access to water, power, and 

healthcare. (Airstrikes have reportedly damaged critical infrastructure such as 

power stations and water treatment plants. Depending on the type of munitions 

used, the involvement of foreign military assistance, together with Iraq’s own air 

force, could inflict more extensive damage on infrastructure.) 

 Increased hostilities entail disruption of livelihoods, especially in urban areas, as 

well as food security. 

 Sectarian violence increases, with individuals all over the country increasingly 

attacked.  

 Even international humanitarian organisations are viewed in association with 

foreign military intervention, increasing the risk for aid workers and reducing 

humanitarian access. 

 

 

Scenario 5: Kurdistan declares independent statehood 

Affected population: 2-4 million people 

(local and refugee population)  

Probability level  X X   

Impact level  X X   

 

Summary: The disputes between Erbil and Baghdad reach a critical juncture, including 

where the ability of the Kurds to export their own oil is concerned. Maliki’s accusations 

of the Kurds harbouring IS fighters – both happen to be Sunnis – exacerbates tensions. 

Meanwhile, as the crisis set off by IS’s advance continues, Kurdish Peshmerga fill the 

security vacuum or, alternatively, successfully battle IS for control of key terrain beyond 

Kirkuk and the Kurdish half of Mosul, which until now has been gradually regarded as 

an approximate and informal Line of Control. This includes oil fields (e.g. Kirkuk and 

Bai Hassan), which will help boost exports even to more than a million barrels per day. 

The crumbling of Iraq, amid the strengthening of the Kurdish region, makes for an 

unprecedented opportunity to break away from Baghdad’s control. In addition, while 

Turkey, Iran, and the US – the three key international interlocutors for Iraq’s Kurds – 

have disapproved such a move, their positions in reality have softened in light of the 

gravity of the threat posed by IS. It is unclear if other key members of the international 

community, and by extension the UN, would recognise Kurdistan’s independence at 

the initial stage. Mas’oud Barzani, president of the Kurdistan Regional Government 
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(KRG), takes all this into consideration. Following a popular referendum, he decides to 

declare an independent Kurdish state – the first since the Republic of Mahabad was 

established, and quickly suppressed, in Iranian Kurdistan in 1946. A full-blown 

‘international’ armed conflict between independent Kurdistan and Iraq does not ensue 

amid the current IS crisis. However, the move does exacerbate tensions between the 

Kurds, ISF and its largely Shi’ite allies, and IS, for whom the creation of additional 

national borders contradicts its objectives. The central Government focuses on forcibly 

retaking limited but strategic terrain (such as oil fields) located in the disputed zone, or 

sabotaging oil infrastructure including the pipeline entering Turkey. The new Kurdish 

Government, presumably still under Barzani, continues espousing a wider degree of 

ethno-confessional plurality than currently exists elsewhere in Iraq, a fact which will 

attract even more Sunni Arab IDPs. In the longer term, however, this policy changes. 

And how the Kurdish Government will deal with the large influx of refugees, after 

independence, is also unclear. Since much of the Sunni Arab areas are already 

under the control of (or are being heavily contested by) the de facto Islamic 

Caliphate, this scenario effectively posits Iraq’s trisection. 

 

Core Assumptions 

 Ongoing disputes between the Kurds and Baghdad have reached breaking point, 

especially if either Maliki or his successor maintains an adversarial stance towards 

Erbil. 

 A unity government that reassures all of Iraq’s citizens of its inclusivity remains 

elusive (see Scenario 3). 

 The crisis triggered by IS impedes Isf from fully focusing its military efforts on 

retaking key terrain in the disputed zone such as Kirkuk’s oil fields. 

 Key relevant international actors, i.e. the US, Turkey and Iran, do not endorse the 

move but neither do they seriously oppose it, given the crisis and its stakes. 

 

Projected Impact 

 The status of Arab Iraqis who recently sought refuge in the former Kurdistan Region 

of Iraq remains an open question: rather than becoming citizens, the majority 

become refugees. The question of legal status is linked to the Kurdish 

Government’s lack of a refugee policy. This has critical implications for refugees’ 

access to basic services and protection (IDPs currently in the KR-I are granted 

short-stay permits, but extension procedures appear to be unclear or inconsistent). 

 The unilateral declaration of independence possibly attracts some degree of 

sanctions in the initial stage. This will be most pressing if they concern critical 

supplies such as refined fuel, which is already in severe shortage. Shortages will 

lead to major price hikes on all commodities and transport, and in this way, affect 

the oil economy (the KR-I has been experiencing severe power shortages and fuel 

insufficiency for some time, partly due to its ongoing budget dispute with Baghdad). 

 With public financing no longer from Baghdad, delays in accessing oil revenues 

directly, and its ongoing fiscal crisis, the Kurdish Government is hard put to assist 

Iraqi refugees in the short and medium term (the KRG appears to be reaching the 

limits of its resources, even as it continues receiving IDPs and still others seeking 

refuge from neighbouring Syria. In the absence of significant funding pledges and 

assistance from the international community, persons in need are deprived of the 

necessary assistance). 

 Basic services and host communities are overwhelmed, and prices increase due 

to ongoing fuel shortages and the high demand for low-cost rental accommodation, 

leading to increased tensions between host communities and refugees. Some Iraqi 

refugees are forcibly returned to Iraq due to KR-I security concerns, while others 

decide to leave voluntarily due to the high costs of living. 

 Under these circumstances, the Kurdish Government restricts asylum for displaced 

Sunni Arabs. In the short term, the restrictions lead to a temporary increase in the 

number of displaced in transit camps, and IDPs continue to move in search of 

refuge within Iraq, due to poor security and management of camp sites.  

 The Kurdish Government moves forward in implementing its encampment policy 

for Iraqi refugees and in light of its limited budget, coerces the international 

community to fund the establishment and maintenance of camps. 

 

 

Sub-scenario: Cholera outbreak 

Affected population: up to 20,000 people 
Probability level  X    

Impact level   X   

 

Summary: An outbreak of cholera is confirmed. The outbreak is caused by:  

consumption of contaminated water from unsafe sources due to water shortages; 

conflict-related disruption of water treatment facilities; inadequate hygiene practices; 

and large displacement flows. Similar to the 2007, 2008, and 2012 outbreaks, the 

disease starts in the northern governorates and spreads to the central and southern 

governorates. The population in rural areas and poorer districts of urban areas are most 

at risk, as access to water supplies is particularly challenging. The case fatality rate 

remained low in previous outbreaks, primarily due to timely response, including 

preventive measures to reduce the risk of transmission to unaffected areas. Building 

on previous experience and with support from the international community, authorities 

in KR-I are able to control the epidemic (at the end of June, WHO sent a cholera 
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preparedness and response team to work with the KRG and aid agencies). However, 

ongoing fighting and severe access constraints in central and southern areas of the 

country hamper an adequate response. As a result, the case fatality rate will be much 

higher than during previous outbreaks.  

 

Core Assumptions 

 High levels of conflict continue, including in areas affected by cholera. As a result, 

access for health actors remains highly restricted and the flow of medicine, staff, 

and equipment is disrupted. 

 National health services are not able to address the caseload or prevent further 

outbreaks. As a result, a widespread international response is necessary. 

 

Projected Impact 

 High morbidity and mortality severely impact the health status of the population.  

 Internal displacement from areas where cholera has been identified increases. 

 Neighbouring countries impose health-related restrictions on border crossings, 

impacting cross-border trade even more. 

 More funding becomes available for humanitarian operations, but attention is 

diverted to health and WASH interventions, limiting the response in other sectors. 

 

 

Wildcard scenario: IS seeks to expand control to Jordan 

Affected population: up to 2 million people 
Probability level X     

Impact level   X   

 

Summary: While highly unlikely within the next six months, this scenario shouldn’t be 

ruled out completely. IS consolidates its strength quicker than assessed, yet finds its 

territorial gains in Iraq and Syria limited for the moment. IS challenges or circumvents 

Jordanian border security in an attempt to secure a toehold in the country as part of its 

wider vision to demolish existing borders within the Middle East. IS’s support within 

Jordan is limited to a barely palpable minority. The majority of jihadists identify instead 

with AQI and Al Nusra Front (in Syria); and leading anti-IS jihadist clerics such as Abu 

Mohammad al Maqdessi (aka Issam Barqawi, at one time the spiritual mentor of the 

now deceased Abu Musab al Zarqawi, another native Jordanian) and Abu Qatada have 

denounced the caliphate. Although it retains a strong central Government (unlike Iraq 

and Syria), as well as a comparably strong military, Jordan conceals the seeds of 

instability, which have been brought to the fore by the Arab uprisings in the region, 

growing economic malaise at home, and increasingly vocal grievances by native East 

Bankers, assimilated Palestinians, refugees, and other groups, both among 

themselves and against the government – all of which can be exploited by IS. 

Furthermore, Jordan is the natural geographical complement to IS’s Iraqi-Syrian 

hinterland (and part of Greater Syria), and, significantly, shares extensive borders with 

Israel, which IS considers a part of Greater Syria occupied by non-Muslims, and Saudi 

Arabia, where Islam’s two holiest shrines are under the control of what jihadists view 

as an apostate government. Despite the low probability of this scenario, Jordan is a 

comparatively easier target at this stage: Saudi Arabia’s key cities of Mecca, Medina, 

and Riyadh are buffered from IS by far more expansive desert terrain than Jordan, and 

alleged tacit financial support may continue to prop up some kind of mutual non-

aggression agreement; Lebanon is de facto controlled by Hezbollah’s committed Shi’ite 

fighters, and physical access into the Bekaa through Syria remains severely limited; 

Turkey and Iran both fall much farther from IS’s stated and implied geographic 

objectives, and are at any rate far stronger and capable of repelling an IS offensive.  

Still, Jordan is heavily backed by the US and Saudi Arabia, and an IS advance will 

certainly compel neighbouring Israel towards forceful measures to secure its most 

sensitive border, and lay the ground for more open cooperation between Israel and 

Sunni status quo powers, or even tacit, tactical cooperation with its regional rivals Syria, 

Hezbollah and Iran.  

 

Core Assumptions 

 IS consolidates control of its caliphal heartland and assumes enough confidence 

and strength to attempt to expand its borders beyond the Syrian-Iraqi theatre, 

where it has temporarily maximised its territorial gains. 

 Jordanian border security is beefed up but remains relatively penetrable in some 

areas. 

 Though small, the miniscule minority that currently supports IS’ worldview grows. 

IS gains further traction, perhaps even winning over other Jihadists and some pro-

ALQ Prime exponents. 

 

Projected Impact  

 Displacement of Jordan’s population – including Palestinian, Syrian and Iraqi 

refugees – from areas directly affected by fighting.  

 Limited access to affected areas, as well as market supply and trade disruptions.  


