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 Chairman Snyder, Congressman Arkin, members of the 
Subcommittee: Thank you for invi t ing me to testi fy on al ternat ive 
strategies in Iraq. I  am told that the subcommittee would l ike to explore a 
“third way” between “staying the course indefini tely” and “ immediate 
withdrawal.”  I  am not sure that a good third way actual ly exists; otherwise 
we would probably be pursuing i t  already. What I would l ike to do today is 
to survey the most prominent options offered in the current debate, 
examine their strengths and weaknesses, and then conclude with some 
thoughts about what the least-bad opt ion would be.  
 

To make my own posit ion clear from the outset,  I  bel ieve we should 
maintain the surge (160,000 troops, or 21 Brigade Combat Team 
equivalents) as long as mil i tar i ly possible, then move to the pre-surge 
force of 140,000 troops (15 BCT’s),  and then, when events on the ground 
permit,  gradual ly transit ion to a force of perhaps 80,000-100,000 troops 
(4-6 BCT’s plus advisory, Special  Forces, and logist ics elements) focused 
primari ly on assist ing the Iraqi Securi ty Forces for many years to come.  
 
 That isn’ t  as dramatic as pul l ing al l  U.S. troops out of Iraq as soon 
as possible. But even i f  wanted to implement such a retreat i t  would be 
hard to do r ight away; estimates from within the mil i tary suggest that an 
orderly departure would take six to twelve months. I t  would certainly be 
possible to leave faster than that,  but that would require a precipi tous 
abandonment of al l ies and equipment. In such a scenario U.S. forces 
would probably have to f ight their way out of the country, with insurgents 
determined to inf l ict  a f inal humil iat ion on a defeated superpower. This 
pel l-mel l  scramble would l ikely produce traumatic images along the l ines 
of the last hel icopter l i f t ing off the Saigon roof.   
 
 
Withdrawal options 
 

The most precipi tous withdrawal that is being considered in 
Congress is Senator Chris Dodd’s plan to begin pul l ing troops out within 

                                                 
1 Max Boot is  the author of  War Made New: Weapons, Warr iors,  and the Making 
of  the Modern World (paperback edi t ion due out in August 2007 from Gotham 
Books) and The Savage Wars of  Peace: Smal l  Wars and the Rise of  Amer ican 
Power  (Basic Books, 2002).  Ful l  b iography attached. 
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a month and then have them al l  out by the end of the year. Along similar 
l ines, the New York Times editor ial  board recommends a withdrawal that 
would be completed within as l i t t le as six months. Most advocates of total  
withdrawal suggest a sl ightly slower t imel ine. The leading legislat ion 
along those l ines, co-sponsored by Senators Carl  Levin and Jack Reed, 
would begin troop withdrawals within 120 days of passage and complete 
i t  by the spring of 2008. With the support of Senate Majori ty Leader Harry 
Reid, Senator Russ Feingold has coupled this drawdown plan with an 
amendment that would cut off funding for further combat operations after 
March 2008. 

 
The Iraq Study Group (the Baker-Hamil ton Commission) also cal led 

for a general pul l -out on the same t imeline but offered some major 
caveats which included the possibi l i ty of a short- term troop increase of 
the kind the Bush administrat ion is now undertaking. The ISG report said: 
“By the f i rst  quarter of 2008 [ i .e.,  Apri l  1, 2008],  subject to unexpected 
developments in the securi ty si tuation on the ground, al l  combat brigades 
not necessary for force protect ion could be out of Iraq. At that t ime, U.S. 
combat forces in Iraq could be deployed only in units embedded with Iraqi 
forces, in rapid-reaction, and special  operat ions teams, and in training, 
equipping, advising, force protection and search and rescue.”  
 

That’s quite a l ist of exceptions, and the ISG made no attempt to 
estimate of how many soldiers would be required to carry out al l  these 
remaining missions. Nor have most pol i t ic ians who embrace these 
recommendations, including Senators Ken Salazar and Lamar Alexander, 
who have sponsored legislat ion to implement the ISG’s recommendations. 
(Those recommendations are also backed  by  the two leading Democrat ic 
presidential  candidates, Senators Hi l lary Cl inton and Barack Obama, as 
wel l  as by numerous other lawmakers, including a growing number of 
centrist  Republ icans such as Richard Lugar, Pete Domenici ,  and George 
Voinovich.) Many in Washington seem to think that 20,000 troops or even 
fewer—I have heard f igures as low as 5,000 ci ted--might suff ice. 
However, the Center for a New American Securi ty,  a centr ist Democratic 
think tank, has released a “Phased Transit ion Plan” by James Mil ler and 
Shawn Brimley that cal ls for 60,000 troops to remain in Iraq at the end of 
2008 to carry out these tasks. This would include a big decrease in 
combat strength and a big increase in advisor strength that,  they 
envision, would last unt i l  2011 or 2012.  

 
Bing West and Owen West, a father-and-son team of dist inguished 

Marine veterans and wri ters, have come out with their own, sl ightly more 
robust version of this advisory strategy. In an art ic le in Slate 
[http:/ /www.slate.com/id/2166854/pagenum/2/] ,  they wri te: 
  

A ful l - f ledged Plan B would leave about 80,000 U.S. troops in Iraq 
in 2009, about half  as many as wi l l  be in-country at the height of 
the surge. The adviser corps would nearly quadruple, to 20,000 
troops, with another 25,000 in four combat br igades and special-
forces units, plus 30,000 logist ics troops. Another 5,000 Americans 
wi l l  l ive on the grounds of the new U.S. embassy in Baghdad, 
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where they wi l l  rarely venture out.  A comparative handful of 
American diplomats, cal led Provincial  Reconstruction Teams, 
current ly l ive with U.S. brigades. Far more are needed. Another 
15,000 American contractors would provide securi ty and training 
functions, up from 10,000 today. In addit ion, the number of foreign 
contractors who provide food and logist ics to the U.S. mil i tary 
would remain steady at 90,000 or drop. 

 
The Wests propose to maintain this deployment for a decade or so—
through 2017 presumably. Their plan provides considerably more margin 
of safety than does the similar proposal from the Center for a New 
American Securi ty. Note that their proposal includes, in addit ion to 
80,000 U.S. troops, another 15,000 securi ty contractors. I f  we have fewer 
contractors, more troops wi l l  be required. The overal l  force needed to 
carry out an ISG-style strategy is probably around 100,000. 
 
 
A diplomatic offensive? 
 

Along with cal ls to redeploy American troops in lesser or greater 
number, various analysts and pol i t ic ians have also offered ideas for other 
ini t iat ives that could be undertaken to improve the pol i t ical  si tuation in 
Iraq. The ISG cal led for a “New Diplomatic Offensive” undertaken by the 
United States and a “Support Group” made up of other states and the 
United Nations. That idea has been taken up and ampli f ied by numerous 
others, most recently Senator Chuck Hagel,  who has suggested the 
appointment of a United Nations special  envoy to mediate among Iraqi 
fact ions. Such suggestions are innocuous enough, but i t  is unl ikely that 
even the world’s greatest diplomat could solve the myriad woes that 
bedevi l  I raq today. As i f  I raq’s internal problems were not bad enough, a 
contribut ing factor to the current unrest is the destabi l iz ing behavior of i ts 
neighbors, in part icular Iran and Syria. The ISG suggests that i ts 
“diplomatic offensive” could meet this chal lenge.  I ts report states: “Iran 
should stem the f low of arms and training to Iraq, respect Iraq’s 
sovereignty and terr i tor ial  integri ty,  and use i ts inf luence over Iraqi Shia 
groups to encourage national reconci l iat ion…. Syria should control  i ts 
border with Iraq to stem the f low of funding, insurgents, and terrorists in 
and out of Iraq.”  
 

Well ,  of course, they should. Or at least we think they should. But 
how do we make the leaders of Syria and Iran agree that they should do 
what the members of the Iraq Study Group think they should do? The ISG 
recommended that the “United States should engage directly with Iran 
and Syria,” but i t  gave no reason to think that such talks would yield 
progress. An indicat ion of Iranian interest (or, more accurately, lack 
thereof) in negotiat ions may be gleaned from the fact that even as the 
recent talks were occurr ing on May 28t h in Baghdad between the 
American and Iranian ambassadors, the government in Tehran was 
detaining four Iranian-Americans on trumped-up charges of espionage. 
And even as the Bush administration has signaled greater wi l l ingness to 
engage in diplomacy as recommended by the ISG, al l  indications are that 
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the regime in Tehran has been stepping up the f low of funds, munit ions,  
and trainers to support terrorism by ant i-coal i t ion forces in both 
Afghanistan and Iraq. The Iranians and Syrians are responsible, directly 
or indirect ly,  for the deaths of hundreds of American troops and many 
more Iraqis. Their attacks are becoming more brazen, not less, as 
indicated by the  Quds Force-organized invasion of an Iraqi government 
compound in Karbala in January which resulted in the kidnapping and 
murder of f ive American soldiers. 

 
The ISG report suggests that,  l ike the U.S.,  Syria and Iran have an 

interest in an “An Iraq that does not disintegrate and destabi l ize i ts 
neighbors and the region”. That may wel l  be the case, al though i t ’s hard 
to know for sure. Al l  else being equal,  Iran and Syria may wel l  prefer an 
Iraq that is stable and in one piece. But not i f  i t  means that Iraq wi l l  
emerge as a democrat ic al ly of the United States in i ts war against 
terrorism. That would be the worst of al l  worlds for a terrorist-sponsoring 
Iranian regime that would then f ind i tself  surrounded by al l ies of the 
“Great Satan.” Much better, from the strategic perspective of Syria and 
Iran, to continue fomenting terrorism in Iraq that wi l l  bleed American 
forces and prevent Iraq from emerging as a unif ied actor capable of 
threatening i ts neighbors, as Saddam Hussein did in the 1980s and 
1990s.  

 
Syria and Iran are ski l l ful ly waging a proxy war against the United 

States in Iraq that,  i f  current trends continue, could wel l  leave Iran as the 
dominant player in most of the country. The Iranians are doing with the 
Jaish al  Mahdi and other front groups in Iraq what they have already done 
with Hezbol lah in Lebanon: expanding their sphere of inf luence. Why 
Ayatol lah Khameini and his inner circle would voluntari ly want to end this 
pol icy, which is achieving their object ives at relat ively low cost,  remains 
a mystery. The thing most l ikely to dissuade them from their current path 
would be the threat of serious mil i tary and economic retal iat ion, ranging 
from air str ikes to an embargo of ref ined petroleum imports to Iran. Such 
steps would have a good chance of inf l ict ing so much pain that i t  would 
force Iran and Syria to al ter their behavior,  but there is scant pol i t ical  
support in the United States for such a tough pol icy, however justi f ied. 
The one notable exception is Senator Joseph Lieberman, who continues 
to cal l  attention to Iranian aggression, but he is a prophet without honor 
in his own party. 

 
However scant the support among the American pol i t ical  class for 

turning up the heat on Syria and Iran, there seems to be only marginal ly 
more interest in paying the kind of substantial  bribes that might induce 
them to change their behavior.  This would probably involve, at a 
minimum, giving the Syrians a free hand to dominate Lebanon and the 
Iranians a free hand to develop nuclear weapons. The ISG report shied 
away from recommending these types of unpalatable concessions. 
Instead, at the same t ime that i t  cal led for major concessions from Iran 
and Syria over Iraq, the ISG also cal led for “a veri f iable cessation of 
Syrian efforts to undermine the democratical ly elected government of 
Lebanon” and for the United Nations Securi ty Counci l  to continue to deal 
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with “the issue of Iran’s  nuclear programs”—hardly steps calculated to 
win the favor of Tehran or Damascus. The incentives recommended by 
the ISG are either insuff ic ient ( increased trade and diplomatic relat ions 
with the U.S.,  which Tehran has shown no interest in pursuing) or 
unobtainable (the return of the Golan Heights, which the current Israeli  
government has shown no interest in granting). Fai l ing some pretty hefty 
carrots and st icks, talks with the Iranians and Syrians are extremely 
unl ikely to f ind a negotiated solution of the kind envisioned by the ISG 
and by such eminent other voices as Senators Richard Lugar and Hi l lary 
Cl inton.   
 
 
Partition 
 

Another commonly mooted opt ion designed to achieve a pol i t ical 
solution in Iraq is to part i t ion the country. This plan has been developed 
by Senator Joseph Biden and my former boss, Les Gelb, president 
emeri tus of the Counci l  on Foreign Relat ions. I t  has been backed in 
various gradations (from formal part i t ion to loose-knit  confederation) by 
Senators Sam Brownback, Barbara Boxer, and Kay Bai ley Hutchison as 
wel l  as by such wel l-respected analysts as Michael O’Hanlon and David 
Brooks. Some degree of federal ism in Iraq is obviously a good idea, and 
i t  has been embraced by pretty much everyone involved in the debate. 
But i f  cal ls for decentral ism go signif icant ly beyond the status quo in Iraq 
(which already gives almost complete autonomy to the Kurdish region and 
a large degree of autonomy to other provinces), they could create 
signif icant problems. Some of those dif f icult ies are apt ly summarized by 
the ISG: 

 
Because Iraq’s population is not neatly separated, regional 
boundaries cannot be easi ly drawn. Al l  eighteen Iraqi provinces 
have mixed populat ions, as do Baghdad and most other major ci t ies 
in Iraq. A rapid devolution could result in mass populat ion 
movements, col lapse of the Iraqi securi ty forces, strengthening of 
mil i t ias, ethnic cleansing, destabi l ization of neighboring states, or 
attempts by neighboring states to dominate Iraqi regions. 
 
To these wel l- founded warnings, I  would add a couple of points. 

First,  most Iraqis do not support part i t ion. The latest Pentagon progress 
report on Iraq, released in June, ci ted a pol l  taken in Apri l  which found 
that only 36% of Iraqis thought the country would be better off  i f  divided 
into three or more separate countries. The strongest support comes, not 
surprisingly, from the Kurdish region, but among Iraq’s Arab populat ion 
there is strong desire to keep the country whole. Even proposals for 
regional devolut ion meet a mixed response, with some Shi i tes in favor but 
many joining Sunnis in opposit ion. I t  would be hard to impose on Iraqis a 
solut ion they do not themselves favor.  

 
Even i f  we could somehow part i t ion Iraq—and no one has offered a 

credible plan for how to spl i t  up mult i -sectarian metropol ises l ike 
Baghdad and Mosul-- i t  is not at al l  c lear that the result ing mini-states 
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would be any more peaceful or stable than today’s (nominally) unitary 
pol i ty. Note that there is considerable turmoil  r ight now in southern and 
western Iraq even though the former region is almost exclusively Shi i te 
and the latter region is almost exclusively Sunni.  I t  is to be expected that 
bi t ter struggles for power would cont inue in part i t ioned Iraqistans and 
that,  in addit ion, the mini-states would be at war with one another. To 
name just one potent ial  source of future discord: No Sunni state, lacking 
i ts own natural  resources, could possibly trust a Shi i te-dominated 
government to equitably share i ts oi l  wealth absent some kind of i ronclad 
outside guarantee.  

 
This br ings us to the one si tuat ion in which a part i t ion might make 

sense and be stable: i f  i t  were to come about as a result  of negotiat ions 
among the major part ic ipants and i f  i t  were to be enforced by a sizable 
foreign troop contingent. The model I  have in mind is Bosnia. But recal l  
that the Dayton Accords occurred only after years of terr ible bloodlett ing 
that exhausted al l  of the part ies, and, even then, the accords required a 
NATO troop presence and quasi-colonial  internat ional governance that 
cont inue to exist more than a decade later.  We are nowhere close to such 
a solut ion in Iraq, and even i f  i t  were achieved i t  would not accomplish 
what most advocates of part i t ion want, which is a withdrawal of American 
troops. A serious part i t ion plan would, on the contrary, require an 
indefini te, long-term presence by our forces (at least 450,000 soldiers, i f  
we are to achieve the same troop-to-civi l ian rat io as in Bosnia),  because 
few i f  any other nations would volunteer to send their own troops into this 
cauldron.  
 
 
Saddam Lite 
 

A third possible pol i t ical  solut ion has been less widely discussed: 
ending our support for the current democratical ly elected government in 
Baghdad and backing a mil i tary strongman instead. What we might cal l  
the “Saddam Lite” pol icy has been advocated by Middle East scholar 
Daniel Pipes and a few others. At this point I  wouldn’t  rule i t  out on moral 
grounds (soft  authori tarianism is preferable to violent chaos), but i t  
doesn’t  seem terr ibly practical.  A mil i tary dictator demands, by defini t ion, 
the support of a strong army. Yet the Iraqi Securi ty Forces are too weak 
and too divided to control  their  own country even when f ighting on behalf  
of a representat ive government. I t  is hard to imagine why they would be 
more effective f ighting on behalf  of some dictator drawn from one of 
Iraq’s sectarian communit ies. Moreover, no one has seriously suggested 
how this would-be strongman might gain the al legiance of the ethnical ly 
and rel igiously divided armed forces and pol ice forces. The one name 
that has been mentioned as a possible strongman is Ayad Al lawi, who 
was brief ly Iraq’s appointed prime minister in 2004-2005, but he appears 
to have more support among neighboring Sunni states than in Iraq i tself.  I 
wouldn’t  be opposed on principle to Al lawi becoming a dictator i f  he could 
impose law and order, but there is no reason to think he would be able to 
win the loyalty of the Iraqi Securi ty Forces, much less to use them to 
impose his diktat on the rest of the country. The Maliki  government may 
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be frustrat ing and ineffectual,  but i t  would be a mistake to give in to our 
impatience and repeat the mistake we made in South Vietnam, where the 
overthrow and murder of Ngo Dinh Diem in 1963 made the government in 
Saigon less, not more, effect ive. 
 
 
Civil  war and its consequences 
 

In short,  neither cal ls for a diplomatic offensive nor cal ls for the 
part i t ion of Iraq nor even cal ls for a mil i tary dictatorship offer a serious 
prospect for lessening the shock i f  al l  or almost al l  American troops were 
to leave Iraq anytime soon. I t  is,  of course, impossible to know what 
would happen i f  we were to pul l  out anyway, without a stable pol i t ical and 
securi ty structure in place, but few serious analysts in or out of uniform 
think that the results would be pretty. Some advocates of withdrawal 
air i ly predict that i f  the U.S. were to leave the “Iraqis would get their act 
together,” and with American troops no longer acting as a crutch, they 
would have to resolve their di f ferences through pol i t ical compromise. 
Such rosy scenarios are highly improbable i f  not entirely impossible. Far 
more l ikely would be an al l -out civi l  war. 

 
This would be a humanitarian tragedy for which the U.S. would 

bear indirect responsibi l i ty. We would have blood on our hands—the 
blood of countless Iraqis who trusted us with their l ives only to have that 
commitment cruel ly betrayed, as in generations past we betrayed the 
South Vietnamese, the Cambodians, the Hungarians, and too many 
others. Beyond the troubl ing moral impl icat ions there are equal ly 
troubl ing strategic impl icat ions. Advocates of withdrawal pretend that this 
would not consti tute defeat.  They cal l  i t  “redeployment.” The world would 
not be fooled. In part icular our enemies would see through such 
transparent publ ic-relat ions ploys. I f  we are seen as the losers in Iraq—
and we would be i f  we withdraw anyt ime soon--al Qaeda and the Islamic 
Republ ic of Iran would be seen as the winners. The perception of 
American weakness fed by a pul lout would surely lead to increased 
terrorism against the U.S. and our al l ies, just as occurred fol lowing our 
ineffectual response to the Iran Hostage Crisis in 1979, the murder of our 
Marines in Beirut in 1983, the taking of addit ional hostages in Lebanon in 
the 1980s, the ambush of our Special  Operat ions Forces in Mogadishu in 
1993, the bombing of our Afr ican embassies in 1998, and numerous other 
outrages perpetrated by Islamist hate groups over the past several 
decades. 

Besides the general psychological boost for radical Shi i te and 
Sunni extremists around the world and the concomitant blows to 
American prestige and credibi l i ty,  there would also be a concrete price to 
be paid on the ground. In the chaos that would fol low an American 
pul lout,  i t  is quite possible, even probable, that al  Qaeda would succeed 
in turning western Iraq into a Tal iban-style base for international 
terrorism. Although the momentum at the moment is running against al  
Qaeda in Anbar Province, the tr ibal forces that are now cooperating with 
the Iraqi government would be incapable of defeating al  Qaeda on their 

 7



own. I f  the U.S. were to pul l  out,  the tr ibes would l ikely go back to 
cooperating with al  Qaeda for the sake of self-preservation. Meanwhile, 
in the Shi i te south of the country, Iran would l ikely expand i ts imperial  
inf luence. 

That is only one of many possible effects of an Iraqi civi l  war that 
we need to contemplate before making the fateful  decision to give up the 
f ight.  Daniel  Byman and Kenneth Pol lack of the Brookings Insti tut ion, two 
serious Democratic analysts, issued a sobering study in January cal led 
"Things Fal l  Apart:  Containing the Spi l lover From an Iraqi Civi l  War" that 
should be required reading for anyone cal l ing for a pul lout.  Byman and 
Pol lack studied a number of civi l  wars stretching back to the 1970s in 
countries from Congo to Lebanon, and found that they are never confined 
within the borders drawn neatly on maps.  

Civi l  wars export refugees, terrorists, mi l i tant ideologies and 
economic woes that destabi l ize neighboring states, and those states in 
turn usual ly intervene to try to l imit  the fal lout or to expand their sphere 
of inf luence. "We found that 'spi l lover '  is common in massive civi l  wars; 
that whi le i ts intensity can vary considerably, at i ts worst i t  can have truly 
catastrophic effects; and that Iraq has al l  the earmarks of creating quite 
severe spi l lover problems," they wri te. No surprise: After al l ,  Iraq, with i ts 
oi l  wealth, has far more to f ight over than Congo or Lebanon or 
Chechnya.  

 

Containment 

The quest ion is whether we could avoid these spi l lover effects 
while st i l l  removing signif icant numbers of American troops. Byman and 
Pol lack think we should remove our troops from Iraq’s populat ion centers, 
br inging many of them home whi le re-posit ioning  perhaps 50,000 to 
70,000 on the borders to contain the civi l  war and l imit  i ts regional 
impact. This scenario (which has been endorsed in various forms by, 
among others, ret ired General Anthony Zinni and columnist Charles 
Krauthammer) is a real possibi l i ty,  but i t  comes with i ts own serious 
drawbacks.  

 
For a start,  is i t  pol i t ical ly viable for U.S. troops to remain in Iraq in 

sizable numbers and do nothing whi le a few miles away ethnic cleansing 
and possibly even genocide occur? The “CNN effect”—the effect of 
having such lur id pictures of violence broadcast 24/7 around the world--
could be devastating for the morale of our armed forces and our people at 
home as wel l  as for our international standing. In the Islamic world, i t  
would only further reinforce the impression that we don’t care about 
Musl im l ives and that we only invaded Iraq for i ts oi l—the very myths  
that feed terrorist recrui t ing.  

 

 8



A second problem is what exactly our troops would do to contain 
the civi l  war. Of course they could keep neighboring states such as Iran 
or Syria from sending conventional troop formations into Iraq, but that ’s 
not a very l ikely outcome in any case. Our troops would have a much 
harder t ime stopping the kind of inf i l t rat ion which occurs now, disguised 
as part of the normal commercial  and tourist  traff ic in and out of Iraq. I f  
we can’t  stop terror ists from entering Iraq today, or from leaving Iraq to 
train in Iran and then return home, why would we have better luck with a 
smaller troop contingent? 

 
And how would this rump force deal with another l ikely outcome of 

a civi l  war—massive refugee f lows? Would U.S. troops prevent Iraqi 
civi l ians from crossing the border to safety? If  so they would be assuming 
responsibi l i ty for their fate. I f  we want to avoid a Srebrenica-style horror,  
we would have to set up, administer, and protect giant refugee camps—
what Byman and Pol lack cal l  “catch basins.” This is a very dicey 
proposit ion, because, as we have seen in the case of the Palest inians, 
such camps tend to become a breeding ground of extremism and 
terrorism. How would U.S. forces react to attempts to organize terror ist 
groups in the camps? Would our troops not only protect the camps from 
without but pol ice them from within? If  so they would face exact ly the 
same kind of unpleasant urban counterinsurgency that they are in 
engaged in today from Baqubah to Baghdad. I f  not,  they could be 
fostering greater regional instabi l i ty.  
 
 
Picking a winner 
 

Another way of deal ing with an incipient civi l  war would be to 
embrace i t  instead of trying to prevent i t  or mit igate i t .  Some 
realpol i t ikers such as Edward Luttwak advocate a cold-blooded strategy 
whereby we would end our attempts to pol ice Iraq and defeat both Sunni 
and Shi i te extremists. Instead we would throw in our lot with the Shi i tes 
and help them to win a rapid victory in a civi l  war which would result ,  we 
hope, in the destruction of Al Qaeda in Iraq. This is practicable, but the 
consequences might be hard for many Americans to stomach. Remember 
the story of Sunni captives who were al legedly tortured in the basement 
of the Iraqi Interior Ministry in 2005 before being rescued by U.S. and 
Iraqi troops? In a civi l  war such stories would mult iply a mil l ion-fold, 
except that there would be no hope of rescue for those who fal len into the 
hands of sectar ian foes. I f  the U.S. were to back the Shi i tes—which in 
practice would mean backing not only the government but also mil i t ias 
such as the Jaish al Mahdi and the Badr Brigades—we would assume 
moral complici ty for whatever atrocit ies they would carry out.   

 
And even i f  they were to win decisively and rapidly, the outcome 

would not necessari ly be to our l ik ing, since the result  would be, at least 
in the short term, a major increase in Iranian inf luence. I t  would also 
l ikely empower the most radical elements among the Shi i tes, men of the 
gun l ike Moqtada al Sadr who inevitably come to the fore when war 
erupts, rather than men of peace l ike Ayatol lah Al i  Sistani.  But such a 
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rapid and decisive victory is unl ikely in any case, given that Sunnis have 
great ski l l  at unconventional warfare (as we have seen batt l ing their 
insurgents over the past four years) and wil l  have vir tual ly unl imited 
access to arms and f inancing from neighboring Sunni states intent on 
blocking a Shi i te takeover. Meanwhi le, the Shi i tes, numerous as they are, 
are spl i t  among competing factions that might not be able to cooperate 
effect ively even against a common foe.  

 
The l ikely result  of a cynical decision to simply throw in our lot with 

the Shi i tes would be a costly civi l  war that would drag on for years 
without resolution, and that would cause a lot of the spi l lover effects 
predicted by Byman and Pol lack. Their warning should be heeded about 
the dangers of this pol icy: “proxies often fai l  in their assigned tasks or 
turn against their  masters. As a result,  such efforts rarely succeed, and in 
the specif ic circumstances of Iraq, such an effort  appears part icularly 
dubious.” 

 
 
Special Forces to the fore 
 

Many advocates of troop drawdowns suggest a less extreme 
approach to coping with a ful l -blown civi l  war. They think that we should 
maintain Special  Operat ions Forces (SOF) in Iraq to hunt down Al Qaeda 
terrorists whi le essential ly giving a free pass to other sectarian mil i t ias. 
Some suggest that the SOF units should remain on major bases in Iraq 
proper; others, such as Congressman Murtha, cal l  for an over-the-horizon 
presence in Iraqi Kurdistan or Kuwait. Either way this is not l ikely to 
achieve our object ive of preventing terror ist groups from establ ishing and 
consolidating safe havens. 

 
To see how wel l  this strategy would work, ask yourself  how much 

success do our SOF operators have today against terrorists in unfriendly 
states l ike Iran and Syria or even in pol i t ical ly ambivalent states l ike 
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia? Not very much, because to be effect ive SOF 
forces need access to good intel l igence that can only be generated on 
the ground, and they need a permissive pol i t ical  cl imate in which they 
can swoop in without worrying about the diplomatic ramif icat ions. Such a 
cl imate exists today in Iraq, and our SOF raiders are having great 
success in hunting down and ki l l ing both Shia and Sunni extremists. In 
fact, our Special  Forces are taking down more j ihadist desperados at the 
moment in Iraq than anywhere else in the world. 

 
But even today there are major l imitat ions on what even the most 

ski l led special  operators can accomplish. The substant ial  presence of the 
Joint Special  Operat ions Command (the best of the best among our 
commandos) has not prevented terror ists from turning ci t ies from Fal lujah 
to Ramadi to, more recently, Baqubah into redoubts of depravity. A Los 
Angeles Times art ic le summarizes what U.S. troops found in Baqubah 
when substantial  forces recently stormed the ci ty: 
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For more than a year, hundreds of masked gunmen loyal to Al 
Qaeda cruised this capital  of their self-declared state, haul ing 
Shi i te Musl ims from their homes and leaving bodies in the dusty, 
trash-strewn streets. 
 
They set up a rel igious court and prisons, aid stat ions and food 
stores. And they imposed their fundamental ist  interpretation of 
Is lam on a population that was mostly too poor to f lee and too 
terr i f ied to resist.  

 
I f  Special  Operat ions Forces could not prevent the establ ishment under 
their  noses of a Tal iban-style “ Islamic State” in Baqubah in the past year, 
how much luck would they have in the future i f  they had operate from 
Kuwait  or the Kurdish region? That would be l ike trying to pol ice Boston 
from Washington, D.C.  
 

A SOF-centric strategy would not be l ikely to work, whereas we 
have seen t ime and again that the presence of large numbers of 
American ground troops can rout the terrorists. Just look at the success 
of offensives since 2004 in Fal lujah, Ramadi,  Tal Afar,  and Baqubah. The 
problem with many of those operat ions in the past was that we didn’t  
have enough troops to sustain a long-term presence after taking the ci ty. 
Now, with the surge strategy, we may f inal ly have enough to execute al l  
phases of “clear, hold, and bui ld,”  at least in some cri t ical locales l ike 
Baghdad. 
 
 
Invest in advisors 
 
 In addit ion to focusing on SOF operat ions against Al Qaeda, 
another integral part of most drawdown plans is to invest more heavi ly in 
advising and support ing the Iraqi Security Forces. This is a good idea in 
the abstract, but there are pract ical di f f icul t ies in moving from today’s 
160,000 troops to 80,000 or fewer without r isking a col lapse of the Iraqi 
Securi ty Forces and of the entire Government of Iraq. We have 
repeatedly tr ied to implement a strategy of “as the Iraqis stand up, we wi l l  
stand down”—and we have repeatedly found that the Iraqis on their own 
were incapable of standing up to the world’s most deadly and depraved 
terrorists. When teamed with U.S. combat units,  Iraqi Securi ty Forces 
have shown growing effectiveness in their tact ical  operat ions, but i f  
effect ively left on their own the l ikely result  is that they would f ind 
themselves hopelessly outmatched. That is,  in fact,  precisely what was 
happening in 2006 before the current surge started. Advisor strategies 
work best in those countries, such as El Salvador in the 1980s or the 
Phi l ippines in the 1950s, where long-standing and robust mil i tary services 
already exist.  That is not the case in Iraq; we demolished the Iraqi 
securi ty infrastructure in 2003 and i t  st i l l  has not been adequately rebui l t .   
 
 I  ful ly understand that we cannot continue to deploy 160,000 troops 
indefini tely, given the strains on our mil i tary and the demands of publ ic 
opinion. But I  would implore the committee to exhibi t  a l i t t le pat ience at  
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this point. You are looking for a Plan B, a third way between staying the 
course and leaving altogether. Well  that ’s precisely what the surge is 
designed to del iver—it is an al ternative to the fai led strategy employed 
over the previous three years of trying to draw down U.S. troops as fast 
as possible without f i rst  establ ishing minimal securi ty on the ground. 
General David Petraeus is now trying to implement a new approach 
ut i l iz ing not only more troops but ut i l iz ing them in di fferent ways. He is 
pushing troops off  large Forward Operat ing Bases and into smaller Joint 
Securi ty Stations and Combat Outposts where they can carry out a 
classic counterinsurgency strategy focused on populat ion securi ty. The 
last of the surge forces only arr ived in early June and i t  was only on June 
15 that the U.S. command launched Operat ion Phantom Thunder to take 
advantage of the increased forces to simultaneously apply pressure 
against mult iple insurgent strongholds around Baghdad and i ts 
periphery—something that has not been done before. Counterinsurgent 
operations cannot be concluded as swift ly as an armored bl i tzkrieg. This 
is not a three-day or three-week or even a three-month offensive. I t  wi l l  
take many months (six to twelve months is a good est imate) to see i f 
current operations are bearing frui t ,  and I  hope that Congress wil l  give 
General Petraeus the t ime he needs to implement his careful ly 
considered strategy.  
 
 The strain on U.S. forces, especial ly the army, is great,  but under 
current plans the surge can be maintained through at least spring of 
2008. Thereafter, we could move to a pre-surge force of 15 Brigade 
Combat Teams for at least another year. Larger cal l -ups of National 
Guard and Reserve forces, however pol i t ical ly di f f icul t ,  would expand our 
options even further.  
 

I t  would be a serious mistake—a tragic mistake--were Congress to 
use i ts power of the purse to try to cut off  the surge prematurely. I f  the 
surge succeeds in improving the securi ty si tuat ion, especial ly in 
Baghdad, that could create the condit ion for pol i t ical  compromises that 
aren’t  possible in today’s lawless cl imate. And that,  in turn, could lead to 
a responsible drawdown of U.S. forces to a long-term level of around 
80,000-100,000, with the bulk of those forces focused on advisory efforts. 
To end the surge too soon and transit ion to an advisory strategy r ight 
now, in such an insecure environment, r isks the very catastrophe our 
troops have fought for years to avert.  
 
 The only responsible course for the t ime being is to continue 
backing General Petraues and the surge whi le at the same t ime laying 
the groundwork, pol i t ical  and mil i tary, for a lower- level commitment that 
could run for years, even decades i f  need be. This would require 
substant ial ly increasing the number of embedded American advisors 
within the ISF from today’s level of under 5,000 to an estimated 20,000, 
and we would have to see that these advisors are wel l- trained for their 
tasks and given the logist ical and securi ty support they need to operate 
safely and effectively.  
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Such large-scale advisory efforts are not possible today given the 
inadequate size of the U.S. Army because to create so many advisors 
would require breaking up at least eight Brigade Combat Teams (out of 
43 total  in the army) and transferring their off icers and senior NCOs onto 
newly created advisory teams along with various individual augmentees. 
Such a transit ion would take many months, and i t  is prudent for the army 
and Marine Corps to begin planning today. (One good idea would be to 
implement Lieutenant Colonel John Nagl ’s blueprint for creating a 
permanent Advisor Corps within the army.) But the actual transit ion to an 
advisor-centric strategy should be held off  as long as possible to give our 
troops t ime to make and consol idate gains on the ground. The more 
securi ty that our troops create today, the greater the probabi l i ty that an 
advisor model would work tomorrow.  I f  we start  withdrawing troops wi l ly-
ni l ly regardless of the consequences, the l ikely result would be a severe 
degradation of the securi ty cl imate, with many of our former Iraqi al l ies 
turning violently against us, i f  only to prove their national ist bona f ides in 
the looming post-American order. This would put our remaining soldiers 
at greater r isk, hurt their  morale, and further imperi l  publ ic support for 
any  level of commitment, whether 160,000 or 60,000. 

 
 
Stay with the surge 
 
 In conclusion, I  applaud the committee’s efforts to f ind a 
responsible longterm pol icy for Iraq, but I  would caution against any 
attempts to move to a third way before the current way has been found to 
have succeeded or fai led. The surge may be a long shot.  I t  may not 
succeed. But i t ’s the least bad option we have—as I hope I  have 
demonstrated by analyzing the shortcomings of al l  the other al ternatives.  
 

I t  takes courage for members of Congress to support the continued 
presence of American troops in Iraq but no more courage than i t  takes for 
those troops to r isk their l ives every day. I  hope that Congress wi l l  
cont inue to stand with General David Petraeus, Lieutenant General Ray 
Odierno, and the outstanding men and women under their command as 
they continue to f ight to secure an acceptable outcome and prevent what 
would probably be the most serious  mi l i tary defeat in our history. 

 
 

### 
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