
The Changing U.S. Role in 
Iraq and the Future of Iraqi Civil Society

Executive Summary
On March 4th, EPIC and the Reserve Officers Association 
brought together a panel of experts to discuss the future 
of Iraqi civil society. Noting the future of Iraq depends on 
a robust and independent civil society, Assistant Secretary 
of State Michael Corbin opened the panel. Ellen Laipson, 
President of the Henrey L. Stimson Center, Emily Gish, 
Deputy Director of Mercy Corps’ Iraq Programs, Dr. Allen 
Dyer, a consultant with the International Medical Corps, 
and Manal Omar, Chief of Party in Iraq for the United 
States Institute of Peace, followed with their assessment of 
the current and future needs of Iraqi civil society. 

Civil Society in Iraq

After years of oppression under the brutal regime of 
Saddam Hussein, civil society in Iraq is finally emerging as 
a powerful transformational actor. Civil society institutions 
in Iraq are bringing communities together in petitioning 
for a more peaceful and secure future. Iraqis are becoming 
active participants in their emerging democracy through 
civil society. 

Civil society in Iraq takes various forms—small commu-
nity groups, local humanitarian aid agencies, human rights 
defenders, investigative journalists, and other non-govern-
mental organizations. From delivering live-saving health 
services to mediating sectarian conflicts, civil society is the 
basis of an active and engaged citizenry. 

Moreover, a strong civil society encourages accountability 
and responsiveness on the part of elected government of-
ficials. Democracy in Iraq is dependent on the continued 
work of civil society organizations like the Rafidain Civic 
Education Institute. With support from the U.S.-based Na-
tional Endowment for Democracy, Rafidain broadcasted 
an educational series on the local radio about government 
corruption and conducted workshops with activists to raise 
awareness about the negative impact of corruption on citi-
zens and their democracy.

Programs Supporting Civil Society in Iraq

Since 2003, the United States government has made a 
concerted effort to build the capacity of Iraqi civil society. 
Funding for civil society programs in Iraq reached a high 
of $220 million in FY2007, but funding has since decreased 
precipitously in the intervening years to a budget request of 
$57 million in FY2010. 

The U.S. supports Iraqi civil society organizations through 
implementing partners such as the National Endowment for 
Democracy, the International Republican Institute, ACDI-
VOCA, Mercy Corps, International Relief & Development, 
and CHF International.

ACDI/VOCA’s programs provide training and technical 
assistance to local councils. The local councils are then 
able to advocate on behalf of the communities’ needs at the 
provincial and national levels of the Iraqi government.

CHF International has focused on building the capacity of 
civil society groups as a grassroots movement for democracy. 
Its programs have trained 2,000 civil society organizations 
and created 98,000 jobs.
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Foreign NGOs will still face many restrictions on their 
activities in Iraq under the new law. While the NGO 

The National Endowment for Democracy has supported 
groups like Rafidain, the Baghdad Women Association 
which raises awareness about domestic violence, and the 
Iraqi Social Education Team which trains civil society 
activists in human rights advocacy.

Laws Governing Civil Society

Civil society institutions and NGOs in Iraq are governed 
by a recently ratified federal law. Before the new law took 
effect, NGOs were governed by up to three different laws 
depending on their provincial location. 

While earlier drafts of the new law came under much scrutiny 
from civil society and international organizations, the 
ratified law is much closer in scope to the recommendations 
put forth by critics thanks to intense advocacy by Iraqi civil 
society.
The International Center for Non-for-Profit Law (ICNL), 
which provided assistance to Iraqi civil society leaders and 
government officials hoping to reform the draft law, callsthe 
new law one of the best civil society laws in the Arab world. 
Some of the key changes, as noted by ICNL:

Coordination Committee in Iraq (NCCI) had previously 
recommended all restrictions on foreign NGOs be removed 
from the draft law, only one section prohibiting foreign 
NGOs from participating in “political or sectarian activities” 
was ultimately removed. 

Further, while the NCCI had also recommended an article 
allowing the Iraqi courts to dissolve NGOs be removed in 
its entirety, the current law still allows the courts to dissolve 
NGOs under certain circumstances.

Recommendations

From the Experts

On March 4th, EPIC and the Reserve Officers Associa-
tion hosted an event to examine the future of civil society 
in Iraq. Opening the event, Deputy Assistant Secretary of 
State Michael Corbin of the Democracy, Human Rights, 
and Labor Bureau, noted “civil society is actually critical to 
our success in Iraq and it is something we don’t talk about 
enough.”

Corbin said the United States is very far along in its tran-
sition from a military to civilian led presence in Iraq; the 
United States is moving from a security dominated relation-
ship with Iraq to a political and USAID-based cooperation 
that it has in its bi-lateral relationships around the world. 

The United States must continue to be a significant 
a partner of Iraqi civil society as civil society is the 
best guarantor of a sustainable, just, and account-
able Iraqi government. This includes making more 
resources available to assisting and expanding Iraqi 
civil society.

As the new civil society law is implemented, the 
United States must responsibly 
engage with the Iraqi govern-
ment to ensure the law is fol-
lowed appropriately and that 
civil society continues to have 
space in which to operate.

In its support of Iraqi civil 
society, the United States must 
continue to include programs 
that reach vulnerable Iraqis, 
including women, children, and minorities in Iraq. 

The March 2009 draft law prohibited Iraqi NGOs from 
receiving foreign funding or from “affiliating” with any 
foreign entity (including the UN, the European Com-
mission, USAID, International Red Cross/Red Crescent, 
etc.) without prior approval of the government.  These 
provisions have been removed, thus enabling Iraqi NGOs 
to partner more efficiently with the international com-
munity on reconstruction and humanitarian assistance 
projects. 

Under the March 2009 draft, an application for registra-
tion could be rejected for any reason.  The new law re-
quires that the denial of registration be tied to a specific 
provision of law. 

Criminal penalties contained in the March draft have 
been removed, including imprisonment for up to three 
years for being a member of an improperly registered 
NGO.

Discretion to audit or inspect an NGO’s office is only per-
missible with cause, instead of at any time and for any 
reason as under CPA Order 45.

Suspension of an NGO and confiscation of its property 
requires a court order, and can no longer be made at the 
discretion of government authorities as in CPA Order 
45.



He said Iraqis have been pushing for a United States-Iraq 
relationship based on partnership in the areas of health, 
education, culture, and traditional development programs.

If you talk to Iraqis, they envision returning to a time like 
the 1950s when Iraq had some of the best universi-
ties and hospitals in the Middle East, according to 
Corbin. But he noted, “they’re going to need politi-
cal success and success in bilateral relationships to 
get there.”

That political success relies on checks and balances 
and the ability of the Iraqi people to influence their 
political leaders. Corbin cited as an example the fact 
that some people have accused Maliki of consolidat-
ing power, but the Council of Representatives has 
refused to pass a budget allocating money to some of 
the security activities Maliki wanted to fund. 

On the civil society law, Corbin said it provides the 
potential for an extremely positive system in Iraq 
not found anywhere else in the region. In Syria 
and Egypt, there is very little space for civil soci-
ety, he said. The United States helped draft the law 
and Corbin underlined the aspects of the law the United 
States want to see fully implemented. It creates the frame-
work for a strong, independent civil society. It allows Iraqi 
NGOs to legally partner with international NGOs. This 
new law has no restrictions on foreign links. It allows Iraqis 
to address their concerns through NGOs. Corbin said there 
are about 7,000 NGOs in Iraq and these NGOs represent 
the wide range of opportunities for people to participate in 
their government. 

“We think that this new law has enormous potential. The 
comments of Iraqi NGOs are almost without exception 
talking about it as a great achievement,” he said.

The Iraqis have asked the United States for its assistance 
implementing the law. Two things that the United States 
has identified as problems are that the membership of an 
NGO started by a foreigner must be 75 percent Iraqis and it 
requires NGOs to report the names of local staff to the Iraqi 
government. 

When looking at the political changes that are going on 
in Iraq, Corbin sees that political differences are being 
resolved through politics. He compared that to 2005 and 
2006, saying that when you look at the sectarian breakdown 
of communities and the ethnic cleansing of certain com-
munities compared to the relative rule of law today, we see 

that Iraqis are making progress that makes us able to part-
ner with them.

“We see the Iraqis have come a long way,” he said. He also 
noted there are enormous challenges ahead--the Arab-Kurd 

fault line and foreign influence--but said there is enormous 
potential in that Iraqis are now facing challenges through 
politics, not violence.

Next, speaking from Sulaymaniyah, Iraq, EPIC’s President 
of the Board of Directors Erik Gustafson shared his obser-
vations after working in Iraq over the past year. 

Gustafson has been working with Iraqi human rights orga-
nizations. Prior to working in Iraq, he had a lot of questions 
abut how human rights work would be possible given the 
security situation. Now, he said he has seen the role Iraqi 
human rights organizations have been playing in promot-
ing and defending the rights of their people whether it is 
investigating forced disappearances in Anbar province, or 
addressing honor killings in Kurdistan. He said Iraqi or-
ganizations are able to operate and often find ways to work 
with the government and find people in the government 
who want to see changes and see a just Iraq that respects the 
human rights of all Iraqis.

To guide the discussion about the future of Iraqi civil soci-
ety, Gustafson offered a definition of civil society, those vol-
untary civic organizations unaligned with the force-backed 
institutions of the state. These can take many forms such as 



trade associations, women’s groups, advocacy groups, busi-
ness associations, and more. 

Gustafson said democracy goes beyond elections, democ-
racy is really about participation and encouraging partic-
ipation is the role he sees Iraqi civil society playing. The 
Iraqi government lacks information to effectively deliver 
public services, to track child labor or the educational drop 
out rate, but he said civil society organizations are the ones 
doing surveys on this, providing information on how pub-
lic services can be better delivered.

Next, Colonel Chris Holshek, an Army liaison to the United 
States Agency for International Development and special-
ist in civil-military relations, highlighted the importance of 
civil society before moderated the ensuing discussion.

Holshek said it’s very appropriate to be talking about civil 
society at such an important time in the history of Iraq and 
the United States’ involvement in Iraq. The reason we see so 
many fragile states is due to a lack of civil society, Holshek 
thinks. So what is needed to build stable states is recon-
structing or rebuilding civil society.

In a post-conflict environment, it is important to get civil 
society organizations in as soon as possible, Holshek said. 
He noted organizations like International Medical Corps 
and Mercy Corps have been welcomed by communities in 
Iraq because they began working in Iraq in April 2003.

Ellen Laipson, President of the Henry L. Stimson Center, 
then shared an observation made by an Iraqi colleague--
that the United States’ civil society organizations entered 
Iraq alongside the occupation and have a credibility prob-
lem. Are they independent? Are they part of the occupa-
tion? Or are they here in a more independent role? 

Right now, as U.S. policy transitions, the role of civil soci-
ety will be more important, but Laipson said we should be 
aware that there are still levels of mistrust in Iraqi civil so-
ciety about what U.S. intentions are. Laipson said Iraqis are 
going through a learning process, they’re learning about 
their own potential to develop civil society organizations 
and more about U.S. civil society organizations. As they 
learn, there develops a jealousy among Iraqis when U.S. or-
ganizations hire locals or partner with Iraqi NGOs. Iraqis 
are looking at U.S. programs through a lot of filters, Laip-
son said, and there is much more nuance when you look at 
these programs from the Iraqi perspective. 

Laipson then explained that civil society is part of gover-

nance even though it is not part of government. For in-
stance, civil society can partner with government to serve 
populations in need. But in post-conflict situations, some 
civil society organizations will create themselves in opposi-
tion to government or pride themselves on not being part 
of the official government structures. Laipson noted not all 
organizations want to be seen as helping government imple-
ment its programs. So sometimes civil society is a parallel 
structure providing services government is not and some-
times civil society, in partnering with USAID and PRTs are 
very much aligned with government programs.

Laipson distinguished between civil society activities hap-
pening at the community level that are less political and 
those at the national policy level that are trying to be more 
like think tanks and advocacy groups. In her work, Laip-
son has focused on what it takes to stimulate the think tank 
community in Iraq, and how it could influence, shape, and 
guide national policy.

In 2006, of the 25 think tanks Laipson talked to, much of 
the impetus to create them was from Iraqis who had been 
living abroad in countries with vibrant think tank commu-
nities. Essentially, the idea of think tanks was brought in 
from the outside. These people didn’t necessarily have deep 
roots in Iraqi society. They thought they had a lot of ideas 
to offer, but they hadn’t thought through how to interact 
with the Iraqi political entities. It never occurred to them 
they should talk to their Member of Parliament and they 
were intimidated by the thought of picking up a phone and 
asking for a meeting, Laipson said. 

A challenge faced by civil society, Laipson noted, will be 
that new civil society organizations will have to decide if 
they wanted to be national-level or if they wanted to rep-
resent more regional or sectarian issues. Another challenge 
she mentioned is the preponderance of personality driven 
organizations--an organization driven by one man with so-
cial status who starts an organizations for his own prestige. 

Finally, Laipson highlighted a major challenge to the sus-
tainability of Iraqi civil society, its funding. A lot of organi-
zations blossomed early on, when there was a lot of money 
being spread around. They had no independent capacity to 
raise funds. Now, Laipson said we need Iraqis to develop 
their own philanthropic community. We need Iraqis to be 
funding civil society.

Continuing the conversation about Iraqi civil society was 
Mercy Corps’ Deputy Director in Iraq Emily Gish. Gish de-
scribed the scale of Marcy Corps’ work in Iraq, where it has 



operated since April 2003, by noting Mercy Corps has im-
plemented more than $180 million worth of humanitarian 
and development programs benefitting five million Iraqis. 
She said Mercy Corps has completed hundreds of projects 
that encourage creative thought and promote tolerance. 
Through working on both the physical infrastructure like 
schools, health clinics, markets, and through training and 
capacity building of local governments, Mercy Corps hopes 
to leave behind both a physical and human infrastructure 
that will be better able to cope with the evolving humani-
tarian and development needs of Iraq.

Gish said Mercy Corps relies on close ties with the com-
munities in which it works to ensure the security of its 
staff. She said the success of Mercy Corps projects has been 
due to embedding itself in the community and developing 
close ties with sheiks. 

Mercy Corps believes that individuals, institutions, and or-
ganizations within the three major sectors of society—the 
private sector, government, and civil society—all need to 
be strong, accountable, and participatory and be able to 
interact effectively with one another and with their com-
munities and constituents. 

Gish explained that in Iraq there are thousands of civil 
society organizations being formed around every issue 
imaginable. Mercy Corps is focusing on building their ca-
pacity to be agents of change. A robust and independent 
civil society leads to an accountable and participatory gov-
ernment, she said. Civil society is especially necessary to 
represent the voices, desires, and needs of those outside of 
traditional power structures such as women, youth, people 
with disabilities, minorities, and other underrepresented 
groups. Gish noted their needs are often overlooked by the 
traditional power structure and their resources and talents 
are often underutilized by society. Civil society can help 
bridge that gap and bring their needs to the forefront and 
also bring their talents to better use in society. 

There are still many challenges to working with civil soci-
ety in Iraq, according to Gish. While there have been huge 
numbers of new civil society organizations forming, many 
of these organizations are connected to political parties. 
Even some social service organizations are connected to 
political parties and may only serve a certain group. An-
other challenge she highlighted is that some civil society 
organizations see themselves solely as project implement-
ers and more like a contractor than civil society organiza-
tion with a mission.

Gish said many of these new organizations don’t see them-
selves--and the general public doesn’t see them--as repre-
senting the needs of the people to the government or the 
rest of civil society. Nor do these new civil society groups 
understand they’re supposed to seek input from their con-
stituents to target their activities. 

Because of this, Gish said public opinion of local civil so-
ciety in Iraq is fairly low. She noted a survey found that 
though 53 percent of Iraqis felt civil society should play an 
important role in peacebuilding, 87 percent said civil so-
ciety has only a poor to average capacity to engage in the 
democratic process and peacebuilding. 

In southern Iraq, Gish said Mercy Corps asked community 
leaders to evaluate a range of different actors based on their 
impact on the lives of people. They found international 
NGOs rated the highest, then the central government. Lo-
cal NGOs were very near the bottom. Gish explained that 
Mercy Corps sees this as an indication international NGOs 
can play a role in mentoring and building the capacity and 
effectiveness of local Iraqi NGOs.

Mercy Corps will continue to work in all parts of Iraq with 
local partners, trying to build their effectiveness and ac-
countability. Gish talked about the State Department proj-
ect Mercy Corps has been implementing since 2008 which 
seeks to empower women peacebuilders. It focuses on spe-
cific issues like the Kurdish-Arab divide and it builds the 
capacity of individuals and organizations to respond. Gish 
said this program shows that a little bit of assistance and 
guidance to civil society has a great multiplier effect. 

Gish ended by reiterating that there is still a lot to be done. 
She said that while the elections are expected to produce a 
more representative Council of Representatives, it will be a 
challenge to ensure the new Council of Representatives is 
responsive to the needs of all Iraqis. To ensure that, there 
must be a free and effective civil society participating in 
governance and holding the government accountable. 

Gish said Mercy Corps calls on the United States govern-
ment and international community to take advantage of the 
knowledge and skills of international NGOs in mentoring 
their Iraqi counterparts in civil society so they can eventu-
ally take on the role of securing a secure, stable, and just 
Iraq.

Dr. Allen Dyer then spoke about the International Medical 
Corps and its work in Iraq. He said IMC is a relief and de-



velopment and humanitarian organization whose motto is, 
“From relief to self-reliance.” In Iraq, this involves not only 
direct medical service, but educational training and con-

tinuing professional 
development.

Like Mercy Corps, 
IMC has been in 
Iraq since April 
2003. Improving 
community health 
is the core mission 
of IMC in Iraq, 
Dyer said. IMC has 
rehabilitated hos-
pitals and imple-
mented programs 
to foster commu-
nity mobilization, 
encourage citizen 
participation, and 
promote economic 
recovery. 

Dyer explained that IMC’s strategy is based on a two-
pronged approach. The first is sustainable long-term devel-
opment at the local level. At same time, IMC works at the 
ministerial level to make government more effective.

The mobile health services IMC engages in help mobilize 
communities around public health issues, Dyer said. IMC 
works with women, children, and victims of torture, while 
also integrating mental health services and primary care. 
According to Dyer, this is very important in a country were 
there are only 73 psychiatrists. 

Since 2003, IMC has transitioned from primarily delivering 
humanitarian relief to a more policy-oriented approach. 
This includes working with the Ministry of Health to im-
prove government services. One area Dyer says Iraqis have 
had a great deal of interest in is medical ethics. He said eth-
ics training provides a counterpoint for orienting behavior 
and right and wrong outside of government and traditional 
mores. IMC’s training programs are determined by what 
Iraqis tell IMC they want to learn about. One of the things 
they have asked for are programs on reconciliation and tol-
erance, according to Dyer.

Dyer’s prognosis of the situation is that there will continue 
to be friction and chaos in Iraq. It would be wrong to as-

sess progress in the short-term, he says. In the long-term, 
programs like education reform will take a generation to 
assess.

Success will be measured by people feeling secure, more 
optimistic, returning to their homes and claiming their 
property. Dyer then quoted Nobel laureate Amartya Sen’s 
“development is freedom and freedom is development” 
saying the two are inextricably linked.

Finally, Manal Omar of the United States Institute of Peace 
talked about her experiences working with Iraqi civil soci-
ety. She was in Iraq from 2003 to 2005 and then recently 
served there as USIP’s chief of party. 

Omar talked about how she has seen civil society develop 
in seven years of travel to Iraq. First, she explained that civ-
il society has existed in Iraq since the early 1900s. Women’s 
organizations and professional organizations existed, but 
what didn’t exist were independent organizations outside 
of the government. So in 2003, in addition to building the 
capacity of organizations, international organization had 
to deconstruct ideas about the government’s relationship 
to civil society. An example Omar provided is that some 
organization feel they need government approval to have 
legitimacy. She also noted initiative was punished under 
Saddam, so now many organizations try to anticipate what 
programs the international community wants and will 
fund. 

Omar used women in Iraq, and their history of organiz-
ing, as a case study of the challenges faced in working with 
civil society. Before 2003, Iraqi women had been organiz-
ing since the 1920s. The only women who benefitted from 
these organizations were pro-Baathists, so there was a 
nearly institutionalized ghetto-ization of Iraqi neighbor-
hoods. Areas that were not seen as government-friendly 
were purposefully neglected. 

In early August 2003, women were the first to organize 
Omar said. Across social and ethnic divides, women met to 
discuss the future and what could be done moving forward. 
Omar reminded us how advanced Iraq was, particularly in 
the 1950s. In 1958, the Personal Status Law dealt with di-
vorce, child support, and women’s issues. It was unheard of 
in the region. Iraq was one of the only countries in the re-
gion to have sexual harassment laws. Women attained the 
right to vote in Iraq in 1980. In 1986, Iraq was one of the 
only countries in the region to sign CEDAW.



In the 1950s had the best schools and hospitals, Omar said. 
People expected that to continue. The problem was, Omar 
explained, that all of these things were given from the top, 
Saddam. There was no bottom-up approach. It was Saddam 
saying, let’s make these changes. There was no institution 
building. There was no grassroots movement, Omar said, 
as there is now. She said this new bottom-up approach is 
very different from what happened before and what people 
were used to.

After 2003, people became more aware of their rights and 
people knew what rights they wanted protected moving for-
ward. In December 2003, women were the first to petition 
government to keep the old Personal Status Law. Not only 
did it serve as a reminder of the power of women’s organiz-
ing, but it also made it clear to political parties there would 
be civil society organizations putting political pressure on 
them, Omar said. Politicians began to recognize the power 
of civil society and began trying to influence civil society.

One major challenge Omar highlighted that civil society 
must overcome is what she termed the “contractor men-
tality.” She explained that “contractor mentality” puts civil 
society into the position of searching for funding and im-
plementing contractor’s programs instead of creating their 
own programs and sources of funding. 

Another challenge for civil society that she cited is the lack 
of exposure to international actors other than the United 
States. There has been no influx of non-U.S. groups into Iraq 
so civil society organizations only see one interpretation of 
what civil society should look like. Omar said civil soci-
ety needs exposure to other regional civil society groups. 
A third challenge Omar noted is developing civil society’s 
ability to overcome donor agendas. Civil society needs to be 
empowered to pushback against donors and come up with 
their own priorities, she said. 

The NGO law is an example of Iraqis struggling to find bal-
ance, according to Omar. Omar called the first draft of the 
law that was introduced “extremely frightening.” Everyone 
fought that, she said. The local groups got together with in-
ternational NGOs to fight it, but now it is so broad that 
every organization is registered as an NGO, even security 
firms. Omar said this pendulum effect, swinging from one 
extreme to another, is common in post-conflict scenarios, 
and that she thinks the NGO law is finally starting to settle 
in the middle, but the proof will be in the implementation. 
She cited one of the provisions requiring the reporting of 
Iraqi staff as extremely dangerous. 

Omar closed by noting that early on in 2003, a lot of the 
progress was made by women and for women, but there 
has been a lot of backsliding over the last few years. Just 
because something positive has happened, Omar said, we 
should not use that as an excuse to move on rather than 
continue to support that progress. Omar said she has seen 
this happen with women’s issues and the media, and now 
the media is threatened by a potentially dangerous new me-
dia law.

Having laid out the success of Iraqi civil society and the 
challenges it still faces, the panelists took questions from 
the audience.

Q: The current administration has set specific timelines 
for removing the military. How would a change in the 
timeline--either earlier or later withdrawal--effect non-
governmental organizations?

Gish said that though Mercy Corps doesn’t rely on the mili-
tary for security, it doesn’t mean there wouldn’t be effects. 
She said Mercy Corps would have to wait to wait and see 
what an early withdrawal would do to the overall security 
situation. If it deteriorated, it would effect how and where 
they could work. She said the violence in Iraq now it much 
more targeted than in past years. If violence were to tar-
get international organizations, it could affect where Mercy 
Corps has meetings or trainings.

Dyer shared the perspective of IMC’s medical director in 
Baghdad sent some notes for this meeting who said with-
drawal of U.S. forces in Iraq would have a negative effect 
on the performance of the incoming Iraqi government but 
would have little impact on the forthcoming election. Many 
of Iraqis are reluctant to admit that the withdrawal of U.S. 
forces will add any true value to Iraq, the director said. 

Corbin added that one of the biggest challenges the State 
Department faces is how they are going to support their 
programs without the U.S. military. He said it is something 
to which they are devoting enormous resources. There will 
be some advantages, he said, for instance having PRTs more 
integrated with communities and not on military bases. 

Q: If the elections in Iraq do not go smoothly, what are 
the ramifications for the administration’s military and 
political strategy?
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The Iraqi people have chosen politics over violence, Corbin 
said. The level of voter turnout, especially as Sunnis aren’t 
boycotting, is very high. Corbin called the elections an 
Iraqi process that they’re leading. The types of attacks the 
terrorists are launching are losing them influence, not gain-
ing influence, he said.

Q: Kurdistan has not been mentioned. Is that because 
they’ve done better at creating civil society while they’ve 
been self-governing?

The emergence of Goran in Kurdistan speaks volumes about 
the development of civil society in Kurdistan, Corbin said, 
in a definition of civil society that includes political parties. 
Kurdish politics has been dominated by two political par-
ties for so long that the emergence of a third party is a sign 
that it’s not all about security, control, and keeping things 
the same, Corbin said. He also noted that there are human 
rights problems in Kurdistan and that just because it’s easier 
to live there doesn’t mean there aren’t human rights issues. 

Laipson said the Kurds have prided themselves on being 
a decade ahead of Iraq in democratization, but she thinks 
they got complacent. She said the stability of the north can 
look like stagnation and called the Goran emergence very 
interesting. 

Q: There has been a lot of strain in the relationship be-
tween Iraq and other countries in the region under Mr. 
Maliki. How do you think this issue will evolve?

Corbin said the State Department’s position is that Iraq 
needs to build relationships with all of its neighbors and it’s 
the responsibility of the neighbors to build positive, con-
structive relations with Iraq. He said the United States will 
redouble its efforts after the elections and during the Iraqi 
government’s formation period. 

Q: The United States Department of Agriculture is work-
ing with a lot of civil society organizations in Iraq, but 
different types than the ones talked about here. They’re 

seed associations, other business groups. It’s impressive 
how they’re learning alternatives to bribes and smug-
gling. As social groups, have you seen alliances between 
these social groups and business groups? 

Gish said United States’ civil society organizations haven’t 
gotten to that sector yet. She said for now they are just try-
ing to build the advocacy capacity of organizations. She 
said she has been told there is no word for advocacy in 
Arabic, so in effect the issue is one of trying to build a cul-
ture of advocacy.

Q: Is there still a lot of sectarian violence in Iraq? Will 
civil society in Iraq be able to win out over the sectarian 
violence?

Gish said the targeted violence in Iraq is targeted at the Iraqi 
government, but there are places where sectarian violence 
continues, particularly along the Kurdish-Arab divide, but 
that it’s at a much lower level than in 2006 and 2007. 

The lower level of sectarian violence begs the question of 
why, Omar said. Has there been so much targeting that 
people have divided themselves into sectarian neighbor-
hoods? Is the success of the surge sustainable? The t-walls 
that divide neighborhoods are going to come down, is the 
traffic between neighborhoods going to lead to more vio-
lence? There has been a calming down, but why? And there 
has been such a focus on Shia-Sunni targeting that there 
hasn’t been a lot of focus on the targeting of Christians in 
the north, which is a very real problem, she said.

Gish added that even though sectarian violence is down it 
still affects Iraqis. There is still a fear it could happen at any 
time, she said, and that fear can been seen when a person is 
scared to put their name on a form because he or she lives 
in a mixed neighborhood. It’s going to take some time, she 
said.

Omar also added that the situation could change when 
IDPs return, as most of the IDP population in Syria and 
Jordan have been hit very personally, they’ve lost someone. 
She said that when they start returning to Iraq, they’ll re-


