Pop-Up Case: U.S. Troops in Iraq
At the start of a new presidential term in 2021, the president grapples with questions about U.S. operations in the Middle East.
Should the United States pull troops out of Iraq and end the ongoing campaign to combat the self-proclaimed Islamic State and deter
Iranian pressure on Iraq?
Use the following hypothetical case to spark discussion and help students
to think through what they would do if they were decision makers. See the
back of the page for some inspiration for how to structure your conversation.

The Situation:
In 2014, just three years after the departure of the last remaining U.S. troops
from the 2003 Iraq war, a U.S.-led coalition returned to Iraq to combat the
self-proclaimed Islamic State. These forces have conducted direct combat
operations and airstrikes on Islamic State targets, trained and equipped local
security forces, and provided intelligence assistance to Iraqi forces. Although
counterterrorism is the primary aim of U.S. troops in Iraq, their presence
serves other strategic interests as well. These aims include supporting
stability in Iraq and, prominently, countering Iranian influence on Iraqi
political factions and the activity of Iran-backed militias, which have
targeted U.S. troops and allies in Iraq. President Donald J. Trump has
supported withdrawing U.S troops from Iraq and threatened in September
2020 to close the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad over concerns about the safety of
U.S. personnel there. As of September 2020, the United States has
announced plans to reduce its troop levels from 5200 to 3000, yet the future
of U.S. troops in Iraq remains up for debate.
Policymakers examining the U.S. presence in Iraq need to consider
counterterrorism concerns and U.S. strategic interests. The U.S.-led
coalition has diminished, but not yet extinguished the Islamic State’s power.
Withdrawing prematurely could allow the organization to regain its former
power to threaten stability in Iraq and launch deadly attacks abroad,
potentially drawing U.S. troops back into Iraq shortly after withdrawing.
Moreover, troops in Iraq send a strong signal of U.S. resolve to deter other
adversaries in the region. The departure of U.S. troops could leave a vacuum
that Iran-backed militant groups could fill, expanding Iranian influence in
Iraq. Even though U.S. troops are stationed elsewhere in the Middle East,
withdrawing from Iraq could undermine confidence in Washington’s
commitments to other U.S. partners in the region, potentially damaging
stability elsewhere in the Middle East.
Yet remaining in Iraq carries risks of its own. Prolonged U.S. involvement in
the Middle East is controversial in the United States. With the Islamic State
largely defeated, some analysts argue that remaining in Iraq needlessly puts
U.S. troops in harm’s way for limited gain. Many Iraqis view the U.S.
presence as an affront to Iraqi sovereignty, especially after the January 2020
killing of Major General Qasem Soleimani, a commander in Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps, in Baghdad. Growing antipathy could harm
troops’ effectiveness and drive popular alignment with Iranian interests,
making U.S. troops a force that contributes to rather than combats
instability. Moreover, as terrorist activity intensifies outside the Middle East,
such as in West Africa, some analysts have argued that U.S.
counterterrorism priorities should shift accordingly. Policymakers
determining the future of U.S. troops in Iraq therefore need to consider both
U.S. counterterrorism efforts and U.S. strategic interests in the Middle East,
while crafting a policy that can garner popular and political support.

Learn more:

1. There is Nothing Left for Americans to do in Iraq (Council on Foreign
Relations)
2. ISIS Attacks Surge in Iraq Amid Debate About U.S. Troop Levels (New
York Times)

Decision Point: Set in January 2021
A new presidential term has started, and the president has called a meeting of the
National Security Council (NSC) to reassess U.S. military posture in the Middle
East. In particular, the NSC will need to decide the future of U.S. troops currently
stationed in Iraq. Policymakers should consider shifting counterterrorism priorities,
ongoing U.S. strategic interests in the Middle East, and public debate over
maintaining a U.S. military presence abroad, as they determine whether and how
the United States should alter its presence in Iraq.
NSC members should consider the following policy options:
• Withdraw all U.S. troops from Iraq as quickly and responsibly as possible. This
decision could be popular at home and allow the United States to focus
counterterrorism efforts elsewhere, yet it would leave the United States unable to
directly support Iraqi stability, counter the Islamic State, or combat Iranian
influence in Iraq.
• Draw down troops slowly and leave a minimal presence in a solely advisory role.
This option could be more favorable to the Iraqi and American publics than a more
robust presence conducting combat operations and would allow the United States to
maintain a foothold in the country and continue building the capacity of Iraqi forces
without putting U.S. forces at risk. However, a reduced presence could be less
effective in countering an Islamic State resurgence and could still facilitate the
expansion of Iranian influence.
• Maintain or increase current troop levels in Iraq. This option has the highest
likelihood of minimizing terrorist activity in Iraq and containing the expansion of
Iran-backed groups. However, this option could be unpopular and drive Iraqi public
support toward Iranian interests. It would also put U.S. troops at continued or
increased risk of attack.

3. Attacks on U.S. Troops in Iraq are Part of Iran's Strategy (National Interest)

Like Model Diplomacy?Try a full case at modeldiplomacy.cfr.org.
Gain knowledge, build skills, and broaden perspectives with Model Diplomacy.
Questions? Contact us at modeldiplomacy@cfr.org.

Pop-Up Case Guidelines
Pop-up cases from Model Diplomacy are short case studies on current events that put students in the shoes of policymakers facing the most pressing
issues in international relations. There are lots of ways to organize a discussion using a pop-up case. It is always helpful to think about your goals for
the discussion and then to consider any time or participation constraints you could have. If you are teaching online and cannot discuss
synchronously, consider a short writing assignment or using an online discussion board (see some excellent tips here and here). If you are teaching
face-to-face or over videoconference and are looking for some inspiration, here are a few ideas:

Gauge reaction:
If you want to show what students are thinking before diving into the
discussion, here are two easy ways to do it. In one, often called “four
corners,” assign each policy option to a corner of the room, and then
ask students to stand in the corner associated with the policy option
they support. In the other, if you want your students to think along a
spectrum instead (e.g., interventionist-isolationist, unilateralmultilateral, more urgent–less urgent), put the ends of your spectrum
at either end of your blackboard and have students stand along the
board to indicate where along the spectrum they fall. With both
approaches, everyone will sit down again with a sense of where they
stand regarding the case. Use this knowledge to shape discussion—
eliciting less popular opinions, challenging more popular ones,
encouraging like-minded students to further develop their ideas, or
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having students who disagree discuss in small groups.

Think-Pair-Share:

Simple NSC simulation:

This exercise is particularly useful for groups where some students are

If you would like to simulate a simplified version of a more realistic
policy debate, you can appoint yourself (or a randomly chosen student)
president. Ask students to debate the policy options (or come up with
new ones) and try to reach consensus on a recommendation to the
president.

hesitant. Ask everyone to spend a few minutes quietly gathering their
thoughts and articulating them in a notebook (“think”), then have
them turn to the person sitting next to them to compare notes
(“pair”), and then have students report out to the whole group
(“share”), knowing that everyone will have had time to think through
something to say.

Whiparound:
Ask students to briefly share their position one after the other without
responding to each other. Typically, everyone speaks in the order they
are sitting. This can be a way to see where everyone stands before
launching into a discussion. If you expect a topic to be particularly
contentious, you could have students listen to each other and then
reflect in writing.

NSC simulation with assigned opinions:
While assigning individual roles for a brief case study is complicated,
you could assign opinions. For example, assign one-third of the class to
be isolationist, one-third to favor a military response, and one-third to
favor a diplomatic response. Let the groups caucus for a few minutes,
then present their policy options and debate them, leaving the final
decision up to you (or a student) as president.
Note: In our experience, simulations are often most productive if
students imagine they are advising a generic president rather than a
specific one.
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