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Part IV: Success in Democracy

The Iraqi election in March 2010 showed that Iraq has succeeded in general elections and democracy. Critics had mixed reviews over the success of the elections, but no one could dispute the remarkable turnaround from the 2005 elections. The Iraqi government made remarkable strides and improvements in five years, which may bring a brighter future for Iraq. 

The parliamentary election in March 2010 produced an electoral victory for Ayah Allawi’s al-Iraqiya with 91 seats, a slight lead over Nouri al-Maliki’s State of Law 89 seats. This close election created a political stalemate, because neither group had a 2/3 majority in the parliament (Benraad 2010). Al-Maliki even accused the opposition of fraud and demanded a recount, but the recount produced the same results (Benraad 2010). The election process was a great victory for Iraq and the United States. It showed that Iraq had expanded its democratic strides. 

Despite the stalemate crisis, the Iraqi election was a remarkable success for voter turnout. There were lines of voters coming out of polling stations long after the polls were supposed to close (Sykes 2010). Queues were even recorded in the majority Sunni areas in the country, where people were dissuaded from voting in 2005 due to boycotts and violence. The Associated Press quoted Walid Abid as saying, “We need to change things. If I stay home and not come to vote, Amzamiyah [northern Baghdad] will get worse” (Sykes 2010). The voter turnout showed improvement in the democratic process. Iraqis understood that democracy ensured a peaceful process of changing governmental systems. Abid’s claim displayed a change in Iraqi views of democracy. Many people were willing to use the democratic process rather than act out in reactionary violence.  

Violence, unfortunately, erupted during the election. “Islamic militants had pledged to disrupt the voting process with attacks – a group affiliated to al-Qaeda distributed leaflets in Baghdad warning people not to go to the polls” (Sykes 2010). Despite these threats, the Iraqis continued to vote. Mortars and rockets hit Baghdad and other cities in Iraq. At least 38 people were killed after multiple attacks were aimed at polling stations (Sykes 2010). These attacks emphasized the conflicts from the U.S. occupation, but did not dissuade voters. Although the reactionary violence had not ended, the Iraqi civilians understood the importance of a democratic election. Civilians wanted a change, and they were risking their lives to accomplish their goals. 

Despite the high voter turnout, a government stalemate created problems after the election; the politicians were forced to compromise and collaborate with other parties. A few months after March, the parties still couldn’t collaborate, until Nouri al-Maliki “struck a deal with a Shiite faction that had previously opposed him, putting him within striking distance of a majority in the new 325 member Parliament” (“Iraq Elections” 2010). In November, al-Maliki unified the government with the Kurdish and Iraqiya parties. Unfortunately, Ayad Allawi (from the Iraqiya party) believed that the November compromise had already been violated because of al-Maliki’s purge of about 500 electoral candidates with ties to the Baath party from earlier that year. Allawi led a walkout of the Iraqiya party on November 11, 2010 (Ottaway November 2010). The compromise remains fragile, even though an Iraqiya spokesperson ended the walkout a couple days later, but Allawi did not return (Sahar 2010). The walkout threatened the coalition’s goals for a democratic government and shows the problems with fragile political agreements within Iraq. However, the political process was an important milestone that should not be ignored. 

The New York Times said that the election was “arguably the most open, most competitive election in the nation’s long history of colonial rule, dictatorship and war” (“Iraqi Elections” 2010). Politicians may have disagreements, but they believe in one democratic ideal, and understand that compromises must be reached, although they are difficult to create. One politician admitted that he cannot use the specific word “compromise,” because he would be viewed as a traitor, but there are tricks. The Kurds and Shiites may work together on one piece of legislation, while the Shiites and the Sunnis, or Sunnis and Kurds, work together on another (Dehghanpished 2010). Earlier in the year, U.S. Ambassador to Baghdad Christopher Hill said that the “test of democracy is not so much the behavior of the winners; it will be the behavior of the losers” (Dehghanpished 2010). Although mishaps have occurred, the Iraq election has successfully implemented democracy. There was no call for violence, and boycotts were relieved. People were able to vote; the parliament managed to pass bills, and the press of over 800 newspapers and television stations successfully broadcast news (Dehghanpished 2010). Iraq saw a successful election, and the issues that will follow can be solved through a democratic process.  

Despite the democratic election, there are still problems that Iraq must face in the future. New reports continue to surface of U.S. and Iraqi military atrocities using violence and torture. Rather than tens of thousands, reports suggest that hundreds of thousands of people have been killed during the Iraq occupation (Bennett-Jones 2010). Many journalists believe that the numbers should be even higher. Reports charge the United States and Iraqi military of torturing uncharged detainees (Amnesty International 2010). To win votes, candidates continue to use sectarian divides, which are still evident in terrorist attacks along sectarian lines (Benraad 2010). Although the United States gave way for democratic elections, violence continues. Near the end of the U.S. occupation, violence within Iraq dropped considerably. Now, very specific people, such as journalists, security forces, and government officials, are being targeted rather than the Iraqi population. Therefore, the conditions within the country have improved enough for the democratic processes to continue. 

Overall, the United States was able to complete its goal of democracy within Iraq. The miscommunications at the beginning of the U.S. occupation made it difficult for the Iraqis to adjust to the democratic process. The civilians reacted to the short-term violence because it threatened their daily lives. As violence has diminished within the country, Iraqis have come to understood the importance of U.S. democratic goals. However, the result is still not perfect. As the United States gets closer to the December 2011 full troop withdrawal, many Iraqis have mixed feelings about the end of the U.S. occupation. People are obviously frustrated about the unfinished infrastructure and violence in the country, but they worry that the U.S.’s withdrawal will diminish the security of the Iraqi military. People worry that the United States did not complete enough for Iraq. The United States’ lack of credibility and communication has made the prospect of the withdrawal process just as grim as the occupation. 

Now that the Iraqi government has built some credibility, the United States must also regain credibility through a communications campaign. The final section of this capstone thesis outlines a public relations campaign that the United States could take to improve Iraqi relations and communications through public diplomacy. The campaign spreads democratic ideals and civilian democracy. The campaign explains the situation through a communication problem. Specific linkages, publics who have a stake in both the U.S. government and Iraqi government, are defined through this campaign. Finally, the campaign sets out strategies, tactics, goals, and objectives to improve communications between the United States and the Iraqi people. After listing the information for each of these groups, the campaign gives a detailed explanation of the plan. Overall, to fully regain credibility in the Middle East, the United States must fulfill its promises to the Iraqi people and the world. 

