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When the last departing U.S. military personnel stationed in Iraq under Operation 

New Dawn crossed into Kuwait late one December night in 2011, the United States 

brought to a close one of the most complex handovers of responsibilities from 

military to civilian authorities in history. After eight years—during which U.S. forces had come 

to perform a remarkably broad array of functions in Iraq and had shouldered substantial 

responsibility for developing the country’s security, political, and economic institutions—the 

United States simultaneously closed one chapter of its involvement and opened another.

How did the U.S. military step back from broad engagement in Iraq, draw down force levels, 

and hand off the myriad activities for which it had become responsible? RAND researchers 

recently examined the transition of authority from military hands to civilians in the U.S. and 

Iraqi governments, looking for lessons that could smooth the departure of U.S. forces from 

Afghanistan in 2014 and guide similar transitions in the future.

A member of the U.S. militAry And irAqi Army 
officerS SAlUte dUring A ceremony Signifying 
the end of U.S. preSence in irAq At the bAghdAd 
diplomAtic SUpport center in bAghdAd, 
december 15, 2011. reUterS/ShAnnon StApleton



Many studies have been conducted about the U.S. 
involvement in Iraq, covering such areas as the intel-
ligence failures that led to the initial invasion in 2003, 
the rapid success on the battlefield, the establishment 
of an interim government, the Iraqi civil war and long 
counterinsurgency, and the efforts undertaken in 
what has been the largest nation-building effort since 
World War II.

But few investigations before this RAND effort looked 
at factors associated with the transition away from 
military engagement. This shift represented a historic 
turning point in modern Iraqi history and in U.S. 
policy in the Middle East. Not since Vietnam had 
the U.S. military withdrawn its forces from a zone 
of conflict and left civilian diplomats to lead the U.S. 
presence in such a hostile security environment.

The multiyear effort brought a range of civic, econom-
ic, and security responsibilities to a close or trans-
ferred them to U.S. embassy staff in Iraq, to the Iraqi 
Security Forces, to the U.S. Central Command, and to 
other government departments or agencies.

During the eight-year U.S. effort in Iraq, the term 
transition came to mean many different things to dif-
ferent stakeholders at different times. Most basically, 
the term referred to institutional transitions, such as 
transferring responsibilities from military authorities 
to the U.S. embassy or the Iraqi government. At the 
same time, however, transition also referred to chang-
es in the functions that the U.S. military oversaw—
from orchestrating combat operations to conducting 
counterinsurgency efforts, advising and assisting 
Iraqis, and administering broad-based reconstruc-
tion and economic development efforts. Viewed 
in this light, the transition that took place in 2011 
was the last in a succession of transitions that began 
shortly after the U.S. and coalition forces invaded Iraq 
in March 2003.

 

The Road To TRansiTion

the SUn riSeS in the diStAnce AS the lASt of the U.S. 
militAry convoyS pASSeS the KhAbAri croSSing from 

irAq into KUwAit, december 18, 2011.  
U.S. Army photo by JAne wilSon.
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No textbooks guided 
planners through the 
complexities. Starting in 
July 2011, USF-I began the 
process of departing, and 
in October 2011 military 
forces began the operational 
maneuver of forces out of 
Iraq. The multiyear effort 
brought a range of civic, 
economic, and security 
responsibilities to a close 
or transferred them to U.S. 
embassy staff in Iraq, to 
the Iraqi Security Forces, to 
the U.S. Central Command, 
and to other government 
departments or agencies. pIeCeS OF eqUIpmeNT USF-I had TO haUl OUT OF Iraq

NUmber OF baSeS 
ClOSed, INClUdINg 
SeveN large baSeS 
aNd lOgISTICal hUbS

TrUCklOadS OF eqUIpmeNT 
mOved Over lONg 
dISTaNCeS ThrOUgh kUwaIT, 
JOrdaN, aNd TUrkey

50,000 and 56,000 SaFely aNd 
reSpONSIbly 
exITed Iraq

at its peak in 2011, the transition involved virtually every mIlITary 
aNd CIvIlIaN amerICaN STaTIONed IN Iraq, as well as 
hundreds working elsewhere in the region and in the United States. 
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Post-transition Challenges

It took roughly two years to wrap up a long-term, 

countrywide military presence in Iraq that, at 

its peak, involved more than 170,000 American 

troops; a comparably sized army of supporting 

contractors; and 505 bases and outposts. Po-

litical, operational, bureaucratic, and fiscal chal-

lenges arose from both the U.S. and Iraqi sides, 

but Embassy Baghdad was prepared to undertake 

its primary diplomatic missions when U.S. forces 

departed. Almost two years later, and despite hard-

ships and political upheaval, the embassy contin-

ues to manage a multifaceted bilateral relationship 

that advances the shared political, economic, and 

strategic interests of both nations—something 

that was not possible a mere 10 years earlier.

Iraq began its posttransition era with a raucous 

political system, an uneven security force struc-

ture, and a growing economy. While this situation 

reflects contributions that Americans and other 

coalition allies have made since 2003, the Iraqi peo-

ple and their elected representatives face a wide 

range of challenges in the years ahead. Iraq’s task 

is more difficult because of the internal struggle for 

power among competing groups and factions; high 

levels of corruption; acquiescence to Tehran on 

some issues affecting internal politics and regional 

security; and an unwillingness on the part of politi-

cal leaders to address critical issues associated with 

reconciliation, reintegration, and repatriation of 

the Sunni minority. The growing conflict in Syria is 

presenting the Iraqi government with new chal-

lenges; Iraqi Sunni refugees who fled to Syria to 

escape the Iraqi civil war are now returning to their 

homeland to escape the violence in Syria. These 

individuals are returning as internally displaced 

Sunnis, a community that could serve as a breeding 

ground for a future insurgency should the Maliki 

government not take proactive steps to reintegrate 

them into Iraqi society. While the war in Iraq is over 

for the United States, it is not over for the Iraqis.

With U.S. assistance, Iraq has been given an oppor-

tunity for a sovereign and stable future, possessing 

the tools necessary to maintain internal security 

and the foundation necessary for external defense. 

While the immediate future of Iraq will face daunt-

ing challenges, the long-term prospects remain 

hopeful if the Iraqis can develop a government that 

is answerable to its people and their elected repre-

sentatives, and continue to foster an economy that 

is capable of continued growth and development.

FaCTOrS COlOrINg The 2011 TraNSITION

•  Security challenges. transition planners in both 
USf-i and the U.S. embassy in baghdad expected 
iraq would face a number of enduring security 
threats that would test its ability to stand on its 
own without U.S. military assistance and challenge 
the ability of the embassy to operate effectively. 
the assessment was that iraq would remain danger-
ous because of communal and factional struggles 
for power and resources, insufficient capacity of the 
iraqi government, attacks from violent extremist 
groups, and external interference from such coun-
tries as iran and Syria. 

•  A diplomatic outpost like no other. the transi-
tion plan envisaged a self-sufficient “expeditionary 
embassy” in baghdad of unprecedented scope and 
scale to maintain U.S. influence and help the iraqis 
maintain their security, political, and economic gains. 
never before had an embassy managed support 
functions of this size and scale: field hospitals, a 
small airline, military-style life-support mechanisms, 
and a small army of security guards to protect facili-
ties and ensure secure movements of personnel. 
however, after the departure of the U.S. military, the 
iraqi government made clear that it did not want a 
large-scale, highly visible official American presence 
in the country and pressured the United States to 
reduce the embassy’s 17,000-person footprint. As 
a result, mere weeks after the military’s departure, 
the department of State was forced to plan drastic 
cuts to embassy staffing and consider closing some 
embassy facilities.

•  An uncertain end state. Uncertainties hindered the 
final transition and made it difficult for agencies to 
ensure that the department of State would be ready 
to assume sole leadership of the mission on January 
1, 2012. one was whether there would be a follow-
on U.S. troop presence that would continue training 
iraqi security forces, assist iraqi special operations 
forces in conducting counterterrorism operations, 
and assist in preventing Kurdish security forces and 
the iraqi military from engaging in combat along the 
contentious boundary between the Kurdish region 
and the remainder of Arab iraq. neither the United 
States nor the iraqi government had a clear position 
on the desirability of a follow-on presence when 
transition planning began in earnest in 2009 and 
2010. moreover, it was unclear whether iraq would 
continue to provide remaining U.S. troops with legal 

protections from iraqi prosecution, a U.S. precondition 
for any enduring military presence. this uncertainty 
affected transition planning in important ways. to 
allow time for the United States and iraq to negotiate 
a follow-on agreement, the decision point to execute 
the final phase of transition continued to shift later, 
with october 15—the date by which the laws of 
physics required the redeployment to begin for it to 
be completed by december 31—becoming the final 
deadline for a decision. when time for negotiations 
ran out, what had initially been envisioned as a gradu-
al withdrawal of forces became a steep “waterfall.”

•  An unpredictable Iraqi political environment. the 
transition plan assumed that the U.S. embassy had the 
lead for political engagement with the government of 
iraq and, therefore, that no political tasks needed to 
be transitioned. As a result, the transition plan did not 
include measures to support this critical aspect of the 
mission, which likely contributed to the U.S. failure to 
anticipate the full effects of the rapid withdrawal of 
U.S. forces on the already fragile iraqi political arena. 
this led to a sobering reminder of the limits of the 
transition that surfaced just one day after the last U.S. 
soldier departed: A prosecuting judge and interior 
ministry personnel precipitated one of iraq’s most 
significant political crises in recent years by issuing an 
arrest warrant for vice president tariq al-hashimi and 
other Sunni leaders, which in turn led Sunni leaders to 
boycott iraqi political institutions.

•  Gaps between established goals and the time 
and resources necessary to achieve them. dur-
ing the three years leading up to the transition, the 
gap between the strategic goals the United States 
had established with respect to iraq and the means 
available to achieve them widened. by 2010, it was 
evident to USf-i staff that not enough time and re-
sources were available to achieve assigned goals by 
the end of 2011. consequently, unless an agreement 
was reached to maintain a residual presence, many 
goals would not be achieved. if the United States 
had conducted a fundamental reassessment of its 
iraq strategy in light of the agreed-on departure of 
U.S. forces, it might have flagged this mismatch. but 
such a strategic review was not undertaken, leav-
ing the U.S. military and embassy leaders with the 
challenge of seeking to achieve overly optimistic 
strategic and policy goals with insufficient resources.

Among the issues affecting the success of the 2011 transition, several stood out in the 
RAND team’s analysis.



Policymakers should initiate a multiagency 
planning process under the direction of the 
White House national security staff well in 
advance of the anticipated transition to (1) 
define enduring U.S. interests in the country, (2) 
establish realistic goals that an embassy operating 
under the requirements and limitations of the Vi-
enna Convention can achieve, (3) assess follow-
on military presence and resources required to 
achieve desired goals, and (4) identify authorities 
that the embassy and its Office of Security Coop-
eration will require to operate within the coun-
try.  An embassy-led presence is fundamentally 
different from a military-led mission and must be 
designed to be consistent with global U.S. foreign 
and security policy interests and with the oper-
ating requirements of the Vienna Convention 
framework. Iraq illustrated that a transition from 
a U.S. presence dominated by a major military 
command to one managed by a U.S. embassy is 
not just a matter of scale but also of kind. 

Pretransition planning should be launched 
several years ahead of the transition deadline, 
led jointly by a general officer and a senior 
civilian, staffed with capable planners who are 
not involved in current operations, and granted 
all necessary authorities. Moreover, effective 
transition planning must proceed on the basis 
of seamless top-level collaboration between the 
senior military commander and senior civilian 
in country. The civil-military cooperation in Iraq 
leading to the 2011 transition was exceptionally 
good, and this was a major reason the transition 
went as smoothly as it did. The cooperation was 
due in large part to the commitment of the U.S. 
ambassador and the USF-I commanding general, 
who made it clear that they would make all key 
decisions together and demanded comparable 
cooperation among subordinates.

cooperAtive, well-orgAnized, And timely plAnning iS eSSentiAl 
to SUcceSSfUl trAnSitionS

Armored vehicleS AccompAnying 
the lASt convoy to leAve irAq 

Arrive At cAmp virginiA, KUwAit, 
december 18, 2011. U.S. Army 

photo by cApt. michAel lovAS

it took roughly two years to wrap up a long-term, countrywide military presence in iraq that, 
at its peak, involved more than 170,000 American troops, a comparably sized contingent of 
supporting contractors, and more than 500 bases and outposts. what experiences from that 

effort might inform critical decisions and time lines connected with ending large-scale military 
operations successfully in the future? the following is a sample of the lessons that the rAnd 
team identified. 

Key inSightS And  
recommendAtionS



Key inSightS And  
recommendAtionS (continued)

Military and civilian planners both in theater 
and in Washington should fundamentally re-
assess campaign goals well before the departure 
of forces, recognizing that previously estab-
lished campaign goals likely will not have been 
achieved by the end of the transition. In build-
ing the Iraqi Security Forces (ISF), the successive 
U.S. military transition commands sought to help 
security forces achieve a “minimum essential 
capability” for each function (air, naval, special 
forces, combined arms, etc.) they would need to 
maintain Iraq’s security and sovereignty. When it 
became likely that U.S. training might come to a 

close at the end of 2011, USF-I focused on help-
ing the Iraqis acquire minimum combined arms 
capabilities that they could build upon should the 
mission end in 2011. However, while these types 
of tactical changes occurred, the optimistic goals 
and objectives contained in the Joint Campaign 
Plan were never modified to be consistent with the 
time-constrained transition. Moreover, interagen-
cy policymakers and planners did not conduct 
the type of campaign plan reassessment that was 
necessary to establish achievable goals and objec-
tives given the time and resources available during 
and after the transition.

Policymakers should secure support from 
relevant congressional committees on the 
nature and likely cost of an enduring civilian-
led mission well in advance of the depar-
ture of military forces. After the U.S. military 
departure, Embassy Baghdad was expected to 
begin performing functions that no other U.S. 
diplomatic post in the world must undertake. 
Congressional committees consistently rejected 
the Obama administration’s requests for increased 
funding to support expanded embassy operations 
in Iraq. In retrospect, the committees appear 
to have correctly anticipated U.S. and Iraqi 
domestic constraints on U.S. post-transition 
presence better than the administration and 
Baghdad-based planners did.

Policymakers and military transition plan-
ners should initiate work early with the host 
nation to identify posttransition requirements 
and to ensure the smooth transition and suc-
cess of posttransition U.S. presence. The scope 
and functions of the U.S. presence should be 
identified early, and, when possible, agreements 
should be crafted to support U.S. and host-nation 

needs, possibly even accommodating future 
variations in the footprint. Future transitions 
should involve extensive engagement with senior 
host-nation officials and other political interests 
and extensive public diplomacy to ensure wider 
understanding of U.S. goals. For a variety of po-
litical and practical reasons, such consultations 
were not systematically undertaken in Iraq.

To avoid a repeat of the eleventh-hour “water-
fall” exit of troops, contractors, and equipment 
that occurred in Iraq, policymakers and com-
manders in future transitions should resist the 
temptation to delay final decisions on ending 
operations. In Iraq, a more-gradual departure of 
U.S. forces might have helped avoid many logisti-
cal challenges that arose in the final months of 
the transition from the abrupt exit of military 
personnel, contractors, and equipment and the 
accelerated handover of military bases. A more-
gradual departure might also have minimized 
the power vacuum that Prime Minister Nouri 
al-Maliki and others exploited to gain advantage 
over political adversaries.

goAlS for the cAmpAign And the hoSt nAtion following the 
trAnSition ShoUld be reAliStic for the long term



Key inSightS And  
recommendAtionS (continued)

All the rAmificAtionS of USe of contrActorS need to be tAKen 
into AccoUnt

Military planners should make institution-
building a priority to ensure that the progress 
made through training, advising, and assisting 
will be sustained after the transition. The U.S. 
military training and advisory mission focused 
significant effort on individual and small-unit 
skills necessary to conduct tactical operations. 
However, much less effort went into creating the 
type of institutional capacity that would ensure 
ISF could continue this training after the depar-
ture of U.S. forces. While there were some success 
stories, the training capabilities of all ISF elements 
had serious institutional deficiencies at the time of 
the transition and thus in their abilities to sustain 
the process of recruiting, training, and fielding 
professional military and police forces.

Prior to fielding equipment packages for a host-
nation military, planners should critically assess 
whether partner nations can independently sus-
tain equipment and systems after U.S. forces and 
contractors depart and Department of Defense 
(DoD) funding ends. The departure of U.S. mili-
tary advisors, contractors, and funding exposed 
a lack of Iraqi capacity to independently sustain 
much of the modern equipment and systems the 
United States had provided. Nowhere is this more 
evident than in logistics and maintenance, where 
both institutional failings and cultural norms have 
impeded progress.

Policymakers should establish a single office—
such as the U.S. Central Command’s Contracts 
Fusion Cell—to manage all contracts and 
contractors in theater. As a result of its heavy 
reliance on contractors, the U.S. military spent a 
great deal of time planning for the demobiliza-
tion and redeployment of tens of thousands of 
civilians, as well as uniformed military. However, 
at no point in the operation did the military ever 
have an accurate accounting of the individual 
contractors who were in country. In future con-
flicts, U.S. military headquarters staff must oversee 
contracts from the outset and prepare to terminate 
or hand them over during or after the transition 
to other organizations, such as the Army Corps of 
Engineers, U.S. Central Command, the Depart-
ment of State, or other interagency partners.

Transition planners should discuss with host-
nation officials plans to use contractors after 
U.S. forces depart. Host-nation immigration 
restrictions and political constraints may limit 
a U.S. embassy’s ability to use contractors. As a 
result, U.S. and third-country contractors may 
not be a viable posttransition option to provide 
embassy security, base support, training, and 
other services. New contracts with third parties 
may be needed well before the transition.

Key inSightS And  
recommendAtionS (continued)
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DoD, the broader national security community, and academia should conduct further policy-relevant 
research and analysis, including the development of joint doctrine, that focuses on the strategic and opera-
tional aspects of how wars end. Making a decision to go to war is profound. Wars often change a country’s 
internal political, social, and economic dynamics and affect both regional and international security. How 
a war is fought will contribute to the postwar security environment. Perhaps the most important part of a 
war is how it ends, for that will set the stage for what is to follow. Despite the importance of understand-
ing how wars end, this topic has received far less attention from historians, social scientists, and military 
strategists than other phases of war.

This brief describes work done for the RAND National Defense Research 
Institute documented in Ending the U.S. War in Iraq: The Final Transition, 
Operational Maneuver, and Disestablishment of the United States Forces–
Iraq, by Richard R. Brennan, Jr., Charles P. Ries, Larry Hanauer, Ben 
Connable, Terrence K. Kelly, Michael J. McNerney, Stephanie Young, Jason 
Campbell, and K. Scott McMahon, RR-232-USFI, 2013 (available at  
http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR232.html). The RAND 
Corporation is a nonprofit research institution that helps improve policy 
and decisionmaking through research and analysis. RAND’s publications 
do not necessarily reflect the opinions of its research clients and sponsors. 

informAtion mAintAined by the 
militAry hAS ongoing vAlUe thAt 
ShoUld be trAnSferred to other 
orgAnizAtionS before the end of 
the miSSion

Future transitions should undertake system-
atic knowledge management and ensure that 
all databases (military and contracted civilian), 
logs, project files, and other vital information 
are accessible to follow-on civilian missions. As 
responsibility for many functions passes from 
U.S. forces to civilian officials, it is vital to retain 
critical information. Robust knowledge manage-
ment efforts are essential during and after the 
drawdown period.

R® is a registered trademark.

Key inSightS And  
recommendAtionS (continued)

A meSSAge in chAlK identifieS the lASt Armored vehicle oUt of 
irAq, Seen here After itS ArrivAl At cAmp ArifJAn, KUwAit.  

U.S. Army photo by dAvid rUdermAn
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