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fort is required to promote deeper and sustainable insti-
tutional reform, which could in the long term reduce the 
frequency and severity of individual violations. 

Nevertheless, the EU in-country presence has been ex-
tremely limited, with the EU Delegation staffed by only 
a handful of officials, and a small liaison office of the 
EUJUST LEX Integrated Rule of Law Mission compris-
ing the bulk of the EU civilian presence on the ground. 
Because of security restrictions, EU high officials have 
rarely visited, ensuring the EU remains a largely invisible 
political actor in Iraq. 

Meanwhile, the cumbersome process of vote counting 
and tabulation of results continues. Iraqi authorities have 
received congratulations from various quarters, includ-
ing from UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon and EU 
foreign policy chief Catherine Ashton, who issued the 
following statement on election day:

‘Iraq went to the polls … to choose its leaders for the next 
four years. I would like to congratulate the Iraqi people, 
who went out in significant numbers to cast their votes. 
This turnout in defiance of the violent attacks during the 
electoral campaign and on Election Day reconfirms the 
commitment of the Iraqi people to a democratic Iraq. It 
deserves respect from all.’

It is already apparent however that the newly elected 
government will have to deal with the challenges of 
further democratisation and institutional reform. It must 
also overcome the politics of sectarianism that still held 
sway in the elections, and address several urgent issues 
including impunity for attacks against minority commu-
nities, refugee return, torture in detention facilities and 
corruption. 

Enhanced, coordinated EU support could be instrumen-
tal in helping the government overcome these hurdles. 
EU political and technical assistance during the electoral 
process demonstrated how it can be a relevant and vis-
ible political actor when it commits to a strong, focused 
presence on the ground: 

• In addition to a powerful display of political support on 
the election day, the EU contributed technical support 
to the electoral process by dispatching 16 electoral ex-
perts, who formed the EU Election Assessment Team to 
Iraq (EAT). Since the beginning of February, this team 
analysed and reported on the ongoing preparations and 
monitored the election day and its aftermath. 

• On election day, the EU monitors were divided into 62 
teams, covering 14 provinces. On 4 March, a smaller 
group of 17 EU representatives in 14 provinces moni-
tored the ‘special needs’ voting for law enforcement 

agents, including the military, the police, and prison and 
hospital staff. 

The EAT will draft and officially present its final report to 
the Iraqi authorities and the EU institutions towards the 
end of April. This report will recommend improvements 
to the electoral framework and the conduct of future elec-
tions. It will also serve as a useful reference document 
for future EU electoral support initiatives.

Even without a final assessment from EAT, it is already 
clear that there have been a few serious blows to the 
credibility of the electoral process, the most significant 
being the disqualification of over 500 candidates over 
their alleged links to the Ba’ath party which was brought 
to power in 1968 by Saddam Hussein’s regime and 
banned in 2003 by the Coalition Provisional Authority. 
This decision excluded many well-respected Sunni 
public figures and secular Shi’a politicians who enjoyed 
much popular support and were expected to do well in 
the elections. 

Overcoming such serious challenges to the country’s 
ongoing democratisation is an immense task that de-
mands targeted international support. The EU should 
seize this opportunity to bolster its relations with Iraq. 
What is needed at present is not additional EU funding; 
rather, deeper and direct contacts and qualitative techni-
cal assistance to build capacity, maintain leverage and 
address urgent problems. 

The acrimonious divide within the EU over the war in 
Iraq is now a thing of the past. Member States have 
expressed their support for closer engagement, but this 
has yet to materialise. This is attributable to the reluc-
tance to boost the EU’s presence on security and logisti-
cal grounds, and for want of a coherent vision on how 
to coordinate and capitalise on the various political, fi-
nancial and technical assistance instruments that the EU 
has at its disposal.

One of the ways in which the EU could boost its direct 
engagement with Iraq to support its efforts towards in-
stitutional reform is by increasing the EUJUST LEX in-
country presence and operations. This small 47-member 
mission has been providing out-of-country training since 
2005 to over 3,000 Iraqi senior officials representing the 
judiciary, the police and the penitentiary services. The 
training, which has been taking place in 25 EU Member 
States, focuses on various aspects of community polic-
ing, fair trial issues and best practices in penitentiary 
management. 

A few training sessions have also been organised in 
neighbouring countries such as Egypt and Jordan. 
However only eight training sessions have been organ-
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ised in Iraq thus far, mainly in those areas considered 
safer and more logistically feasible: Baghdad, Erbil and 
Basra.

EUJUST LEX is undergoing a pilot phase during which 
it is organising training sessions for senior officials in 
Iraq to assess the feasibility - in terms of logistics and 
security - of increasing in-country training activities. At 
the moment, it appears likely that the out-of-country 
training dimension will be retained, regardless of what 
decision is made at the end of the pilot phase. It has 
been reported that Iraqi officials and the participating EU 
Member States would prefer the out-of-country dimen-
sion preserved to some extent. 

At the same time, Iraqi officials have expressed a desire 
to have more emphasis on in-country training, to make it 
better connected to the realities on the ground, and pro-
vide the opportunity for better follow-up and evaluation. 
It could also significantly strengthen the sustainability 
and local ownership of the process.

The EU could also benefit from a continued expansion 
of its delegation and capacity in Baghdad by recruiting 
more staff to follow up on the EU-supported projects. 
Such actions would also benefit the overall monitoring 
and outreach capacity with the Iraqi institutions, local civil 
society and the key international partners on the ground, 
most notably the United Nations Assistance Mission in 
Iraq (UNAMI). 

The security situation in Iraq remains fragile; nonetheless, 
it has been improving, allowing for other international or-
ganisations to continue reinforcing their presence on the 
ground. The EU ought to follow suit in order to be in a 
position to monitor developments on the ground more 
closely and to forge closer ties to national and interna-
tional partners in Iraq. 

Furthermore, a stronger EU presence is needed to bet-
ter control the spending of multilateral funding to which 
it contributes. The recent allegations of serious fraud 
in the US-funded reconstruction assistance schemes 
demonstrate this need for closer monitoring of the imple-
mentation dimension of international assistance to Iraq. 
It is alleged that various individuals working on the $150 
billion US-funded reconstruction scheme - including pri-
vate contractors, military officers and civilian officials - 
embezzled large sums of money, taking advantage of 
weak financial oversight, a scant control mechanism on 
the ground and the general chaos resulting from hav-
ing a relatively small group of people handling financial 
transactions of such magnitude. 

The EU has provided significant financial assistance to 
Iraq and fragmented political support and technical as-
sistance in the interests of democratisation and human 
rights protection by outsourcing its implementation. The 
post-election period presents the EU with a renewed his-
toric opportunity to rise above this role and become a 
more visible, proactive political actor in Iraq. 

The opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily represent the views of the EUISS


