
POLICY OUTLOOK

DISCUSSION PAPER

The Iraqi Election: 
A Step Towards Reform or a 

Re-affirmation of the Status Quo?
Mamoon Alabbasi

POLICY OUTLOOK

Iraq’s electoral commission announced last week the final results of the country’s October 10 parliamentary 
elections, confirming Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr as the biggest winner in the vote after securing 73 out 
of parliament’s 329 seats. Sadr’s main political rivals, the pro-Iran Fatah alliance, secured only 17 seats, 
prompting the group led by militia leader Hadi al-Amiri to allege voter fraud. Fatah was joined by other  

pro-Iran parties in forming a united front called the Coordination Framework. They are not only contesting 
the election results but are also calling on Sadr to join them in forming a ‘consensus government’. Such a 

move, were it to materialize, would enrage the pro-reform Tishreen movement who called for early elections 
in the first place. This policy outlook seeks to analyse the possible impact of the Iraqi election results on the 

prospects of meaningful political reform in the country. 

(Ayman Yaqoob - Anadolu Agency)

The opinions expressed in this policy outlook represent the views of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the TRT World Research Centre.
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Introduction
Iraqis were already divided on the October 10 election day, 
not just on who to vote for but also whether they should 
cast their ballots at all instead of boycotting the parlia-
mentary polls in a bid to deny legitimacy to the country’s 
post-2003 political system. The initial election results fur-
ther stirred divisions in the country when the losing side 
started crying foul. The historically low turnout of 44% of 
registered voters - that translates to only 36% of eligible 
voters - has failed to deliver public reassurance regarding 
Iraq’s political process, which was the main aim of holding 
early elections. 

In 2019, the Tishreen (October) pro-reform protest move-
ment toppled the government that came out of the 2018 
parliamentary elections, as demonstrators accused the 
whole state setup of being mired in corruption. The irony is 
that Tishreen protest movement, which was split between 
those who took part in the most recent elections and those 
who boycotted it, appears to have benefited from the elec-
tions results. The party representing part of the Tishreen 
protesters, named Imtidad, secured 9 seats, an impressive 
electoral debut. Their biggest foes, the pro-Iran Fatah alli-
ance, were the election’s most impacted losers. The Tish-
reen movement’s nominal allies, the Sadrists, were the 
poll’s biggest victors. The Sadrists had backed the Tish-
reen protest movement at the outset but has also turned 
on it in February 2020, leading to the deaths of seven pro-
testers and the wounding of scores others at the hands of 
Sadr’s militia. In another U-turn, Sadr later reinstated his 
support for the protests but many demonstrators still don’t 
trust him. Even when Sadr deployed his supports to pro-

tect the protesters from the attacks of Iran-backed militia-
men, the Sadrists were visibly distinguished by what they 
worse and where they camped.  

The apparent gains for the Tishreen protest movement, 
however, could all be reversed. The self-proclaimed pro-re-
form cleric Moqtada al-Sadr could decide to form a gov-
ernment coalition with his pro-Iran rivals, as he had done 
in 2018. The Sadrists, who have called for a change of the 
political system but are themselves part of it, could turn 
against or put a cap on the aspirations of the protest move-
ment to bring about a meaningful change to the state. 

This policy outlook seeks to analyse the possible impact 
of the Iraqi election results on the prospects of meaning-
ful political reform in the country. The outlook also aims 
to address the security and regional implications of the 
post-election situation in Iraq.  

Winners and losers 
In order to form a government, the party with the most 
seats needs to form a parliamentary bloc made up of at 
least 165 lawmakers in the 329-member parliament. If it 
fails, a rival party gets to make an attempt. In any case, no 
party is big enough to rule on its own and needs to form 
alliances with other parties. Below are the seat numbers of 
the main sides:

Sadrists
The Sadrists movement, led by influential Shia cleric 
Muqtada al-Sadr (who did not personally run), secured 73 
seats, up from 54 seats in 2018. 

Supporters of Iraqi Shia cleric Moqtada al-Sadr take to the streets to celebrate in Baghdad’s Tahrir square on October 11, 2021. 
(Ayman Yaqoob – Anadolu Agency)

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/2/8/confusion-violence-in-iraq-as-al-sadr-pulls-support-for-protests
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/2/8/confusion-violence-in-iraq-as-al-sadr-pulls-support-for-protests
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Taqaddum
The Taqaddum (Progress) party, led by Mohamed al-Hal-
bousi, an Arab Sunni who served as the speaker of the pre-
vious parliament, won 37 seats. 

Dawlat al-Qanun 
The Dawlat al-Qanun (State of Law) Shia coalition, led by 
former Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki, won 33 seats, an 
increase of 9 from the 24 seats secured in the 2018 parlia-
ment. 

KDP 
The Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), led by Masoud Bar-
zani, won 31 seats. The KDP is the largest Kurdish party in 
Iraq’s northern region. The KDP won 25 seats in 2018. 

Fatah 
The Fatah (Conquest) alliance, led by pro-Iran militiaman 
Hadi al-Amiri, managed to gain only 17 seats, a sharp de-
cline from the 48 seats it had in the previous parliament. 

Kurdistan Coalition
The Kurdistan Coalition secured 17 seats. The coalition is 
mainly made up of two Kurdish parties: the Patriotic Union 
of Kurdistan (PUK) and the Gorran (Change) movement. 
Gorran is composed of former PUK members who broke 
away from the mother party in 2009. The current alliance 
is tactical and the PUK leadership is currently plagued by 
divisions within the influential Talabani family. The Talaba-
ni and Barzani families have dominated Iraqi Kurdish poli-
tics for decades.  However, although the KDP and PUK are 
political rivals in the autonomous Kurdish-majority region 
in northern Iraq, the two sides said they could form an alli-
ance inside the parliament in Baghdad. 

Azem Alliance
The Azem alliance, led by Sunni businessman Khamis 
al-Khanjar, secured 14 seats. Although during campaign-
ing, it was a rival of Halbousi’s Taqaddum party, the two 
Sunni leaders are reportedly open to working with each 
other.

Imtidad 
The Imtidad party, led by Alaa al-Rikabi, won the afore-
mentioned 9 seats. 

NGM
The New Generation Movement (NGM), led by Kurdish 
media proprietor Shashwar Abdulwahid, secured 9 seats. 

Independents 
There are reportedly some 40 seats won by lawmakers who 
are independent. However, it is worth noting that these 
lawmakers could become part of existing blocs. Some of 
the independents might support one party or another but 
chose to run as unaffiliated to better their chances of win-
ning, given that much of the electorate was fed up with the 
existing parties.  

Possible alliances 
Iraqi analysts are expecting an alliance among the biggest 
Shia (Sadr, 73 seats), Sunni (Taqaddum, 37 seats) and Kurd-
ish (KDP, 31 seats) parties, which would give them an initial 
141 lawmakers. The rest of the needed 25 could be found in 
independents or other smaller parties.  

The current seat numbers make it very difficult for the main 
Iran-backed alliances to form a ruling coalition with other 
parties. Dawlat al-Qanun’s 33 seats and Fatah’s 17 combined 
amount to 50, which is 23 seats less than the Sadrists alone. 
However, both Dawlat al-Qanun and Fatah are alleging that 
the elections were rigged and formed a grouping called the 
“Coordination Framework”, which is in effect a new pro-Iran 
political alliance. The Coordination Framework has put its 
objection to the elections in front of Iraq’s Federal Supreme 
Court. The court has yet to issue a ruling or ratify the results. 

Hadi al-Amiri, head of the Fatah Alliance in Iraq speaks during a 
press conference in Baghdad, on December 04, 2021. 

(Haydar Karaalp – Anadolu Agency)

(Azhar Al-Rubaie)

https://www.rudaw.net/english/kurdistan/05112021
https://www.rudaw.net/english/kurdistan/05112021
https://www.rudaw.net/english/kurdistan/151120212
https://www.rudaw.net/english/kurdistan/151120212
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The pro-Iran alliance is accused of seeking to bring about 
instability, whether via anti-election results sits-in near 
Baghdad’s Green Zone or unclaimed security violations, 
including an attack on the residence of Iraqi Prime Min-
ister Mustafa al-Kadhimi last month. The Coordination 
Framework denies any link to that attack or other security 
breaches but insisted on the right to protest against the 
election results. Political analysts say the pro-Iran alliance 
are threatening to destabilise the country as a tactic to 
force their rivals to give them ministerial posts or have a 
say on the naming of the next prime minister, despite the 
electoral losses of the pro-Tehran politicians. Indeed, the 
Coordination Framework has called for a consensus gov-
ernment as opposed to Sadr’s call for the right of biggest 
bloc in parliament to form a “majority” government. Pro-
Iran militias supportive of the Coordination Framework 
said US troops had better leave Iraq by the end of the year 
or face the wrath of the “resistance”, in what could be seen 
as a threat to stir tensions in a possible bid to pressure the 
electoral victors to include the losers in the formation of 
the next government. In addition, pro-Iran militia leaders, 
whether in parliament or supported by allies in parliament, 
may fear that a foe-filled legislature will have more power 
to disarm their militias.     

Sadr has said that the election winners, i.e. his group in 
parliament, will either rule in a national coalition or be in a 
national opposition, ruling out forming a government with 
Fatah or the Coordination Framework. However, in 2018 
Sadr had ruled out forming an alliance with Fatah but ul-
timately did form an alliance with group under the pretext 
of necessity, as no side was able to form a coalition on their 
own. Back then, the Sadr-Fatah negotiations resulted in a 
consensus candidate, former Prime Minister Adel Abdul 
Mehdi, who was forced to resign in the wake of the 2019 
protests. It is politically risky, but not impossible, for Sadr 
to opt into such an alliance once again.   Today, Sadr has 
won 19 more seats than he had in the previous elections, 
while Fatah lost 31 seats. In 2018, the Sadr-Fatah numbers 
gap of 54-48 seats was relatively marginal. In 2021, the 
numbers are 73-17 seats, making the need for Sadr to form 
a ruling block with Fatah less justifiable. Sadr’s potential co-
alition partners today are Halbousi’s Taqaddum party, with 
37 seats, and the KDP, with 31 seats, giving the Sadrists a 
better chance for forming a government. The Tishreen 
demonstrations against Abdul Mehdi in 2019 were, in ef-
fect, also against the principle of having a consensus can-
didate between Sadr and Fatah. Therefore, repeating the 
decision of having a consensus prime minister post-2021 
elections could push the Tishreen protesters to take to the 
streets once again. However, the clout of Fatah is not just 
in its parliamentary seats but predominately in its para-
military power, which Sadr sought but failed to diminish. 
The threat of Shia infighting, if it is serious, could ultimate-
ly prove to be more of determining factor than who won 
more seats. Sadr could still accept some members of Coor-
dination Framework if the Sadrists prove unable to secure 
the needed 25 seats to form a majority alliance. This might 

be viewed as concession – not a submission – by Sadr to 
the Iran-backed bloc but it remains unclear how would the 
Tishreen protesters react to such half-measures. 

There is the possibility that Kadhimi will remain prime 
minister in the next government. “Regardless of the elec-
tion results, the Iraqi prime minister must be a figure that 
neither Iran nor the US object to,” a former Iraqi diplomat, 
told TRT World Research Centre on condition of anonymi-
ty. “Kadhimi already has this feature,” he added. 

New electoral system 
Observers say Fatah’s seat losses were largely due to the 
new electoral system, which the Sadrists used tactically 
while the pro-Iran group mishandled due to their own in-
ternal competition. In the old system, if a candidate in a list 
received enough votes to get him/her through to become 
a member of parliament, the remaining votes would go to 
the next person from the same party in his/her list. That 
way, heavyweight candidates could help other candidates 
in their party cross the threshold required to enter the par-
liament. 

In the new system, additional votes for the top candidate 
cannot be transferred to the next candidate in the same 
party. Each candidate must secure enough votes on his/
her own to be elected. This means that parties must try to 
ensure that votes from their supporters do not get “wasted” 
on one candidate. 

The Sadrists candidates coordinated well on who runs 
where, demonstrating a discipline not shown by other par-
ties.. The Fatah candidates were aware of the new rules but 
failed to act cohesively, in part because their candidates 
come from different – sometimes competing – parties that 
are all under the banner of Fatah. The results mean that a 
lot of the Fatah votes did not translate into seats. 

“The Sadrists played the new system effectively, accurate-
ly anticipating support levels within each constituency, 
nominating the correct number of candidates to run, then 
persuading their supporters to distribute votes equally 
between candidates,” wrote Renad Mansour and Victoria 
Stewart-Jolley in a paper published by the London-based 
Chatham House think tank.  

“Lists with greater cohesion, such as Maliki’s State of Law 
and the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), could better 
navigate this new strategy. Fateh, however, is comprised 
of competing parties, such as Badr, Sadiqoon, and Sanad. 
Each party wanted to field their own candidate under the 
Fateh list, resulting in the vote wastage,” they added. 

Prior to the elections, Khalaf Abdul Samad Khalaf, a former 
State of Law lawmaker did express “concern” about the 
electoral process even though the results were favourable 
to Maliki’s State of Law coalition, just as he predicted prior 
to the elections. “We have not received sufficient assuranc-

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/iraqi-pm-chairs-security-meeting-after-drone-attack-residence-2021-11-07/
https://twitter.com/aboalaa_alwalae/status/1461756481469136899
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8esaWW9r3Eo
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/10/explaining-iraqs-election-results
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es that the elections will be conducted with utmost trans-
parency,” Khalaf, who is also a former governor of Basra, 
told TRT World Research Centre. “We call on the Indepen-
dent High Electoral Commission [IHEC] to make every ef-
fort to ensure the integrity of the elections,” he added.

After the election results were released, the Coordination 
Framework accused the IHEC of corruption and election 
rigging. They filed a lawsuit at the Federal Supreme Court 
challenging the validity of the election results. They also 
say there were issues with the voting machines, leading to 
such results. Although Maliki’s State of Law coalition did 
well in the elections, their seat numbers are not enough to 
compete with the Sadrists. If Fatah are granted more seats, 
then Maliki would have a more sizable ally in parliament. 
The Fatah-Maliki alliance may still not be enough to lead 
a coalition government, however this is not presently their 
aim. The current aim of the Coordination Framework is to 
be part of a consensus government, in other words ruling 
alongside the Sadrists.  

For the Tishreen protest movement, a fairer election law 
was one of their key demands. Dia Kazem Hindi, a political 
activist in the Tishreen movement from Karbala, told TRT 
World Research Centre that he preferred the new election 
law because it gives “an opportunity for the rise of inde-
pendents and emerging new parties.”

For many of the Tishreen protesters, the old IHEC was cor-
rupt and engaged in election fraud, while the new IHEC is 
seen as more honest. Both the new electoral laws and the 

new IHEC came into existence as part of the demands of 
the protest movement. The new IHEC’s Board of Commis-
sioners is dominated by judges. 

Democracy? 
The electoral process, however, was still far from ideal for 
Hindi. “Some parties are still violating the election law by 
using political money and the state’s capabilities to pro-
mote their electoral campaigns,” he said, adding that the 
big parties exploited human and material resources in the 
ministries for the “propaganda campaign of their candi-
dates.”

Hindi said only a small number of candidates from the 
Tishreen protest movement ran in the elections due to the 
death threats that they faced from armed groups.

Sarkawt Shamsulddin, a Kurdish former member of par-
liament, told TRT World Research Centre that the threats 
against popular independent candidates, from militias and 
tribes, were real. 

Shamsulddin said the “main issue with the current elector-
al system is lack of voter’s education. We didn’t have time 
to educate people on how to vote.”  Shamsulddin added 
that “we need leaders who believe in democracy. Currently, 
the ruling elite exploit democracy to win legitimacy. It is a 
long road to make democracy a reality in Iraq… I am always 
optimistic about changes, but it is going to be very slow.”

(Azhar Al-Rubaie)
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In Iraq’s Kurdish-majority northern region, which is run by 
the KDP and PUK, endemic corruption is among the main 
reasons why Iraqi Kurds are risking their lives as they seek 
to reach Europe. Iraqi Kurds “seem to make up the majority 
of Middle Eastern migrants seeking to move the West”, re-
ported the Associated Press. 

Room for reform?
Khairy Makhzoomi, a former researcher at Georgetown 
University, told TRT World Research Centre said that al-
though the new election law is a welcome development, as 
it “was one of the most important demands of the Tishreen 
protests”, worryingly “the current stage is captive to the re-
sults of alliances and not to the results of the elections in 
themselves.” 

Makhzoomi said that corruption, sectarian allocation of 
posts as well as the presence of armed groups will ensure 
that the process is not democratic, but nevertheless, peo-
ple should not have boycotted the elections and gave the 
undemocratic forces a bigger say in running the country. 
Makhzoomi also pointed to the fact that Iraqis overseas, 
who are estimated to be millions, were not allowed to vote, 
possibly because the Iraqi abroad are no fans of Iranian in-
tervention. 

Riyadh Mohammed, a US-based Iraqi journalist, told TRT 
World Research Centre that he is “a little optimistic be-
cause the Fatah alliance lost many seats” but anticipated 
the results would bring about another weak coalition gov-
ernment.” 

Mohammed said that it was “wrong to boycott” as Tishreen 
protesters would have won more seats had more people 
gone out to vote. Moving forward, Mohammed said that 
Iraq needs to “1- outlaw the parties which have militias. 
2- Have transparency over the money being used during 
the campaigns to ensure it is not government or corrup-
tion money. 3- Outlaw the parties that are not democratic 
within.”

Regional implications
Sadr has called on the Coordination Framework not to have 
direct relations with regional countries - in a reference to 
Iran - outside the country’s official diplomatic channels. 
The cleric had branded himself as a patriot who objects to 
Iran’s meddling in Iraqi affairs, but some analysts see him 
as less open about his loyalty to Iran.

“Sadr’s victory makes no real difference to Iran. People often 
mischaracterise the elections as Sadr representing some 
sort of strain of Iraqi nationalism while the parties associat-
ed with the PMF are usually described as the ‘Shia militias’. 
However, that is an oversimplification as Sadr himself has 
led several iterations of Shia militia and has received exten-
sive backing from Iran. Just before Qassem Soleimani was 
killed on the 40th anniversary of the founding of Khomei-

ni’s Islamic Republic, Sadr was a guest of honour in Iran 
and had a very visible presence on the stage seated next to 
Soleimani and was even filmed kissing Khamenei’s hands. 
No one ‘anti-Iran’ or certainly with Iraqi nationalist leanings 
would do such a thing or be embraced so intimately by the 
Shia Islamist regime in Tehran,” Tallha Abdulrazaq, a re-
searcher at the University of Exeter’s Strategy and Security 
Institute, told TRT World Research Centre. 

“The reality is that Sadr, like his rivals represented by the 
PMF and former prime minister Maliki, is one star in a con-
stellation of pro-Iran actors who compete with each other 
for Tehran’s favour. No one is in any doubt that the US, as 
powerful as it is, has no long-term strategy or interests in 
Iraq and is viewed as a distant power, while Iran is viewed 
as a proximate power that will always have interests in the 
affairs of its Iraqi neighbour. As such, even the so-called 
‘pro-US’ camp embodied by Prime Minister Mustafa al-
Kadhimi have certain leanings towards Iran, and Sadr is 
much deeper into Iran’s orbit than he ever could be.”

Some observers believe that Sadr’s victory does not con-
flate with US interests. “Even for the United States, Sadr 
presents an opportunity to sustainably stabilise a coun-
try it has been mired in for nearly two decades. Sadr sug-
gested he might be willing to accept the presence of US 
troops in Iraq in an advisory role, thus handing the Biden 
administration a face-saving way to remove the majority of 
its troops from the country,” wrote Anchal Vohra in Foreign 
Policy. Congress is reportedly “considering authorization 
and appropriations legislation to support an advisory mis-
sion beyond that date.”

Other observers believe that a Sadr government would be 
more inward-looking and avoid regional confrontations, 
including with Ankara as Turkey is fighting against the 
PKK but the terror group is receiving support from Iran-
backed militias.  

“The Sadrists have often underscored the importance of 
a government that cares about (Iraqi) local affairs; that 
cares about the economy and development; that solves 
the problems of many segments of society. That is the ba-
sic public concern for a Sadrist government,” Iraqi analyst 
Abdel Moneim Al-Asam told TRT World Research Centre 
when asked how would a Sadrist-led government deal 
with Turkey. 

“In other words, the Sadrist movement seeks to avoid re-
gional conflicts or conflicts between [Iraq] and countries 
of the region. In the first phase after the formation of a 
Sadrist government, it may seek to calm any friction with 
the Turkish side. I don’t think it (a Sadrist government) will 
move on this issue in the future unless the Sadrist move-
ment formed an alliance with a party that objects to the 
Turkish military presence in Iraqi territories and makes it a 
condition in that alliance. And I don’t think that the KDP or 
Taqaddum has such conditions,” he added. 

https://apnews.com/article/immigration-business-lifestyle-poland-middle-east-32e3e7ee647ef6c3bdf40f4573c55c0f
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/iraq-turkey-europe-britain-france-b1968747.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/iraq-turkey-europe-britain-france-b1968747.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8esaWW9r3Eo
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/10/27/muqtada-al-sadr-is-the-united-states-best-hope-in-iraq/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/10/27/muqtada-al-sadr-is-the-united-states-best-hope-in-iraq/
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IN/IN11769
https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/featured/the-pkk-pmf-nexus-in-iraq/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IbPiu34cAbc
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Conclusion
The Iraqi elections results, if they remain unchanged by 
the Federal Supreme Court, seem to have brought new 
hope for Iraqi activists seeking reform in the corrupt and 
sectarian political system.  

“The election results caught the protest movement itself off 
guard. Most of the Tishreen-linked parties boycotted the 
polls, in part because previous elections had helped form 
the very system they are protesting. They have now recov-
ered a degree of confidence in Iraq’s post-2003 democratic 
process, having seen that independents and new parties 
can gain entry into parliament. Some have already started 
preparing for provincial elections, scheduled to take place 
sometime in 2022. Voters seem to have regained some 
trust in the political system as well: some disillusioned con-
stituents who sympathised with the protest movement, 
and answered the call to sit out the elections, are express-
ing regret at having done so,” wrote Lahib Higel, senior Iraq 
analyst at the Crisis Group. 

On the downside, not only are the Tishreen movement far 
from becoming the mainstream in the Shia political land-
scape, but they do also not yet have their influential equiv-

alents in the Kurdish and Arab Sunni communities. And 
even if Sadr himself was genuine about reform, who would 
be his non-Shia partners?  Taqaddum reportedly would 
give the Sadrists their votes if they vote to keep Halbousi 
as speaker. The KDP are said to be asking for the presiden-
cy for former minister Hoshyar Zebari. Both parties are not 
known for their anti-corruption credentials, yet Sadr would 
not think twice about forming a coalition with them. 

Note: Azhar Al-Rubaie in Iraq contributed to this report by 
interviewing Khalaf Abdul Samad Khalaf, Dia Kazem Hindi, 
and Sarkawt Shamsulddin. 

An Iraqi woman arrives to cast her vote at a polling station during the Iraqi early general elections in Halabja, Iraq on October 10, 2021. 
(Fariq Faraj Mahmood - Anadolu Agency)

https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/gulf-and-arabian-peninsula/iraq/iraqs-surprise-election-results

