
1

Iraq
BY THE TEAM LED BY NED PARKER

NOMINATION FOR THE 2015 PULITZER PRIZES
CATEGORY: INTERNATIONAL REPORTING

January 16, 2015

To the judges:

In 2014, Iraq fell apart. By year’s end, more than a third of the country was controlled by jihadists, the national 
army had collapsed and the United States was back conducting airstrikes.

In a series of deeply reported, often harrowing stories, a Reuters team led by bureau chief Ned Parker 
documented the country’s disintegration – the rapid rise of Islamic State, Iraq’s growing dependence on Iran and 
the utter failure of Iraqi leaders to bridge a sectarian divide.

The atrocities committed by the jihadists are by now well known. But in March, months before Islamic State’s 
surge across northern Iraq, Reuters revealed how Iraqi troops had engaged in their own extra-judicial executions 
and torture, and had posted images of the brutality online. The story also described how Iraqi government forces 
lacked armored vehicles, tank shells and aerial cover, and had been suffering high casualties and desertion rates.

The article was prescient: Less than three months later, it was those factors that led to the fall of Mosul, Iraq’s 
second-largest city, to the Islamic militants. The defeat marked a turning point in Iraq’s breakup that helped 
drive its prime minister from office and pushed Western powers and Gulf Arab nations into launching air strikes 
on the Islamic militants.

Exactly how Mosul was lost was at first unclear. But a subsequent investigation by Reuters showed in meticulous 
detail what had gone wrong: Troop shortages and infighting among top officers and Iraqi political leaders 
had played into Islamic State’s hands and fueled panic that led to the city’s abandonment. In a dramatic 
reconstruction of the battle and the finger-pointing that followed, the story revealed that the jihadists had never 
expected to conquer the city, and that Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki and his defense minister had rejected 
repeated offers of help from the Kurdish fighting force known as the peshmerga.

In another special report, Reuters showed one of the disturbing consequences of the fall of Mosul and the 
collapse of the Iraqi army – the increasing sway of its neighbor and one-time enemy, Iran. The story explained 
how three small Iraqi Shi’ite armies, all financed and armed by Iran and modeled on Hezbollah in Lebanon, 
have suddenly become the most powerful military force in Iraq.  
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Iraq’s sectarian strife is extraordinarily complex and not simply a case, as it is often described, of Shi’ite versus 
Sunni. It also involves tribes. Through a profile of a powerful Sunni tribal leader, Reuters showed how more 
moderate tribesmen and other disenfranchised Sunnis had reluctantly formed an alliance with Islamic State 
through their mutual hatred of Iraq’s Shi’ite government.

The awkward alliance is a key factor in the sudden rise of Islamic State. So, too, it turns out, is wheat. Another 
special report revealed the surprising role the grain has played in how the jihadists maintain control of captured 
territory and persecute religious minorities. Remarkably, Islamic State keeps state employees involved in wheat 
production in place – while the Iraqi government continues to pay them.

Another special report revealed for the first time how a U.S. oil giant, Exxon, played a significant role in the 
fragmenting country’s changing balance of power. Exxon’s decision to cut an oil deal with semi-autonomous 
Kurdistan – through a series of secret negotiations – emboldened the Kurds to seek greater independence from 
Baghdad, infuriating both the central government and Washington. But Kurdistan later emerged to play a 
central role in the international fight against Islamic State.

Reporting in Iraq remains extremely dangerous. To produce these and other exclusive stories, Parker and his 
colleagues traveled to conflict zones around the country, sometimes at grave personal risk. They managed 
to report and craft their in-depth reports while having to maintain our news agency’s 24-7 real-time news 
operation. This, too, they did with great distinction - not only chronicling the daily toll of war but also breaking a 
string of important scoops. Reuters was the first to report that Baghdad had signed a deal with Iran to buy arms 
and ammunition; the first to report that Iran was considering dropping its support for Prime Minister Maliki 
and backing an alternative candidate; and the first to report that Sunni tribal leaders might consider joining a 
new Shi’ite-led government.

Reuters reporting in Iraq in 2014 provided readers with a deep and rich understanding of extremely complicated 
events with global impact. I am proud to nominate this coverage for a Pulitzer Prize for International Reporting. 

Sincerely,

Stephen J. Adler

Editor-in-Chief
Reuters


