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Remarks on the Situation in Iraq and an Exchange With Reporters
June 19, 2014

The President. Good afternoon, everybody. I
just met with my national security team to dis-
cuss the situation in Iraq. We’ve been meeting
regularly to review the situation since ISIL, a
terrorist organization that operates in Iraq and
Syria, made advances inside of Iraq. As I said
last week, ISIL poses a threat to the Iraqi peo-
ple, to the region, and to U.S. interests. So to-
day I wanted to provide you an update on how
we’re responding to the situation.

First, we are working to secure our Embassy
and personnel operating inside of Iraq. As
President, I have no greater priority than the
safety of our men and women serving overseas.
So I’ve taken some steps to relocate some of
our Embassy personnel, and we’ve sent rein-
forcements to better secure our facilities.

Second, at my direction, we have significant-
ly increased our intelligence, surveillance, and
reconnaissance assets so that we’ve got a better
picture of what’s taking place inside of Iraq.
And this will give us a greater understanding of
what ISIL is doing, where it’s located, and how
we might support efforts to counter this threat.

Third, the United States will continue to in-
crease our support to Iraqi security forces.
We’re prepared to create joint operation cen-
ters in Baghdad and northern Iraq to share in-
telligence and coordinate planning to confront
the terrorist threat of ISIL. Through our new
counterterrorism partnership fund, we’re pre-
pared to work with Congress to provide addi-
tional equipment. We have had advisers in Iraq
through our Embassy, and we’re prepared to
send a small number of additional American
military advisers—up to 300—to assess how we
can best train, advise, and support Iraqi securi-
ty forces going forward.

American forces will not be returning to
combat in Iraq, but we will help Iraqis as they
take the fight to terrorists who threaten the
Iraqi people, the region, and American inter-
ests as well.

Fourth, in recent days, we’ve positioned ad-
ditional U.S. military assets in the region. Be-
cause of our increased intelligence resources,

we’re developing more information about po-
tential targets associated with ISIL. And going
forward, we will be prepared to take targeted
and precise military action, if and when we de-
termine that the situation on the ground re-
quires it. If we do, I will consult closely with
Congress and leaders in Iraq and in the region.

I want to emphasize, though, that the best
and most effective response to a threat like
ISIL will ultimately involve partnerships where
local forces, like Iraqis, take the lead.

Finally, the United States will lead a diplo-
matic effort to work with Iraqi leaders and the
countries in the region to support stability in
Iraq. At my direction, Secretary Kerry will de-
part this weekend for meetings in the Middle
East and Europe, where he’ll be able to con-
sult with our allies and partners. And just as all
Iraqis’ neighbors must respect Iraq’s territorial
integrity, all of Iraq’s neighbors have a vital in-
terest in ensuring that Iraq does not descend
into civil war or become a safe haven for ter-
rorists.

Above all, Iraqi leaders must rise above their
differences and come together around a politi-
cal plan for Iraq’s future. Shia, Sunni, Kurds—
all Iraqis—must have confidence that they can
advance their interests and aspirations through
the political process rather than through vio-
lence. National unity meetings have to go for-
ward to build consensus across Iraq’s different
communities. Now that the results of Iraq’s re-
cent election has been certified, a new Parlia-
ment should convene as soon as possible. The
formation of a new Government will be an op-
portunity to begin a genuine dialogue and
forge a Government that represents the legiti-
mate interests of all Iraqis.

Now, it’s not the place for the United States
to choose Iraq’s leaders. It is clear, though,
that only leaders that can govern with an inclu-
sive agenda are going to be able to truly bring
the Iraqi people together and help them
through this crisis. Meanwhile, the United
States will not pursue military options that sup-
port one sect inside of Iraq at the expense of
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another. There’s no military solution inside of
Iraq, certainly not one that is led by the United
States. But there is an urgent need for an in-
clusive political process, a more capable Iraqi
security force, and counterterrorism efforts
that deny groups like ISIL a safe haven.

In closing, recent days have reminded us of
the deep scars left by America’s war in Iraq.
Alongside the loss of nearly 4,500 American
patriots, many veterans carry the wounds of
that war and will for the rest of their lives.
Here at home, Iraq sparked vigorous debates
and intense emotions in the past, and we’ve
seen some of those debates resurface.

But what’s clear from the last decade is the
need for the United States to ask hard ques-
tions before we take action abroad, particularly
military action. The most important question
we should all be asking, the issue that we have
to keep front and center—the issue that I keep
front and center—is what is in the national se-
curity interests of the United States of Ameri-
ca. As Commander in Chief, that’s what I stay
focused on. As Americans, that’s what all of us
should be focused on.

And going forward, we will continue to con-
sult closely with Congress. We will keep the
American people informed. We will remain
vigilant. And we will continue to do everything
in our power to protect the security of the
United States and the safety of the American
people.

So with that, I’m going to take a couple of
questions. I’ll start with Colleen McCain Nel-
son of the Wall Street Journal.

Need for a Unity Government in Iraq/Reconcil-
iation Efforts

Q. Thank you, Mr. President. Do you have
any confidence in Prime Minister Maliki at this
point? And can Maliki bring political stability
to Iraq?

The President. As I said, it’s not our job to
choose Iraq’s leaders. Part of what our patriots
fought for during many years in Iraq was the
right and the opportunity for Iraqis to deter-
mine their own destiny and choose their own
leaders. But I don’t think it—there’s any secret
that right now, at least, there is deep divisions

between Sunni, Shia, and Kurdish leaders. And
as long as those deep divisions continue or
worsen, it’s going to be very hard for an Iraqi
central Government to direct an Iraqi military
to deal with these threats.

And so we’ve consulted with Prime Minister
Maliki, and we’ve said that to him privately.
We’ve said it publicly that whether he is Prime
Minister or any other leader aspires to lead the
country, that it has to be an agenda in which
Sunni, Shia, and Kurd all feel that they have
the opportunity to advance their interests
through the political process. And we’ve seen
over the last 2 years, actually dating back to
2008, 2009—but, I think, worse over the last 2
years—the sense among Sunnis that their in-
terests were not being served, that legislation
that had been promised around, for example,
de-Ba’athification had been stalled.

I think that you hear similar complaints that
the Government in Baghdad has not sufficient-
ly reached out to some of the tribes and been
able to bring them in to a process that gives
them a sense of being part of a unity govern-
ment or a single nation-state. And that has to
be worked through.

Part of the reason why we saw better
equipped Iraqi security forces with larger
numbers not be able to hold contested territo-
ry against ISIL probably reflects that lack of a
sense of commitment on the part of Sunni
communities to work with Baghdad. And that
has to be fixed if we’re going to get through
this crisis.

Jim Acosta [CNN].

U.S. National Security Interests in Iraq/Deploy-
ment of U.S. Military Personnel to Iraq/2011
Withdrawal of U.S. Military Forces From Iraq

Q. Thank you, Mr. President. Americans
may look at this decision that you’re making to-
day as a sneak preview of coming attractions,
that the number of advisers that you’re plan-
ning to send in may just be the beginning of a
boots-on-the-ground scenario down the road.
Why is Iraq’s civil war in the national security
interests of the United States? And are you
concerned about the potential for mission
creep?
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The President. I think we always have to
guard against mission creep, so let me repeat
what I’ve said in the past: American combat
troops are not going to be fighting in Iraq
again.

We do not have the ability to simply solve
this problem by sending in tens of thousands of
troops and committing the kinds of blood and
treasure that has already been expended in
Iraq. Ultimately, this is something that is going
to have to be solved by the Iraqis.

It is in our national security interests not to
see an all-out civil war inside of Iraq, not just
for humanitarian reasons, but because that ul-
timately can be destabilizing throughout the
region. And in addition to having strong allies
there that we are committed to protecting, ob-
viously, issues like energy and global energy
markets continues to be important.

We also have an interest in making sure that
we don’t have a safe haven that continues to
grow for ISIL and other extremist jihadist
groups who could use that as a base of opera-
tions for planning and targeting ourselves, our
personnel overseas, and eventually the home-
land. And if they accumulate more money,
they accumulate more ammunition, more mili-
tary capability, larger numbers, that poses
great dangers not just to allies of ours like Jor-
dan, which is very close by, but it also poses a
great danger potentially to Europe and ulti-
mately the United States.

We have already seen inside of Syria that—
or groups like ISIL that right now are fighting
with other extremist groups or an Asad regime
that was nonresponsive to a Sunni majority
there, that that has attracted more and more ji-
hadists or would-be jihadists, some of them
from Europe. They then start traveling back to
Europe, and that, over time, can create a cadre
of terrorists that could harm us.

So we have humanitarian interests in pre-
venting bloodshed. We have strategic interests
in stability in the region. We have counterter-
rorism interests. All those have to be ad-
dressed.

The initial effort for us to get situational
awareness through the reconnaissance and sur-
veillance that we’ve already done, coupled with

some of our best people on the ground doing
assessments of exactly what the situation is—
starting, by the way, with the perimeter around
Baghdad and making sure that that’s not over-
run—that’s a good investment for us to make.
But that does not foreshadow a larger commit-
ment of troops to actually fight in Iraq. That
would not be effective in meeting the core in-
terests that we have.

Q. Just very quickly, do you wish you had
left a residual force in Iraq? Any regrets about
that decision in 2011?

The President. Well, keep in mind, that
wasn’t a decision made by me; that was a deci-
sion made by the Iraqi Government. We of-
fered a modest residual force to help continue
to train and advise Iraqi security forces. We
had a core requirement, which we require in
any situation where we have U.S. troops over-
seas, and that is, is that they are provided im-
munity since they’re being invited by the sov-
ereign Government there, so that if, for exam-
ple, they end up acting in self-defense if they
are attacked and find themselves in a tough sit-
uation, that they’re not somehow hauled be-
fore a foreign court. That’s a core requirement
that we have for U.S. troop presence any-
where.

The Iraqi Government and Prime Minister
Maliki declined to provide us that immunity.
And so I think it is important, though, to recog-
nize that, despite that decision, that we have
continued to provide them with very intensive
advice and support and have continued
throughout this process, over the last 5 years,
to not only offer them our assistance militarily,
but we’ve also continued to urge the kinds of
political compromises that we think are ulti-
mately necessary in order for them to have a
functioning, multisectarian democracy inside
the country.

Juliet Eilperin [Washington Post]. There
you are.

Syria/U.S. Counterterrorism Strategy/Yemen

Q. Mr. President, you just mentioned Syria a
moment ago. The United States has been slow
to provide significant weapons and training di-
rectly to the Syrian opposition. Has the expan-
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sion of the Syria war into Iraq changed your
mind about the type of weapons and training
you are now willing to give the opposition
there? Is that what prompted Secretary Kerry
to say of Syria, “We are augmenting our assis-
tance in significant ways”? And can you elabo-
rate on what you are you doing now that you
weren’t doing before?

The President. That assessment about the
dangers of what was happening in Syria have
existed since we—since the very beginning of
the Syrian civil war. The question has never
been whether we thought this was a serious
problem. The question has always been, is
there the capacity of moderate opposition on
the ground to absorb and counteract extremists
that might have been pouring in, as well as an
Asad regime supported by Iran and Russia that
outmanned them and was ruthless?

And so we have consistently provided that
opposition with support. Oftentimes, the chal-
lenge is, if you have former farmers or teachers
or pharmacists who now are taking up opposi-
tion against a battle-hardened regime, with
support from external actors that have a lot at
stake, how quickly can you get them trained,
how effective are you able to mobilize them?
And that continues to be a challenge. And even
before the situation that we saw with ISIL go-
ing into Iraq, we had already tried to maximize
what we can do to support a moderate opposi-
tion that not only can counteract the brutality
of Asad, but also can make sure that in the
minds of Sunnis, they don’t think that their on-
ly alternative is either Mr. Asad or extremist
groups like ISIL or al-Nusra.

Q. And can you speak to what you might be
doing differently, as the Secretary of State al-
luded to?

The President. Well, I think that the key to
both Syria and Iraq is going to be a combina-
tion of what happens inside the country work-
ing with moderate Syrian opposition, working
with an Iraqi Government that is inclusive, and
us laying down a more effective counterterror-
ism platform that gets all the countries in the
region pulling in the same direction. And I al-
luded to this in the West Point speech. This

is—I talked about it today with respect to the
counterterrorism partnership fund.

There is going to be a long-term problem in
this region in which we have to build and part-
ner with countries that are committed to our
interests, our values. And at the same time, we
have immediate problems with terrorist orga-
nizations that may be advancing. And rather
than try to play Whac-A-Mole wherever these
terrorist organizations may pop up, what we
have to do is to be able to build effective part-
nerships, make sure that they have capacity.
Some of the assets that have been devoted
solely to Afghanistan over the last decade
we’ve got to shift to make sure that we have
coverage in the Middle East and North Africa.

You look at a country like Yemen, a very im-
poverished country and one that has its own
sectarian or ethnic divisions, there is—we do
have a committed partner in President Hadi
and his Government. And we have been able
to help to develop their capacities without put-
ting large numbers of U.S. troops on the
ground at the same time as we’ve got enough
CT, or counterterrorism, capabilities that
we’re able to go after folks that might try to hit
our Embassy or might be trying to export ter-
rorism into Europe or the United States.

And looking at how we can create more of
those models is going to be part of the solution
in dealing with both Syria and Iraq. But in or-
der for us to do that, we still need to have actu-
al governments on the ground that we can
partner with and that we’ve got some confi-
dence are going to pursue the political policies
of inclusiveness. In Yemen, for example, a
wide-ranging national dialogue that took a long
time, but helped to give people a sense that
there is a legitimate political outlet for griev-
ances that they may have.

Peter Maer [CBS Radio News].

Iraq-U.S. Relations/Sectarian Divisions in
Iraq/Need for a Unity Government in Iraq/U.S.
Military Role in Iraq

Q. Thank you, sir. Going back to where you
see Prime Minister al-Maliki playing a role at
this point, you said that it’s a time to rise above
differences, that there’s a need for more
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inclusive government. Is he a unifier? And how
much clout does the United States ultimately
have with any of the leadership in Iraq at this
point really?

The President. Well, we still provide them
significant assistance. I think they recognize
that, unlike some other players in the region,
we don’t have territorial ambitions in their
country. We’re not looking to control their as-
sets or their energy. We want to make sure that
we’re vindicating the enormous effort and sac-
rifice that was made by our troops in giving
them an opportunity to build a stable, inclusive
society that can prosper and deliver for the ba-
sic needs and aspirations of the Iraqi people.

And at the same time, they are a sovereign
country. They have their own politics. And
what we have tried to do is to give them our
best advice about how they can solve their po-
litical problems. Now that they are in crisis, we
are indicating to them that there is not going to
be a simple military solution to this issue. If
you start seeing the various groups inside of
Iraq simply go to their respective corners, then
it is almost certain that Baghdad and the cen-
tral Government will not be able to control
huge chunks of their own country. The only
way they can do that is if there are credible
Sunni leaders, both at the national level and at
the local level, who have confidence that a Shia
majority, that the Kurds, that all those folks are
committed to a fair and just governance of the
country.

Right now that doesn’t exist. There’s too
much suspicion, there’s too much mistrust.
And the good news is that an election took
place in which despite all this mistrust, despite
all this frustration, despite all this anger, you
still had millions of Iraqis turn out, in some
cases, in very dangerous circumstances. You
now have a court that has certified those elec-
tions, and you have a constitutional process to
advance government formation.

So far, at least, the one bit of encouraging
news that we’ve seen inside of Iraq is that all
the parties have said they continue to be com-
mitted to choosing a leadership and a govern-
ment through the existing constitutional order.

So what you’re seeing, I think, is, as the
prospects of civil war heighten, many Iraqi
leaders stepping back and saying, let’s not
plunge back into the abyss; let’s see if we can
resolve this politically. But they don’t have a lot
of time. And you have a group like ISIL that is
doing everything its—that it can to descend
the country back into chaos.

And so one of the messages that we had for
Prime Minister Maliki, but also for the Speaker
of the House and the other leadership inside of
Iraq is, get going on this Government forma-
tion. It’ll make it a lot easier for them to shape
a military strategy. It’ll also make it possible for
us to partner much more effectively than we
can currently.

Q. Given the Prime Minister’s track record,
is he a unifier? Can he play that role after what
we’ve seen play out over the last couple of
weeks is brought into play?

The President. I think the test is before him
and other Iraqi leaders as we speak. Right now
they can make a series of decisions. Regardless
of what’s happened in the past, right now is a
moment where the fate of Iraq hangs in the
balance, and the test for all of them is going to
be whether they can overcome the mistrust,
the deep sectarian divisions, in some cases just
political opportunism, and say this is bigger
than any one of us and we’ve got to make sure
that we do what’s right for the Iraqi people.
And that’s a challenge.

That’s not something that the United States
can do for them. That’s not something, by the
way, that the United States Armed Forces can
do for them. We can provide them the space;
we can provide them the tools. But ultimately,
they’re going to have to make those decisions.

In the meantime, my job is to make sure
that American personnel there are safe, that
we are consulting with the Iraqi security forc-
es, that we’re getting a better assessment of
what’s on the ground, and that we’re recogniz-
ing the dangers of ISIL over the long term and
developing the kinds of comprehensive coun-
terterrorism strategies that we’re going to need
to deal with this issue. And that’s going to in-
volve some short-term responses to make sure
that ISIL is not obtaining capacity to endanger
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us directly or our allies and partners. But it also
is going to require some long-term strategies as
well.

Because part of what we’ve with respect to
ISIL is a broader trend that I talked about at
West Point: a—rather than a single network, a
discreet network of terrorists, this fluid combi-
nation of hardened terrorists, disaffected local
leadership. And where there’s vacuums,
they’re filling it and creating the potential for
serious danger for all concerned.

So, all right? Thank you very much.

Iran’s Role in Iraq and the Middle East

Q. What about Iran, Mr. President? What
about Iran, Mr. President? Any words on what
you’re willing to do——

The President. With respect——
Q. ——and are you also willing to work with

them?
The President. Our view is that Iran can play

a constructive role if it is helping to send the
same message to the Iraqi Government that
we’re sending, which is that Iraq only holds to-
gether if it’s inclusive and that—if the interests
of Sunni, Shia, and Kurd are all respected. If
Iran is coming in solely as an armed force on
behalf of the Shia, and if it is framed in that
fashion, then that probably worsens the situa-
tion and the prospect for government forma-
tion that would actually be constructive over
the long term.

Q. What’s your sense of that right now?

The President. Well, I think that just as
Iraq’s leaders have to make decisions, I think
Iran has heard from us. We’ve indicated to
them that it is important for them to avoid
steps that might encourage the kind of sectari-
an splits that might lead to civil war.

And the one thing that I think is—has to be
emphasized, we have deep differences with
Iran across the board on a whole host of issues.
Obviously, what’s happened in Syria in part is
the result of Iran coming in hot and heavy on
one side. And Iran obviously should consider
the fact that if it is—its view of the region is
solely through sectarian frames, they could
find themselves fighting in a whole lot of plac-
es. And that’s probably not good for the Irani-
an economy or the Iranian people over the
long term either. I suspect there are folks in
Iran who recognize that. A Iraq in chaos on
their borders is probably not in their interests.
But old habits die hard, and we’ll have to see
whether they can take what I think would be a
more promising path over the next several
days. All right?

Thank you very much, everybody.

NOTE: The President spoke at 1:32 p.m. in the
James S. Brady Press Briefing Room at the
White House. In his remarks, he referred to
President Bashar al-Asad of Syria; and Speaker
of the Iraqi Council of Representatives Usama
Abdul Aziz Al-Najafi. He also referred to the
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) ter-
rorist organization.

Remarks on Presenting the Medal of Honor to Corporal William Kyle
Carpenter
June 19, 2014

Thank you, everybody. Please be seated. On
behalf of Michelle and myself, welcome to the
White House.

The man you see before you today, Corporal
William Kyle Carpenter, should not be alive
today. Hand grenades are one of the most aw-
ful weapons of war. They only weigh about a
pound, but they’re packed with TNT. If one
lands nearby, you have mere seconds to seek
cover. When it detonates, its fragments shoot

out in every direction. And even at a distance,
that spray of shrapnel can inflict devastating in-
juries on the human body. Up close, it’s almost
certain death.

But we are here because this man, this Unit-
ed States marine, faced down that terrible ex-
plosive power, that unforgiving force, with his
own body—willingly and deliberately—to pro-
tect a fellow marine. When that grenade ex-
ploded, Kyle Carpenter’s body took the brunt
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