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Abstract  

 

Building upon analyses of Iraqi telecommunications documents and in-depth interviews with 

members of five different communities in rural Iraq that lack reliable broadband connectivity, 

this exploratory research examines the intersection between the policy issues and the experiences 

of Iraqis regarding broadband connections in rural Iraq. Findings suggest that the Iraqi rural 

broadband policy has failed in the following areas: freedoms in allocating money and mapping 

and an unrestricted time frame. These failures occur because of favoring private telecom 

companies over public interest. Further, the policy failure has been impacting rural Iraqis in the 

following aspects: exclusion from broadband service, social isolation, waiting without hope, and 

slow and intermittent connectivity. Finally, this research provides unique and rare information 

about the Iraqi telecom sector, which suffers from a dearth of scholarly research, that could 

contribute to closing the knowledge gap in the telecom field. 

Keywords: Iraqi telecommunication, Iraqi rural broadband, policy failure, social exclusion 

theory, regulatory capture theory  

 

 

Executive Summary 

 

The lack of accessibility to broadband connections in Iraqi rural areas has been a policy problem 

for over a decade. Unlike urban cities that are provided with a reliable connection, rural 

communities have had over 11 million Iraqi residents waiting for wireline broadband 

connections and the necessary steps from policymakers and government officials for many years; 
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despite billions of dollars spent to fix the issue, nothing has changed (Haddad & Rossotto, 2017). 

The problem was compounded because of COVID-19, as the lockdown made it necessary for 

Iraqis to study and work online from home. Unfortunately, there is a lack of scholarly research 

on the inability of Iraqi telecommunications to address such a critical problem. 

 

This paper uses a qualitative research method and theories of policy failure and technology 

maintenance and conducts thematic coding analysis to answer the research question concerned 

with the policy failure and the waiting experience of rural Iraqis for fixed broadband. To address 

this question, I rely on two methods: analysis of secondary documents of Iraqi 

telecommunications and in-depth interviews with members of five different communities in rural 

Iraq that lack fixed broadband connectivity. Both the documents and the interviews will be 

analyzed using thematic coding analysis, which is predicated on the identification of patterns and 

themes (Herzog et al., 2019). 

 

Due to the paucity of published material related to Iraqi telecommunications, this manuscript 

conducts exploratory research examining the intersection between the policy failure of the Iraqi 

rural–urban digital divide and the waiting experience of rural Iraqis for fixed broadband. Further, 

this paper highlights the global implications for the telecommunications sector represented by a 

crisis of public financing.  

 

The expected findings are the following: Waiting for a fixed broadband connection is an irksome 

experience that might affect the rural communities’ residents’ lives, including aspects like 

education, work, and health. Further, the end of the Iraqi rural residents’ experience of waiting 
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for fixed broadband is fully controlled by government officials and policymakers. Lastly, a crisis 

regarding the telecom finance budget might exist due to the inappropriate allocation of funds for 

rural broadband projects. 

 

 

Introduction 

The appearance of ISIS in 2014, followed by COVID-19, forced many Iraqis to rely on 

the Internet to do their daily activities remotely, such as work or attending school (Alsabah et al., 

2021). These sudden crises heavily impacted over 11 million rural residents' areas, which 

account for about 28 percent of the total Iraqi population, and possibly as many as 60% of rural 

Iraqis who lack broadband connections (Ahmad & Saeed, 2021; Abdulridha & Gadder, 2020; 

Haddad & Rossotto, 2017; The World Bank, n.d).1 In a nutshell, a major percentage of Iraqi rural 

residents' areas' important daily Internet activities (e.g., work, education, shopping, etc.) are 

acutely impacted by the lack of a broadband connection.  

Supplying the rural areas in Iraq with the basic infrastructure for technology, such as 

electricity and landline phone service, was a critical policy concern during the time of President 

Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr in the 1970s (Badeeb, 1990). In the period from 1998 to 2003, Iraqi 

policymakers' discussions focused on providing rural areas with infrastructure for landline phone 

service (Abubakr & Kaya, 2021). In recent years, rural broadband connectivity has become the 

main concern for Iraqi policymakers. Unlike urban cities in Iraq, which enjoy reliable 

connections (Haddad & Rossotto, 2017), rural cities still lack the basic infrastructure to provide 

fixed broadband connections (e.g., wireless broadband connections) (Johni, 2020). As many 

 
1 The Iraqi ministry of communication illustrated that the rural areas in Iraq are scattered places with a population of 

3000 or less and are located outside the urban cities (Ministry of Communication, 2011). 
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economists illustrate, one of the main rural broadband connection problems lies in market failure 

due to the unwillingness of the private market to build up infrastructure in rural areas because of 

the high investment costs and low return on profits(Ali, 2020; Pickard, 2015). 

Accordingly, this research analyzes current rural broadband policies as implemented by 

the Ministry of Communications of Iraq, the agency responsible for Iraqi telecommunications 

regulation. Building on the critical political economy and theories of policy failure and social 

exclusion, I argue that the Iraqi rural broadband policy has failed in the following three areas: 

freedom in allocating money, freedom in mapping, and unrestricted time frame. These failures 

occur because of favoring private telecom companies over public interest. Further, the failure of 

the Iraqi rural broadband policy has been impacting rural Iraqis in the following four aspects: 

exclusion from the broadband service, social isolation, waiting without hope for a broadband 

connection, and slow and intermittent connectivity. 

This article examine the intersection between the policy failures and the experiences of 

rural Iraqis regarding broadband connections. I start with a literature review to explore the Iraqi 

rural broadband connection before discussing the method and theories. Then, I will analyze the 

Iraqi rural broadband policy failure. Next, I will analyze the experience of Iraqis in rural areas in 

regard to broadband connection service. Finally, I will conclude with recommendations for rural 

broadband policy improvement in Iraq. 

Literature Review 

Rural Broadband Connection in Iraq 

The lack of infrastructure availability appeared to be one of the critical aspects that have 

impacted the broadband connection in rural Iraqi areas since the fall of Saddam’s regime in 2003 

(Haddad & Rossotto, 2017). In 2020, the Ministry of Communications of Iraq reported that about 
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60 % of rural Iraqi residents lack access to a broadband connection due to the lack of 

infrastructure, which is a major part of this issue (Alsabah et al., 2021; United Nations, 2020). 

Besides, the Ministry of Communications of Iraq reported on the affordability issue of broadband 

connection in rural Iraqi areas (Freedom of the house, 2022). The Ministry of Communications 

of Iraq found that Iraqis in rural areas paid about 170 thousand Iraqi dinars, about $116 per 

month, which is more than twice the subscription each month in urban areas, which is estimated 

to be equivalent to about $50 (Freedom of the house, 2022). 

Very few scholars explored the subject of broadband connections in rural areas of the 

Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI). Scholars shed light on the benefit of connecting the rural areas 

in KRI with the broadband connection that is represented by economic growth, job creation, and 

the increase in the rate of rural education (Haddad & Rossotto, 2017). Other scholars touch on 

the KRI government’s plans to deploy broadband in rural areas in order to give more rural people 

access to a reliable Internet connection from home (Ahmad & Saeed, 2021). In addition, very 

few scholars discuss the benefits of the investment of foreign companies in broadband projects in 

the rural areas of KRI (Abbas Zadeh & Kirmanj, 2017; Demir, 019). Despite the literature that 

covered the KRI government’s plans for a broadband connection in the rural areas and its impact 

on the economic, social, and educational aspects, few scholars explored the broadband subsidy 

projects that helped supply more of the rural areas of KRI with a fixed broadband connection. 

For instance, some studies assessed the KRI government policy regarding subsidy programs in 

rural areas and their impact on the accessibility and affordability of broadband connections (Al-

Sabah et al., 2021).  

The findings and research gaps of these studies clearly indicate the need for more 

research on the rural broadband connection policy in Iraq. A more in-depth scholarly 
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investigation needs to explore the abandoned area of research in the telecommunication sector 

and its policies in Iraq. Therefore, the objective of this study is to fulfill these information gaps 

by focusing on the rural broadband policy and deployment in Iraq. 

Regulatory Capture  

Since the fall of Saddam’s regime back in 2003, a lot of policies and regulations have 

changed in different sectors, including the communication one (Katsos et al., 2019; Rittich, 

2018). This change in Iraqi policies and regulations turned in the direction of aiming to 

deregulate the market. (Katsos et al., 2019; Rittich, 2018). Yet, many scholars have argued that 

the updated or changed policies and regulations after 2003 have fallen in favor of the industry 

side, not for the sake of serving the Iraqi citizens’ interest (Khedir, 2022; Chilmeran & Pratt, 

2019). The Iraqi policies’ favoring of the industry led to failure in addressing critical issues such 

as providing Iraqis access to essential services like technology, which are required for their daily 

activities. Telecommunications could be one of the sectors of Iraqi society that have policies that 

fail to address the needs of Iraqi citizens, such as the need the broadband connections in rural 

areas. Therefore, the regulatory capture theory is chosen for this research as it could provide a 

suitable theoretical framework to cover the Iraqi rural broadband connection issues.   

Carpenter and Moss (2014) defined regulatory capture theory as “the result or process by 

which regulation, in law or application, is consistently or repeatedly directed away from the 

public interest and toward the interests of the regulated industry, by the tent and action of the 

industry itself” (p. 13). Horwitz (1989) illustrates that regulatory capture occurs when 

government officials protect the interests of telecommunication industries, as in the example of 

how AT&T’s interests remained protected under the FCC policies until 1980. Further, scholars 

have also linked the regulatory capture theory to policy failure. Ali (2020) mentioned that “at its 
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broadest, policy failure, or the more specific, regulatory failure, occurs when established policies 

and regulations fail to accomplish a stated goal. For instance, regulation, which is meant to 

uphold the public interest, fails when it is captured by industry interests.” (p. 6). 

Regarding the literature about regulatory capture, this study falls within the direction of 

Carpenter and Moss (2014), Ali (2020), and others, which the government officials and 

telecommunication industry view as a chronic problem that goes against the public interests. 

Thus, it can be assumed that the experience of rural Iraqi residence areas when it comes to 

broadband connection is impacted by broadband policies that favor the telecommunications 

industry and deny rural Iraqi communities the broadband service they need. 

Social Exclusion 

Social exclusion theory suggests that groups of people are excluded from receiving 

access to services like technology, education, healthcare, and others based on variant factors, 

such as geographic location, social class, and race (Reddick et al., 2020; Freedman et al., 2016; 

Helsper, 2017; Fraser, 2010). Social exclusion theory provides a theoretical framework that helps 

in exploring the experiences of groups that are excluded from accessing services (Levitas, 1998; 

Maxwell et al., 2013). Further, scholars use the social exclusion theory to examine the indicating 

factors of exclusion of those who don’t have access to services. For instance, a study by Reddick 

et al. (2020) examines the “indicator for exclusion” in communities that do not have access to a 

broadband connection (p. 3). In addition, social exclusion theory offers a framework to examine 

the intersection between policy and its impacts on socially excluded groups (Sen, 1995). Reddick 

et al. (2020) find that “social exclusion may not occur with deliberate motivation to exclude 

groups of people, but an unintended outcome as a result of social processes or policy decision 

makings” (p. 3). 
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With the literature discussed above in mind, social exclusion theory will be used as a 

theoretical framework in this paper, especially with regard to exploring the experiences of rural 

Iraqi communities when it comes to broadband connections. The social exclusion theory 

framework can also help investigate the intersection between policy issues and the experiences 

of rural Iraqi residents. This study follows the direction of Sen (1995) and Reddick et al. (2020) 

and uses the social exclusion theory to explore rural Iraqi communities as groups that are 

excluded from accessing broadband connectivity, and rural broadband policies could impact this 

issue. 

Despite the universal experience of rural broadband connection having issues and the 

universal confession of the rural broadband policy problems, few scholarly works explore their 

junction in the Iraqi telecommunication sector. Therefore, to fill this research gap, building upon 

theories of regulatory capture and social exclusion, this study raises the following questions 

regarding the Iraqi rural broadband policy and the experience of rural Iraqis with broadband 

connection:  

RQ1: What are the primary objectives of the Iraqi rural broadband policy? 

RQ2: How does the Iraqi rural broadband policy compare with the experiences of rural Iraqis 

regarding broadband access? 

Method 

This paper conducted a thematic coding analysis (T.A.) to address the research questions 

concerned with the policy and the experience of rural Iraqis with broadband connection. T.A. 

focuses on the identification of patterns and themes (Ali, 2020). Herzog et al. (2019) mentioned 

that T.A. is “one of the most straightforward ways of deducing patterns of meaning— referred to 

as themes— from qualitative data. In its essence, T.A. consists of analytical constructions of: (a) 
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codes, (b) themes in qualitative verbal expressions, and (c) patterns of recurrence, evolution, or 

association with these themes.” (p. 358). Besides, hermeneutic analysis was used to interpret the 

findings of this study.  

To address the research questions of this study, this paper relies on two primary methods:  

First, to answer RQ1 related to the Iraqi rural broadband policy, this manuscript conducts 

an analysis of secondary documents of the Iraqi telecommunications sector related to the Iraqi 

Ministry of Communication regarding the rural broadband connection policies between 2012 to 

2021. This paper analyzed the following main rural broadband policies: the National Internet 

Project (NIP) (Freedom of the house, 2022; National Internet Project, 2021). The NIP policies 

were selected for this study because they considered the main actions taken by the Iraqi ministry 

of communication, which aimed at closing the urban–rural digital divide in terms of access to a 

broadband connection. These policies also represent the history of the rural broadband policies 

taken from 2012 to 2021 (Alsabah et al. 2021).  

Second, to answer RQ2 related to the Iraqi's rural experience of broadband connection, 

this paper conducted analysis through online interviews of Iraqi rural residential areas of 

different counties in the following five cities: Ramdai county, Al Anbar city; Rumaitha county, 

Al Muthanna city; Boquba county, Diyala city; Kut county, Waist city; and Dhi Qar county, Al 

Nasiriyah city. These five counties were chosen because of their rural location and the lack of 

reliable broadband connection. In this case, the interviews help the researcher examine “the 

meaning of the participants’ words and actions” by triggering them to tell their stories with 

details instead of directly answering the questions (Mathews & Ali, 2022, p. 5).  

Iraqi Rural Broadband Policy Findings  

Freedom in Allocating Money  
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One of the main problems of these policies is that the ministry gives the telecom 

companies too much freedom in asking for monies from the $170 million allocated for the NIP 

project. Not surprisingly, when the Iraqi Ministry of Communications gives the freedom to 

telecom companies to allocate the money, areas with a high population density that could return 

a profit (i.e., Baghdad and Basra) for these telecom companies were chosen to receive the money 

rather than rural areas.  

Freedom in Mapping 

The other main problem in these policies is that the Ministry of Communications of Iraq 

allows telecom companies the freedom to decide on the regions they want to provide broadband 

connection. Giving the telecom companies the freedom to choose the rural areas that will be 

provided with broadband connection means there is no guarantee these companies will choose 

the rural areas with fewer populations, which might not be profitable.  

Figure (1). Unserved wrongly mapped rural areas (Umm Qasar, Al Fao, and Al- Zubair) 

mapped as “served” with broadband connection in Basra city. (accessed December 

2022). Source: Satellite. Pro. 

 

Unrestricted Time Frame 

One of the major problems found in the Iraqi rural broadband connection policy is 

allowing telecommunication companies to work with minimum restrictions on the time frame 

they were allowed the broadband projects to serve the unconnected areas. The Ministry of 

Communication of Iraq mentioned that security is the main reason behind not restricting the time 

frames given to telecom companies to finish establishing a broadband connection in unconnected 

areas (i.e., rural areas) (Freedom of the house, 2022; Alsabah et al. 2021).  



Iraqi Rural Broadband Connection: 2024 PTC 

 

Figure (2). The red stars show the areas left without broadband connection due to the 

claim of security threats mentioned by telecom companies, based on the NIP report of 

2021. (accessed December. 2022). Source: Satellite.Pro. 

 

Findings of Rural Iraqis’ Broadband Experiences 

Exclusion from the Broadband Service 

The majority of the participants indicate that their waiting for a reliable broadband 

connection is “pointless” because they feel they are “excluded from receiving reliable broadband 

service.” Ahmed Hashim, who is in his late 40s, from Baquba county, mentioned: 

In fact, I feel that our rural areas with a small population density have been excluded 

from reliable broadband services in addition to other services such as health and 

education. Looking at broadband services in Baghdad and the rest of the major cities with 

high population densities, we find that high-quality broadband services are available 

there, such as high-speed Internet. I don't know why we are excluded from getting the 

same broadband service that is available in the big cities. 

 

Social Isolation 

Many of the participants in this study indicated that they are socially isolated from the 

rest of their friends or relatives who live in different provinces of Iraq, or some of them live in 

European and Arab countries. For instance, Maryam Rasheed mentioned that “I and even my 

friends and relatives feel that we are socially isolated when the Internet service is interrupted or 

when the Internet services are poor. That is why I hope that Iraqi politicians will be serious about 

improving Internet services in our rural areas.”  

Hopeless Waiting  

Waiting for broadband connection to be established connection was the answer from the 

majority of the five Iraqi rural counties that were interviewed in this paper. Residents of these 

Iraqi rural areas describe their waiting for broadband connection as “waiting without hope” over 
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more than a decade. Ahmed Hashim, from Baquba county said: “Our waiting for a reliable 

broadband service in Baquba county is pointless.”  

Intermittent and Slow Internet Service 

Many of the participants in this study indicated that they suffer from a very slow Internet 

speed, in addition to the continuous interruption in the Internet service in their rural areas. 

Specifically, the participants in this study indicated that a weak Internet speed is not a new 

problem, as the problem of slow Internet speed has been around for several years. In addition, 

the participants in this study indicated that the Internet service in their rural areas is interrupted 

almost every day.  

In addition, the participants in this study indicated that they pay high subscription fees for 

the Internet service in their rural areas, but despite that, they are provided with a slow and 

intermittent Internet service almost every day. Besides that, the participants explained that they 

do not know what the real reason behind the poor Internet service is in rural areas or the 

interruption of this service, which is almost a chronic problem in their areas. For instance, Saif 

Wael Nawar said, “[I] personally do not know what is the real reason behind the intermittent and 

repeated Internet services every two or three days. This is a real and major problem that we face 

when we use the Internet.” 
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