
AFTER IRAQ’S 2007 AFC ASIAN CUP VICTORY RECEIVED WORLDWIDE ACCLAIM, 
THE ONCE WAR-RAVAGED NATION AGAIN CLAIMED GLOBAL HEADLINES AS A 

SEMI-FINAL APPEARANCE AT LAST YEAR’S FIFA U-20 WORLD CUP BROUGHT A 
NEW GENERATION OF STARS TO THE FOREFRONT, WITH COACH 

HAKEEM SHAKIR CENTRAL TO THE REBUILDING PROCESS.

INTERVIEW: HAKEEM SHAKIR

GOLDEN TIMES 
AHEAD FOR IRAQ
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T
he year 2013 heralded such 
a revival in the fortunes of 
Iraqi football, that talk has 
begun of a new golden 
generation of players to 
repeat the feats of the 
legendary 2007 Asian Cup 
winners, should they qualify 

for the 2015 AFC Asian Cup in Australia.
This time last year, the senior team 

made it to the finals at the Gulf Cup and 
over the summer, with the world watching, 
Iraq claimed a historic fourth place at 
the FIFA U-20 World Cup as the nation’s 
youngsters shocked the world. Iraq also 
qualified for the AFC U-22 Championship 
finals in Oman with an unbeaten record.

From leading the national team at the 
regional tournament in Bahrain, to guiding 
Iraq’s youth on their unprecedented FIFA 
U-20 World Cup campaign in Turkey, 
there has been a consistent influence 
throughout: the man of many coaching 
hats, Hakeem Shakir.

“All the success we have had has been 
because of this new golden generation and 
I am sure this generation can continue our 
success in the upcoming matches,” says 
the 51-year-old Shakir.

“If we can keep this group of players 
together I hope that they can achieve a 
lot of success, and especially in the big 
competitions.” 

Shakir has been involved in some form 
of Iraqi football for over 20 years and has 
coached the national team from the U-17 
level upwards.  

Indeed, such was Shakir’s omnipresence 
that at one period, from late 2012 to early 
2013, the multi-tasking maestro was in 
charge of three Iraqi national teams – the 
senior team, the Olympic team and the 
youth team - at the same time. 

But it was in 2011, in his second stint as 

Iraq U-20 manager, that he came across a 
group of players that would begin to mould 
into the newest stars of the men’s national 
team.

The side advanced to the 2012 AFC 
U-19 Championship finals with an 
unbeaten record in the qualifiers and 
reached the final undefeated, only to lose 
to Korea Republic on penalties after a 1-1 
draw.  

However, the top three finish meant 
qualification for the 2013 FIFA U-20 World 
Cup the following year in Turkey, where 
the team were about to become the talk of 
the tournament. 

After winning Group E by beating both 
Egypt and Chile, and salvaging a draw 
with England thanks to a sumptuous last-
minute equaliser from full-back Ali Adnan, 
Iraq knocked out Paraguay in the Round of 
16 and Korea Republic at the quarter-final 
stage before suffering penalty shootout 
heartbreak against Uruguay in the semi-
finals.

And at the AFC Annual Awards in 
November, recognition of their efforts was 
duly given as the Iraq U-20s were named 
AFC National Team of the Year and the 
prodigiously talented Adnan won AFC 
Youth Player of the Year, while Shakir 
received a nomination for AFC Coach of 
the Year.

“It is great to be recognised for your 
work and your success and when the 
success comes after so many challenges, 
getting a chance to win an award shows 
you are on the right direction,” says Shakir.

“Our success came after so many 
challenges. Football might still not be in 
the country but through our hard work 
we are achieving success and winning 
awards.”

Just as the fabled 2007 AFC Asian Cup 
winners proved their worth at U-22 level 

– eight of the players who were in the squad 
that finished fourth at the 2004 Olympic 
Games, including icons Younus Mahmood 
and Nashat Akram, started in the continental 
final against Saudi Arabia three years later – 
so, too, have the new stars that Shakir has 
brought through the ranks looking to make 
an impact at the tournament in Australia next 
year. 

All 11 of the players who played for him at 
the 2012 AFC U-19 Championship finals have 
received senior call-ups. Along with Adnan, 
Mohammed Hameed, Humam Tareq, Sarif 
Salman, Mohanad Abdulraheem, Mohammed 
Jabbar Rabat and Ali Faez Atiyah have all 
played in the most recent 2015 AFC Asian 
Cup qualifying games under watchful eyes 
that belong to a familiar face.

Following his caretaker role overseeing 
the 2012 West Asian Football Federation 
Championship and 2013 Gulf Cup finalists, 
Shakir was restored to the helm of the 
senior men’s team in September after a 
series of bad results led to the dismissal of 
his predecessor, Serbian coach Vladimir 
Petrovic.

However, back-to-back defeats against 
regional rivals Saudi Arabia in the qualifying 
stage mean that should this new generation 
of players wish to emulate the 2007 vintage, 
they must pass their next test: the crucial final 
qualifying match against China in March.  

Having won just two of their qualifiers 
so far, and with the Chinese national team 
currently two points ahead, Shakir knows this 
game is a must-win for him and his men.

“We have to prove our success through 
more hard work and achieve more success,” 
he adds. 

“We now have a very important match 
against China in the Asian Cup qualifiers and 
in this match we can qualify for the Asian 
Cup. We can prove that we are on the right 
track so we will look to continue our success.” 


