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Abdul Mahdi in the eye of the storm

Our View

From a certain point of view, the answer to
the question - Is Adel Abdul Mahdi responsi-
ble for the government failure? can be a deci-
sive YES. He is the Prime Minster, the head
of the executive, and in this capacity he de-
clared commitment to the implementation of
his government’s programme. However, the
Ministry of Planning and the Parliamentary
Committee, for overseeing government pro-
gramme implementation, both declared that
implementation stands at only 37%. This is a
low achievement indeed after 11 months in
power. Maybe this meagre percentage is a true
reflection of the daily life gloom for ordinary
Iraqis, who are suffering poor public services
and stumbling development programmes and
projects.

This reality is fermenting anger and despair at
the failure to achieve anything worthy of the
grand promises issued 11 months ago. Most
people will sum up the government record as
an “abject failure”.

From another point of view, the answer could
be NO! Because his appointment was the re-
sult of a compromise between large blocks
competing for power, influence and spoils.
These blocks, in fact, hold and dominate key
positions in the executive to an extent that
Abdul Mehdi is almost without real power. He
is hostage to the shifting sands of deals and
balances that brought him into this job.

In a state with incomplete sovereignty, domi-
nated by shameful and corrupt political sys-
tem based on patronage, misrepresentation
and unbridled abuse of power in all branches;
legislature, judicial and executive. In addition,
the PM found himself right in the eye of the
storm of a momentous struggle between inter-
national and regional powers none of them
will hesitate in breaching Iraq’s sovereignty to
get what they want.

Failure points in Abdul Mehdi’s account are
mounting and getting more complicated, just
take the example of the PM’s attempt to re-
organise the Popular Mobilisation Units,
which he initiated two months ago. His orders
were thwarted and challenged belligerently
(e.g. in Sinjar and Nineveh valley) that it end-
ed up worthless and futile. Some of the PMU
commanders act outside the control of the Ira-
qi government. There is also the example of
PM’s orders to control Iraqi airspace, which
was breached within few days when an attack,
by unidentified drones of aircrafts, which tar-
geted munition storage near an Iraqi airbase in
Balad, where Iraq’s F-16s fighter jets are sta-
tioned.

These days there are discussions about calling
the PM to questioning at the parliament, or
even sacking him. We also note the announce-
ment of Saairun (one of the big blocks sup-
ported by Al-Sadder) in this regard.

Abdul Mehdi is a product of this “Muhasasa”

corrupt system and one of its pillars and this
system is the main part of his failure. He
brought this baggage with him into the PM’s
office just as he brought his personal belong-
ing to the PM’s official residence.

Just repacing Abdul Mehdi will change noth-
ing. There will be little sympathy if he goes,
one who was appointed via a dodgy deal can
be ousted with even dodgier deal, and there is
Q) shortage of wishful candidates.

Iraqi Democratic Movement — UK
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Frequent attacks
(possibly) by drones
... with unpredictable

political repercussions
London - Democratic Voice

Within a short period of no more than
two weeks, camps of factions in the
Popular Mobilization Units (PMU) or
munitions warehouses have recently
been subjected to repeated attacks,
reportedly using drones. The attacks
included sites close to residential
neighbourhoods and those close to
Iraqi armed forces bases, causing casu-
alties and property losses. Government
sources, like the Popular Mobilization
factions, contradicted the assertion that
they were drones or Israeli or Ameri-
can warplanes and even the possibility
that sabotage operations were carried
out on the ground.

The stated reactions of the PMU lead-
ers were conflicting. Perhaps the most
expressive difference in what actually
happened was between the deputy
head of the PMU, Jamal Jaafar al Ibra-
him, known as Abu Mahdi Al-
Mohandes, who was quick to accuse
the United States of bringing four Is-
raeli drones into the country to target
the PMU weapons depots, and the
statement issued by Faleh Alfayyadh,
head of the PMU, in which he side-
lined his deputy’s statement, pointing
out that the latter’s views do not repre-
sent those of the Iraqi government or
the PUM’s itself.

On the other hand, Alfayyadh’s state-
ment did mention that the recent

bombings of the PMU’s weapons de-
pots were an external measure.
Furthermore, between the views of Al-
Mohandes and al Fayyad, the fiery
rhetoric of other factions in the PMU
and politicians close to Iran, started to
be vocal, vowing to retaliate against
America and Israel with decisive re-
sponse and sever retaliation.

However, and paradoxically, the at-
tacks continued after the commander-
in-chief of the armed forces, Adel Ab-
dul Mabhdi, issued a no-fly order in
Iraqi airspace without his consent.

For their part, Israeli sources hinted at
Israel's role in these strikes, which
emptied the orders of Abdul-Mahdi
from their content and took a turn car-
rying cynicism and ridicule, especially
after the attack near the Balad air base,
which houses F-16 aircraft belonging
to the Iraqi Air Force.

AL

prehensive plans to move the ware-
houses and camps of the Ministries of
Defence, Interior, Popular Mobiliza-
tion Units, Tribal or any other factions
that participated in the battles against
ISIS out of the cities. According to
these decisions, final implementation
orders would be issued before the end
of August to make cities free of such
camps and depots.

The decisions also included consider-
ing any presence of military camps or
arms depots outside the plan as
"irregular" and would be dealt with in
accordance with law and order.

Abdul Mahdi himself also gave in-
structions to "cancel all approvals re-
lated to aviation in Iraqi airspace
(reconnaissance, armed reconnais-
sance, fighter aircraft, helicopters,
drones of all kinds) for all Iraqi and
non-Iraqi ", provided that " approvals
are issued by the commander in chief
of the armed forces exclusively or
whoever is duly authorized by him.”
In this fraught and uncertain climate,
one does not need much common
sense to conclude that these attacks are
part of a US-Iranian conflict that Israel

¥ has embarked upon.

It is worth noting that the attack near
Balad came just five days after the
release of Abdul Mahdi’s decisions in
connection with the incident of the Al
Saqr camp, which caused several
deaths and injuries. He also demanded
a thorough investigation requiring re-
sults to be announced within a week.
Abdul Mahdi's decisions outlined the
necessity for the completion of com-

¥ Iraq happened to be the landscape for

such a climate. We have a political
system that proved its inability and
failure to maintain the inviolability of
the sovereignty of the country and the
safety of its people. The government
should think of creating national de-
fences that could block the way for
foreign interventions and prevent the
transformation of its land into an arena
for settling regional and international
disputes.

_/

Another step to create an alternative to the Iraqi Army, or an indica-

tion of the struggle inside the PMU?

Deputy Head of PMU, Al-Mohandes, announces the establishment of PMU Airforce.

London — Democratic Voice

On Thursday 05" September, various
media outlets reported and widely cir-
culated a document signed by Al-
Mohandes, deputy head of PMU, de-
creeing “We decided to create an air
force directorate and to appoint Mr
Salah Mehdi Hantoosh to be the inter-
im head of the directorate”.

This decision came in the wake of sev-
eral attacks on PMU camps and muni-
tion facilities in different parts of Iraq.
Those attacks caused considerable
damage and several casualties. One of
the attacks, in the western part of Iraq,
claimed the life of a leading PMU fig-
ure. There were conflicting reports and
stories about how these attacks
were carried out, who was be-
hind it and why.

Irag’s PM, Mr Abdul Mehdi,
had ordered two months ago a
decree aiming to reorganise the
PMU and to bring it further un-
der the state control. That decree
included; merger of all PMU
units into the Iraqi security forc-
es, bringing PMU under the
command and control of PM’s
office, PM to appoint the head of |
PMU, the use of Iraqi army

units, structures, names and ranks
across the PMU. More importantly he
decreed that PMU should sever all po-
litical links and command chains with
parties and organisations outside the
military establishment. Predictably,
PM’s orders were faced with consider-
able resistance and, in some cases,
harsh defiance, which resulted in de-
lays and hesitant implementation.

The Iraqi air force commander, Gen.
Anwar Hama Amin said, on Thursday,
that he did not have information about
anew PMU air force. In addition, and
according to Rudaw Network, an au-
thorised source within the office of the
head of PMU, Mr Alfayyadh denied
that such a decision has been taken.

Al-Mohandes - Hantoosh - Sulimani

7 " It appears that, Salah Mehdi Han-

. PMU air force, was named in sanc-

| people; three Iraqis, Mr Hantoosh

This contradiction between Alfayyadh
and his deputy, Al-Mohades, is not the
first in the last few weeks. The two
men contradicted each other when Al-
Mohandes said Israel was behind the
attacks on PMU, only for Alfayyadh to
say on the following day that Al-
Mohandes’s views were not the offi-
cial view of PMU and the Iraqi gov-
ernment.

There were widespread reactions to the
news from the public as well as politi-
cal parties and groups. Perhaps the
strongest views were expressed by
Mugtada Al-Sader, who tweeted
“Goodbye my homeland, this can be
considered a declaration of the end of
the Iraqi government.. and a transition
from a state of the law to: the state
of riots”. He also wrote “If the gov-
ernment do not take firm steps..then
¢ 1 will disown it..”

toosh, the newly appointed head of
| tions announced by the USA Treas-
ury, back in October 2012. Those
sanctions were imposed on four

was one of them, plus one Iranian.
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Iran thrusts Iraq into the line of
fire
Baria Alamuddin, Arab News

For the first time since a 1981 airstrike destroyed Sad-
dam Hussein’s clandestine nuclear capabilities, Iraqis
find themselves under attack from Israel. Bases belong-
ing to Iran-backed elements of Iraq’s paramilitary
movement, Al-Hashd Al-Shaabi, have been rocked by a
succession of mysterious explosions, the latest at a
weapons depot in Baghdad last week. As if there was
any doubt, media and military sources in Tel Aviv con-
cur that these blasts were indeed Israeli strikes.

Substantial arsenals of rockets — including Zelzal and
Fateh-110 missiles with ranges of up to 700 kilometers
— have been smuggled to Al-Hashd bases throughout
Iraq. Al-Hashd militants even fired missiles at Saudi oil
installations.

Did Tehran seriously believe that all-seeing, all-
knowing Israel would not notice or act against these
mushrooming missile stockpiles? Israelis claim that US
President Donald Trump gave a tacit green light when
he said: “We give Israel $4.5 billion a year. And they’re
doing very well defending themselves.” Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo had hurriedly visited Baghdad, ap-
parently to show Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul-
Mahdi images of rockets being amassed under his nose
— warning that Israeli retaliation was imminent. Abdul-
Mahdi rushed to Tehran on July 22, immediately after
the initial Israeli strike, perhaps in a panicked attempt to
forestall escalation.

Sanctions-wracked Tehran has been struggling to sus-
tain its paramilitary posture in Syria. Even Hezbollah
has seen its funding slashed. Russian President Vladimir
Putin has furthermore made a show of keeping his
promise to Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
of reining in the Iranian proxies. The strategic shift to
Iraq was Tehran’s countermove. While Tel Aviv could
rain hell down upon Iranian assets parked just north of
Israel’s borders, comprehensive strikes against Iraq are
logistically a different story; not least because Israeli F-
35 warplanes cannot reach Iraq without refueling in mid
-air (US military assets in Syria may have facilitated the

The Democratic Voice

recent strikes). Meanwhile, because Al-Hashd militants
are on the Iraqi state payroll, cash-strapped Iran is in the
enviable position of boasting a standing army that it
doesn’t have to pay for.

Who runs Iraq? In response to US demands for Baghdad
to commercially disentangle itself from Tehran, an Al-
Hashd commander retorted: “Americans know that if
any Iraqi government takes a step against Iran, it will be
toppled in a few weeks.” Yet parliamentarians were
mystified at the Abdul-Mahdi government’s refusal to
condemn missile strikes against Iraqi territory. As the
Haaretz newspaper asked: “Is Iraq a new Israeli front in
its war against the Iranian threat... Or is Iraq a hidden
ally, which, even if it won’t participate in the war on
Iran, also won’t interfere with foreign efforts — Israeli,
American or Saudi — to fight Iran on its territory?”

Irag’s ambassador to Washington controversially de-
clared that “there are objective reasons that may call for
normalizing relations with Israel.” Ongoing Iraqi-Israeli
communications are a badly-kept secret; yet do these
aspire to neutralize Iranian meddling? Or do these con-
tacts enjoy Tehran’s blessing as a means of carving out
zones of influence across the Arab world?

Parliamentarians were mystified at the Abdul-Mahdi
government’s refusal to condemn missile strikes against
Iraqi territory.

As of 2011, any renewed Israel-Hezbollah war would
have been fought along a narrow stretch of the Lebanon-
Israel border. Hezbollah and its allies” move into the
Syrian Golan Heights widened the scope for conflict,
encircling Israel to the northeast. The Iraq front now
potentially drags in the entire region, particularly given
Iran’s attacks against Gulf shipping and Israel’s mooted
inclusion in a US-led protection force. Recent setbacks
in Yemen are an additional factor that diminishes the
pressure on Iranian-backed Houthis, who have become
adept at firing showers of rockets toward civilian targets
deep inside Saudi Arabia.

Meanwhile, Daesh is re-emerging. Just as Bashar Assad
and Ali Khamenei acted as midwives for the birth of the
Syrian branch of Daesh in 2012, when they released
detained extremists en masse and enriched them with
revenues from captured oil-fields, we should question

Views & Analyses

whether Daesh’s current return to strength is a natural
phenomenon. Its resurgence is occurring in areas of Iraq
and eastern Syria under Al-Hashd control. Just as Daesh
offered Assad the pretense of being a bulwark against
extremism, the group’s continued existence removes
pressure for Al-Hashd to disarm and demobilize.

Under Abdul-Mahdi’s recent decree, Al-Hashd had until
the end of July to regularize its status as part of the
armed forces. Yet militia commanders clamor that addi-
tional months are required. When Abdul-Mahdi ordered
the withdrawal of the ill-reputed Al-Hashd 30th Brigade
from Nineveh province, paramilitaries staged demon-
strations to obstruct this withdrawal. Most experts see
the decree as a dead letter that Al-Hashd will exploit as
an opportunity to consolidate its status, while ignoring
the decree’s objectives.

For the time being, the US has been doing a commenda-
ble job of piling pressure on the ayatollahs, including
sanctions against numerous proxy entities. However,
this is compelling Tehran to aggressively reinforce its
bellicose regional posture. In this context, European at-
tempts at appeasement are ill-advised. US National Se-
curity Adviser John Bolton has been making last-ditch
attempts to block the release of an Iranian tanker de-
tained by British authorities for allegedly smuggling oil
to Syria. Such concessions simply convince the ayatol-
lahs that dialing up the aggression is cost-free.

Iran has acted against Britain, Japan and other states as a
cowardly means of flexing its muscles, while stopping
short of attacks against US personnel that could trigger a
devastating response. Trump and Bolton may similarly
be using Israel as their attack dog, allowing them to
claim that their hands are clean and they don’t desire
war.

Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps commander Hosse-
in Salami boasts that Hezbollah alone possesses the fire-
power to “wipe the Zionist regime off the map.” Trump
previously threatened that war with Iran would cause
“obliteration like you’ve never seen before.” With such
trigger-happy, unpredictable leaders on both sides, the
decision-makers in Baghdad would be well advised to
act decisively — both against Iranian rockets and
against reckless, traitorous figures who have thrust Iraq
into the line of fire.

Omar Sirri, LSE ME Centre

Lina laughed when she said those words, even though
she meant them. As someone who works in communi-
cations for agencies based in Karada, Lina frequents
the area often. Her statement was meant to be an evoca-
tive commentary on contemporary Baghdad, one that
might strike observers outside Iraq as odd. Increasingly
common journalistic narratives suggest that after more
than 15 years of violence, instability and war, Baghdad
is experiencing renewed social-spatial stability. On the
surface, such narratives are not wrong. But they are
incomplete as they belie how the political economy of
insecurity continues to function in Baghdad today, if in
a different form than in past years. It is these conditions
that Lina and others who I recently interviewed in
Baghdad point to when discussing life in the city today.

‘Do you know the Burj al-Hayat Hotel?’ Lina asked
me. ‘It’s the one around the corner that looks aban-
doned.” The hotel, located towards the eastern end of
Outer Karada Street, had been used by American mili-
tary contractors early in the occupation of the city after
2003. This was one of the reasons why the hotel was
targeted by militants, including in early 2004. Today,
the building appears empty with many of its windows
boarded up; its profiled architecture looks rather under-
whelming because of this. But if you look more closely
along the west side of the building, something peculiar
becomes visible: new air-conditioning units have been
installed and are in use. And on the south side, the man
standing in front of the building entrance looks out of
place, until you realise that he is a plain-clothed securi-
ty guard who is doing more than just loitering.

Buildings and homes that appear abandoned are not
unusual in Baghdad, and thus unremarkable; you pass
by them enough times and your eyes just start to glaze
over them. I wouldn’t have noticed any of this had Lina
not told me as a matter of a fact how the site is being

Reconsidering Space, Security and Political Economy in Baghdad

controlled by Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq (AAH), a parastatal
armed group-turned-political party led by Qais al-
Khazali. For Lina, such a reality is emblematic of the
continued power and control that such groups exert in
urban everyday life. Land and neighbourhood control
are vital to maintaining relevance in a volatile political
environment. Kita’ib Hezbollah, another group with
influence in and around Karada — most prominently in
high-end Arasat Street, parallel to Outer Karada Street
— has also laid claim to the same hotel. This ongoing
inter-group conflict helps explain why armed personnel
have secured the building, both inside and out. As Lina
suggested, such a move also helps AAH continue to
support their most dedicated followers: ‘Those living in
the hotel are known to be brothers of martyrs who were
killed fighting for the party. That way the family can
still collect salaries and be taken care of.’

7 Vi

Maintaining territorial presence indicates a kind of
physical power that is respected if at times still chal-
lenged. But providing employment and financial bene-
fits to party followers gestures towards a variegated
economic context to the role of Baghdad’s armed
groups. In the aftermath of the ‘Karada Disaster’ —a
brutal truck bomb that three years ago killed anywhere
between 325 to 450 people in the heart of Inner Karada

Street — the heavily-populated area was locked down by
security forces. For the next year, residents could only
access the main street by foot. ‘Karada died’ people
often recall, describing the conditions that followed the
attack. Many Karadis described to me how in the year
that followed, the fall in market activity and property
prices allowed political parties and armed groups to
snatch up local shops and properties from struggling
owners on the cheap. These residents see such events as
further evidence that the political parties themselves
were responsible for the city’s years of devastating car
bombs.

The rosy narratives about Baghdad’s returning stability
often miss both the political-economic conditions that
have been created, and what is being built in stability’s
name. First, the modus vivendi among and between
different armed groups and parties has meant a dividing
up of neighbourhoods and districts in the city, in some
ways mirroring Iraq’s muhassassa political system that
divides the pie of ministries between the different polit-
ical parties. Second, where the city is seeing physical
transformations — like the springing up of new restau-
rants, malls and office buildings — such newness is inti-
mately tied to warped economic conditions including
rising inequality. Political-economic elites with access
to economic capital and political connections are the
key beneficiaries of such new developments while
among ordinary Baghdadis unemployment rates remain
high and their salaries low. (The official unemployment
rate among youth is about 20 percent. But one inter-
viewee told me the Ministry of Planning’s data shows
the rate at more than double this, at 46 percent.)

Going beyond the surface of Baghdad’s renewed
‘stability’ means spotlighting the relationship between
urban insecurity and the political economy of spatial
transformations. Doing so moves us away from rein-
forcing the false dichotomy between stability and insta-
bility — between normality and exceptional violence —
and instead raises questions about what everyday life in
Iraq’s most important city is transforming into.

Iraqi Democratic Movement — UK
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Amendments to Iraqi provincial
Omar Sattar, Al Monitor

Recent amendments made to the provincial and district
council elections law have sparked a wave of criticism
in Iraq as the national parliament adopted a change

in the Sainte-Lague voting system formula that

was rejected by small blocs and parties, as well as by
elites, human rights organizations and civil society or-
ganizations.

Parliament voted July 22 to amend the provincial elec-
tions law and adopt a first electoral divisor of 1.9 under
the Sainte-Lague proportional representation seat-
allocation system, compared with 1.7 in the 2018 elec-
tions for the national parliament. The higher divisor
will give large electoral blocs a greater advantage

over smaller blocs in terms of winning seats in local
parliaments.

The provincial elections are scheduled for April 2020.

The Sainte-Lague system is a mathematical method of
allocating parliamentary seats. Votes received by each
bloc are divided by a denominator that starts with 1 or
above but lower than 2. When votes are divided by a
smaller initial number, small lists have better chances
of winning seats. The higher the electoral denominator,
the fewer the chances for smaller lists and the greater
the opportunities for big lists. Under the Sainte-Lague
system, vote totals are also divided by succeeding odd
numbers — 3, 5, 7 and upward — as necessary to de-
termine seat allocations. For example, if a bloc's vote
total divided by 7 was greater than another bloc's vote
total divided by 1.9, the first bloc would receive four
seats before the other bloc could even receive one seat.

Twenty-eight local organizations working on elections
and civil rights expressed their rejection of the new leg-
islation and said in a statement, “It is an unfair amend-
ment that impedes the real representation of voters be-
cause it leads to unfair competition between those seek-
ing to participate in the elections. It also limits the abil-
ity of small political forces and independent figures to
access provincial councils.”

A member of parliament for the Iraqi Communist Party,
Jassim al-Hilfi, told Al-Monitor, “The amendment en-
trenches the authorities” monopoly and impedes the
political change that the people are calling for at the
provincial level.”

He said, “Most of the blocs voted in favor of the
amendment in order to get rid of certain blocs that don’t
stand a chance of making it to the local councils under
the amended law.”

Hilfi said most voters will boycott or not participate in
the upcoming elections, similar to what happened in

ISIS Is Regaining Strength in
Iraq and Syria

Eric Schmitt, Alissa J. Rubin and Thomas Gibbons-Neff,
New York Times

WASHINGTON — Five months after American-
backed forces ousted the Islamic State from its last
shard of territory in Syria, the terrorist group is gather-
ing new strength, conducting guerrilla attacks across
Iraq and Syria, retooling its financial networks and tar-
geting new recruits at an allied-run tent camp, Ameri-
can and Iraqi military and intelligence officers said.
Though President Trump hailed a total defeat of the
Islamic State this year, defence officials in the region
see things differently, acknowledging that what re-
mains of the terrorist group is here to stay.

A recent inspector general’s report warned that a draw-
down this year from 2,000 American forces in Syria to
less than half of that, ordered by Mr. Trump, has meant
the American military has had to cut back support for
Syrian partner forces fighting ISIS. For now, American
and international forces can only try to ensure that ISIS
remains contained and away from urban areas.
Although there is little concern that the Islamic State
will reclaim its former physical territory, a caliphate
that was once the size of Britain and controlled the
lives of up to 12 million people, the terrorist group has
@mobilized as many as 18,000 remaining fighters in

Iraqi Democratic Movement — UK
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elections law spark controversy

the 2018 parliamentary elections.

The Sadrist Party, however, did not concur with the
Communist Party, which has been its ally in the
Sairoon Alliance since last year's elections.

The Sadrist movement praised the changes. Member of
parliament Saadoun Ghanem said, “The new law is a
step in the right direction, as it addresses many thorny
issues, including elections in disputed Kirkuk, where no
elections have been held since 2005.”

This indicates that the blocs controlling the federal par-
liament and the provincial councils will not back down
from setting 1.9 as the first electoral denominator.
These blocks seek to avid a repeat of the 2013 provin-
cial elections, when the Sainte-Lague formula with a
first divisor of 1.3 gave small parties and independent
candidates seats on the councils. New provincial elec-
tions were supposed to be held in 2018, but those elec-
tions were postponed until next year.

Member of parliament Hussein al-Aqabi told Al-
Monitor that large blocs such as Fatah, State of Law
and Sairoon voted in favor of the changes and rejected
formulas that were suggested by the legal committee to
continue using the lower electoral denominator of 1.7
established for the 2018 elections. (There was an at-
tempt to push the denominator up to 1.9 in 2017, but
political pressures pushed the number down to 1.7.)
This year, the large blocs also rejected the govern-
ment’s suggestion to give 50% of the provincial legisla-
tures' seats to the candidates with the most votes and
calculate how to fill the rest of the seats based on the
Sainte-Lague method.

Aqabi, who is a member of the parliamentary legal
committee, said, “Due to public pressure and given that
the blocs and parties that are not in the government re-
ject the amendment, there will be attempts to amend the
paragraph about the distribution of votes before the lo-
cal elections.”

In addition, the law provides for the organization of
elections in Kirkuk, an area disputed between Arabs,
Kurds and Turkmens, for the first time since 2005
based on the 2018 voting registries. It stipulates that the
national electoral commission shall monitor the elec-
tions in 2020.

While there was a prior agreement among voting
groups in the province to hold elections, Kurdish repre-
sentatives said the current situation in Kirkuk is not
suitable for holding a vote, saying that the new formula
does not serve the Kurds and that it was developed by
the Arabs and Turkmens.

Iraq and Syria. These sleeper cells and strike teams
have carried out sniper attacks, ambushes, kidnappings
and assassinations against security forces and commu-
nity leaders.

A spotlight on the people reshaping our politics. A
conversation with voters across the country. And a
guiding hand through the endless news cycle, telling
you what you really need to know.

The Islamic State can still tap a large war chest of as
much as $400 million, which has been hidden in either
Iraq and Syria or smuggled into neighboring countries
for safekeeping. It is also believed to have invested in
businesses, including fish farming, car dealing and
cannabis growing. And ISIS uses extortion to finance
clandestine operations: Farmers in northern Iraq who
refuse to pay have had their crops burned to the
ground.

Over the past several months, ISIS has made inroads
into a sprawling tent camp in northeast Syria, and there
is no ready plan to deal with the 70,000 people there,
including thousands of family members of ISIS fight-
ers. American intelligence officials say the Al Hol
camp, managed by Syrian Kurdish allies with little aid
or security, is evolving into a hotbed of ISIS ideology
and a huge breeding ground for future terrorists. The
American-backed Syrian Kurdish force also holds
more than 10,000 ISIS fighters, including 2,000 for-
eigners, in separate makeshift prisons.

At Al Hol, the Syrian Kurds’ “inability to provide
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Political parties in Kirkuk had agreed last year to or-
ganize the Kirkuk elections with the backing of the
United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq. The most
prominent term of the agreement called for the largest
bloc in the elections to win the post of governor and for
other posts to be divided among the three main ethnic
groupings.

Arshad al-Salehi, a Turkmen member of parliament,
told Al-Monitor, “The elections in Kirkuk are important
and can put an end to a lot of controversy over the dis-
tribution of powers and positions.”

He said the current form of the law requires
“monitoring the voter records based on the civil status
card and the ration card to prevent fraud, especially
considering that the votes will be counted and sorted
electronically.”

Other changes to the law include “the adoption of an
electronic mechanism of counting and sorting by resort-
ing to the new electronic system that speeds up the
election results and that proved to be successful during
the May 2018 legislative elections.”

The new law also says, “Only the displaced who have
biometric cards will be allowed to vote, which means
that in the next elections, there will be no conditional
vote or population movement.”

In addition, the minimum age to be a candidate has
been reduced from 30 to 28.

All the changes to the law seem acceptable to the ma-
jority of political parties with the exception of the
Sainte-Lague method and the objections to the Kirkuk
elections.

The use of the new Sainte-Lague formula for determin-
ing seat allocation and voters’ beliefs that their partici-
pation will not achieve the political change they want
are two factors that may prompt many people to boy-
cott the upcoming local elections; this is particularly the
case in the center and the south, where protests calling
for political and economic reform have been taking
place.

more than ‘minimal security’ at the camp has allowed
the ‘uncontested conditions to spread of ISIS ideology’
there,” said the inspector general’s report, which was
prepared for the Pentagon, the State Department and
the United States Agency for International Develop-
ment. The military’s Central Command told the re-
port’s authors that “ISIS is likely exploiting the lack of
security to enlist new members and re-engage mem-

bers who have left the battlefield.”

The Al Hol camp in northern Syria that American in-
telligence officials say is evolving into a hotbed of
ISIS ideology and a huge breeding ground for future
terrorists.Creditlvor Prickett for The New York Times
A recent United Nations assessment reached the same
conclusion, saying that family members living at Al
Hol “may come to pose a threat if they are not dealt

with appropriately.” J
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The Kurdish Duopoly: The Political Economy of Two-Party Rule

Zmkan Ali Saleem & Mac Skelton, LSE ME Centre

The violence and political instability of the post 2003 era has generated a shifting set
of alliances and blocs throughout much of Iraq, with the exception of the Kurdish
region, which has witnessed a repeated reassertion of the longstanding norm: The
region is co-ruled by a two-party duopoly under two powerful families — with the
Barzanis controlling Erbil and Dohuk, and the Talabanis controlling Sulaimani while
also exerting outsized influence over Kirkuk. The two parties have retained separate
spheres of influence while also partially coordinating budgets and administrative
systems in the name of Kurdish unity. What is the source of this remarkable consoli-
dation of power — which has led to the appearance of overall political stability? The
aim of this piece is to understand this question primarily from the standpoint of polit-
ical economy: Rather than Kurdish nationalism or identity, the most powerful glue
that binds the region together is a system of resource distribution and patronage. A
quota-based allocation of resources and government positions — known throughout
Iraq as the muhassasah system — is pervasive across all political factions in the coun-
try; however, in the KRG such an arrangement has always been organised around
party interests rather than ethno-sectarian or identarian features. Our objective is to
lay out how and why this system reproduces itself amidst immense pressure.

Origins of Kurdish muhassasah

A nascent system of muhassasah emerged following the anti-regime uprising of
1991. While most reports indicated that the KDP had won a slight majority in the
initial elections of 1992, neither side would accept the other’s victory. Eventually a
deal was made between Masoud Barzani and Jalal Talabani: the positions and the
corresponding budgets would be split 50/50 — a no competition muhassasah system
structured around ensuring that neither side would end up powerless. This system
quickly broke down due to scarcity. Cut off from Baghdad’s budget and under inter-
national sanctions, neither party had the funds to deliver essential services. In this
context, the PUK sensed an imbalance, alleging that that the KPD was not disclosing
all revenues, particularly from the border crossing with Turkey. Consequently, the
Sulaimani-based party gradually ramped up the pressure for their Erbil neighbours to
reveal the true extent of their earnings. When the KDP refused, PUK forces removed
the KDP from Erbil in 1995 and asserted military dominance over the extended re-
gion. The Kurdish civil war (1994—6) was at its root a conflict over the terms of mu-
hassasah.

The suspicions directed towards the KDP had much to do with the party’s domi-
nance over the Ibrahim Khalil border crossing with Turkey. During the 1990s, the
region became a major transit and smuggling route, with oil from the provinces un-
der the former Ba’ath regime passing through Erbil and Dohuk towards Turkey, and
vice versa. The coordination between the KDP leadership and the regime around oil
smuggling generated significant revenues for the Barzanis. Moreover, the KDP in-
formally imposed customs on all oil imports through the border crossing. The PUK
was certain that they had not received their fair share of these revenues, and they
were willing to go to war to secure their claim.

Stabilisation of the Duopoly

When the KDP was finally able to regain control of Erbil with the help of Saddam’s
forces in 1996, two different governments emerged — one in Sulaimani and another
in Erbil. The political configuration would remain up through the invasion of 2003.
Despite the fact that neither government was capable of ensuring reliable services to
the populace, their popularity was not meaningfully threatened. Extreme poverty
gave Kurds no choice but to latch onto one of the two major political parties — the
only institutions in the region with any measure of consolidated resources. This was
a patronage system founded upon a deprivation relationship.

Between 1996 and 2003, fears of a new intra-Kurdish conflict remained among the
international community. While US-led diplomatic efforts between the two parties
generated external pressure for reconciliation, the fragile peace that emerged had
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more to do with economic stability than diplomatic skill. The Oil for Food Program
injected money and resources into both parties. (The KRG received 13 percent of the
total budget.) As the UN lacked personnel and technical capacity on the ground, the
elaborate food distribution system and construction contracts would be provided by
local Kurdish companies and contractors. The contracts were generally allotted to
those under the control of the two parties, providing much needed cash and econom-
ic movement.

The region witnessed gradual stabilisation. The incentives for business outweighed
whatever gains could be obtained through violence. The two parties extended their
patronage networks, even directing salaries and resource to nascent opposition
groups. The groundwork was now laid for the two parties to receive and administer
the enormous influx of cash that would come with the 2003 invasion.

The 2003 Invasion and the Emergence of State Revenue

In 2003, the Kurdish region witnessed a huge injection of external support. The Coa-
lition Provisional Authority (CPA) granted the Kurdish region a significant share of
federal oil revenues during a period in which worldwide crude prices were rising.
The 2005 constitution cemented this economic relationship between centre and pe-
riphery, with the Kurdish region receiving 17 percent of the total federal oil reve-
nues. The display of Kurdish unity during this period must be understood through
the prism of the emerging post-2003 distribution of resources. Talabani and Barzani
sought to convince the international community that intra-Kurdish conflicts were
over and thus the region was worthy of serious and sustained investment, and moreo-
ver they sought to put guarantees in place that would prevent each other from en-
croaching on each other’s sphere of influence. A renewed 50/50 muhassasah
emerged.

This muhassasah was distinct from previous periods. Not only would revenues and
positions be equally split, but also it was agreed that neither side would criticise the
other in the local or international press. A joint party committee monitored all media
outputs. In 2005 and again in 2009, the two parties ran on common lists in the re-
gional and national elections. While this repeated affirmation of Kurdish accord had
broad appeal at home and abroad, among certain segments of the Kurdish populace
the harmony raised concerns. A nascent reform movement increasingly alleged that
the post-2003 muhassasah directed money and positions to a limited network of par-
ty affiliates. Nawshirwan Mustafa left the PUK and ran a reform list in the 2009 re-
gional elections as the Gorran Party. Ultimately however the economic interdepend-
ence of the KDP and PUK brought the leaders of the two parties together against the
reformers, and they resorted to violence, promises of reform, and nationalist rhetoric
to side-line the movement.

The Shocks of QOil, ISIS, and the Referendum

The oil revenue crisis of 2014 placed unprecedented stress on the Kurdish political-
economic order. In order to understand the significance of this critical moment, it is
important to grasp the power structure governing the oil economy in the KRG. For
years, the KDP had been building up oil institutions and infrastructure, exerting full
control over the Natural Resources Ministry. The PUK ceded this ground in ex-
change for an even split of the revenues. Not only did this arrangement place the en-
tire technical apparatus of the oil industry in the KDP’s hands, it also enabled the
Barzanis to make essentially unilateral decisions around oil sales and exports without
PUK input. With the KRG-Turkey pipeline finally completed in 2013, the KDP
quickly moved to initiate exports to Turkey, justifying its actions in the vagueness of
constitutional frameworks around regionalism and oil.

Nouri Al Maliki’s response was swift, cutting the region off from its 17 percent al-
lotment of federal revenues. Simultaneously, an abrupt drop in global oil prices
slashed the anticipated earnings from oil exports. By 2015 the KRG was unable to
pay salaries. By April of the same year, the region was $17 billion in debt, forcing
the government to borrow massively. The revenue from Baghdad had accounted for
80 percent of the KRG’s budget. The disastrous fallout of the independence referen-
dum further threatened revenue sources. Some analysts speculated that the duopoly
would not survive these pressures.

These judgements were understandable but premature. As in the period of scarcity
during the 1990s, the two parties remained the only game in town. No other political
entity was capable of extending contracts, benefits, and cash. In addition to consider-
able pressure from the international community, the election of May 2018 created
incentives for Haider Al-Abadi to restore the salaries of KRG employees in the
hopes of entering the vote with all major crises settled. With the money flowing
again, both parties regrouped and re-established patronage networks. As for the KDP
-PUK divide, ultimately the common business and political interests brought the two
sides into an agreement over the government formation. Kurdish muhassasah contin-
ues, at least for now.

*This blogpost is part of the LSE research project Public Authority and Iraq’s Disputed Terri-
tories led by Christine van den Toorn, examining the territorial dispute between the Govern-
ment of Iraq and the Kurdistan Regional Government. This project forms part of the Conflict
Research Programme, funded by the UK Department for International Development to pro-
vide research and policy advice on how the risk and impact of violent conflict might be more
effectively reduced through development and governance interventions.
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Iraqi Mandaeans fear extinction

Saad Salloum, Iraq Pulse

Between 2003 and 2019, 90% of the Mandaean reli-
gious minority left Iraq, according to Sattar Jabbar
Helou, who heads the sect worldwide. This migration
has had a profound impact on the Mandaean community
in Iraq.

Neglected by the Iraqi government and even the interna-
tional community, "the UN, the US and the EU rarely
show concern for the future of the Mandaean minority,
while unfairly focusing on the challenges facing Chris-
tians and Yazidis,” said Nadia Fadel Maghamiss, direc-
tor of the Divan for Endowment of Mandaeans in Iraq.

Mandaeans fear the implications of such statistics on
their dwindling community in Iraq. They fear extinction
and political marginalization, as political demands in
Iraq are often linked to demographics.

Mazen Nayef, the head of the Mandaean sect in Basra,
told Al-Monitor that the province of Basra is now home
to the most Mandaeans in Iraq. Even in the eastern
province of Maysan, which borders Iran and has been a
historical Mandaean stronghold, numbers have de-
creased. The Mandaean population in Baghdad has de-
creased since the US invasion in 2003, although two-
thirds of Mandaeans had settled in the city since the
1960s.

Ghazi Laibi, the head of the Sabian Mandaean Council
in Basra, told Al-Monitor that due to the relatively high
Mandaean population in Basra, it is necessary to de-
mand a Mandaean seat in Basra’s provincial council.

Two years ago, Mandaeans urged the Basra provincial
council to send an official letter to parliament in Bagh-
dad requesting a special quota for Mandaeans in the
Basra council, similar to the seat they obtained in

In divided Iraq, 'electronic
armies' threaten activists, me-
dia

Ammar Karim

BAGHDAD (AFP) - Iraqi journalists, activists and re-
searchers are facing a wave of accusations and threats
by shadowy online groups they suspect are linked to
powerful pro-Iran factions.

Parties, armed groups and even officials in Iraq benefit
from legions of supporters dubbed "electronic armies",
which take to social media to anonymously sing their
praises or mock their detractors.

These online rivalries now appear to have been fanned
by months of rising tensions pitting Iran against the US
and Israel.

Iraqis have long been opposed to Israel because of its
occupation of Palestinian land.

Baghdad has however developed close ties with Wash-
ington since the American-led invasion that toppled ex-
dictator Saddam Hussein in 2003.

Iraqi Christians facing deporta-
tion feel conned by Trump: 'You
vowed to protect us'

The Guardian, summarised by the Democratic Voice

Ten years ago, police caught the Iraqi Chaldean immigrant
Rani Yousuf with a small amount of marijuana. He completed
probation, paid fines, and the conviction was dropped from
his record when he turned 21.

Still, earlier this year, Yousuf found his car surrounded by
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) officers who
arrested him again over the charge. He sat for months in a
Michigan county jail facing the prospect of deportation to
Iraq, a country he left at four years old. He has no family
there, doesn’t speak Arabic, and is part of a religious minority
targeted by extremists.

“As a Catholic who has tattoos of crosses, and Iraq being a
Muslim country — they probably would kill me,” he said.

Yousuf'is one of over 1,400 Iraqi nationals who the Trump
administration is attempting to deport. Most of those are
Chaldean — Iraqi Catholics — living in metro Detroit, which
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Maysan province. Law No. 12 of 2018 stipulates a seat
for Mandaeans in the province of Maysan, but parlia-
ment has not yet issued any official response, Laibi said.

Helou expressed his concerns about the neglect of Man-
daeans. “The Iraqi government believes that there is
only a few thousand of us left and it does not pay atten-
tion to our demands," he said. "It would be much worse
if there is proof that even less of us remain.”

A number of Mandaean political candidates in Basra
previously joined other parties' candidate lists, but their
efforts failed, as votes often take place on an ethnic or
sectarian basis. It is hard to imagine Iraqis voting for a
Mandaean candidate. Since the Mandaeans' demograph-
ic weight is weaker than other sects, it is unlikely that
Mandaeans can win an election, even if all the Mandae-
ans in Basra voted for their candidate.

Nizam Kreidy, the head of the Mandaean sect in
Maysan province, told Al-Monitor that Basra is attract-
ing a wide number of Mandaeans from other provinces
such as Maysan. Kreidy said that Mandaeans have mi-
grated from Maysan in recent years to Erbil, the capital
of the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG), and
abroad.

There are 400 Mandaeans in the Erbil government, stat-
ed the Ministry of Endowments and Religious Affairs.
Approximately 35-40 Mandaeans are in Sulaimaniyah
and four in Dohuk. Such modest figures explain why
Mandaeans fear extinction. Al-Monitor estimates that
3,000 Mandaeans remain in Iraq.

Mandaean elites outside Iraq released "The Mandaean
Pledge for Hope" document in July 2018, hoping to
sound a warning cry about the danger of extinction. The
document outlined the challenges of the Mandaean dias-
pora, noting that the extinction of the religion is immi-
nent. “The Mandaean community has become scattered
in small clusters in foreign countries where other values,

Despite that, Washington's bitter rival Tehran also holds
considerable sway in Iraq's political scene and within
the Hashed.

In recent months, anti-Israel and anti-US rhetoric has
been on the rise as Iraqis feel increasingly squeezed by
the war of words between the two sides.

Some Iraqi factions have used the purported Israeli
strikes to relaunch calls for US troops to leave Iraq.
Just last week, many of the same figures lashed out
against US-funded Al-Hurra TV for a documentary al-
leging corruption among Iraq's religious bodies, both
Sunni and Shiite.

Perceptions Iraq was being "attacked" by Israel and
America were "broadened to include critical and inde-
pendent Iraqi voices, who have been maligned as agents
in a broader plot", said Fanar Haddad, an Iraq expert at
the National University of Singapore.

"In this way, entrenched domestic interests and rivalries
have been folded into the ongoing tensions between the
Iran-led axis of resistance and the United States, Israel
and their allies in the region," he said.

Omar al-Shaher, a journalist named in the graphic, said
there was "not a shred of proof" to back up the claims.
"These days, it's more dangerous than ever to have your
name associated with the Israeli camp," he told AFP.

holds the world’s largest Chaldean population outside of Iraq.

The deportation efforts are viewed by many Chaldeans as a
shocking “betrayal”, not least because many in the communi-
ty have been enthusiastic supporters of Trump and voted for
him in large numbers in 2016.

But just months into the Trump administration, ICE swept up
350 Chaldean men and Iraqi nationals. Now, some Chaldeans
hold signs at protests reminding Trump “You vowed to pro-
tect us”.

“Some people thought ‘Here comes Trump who’s talking a
good game about Christians in the Middle East who are being
persecuted,”” said Edward Bojoka, a Chaldean immigration
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traditions and religions prevail," the document reads.

This has led "to the rupture of the Mandaean social fab-

ric, and their customs and traditions have almost faded

away."

Over 130 Mandaeans from 11 countries attended the

Mandaean Hope Conference in Amsterdam Aug 18-19
to

discuss the future of Mandaeans globally and in Iraq.
The World Mandaean Youth Association was estab-
lished with the aim of unifying the identity and efforts
of Mandaeans around the world.

Mandaean youth activist Osama al-Badri said, “The
conference emphasized empowering young people to
take a leading role in the future Mandaean voluntary
work.”

Debates during the conference demonstrated the need
for internal reform. For a minority that embraces an an-
cient religion, with rites dating back 2,000 years, it must
embrace the spirit of modernity.

The conference's final communique stressed “the posi-
tive handling of the data of the modern era with confi-
dence and a firm desire for flexible integration, which
preserves Mandaean cultural identity and supports Man-
daean excellence and creativity for new generations.”

Historian Omar Mohammad, who documented atroci-
ties in Mosul under the Islamic State group, said he sus-
pected the new accusations came "as a result of the re-
cent (purported) Israeli airstrikes and US-Iranian ten-
sions".

Mr Mohammad said the graphic's sleek production
meant he was "absolutely" taking its threats seriously.
"It is institutional and professional. Seems there is a
team specialised in dehumanising us," Mr Mohammad
told AFP from outside Iraq.

Media rights groups are worried such incitement could
lead to real violence.

"The sensitivity of the Palestinian question in the region
means that accusing someone of working with Israel is
tantamount to calling for their killing," said the Journal-
istic Freedoms Observatory.

On Thursday, monitor and rights group Iraqi Media
House called for better protection of journalists.

"The phenomenon of electronic armies has reached dan-
gerous levels, issuing threats including incitement to
violence and hatred," it said.

"We are surprised by the authorities' continued silence
so far, including the judiciary, in a clear abandonment
of its responsibilities when it comes to electronic
crimes."

attorney. “A lot of people in the Chaldean community jumped
on that and said, ‘Oh, he’s on our side’, and ... some people
feel like they were conned.”

Of the 1,400 Iraqi nationals with final deportation orders,
about 800 do not have criminal records, and those with rec-
ords were convicted of crimes ranging from minor offenses to
more serious, violent charges, some of which occurred dec-
ades ago.

Much of Iraq is now lawless and Christian minorities are still
persecuted — about 1.5 million Chaldeans lived in Iraq before
the 2003 US invasion destabilized the country, and only about
250,000 remain.

The risks are greatest for Americanized Chaldeans. Some
arrived in the US as children in the 1980s or following the
1991 Gulf war. Many don’t speak Arabic and don’t have a
passport or Iraqi identification. Some no longer have family in
Iraq and would arrive with little more than the clothes on their
backs. Some are veterans or worked with the US military.

“The reality is they cannot blend in any more in Iraqi socie-
ty,” said Joseph Kassab, the Iraqi Christians Advocacy and
Empowerment Institute’s founder. “They do not speak the
Arabic language, and they can be easily identified for kidnap-
ping, killing, or for other punishment.”
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