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Our View
“FARRY OF DEATH”:

No solace for the victims

Traditionally, in Mosul, 21* of March
is a festive day when families go for
outdoor celebrations; day trips, pic-
nics...etc. A day for joy and hope, cel-
ebrated as the start of Spring as well
as being the Kurdish Nowruz day.
However, this year, it wasn’t to be a
joyous day.

A ferry, overloaded with nearly three
hundred passengers, capsized and
sank within minutes. More than 100
died, mostly women and children who
got trapped underneath the overturned
ferry. The disaster shattered the joy
and any hope for a normal life after
the nightmare years of Daesh barbaric
control of the city (2014-2018). Mosul
and the whole country were over-
whelmed with shock and grief.

The grief and sorrow immediately
turned into anger and fury towards
those who were responsible for the
ferry service and, inevitably, towards
their political backers. The accusa-
tions target was the partnership be-
tween corrupt local businesspeople
and a well-known and feared militia,
Asa'ib Ahl al-Haq (Leagues of the
Righteous), which is part of the Popu-
lar Mobilisation Forces. Ordinary Ira-
qis see this disaster as a criminal act
of gross negligence and another exam-
ple of how political corruption and
organised criminality go hand in hand.
The PM, Abdul Mehdi, declared three
days of national mourning and pro-
posed the sacking of the Governor of
Nineveh, where Mosul is the provin-
cial capital, ordered an investigation,
which Iraqis know all too well will
never result in anything meaningful or
substantial, if anything at all.

In the middle of three days mourning
and while the drowned bodies still
being recovered and feelings still high
and tense, the PM decided to ahead
with a prearranged meeting abroad
with the President of Egypt and the
King of Jordan! Abdul Mehdi issued a
statement saying he couldn’t delay the
summit because it had been, previous-
ly, postponed twice!

The inadequate response and actions
of the PM to the horrible disaster rais-
es many questions about the PM’s
priorities and his ability and willing-
ness to tackle corruption networks
belonging to political powers. Ques-
tions were also raised about the link
between the PM’s trip and leaked re-
ports on anticipated deals for pipelines

Iraq’s Feckless Gov-
ernment Is Enabling
an Islamic State Reviv-
al

The desultory reconstruction of
Mosul and other Sunni areas risks
creating a new pool of recruits.

Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul Mahdi
holds the world responsible for rebuild-
ing Iraqi cities destroyed in the war to
liberate them from Islamic State’s con-
trol. Noting the great sacrifice in blood
by Iraqi forces in that war, Abdul Mahdi
told a press conference this week, “The
world has to repay the favor in terms of
the security, stability and stopping the
movement of displacement to other
countries. The world has to repay the
favor to Iraq to rebuild its areas.”

Abdul Mahdi is right. The world does
have a direct interest in putting Iraq to-
gether again: the longer war-ravaged
cities like Mosul remain in ruins, the
more Dbitter their populations will be-
come, and the more susceptible to the
ideology of resentment and revenge
peddled by terrorist groups. A revival of
IS and al-Qaeda in Iraq would endanger
us all.

But here’s the problem: the world can’t
help Iraq when Abdul Mahdi is so obvi-
ously uninterested in helping his own
countrymen. His government’s desulto-
ry reconstruction efforts are evident in
western Mosul, which suffered the
greatest damage during the war. Nearly
two years after its liberation, large parts
of Iraq’s second-largest city remain al-
most exactly as they were when IS forc-

es were ejected—in ruin.

Estimates of Mosul’s reconstruction
cost range from $1 billion to $2 billion.
And yet, Abdul Mahdi’s government,
has only allocated $120 million for Ni-
neveh province, of which Mosul is capi-
tal, in this year’s budget. This is a pitiful
sum for OPEC’s second-largest oil ex-
porter, with monthly export revenues of
about $8 billion.

In contrast, international donors—
ranging from the European Union and
the World Bank to the U.S., UK. and
other countries—have committed hun-
dreds of millions of dollars to repair the
city. (At a conference in Kuwait last
year, international donors promised $30
billion for the overall rebuilding of
Iraq.) But donors say Baghdad is a bot-
tleneck: Abdul Mahdi’s government is
too incompetent to disburse the funds.
At a conference in the Iraqi city of
Sulaymaniyah last week, the EU ambas-
sador was blunt in his assessment: the
government, said Ramon Blecua, had
failed to “come up with a real action
plan for Mosul,” leaving EU-funded
projects stuck in the pipeline.

Other participants at the Sulaimani Fo-
rum worried that Baghdad’s incompe-
tence would drive away donors: other
crises, in much poorer countries
(Yemen, for one), will make demands
on their attention and aid.

Still others were concerned about the
social and sectarian consequences of
Abdul Mahdi’s inattention to recon-
struction, noting that he risks frittering
away the enormous political dividend of
IS’s defeat. The population of Mosul
and the other IS-captured cities is, for
the most part, Sunni. Although neglect-
ed by the post-Saddam Shia-led govern-

ments in Baghdad, they had become
more favorably disposed after their lib-
eration by Shia-majority Iraqi forces
(with the assistance of U.S. airpower
and training). In last summer’s general
election, Mosul showed its gratitude by
voting for the then-prime minister,
Haider al-Abadi, a Shia.

But the goodwill is fading. The National
Democratic Institute, which has been
polling Iraqis for several years, say
many in the Sunni areas are losing faith
in the government. At the Sulaimani
Forum, Ancuta Hansen, the NDI’s di-
rector for Iraq, warned of a “deepening
pessimism,” as Sunnis struggle to re-
build their homes and find jobs in their
devastated cities.

We’ve seen this movie before, and we
know the sequel. IS is already making a
comeback in parts of Iraq, stepping up a
campaign of suicide bombings and in-
timidation. It already has a large pool
from which to recruit new fighters: tens
of thousands of Iraqis accused of help-
ing IS are crammed into isolation
camps, which draw inevitable compari-
sons to Camp Bucca, the U.S.-managed
prison where the leadership of the ter-
rorist group hatched their plans for ji-
had. The longer Baghdad drags its feet
on reconstruction, the larger that pool
will grow.

Abdel Mahdi is right that the world has
a responsibility for Iraq’s reconstruc-
tion: that responsibility begins with
pressuring him to do his part.

Bobby Ghosh
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/
articles/2019-03-18/irag-s-feckless-
government-is-enabling-islamic-state-
revival

and petroleum exports. /
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The Dark Web Ena-
bled the Christchurch
Killer

In conjunction with the recent terrorist
attack in New Zealand, Foreign Policy
(March 16) tackled the subject of ex-
treme right-group activities and threats
that can be found underground
‘especially the online underground.’

The writer (Jacob Ravndal) alerts us to
the fact that while a network of dedicat-
ed activists working together, via en-
crypted online applications, to prepare
future terrorist attacks, does not exist
transnationally, ‘at the national level,
however, several countries appear to be
unwittingly hosting extreme-right un-
derground networks interested in facili-
tating terrorist campaigns against minor-
ities, political enemies, or the govern-
ment. Many of these networks also have

international linkages.’

Ravndal maintains that ‘deadly attacks
were not carried out by organized
groups or even by autonomous cells, but
by loosely organized gangs, small and
unorganized groups of people, or by
lone actors’ in countries such as: Ger-
many, Russia, the United States, Italy,
France, Sweden, Spain and Greece.

And while there is no direct communi-
cation or formal cooperation among the
perpetrators, it doesn’t follow that these
lone actors and autonomous cells don’t
draw inspiration from each other.

There is a common reference to terror-
ists being self-radicalized online, as in
the case of the Norwegian mass murder-
er, Anders Behring Breivik who, on July
22, 2011, first detonated a 2,100-pound
fertilizer bomb in the Norwegian gov-
ernment quarter in the heart of Oslo,
killing eight people, before shooting and
killing 69 people on Utoya, a small is-
land 25 miles from the capital.

Is what happened in Christchurch a
manifestation of ‘an unprecedented de-
velopment in the modern history of right
-wing terrorism in the sense that such
transnational terrorist networks have not
existed since the 1970s and 1980s’?

One mooted point by Ravndal is that
New Zealand attack ‘should remind us
that in most Western democracies, the
number of deadly events motivated by
extreme-right beliefs is considerably
higher than those motivated by Islamist
extremism’.

Policymakers are reminded that ‘the
threat of large-scale violence comes
from the online underground, and poli-
cymakers therefore need to know more
about why some people are attracted to
that dark world’.
(https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/03/16/
the-dark-web-enabled-the-christchurch-
killer-extreme-right-terrorism-white-
nationalism-anders-breivik/)
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Iran and Syria threaten action
against US-backed forces

Countries' military chiefs demand US withdrawal after
meeting in Damascus with Iraqi counterpart

Iran and Syria on Monday demanded the full withdraw-
al of American forces in Syria and threatened to attack
US-backed Kurdish forces if they did not return areas
under their control to state authority.

The demand was made by the Iranian and Syrian mili-
tary chiefs after a meeting in Damascus attended by
their Iraqi counterpart. Iraq's defence ministry said the
meeting was to strengthen security co-operation.

The US has said it will withdraw most but not all of its
estimated 2,000 troops in Syria after the defeat of ISIS,
which is clinging to its last piece of territory against an
offensive by the Syrian Democratic Forces. The Kurd-
ish-dominated SDF now controls large areas of north-
ern Syria retaken from ISIS.

"The only card remaining in the hands of the Ameri-
cans and their allies is the SDF, and it will be dealt
with through the two methods used by the Syrian state:

The Democratic Voice

national reconciliation or the liberation of the areas that
they control through force," Syrian Defence Minister
General Ali Abdullah Ayoub said.

The Iranian army chief of staff, Major General Mo-
hammad Bagheri, who arrived in Damascus on Sunday,
said the meeting had "studied the means that should be
taken to recover" territories still outside Syrian govern-
ment hands, including the areas of US deployment.

Gen Bagheri is expected to visit Iranian troops in the
Eastern Ghouta region near Damascus and Deir Ezzor
province, where ISIS is making its last stand in the vil-
lage of Baghouz near the Iraq border.

Iran has been one of the most dedicated supporters of
Mr Al Assad during the uprising against his regime that
began in 2011 and is also a close ally of Iraq.

President Hassan Rouhani completed a three-day visit
to Iraq last week, sending a strong message to the US
that Tehran still dominates Baghdad, according to ob-
servers.

Washington stressed that it wants to contain Tehran’s
“destabilising influence” in the region, including in
Iraq and Syria.

The US imposed economic sanctions on Tehran and

Views & Analyses

withdrew from the 2015 Iranian nuclear deal.

Its military has a presence in eastern Syria to support
the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces who are
fighting ISIS.

In south-eastern Syria, the US military base Al Tanf is
near the Damascus-Baghdad highway.

The Iraqi military chief, Lt Gen Othman Al Ghanmi,
said Baghdad and Damascus hoped to soon reopen
their border which has been closed for years after ISIS
overran large areas of Iraq and Syria in 2014.

"God willing the coming days will witness the opening
of the border crossing and the continuation of visits and
trade between the two countries," Lt Gen Al Ghanmi
said at a news conference broadcast by Syrian state
television.

A similar meeting was held in Baghdad with Russian,
Iranian and Syrian officials last December.

https://www.thenational.ae/world/mena/iran-and-syria-
threaten-action-against-us-backed-forces-1.838404

“Ferry of Death”

A vigil for the victims in Mosul

On Saturday 28 March, the Iraqi community
came together, at Trafalgar Square in London
for a vigil to remember the victims of the ferry

disaster in Mosul. The vigil was organised by

the Iraqi Association in the UK.

War may be over but
Basra's battle for clean

water continues

UNICEF is calling on Iraqi au-
thorities to 'invest effectively' in
services to avoid health crisis

On World Water Day on Friday, Ruqay-
ya is reminded of the pain she suffered
last summer after coming into contact
with contaminated water in Iraq’s
southern province of Basra.

Years of conflict, mass displacement,
climate change and under-investment in
water networks created a crisis that is
affecting large parts of the country, es-
pecially the south.

The UN children's agency (UNICEF)

Iraqi Democratic Movement — UK

reported last year at least 50,000 chil-
dren fell ill in Basra due to the prov-
ince’s lack of basic services and toxic
water.

“Five members of Rugayya’s family got
sick last summer simply by coming in
contact with contaminated water, in-
cluding Ruqayya’s brother who was
three or four months old,” UNICEF’s
spokeswoman in Iraq, Zeina Awad, told
The National.

Rugayya’s family had to sell some of
their belongings to pay for her treat-
ment.

“It’s extremely important for children to
have access to clean water, water is a
basic right. Without water there is no
life,” Ms Awad said.

Water usage in Iraq is three times high-
er than the international average, a fig-
ure that only increases during the sum-
mer months, according to the UN.

The international body has warned that
half of Iraq’s households are at risk of
drinking contaminated water.

“Although Rugayaa in a better
condition, who knows what will happen
when the temperatures go up and people
will resort to using more water,” Ms
Awad said.

Located where the Euphrates and Tigris

democraticcttee-iraq@hotmail.co.uk

rivers meet near the Gulf of Iraq’s
marshy southern trip, Basra is one of
the few cities in the region without an
effective water treatment system.

Much of Iraq suffered greatly from a
string of devastating wars in the 1980s
and 1990s but Basra was hit especially
hard as the city was on the front lines of
the conflict with Iran.

”The toxic water crisis continues,
although the province has had
pledges from UK, Europe and Ja-
pan, political conflict in govern-
ment has prevented the funds from
reaching Basra’s authorities,”

The pollution of the province's water
supply triggered waves of deadly
demonstrations last summer as residents
demanded better services.

Poor governance has been linked to
many of Iraq's problems, with interna-
tional bodies routinely ranking the
country on lists of failing states.

UNICEEF is calling for the Iraqi govern-
ment to "invest effectively in infrastruc-
ture and services" that will ensure that
every Iraqi child has access to clean and
safe water.

But politicians that represent the prov-

ince say the government has done little
to respond to the crisis.

“The toxic water crisis continues,
although the province has had pledges
from UK, Europe and Japan, political
conflict in government has prevented
the funds from reaching Basra’s author-
ities,” Mohammad Al Tai, a politician
representing Basra, told The National.

People in Basra are convinced that no
changes are going to occur, Mr Al Tai
said.

Upon visiting Basra, UNICEF’s team
found that residents were disposing of
rubbish and sometimes waste water in
rivers.

“People's behaviour has to change.
They must have conversations [to un-
derstand] that pollution and climate
change are irreversible,” Ms Awad said.

As well as a lack of safe water, the
southern province and the region sur-
rounding Iraq's main oil city suffers
from constant power cuts, a stagnant
economy, poor health services and
widespread corruption.

https://www.thenational.ae/world/mena/war
-may-be-over-but-basra-s-battle-for-clean-
water-continues-1.840223
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Iraq’s Paramilitaries Are Turn-
ing on Their Own Ranks

A feud within the Popular Mobilization Units
will change the shape of the organization and
the nature of Shia politics in Iraq.

Earlier this month, Iraq’s paramilitary group raided the
home of and arrested one of its own — a prominent
and long-time paramilitary leader, Aws al-Khafaji. The
Popular Mobilization Units (PMU) — an umbrella
organization of about 50 predominantly Shia paramili-
tary groups — has initiated a crackdown on groups.

The purging reveals an emerging reality in Iraq: the
paramilitary groups that fought together against ISIS
are competing against each other for power, legitimacy
and resources. In this process, the PMU is further insti-
tutionalizing by centralizing power over the disparate
groups that fall within its umbrella. This competition
has profound implications for stability in post-ISIS
Iraqg — and for how we should understand its emerg-
ing state.

Tensions within the PMU

The PMU was created in response to the rise of ISIS in
2014. While Iraq’s armed forces remained in disarray,
the PMU brought together paramilitary organizations
that quickly recruited thousands of volunteers to fight
ISIS. Groups within the organization hold varying ide-
ologies and sources of emulation, but the senior lead-
ership maintains strong links to Iran.

Recently, the senior PMU leadership has embarked on
raids and purges from within its own ranks to consoli-
date and centralize power and institutionalize the or-
ganization. This process is the PMU’s attempt to clean
up its image by taking more control over groups that
commit violations. In a recent interview, PMU leader
Abu Mehdi al-Muhandis said that certain paramilitary
groups were committing violations and should be dealt
with. The PMU accused Khafaji’s organization

of being one of these groups.

During the fight against ISIS, Khafaji remained loyal
to the senior PMU leaders and their Iranian allies and
often spoke on behalf of the PMU. As that battle
wound down, he began criticizing Iranian interference
in Iraq. He also stood against the killing of his cousin,
Iraqi novelist Alaa Mushthoub, who was gunned down
in Karbala. He and many Iraqis believe that the gun-
man was linked to the PMU. To them, the novelist was

/J oint Statement by UN Women & UNFPA in
Iraq on International Women’s Day
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targeted for his secularism and sustained critique of
Iranian Supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

Internal Shia power struggles

The PMU’s internal divisions are part of a wider intra-
Shia struggle for power that dominates post-ISIS Iraqi
politics. Following last summer’s elections, this frag-
mentation produced two competing Shiite blocs in par-
liament for the first time since 2003.

On one side of the internal Shia Islamist struggle, a
conservative group is led by the senior PMU leader-
ship (referred to as the pro-Khamanei group), with al-
lies such as the former prime minister and a vice presi-
dent of Iraq, Nouri al-Maliki. This camp is close to
Iran. On the other side, a reformist Shia Islamist group
with leaders such as Muqtada al-Sadr and Ammar al-
Hakim seeks to limit Iranian influence and the role of
the PMU in politics.
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PMU members receiving training in November 2018. Photo: Getty Images
Further exacerbating the divide, a rivalry has emerged
from within the conservative camp itself. Following
the summer’s elections, factions within this group
competed for a limited number of cabinet posts in the
new government. The Fateh alliance, the electoral
wing of the PMU, was unable to match each PMU
leader’s expectations with the ministerial posts availa-
ble to them.

These internal divisions became evident following the
decision by Fateh head Hadi al-Ameri to forge

an electoral alliance with his electoral rival, Sadr, one
month after the vote. The decision symbolized the
coming together of the two camps to form a govern-
ment. However, other Fateh leaders who remained ad-
versarial to Sadr joined forces with Maliki to negate
the deal and form their own bloc.

Ultimately, Ameri was left with no choice but to break
his alliance with Sadr and return to the conservative
camp. The internal political struggle in the conserva-
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tive camp has seen Ameri’s leadership and negotiation
skills challenged. One PMU leader told the author that
if Ameri could not get the PMU candidate, Faleh al-
Fayadh, to become interior minister, then he was no
longer fit to run the list.

The PMU after ISIS

In the areas liberated from ISIS, PMU groups are also
beginning to turn against each other. The rivalry is
primarily driven by economics: taking territory and
control over checkpoints and businesses. However, the
scarcity of the spoils of the war — and the absence of
an external enemy — has made these groups competi-
tors, creating an unstable environment in the post-ISIS
areas.

The PMU’s political and economic expansion has
fueled criticism from its own Shia population. Many
residents from Basra, where an overwhelming majority
of PMU fighters come from, say that the PMU’s role
in fighting ISIS under the religious fatwa made the
organization sacred, but its move to seize political and
economic power has besmirched their legitimacy. Dur-
ing the protests in September, many residents attacked
the offices of PMU groups, seeing them as complicit in
Basra’s economic decline.

It is unlikely that this environment will lead to an intra
-Shia civil war. None of the PMU leaders or their Ira-
nian allies want an open conflict that would feature
Shia groups fighting Shia groups. Instead, intra-PMU
rivalries will be fought out through covert assassina-
tions or imprisonment of potential dissidents as the
organization centralizes power over the many disparate
groups that make up the PMU.

The PMU may also at times reunite against a common
enemy. The escalation of US-Iranian tensions may
bring PMU forces back together against the external
threat.

Beyond violence, the internal PMU dispute is signifi-
cant because it will change the shape of the organiza-
tion, as it consolidates power and moves away from an
umbrella organization of disparate groups. The process
will also change the nature of Shia politics in Iraq and
have implications for stabilizing Iraq past the cycles of
collapse that mark its state-building experience since
2003. If armed groups are not held accountable and
under the rule of law, the victory over ISIS will be-
come another short-lived mission accomplished.

Renad Mansour

https://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/iraq-s
-paramilitaries-are-turning-their-own-ranks

estimates that there are 3,3 million women and girls in need of humanitarian \
assistance in 2019 across the country.

While the Government of Iraq and the Kurdistan Regional Government have

Women in Iraq and across the world are entitled to live in dignity, in freedom
and without discrimination. Gender equality, a human right, plays a crucial role
in sustainable development, peace and security.

This year, the world celebrates women by putting innovation at the heart of ef-
forts to achieve gender equality. The International Women’s Day theme for
2019: “Think Equal, Build Smart, Innovate for Change” highlights the role in-
novation plays in overcoming social barriers, accelerating progress for gender
equality, encouraging investment in gender-centred initiatives, and building ser-
vices and infrastructure that responds to the needs of women and girls across the
world.

Women in Iraq have suffered from major psychological and emotional conse-
quences due to the continuous displacement, the traumatic events and the vio-
lence caused by the protracted crises, threatening their ability to build a better
future for themselves, their families and their communities. The United Nations

-
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taken significant steps towards acknowledging women rights, women and girls
are yet to be given the opportunity to contribute more effectively in shaping pol-
icies and making changes, especially at a time when the country recovers from
three years of conflict.

On this International Women’s Day, we call upon both governments to invest
further in the great potential of the women in Iraq to boost economic and social
development of the country.

UN Women and UNFPA renew their commitment to advancing gender equality
and the empowerment of women in the areas of social protection and access to
public services across the country to improve the lives of women, adolescents
and youth, enabled by population dynamics and human rights.

Dina Zorba, Representative, UN Women Iraq
Dr Oluremi Sogunro, Representative, UNFPA Iraq

https://iraq.unfpa.org/en/news/joint-statement-un-women-unfpa-iraq-international-
womens-day
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Iraq's Kurds Weigh Their Op-
tions, Balancing the United
States and Iran

A trip to Iraqi Kurdistan last week, my first since the
abortive referendum on independence there in October
2017, revealed a political landscape at once utterly dif-
ferent and eerily familiar. In the former category is the
new, widespread understanding—both among the lead-
ers | met with and among their younger followers in
business, academe, and the media—that Kurdish inde-
pendence is a long-term aspiration, not a realistic near-
term policy option. Along with this view is a sharp re-
duction in attempts to get more deeply involved with
Kurdish issues in any of the neighboring countries be-
yond Iraq’s borders—either Syria, Turkey, or Iran.

The common denominator here is a marked shift to-
ward more modest and arguably more realistic political
ambitions, whether inside or outside of Iraq. This also
means a move toward greater willingness to find prac-
tical compromises with the central government in
Baghdad. The newfound pragmatism my Kurdish in-
terlocutors exhibited now extends to tough issues rang-
ing from revenue sharing to border controls to security
cooperation along the autonomous territory’s newly
restored demarcation line with the rest of Iraq. It even
extends to a degree of resignation over the future status
of the disputed key oil city of Kirkuk, which the Kurds
had taken from ISIS in 2014 only to lose to the Iraqi
army and Iranian-backed militias (the Hashd al-Shaabi,
or Popular Mobilization Forces) in the immediate af-
termath of the referendum.

Connected to these changes is a more acute Kurdish
sense that Iran and its proxies potentially pose a direct
threat, a significantly different viewpoint from my pre-
vious trips. Their capture of Kirkuk vividly demon-
strated how much they can hurt the Iraqi Kurds; and, in
the words of one very senior KRG official I met pri-
vately on this visit, “no one can stop them.” Other local
Kurds often reminded me how in the past two years

In Mosul's enduring rubble,
fertile soil for an ISIS revival?

Scott Peterson writes for The Christian Sci-
ence Monitor

Nearly two years after the liberation of Mosul from
Islamic State militants, what hasn’t changed is that
much of Iraq’s second city remains rubble, with lim-
ited services and little rebuilding.

What has changed is that the high expectations from
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Iran has periodically attacked Kurdish exiles deep in-
side Iraqi Kurdistan with missiles, assassination
squads, or kidnapping teams.

Iran is also more actively seeking to expand its engage-
ment and influence inside Kurdistan, not just among its
usual proteges near the common border but also in the
capital of Erbil and in the ranks of the previously more
reticent KDP party centered there. Qassem So-
leimani—head of Iran’s IRGC Qods Force and a major
power behind the scenes in Irag—reportedly visits Er-
bil about as often as Baghdad these days, unannounced
yet almost royally received in both places.

Much of Iran’s overall political, economic, and securi-
ty influence in Kurdistan is also exercised in the shad-
ows rather than in public official channels. For exam-
ple, the high-profile Sulay Forum conference I attend-
ed March 6-7 featured presentations by senior officials
and experts not only from Baghdad, but also from
many other countries: Arabs, Turks, Americans, Euro-
peans, Russians, and more. Yet as I have always no-
ticed at similar events, not a single Iranian official
spoke—and not for want of an invitation. Indeed, I
have previously agreed to appear on conference panels
in Kurdistan with Iranian diplomats, only to have them
fail to show up at the last moment. Rather, Iran’s pref-
erence is to shun such public events with other nation-
alities, the more to highlight (or perhaps hide) its own,
supposedly unique, private role in Kurdistan.

That role is hardly a benign one. Not long ago, to cite
one example, an Erbil businessman told me he had
been twice approached by Iranian agents who wanted
to borrow his truck for some unspecified purposes. On
this trip, I heard from several Kurdish security sources
that Iran is now secretly using such unmarked commer-
cial trucks to ferry advanced missile parts across Kur-
distan, as in other parts of Iraq, to unknown militia des-
tinations—either inside or outside the country. The
only possible limit local officials saw on such activity
is Iran’s growing domestic economic difficulties.
Asked to give a concrete example, one local observer
wryly said, “Well, we see lots more Iranians crossing

that July 2017 liberation — of a post-ISIS renaissance
in Mosul bolstered by an infusion of Western and Ira-
qi government cash and goodwill — are receding as
frustration sets in.

Instead of hope, in fact, there is growing concern
among Iraqis, Western officials, and aid groups alike
that the lack of palpable progress in Mosul and in sev-
eral Sunni-dominated provinces risks rekindling the
anti-government, pro-ISIS ideology.
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our border to find work lately. In fact, right now most
of the prostitutes in Erbil are from Iran.”

Most of the Kurds I spoke with say they resent these
Iranian encroachments. They add that unlike many oth-
er Iraqis, and despite some political or cultural ties
with Iran, the largely Sunni Kurds have little common
religious affiliation with most Iranians—and much
pent-up anger at Iran’s brutal treatment of its own
Kurdish minority of around ten million. Yet today, Ira-
qi Kurds often feel pushed to curry greater favor with
Tehran. Two senior KRG officials told me privately
that they had invited Iranian President Hassan Rouhani
to add Erbil to his Baghdad visit last week, although
they had not received a positive reply. And in a public
interview this week, the KRG prime minister refused
to commit to enforcing American economic sanctions
against Iran, punting the ball to the Baghdad govern-
ment instead.

This brings us to the crux of the matter: Iraqi Kurds no
longer feel they can fully count on American support
to counter Iran, even inside Kurdistan. A number cited
the on-again, off-again U.S. military mission to the
Kurds in neighboring Syria as an ominous portent. And
several senior KRG officials told me they would wel-
come a continuing American military presence in Kur-
distan, even or especially if the Iraqi parliament in
Baghdad carried out current threats by pro-Iran fac-
tions to expel U.S. forces from Iraq. As one put it,
“You were right to warn us that the U.S. would not
come to our aid if the referendum backfired. But now,
if Iran’s pressure on Baghdad proves too great to resist,
could the U.S. possibly pivot to Kurdistan instead?”
The Kurds’ desire for American protection is not new.
However, their uncertainty about its prospects is clear-
ly far greater than it was on my last visit, just before
Qasem Soleimani masterminded the attack on Kirkuk.

David Pollock

https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/fikraforum/view/iraqs-
kurds-weigh-their-options

Iraq opens Daesh mass grave in
Yazidi region

Iraqi authorities have recently opened a first mass
grave containing victims of the Daesh group in the
Yazidi stronghold of Sinjar, where extremists brutally
targeted the minority.

Nobel Peace Prize winner Nadia Murad, a Yazidi who
escaped IS and became an outspoken advocate for her
community, attended the ceremony in her home village
of Kojo to mark the start of exhumations.

The United Nations, which is assisting with the foren-

sic work, says the first opening of a mass grave in the
region will help to shed light on the fate those inhabit-
ants killed by IS.

Hundreds of men and women from the village are be-
lieved to have been executed by the extremists when
they took over the area in 2014.The Yazidi people were
targeted by the extremists who swept across northern
Iraq in 2014 and seized their bastion of Sinjar near the
border with Syria.

Daesh fighters slaughtered thousands of Yazidi men
and boys, then abducted women and girls to be abused
as sex slaves. The United Nations has said the Daesh
actions could amount to genocide, and is investigating

the group’s atrocities across Iraq.

Murad called for Iraq’s central authorities and those in
the Kurdistan region to “protect the mass graves” so
that proof could be found of the “genocide of the
Yazidis”. “There will not be reconciliation with the
Arab tribes of our region if their dignitaries don’t give
the names of those who carried out the crimes so they
can be judged,” she said.

The head of the UN investigative team Karim Khan
said the exhumation marked an “important moment”
for the probe, with 73 mass graves discovered so far in
Sinjar alone.

From AFP
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