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A 

lthough Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants claimed 
responsibility for a sui-
cide bombing at a busy 
Iraqi marketplace on the 

first day of a Muslim feast, analysts 
and residents of the district warned 
against quick conclusions.

The July 17th blast killed at least 
120 people, including 14 children 
and 13 women, and wounded an-
other 140 in Khan Bani Saad, which 
is mostly inhabited by Shia Mus-
lims, according to Diyala Governor 
Muthana al-Tamimi.

Tamimi said the explosion 
brought down several buildings in 
Khan Bani Saad, in Diyala province, 
30 kilometres north-east of Bagh-
dad.

“The large number of casualties 
is due to the presence of crowds of 
people celebrating the first day of 
Eid al-Fitr,” he said, referring to the 
Muslim feast that marks the end of 
the holy fasting month of Ramadan.

He declined to comment on the 
reasons and the perpetrators of the 
attack, one of the deadliest since 
ISIS overran parts of Iraq late in 
2013.

ISIS claimed responsibility for the 
explosion in an internet statement, 
saying it targeted the “rejection-
ists”, a term used by hard-line Sun-
ni Muslims to describe rival Shias.

But residents said there was rea-
son to believe that someone from 
the area carried out the attack. 

Some blamed the blast on a rivalry 
between the influential pro-Iranian 
Badr Organisation and the Mahdi 
Army of the cleric Muqtada al-Sadr 
— both Shia groups.

Sadr’s group sought to have its 
own candidate run Diyala province, 
specifically from Khan Bani Saad. 
But Tamimi, who is a member of 
Badr Organisation, won. 

Badr, whose members are mostly 
in the army, police and other secu-
rity departments, became widely 
popular last year for fiercely fight-
ing ISIS militants across Iraq.

There were protests in Khan Bani 
Saad over Tamimi’s victory just 
three days before the blasts, resi-
dents reported.

Iraq’s army, backed by Shia mili-
tias, defeated ISIS in Diyala earlier 
this year, driving the group out of 
the province. 

The Iraqi Army is now focused 
on the western province of Anbar, 
where an offensive is planned to re-
capture Iraq’s Sunni heartland.

Jassim Abu Hussein, an inde-
pendent Shia politician who used a 
pseudonym for fear of retribution by 
militias in the area, said the perpe-
trators “are insiders, from this area. 
They wanted to undermine Tamimi 
on the first few days on the job.” 

Witnesses said a truck laden with 
blocks of ice drove into the crowd-
ed marketplace. The chunks are 
crushed into cubes used for cold 
drinks in the absence of refrigera-
tion due to continuous power cuts.

“When people gathered around 
the truck, there was suddenly a 
loud explosion with columns of 
black smoke rising to the sky,” said 
Abu Ali, an eyewitness who said he 
helped evacuate the wounded ly-
ing in the streets.

The panicky crowd, which in-
cluded women and children “went 
berserk, smashing windows of cars 
parked in the street”, Abu Ali said.

“It was mayhem,” he said. 
“There was blood and corpses all 
over.”

Tamimi said at least 12 people 
were arrested for questioning on 
suspicion of involvement in the 
blast. He declined to elaborate.

Another official in the governo-
rate said five top police officials, 
including Khan Bani Saad’s police 
chief Brigadier Jassim Saadi, were 
“fired” after the blast. They were 
questioned for lax security that 
made the explosion possible, he 
said.

The official, who insisted on an-
onymity saying he was not allowed 
to make statements to the media, 
said the truck driver had brought 
in 3 tonnes of high-grade explo-
sives concealed under blocks of ice 
he was selling. “The authorities are 
investigating how the explosives 
managed to find their way into the 
marketplace through several secu-
rity checkpoints on the way,” the 
official added.

A journalist and Baghdad uni-
versity professor said he doubted 
that ISIS was behind the blast. 
“The easiest is to blame sectarian-
ism for this incident” but “Daesh 
isn’t the culprit this time,” he said, 
using ISIS’s Arabic acronym.

“Cars are carefully searched on 

entry at six police and army road 
blocks on the way to Khan Bani 
Saad, how come this one slipped 
in?”

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in Iraq.

Motives for Khan Bani Saad 
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Iraqis suspect political rivalry behind 
the deadly bombing

Residents and Iraqi security forces gather around a crater caused 
by a suicide car attack at a market in Khan Bani Saad, north-east of 
Baghdad, July 18, 2015.
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Credible reporters in Iraq are a rare breed

O 

f the hundreds of 
millions of people 
who have given 
their lives for 
freedom, Iraq has 
given its fair share. 

People, regardless of their social 
status, yearn to be free. Be it 
freedom of expression or 
freedom of beliefs, “It is the 
right of every individual to hold 
opinions without interference 
and to seek, receive, and impart 
information and ideas through 
any media (regardless of 
frontiers).” That’s exactly how 
the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights stated it.

After 2003, Iraq suddenly 
became all about human rights, 
civil liberties and, of course, free-
dom of the press.

After living under a brutal dic-
tatorship for several decades, Ira-
qis knew that the time had come 
to think, express and breathe as 
they please. 

They were no longer limited 
to watching the two or three 
government-controlled televi-
sion channels, listening to radio 
stations that the leader wanted 
them to hear or reading the few 
books that weren’t banned by the 

government.

The people of Iraq could finally 
relish the fact that nobody was 
monitoring their every thought 
and dream.

Shortly after the fall of Saddam 
Hussein’s regime, dozens of 
media outlets were launched. 
Every major political party had to 
have a media platform to spread 
the word and influence as many 
people as possible.

Unfortunately, those platforms 
would be owned by wealthy 
businessmen who seemed to 
find themselves prestigious from 
merely owning TV and radio 
stations. (This goes without even 
mentioning the funding coming 
from corrupt foreign countries.)

Certainly, the political 
and social situation is a 
direct reflection of the 
way the media works in 
the country. Hence, news 
is clearly relayed from the 
financial backers of these 
institutions. Sunnis have 
their outlets, as well as 
Shias, Kurds, Chris-
tians, etc.

Of course, an 
open market like 
Iraq’s demands 
journalist who are 
willing to follow 
their boss’s direc-
tions.

And therein lies 
the problem.

Journalism 
became a job for 
the jobless.

 You no longer 
need a degree 
to be hired as a 
reporter. You do 

not need to have any background 
or experience to be an anchor and 
who is to say that you have to be 
somewhat educated or well-read 
to host a political talk show that 
influences hundreds of thou-
sands?

Journalism in Iraq lacks ethics, 
professionalism, taste and, most 
of all, credibility.

Freedom of speech does not 
give anybody the right to degrade 
or infringe upon another or even 
to report false news simply based 
on the owner’s agenda.

NBC’s Nightly News anchor 
Brian Williams was suspended 
from his post as managing editor 
because he claimed that a heli-
copter he was aboard was struck 
by rocket fire in Iraq 12 years ago. 
The network now knows that the 
claim was false and therefore Wil-
liams should be punished.

It will take many years before 
something like this happens in 
Iraq for many reasons but the 

main one would be 
that there is no full 
understanding of the 
meaning of the free-
dom of the media and/
or expression. 

There is no profes-
sional modern media in-
stitute that knows how 
to teach ethics, profes-
sionalism or credibility.

That explains why so 
many people are rushing 
to be journalists in one of 
the most dangerous coun-

tries to be a journalist in the 
world today.

It is simply so easy.
To be fair, there are 

credible journalists 
in Iraq who could 
compete with the 
best journalists in 
the world. But they 

are a rare breed.
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