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Iraq’s Abadi rides out summer of wrath

Amman

I 

raqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi’s bold plan to slash 
spending, improve public ser-
vices and sack corrupt officials 
was a master stroke that earned 

him much-needed popularity in the 
face of protests calling for the re-
moval of his government.

Perhaps the most significant of 
Abadi’s reforms, unveiled on Au-
gust 9th, is the abolition of the offic-
es of three deputy prime ministers 
and three vice-presidential posts, 
effectively dismissing his predeces-
sor, Nuri al-Maliki.

Maliki is widely seen as a sectar-
ian leader who alienated the coun-
try’s once powerful Sunni Muslim 
minority. Fed up with Maliki, many 
Sunnis sided with Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants when they captured 
their cities, hailing them as “libera-
tors”.

Removing Maliki could help Aba-
di win back the Sunnis but having a 
powerful foe like Maliki could also 
backfire.

Maliki served as prime minis-
ter from 2006 until he resentfully 
stepped aside, dropping his quest 
to stay on and paving the way for 
Abadi to form his cabinet, in August 
2014. The former prime minister is 
widely alleged to have undermined 
Abadi in a bid to return to power. 
Maliki denies this. On August 11th, 

Iraq’s parliament approved Ab-
adi’s wide-ranging reforms by 
acclamation.

The plan followed more than 
two weeks of street protests de-

manding the government fix recur-
ring electrical problems. Protesters 
also demanded improved health 
care, while others called for cleaner 
tap water, better paved streets and 
higher salaries.

“Al-Abadi is much stronger to-
day,” Fadel al-Badrani, a professor 
of communication science and me-
dia at the Iraqi University in Bagh-
dad, told The Arab Weekly.

But Badrani warned that if Abadi 
“hesitated or slackened, his cabinet 
will be doomed”.

This may well happen.

Iraq’s power outages are unlikely 
to be fixed anytime soon. Iraqi nat-
ural gas could easily cover the 10 gi-
gawatt deficit the country currently 
suffers but the gas sector has never 
been developed because nobody 

could figure out how to commod-
itise it.

Iraq also faces a swelling budget-
ary deficit, which has hampered in-
vestment in the energy sector.

Iraq commands the world’s sec-
ond largest proven oil reserves after 
Saudi Arabia and hopes to become 
the world’s largest oil producer by 
2020, but much of the oil revenue 
was withered due to alleged official 
corruption.

The power cuts are blamed on 
factors ranging from official corrup-
tion to insurgent attacks on power 
lines. Iraqi households receive elec-
tricity for an average seven hours a 
day.

Under Abadi’s plan, several top 
government posts must be filled 
with independents, a step designed 
to rid the state of rife corruption. 
Previous appointments were deter-
mined by party sway and sectarian 
allegiance.

Abadi’s plan would also reduce 
spending on bodyguards for of-
ficials and calls for a review of all 
corruption cases with fresh trials 
for accused officials.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, is 
the Levant section editor for The 
Arab Weekly and has covered the 
Middle East and North Africa for 
nearly three decades.
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Syrians’ desperate journey across the sea

Istanbul

T 

urkish Coast Guard crews 
have picked up more 
than 2,100 mostly Syr-
ian refugees trying to get 
from Turkey to Greece in 

less than a week.
Quoting Coast Guard sources, 

Turkish media reported that, from 
August 7th to August 10th, 1,799 
refugees were rescued from small 
boats in the Aegean. 

Another 330 Syrians were found 
adrift on August 11th, Reuters re-
ported.

Refugees told Turkish media 
they were driven by fears of being 
sent back to their war-torn country 
and by worsening conditions in 
Turkey, which has taken in close to 
2 million Syrians since the conflict 
there began in 2011.

One man in the western city of 
Izmir told the Hurriyet newspaper 

he and many others left Syria to 
avoid being conscripted into the 
military of President Bashar Assad 
or being forced to join extremist 
rebel groups. 

“We do not want to join the army 
and fight in the war,” the man, who 
was identified by the initials M.Y., 
told the daily. “You have to join ei-
ther Assad or ISIS.”

A group of five young men told 
Hurriyet they were more afraid of 
being sent back to Syria than of 
the boat journey to Greece. “If we 
can’t make it [to Greece] within a 
month, Turkey will deport us,” one 
of them said.

 A return to Syria would mean 
they would have to join govern-
ment troops. “This is why we are 
not afraid of the risky boat trip. 

We don’t have another choice,” he 
said. Turkey has not yet sent any 
refugees back to Syria and main-
tains it will stick to its “open door” 

policy that says no refugee from 
Syria will be turned away.

 But many refugees find it hard 
to earn money and to find an af-
fordable place to stay. For some, 
the crossing to Greece presents it-
self as a chance to overcome their 
plight.

Fatma Ahmet, a 38-year-old 
woman who ran a pharmacy in 
Syria before she fled to Turkey 
with her four children, said it was 
impossible for her to get by. 

“The authorities are helping 
but we want to work,” she told 
the Turkish DHA news agency in  
Izmir.

As Syrian refugees are not al-
lowed to work legally in Turkey, 
many of them complain of having 
to work for extremely low wages 
in the informal labour market. “If 
you find work, they give you 30 lira 
($11) a day or they don’t pay you at 
all,” Ahmet said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.
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Syrian refugees jump off a dinghy upon arriving on a beach on the 
Greek island of Kos, after crossing a part of the Aegean sea from 
Turkey, on August 9, 2015.

Iraqi woman holds a placard during a demonstration against corruption and poor services on August 
6, 2015, in Baghdad.
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