
9October 16, 2015

London

T 

here is a sharp dilemma 
at the heart of Iran’s pol-
icy in Iraq: Tehran wants 
its neighbour to remain 
unified but some of its 

actions have contributed to Iraq’s 
fragmentation and slide towards 
partition.

Iraq was never going to become 
the shining democracy envisaged 
by American neoconservatives. 
The Ba’ath Party, after 35 years in 
power, left a sectarianism that was 
compounded after the 2003 US-led 
invasion by Paul Bremer’s inept 
Coalition Provisional Authority and 
by Iraqi politicians building mafia-
style, sect-based networks.

Tehran’s recent role in building 
up Shia militias to fight the Islamic 
State (ISIS) reflected the collapse 
of the Iraqi Army but has increased 
Sunni apprehension over Iran’s 
links with the Iraqi Shia parties.

Ayatollah Ali Sistani, Iraq’s pre-
eminent Shia cleric, has long argued 
for national unity and dialogue. 
In 2006 and in 2007, crucially, he 
forbade Shia from taking up arms 
after Sunni militants bombed the al-
Askari mosque in Samarra.

Sistani’s call in June 2014 for vol-
unteers to fight ISIS reflected the 
seriousness of the threat. But it 
was also seen by many Shia as an 
endorsement of militias that, while 
nominally under the Iraqi state as 
“Popular Mobilisation Units”, are to 
a greater or lesser extent subject to 
Iranian control or influence.

Sistani’s recent support for dem-

onstrations against corruption and 
poor services — oddly similar to the 
“You Stink” protests in Lebanon — 
shows the ayatollah retains an inde-
pendent voice.

Beginning in Medina, near Basra, 
and spreading to Baghdad, the dem-
onstrators were condemned by the 
Shia parties, which have been in 
government for more than a decade. 
Former prime minister Nuri al-Ma-
liki accused them of being “against 
religion” and appeared even to al-
lege they were allied to ISIS.

Similar claims were made in 
Iran. The chief of staff of the armed 
forces, Major-General Hassan Fir-
ouzabadi, alleged the protests were 
“orchestrated” by “well-known 

groups… non-Muslim ones some-
times”.

There are differences in Tehran 
over Iraq, which partly coincide 
with differences between those 
who favour broad engagement with 
the outside world and those who 
see Iran as a beleaguered revolu-
tionary state. 

Iranian President Hassan Rohani’s 
approach has been exemplified in 
frequent visits to Sistani in Najaf by 
Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad 
Zarif and Ali Shamkhani, the ethnic 
Arab appointed by the president as 
Iran’s top security official.

But the divide is clearly illustrat-
ed by the continuing debate in Teh-
ran not just over the nuclear issue 

but over Iran’s wider foreign policy.
When Major-General Qassem 

Soleimani, commander of the Revo-
lutionary Guards’ elite Quds Force 
who has played a leading role in 
Iraq, addressed the annual meeting 
of the Assembly of Experts, the cler-
ical body that chooses Iran’s leader, 
on September 3rd he argued that 
Iran’s power and spiritual influence 
were strengthening the “axis of re-
sistance” around the region.

Ayatollah Mohammad Yazdi, the 
assembly’s head, told fellow clerics 
Iran should “not change our foreign 
policy of opposition to America, our 
Number One enemy, whose crimes 
are uncountable”.

Such rhetoric feeds concern 
among many senior clerics at West-
ern influence, in culture as much as 
politics. Fifty years after Jalal Al-e 
Ahmad first popularised the notion 
of gharbzadegi (‘westoxification’), 
they remain keen to isolate young 
Iranians from Western music, 
clothes and fast-food chains.

As long as the nuclear issue re-
mains live — even once the parlia-
ment has voted on the agreement, 
sanctions are not due to be lifted 
until February-April 2016 — the 
main division in Iranian politics 
is between those who support the 
agreement and those who oppose it.

This may bring together sup-
porters of the agreement, from re-
formists to many conservatives, in 
the two elections due on the same 
day on February 25, 2016, for the 
86-member Assembly of Experts 
and  for the 290-seat parliament. 
This would increase the likelihood 
of a shift in either body, especially 
parliament, favouring Rohani.

Word in Tehran says the president 

has been discussing some electoral 
arrangement for the parliamen-
tary election with House Speaker 
Ali Larijani, a natural conservative 
who supported the nuclear talks 
by fighting off attempts by parlia-
mentary deputies to tie the negotia-
tors’ hands. Larijani brushed away a 
question about this in New York on 
September 2nd, noting that Rohani 
was not standing in the election.

Securing a more supportive par-
liament would not give Rohani carte 
blanche but it would strengthen his 

hand not just over the nuclear issue 
but in regional policy. With Iraq, 
this means moving closer to the ap-
proach favoured by Sistani, includ-
ing a more inclusive government.

This implies reducing tension 
with Saudi Arabia — identified 
by Rohani as a priority in his first 
speech in office — and probably 
closer cooperation with the United 
States against ISIS. 

Iraq has repeatedly confounded 
even modest expectations but, if 
Rohani wants a viable and stable 
neighbour, he has no choice but to 
try.
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Shia volunteers, who have joined the Iraqi army to fight ISIS, show 
allegiance to Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani.

Tehran’s recent role 
in building up Shia 
militias increased 
Sunni apprehension 
over Iran’s links with 
the Iraqi Shia parties.
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everal Iraqi Kurdish fight-
ers tested positive for mus-
tard gas after a summer of 
war against Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants in north-

ern Iraq, the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) said, accusing 
the jihadist group of using banned 
chemical weapons.

US Marine Corps Brigadier-Gen-
eral Kevin Killea, chief of staff for 
operations against ISIS, said on Au-
gust 21st that field analysis of shell 
fragments from an attack in Iraq 
tested positive for sulphur mus-
tard. Killea said the test was not 
conclu sive proof of chemical weap-
ons use and the fragments would 
be tested further.

The latest evidence, however, 
raised the question of where ISIS 
obtained the chemicals.

Experts argue that ISIS is buy-
ing raw material on the markets in 
Iraq and Syria to manufacture ba-
sic mustard or chlorine gas bombs 
mounted on warheads, most com-
monly Russian-made Katyusha 
rockets.

Other material, such as light 
weapons and ammunition, are 
bought on the black market, espe-
cially in Turkey, in return for oil 
from fields in Iraq and Syria, which 
the jihadists sell, according to the 
experts. They maintained that the 
bulk of ISIS’s sophisticated US-
made light and heavy weaponry, 
however, comes from warehouses 
deserted by retreating Syrian and 
Iraqi armies.

“My research traced the source of 

the chemicals and I came to conclu-
sion that raw material was bought 
in the market in Iraq and Syria and 
prepared according to Internet 
bomb-making instructions,” said 
Aziz al-Khazraji, an Iraqi military 
expert who has conducted signifi-
cant research on ISIS.

“Nobody is willing to sell ISIS 
chemical weapons, not even on 
the black market,” he said. “The 
only logical  explanation is that ISIS 
manufactures the mustard gas it is 
using in its attacks in Iraq as well as 
Syria”.

Khazraji said his findings showed 
that ISIS developed a specialised 
cell to manufacture banned weap-
ons, importing the capabilities 
through jihadist doctors, engineers 
and other foreign professionals, 
including French, English, Austral-
ians, Canadians and Americans.

In the August 11th incident, 
mortar shells were fired at Kurd-
ish peshmerga positions in and 
near Makhmur, northern Iraq, Kil-
lea said in remarks in Washington. 
Fragments were collected by Kurd-
ish fighters and given to US forces.

About 80 kilometres south-east 
of Mo sul, Makhmur district is dis-
puted by the KRG and the central 
government in Baghdad. ISIS cap-
tured Makhmur in June 2014, but 
Kurdish peshmerga forc es retook 
the territory two months later.

Following the August 11th attack, 
a witness said he saw a column of 
smoke over Makhmur on the day 
of the attack. Abdullah Jobouri said 
after heavy shelling of a peshmerga 
front line, “We saw yellowish-white 
smoke rising to the sky.”

On October 10th, KRG’s Ministry 
of Peshmerga Affairs announced 
that blood samples from Kurdish 
fighters sent to a Baghdad lab re-
vealed traces of the toxic gas.

Ministry Secretary-General Jab-
bar Yawar, said in an interview that 
the exposure took place along the 
front lines near the northern Iraqi 
towns of Makhmur and nearby 
Gwer.

He said tests conducted by the 
Americans on shells and soil proved 
the area was hit with mustard gas.

“It is conclusive evidence that 
the peshmergas were exposed to 
chemicals,” Yawar said. He said the 
blood tests were done at a Baghdad 
laboratory.

An Iraqi Health Ministry official 
said blood samples from at least 35 
peshmerga fighters tested positive 
for mustard and chlorine gases. The 
official, who spoke on condition 
of anonymity, declined to provide 
other details.

Iraqi Kurdish troops, trained 
and helped by US advisers, took 
the lead in battling ISIS after the 
extremist group captured much of 

northern Iraq in 2014. Iraqi govern-
ment forces and allied Shia militias 
have since joined the fight, backed 
by US-led coalition air strikes.

Sulphur mustard is a Class 1 
chemical agent, which means it has 
few uses other than chemical war-
fare. Commonly referred to as mus-
tard gas, it causes severe, de layed 
burns to the eyes, skin and respira-
tory tract, according to the US Cent-
ers for Disease Control.

Sulphur mustard can also affect 
the nervous system and cause ex-
cess saliva, tears and urine, diar-
rhoea and vomiting. The gas, which 

can smell like garlic or mustard, is 
fatal in large doses.

There have been previous reports 
of ISIS using chemicals. In March, 
the KRG said it had evidence that 
ISIS used chlorine in a car bomb at-
tack on January 23rd. There have 
been numerous reports of chemi-
cals used in ISIS attacks in Syria’s 
north and central regions.
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A chlorine-tinged cloud of smoke rises into the air from a bomb detonated by Iraqi army and Shia 
fighters from Hashid Shaabi forces, in the town of al-Alam in Salahuddin province, in 2015.

In the August 11th 
incident, mortar 
shells were fired at 
Kurd ish peshmerga 
positions in and near 
Makhmur, northern 
Iraq.


