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Baghdad

I 

raqi officers answer telephones 
at a Baghdad information cen-
tre, jot down details regarding 
Islamic State (ISIS) movements 
and Russian military analysts 

relay instructions to Syrians, Irani-
ans and Iraqis on what needs to be 
done.

The exchange of reconnaissance 
data is taking place at an informa-
tion centre established in Septem-
ber by Russia, Syria, Iraq and Iran 
in Baghdad to coordinate joint mili-
tary action against ISIS, which con-
trols land in Iraq and Syria.

The four countries are represent-
ed by officers of the national armed 
forces, whose primary task is to 
collect and analyse data related to 
ISIS operations in the region.

On September 30th, Russia be-
gan air strikes on ISIS positions 
in Syria at the request of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad. Since the 
beginning of the campaign, Rus-
sian forces have carried out nearly 
1,000 sorties in Syria, killing sever-
al hundred militants and destroy-
ing dozens of command centres 
and depots used by the terrorists, 
according to an Iraqi official at the 
Baghdad information centre.

The Russian moves, which fol-
lowed its military build-up in 
Syria, underlined Moscow’s ex-
panding influence in the Middle 
East. A larger Russian role in Iraq 
could sideline Washington, which 
has been strug gling against a sig-
nificant influence by Iranian-allied 

Shia militias in Iraq. Months of air 
strikes by the US-led coalition tar-
geting ISIS strongholds in Iraq and 
Syria produced scant progress.

Shahwan Abdullah, the secretary 
of the Iraqi parliament’s defence 
committee, said the Baghdad “co-
ordination centre is in business”.

“What we have now is joint coor-
dination and information exchange 
between the founding countries,” 
Abdullah said.

He said only the department for 
collecting intelligence data related 
to ISIS, used for selecting targets 
for air strikes, is in operation.

“If there is information on ISIS’s 
movements in Iraq, then the Iraqi 
aviation carries out air strikes,” he 
said. “If the information is on Syria, 
then the Russian aviation does it.”

An Iraqi military official de-
scribed the centre at Baghdad’s Al-
Muthana military base at Baghdad 
airport as like a “swarm cell”.

“Telephones never stop ringing. 
Iraqi military officials take note 

of the incoming information and 
translate it on the spot to our part-
ners, the Russians, who distribute 
it to the rest — the Syrians and Ira-
nians,” the official said.

He spoke on condition of ano-
nymity because he was not allowed 
to make statements to the media.

Iraqi Army Captain Mohammed 
al-Rawi, speaking from a base in 
Anbar province, a vast desert re-
gion of western Iraq where ISIS has 
a number of major strongholds, 
said Iraqi military personnel are in 
“constant touch with the Baghdad 
information centre”.

“The centre is specifically in-
terested in information on battle 
grounds in Anbar, the whereabouts 
of ISIS and how big is its fighting 
force on the ground in any specific 
area in the province,” Rawi said.

“They tell us they’re studying 
the various options in preparation 
for air strikes or for guidance to 
ground troops in the area.”

“It’s a very well-coordinated 
operation and we’re glad to be in 
touch with a command centre that 
has plans and can guide us to vic-
tory.”

Iraqi analyst Atwan Sayed said 
that, although Russia is the strong-
est militarily in the four-nation 
coalition, “It’s highly unlikely that 
it would act on its own without in-
forming the remaining members of 
its plans.”

“Russia is clearly in a study 
mode. It’s examining the terrain, 

information and the evaluation of 
the different options,” Sayed said.

“It’s only a matter of days till we 
hear of Russian sorties over Iraq.”

Hakem al-Zameli, who heads 
parliament’s defence committee, 
said “Iraq will ask Russia soon to 
start air strikes against Daesh posi-
tions in the country”. Daesh is the 
Arabic acronym for ISIS.

He said there was no time set 
for the Iraqi request “but it should 
come very soon”. He said parlia-
ment’s defence committee voted 
unanimously to allow the Russia 
sorties, setting the stage for a full 
vote in parliament, subsequently 
allowing the Baghdad government 
to make the request to the Rus-
sians.

An Iraqi government official, 
insisting on anonymity, said tech-
nical points were being reviewed 
with Russia, including “the des-
ignation of a specific airbase for 
Russian jet fighters and for Iraq to 
bear part of the cost of the sorties 
on Daesh.

“Russia is also insisting on im-
munity against any legal liability 
for its air force and military in the 
event that such sorties, or plans, 
lead to casualties among Iraqi ci-
vilians,” the official added. He said 
Baghdad was likely to accept.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Iraq.
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raq, ravaged by war, tyran-
ny and insurgency since the 
1980s, seems set to become the 
seminal confrontation point 
in the swelling power strug-

gle between Riyadh and Tehran, 
with Sunni states lining up behind 
the Saudis to block Iran’s efforts to 
dominate the Shia-majority coun-
try.

Now Moscow seems to be driv-
ing to extend its influence in Iraq 
as well, ostensibly to form an anti-
Islamic State (ISIS) coalition but on 
a more strategic level embracing 
Iran and Syria to rebuild a regional 
alliance it lost decades ago in a part 
of the world that’s now up for grabs.

“Iraq, a historical crossroads be-
tween major empires to the east 
and west, is once again caught in 
the middle of a battle among re-
gional powers looking to protect 
their own interests,” the US-based 
global security consultancy Stratfor 
observed.

There have been signs that Iraq 
was seeking to shed the blood-
soaked political baggage it acquired 
during the rule of Saddam Hussein 
and the subsequent US occupation. 
Saudi Arabia, which broke off rela-
tions with Baghdad in August 1990 
after Saddam invaded Kuwait, had 
planned to reopen its Baghdad em-
bassy in September after Eid al-Fitr.

But that has not yet come to pass, 
possibly because of Moscow’s move 
in late September, amid its military 
intervention in Syria, to cement 
this emerging alliance by setting up 
an intelligence coordination centre 

with Syria and Iran in Baghdad.
Saudi Arabia’s recent transfor-

mation from risk-averse caution 
in its foreign policy to shoot-from-
the-hip military interventionism, 
as seen in the Saudi-led coalition 
of Gulf states battling in Yemen 
against what they maintain is Ira-
nian encroachment, underlines 
how Riyadh is stepping in to block 
Iranian ambitions to its north and 
as well as its south.

The Gulf states fear that if Iran 
gets a stranglehold on Iraq, the land 
corridor from Iran to the Gulf states 
that Saddam kept shut for decades 
will finally be open and with it the 
possibility of invasion by the Arabs’ 
historical enemy, the Persians.

Ever since the United States top-
pled Saddam in April 2003, and es-
pecially since US forces withdrew 
in December 2011, Iran has been 
seeking to impose its will on Iraq 
through its Shia majority.

But Iran’s success in infiltrating 
Iraqi institutions and whipping 
up sectarian chaos seems to be 
meeting growing Iraqi opposition, 
60% of Iraq’s people may be Shia 
but they are Arab and not Persian 
and, as they demonstrated during 
the 1980-88 war with the Islamic 
Republic, do not want to become 
a vassal state constricted by the 
straightjacket of clerical rule.

The recent outbreak of discon-
tent among Iraqis, Shias and Sun-
nis alike, has directly challenged 
Iranian dominion in the country by 
forcing the government of Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi, who re-
placed the power-hungry, pro-Ira-
nian Nuri al-Maliki in August 2014, 
to implement wide-ranging politi-
cal reforms that put distance be-
tween Baghdad and Tehran. It also 

seeks to eliminate the corrupt po-
litical system that Tehran has long 
exploited.

Maliki, whom the Saudis consid-
ered an Iranian proxy, was ousted 
after the Islamic State (ISIS) seized 
most of western Iraq. The Ameri-
cans dithered, allowing Iran to 
come to the rescue using the Iraqi 
Shia militias it had created to fight 
the US occupation. But the high-
handed actions of these irregular 
forces have incensed Iraq’s Sunni 
minority and alienated many Shias.

A key player in the anti-Iranian 
alliance is Grand Ayatollah Ali 
Sistani, the religious leader of Iraq’s 
Shias and a long-time opponent of 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s sys-
tem of theocratic rule in Iran. Al-
though Sistani was born in Iran, he 
is widely revered in Iraq and holds 

unquestioned authority there.
Tehran has wanted to get rid of 

him for years but knows that assas-
sination or trying to discredit him 
could backfire dangerously on their 
plans to absorb Iraq and its vast oil 
reserves.

The reclusive Sistani seeks to 
reassert the place of Najaf, Iraq’s 
spiritual capital where he lives and 
which he rarely leaves, as the reli-
gious centre of Shia Islam, a status 
that was challenged by the 1979 Is-
lamic Revolution after which Iran’s 
holy city of Qom became more 
prominent. But with the 2003 top-
pling of Saddam, Najaf sought to 
reclaim its historical status.

Sistani, who follows Shia Islam’s 
“quietist” strain and has rarely 
interfered in political affairs, has 
openly supported the protest move-

ment and become stridently anti-
Iranian in his public pronounce-
ments. This has resonated deeply 
with Shias who despise Iran’s cleri-
cal rule.

Indeed, Abadi was able to un-
dertake a bold and unprecedent-
ed reform package largely be-
cause Sistani threw the weight of  
the Shia religious authority behind 
him.

The support of Sistani and the 
religious establishment could well 
be the clincher in the end. “The 
real story behind these uprisings is 
that the Shia political and religious 
establishment wants to pre-empt 
a power grab by the up-and-com-
ing Iran-backed elements in the 
country,” said Iraq expert Michael 
Knights of the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy.
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