
8 November 6, 2015

News & Analysis Iraq

Baghdad

A 

total of 50 people were 
killed in violence in Di-
yala province in August 
and September, the sec-
ond highest number of 

victims in an Iraqi province, accord-
ing to the Interior Ministry. That 
was ten less than Baghdad.

Diyala, 30 kilometres north of the 
capital, has a majority Shia popu-
lation that has grown disgruntled 
with rival Sunnis since a July 17th 
suicide bombing at a market in the 
town of Khan Bani Saad. At least 120 
people, including 14 children and 
13 women and mostly Shias, were 
killed and 140 others were wound-
ed in the explosion.

The Islamic State (ISIS) — an ex-
tremist Sunni group — claimed re-
sponsibility for the attack but resi-
dents and police, to a certain extent, 
pointed to the local Sunni commu-
nity. Since then, Sunnis in Diyala 
have faced a violent campaign of 
displacement, kidnappings and as-
sassinations. Many have fled to oth-
er parts of Iraq.

Escaping Sunnis report threats, 
harassment and abuses commit-
ted by Shia-allied militias and the 
state’s predominantly Shia forces.

Mohammed al-Jubouri, a 46-year-
old mechanical engineer who fled to 
the northern Kurdish area, said he 
received “several warnings posted 
at my front door, saying: ‘If you 

want your life, leave the area’.
“And, indeed we did. Here we are 

in Erbil, where we have been for 
seven months,” he said.

Jubouri said several of his rela-
tives received similar threats, which 
they did not take seriously. “We 
haven’t heard from them in seven 
months. We think they were kid-
napped and possibly killed,” he 
said.

Following the July blast, Diyala’s 
federal court announced that 11 se-
curity officials in Khan Bani Saad 
and Baquba were detained for ques-
tioning. Security officials, however, 
told The Arab Weekly that those ar-
rested were Sunni security officers, 
who were not suspected of wrong-
doing but were rather dismissed to 
clear the station of Sunni elements.

It is believed that Shia militias 
kidnapped and possibly killed 30 
men, including Sheikh Talab al-Ju-
maili and three of his sons, as well 
as seven members of Albouhamdan 
tribe, from Khan Bani Saad, accord-
ing to rights activists in the area.

They said that dozens of Sunnis 
were wounded in militia mortar at-
tacks on predominantly Sunni vil-
lages and nearby districts.

In Diyala’s Khanaqin town, offi-
cials reported that the number of 
displaced Iraqis swelled the popu-
lation by 50%, with the arrival of 
23,000 displaced families. The au-
thorities have not yet processed 
hundreds of others arriving in the 
area.

Officials said another 30,000 dis-
placed people from Diyala arrived 
in Kirkuk in the northern Kurdish 
areas and thousands of others are 
believed to be in Mandali or fled to 
Iraq’s southern regions.

Abdul-Khaliq al-Azzawi, a mem-
ber of Diyala provincial council, 
blamed the violence on sectarian-
ism.

“The public campaign of displac-

ing people in the region came after 
the bombing of Khan Bani Saad’s 
marketplace,” he said. “It seems 
that suspicion is being used as a pre-
text to displace people and rekindle 
sectarianism that some government 
and private circles may condone.”

Baquba Mayor Abdullah Hayali 
announced on October 8th that 15 
people were wounded in mortar 
attacks on residential neighbour-
hoods in his district. Hours later, 
police said 27 people were killed 
and more than 30 were wounded 
in a mortar shelling that targeted 
Sunnis in four neighbourhoods in 
Baquba.

Mohammed al-Karbouli, a law-
maker on parliament’s defence 
committee, said he met with Na-
tional Security Adviser Faleh al-
Fayad to check on plans for “com-
bating organised kidnappings and 
killings in Baghdad and Diyala”.

“The number of victims of sectar-
ian violence peaked to 60 and 50 in 
total in the months of September 
and October,” he said.

The MP said his meeting came in 
the wake of mounting speculation 
that Fayad was responsible for kid-
nappings in Baghdad and Diyala.

“The preoccupation of the securi-
ty forces in the war on ISIS does not 
mean that security will be lax else-
where in Iraq,” Karbouli insisted.

Salem al-Saadoun, a political sci-
ence lecturer at Baghdad Univer-
sity, accused Iran of being behind 
the displacement, saying Tehran 
sought to replace the residents with 
Iranian Shias to intentionally cause 
a demographic imbalance.

“Iran wants Baghdad and Diyala 
provinces with Shia majority so that 
both provinces can be added to Iraqi 
areas with Shia majority,” Saadoun 
said.

“By the same token, what we’re 
seeing is a tribal revenge,” he said. 
“The Shias want to avenge for the 

killing of scores of them [by] the 
hands of al-Qaeda, to which many 
Sunnis were seen to have sympa-
thised”.

The government in Diyala is run 
by the Shia militia of Badr Organi-
sation, which is headed by Hadi al-
Amiri, who was given the security 
authority in the province.

Diyala Governor Muthana al-
Tamimi confirmed in public com-
ments last July that Amiri, the 

secretary-general of the Badr Or-
ganisation, was entrusted by the 
Baghdad government to manage 
Diyala’s security.

“It is an honour to be a soldier and 
fighter with Hadi al-Ameri,” Tamimi 
said at the time. “It is my duty to 
work under his instructions.”

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Iraq.
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Lonely at the top. Iraq’s premier Haider al-Abadi during a parliamentary session.

Abadi suffers setbacks in battle for reform

S
omething’s got to give in 
Iraq, a country besieged 
by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) taking much of its 
Sunni heartland, 
industrial-scale corrup-

tion that keeps the economy in the 
dark ages and the very real threat 
of civil war between Sunnis and 
Shias.

Haider al-Abadi was seen just 
more than a year ago as the solution 
to many of Iraq’s woes. It’s true 
that as soon as he became prime 
minister he clamped down on cor-
ruption, particularly in the army 
where previous prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki, some media outlets said, 
was responsible for draining $500 
billion out of the country. Abadi 
recently downsized the govern-
ment and fired a number of officials 
allegedly on the take.

However, he has failed Iraq in 
two major areas. First, Abadi was 
unable to garner support from the 
Sunni community to put its weight 
behind liberating Mosul, Ramadi 
and Falluja from ISIS extremists.

Abadi received a body blow from 
parliament, which refused to back 
his reforms aimed at tackling the 
haemorrhage of state funds in a 
period of financial calamity during 
which low oil prices hit the country 
harder than could have been imag-
ined.

Abadi has taken on the establish-
ment in a valiant bid to destroy 

an inherent corrupt system in 

which a number of humble political 
figures became billionaires over-
night in a country where more than 
20% of the population is considered 
in dire poverty.

Radical reforms over the summer, 
which included the dismissal of the 
vice-presidents and deputy prime 
ministers and cuts to salaries of 
government employees, have come 
back to haunt Abadi. Now it’s the 
deputies who are curbing Abadi’s 
efforts to root out the main culprits 
of graft.

Iraq’s parliament voted unani-
mously to bar the government 
from passing important reforms 
without its approval in an effort to 
curb Abadi amid discontent over his 
leadership style, lawmakers said.

It’s fair to say though that many 
MPs are using the reform bill to 
send a signal to Abadi that he 
shouldn’t dream of being an au-
thoritarian leader and should keep 

his place as a political sage.
The move has come at the worst 

time. In recent weeks there has 
been much talk about Iranian and 
Western support in hitting key 
ISIS positions as many predicted 
Ramadi being the first stronghold to 
be taken back.

Yet experts warn that any rise in 
political tensions could undermine 
Baghdad’s efforts to tackle an eco-
nomic malaise and form a united 
front against ISIS militants posing 
the worst threat to Iraq since a US-
led invasion that toppled Saddam 
Hussein in 2003.

Crucial to taking back territory in 
western Iraq is keeping Sunni and 
Shia tribal leaders happy, as both 
are weary of the spoils of war being 
used as leverage against each other.

Previously, Abadi came under fire 
for letting Shia militias take back 
Tikrit where fighters looted and 
were responsible for human rights 

abuses, which left many wondering 
if Abadi can control the militias.

Barely days after taking office in 
September 2014, Abadi oversaw 
the creation of an umbrella group 
of Shia militias aimed at fighting 
ISIS, which is not liked by Shia 
regional leaders as it undermines 
their political fervour; such is the 
complicated matrix of politics in 
Iraq that left the Sunni belt vulner-
able to attack from extremists in 
the first place.

Abadi badly needs political 
capital as he is on the back foot. 
The three vice-presidents who 
were supposed to be fired — but are 
still in office — have probably been 
behind the MPs’ coup.

Winning a key town in the occu-
pied territory of north-western Iraq 
— such as Ramadi, which is close to 
Baghdad — could be the answer to 
his prayers if he is to survive what 
is essentially a test of his endur-
ance; restoring relations with the 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
would be another feather in his 
cap, if he can conjure up a strategy 
to hold on to his office while those 
around him jostle him to see if he 
will wane.

He’s also under political strains 
from a new secular protest move-
ment that is gaining in popularity 
and calls for the end of the Shia-
Sunni power brokering, which is 
responsible for ISIS taking over a 
sizeable chunk of the Sunni part of 
the country, while tribal leaders in 
Baghdad bickered and attributed 
blame to one another.

Abadi now needs a miracle. No 
mean feat for a man who only 
sleeps four hours a night as it is.

Martin Jay is the Beirut 
correspondent for the Daily Mail 
and the founding editor of Annahar 
English (Lebanon). Follow him on 
Twitter: @MartinRJay.

Martin Jay

View point

Abadi 
received 
a body 
blow from 
parliament, 
which 
refused to 
back his 
reforms.

Abadi was unable to 
garner support from the 
Sunni community.


