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raq’s Shia-led government said 
the concrete-and-trench bar-
rier it is building around Bagh-
dad will thwart infiltration 
by the Islamic State (ISIS) and 

other militants and block the smug-
gling of car bombs into the city.

For the rival Sunni minority, how-
ever, which already feels ostracised 
by successive Iraqi governments, 
the wall means isolating them fur-
ther and possibly forcing them out 
of Shia communities to districts 
outside Baghdad.

Observers say the 3-metre-high 
wall, with monitoring cameras and 
trenches as deep as 5 metres around 
some Baghdad suburbs, is part of a 
plan to divide Iraq into three parts: 
the already autonomous north for 
the Kurds, the centre for the Sun-
nis and Baghdad and the south and 
east for the Shias.

“This is yet the clearest sign 
that Iraq’s division is looming,” 
observed Yousef Radhi, a retired 
professor of political science at the 
University of Mosul.

Saad al-Mutalibi, a member of the 
security committee in Baghdad’s 
Provincial Council, said construc-
tion of the wall began in early Feb-
ruary.

“The project aims at reducing the 
terrorist attacks against our people 
and security forces inside Bagh-
dad,” Mutalibi said.

He declined to comment on Sun-
ni fears and political ramifications 

of the move.
Sunnis expressed concern that 

the true objective of the barrier, 
called the “Baghdad belt” or the 
“security wall”, is to isolate Sunni 
areas in and around Baghdad and 
to make the capital’s demographics 
purely Shia.

A security official, speaking on 
condition of anonymity, said the 
main construction would be con-
cluded within months in the north-
ern, western and southern areas of 
Baghdad, where the overwhelming 
majority of the population is Sunni.

News of the wall drew an outcry 
from Sunnis, whom the central gov-
ernment in Baghdad has been keep-
ing at an arm’s length on grounds 
that many of them were insurgents 
or members of the disbanded Iraqi 
Ba’ath Socialist Party of fallen dic-
tator Saddam Hussein.

A Sunni political coalition known 
as the United Sunni Groups rejected 
the concept of the wall, describing 
it in a statement as an attempt to 
“reshape Iraq and divide it accord-
ing to sectarian lines”.

To achieve that objective, the 
Iraqi government will annex terri-
tory from the western desert region 
of Anbar and Sunni areas south of 
Baghdad to enlarge the capital and 
Babil province in central Iraq.

Since Saddam’s 2003 overthrow, 
Shia groups have been increasingly 
calling for “reshaping the bounda-
ries” of some provinces. One exam-
ple is the vast desert area of Nakhib, 
currently part of Sunni Anbar prov-
ince. Some Shia groups claim Na-
khib was originally part of Karbala 
province but it was added to Anbar 
during Saddam’s era. Karbala au-
thorities want it back.

After ISIS made significant gains 
in Anbar in June 2014, Shia militias 
moved to the area despite objec-
tions by the Anbar government. 
Shia militias claimed that their 
presence in Nakhib was important 
to defend the sacred Shia city of 
Karbala and ignored calls to leave 
the area.

Shia militias recaptured a small 
Sunni town just south of Baghdad 

from ISIS in 2015. However, militias 
refused to let Sunni residents back 
into their homes in Jurf al-Sakhar, 
arguing that the town could pose a 
significant risk to Shia pilgrims to 
Karbala because it lies on the Bagh-
dad-Karbala highway.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi tried to quell Sunni concerns 
about the wall with a statement 
saying that Baghdad is “the capital 
of all Iraqis and no wall nor fence 
can isolate it or prevent other citi-
zens from entering it”.

He emphasised that the sole goal 
of the new security measures was 
to “protect the people from the 
criminal attacks against them”.

Mutalibi said the barrier will 
stretch about 100km in the first 
phase and that the wall will be par-
tially made of concrete barriers al-
ready in use across Baghdad.

Unpaved roads, which are usu-
ally not monitored, leading to the 
capital, have been blocked as part 
of the new measures, Mutalibi said. 
He declined to give the time expect-
ed to finish the project.

“In some places, there will be a 
wall and in other places there will 
be a trench, depending on the geo-
graphical nature of the land,” he 
said.

Sunni complaints about margin-
alisation increased since the US-
led invasion that toppled Saddam 
in 2003 and handed power to the 
long-oppressed Iraqi Shia majority.

Anger has since fuelled an insur-
gency led by Sunni militants. Shia 
officials repeatedly say that attacks 
in Baghdad are carried out by mili-
tants, who find refuge among Sun-
nis in areas encircling the capital.

Baghdad Sunni resident Ahmed 

Abdul-Qadir argued that most of 
the car bombs are made inside 
Baghdad and assassinations and 
kidnappings are carried out by Shia 
militias.

“It is another futile security 
measure that will fail to protect the 
people, just like any previous one,” 
Abdul-Qadir said. “People will con-
tinue to die because of the unquali-
fied security commanders.”

Hamid al-Mutlaq, a Sunni law-
maker from Anbar, said that with 
the latest ISIS defeats, the need for 
the wall seems to have lessened. He 
maintained, however, that all pre-
vious security measures have failed 
to end the violence.

“The only solution to stop the 
bloodshed in Iraq is to achieve jus-
tice and to end sectarianism and 
ethnic discrimination in the coun-
try,” he said.
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Walls of conflict and controversy

C
onstruction is under 
way on a wall around 
Baghdad that will be 
almost twice as long 
as the late, unla-
mented Berlin Wall, 

the most infamous barrier of 
modern times. Once completed, 
the Baghdad Wall will stretch 
more than 300km and become 
part of an array of physical 
barriers around the world that 
divide neighbours and bring to 
mind the Middle Ages rather 
than the 21st century. 

There are walls, fences, 
trenches and berms. Some are 
reinforced by motion detectors, 
heat-sensing cameras, X-ray 
systems, night-vision equip-
ment, helicopters, drones, 
blimps and watchtowers. There 
are walls in places as far apart as 
Mexico and India, Afghanistan 
and Spain, Morocco and Thai-
land, Malaysia and Saudi Arabia.

What they have in common 
is an implicit admission of 
failure to solve conflicts through 
diplomacy and negotiation. What 
they also have in common is 
that the barriers are objects of 
controversy, viewed differently 
from either side. The Baghdad 

Wall is a case in point.
When construction began early 

in February, the government 
said the wall was being built for 
security reasons — to end bomb 
attacks that killed 299 civilians 
in January alone. Proponents of 
the wall argue that much of the 
violence is coming from Islamic 
State-controlled areas outside the 
capital, which therefore must be 
secured by a physical barrier.

This is not an explanation that 
convinces leaders of the Sunni 
minority. They suspect that the 
wall will extend beyond the area 
of the capital into neighbouring 
Anbar province.

“The real objective behind 
the construction of the wall is 
to isolate Baghdad from Sunni 
areas in preparation for annexing 
it so a Shia region in case a 
federal system of partition is 
implemented,” Hamid al-Mutlaq, 
a member of parliament for Anbar 
told the news website al-Monitor.

The wall under construction 
follows the logic that prompted 
US occupation forces to build 
a 5km wall in 2007 to separate 
a Sunni district from a Shia 
neighbourhood. It provoked 
protests from both communities 
and Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr 
denounced the wall as “racist”.

That echoes clashing views 
about the wall that snakes through 
Jerusalem to seal off the eastern 
part of the city from the West 
Bank. The Palestinians call it 
“apartheid wall” and the Israeli 
occupiers who built it call it a 
“security fence”. The government 
confiscated large tracts of 
Palestinian land to build it and 

85% of the barrier runs inside the 
West Bank.

The Baghdad Wall and the 
fears of creeping annexation 
that go with it have aroused little 
international attention at a time 
when a number of European 
countries were stringing razor 
wire along their borders to keep 
out a flood of refugees from 
Syria’s civil war. The failure of 
world leaders to end the Syrian 
bloodshed is being compounded 
by the failure to work out a system 
to distribute refugees across 
Europe.

The wall that made most news 

in recent months is the one Donald 
Trump, the New York billionaire 
who seeks to be president of the 
United States, wants to build along 
the 3,200km border between the 
United States and Mexico. Walls of 
corrugated metal and wire fences 
already run along about one-third 
of the line.

It is an irony of history that the 
United States — the country that 
hastened the fall of the Berlin 
Wall in 1989 — has emerged as 
a champion wall builder, with 
millions of Americans cheering 
Trump’s idea to tightly seal the 
border.

But the promise that physical 
barriers will keep out all unwanted 
immigrants or terrorists is as 
illusive on America’s southern 
border as it is in Baghdad or Gaza, 
where tunnels under the barrier 
serve as infiltration points. Walls 
can reduce illicit crossings but not 
eliminate them.

Oddly, the world’s second 
longest wall is also the least 
known. It was built by Morocco in 
the 1980s to curb attacks by the 
Western Sahara independence 
movement, Polisario Front. The 
wall  is 2,700km long and 3 metres 
high. The only wall known to be 
longer is the Great Wall of China, 
at more than 21,000km. It failed to 
keep out the northern barbarians 
against whom it was meant to 
protect.
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Walls are an implicit 
admission of failure 
to solve conflicts 
through diplomacy and 
negotiation.

Work on the wall in Baghdad.

“The only solution 
to stop the 
bloodshed in Iraq is 
to achieve justice 
and to end 
sectarianism and 
ethnic 
discrimination in 
the country.”


