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Iraqi war on ISIS fades amid political sniping
Muhanad al-Hussam

Baghdad

D 

omestic turmoil over un-
fulfilled reforms prom-
ised by the Iraqi govern-
ment is weakening the 
country’s resolve against 

the Islamic State (ISIS) and threat-
ens divisions among powerful Shia 
clergy who want their pro-Irani-
an militias included in the battle 
against the Sunni militants.

Iraqis have participated in daily 
protests for several weeks to press 
demands for comprehensive re-
forms, which include bringing to 
justice corrupt officials who squan-
dered the country’s oil wealth.

That, on its own, is a minefield 
that could lead to the collapse of 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Aba-
di’s carefully selected alliance and 
the dismissal of the cabinet.

“The current political deadlock is 
a loophole that can be used by the 
enemy against us,” cautioned Sunni 
lawmaker Talal al-Zobaie. “Politi-
cians should set aside all their dif-
ferences and unite their efforts to 
defeat ISIS.”

“No doubt that the feuds among 
politicians over cabinet trophies 
will negatively affect our war on 
ISIS and the morale of the soldiers 
on the front lines,” he said.

Protesters have been demanding 
an end to widespread state corrup-
tion and for a reshuffling of the 
cabinet in which many ministers, 
backed by powerful political or reli-
gious groups, are allegedly involved 
in large-scale corruption, money 
laundering and abuse of power.

Public anger and disappointment 
have intensified over the pace of 
implementing the reforms Abadi 
promised. Seen as a cautious politi-
cian, Abadi exhibited considerable 
reluctance in confronting the main 
political and religious groups that 
are keen to maintain sway and pro-
tect personal gains.

Initially, Abadi proposed inde-
pendent technocrats to fill some 
cabinet posts. However, he came 
under tremendous pressure from 
politicians and religious parties 
who claimed the candidates failed 
to meet the criteria of technocrats 
or adequately represent all geo-
graphic areas in Iraq.

Instead, the dominant politi-
cal groups circulated other names, 
prompting powerful Shia cleric 
Muqtada al-Sadr to call on his sup-
porters to stage sit-ins near Iraqi 
ministries, virtually shutting down 
several government offices in Bagh-
dad.

The political impasse has had a 
toll on the war against ISIS by Iraqi 
security forces struggling to recap-
ture areas lost to the militants in 
2014.

The long-awaited battle against 
Mosul in northern Iraq flared on 
March 24th but soon waned. At 
first, Iraqi officials hailed the start 
of operations to recapture Iraq’s 
second largest city. Later, how-
ever, they insisted that the actual 
battle was still ahead and that the 
brief offensive was part of what the 
Americans said were “shaping op-
erations” to prepare the Iraqi Army 
for what is expected to be a tough 
and protracted war.

In the western city of Hit, the 
Iraqi Army reported progress in 
its efforts to recapture the pre-
dominantly Sunni city in the vast 
Anbar province. Military opera-
tions against ISIS were put on hold 
as army units were dispatched to 
Baghdad to maintain order as in-
fluential Shia clergy locked horns 
on Abadi’s reforms and protesters 
poured into the streets.

Abadi’s hesitation to use Shia 
militias in the war on ISIS is con-
tributing to an inter-Shia competi-
tion, which is weakening the front 
against ISIS, top Shia politicians 

and senior clerics argue. The mili-
tias are loathed by Iraq’s Sunnis for 
their alliance with Iran.

Abadi admitted on April 15th that 
Iraq was vulnerable to ISIS due to 
the absence of a strong government.

“A great damage is being done 
to the country because of the con-
flict of interests and visions,” Abadi 
said. “No reforms could be carried 
out amid such divisions.”

Making things worse is the politi-
cal struggle in the legislature. Law-
makers, backed by al-Sadr, voted to 
remove parliament Speaker Salim 
al-Jabouri, promising also to change 
the president and the premier at a 
later stage.

The lawmakers even picked a re-
placement for Jabouri, leaving the 
Iraqi parliament with two speakers 
claiming the post.

Abadi said the differences crip-
pled the parliament and “could af-
fect the heroic operations to free 
our cities and villages from Daesh”, 
an Arabic acronym for ISIS.

Yet, Baghdad-based analyst Bas-

sem al-Sheikh said the same po-
litical groups that have militias are 
using the ISIS threat to win political 
concessions from rival groups in the 
legislature and the government.

“Some militia leaders are threat-
ening the Iraqis that they might 
quit fighting Daesh, if their political 
privileges are touched,” he noted.

Iraqi security forces, backed by 
Shia militias, have made gains in 
the war against the Sunni insur-
gents but they are far from inflicting 
total defeat on the jihadists.

The UN mission to Iraq has ex-
pressed deep concern over the po-
litical crisis and called on top poli-
ticians to engage in constructive 
dialogue to resolve differences.

Gyorgy Busztin, the deputy spe-
cial representative of the secretary-
general for Iraq and acting head of 
the UN Assistance Mission for Iraq 
(UNAMI), said the crisis is threat-
ening to paralyse state institutions 
and weaken national unity at a time 
when all efforts should focus on 
combating ISIS and implementing 

reforms.
“The only party that benefits 

from the political divisions and cha-
os as well as the weakening of the 
state and its institutions is Daesh. 
We should not allow this to hap-
pen,” he said.

In Baghdad, Iraqis fear an armed 
confrontation between pro-reshuf-
fle militias loyal to al-Sadr and 
other militias that want to keep 
the current political formula. Peo-
ple are facing difficulties moving 
around the city because of the tight 
security measures that cut off main 
roads.

“Even the reforms are becoming a 
punishment to the ordinary people. 
We are afraid that the Iraqi fighters 
and soldiers will point their guns at 
each other and forget Daesh,” said 
Baghdad resident Ahmed Abdul-
Jabar.

Muhanad al-Hussam, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Iraqi 
journalist who has reported on Iraq 
for 17 years.
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An Iraqi forensic team excavates one of two discovered graves containing the bodies of dozens of 
men, women and children killed by ISIS militants, in Ramadi, 115km west of Baghdad, on April 19th.

Abadi faces deadlock, threat of further turmoil

F
ollowers of Muqtada 
al-Sadr, the powerful 
Shia cleric who has 
galvanised the Iraqi 
street with calls for an 
end to corruption that 

has ravaged the country since 
2003, have massed in Baghdad as 
the political elite remained at 
loggerheads over how to resolve 
the worsening crisis.

The swelling protest coincided 
with al-Sadr’s announcement of his 
latest deadline for the installation 
of a new cabinet.

Fisticuffs in parliament, an at-
tempt to unseat the speaker and 
a sit-in by parliamentarians have 
been among the headline events in 
a political meltdown that amounts 
to a self-inflicted diversion from 
what Iraq’s allies say is the bigger 
crisis facing the country — the con-
tinued stranglehold of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) on a large part of Iraqi 
territory.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi, regarded by the United 
States, Iran and others as Iraq’s last 
best hope for restoring political 
order and pursuing the war, faces 

calls for his resignation from a 
rump parliament, which is itself 

deeply divided.
Abadi is paying the price for 

attempting to dismantle Iraq’s sec-
tarian power-sharing quota system 
under which corruption proliferat-
ed and factional placemen presided 
over a collapse of governance.

“Unfortunately, the prime minis-
ter has undermined his own coura-
geous efforts several times by mis-
handling the politics of important 
programmes,” observed Kenneth 
Pollack, of the Brookings Institu-
tion, who toured Iraq in March. 
“He failed to consult with key Iraqi 
power brokers before announcing 
his reform agenda and the end of 
last summer and got little buy-in for 
his proposals.”

The spur for reform came from 
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, 
regarded by many Shias inside 
and outside Iraq as their supreme 
religious guide. His calls for an anti-
corruption crackdown were taken 
up by al-Sadr, who organised mass 
anti-corruption protests that took 
his supporters to the gates of the 
Green Zone, the heavily fortified 
government area in Baghdad.

However, Abadi’s failure to fulfil a 
pledge to establish a non-sectarian 
government of technocrats has 
turned the Shia street against him.

With former prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki manoeuvring to use the 
crisis for his own ends, the outcome 
is far from predictable. A worst-
case scenario, however, is potential 
clashes between rival Shia blocs. 
ISIS, which has repeatedly carried 
out terror bombings in Baghdad, is 
likely to exploit the swelling crisis.

The ability of outside powers to 
influence the outcome is limited. 
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
was in Baghdad in March, remind-
ing Iraqi leaders that: “National 
reconciliation is an important part 
of the strategy to defeat Daesh, 
[an Arabic acronym for ISIS] who 
have ruthlessly exploited divisions 
and targeted the marginalised and 
disenfranchised.”

US Secretary of State John Kerry 
visited in April. This was seen as a 
gesture of support for Abadi but a 
US State Department spokesman 
said the main motive was to ensure 
that the Iraqis did not “lose sight 
of the need to stay focused on the 
fight against” ISIS.

Meanwhile Iran, despite claims 
in Iraq that the Islamic Republic’s 
clerical leaders are behind Maliki’s 
manoeuvrings, is for now in favour 
of keeping Abadi in office. It has 
sought to prevent an attempt by 
Maliki to oust his successor.

MPs from the Shia Badr bloc, 
which is close to Iran, pulled out of 
a parliamentary session that was 
threatening to create further confu-
sion by appointing a replacement 
for speaker Salim al-Jabouri, who 
resigned. He was the most senior 
Sunni official in the Baghdad gov-
ernment and his departure bodes ill 
as sectarian passions intensify.

Badr bloc leader Qasim al-Araji 
said the move could have resulted 
in two rival governments, a situ-
ation that would undermine the 
fight against ISIS. “We’re against 
dividing parliament and we want to 
maintain the democratic political 

process in Iraq,” he said.
The Badr bloc’s decision to 

deprive the rump parliament of 
the necessary quorum to oust 
the speaker averted the complete 
paralysis of government. However, 
with some politicians determined 
to maintain privileges and patron-
age and the street clamouring for 
reform, the deadlock persists.

In another time and another 
place, the solution might be to have 
elections to break the stalemate but 
it is difficult to see how a valid vote 
could be held when a large segment 
of the country is occupied or close 
to the battle lines. Much of the 
Sunni population is under occupa-
tion or internally displaced — and in 
an ugly mood.

Sadr raised the prospect of elec-
tions in a statement appealing to 
the United Nations and the Or-
ganisation of Islamic Cooperation 
to help find a solution to the crisis 
“even through holding early elec-
tions”.

The intervention came after MPs 
failed to have a session to decide 
whether to replace Jabouri.

Sadr told his followers to keep 
up the pressure with more rallies 
in Baghdad’s Tahrir Square. The 
fear is that this menacing deadlock 
will end up being resolved on the 
streets.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.
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