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A 

ngry Iraqi protesters 
stormed Baghdad’s for-
tified Green Zonebriefly 
occupying the area before 
leaving the restricted sec-

tion that houses the parliament and 
other government buildings.

The message was clear: Protest-
ers are capable of delivering on their 
threats to advance into or possibly 
take over the seat of Iraq’s govern-
ment by infiltrating police lines into 
the heavily guarded zone anytime 
they wish.

By the same token, the bold 
move deepened Iraq’s disarray and 
swelled a list of Iraqi worries, which 
include:

— The fate of a shaky cabinet re-
shuffle promised to pump in a new 
group of technocrats to improve 
living conditions in the violence-
wracked country;

— The sectarian strife between the 
majority Shia and the Sunni minor-
ity, which exhausted both, threat-
ens to divide the country into three 
smaller states;

— Influential religious parties 
squabbling with each other and re-
fusing to let go of their sway, fearing 
they will lose the power they enjoy;

— A weak and hesitant govern-
ment plan to reclaim areas captured 
by the Islamic State (ISIS), stifling 
the war against the militants;

— The precarious economy with 
a high deficit blamed on declining 
oil prices, overspending and mas-
sive corruption, which squandered 
much-needed oil revenues.

All this put the position of the 
prime minister, who is widely seen 

as always reluctant, at stake.
In late April, jubilant crowds, 

most of the people supporters of 
Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, broke 
into the parliament session hall, 
forcing lawmakers to flee. The pro-
testers shouted anti-corruption slo-
gans and demanded immediate po-
litical reforms.

Security forces responsible for 
protecting the Green Zone did noth-
ing to stop the protesters, who se-
verely beat at least two lawmakers.

At nightfall, demonstrators set 
up tents at a nearby parade ground 
and shouted anti-Iran slogans, an 
unprecedented move against the 
neighbouring country, which has 
had a huge influence on war-bat-
tered Iraq since 2003.

The next morning, the crowds left 
the sprawling compound on orders 
from al-Sadr. The protesters threat-
ened the government with “tougher 
actions in the future” if the reforms 
are not carried out as soon as pos-
sible.

Police and army units in Baghdad 
were put on high alert as Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi issued a 
statement saying that the situation 
in Baghdad had been brought under 
control.

Abadi warned, however, that the 
political crisis could negatively af-
fect the war against ISIS.

Almost all main Shia political 
groups, fearing the loss of their priv-
ileges and al-Sadr’s rising influence, 
denounced the storming of the 
Green Zone, while pro-Iranian Shia 
militias deployed fighters in and 
around Baghdad in a show of force.

The brief invasion of the Green 
Zone showed the increasingly frag-
ile situation of the embattled Abadi, 

who failed to order security forces to 
defend the Green Zone.

Some senior politicians were 
quick in criticising Abadi’s inaction 
regarding the protesters. Parlia-
ment Speaker Salim al-Jabouri said 
the prime minister “bears full re-
sponsibility for any security breach 
or aggression against the govern-
ment institutions and the dignity of 
the state”.

Senior Sunni politician Saleh al-
Mutlaq said Abadi’s “futile” policies 
have created more rifts among the 
people.

“The political approaches of the 
prime minister… led the country 
to a dead end and this would lead 
to the total collapse of the nation,” 
said Mutlaq, who demanded that 
Abadi step down immediately.

The storming of the Green Zone 
was the latest setback for Abadi, 
who has been unable to live up to 
his repeated promises for political 

reforms, starting with a long-await-
ed cabinet reshuffle.

In April, Abadi presented inde-
pendent candidates to replace cor-
rupt ministers affiliated with pow-
erful religious parties, including 
al-Sadr’s. However, he ended up 
bowing to pressure from political 
leaders and was eventually forced 
to pick candidates from the same 
parties linked to corruption and 
power abuse.

This brought him public wrath.
Baghdad resident Saif Hilal called 

on Abadi to carry out the reforms or 
“go home”.

“With a weak prime minister, or-
dinary Iraqis fear that the political 
struggle will move to the streets 
where each group would resort to 
their supporters and militias in or-
der to settle political scores,” he 
said.

Sunni lawmaker Talal al-Zobaie 
called for dissolving parliament and 

forming an emergency government.
“No lawmaker should enter the 

parliament after what happened,” 
he said.

“People are waiting for action, 
not useless promises. Till now, the 
prime minister is offering more pro-
crastination, but no solution to the 
crises.”

Izzat al-Shahbandar, a former 
senior member in Abadi’s Dawa Par-
ty, said Shia political leaders should 
“go and stay home” and give al-Sadr 
the task to form a new Iraqi govern-
ment.

“Al-Sadr is the only leader who 
can mobilise the public and make 
his supporters take to the Iraqi 
streets. Nobody can stop him,” he 
said.

Sameer Nouri Yacoub, an Iraqi 
journalist in Michigan, has reported 
on Iraqi affairs for more than two 
decades.
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Iraqi supporters of the Sadrist movement demonstrate for reforms outside Baghdad’s Green Zone, on 
April 26th.
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Assault on Green Zone challenges US-Iran deal in Iraq

O
n April 30th, months 
into Iraq’s political 
crisis and two days 
after the visit of US 
Vice-President Joe 
Biden to Iraq, 

loyalists of conservative Shia 
cleric Muqtada al-Sadr broke 
down the high concrete walls 
surrounding central Baghdad’s 
Green Zone in a challenge to the 
tacit agreement between the 
United States and Iran.

An early warning sign of how 
inimical al-Sadr is to the US-Iran re-
newed deal in Iraq came on March 
14th when he called Steve Walker, 
the US consul general in Basra, a 
“terrorist” for visiting wounded 
warriors from the Popular Mobili-
sation Forces (PMF). The unprec-
edented visit was a significant US 
recognition of the Iranian-backed 
irregular forces and came one day 
after Iraqi Foreign Minister Ibrahim 
al-Jaafari defended the PMF in a 
speech before the Arab League, 
prompting the Saudi delegation to 
walk out in protest.

However, the policy shift served 
a dual purpose from a US perspec-
tive: Integrating the PMF guerrilla 
warfare expertise in the battle of 
Mosul against the Islamic State 

(ISIS) militants while tapping into 
Iran’s emerging sphere of influence. 
With the waning image of the Iraqi 
military and the public cynicism 
towards the ruling elite, the PMF is 
becoming a political and military 
force in Iraq.

Meanwhile, al-Sadr and his sup-
porters have besieged the fortified 
Green Zone, including key govern-
ment ministries, despite calls by 
the Iraqi government not to protest 
without a permit. Their main 
demand is for the parliament to 
approve the technocratic cabinet 
announced by Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi.

Al-Sadr later made an alliance 
with former prime minister Nuri al-
Maliki to unseat Parliament Speaker 
Salim al-Jabouri. Tehran had to 
request the help of Hezbollah 
leader Hassan Nasrallah to convince 
al-Sadr to step back and allow the 

political process to proceed.
Tehran’s influence on the Nation-

al Alliance, the ruling Shia coalition, 
has proved to be limited on several 
occasions. Iranian Ambassador to 
Iraq Hassan Danai Far noted that 
the attempt to unseat Jabouri “com-
plicated the political crisis and did 
not take into consideration Iraq’s 
constitution”.

However, when al-Sadr loyal-
ists stormed the Green Zone and 
chanted “Iran, out, out”, for Tehran 
a red line was crossed. Not only did 
it warn its citizens against travel-
ling to Iraq, Iran’s supreme leader’s 
adviser for international affairs, Ali 
Akbar Velayati, described al-Sadr’s 
actions as “illegal”. The conserva-
tive cleric announced a two-month 
hiatus and reportedly travelled to 
Iran, a sign of how much influence 
Tehran can exert when needed.

Al-Sadr’s move showed the 

fragility of the situation in Iraq and 
how quickly the United States can 
lose control over the country it 
once ruled, despite a month-long 
US diplomatic offensive from the 
official launch of the battle of Mosul 
on March 24th until Biden’s April 
28th visit. The timing of this visit 
in the midst of a cabinet formation 
was unfortunate, to say the least, 
and showed, once again, the limits 
of US power.

Three US soldiers have died in 
Iraq since the efforts to counter ISIS 
started in June 2014 with an esti-
mated cost of more than $6.5 billion 
so far. Approximately 5,000 US ser-
vice personnel are serving in Iraq, a 
number higher than the 3,870 cap 
set by the White House in 2015.

Yet, the dysfunctional relations 
between Iraqi factions are lead-
ing US policy in Iraq to stagnation 
where no significant progress is 
made against ISIS while its influ-
ence in the country dwindles.

Meanwhile, the United States and 
Iran agreed once again to renew 
their share of influence in Iraq’s 
patronage system and to maintain 
their focus on ISIS. Ending al-Sadr’s 
forceful march into Baghdad on 
May 2nd was reminiscent of a simi-
lar development nearly a decade 
ago when an al-Sadr-led armed re-
bellion was crushed while opposing 
an earlier US-Iran deal, Maliki’s rise 
to power in 2006.

In post Iran’s nuclear deal world, 
Tehran will not allow al-Sadr to 
threaten its honeymoon with Wash-
ington while it lasts.

Joe Macaron is a Middle East 
analyst at the Arab Center of 
Washington DC.
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Iraqi supporters of Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr gather outside parliament on May 
1st, the day after breaking into Baghdad’s heavily fortified Green Zone.


