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Baghdad

F 

aced with a storm of po-
litical tension and public 
anger, Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi is increas-
ingly losing control over 

events in his country.
Abadi is relying on Iraq’s key Ira-

nian and US players for survival, 
showing no will to face Kurdish ter-
ritorial ambitions and failing to pre-
vent protesters from storming sov-
ereign buildings in the capital.

Within his own Shia community, 
Abadi has little influence over mili-
tias affiliated with powerful clerics, 
who are forcibly protecting some of 
their community’s neighbourhoods 
in Baghdad or leaving them almost 
lawless to settle old scores.

For many Iraqis, Shias and Sun-
nis alike, the country is slipping 
into the abyss under Abadi, who is 
largely seen as full of words but no 
deeds at a time when Iraq is in dire 
need of action.

“Iraq is totally a lawless country,” 
said Abdullah Durei, 47, a civil en-
gineer. “Gangsters stop motorists at 
traffic lights and strip them of their 
vehicles.”

Ibrahim al-Taei, 32, a Shia me-
chanical engineer at Baghdad’s Oil 
Ministry, said his brother was kid-
napped on March 20th by Shia mili-
tiamen. They demanded ransom of 
$25,000, which was paid.

Abadi is widely blamed for the 
rising tensions in the country due to 
his reluctance to impose reforms or 
limit the influence of religious par-
ties and government officials loyal 
to them.

Powerful Shia cleric Muqtada al-
Sadr ordered his followers to have 

weekly demonstrations to pressure 
Abadi. Other Shia politicians, con-
cerned with losing privileges, criti-
cised the move and asked militias 
loyal to them for help against Sadr’s 
militia, sparking clashes in Baghdad 
on May 20th.

The repeated storming of the for-
tified Green Zone of government 
buildings by protesters on Fridays 
has resulted in increased disdain for 
Abadi’s cabinet.

In a May 20th incident, protest-
ers crossed police lines and stormed 
the prime ministry and legislature 
buildings in the Green Zone. It was 
said officials fled their offices short-
ly before the protesters arrived.

Hours later, the protesters were 
forced to withdraw and Abadi 
showed up in the cabinet building 
and warned he would punish the 
perpetrators.

Subsequently, social networks 
were awash with pictures of young 
protesters at Abadi’s office. “For the 
first time, we see a government that 
collapses and disappears every Fri-
day but comes back to work on Sat-
urdays,” one person wrote.

Iraqi lawmakers predicted that 
storming the Green Zone could be 
the start of a revolution that would 
push the country to the unknown.

A day after the second storming 
of the Green Zone, US President 
Barack Obama asked Abadi to tight-
en security.

“What kind of a man is he to seek 
Obama’s approval to protect his 
own office,” wondered Iraqi law-
maker Talib al-Kharbeet. “This guy 
should not be our prime minister.”

There has been much criticism of 
Abadi for his handling of the coun-
try’s financial crisis. He is blamed 
for looking at foreign help to ease 
a growing cash crunch, instead of 
combating corruption.

The Iraqi government is finalising 
an agreement with the Internation-
al Monetary Fund to receive $13 bil-
lion to support Iraq’s economic re-

covery as it fights the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

“Consecutive governments wast-
ed tens of billions of dollars. I won-
der what the $13 billion can do apart 
from adding more debt,” Kharbeet 
said.

Baghdad political analyst Raheem 
al-Shimari said the state “is falling 
apart because the government and 
the greedy political elite abandoned 
the people”.

“The country needs a strong lead-
er who listens to the poor, not to 
corrupt politicians,” he said.

Abadi’s weakness is also evident 
in his reluctance to face Kurdish 
leaders who speak openly about 
declaring independence in north-
ern Iraq. Early in May, Kurdistan 
regional security chief Masrour 
Barzani said Iraq was non-existent 
as far as the Kurds were concerned, 
a comment that angered Baghdad 
politicians who demanded a stern 

response, which never transpired.
Instead, Abadi dispatched an en-

voy to apologise to Kurdish female 
lawmaker Ala Talabani, who lost 
her shoes while fleeing the parlia-
ment building after it was stormed 
by protesters.

Some say a desperate Abadi start-
ed the battle for Falluja to cover up 
political blunders and to rally Shia 
foes, especially al-Sadr’s militias, 
behind him against a common en-
emy, the Sunni ISIS militants.

On May 23rd, the Iraqi Army and 
police, backed by Shia militias, 
Sunni tribal fighters and US-led air 
strikes, launched a major offensive 
to recapture Falluja, which fell into 
the hands of the jihadists in early 
2014. Falluja is a key city an hour’s 
drive west of Baghdad.

Iraqi lawmaker Zaytoun al-Du-
laimi warned that “greater chaos” 
will eventually hit the country due 
to the government’s failure to ad-

dress Iraq’s problems and to elimi-
nate the Sunni insurgency. Iraq’s 
Sunni minority thrived under dicta-
tor Saddam Hussein but its interests 
were ignored by Shia cabinets after 
the US-led invasion of 2003.

Despite defeats in recent months, 
ISIS has carried out a series of 
deadly attacks on Shia targets, kill-
ing about 200 people in and around 
Baghdad since May 15th, further un-
dermining government credibility.

“The armed groups are getting 
stronger in Baghdad,” Dulaimi said. 
“Terrorists are striking hard. All the 
politicians should put their per-
sonal ambitions aside and work to-
gether to save the Iraqi people from 
the current chaos and the coming 
disasters.”

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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Iraq’s Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (front 2nd L) walks during his visit to an Iraqi army base in 
Camp Tariq near Falluja, on June 1st.
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A 

s the battle to recapture 
Falluja began and with 
Iraqi forces making gains 
against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) elsewhere in Iraq, 

attention may soon turn to liberat-
ing northern areas, including Iraq’s 
second largest city of Mosul.

The Iraqi military is broadcast-
ing on a radio station called Free 
Mosul, which carries news of Iraqi 
Army victories in Nineveh prov-
ince. The Iraqi government said it 
would launch other radio stations 
to broadcast in Arabic, Kurdish and 
Turkish in the area.

“Iraq has begun a media war 
against ISIS,” said a Mosul journal-
ist, who requested anonymity for 
fear of ISIS retribution.

With the beginning of the assault 
on Falluja on May 22nd, Facebook 
pages were awash with news of 
fighting, allowing Mosul residents 
to reply with prayers or messages 
and wishing Falluja residents a 
quick liberation.

“Mosul is next after Falluja and 
everyone knows that,” military ex-

pert Abdul Karim Khalaf said.
“Iraqi counterterrorism agents, 

the 9th Armoured Division and the 
new 16th Division will finish the job 
there soon,” Khalaf said. He predict-
ed the battle to liberate Mosul was 
fast approaching.

Mosul Eye, a Facebook page with 
reliable news in the city, said in a 
May 20th post that ISIS executed 25 
young men by throwing them into 
a pool of nitric acid. The report said 
the men were charged with “spy-
ing and collaboration” with Iraqi 
security and coalition forces in the 
Al-Qusur neighbourhood, west of 
Mosul. Other media, citing various 
sources, confirmed the report.

The executions were based on 
SIM cards that allegedly had been 
found in the possession of the sus-
pects. The cards belonged to cell 
phone service providers in north-
ern Iraq’s Kurdish areas. Many Mo-
sul residents have been buying SIM 
cards to communicate with people 
in other cities and the outside world 
after ISIS jammed local mobile 
phone companies Asiacell and Zain.

“In late April, they took my broth-
er because they found the Korek Tel 
SIM card in his cell phone,” said 
Shith, a 21-year-old who recently 
arrived in Kurdish city of Erbil from 
Mosul.

“The other mobile telecommuni-

cation systems, Asiacell and Zain, 
stopped working in Mosul but ISIS 
has failed so far to stop the Korek 
Tel service and it has since become 
a crime to find its SIM cards with 
people,” Shith said, declining to 
give his full name for fear of ISIS 
retribution.

Shith said he paid a Kurdish traf-
ficker $3,000 to smuggle him out 
of Mosul.

Shith said the jihadists were “los-
ing their temper and becoming 

more brutal and cruel to the local 
inhabitants” in Mosul.

ISIS reportedly executed eight of 
its militants on May 20th, burning 
them alive for deserting their posi-
tions in the town of Rutba in Iraq’s 
western Anbar province, allowing 
the Iraqi Army to recapture it.

In chat messages with The Arab 
Weekly in Erbil, a University of Mo-
sul professor who locked herself 
in her home for several months to 
avoid contact with ISIS, said Iraqi 

Army helicopters dropped thou-
sands of flyers over the city and sur-
rounding areas advising civilians 
about how to act during the loom-
ing confrontations.

“The flyers recommended to par-
ents not to allow their children to 
go to school and to stay away from 
ISIS locations because these places 
were potential targets for the Iraqi 
air forces,” said the professor, who 
asked to be identified as Manal.

She said the flyers informed ci-
vilians that the army would notify 
them later of safe areas they can 
head to once the military offensive 
starts.

On May 1st, Mosul Eye reported 
some internet service providers 
shut down in the city over concerns 
that ISIS might obtain lists of their 
customers or ask the firms to spy 
on clients. However, as an alterna-
tive, ISIS depends on internet ser-
vice providers across the city run 
by loyalists who are usually kept in 
the dark on the militants’ plans, ac-
cording to residents knowledgeable 
about communications in Mosul.

As Iraqi forces advanced in Anbar 
province, ISIS moved quickly to ban 
satellite TV reception so residents 
would remain oblivious to Iraqi 
Army victories in other areas of the 
country.

Manal said ISIS declared that resi-
dents who keep satellite dishes on 
their rooftops would be arrested.

Sameer Yousif, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, is a contributor 
for The Arab Weekly from northern 
Iraq.
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Iraqi soldiers work at a radio station at Makhmur, Iraq.
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