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Iraqi Defence minister sacked 
amid corruption controversy

Refugee exodus feared as Mosul offensive looms
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London

I 

raq’s parliament voted to re-
move Defence Minister Khaled 
al-Obeidi from office over 
corruption allegations as the 
country’s armed forces geared 

up for a major offensive to retake 
the Islamic State (ISIS) stronghold 
Mosul.

Parliament voted 142-102 in a 
secret ballot on August 25th to 
impeach Obeidi, accusing him of 
wasting billions of dollars on weap-
ons contracts and weakening Iraq’s 
military.

Obeidi denied any wrongdoing 
and said the charges were politi-
cally motivated, accusing his politi-
cal foes of targeting him because he 
was fighting corruption.

“Finally, those who have brought 
Iraq to where it is now have won,” 
Obeidi said in a series of posts on 
Twitter. “I tried to fight corruption 
as much as possible but it seems 
they are stronger, their voices are 
louder and their actions more en-
during.”

The people of Iraq, not parlia-
ment, should be the judges of his 
record in office, he said.

“God is my witness that I exerted 
every effort to rebuild the army and 
the military institution, along with 
tireless efforts to fight corruption 
and the corrupt, prevent nepotism 
and clientelism that caused Iraq in 
2014 to lose 40% of its land,” Obeidi 
tweeted.

Obeidi said he had cut salaries 
collected on behalf of non-existent 
members of the military, a phe-
nomenon thought to be common 
during the government of former 
prime minister Nuri al-Maliki.

Obeidi’s sacking came as the 
army, backed by Shia militias, pre-
pared for a military offensive to re-
capture the northern city of Mosul 
from ISIS. Iraqi officials said the of-

fensive could begin as early as Sep-
tember, although observers said 
that was unlikely.

Although Obeidi has been lead-
ing the military campaign against 
ISIS, Iraqi and US officials insisted 
his removal from office would not 
hinder the battle to retake Mosul. It 

was reported, however, that US offi-
cials tried to delay his sacking until 
after the liberation of Mosul.

Obeidi reportedly sought to per-
suade Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi to refrain from using Shia 
militias — known as the Popular Mo-
bilisation Forces — in the military 
efforts in Mosul, following reports 
of human rights violations commit-
ted by the fighters when capturing 
other areas in Iraq from ISIS.

Obeidi’s impeachment is seen by 
his supporters as punishment for 
his vocal criticism of corruption 
among the ruling class in Iraq, in-
cluding members of his own Arab 
Sunni community and most nota-
bly Parliament Speaker Salim al-
Jabouri.

However, the corruption case 
against Jabouri and five other mem-
bers of parliament was closed by a 
court in early August, citing “lack of 
evidence”.

Iraq ranks 161st out of 168 coun-
ties on Transparency Internation-
al’s Corruption Perceptions Index.

Obeidi is viewed by his support-
ers as a strongman who did not 
believe in the political system that 
he was serving under because it is 
divided along sectarian and ethnic 
lines. His critics are less sympathet-
ic, however, viewing the episode as 
a fallout among corrupt elites.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor based 
in London.

Baghdad

A 

s the Iraqi Army, backed 
by Shia militias, pre-
pared to retake the 
northern city of Mosul 
from the Islamic State 

(ISIS), UN officials braced for an 
exodus of hundreds of thousands 
of civilians from the city.

The UN refugee agency (UNHCR) 
warned that more than 1 million 
Iraqis in and around Mosul could be 
affected by the military action.

“In Mosul we believe the dis-
placement situation may be about 
to dramatically worsen,” UNHCR 
spokesman Adrian Edwards told 
a news briefing in Geneva. “The 
humanitarian impact of the mili-
tary offensive is expected to be 
enormous. Up to 1.2 million people 
could be affected.”

The UNHCR said it planned to 
create camps in six locations across 
northern Iraq but was struggling 
to find land to house the refugees. 

Carolina Gluck, UNHCR spokes-
woman in Baghdad, told Reuters 
there was the potential for a “full-
blown catastrophe”.

In June, civilians fleeing Falluja 

were shot at by ISIS fighters as Iraqi 
forces began liberating the city. A 
similar fate could await civilians at-
tempting to leave Mosul.

Shia militias killed at least 66 

Sunni males from the Falluja area 
and many more suffered abuse. 
More than 700 men and boys are 
missing. Homes were burned and 
looted in the city.

The Iraqi government blamed 
ISIS but some provincial police offi-
cials said Shia militias set the fires.

Central government forces and 
Shia militias are not alone in facing 
allegations of such attacks on civil-
ian property.

Amnesty International in January 
accused Kurdish forces of bulldoz-
ing, exploding and burning thou-
sands of homes in Arab villages in 
northern Iraq.

“Though KRG [Kurdistan Re-
gional Government] officials have 
tended to justify the displacement 
of Arab communities on grounds 
of security, it appears to be used 
to punish them for their perceived 
sympathies with so-called Islamic 
State, and to consolidate territo-
rial gains and establish control over 
‘disputed areas’ of the country,” 
the Amnesty International report 
noted.

The KRG strongly denied the Am-

nesty International accusation.
Such incidents have led many 

Arab Sunnis in Mosul who oppose 
ISIS to fear the city’s liberation at 
the hands of Shia or Kurdish mili-
tias.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi said his government aims to 
liberate the entire province of Nin-
eveh, where Mosul is located, after 
recapturing the city.

“Mosul will be liberated in 2016. 
We have a plan to liberate Nineveh,” 
he said at an August 23rd news con-
ference in Baghdad.

Mamoon Alabbasi

P2-3
A displaced Iraqi woman, who fled from clashes between ISIS 
and Iraqi security forces in Mosul, holds her daughter at a camp 
south-east of Mosul.

The UN refugee 
agency (UNHCR) 
warned that more 
than 1 million Iraqis 
in and around Mosul 
could be affected by 
the military action.
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Obeidi is viewed by 
his supporters as 
a strongman who 
did not believe in 
the political system 
that he was serving 
under.

A March 2016 file photo shows Iraqi Defence Minister Khaled al-Obeidi (C) arriving at a military base 
outside Tikrit, 130km north of Baghdad.
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