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Maliki-Barzani feud in Iraq is music to ISIS ears
Harvey Morris

London

A

war of words has broken out between former
Iraqi prime minister
Nuri al-Maliki and Masoud Barzani, president
of the semi-autonomous Kurdistan
region, fuelling tensions surrounding the war raging around Mosul.
Maliki threw the first punch in
a broadcast interview, accusing
Barzani and other leaders of his
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP)
of being “Israeli sympathisers”
who were working with Iraq’s foreign enemies, including the United
States, Israel and Turkey.
“The Kurdistan region has become a strategic and developed
platform for the implementation
of the US-Israeli policy,” Maliki told
Euronews. “And by Kurdistan I do
not mean all the Kurds. I mean only
Masoud Barzani and the Kurdistan
Democratic Party.”
He also accused the KDP of facilitating the entry of 2,000 Turkish
troops into northern Iraq, a development that has strained relations
between Ankara and the Baghdad
government of Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi, who has said their
presence was illegal.

What divides the
enemies of the
Islamic State is
greater than what
unites them.
It seemed unlikely, however, that
Maliki’s intervention was motivated by a desire to support his successor. Recent political developments support the theory that he
is manoeuvring to regain the prime
ministerial post he was forced to
surrender in mid-2014 after his
armed forces lost Mosul to the Islamic State (ISIS).
Maliki has been accused of stirring up existing splits within rival
Kurdish parties with a visit in July

to Sulaymaniyah in eastern Kurdistan where the Patriotic Union of
Kurdistan and the Movement for
Change (Gorran) hold sway.
In September, the Iraqi parliament dismissed Hoshyar Zebari,
the Finance minister, in a move
that many, including Zebari himself, said was engineered by Maliki.
Zebari was the most high-profile
Kurd in successive Baghdad cabinets and, as Foreign minister, frequently accompanied Maliki on
visits abroad. He also holds high
positions in the KDP — and, incidentally, is Barzani’s uncle.
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his Kurdistan
Democratic Party
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The personal animus between
Maliki and Barzani was well-established before the former launched
his tirade in late October. Back in
2012, the Kurdish leader accused
the Shia prime minister of turning
himself into a dictator.
“Where in the world can the
same person be the prime minister, the chief of staff of the armed
forces, the minister of Defence, the
minister of Interior, the chief of intelligence and the head of the National Security Council?” Barzani
said.
The KDP was not slow in responding in the latest verbal spat.
“Maliki’s role in inciting sectarianism, his involvement in corruption
and the damage he has done to
Iraq’s political, security and economic standing is evident to all
Iraqis and to the international community,” the party said in a statement.
It also compared him to Saddam
Hussein’s notorious henchman
“Chemical Ali” — Ali Hassan alMajid — in terms of crimes he had
committed against the Kurdish
nation, especially the March 1988
chemical weapons attack on the

Iraqi Kurdish Regional Government President Masoud Barzani speaks during a news conference in
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Kurdish town of Halabja in which
more than 5,000 men, women and
children were killed.
The statement added, for good
measure, that the army Maliki controlled had collapsed without a
fight in the face of the ISIS offensive
in 2014, relinquishing territory that
the Kurdish peshmerga and the reconstituted Iraqi armed forces are
now jointly fighting to liberate.
So, what of Maliki’s allegations
that Barzani is an Israeli and a Turkish stooge? The KDP’s relations
with Israel are well-documented
from the era when Israel’s Mossad
intelligence service supported the
1970s rebellion led by Barzani’s
father, Mustafa, and subsequently
ditched the Kurds as part of a 1975
agreement between Saddam and

the shah of Iran.
Maliki gave little evidence of a
conspiracy beyond saying: “Israeli
sympathisers and elements are
abundant in Kurdistan.”
On Turkey, he may have been
on slightly more solid ground. The
KDP has a close relationship with
Ankara, based in part on the level
of Turkish investment in the landlocked Kurdistan region and dependence on Turkey as an outlet
for oil exports.
The authorities in Erbil, casting themselves as peacemakers in
the tensions between Ankara and
Baghdad, insist that the presence
of Turkish military “trainers” at
Bashiqa, on the front line with ISIS,
had been signed off by the central
government. KDP officials say they

welcome the participation of any
party that opposes ISIS.
Maliki perhaps has a different
agenda. Shortly before his verbal
assault on Barzani, he said during
an Iranian-sponsored conference
in Baghdad that the campaign to
liberate Mosul was just the first
step to liberating other cities, including Raqqa, the Islamic State’s
de facto capital, in Syria.
That implied liberation by the
Iranian-backed forces of Syrian
President Bashar Assad rather than
by rebels backed by Turkey and the
West.
The Maliki-Barzani spat perhaps
underlines, once again, the fact
that what divides the enemies of
the Islamic State is greater than
what unites them.

Iraq alcohol ban
threatens to hurt
minorities
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

T

he metal doors of liquor
shops across Baghdad
have been tightly sealed,
looking as if they have
been deserted for good
just weeks after the Iraqi parliament passed a bill banning the
import, sale and production of alcohol, alienating Christians and
other Iraqi minorities who rely on
the business.
The law on alcohol stipulates a
fine of $8,600-$21,500 for violators
but there are other potential problems as several shops have been
bombed since the bill was passed
on October 22nd.
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Rights activist Ammar Satar said
the “political fatwa” that reinforces
the grip of religious parties over the
daily life of Iraqis sets a precedent
by implicitly justifying acts of violence against whoever attempts to
oppose it.
“This blatant exploitation of religion without any consideration to
non-Muslim communities is noth-

ing but a blunt violation of fundamental freedoms that the constitution is supposed to guarantee in a
country that lives in a state of rampant chaos, with several parties
controlling the street with the force
of arms and religion,” said Satar, 25.
He argued that the problem lies
basically “in the mentality” of political rulers. “They reject the other, disregarding completely that
civilisation means order, without
which we cannot live in a diverse
society like Iraq’s,” Satar said.
While it outraged Satar, the
ban on alcohol was welcomed by
22-year-old university student Asmaa Hassan. “It is in perfect harmony with Islamic sharia. We are an
Islamic state and everybody should
be aware of that. Many practices
have intruded into conservative
Iraqi society and all should abide
by the law,” she said.
The ban on alcohol was included
in a draft law regulating the income
of municipal authorities without
lawmakers being notified. The
original article only called for imposing taxes on liquor stores and
restaurants serving liquor, Christian and Yazidi members of parliament said.
“We challenged the bill the moment it was passed, especially as
the draft was not read in the first
place and the clause (banning alcohol) was slipped into the draft just
before voting,” Yonadam Kanna, a
veteran MP and head of al-Rafidain

An Iraqi man walks past a closed liquor store in Baghdad on October 23rd, 2016.
Christian bloc, said in statements
to the media.
Yazidi MP Vian Dakhil cautioned
that minorities would be driven to
migrate to Kurdistan because of
such measures. “After the unified
national identity law comes the ban
on alcohol. Minorities in Iraq have
no safe haven except Kurdistan. It
is yet another blow to minorities
and basic freedoms guaranteed by
the constitution in a country that
pretends to be democratic,” Dakhil
posted on social media.
The identity law stipulates that
only non-Muslims may switch
their religion and that a minor is
registered as Muslim following a
conversion of either of the parents
to Islam.
Jassim al-Halfi, a member of the
leadership of the Iraqi Communist
Party, warned that the new law
would weaken the country’s di-

verse national fabric. “Non-Muslim
communities will be forced to leave
and this we cannot accept,” he said.
The alcohol ban will have a considerable effect on the national
economy, depriving the country of
a badly needed source of income,
economic analyst Abdul Rahman
al-Mashhadani said.
“The biggest irony is that the
2017 budget previewed a 100% tax
on alcohol, a sheer contradiction
of the new law,” Mashhadani said,
noting that taxes levied on liquor
raise $10 billion annually.
“The ban will inevitably incur big
losses on the Iraqi economy. However, it will not reduce consumption. The black market will flourish
and alcohol prices will skyrocket,”
Mashhadani predicted.
Muslim cleric Sheikh Ghaith alTamimi said Islam proscribes the
consumption of alcohol but does
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not ban it or call for punishing consumers.
“The proscription is a religious
matter, while the ban is a debatable
issue linked to the jurisprudence
of sharia over the political and social system in the country,” he said.
“Some believe that you cannot apply sharia in our modern time because it requires the presence of a
prophet or a just and knowledgeable imam, which is not the case
today.”
Social workers said there would
be a rise in drug abuse like in the
southern city of Basra, where drug
trafficking from neighbouring Iran
is soaring and where alcohol is only
found on the black market.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society section of The
Arab Weekly.

