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Iraqi militias ‘committing war crimes’ using
government-imported weapons
The Arab Weekly staff

London

M

ilitias fighting alongside
Iraqi
troops
against the Islamic
State (ISIS) are committing war crimes
using weapons provided to the Iraqi
military by at least 16 countries, including the United States, Russia
and Iran, Amnesty International
said.
The predominantly Shia militias
were formed in 2014 to support the
Iraqi government’s fight against
ISIS.
Iraq’s Sunni Arab community has
been targeted by paramilitaries,
which have carried out extrajudicial
executions, torture and enforced
disappearances and other crimes,
Amnesty International said.
“International arms suppliers,
including the USA, European countries, Russia and Iran, must wake
up to the fact that all arms transfers
to Iraq carry a real risk of ending
up in the hands of militia groups
with long histories of human rights
violations,” said Patrick Wilcken, an
Amnesty International arms control
researcher.

The US military
confirmed that its
advisers had entered
Mosul several times.
Amnesty
International
cited
nearly two-and-a-half years of field
research, including photo and video
evidence as well as interviews with
dozens of former detainees, witnesses, survivors and relatives of
those killed, detained or missing.
The report focused on four powerful groups — the Badr Organisation, Asaib Ahl al-Haq, Kataib Hez-

bollah and Saraya al-Salam — most
of which receive backing from Iran.
Tanks, machine guns and sniper rifles were among more than
100 types of weapons used by the
groups, Amnesty International said.
Weaponry has been supplied
by Iraqi state institutions or with
authorities’ approval and militia
members have purchased weapons
on the private market, including
online.
Iran was named as a major military sponsor of militias accused of
serious human rights violations.
Despite the paramilitaries formally becoming part of the Iraqi military last year, Amnesty International said its request to the Defence
Ministry for details of accountability mechanisms went unanswered.
“Instead of unequivocally hailing
militias as heroes fighting to put an
end to [ISIS] atrocities, thereby emboldening them, the Iraqi authorities must stop turning a blind eye
to systematic abuses that have fed
sectarian tensions,” said Wilcken.
Amnesty International called on
countries selling arms to Iraq to ensure the weapons are not used by
militias guilty of abuses.
Western officials have expressed
serious concerns about the government’s ability to bring the Shia militias under greater control.
The Popular Mobilisation Forces
(PMF), an umbrella group of militias, denies having sectarian aims or
committing widespread abuses. It
said it saved the country by pushing
ISIS back from Baghdad’s borders.
Thousands of fighters from various militias are participating in a
major offensive by Iraqi security
forces to retake the northern city
of Mosul from ISIS. Iraqi Army and
security forces are gaining momentum against ISIS in Mosul, the commander of the US-led coalition, US
Army Lieutenant-General Stephen
Townsend, told Reuters.

Iraqi Shia militiamen flash the ‘V’ for victory sign near the city of Falluja, last May.
Townsend said the increased
momentum was due to better coordination among the army and security forces. The Iraqis also improved
their ability to defend against ISIS
car bombs in Mosul, Townsend
said.
The US military said its adviser
corps has expanded to about 450
personnel in the last two weeks,
as Iraqi forces launched what they
call “phase two” of the Mosul campaign. The US military also confirmed that its advisers had entered
Mosul several times since the beginning of operations.
The total number of US troops
in Iraq is 4,935, by the Pentagon’s
count. They include trainers, security forces and other support troops.

Iraqi forces have retaken about
70% of eastern Mosul from ISIS,
Iraq’s joint operations commander,
Lieutenant-General Talib Shaghati,
told Reuters.
However, ISIS militants have recently displayed tactics to which
they are likely to resort if they lose
the city, killing nearly 100 people
with bombs in Baghdad and attacking security forces elsewhere.
Separately, Kurdish security forces closed the Iraqi headquarters of
an organisation that aids members
of the Yazidi religious minority,
which has been brutally targeted by
ISIS.
The move by the Iraqi Kurdish
asayish forces to close the Yazda organisation’s offices in the northern

(AFP)

city of Dohuk drew criticism from
Human Rights Watch (HRW).
“A force from the asayish raided
the main Yazda headquarters in Dohuk… and ordered the closure of the
headquarters and all Yazda projects
in camps” for displaced people, the
group said in a statement.
Kurdish government “authorities
need to think hard about the consequences of Yazda’s closure and
reverse its decision in accordance
with its international obligations to
facilitate, not obstruct, humanitarian assistance,” Belkis Wille, Iraq
researcher at HRW, said in a statement.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

Secession of Iraq’s Kurdistan highly unlikely in 2017

View poi nt

Mamoon
Alabbasi

C

alls for the secession
of semi-autonomous
Kurdish-majority
areas from Iraq have
increased in the past
month but domestic
and regional challenges remain
high for such a break-up.
“I’m confident New Year will
begin with renewed strength to
overcome crises & enemies and I
hope it’s the year of Kurdistan’s
independence,” Masrour Barzani,
chancellor of the Kurdistan
Region Security Council, said on
Twitter.
Kurdistan Regional Government
(KRG) Prime Minister Nechirvan
Barzani said he formally proposed
the topic of separation with the
central government.
“In the past, [independence]
was conveyed through the media.
Now, I am telling you (Iraqi Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi and the
Iraqi government) officially our
goal is independence and we
must establish a committee to
discuss this,” Barzani said during
an interview with the Al-Monitor
website in December.
Iraq’s Shia-led central
government is staunchly opposed
to the break-up of Iraq. The KRG
is already in dispute with it over
budget matters. Despite the
improvement in ties between the
KRG and Abadi during the fight
against the Islamic State (ISIS),

Turkey may have strong ties
with the KRG and Barzani’s KDP
but supporting the creation of a
Kurdish state is another matter.

the government in Baghdad in
unlikely to approve the breaking
away of Kurdistan and Kurdish
officials have indicated they
would not announce
independence unilaterally.
The KRG’s grab of territories
under central government control
before being lost to ISIS and then
captured by peshmerga forces is
tolerated by Abadi due to
Baghdad’s weakness. They
remain, after all, Iraqi territories,
which is different from a change
in sovereignty.
Redrawing Iraq’s borders will
not be easy, especially when
there are many disputed areas.
Non-Kurds living in Kurdishmajority regions, some of whom
have been complaining of
persecution, find the prospect of
being part of a separate Kurdish
state terrifying.
Even outside the Kurdishmajority region, much of the
country’s mainly Arab population
(both Shias and Sunnis) see
Kurdistan as an indivisible part of
Iraq that is not in the purview of
the central government to give
up or of the KRG to take away.
Some in the Sunni Arabmajority region, which is closer
geographically to Kurdistan than
the Shia-majority parts of the
country, have aspired to have
their own semi-autonomous
authority. While
they may be
too weak
now to
prevent the
loss of parts of
their land to a
newly formed state, the threat of
conflict is likely to become more

serious in the future.
KRG President Masoud Barzani
called on Iraqi Kurdish parties to
join the Kurdistan Democratic
Party (KDP) to discuss a
referendum on independence
from Iraq.
But many in Iraq’s other main
Kurdish parties — the Patriotic
Union of Kurdistan (PUK) and the
Movement for Change (Gorran)
— fear breaking away from
Baghdad would mean being
dominated by the KDP.
The Kurdish parliament has
been suspended since October
2015 following deadly riots and
the PUK and Gorran —
among others — have
stated opposition to
Masoud Barzani, whose
mandate for the
presidency expired in
August 2015. He remains
in the position amid a
crackdown on dissent and
freedom of

Much of the
country’s
mainly Arab
population
sees
Kurdistan
as an
indivisible
part of Iraq.

Iraq’s Kurdish Regional Government President
Masoud Barzani speaks to the media at the town
of Bashiqa, east of Mosul, last November. (Reuters)

expression.
Regionally, the secession of
Iraq’s Kurdish-majority region is
strongly opposed by Iran, which
has an immense influence on
Baghdad as well as the PUK.
Tehran has been cracking down
on Kurdish militants in Iran, some
of whom operate from Iraq’s
Kurdistan region.
Turkey may have strong ties
with the KRG and Barzani’s KDP
but supporting the creation of a
Kurdish state is another matter.
Turkey’s training and backing of
peshmerga forces against ISIS or
Ankara’s importing oil from the
KRG, to the ire of Baghdad, have
led Iraqi Kurdish officials to
believe that breaking away from
Iraq is not a red line for the Turks.
They could be very mistaken.
Turkey’s problem is not with its
Kurds, many of whom support the
Turkish government or are part of
its ruling party, but rather with
Kurdish separatism.
Israel has been a vocal
supporter of the establishment of
an independent Kurdistan, which
it sees as a natural ally, but Tel
Aviv’s thumbs up is unlikely to
tip the regional balance in the
KRG’s favour.
Internationally, the United
States and Europe generally
support the KRG but they are
unlikely to put their weight
behind a unilateral break-up
of Iraq just yet. For them,
the unpredictable
repercussions from such
an event can wait.
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