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A 

t the end of January, Ira-
qi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi managed to 
gain parliamentary ap-
proval for his nominees 

to the crucial ministries of Defence 
and the Interior. Erfan al-Hiyali, a 
Sunni, has taken up the post of De-
fence minister and Qasim al-Araji, a 
Shia, has become the new Interior 
minister.

The position of Defence minister 
had been vacant for half a year and 
that of the Interior minister even 
longer. Mohammed al-Ghabban 
resigned as Interior minister last 
July after a terrorist attack in the 
Karrada district of Baghdad killed 
more than 300 civilians preparing 
for end-of-Ramadan festivities.

The public outrage was so great 
that Ghabban was forced from of-
fice, even though he hails from the 

extremely powerful Iran-backed 
Badr Organisation, an affiliation 
that usually makes politicians im-
mune to answering for their short-
comings.

About two months later, Defence 
minister Khaled al-Obeidi, was 
sacked after lawmakers loyal to for-
mer prime minister Nuri al-Maliki 
accused him of weakening the army 
and for being responsible for mis-
appropriation of state funds and 
corruption, allegations he denied.

Maliki made the move to weaken 
Abadi and chip away at his allies to 
make a political comeback. He was 
forced out of office in 2014 for what 
was perceived as rampant sectari-
anism against Sunni Arabs.

Last October, with US and Ira-
nian backing, Iraq launched its 
long-awaited campaign to recap-
ture Mosul from Islamic State (ISIS) 
extremists, who had captured it in 
2014. Not having a Defence minis-
ter at the time was embarrassing for 
Abadi.

It is, however, very unlikely that 

filling the two cabinet positions 
will make much, if any, difference 
in how Iraq conducts itself. The ap-
pointments of Hiyali and Araji are 
in some respects similar to those of 
Obaidi and Ghabban in 2014.

The Interior Ministry, which con-
trols most of Iraq’s security appara-
tuses, including the federal police, 
has long been the purview of the 
Badr Organisation. Araji, like Ghab-
ban is from Badr, whose sectarian 
militia is one of the most power-
ful of the Iranian-sponsored death 
squads and has been accused of 
killing thousands of Sunni civilians 
in Baghdad.

Iraq’s federal police are militias 
in uniforms and it is highly unlikely 
that Araji will steer the ministry’s 
course from that which was pre-
scribed for it a decade ago. After 
all, Badr is led by Hadi al-Amiri, a 
former cabinet minister and one of 
Iran’s most loyal militant leaders, 
having also fought for Tehran dur-
ing the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq War.

He is also one of the main com-
manders of the Shia-dominated 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), 
which has been formally accepted 
as a branch of the Iraqi military by 
the Abadi government. With such 
weight and authority behind him, 
Araji will simply continue the sta-
tus quo.

Hiyali, on the other hand, will 
continue a succession of weak, inef-
fectual or easily disposed of Sunni 
Defence ministers. Hiyali was in 
former president Saddam Hussein’s 
army but was discharged for at-
tempting to overthrow the Ba’athist 
regime. Upon his return from exile, 
he served in Maliki’s Golden Divi-

sion, branded the “Dirty Brigade” 
for its sectarian violence. Although 
he is a Sunni, Hiyali’s links to the 
Baghdad establishment are clear.

During the Maliki administra-
tion, the ghost soldiers scandal, 
which was blown open by Abadi 
in 2014, showed how tens of thou-
sands of fake soldiers were on the 
Defence Ministry’s payroll with 
their salaries being collected by the 
commanders. There has been little 
evidence that corruption is still not 
rampant in the ministry.

Observers say that whoever holds 
the Defence portfolio will likely be 
an ineffectual Sunni who can be 
easily shunted aside if he becomes 
inconvenient, while the Interior 
Ministry will always be controlled 
by Badr militiamen. The faces 
change but the roles remain the 
same.
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Iraq’s new Defence 
Minister Erfan 
al-Hiyali in Baghdad, on 
January 31st, takes over 
a position that has been 
vacant for six months.
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Finally, someone is asking about what Iran is doing in Iraq

T
he new US administra-
tion is aware of the 
dangers posed by 
Iran’s policies and its 
expansionist project, 
which started taking 

shape in tandem with the US 
occupation of Iraq in 2003. 
Former US president Barack 
Obama literally surrendered to 
Iran when he announced the 
withdrawal of US forces from 
Iraq, with the last ones leaving in 
December 2011.

For Obama, it sometimes 
seemed the problems in the 
Middle East were bundled in 
Iran’s nuclear file. To him, the 
Muslim Brotherhood represented 
the hopes of the new Arab 
generation from the Atlantic to 
the Arabian Gulf and the imam in 
Iran was the idol of every Shia 
Muslim regardless of race or 
nationality.

Obama was in denial when it 
came to Islamist terrorist move-
ments. He refused to admit that 

they were all birthed by the 
Muslim Brotherhood ideology. 
The Brotherhood has never 
severed its relations with Iran and 
its satellite Islamist organisations 
among which is the Islamic Dawa 
Party, the ruling party in Iraq.

After several years of US blissful 
ignorance, questions are being 
raised about Iran’s role in Iraq. 
How could the result of a costly 
US war on Iraq be an Iranian 
victory in Iraq? Starting from this 
central question, the Trump 
administration will figure out the 
appropriate responses.

The first response will be more 
sanctions against Iran and its 
satellites. Iran’s movements and 
actions in the region are going to 
be closely monitored and ana-
lysed, including the attack by 
Iranian-backed Houthis on a 
Saudi frigate in Yemeni waters at 
the end of January.

Obama gave Iran free rein in 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen 
but Trump is flashing a red card in 
Iran’s face. Reacting quickly to 
Tehran’s ballistic missile test, the 
Trump administration “officially 
put Iran on notice”.

During his US Senate confirma-
tion hearing, new US Secretary of 
Defense James Mattis insisted 

that the United States must 
maintain its influence in Iraq even 
after the liberation of Mosul from 
the Islamic State and accused Iran 
of being “the biggest destabilising 
force in the Middle East”. Mattis 
knows Iran very well and knows 
what it has done in Iraq.

Mattis went even further. In a 
written statement preceding his 
confirmation hearings, he called 
on the United States to work on 
“a long-term strategy that 
prevents Iran from achieving its 
objective”, which is dominance 
of the region.

Top US officials agree that the 
honeymoon with Iran is over. US 
national security adviser Michael 
Flynn, another former general, 
officially warned Tehran over its 
latest ballistic missile test, saying 
it clearly violated UN Security 
Council Resolution 2231.

While it remains true that it is 
difficult to predict what US 
President Donald Trump might 
do about Iran, at least he seems to 
have made up his mind with 
backup from Republican congres-
sional leaders. Trump is moving 
Iraq back to centre stage. Against 
Iran, he might continue to play 
the economic sanctions card. Iran 
cannot afford to have US and 

international sanctions inflicted 
against it again.

Yes, Iran will try to wiggle and 
manoeuvre its way out by more 
missile tests and a lot of tough 
talk but, in the end, it has no 
choice but to deal with the new 
American reality.

Iran’s predicament with 
Washington is very similar to 
Russia’s but with one major 
difference. It seems that Russian 
President Vladimir Putin is ready 
to make several deals with Trump 
even though the latter is in no 
hurry to lift the sanctions against 
Moscow. In the case of Iran, we 
cannot say that Trump is a great 
admirer of Iran nor is he a fan of 
its leader, Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei. The two sides will clash if 
Iran continues to think that it is 
accountable to no one.

It looks like it is going to be in 
Iraq once more where the militias 
of the Popular Mobilisation 
Forces stand ready to commit 
unforgivable crimes against the 
people of Mosul and that Iran will 
demonstrate how far it is ready to 
go to rein in its ambition and 
expansionist enthusiasm.
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