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raq’s parliament said it was 
working on replacing members 
of the country’s Independent 
High Electoral Commission fol-
lowing mass protests in Bagh-

dad calling for reform.
Seven people — five protest-

ers and two police officers — were 
killed during February 11th dem-
onstrations called by Shia cleric 
Muqtada al-Sadr. Security forces 
fired tear gas and rubber bullets as 
demonstrators tried to march to the 
headquarters of the electoral com-
mission in Baghdad’s Green Zone.

Al-Sadr urged supporters to pro-
test against the commission, whose 
members are accused of being affil-
iated with al-Sadr’s rival Shia poli-
ticians, most notably former prime 
minister Nuri al-Maliki.

Al-Sadr also called for a change in 
Iraq’s electoral law, which he claims 
favours the current dominant par-
ties and prevents smaller ones from 
gaining seats in parliament.

Tensions among the country’s 
Shia politicians resurfaced after the 
announcement of provincial elec-
tions, scheduled for September. 
Parliamentary elections are set for 
early 2018.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi ordered an investigation into 

the violence in which more than 
200 people were injured. The In-
terior Ministry claimed that some 
demonstrators carried guns and 
knives but al-Sadr’s supporters 
insisted that the demonstrations 
were predominately peaceful, ac-
cusing pro-Maliki “thugs” of seek-
ing to “infiltrate” it.

A military spokesman said sev-
eral Katyusha rockets hit the Green 
Zone in the evening of February 
11th but there were no casualties or 
claims of responsibility.

Al-Sadr promised “peaceful” re-
taliation for the deaths of his fol-
lowers. “Their blood won’t have 
been shed in vain,” he said.

“I urge (Abadi) to deliver those 
reforms immediately, listen to the 
voice of the people and remove 
the corrupt,” al-Sadr said in a state-
ment.

The electoral commission called 
on Abadi and on the international 
community to protect it, following 
an attack on one of its offices in Bas-
ra. Jan Kubis, the UN secretary-gen-
eral’s representative in Iraq, said 
the commission “must be enabled 
and empowered to fulfil its consti-
tutional mandate free from inter-
ference and intimidation” until it is 
replaced. Kubis urged the speeding 
up of the electoral reforms.

Iraq, which ranks 166th out of 
176 nations and territories in Trans-
parency International’s Corruption 
Index, has had several anti-cor-
ruption demonstrations, many of 
which were not led by al-Sadr. Ob-
servers said, however, that al-Sadr 
often resorts to street mobilisation 
because he does not enjoy the same 
backing from Iran as his Shia rivals.

The electoral commission has 
been criticised by many in Iraq’s 

Arab Sunni community, who ac-
cuse the post-2003 set-up of being 
skewed in favour of the country’s 
Shias and Kurds.

The commission has also come 
under fire from small secular par-
ties. Outspoken member of par-
liament Faeq al-Sheikh Ali called 
for the commission — and indeed 
most of election monitors — to be 
replaced by independent judges 
who are not affiliated to any politi-
cal party.

“The number one benefactor of 
the current commission and who 
fights for it to remain, is Mr Nuri 
al-Maliki. That is indisputable,” Ali 
said.

He scolded journalists for not 
mentioning Maliki’s name or the 
names of those supporting the 
commission in parliament, saying 
that the media reports deal with the 
issue in generalities without going 

into the specifics of who is doing 
what.

Ali also took a swipe at the com-
mission for accusing its critics of 
having political motivations.

“What kind of motivations did 
they expect? Economic? Cultural? 
Of course [we have] political moti-
vations because there is (electoral) 
fraud,” Ali said.

Ali’s calls for having judges on 
the commission does not have wide 
support, even among critics of the 
commission, who are mainly seek-
ing an increase in their parties’ rep-
resentatives.

The clashes came as the army 

prepared to resume its offensive 
against Islamic State (ISIS) militants 
in Mosul, which was launched Oc-
tober 17th.

The Islamic Dawa Party, whose 
members include Maliki and Abadi, 
accused protesters of seeking to 
“distract the Iraqi people in sedi-
tion to prevent the efforts to get 
rid of Daesh”, the Arabic acronym 
for ISIS. Al-Sadr’s supporters re-
sponded by saying that it was the 
corruption of the Dawa-dominated 
government that led to the fall of 
Mosul to ISIS in 2014.

Observers predicted greater fall-
out among the country’s dominant 
political parties once ISIS is defeat-
ed and the cause for unity is less 
urgent.
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An Iraqi protester holds a placard reading in Arabic: “We demand to change the electoral 
commission” as supporters of cleric Muqtada al-Sadr demonstrated in Baghdad, on February 8th. (AFP)

Observers said al-Sadr 
does not enjoy the 
same backing from 
Iran as his Shia rivals.

Members  of the 
electoral commission 
were accused of 
being affiliated with 
Shia politicians.

For Kurds, Trump’s ban is a slap in the face

A 

n enterprising restau-
rant owner in the Iraqi 
Kurdish town of Dohuk 
earned free advertising 
before the turn of the 

year when he named his new outlet 
Trump Fish.

In January, the operator of a 
modest falafel establishment in the 
Syrian Kurdish town of Kobane fol-
lowed suit with the opening of the 
Trump Restaurant. Add the report 
of a peshmerga naming his first-
born Trump and it was beginning to 
look like a trend.

It is one that may prove short-
lived, however, after the US presi-
dent announced his travel ban on 
citizens of seven predominantly 
Muslim states.

The ban, still facing challenges 
in the US courts, made no distinc-
tion between Arab or Kurd, friend 
or foe. US President Donald Trump 
appeared to be saying that, as far as 
he was concerned, they were all po-
tential terrorists.

The move has been denounced 
around the world. It may be a factor 
in denying Trump a promised state 
visit to Britain. The biggest back-
lash has not unnaturally come from 
the countries affected, including 
Iraq, fuelling an underlying suspi-
cion of the United States long fos-
tered by its past policies.

Among the Kurds, however, the 
slap in the face delivered by the 
White House was particularly sting-
ing. In both Iraq and more recently 
in Syria, Kurds have revelled in 
their reputation of being the most 
effective local allies in the battle 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

The Kobane falafel seller said he 
chose Trump’s name for his restau-
rant as a gesture of gratitude as a 
Kurd for US support in fighting the 
terror group. American air strikes 
helped prevent ISIS overrunning 
the Syrian-Turkish border town in 
2014 and have helped keep it safe 
since.

The Kurds were perhaps hoping 
that a more muscular president 
would do more to help them than 
the cautious and reflective Barack 
Obama.

Speaking hours before Trump 

was sworn-in, Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) President Ma-
soud Barzani told the World Eco-
nomic Forum in Switzerland: “We 
expect that the new administration 
would provide more support to 
combat terrorism compared to the 
previous one but we have to wait 
because the inauguration hasn’t 
taken place yet.”

During an abrasive, scattergun 
campaign, Trump said at one point 
he was a “big fan of the Kurds” but 
he also expressed some admiration 
for Saddam Hussein because he 

“killed terrorists”.
Barzani could no doubt have 

pointed out the contradiction 
but, for the time being, the Kurd-
ish leader’s wait-and-see policy is 
probably best.

Barzani is right to be cautious. 
His Kurdistan Democratic Party 
(KDP) has been the United States’ 
most dependable ally in Iraq since 
1991, when Kurdish guerrillas took 
control of large sections of north-
ern Iraq from Saddam’s retreating 
army, only to be left in the lurch by 
President George H.W. Bush when 
the army marched back in.

Only a belated Western decision 
to establish no-fly zones spared the 
Kurdish movement from annihila-
tion.

Bush’s initial failure to support 
the Kurdish insurgency was an un-
happy reminder of the events of 
1975 when the United States aban-
doned the Kurds in favour of a rap-
prochement between Iraq and Iran, 
driving Barzani’s father, Mullah 
Mustafa, into exile.

If Trump turns out to be an unre-
liable American ally, he will not be 
the first.

The KDP has had to juggle its US 
alliance with its regional ties to Tur-
key and Iran and with its Tehran-
oriented rival, the Patriotic Union 
of Kurdistan (PUK).

Since the end of 2016 the KDP and 
PUK have been engaged in their lat-
est attempt to sink their differences 
and end a political stalemate in the 
Kurdistan region.

Iran, engaged in its own war of 
words with the new US administra-
tion, may have even less interest 
than usual in seeing the emergence 
of a united, US-allied Kurdish front 
in northern Iraq.

Despite concerns about Trump’s 
unpredictability on foreign affairs, 
there is unlikely to soon be any 
watering down of the US commit-
ment. Who can doubt that Trump 
will seize the credit when Mosul is 
eventually liberated.

Further forward, the Kurds have 
justified concerns about a president 
whose slogan is “America First”.

The autonomous zones that 
Kurds, led by the Democratic Union 
Party, have carved out in northern 
Syria depend, however indirectly, 
on a US policy of shrinking ISIS 
while supporting the political op-
position.

Any shift by Trump towards Rus-
sia and Syrian President Bashar 
Assad could see a settlement that 
would put Kurdish interests way 
down Washington’s list of priori-
ties.

In the KRG region, the Kurds are 
dependent on the United States not 
only maintaining or increasing its 
current level of military commit-
ment but also being there in the af-
termath to help Erbil and Baghdad 
put the liberated territories togeth-
er again. Will an isolationist Trump 
find the inclination or the money 
for that?

Harvey Morris has written 
several books on the Middle East, 
including No Friends but the 
Mountains: The Tragic History of 
the Kurds published in 1993.

A member of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), made up of 
US-backed Kurdish and Arab fighters, raises a flag of the SDF 
20km from Raqqa, on February 8th.                                                     (AFP)
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