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“E 

verywhere I go, Ira-
qis are telling me that 
money simply isn’t 
getting to them. Not 
to their ministries af-

ter we’ve made allocations, not 
to provinces, not to anyone,” Paul 
Bremer, the first American adminis-
trator charged with overseeing Iraq, 
wrote in 2003.

In his book “My Year in Iraq,” co-
written with Malcolm McConnell, 
Bremer argued that, under for-
mer Iraqi President Saddam Hus-
sein, the Iraqi Finance Ministry 
controlled only 8% of the national 
budget. Consequentially, as US ad-
ministrators sought to channel the 
entire national budget through the 
relatively small ministry, staff and 
systems became overwhelmed.

Today, many American observers 
agree that the United States’ man-
agement of post-Saddam Iraq was 
one of the worst instances of post-
conflict governance in history.

Overestimating the power of 
market forces, Iraq’s American rul-
ers threw oil-generated wealth on 
Iraqis with the idea that would au-
tomatically lead to the birth of a 
robust capitalistic democracy. This 
proved not to be the case.

Prior to the American invasion, 
Iraq had been under the rule of the 
Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party for dec-
ades. True, the Ba’ath was not as 
socialist as it claimed to be, admin-
istrating an economy largely based 
on oil rent and clientelism. Social-
ist or not, however, Iraqis expected 
their government, president or even 

their local tribal chief to take care of 
them, especially in hard times.

The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 
1990, the ensuing international 
embargo and a devastating war in 
2003, which effectively destroyed 
the country’s infrastructure, result-
ed in hyperinflation, widespread 
poverty and the marked deteriora-
tion of essentially all other govern-
ment services.

To alleviate the suffering, Bagh-
dad used its meagre resources 
to instate the Provision Portion 
Programme (PPP), a scheme like 
Britain’s 1942 Food Rationing Pro-
gramme. The Iraqi government 
issued PPP cards that, due to the 
importance of the programme, be-
came identification documents in 
official business, the same way So-
cial Security numbers in the United 
States became an essential identifi-
cation feature for US citizens.

Iraq’s American administrators 
were rarely interested in grasping 
the intricacies of Iraq’s govern-
ment. They were mostly focused on 
politics rather than policies. After 
some interruption, and by the time 
the American civil administration 
“handed over sovereignty to Ira-
qis,” PPP had become the principal 
means of economic exchange and, 
like everything in Iraq, had simulta-
neously became one of the principal 
yardsticks of governmental corrup-
tion.

In 2016, Iraq lingered near the 
bottom of Transparency Interna-
tional’s “Corruption Perceptions In-
dex,” ranking 166th of 176.

With PPP, officials often procured 
and distributed rotten rice, one 
of the 15 basic staples covered in 
the monthly ration, leaving a huge 
markup for officials. Not to be out-
done by the corruption of their ac-
counting peers, PPP distribution 
officials often issued cards for de-
ceased or imaginary citizens.

In 2012, the Director of Planning 
Haidar Jabr said his office issued 
34 million PPP cards. The World 
Bank estimated the population of 
Iraq stood at 32.9 million during the 
same period, meaning the Iraqi gov-
ernment issued more than 1 million 
PPP cards that year to the imagined 

and the dead. With the monthly 
cost of $12 per individual, whoever 
controlled the excess PPP cards in 
the Iraqi government pocketed $144 
million in 2012.

Under pressure from internation-
al organisations, Baghdad moved to 
cut PPP’s annual budget from $5.5 
billion in 2015 to $2 billion in 2016. 
However, saving on programmes 
that are designed to help the poor 
often comes with a high political 
price. Some reports said the Iraqi 
government kept PPP’s spending at 
its highest levels throughout 2016, 

often by approving extra funds on 
an ad hoc basis.

For this year, the Iraqi govern-
ment again announced lower 
spending levels for the PPP but if 
Baghdad continues to fund the pro-
gramme from outside the approved 
budget, PPP will consume 7% of to-
tal Iraqi expenditures, estimated at 
$85.2 billion in 2017.

For many, Iraq’s PPP remains a 
relic from the country’s socialist 
past. Disbanding the programme 
or replacing it with a more efficient 
one designed to feed the poorest 

requires political capital and over-
sight. With Iraqi leaders unable or 
unwilling to lift their country’s rank 
on the international indices of cor-
ruption, the inefficient PPP will 
continue to linger outside official 
books, while sucking a considerable 
amount of resources from both the 
nation’s annual expenses and, ulti-
mately, its future.
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Victims of inefficiency. A 2016 file picture shows demonstrators shouting slogans during a protest 
against government corruption at Tahrir Square in Baghdad.                                                                    (Reuters)

 Under pressure from 
international 
organisations, 
Baghdad moved to cut 
PPP’s annual budget 
from $5.5 billion in 
2015 to $2 billion in 
2016.

From top to bottom, Iraq reeks of corruption

I
t is amazing that, in the 
modern information age, 
people are surprised when I 
provide them with hard 
evidence of the pervasive 
and destructive corruption 

that has festered in Iraq since 
democracy was rammed down 
Iraqis’ throats in 2003. People are 
so caught up with the threat of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) that they are 
prone to turn a blind eye to the 
conditions that contributed to the 
rise of ISIS and Shia jihadist gangs.

What Iraqis received at the barrel 
of US tanks was not democracy 
but a Frankenstein’s monster of 
a democracy that would have 
more in common with a bad joke 
if it were not so devastating to the 
lives of normal Iraqis. In modern 
Iraq, Saddam Hussein’s Ba’athist 
dictatorship was replaced with an 
illusory democracy that has nearly 
enough of the same faces and the 
same names circulating positions 
of power, pilfering from Iraq’s 
riches as the people starve and 
suffer.

A case in point is Foreign Min-
ister Ibrahim al-Jaafari. In June, 
Jaafari revoked the diplomatic 
status of 40 experienced Iraqi 
diplomats and ordered them back 
to Baghdad before sacking them. 
While it has been suggested that 
they were mostly Sunni Arabs, the 

key common ground among them 
was that they had no affiliation to 
the ruling coalition led by the Shia 
Islamist Dawa Party of Prime Min-
ister Haider al-Abadi and sectarian 
pro-Tehran figures such as Vice-
President Nuri al-Maliki.

The Iraqi Forces Alliance, a 
mostly pro-government coalition of 
Sunnis, issued a news release con-
demning the move and saying the 
allegations against the diplomats 
were unrelated to their profession-
alism. They said that the Foreign 
Ministry was being purged of civil 
servants, alongside the intelligence 
services, national security coun-

cil and other key ministries and 
institutions.

In effect, what is happening in 
these key institutions of the state 
is a “Dawafication” process, in 
which nepotism leads to unquali-
fied people being appointed to key 
positions. This Dawafication of 
Iraq’s power structures appears to 
be the inverse of the US-instituted 
and Baghdad-executed de-
Ba’athification process, in which 
hundreds of thousands of Iraqis 
were stripped of their jobs and 
pensions usually on trumped-up 
charges of being part of the former 
ruling regime.

One can talk about a Dawafica-
tion process but must also bear 
in mind that Iraq’s woes extend 
far beyond the Dawa Party. 
Among its chief allies is the Badr 
Organisation, led by known Shia 
jihadists such as Hadi al-Amiri. 
His men have not only infiltrated 
the Federal Police, including the 
Emergency Response Division 
whose atrocities were exposed 
by Der Spiegel in May, under the 
Interior Ministry’s command but 
Interior Minister Qasim al-Araji 
is a card-carrying member of the 
jihadist group.

Ironically, the Dawa Party and 
its allies are revealing themselves 
to be the new dictators of Iraq, 
despite claiming to have been at 
the spearhead of Iraq’s so-called 
liberation in 2003.

The removal of Saddam’s regime 
was touted as a kind of rebirth for 
Iraqis but the reality has shown 
that things have not improved. 
The situation in Iraq has become 
so unbearable, some people look 
back on the days of the Ba’athists 
with rose-tinted glasses.

As Kadhim al-Jubouri, a Shia 
Iraqi famed for taking a sledge-
hammer to Saddam’s statue in 
2003, told the BBC in July 2016: 
“Saddam is gone but in his place 
there are 1,000 Saddams.”

If there were ever an indictment 
of the post-2003 corrupt political 
order, it is this man’s words.
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View point
People are 
so caught 
up with ISIS 
that they 
are prone 
to turning a 
blind eye to 
conditions 
that 
contributed 
to its rise.

What Iraqis received at the 
barrel of US tanks was not 
democracy but a Frankenstein’s 
monster of a democracy.

Dawafication. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (C), f lanked by Iraqi Foreign
Minister Ibrahim al-Jaafari (L) and Iraqi President Fuad Masum, attending
a meeting of ambassadors in Baghdad.                                                                              (AFP)   
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