
3August 6, 2017

London

I 

raqi Shia cleric Muqtada al-
Sadr’s visit to Saudi Arabia drew 
mixed reactions in Iraq, adding 
another layer to the complex 
relationship between Baghdad 

and Riyadh.
Inside Iraq, Sadr’s visit was 

viewed as an attempt by the influen-
tial cleric to distance himself from 
his former patron Iran before the 
April 2018 parliamentary elections.

Sadr has attempted to present 
himself as a nationalist leader whose 
decision-making is independent 
from Tehran. His parliamentary bloc 
is likely to attract the votes of Sun-
nis as well as Shias who do not want 
their country controlled by Iran.

Sadr’s visit was strongly criticised 
by pro-Iran politicians in Iraq, in-
cluding Shia cleric Watheq al-Battat, 
who branded him as “Muqtada Al 
Saud, not al-Sadr,” suggesting that 
he had parted ways from his fam-
ily’s tradition and became a follower 
of the Saudi royal family.

Sadr’s supporters, however, saw 
the visit as an attempt to empha-
sise Iraq’s Arabic roots, regardless of 
faith or confession, while advocat-
ing neighbourly relations.

Reactions were also mixed inside 
Iraq’s Sunni community. Some Sun-
nis say Sadr is genuine in his claim 
of being a nationalist leader but oth-
ers accuse him of sectarianism.

The first militia he formed, the 
Mahdi Army, was accused of atro-
cious acts against Sunnis, leading 
Sadr to dismantle it, saying that 
some of its members were no longer 
acting on his behalf.

Sadr formed the Saraya al-Salam 
(Peace Brigades) militia in 2014 to 
combat the threat of Islamic State 
militants but some of those militia-
men faced accusations of killing and 
torturing Sunni civilians.

Sadr arrived in Saudi Arabia on 
July 30 and met with Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz and other top Saudi offi-
cials to discuss issues of common in-
terest, Saudi state news agency SPA 
reported.

Ties between Baghdad and Ri-
yadh were cut following the Iraqi 
invasion of Kuwait during the rule 
of Iraq’s former President Saddam 
Hussein.

Although Saddam was toppled by 
the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq and 
replaced by a pro-American govern-
ment, ties between Baghdad and Ri-
yadh remained icy.

Pressure by the United States on 
Iraq and Saudi Arabia failed to thaw 
relations due to Baghdad’s close ties 
to Tehran, which is Riyadh’s arch-
foe in the region.

Since 2015, however, there has 
been a gradual — and sometimes 
stumbling — improvement of ties 
after what Saudi officials said was a 
push by Riyadh for rapprochement 
with a number of countries in the 
region.

In June, Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi and several senior 
officials, including Interior Minis-
ter Qasim Mohammad Jalal al-Araji, 
who is known for his strong ties to 
Iran, visited Saudi Arabia and met 
with King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud.

The visit was hailed as a “quan-
titative leap” in relations with Iraq 
and Saudi Arabia announced the 
countries were setting up a coordi-
nation council to upgrade ties.

Despite Sadr’s anti-American 
rhetoric, the United States wel-
comed the Shia cleric’s visit to Sau-
di Arabia. “Both Saudi Arabia and 
Iraq are solid partners of the United 
States,” an unnamed US State De-
partment official told the Abu-Dha-
bi-based National newspaper. “We 
welcome strong relations between 
the two countries and continue to 
support their efforts and outreach in 
this regard.”

Although Sadr is not part of the 
Iraqi government, he is an influ-
ential member of Iraq’s post-2003 
ruling class and has a bloc in parlia-
ment. He was sometimes viewed as 
the country’s kingmaker following 
general elections.

“The Saudis have long been inter-
ested in exploring Shia options in 
Iraq,” Neil Partrick, editor of Saudi 

Arabian Foreign Policy: Conflict 
and Cooperation, told the Financial 
Times.

Andrew Bernard wrote on the 
website the American Interest: “The 
Saudi meeting with Sadr should be 
a reminder that the Sunni-Shia split 
doesn’t always determine regional 
politics.”

In addition to Sadr, Saudi Arabia is 
also expected to receive prominent 
Iraqi political leader and Shia cleric 
Ammar al-Hakim, Al-Hayat daily re-
ported.

Hakim recently resigned as presi-
dent of the Islamic Supreme Coun-
cil of Iraq, one of the most influ-
ential pro-Iran parties in Iraq and  
which he founded. After leaving 
that party, he established the Na-
tional Wisdom Movement, which he 
said was meant to serve as a party 

for all Iraqis.
Like Sadr, Hakim is viewed to be 

presenting himself as a candidate 
who is independent from Iranian in-
fluence. Regardless of the intentions 
of the Iraqi leaders, the Iranians ap-
peared wary.

“While the Iranian government 
and media outlets affiliated with the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
largely refrained from commenting 
on Sadr’s trip and his meeting with 
Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, 
some conservative newspapers and 
Iranian analysts cautioned that the 
Saudi government is attempting to 
court Iraqi Shia leaders to influence 
Iraqi politics at the expense of Iran’s 
interests,” wrote Ahmad Majidyar 
on the website of the Middle East 
Institute.
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T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) is 
on the back foot after its 
defeat in the Iraqi city of 
Mosul and smaller losses 
in Syria but questions re-

main over eradicating the group’s 
leadership.

There have been persistent ru-
mours that ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi had been killed. These, 
however, have not been confirmed 
and should be treated sceptically.

What is certain is that ISIS’s lead-
ership structure has been declining 
following the death of leading fig-
ures who have not been replaced 
due to a sustained campaign of US-
led air strikes.

The anti-ISIS military campaign 
has led to the decline in ISIS prop-
aganda, which can be measured 
qualitatively. Charlie Winter, an 
academic who follows ISIS output, 
tweeted that “[ISIS] media notice-
ably dropped off in early June.” He 
attributed the fall to international 
coalition and Iraqi government op-
erations “having [a] serious impact 
on its ability to get propaganda from 
A to B.”

Nevertheless, ISIS has demon-

strated that it is resourceful and has 
a history of coping with military 
defeats. The line of succession of 
Baghdadi is unclear and although 
his death may mean the end of the 
self-proclaimed caliphate, it does 
not spell the end of ISIS in opera-
tional terms.

As al-Qaeda did in Iraq, ISIS sur-
vived long periods of mounting in-
surgent campaigns in the very ter-
ritory to which it is soon expected 
to be reduced. Its leaders have been 
killed before and it has endured.

Analysts said that ISIS militants 
have retreated to what the group 
calls Wilayat al-Furat (Euphrates 
province), which covers several 
Iraqi and Syrian towns. Hassan Has-
san, an analyst with the Tahrir In-
stitute for Middle East Policy, said 
Baghdadi was there.

Kyle Orton, a research fellow at 
the Henry Jackson Society’s Centre 
for the Response to Radicalisation 
and Terrorism, said: “Wilayat al-Fu-
rat is and will be the final redoubt of 
the Islamic State, a base in difficult 
terrain that it will be difficult for any 
outside force to clear [ISIS fighters]
from.”

He explained that “It was in this 
zone, on the Iraqi side of the border, 
that [their predecessor, the Islamic 
State of Iraq] rode out defeat and 
from which they spread back across 
Iraq in 2008.”

Orton said that, in addition to 
Iraqi territory, ISIS has “the Syrian 
side of the border, too, and a much 
more hospitable political and mili-
tary environment.” The survival of 
the Bashar Assad regime in Syria, 
a cause of great instability and in-

ternecine hatred, is a boon to ISIS, 
both now and in the future, argued 
Orton.

As well as these ungoverned 
spaces, ISIS can count on favourable 
conditions in other parts of Iraq and 
Syria. ISIS appears to have planned 
for its defeat in Mosul for months. 
Defending those cities was merely 
one stage of a multiphase plan.

Michael Pregent, a former intelli-
gence officer and fellow at the Hud-
son Institute, said that in Iraq “ISIS 
cells will continue to operate in cit-
ies where Iraqi Shia militias and Ira-
qi Security Forces have relaxed their 
security postures.”

In the same way, forces fighting 
ISIS must be prepared to operate a 
similarly staged strategy. “Phase I: 
Take away territory. Phase II: Fight 
ISIS as it moves to the al-Qaeda 
model,” Pregent said. The third 
phase, he said, may include a “se-
curity backslide in liberated areas.”

Pregent noted that the future of 
ISIS rested on Sunni communities, 
many of which were distrustful 
of what they perceived to be Shia 
domination of Iraq’s government.

There was a real fear that, among 
government circles and worldwide, 

“there is no interest in protecting 
the population, let alone empow-
ering the Sunni population to fight 
back against the next iteration of 
ISIS,” said Pregent.

Iraqi Sunnis are both the basis of 
ISIS’s support and the most impor-
tant opponents of its worldview. 
They have fought back against its 
predecessor organisations but need 
support — moral and military — to 
do so.

Pregent said the manner in which 
cities have been captured from ISIS 
would provide propaganda mate-
rial for a wide range of rejectionist 
groups in opposition to the Iraqi 
government.

Conditions exist in both Iraq and 
Syria for the survival ISIS, which 
can be expected to exploit political 
weakness and sectarian division 
and make use of ungoverned space 
in the region. This presents numer-
ous options for the group, even af-
ter the certain loss of major urban 
areas. Some form of ISIS will exist 
for years.

Sustaining ISIS’s defeat and alter-
ing the conditions that would allow 
it to grow once more remain a chal-
lenge that faces policymakers and 
leaders, in Iraq, Syria and across the 
world.

James Snell is a British journalist.
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Mixed reactions. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (R) meets with Iraqi Shia 
leader Muqtada al-Sadr in Jeddah, on July 30.                                                                                    (Saudi Royal Court)

Now what? Members of the Iraqi special forces celebrate the 
victory over the Islamic State (ISIS) outside the destroyed Great 
Mosque of al-Nuri in the Old City of Mosul, in June.               (AFP)
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Sadr’s supporters saw 
the visit as an attempt 
to emphasise Iraq’s 
Arabic roots, 
regardless of faith or 
confession.

ISIS demonstrated 
that it was 
resourceful, with a 
history of coping with 
military defeats.

In addition to Sadr, 
Saudi Arabia is 
expected to receive 
prominent Iraqi 
political leader and 
Shia cleric Ammar 
al-Hakim.

The future of ISIS 
rests on Sunni 
communities, many 
of which are 
distrustful of what 
they perceive to be 
Shia domination of 
Iraq’s government.


