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approchement efforts 
by Iraq and Gulf heavy-
weights Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emir-
ates are gathering pace, 

with influential Iraqi Shia cleric 
Muqtada al-Sadr making a surprise 
visit to Abu Dhabi, and Riyadh and 
Baghdad announcing the launch of 
a joint trade commission.

The Emirati news agency said 
Sadr was hosted by Abu Dhabi 
Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed 
bin Zayed al-Nahyan on August 
13. UAE officials stressed the im-
portance of the stability and pros-
perity of Iraq during the talks and 
discussed Sadr’s aspiration for Iraq 
to play its natural role in the Arab 
arena, the news agency reported.

“Experience has taught us to al-
ways call for what brings Arabs and 
Muslims together and to reject the 
advocates of division,” Sheikh Mo-
hammed said.

A day after Sadr’s meeting in 
Abu Dhabi, he met with Iraqi Sunni 
scholar Ahmad al-Kubaisi, who 
was exiled from Iraq in 1998 during 
the Saddam Hussein era. The two 
religious leaders discussed events 
in Iraq and stressed the importance 
of “Islamic and Arab unity” to com-
bat extremism, Abu Dhabi-based 
the National newspaper reported.

These developments are viewed 
as a significant Arab breakthrough 
regarding Iraq while Sadr’s new-
found openness to Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates 
raised concerns in Tehran. The 
religious political parties in Iraq af-
filiated with the Islamic Republic 
are looking for ways to respond to 
Sadr’s unprecedented visits and are 
manoeuvring within parliament so 
as to block further rapprochement 
overtures, sources following the 
situation said.

The Qatar-based Al Jazeera net-
work reported that Iraqi Interior 
Minister Qasim al-Araji said Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz had asked Iraq 
to mediate between Riyadh and 
Tehran. The news outlet reported 
Araji as saying:  “Mohammed bin 
Salman requested me officially for 
Iraq’s mediation between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia to reduce tensions.”

Both Saudi Arabia and the Iraqi 

government called the report a fab-
rication.

Araji also denied the remarks 
attributed to him. On Twitter, the 
hashtag “Iraq denies mediation” 
was trending in Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia, with many users express-
ing relief over the denial.

For the first time since relations 
were severed in the early 1990s, 
Saudi Arabia and Iraq plan on reo-
pening the Arar border crossing for 
trade. A joint trade commission be-
tween the two countries is also in 
the works. Iraqi Oil Minister Jabar 
Ali al-Luaibi called the moves sig-

nificant steps towards cementing 
and developing bilateral ties be-
tween the two fraternal states, the 
pan-Arab daily Asharq Al-Awsat re-
ported.

The drive to improve relations 
began to pick up in February 
when Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir made a surprise visit to 
Baghdad, the first by a major Saudi 
official since 1990 when relations 
soured with the Iraqi invasions of 
fellow Gulf Cooperation Council 
member Kuwait.

Jubeir’s visit was followed in 
June with a trip to Saudi Arabia 

by Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi, who hailed Iraqi-Saudi rap-
prochement during his time in Ri-
yadh.

Saudi Arabia had reopened its 
embassy in Baghdad in 2015. It had 
been shuttered for 25 years.

In another sign of efforts to im-
prove relations between the two 
countries, Iraqi Shia cleric Ammar 
al-Hakim is to visit Saudi Arabia in 
the near future.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab
Weekly.
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he governor of the Iraqi 
city of Basra fled to Iran 
following allegations 
of corruption levelled 
against him by the coun-

try’s anti-corruption body.
Local media reports were con-

flicted on the whereabouts of Majid 
al-Nasrawi after he resigned. Some 
speculated he travelled to Saudi Ara-
bia to perform the haj while others 
suggested that he went to Australia, 
as he holds Australian citizenship in 
addition to his Iraqi nationality.

Later reports, citing people close 
to Nasrawi and officials, said he was 
in Iran. Iraq’s Integrity Commission 
called on the Foreign Ministry to ask 
Tehran to repatriate Nasrawi. It re-
mains unclear whether Iraq will re-
quest the handing over of Nasrawi.

Judicial sources cited in the Iraqi 
media said there is no court order 
against Nasrawi but his son and pri-
vate secretary were banned from 
travel as there are arrest warrants 
against them regarding corruption 
allegations.

Local media reports speculated 
that Nasrawi’s son, Mohamed Baqer, 
also an Australian citizen, fled to 
Australia but there hasn’t been of-
ficial confirmation regarding his 
whereabouts.

“[Nasrawi] can travel wherever 
he likes as long as there are no legal 
obstacles,” a politician close to the 
former Basra governor, who did not 
wish to be identified, told Reuters. 
He dismissed the allegations against 
Nasrawi as being politically moti-
vated.

In his resignation speech, Nasrawi 
said he was stepping down to allow 
progress to take place in Basra be-
cause the campaign against him was 
harming the city.

“I will provide my support and 
advice to the newly elected figure 
(for the post of governor) until the 
construction projects for Basra are 
completed,” he told a gathering in 
the southern oil-rich city.

“I will be near the Iraqi judiciary, 
as a citizen and not as a governor, 
to facilitate its procedures and I 
will comply with any request made 
by it,” he said in the speech, which 
was recorded by mobile phone cam-
eras and shared on social media. 
Nasrawi has not appeared in public  

since that speech.
Iraq’s Integrity Commission called 

on the judiciary to issue an order 
banning Nasrawi from travel as they 
saw him as a flight risk but the inves-
tigating judge declined, citing lack 
of sufficient evidence against the 
former governor.

Nasrawi’s flight angered many 
Iraqis, who accuse Tehran of being 
behind many of Iraq’s woes. There 
have been attempts from within 
the government and by influen-
tial politicians to open more to the 
country’s Arab Gulf neighbours in 
an apparent bid to loosen Iran’s grip 
on Iraq.

Corruption allegations, however, 
are not levelled exclusively against 
Shia politicians linked to Iran. Sun-
ni and Kurdish figures have also  

been implicated.
There were reports of an arrest 

warrant being issued against Anbar 
province Governor Suhaib al-Rawi, 
a Sunni Arab, for failing to appear 
before a court hearing. Rawi was 
convicted of wasting public funds 
but he had asked for a pardon and 
promised to repay the wasted 
amount of money. His whereabouts 
remain unknown.

Iraq’s parliament, meanwhile, 
ended its interrogation of acting 
Trade Minister Salman al-Jumali 
— also a Sunni Arab — over corrup-
tion allegations, after 104 out of 202 
members voted that they were con-
vinced by Jumali’s answers.

Iraq’s northern Kurdistan region 
had witnessed mass demonstra-
tions against the alleged corruption 
of the Kurdish authorities who are 
in charge there.

Iraq ranks 166th out of 176 coun-
tries in Transparency Internation-
al’s “Corruption Perceptions Index.” 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi 
had promised to crack down on cor-
ruption but its ills appear too wide-
spread to be contained.

The head of Iraq’s Integrity Com-
mission Hassan al-Yasiri said the 
anti-corruption body has been mak-

ing a lot of progress in the past two 
years.

Since 2016, the commission in-
vestigated and passed on to the 
judiciary nearly 9,000 cases, Ya-
siri told Al-Hurra satellite television 
channel. “In the first half of 2017, 
we have had 880 arrest orders… 
(and during the same period) we 
have managed to stop the waste of 
1 trillion Iraqi dinars (approximately  
$857,000),” he said.

The country’s rampant corrup-
tion is among the reasons cited that 
led to the success of Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants in taking over Mo-
sul in 2014 before being ousted in a 
nine-month military campaign that 
cost the lives of 1,200 Iraqi forces 
and an unknown number of civil-
ians.

ISIS remains in control of several 
areas in Iraq, including Tal Afar in 
Nineveh province, whose capital 
is Mosul. Iraqi and US war planes 
launched air strikes against ISIS po-
sitions in Tal Afar ahead of a ground 
offensive, leading thousands of ci-
vilians to flee their homes.

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.
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Bridging the divide. Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan (R) meets with Iraqi Shia leader Muqtada
al-Sadr in Abu Dhabi.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           (WAM)

Experience has taught us 
to always call for what 
brings Arabs and Muslims 
together and to reject the 
advocates of division.
Abu Dhabi Crown Prince 
Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Zayed al-Nahyan

Nasrawi said that 
he was stepping 
down from his 
position to allow 
progress to take 
place in Basra.
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