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raqi politicians are branding 
the recent rapprochement be-
tween Iraq and Arab Gulf coun-
tries as part of a new policy of 
“positive neutrality” by Bagh-

dad towards its neighbours. Ques-
tions remain, however, about how 
long the warming of ties will con-
tinue.

There have been several signifi-
cant steps by Riyadh and Baghdad 
since Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi, accompanied by key offi-
cials, visited Saudi Arabia in June. 
Among them was the opening of 
the Iraqi-Saudi land border for 
trade for the first time in 27 years. 
Iraq and Saudi Arabia have also de-
cided to form a joint commission to 
increase bilateral trade.

Saudi Arabia is looking to invest 
millions of dollars in Shia-majority 
areas in Iraq and Kuwait announced 

it would host a donor conference 
dedicated to rebuilding Sunni-ma-
jority areas destroyed during the 
military campaign against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS).

There has also been a noticeable 
increase in visits made by senior 
Iraqi figures, including the presi-
dent and the minister of the inte-
rior, to Gulf countries as well as 
visits by Gulf officials to Baghdad. 
The most noteworthy trips were by 
influential Iraqi Shia cleric Muqta-
da al-Sadr to Saudi Arabia, in July, 
where he met with Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz before heading to the 
United Arab Emirates and a meet-
ing with Abu Dhabi Crown Prince 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-
Nahyan.

The warming of relations has 
been reflected in media reporting 
in the Gulf countries and Iraq, al-
though the angle of coverage has 
varied from one country to another. 
In the Gulf region, the rapproche-
ment has been touted as a return 
by Iraq to its natural Arab fold. An 
emphasis has been put on the need 
to support a “united” and “inde-
pendent” Iraq, with “Arab” or “in-
dependent” understood to mean an 
Iraq outside Iranian control.

Inside Iraq, the rapprochement 
has generally been welcomed but 
the narrative is that Iraq’s neigh-
bours are the ones to have accepted 
the reality of post-2003 Baghdad. 
Some pro-Iran politicians warned 
against Iraq moving closer to the 
Gulf than to Tehran. Such a scenario 
remains unlikely any time soon, 
though. There have been no serious 
challenges to the rapprochement 
moves but that could easily be re-
versed.

The main thrust behind the push 
by some Shia politicians in favour 
of rapprochement is the wish to 
be — or at least to appear as — inde-
pendent of Iran’s influence in Iraq.

“We tried being part of the [Ira-
nian] axis and we failed, a devastat-
ing failure. It led to having our land 
being occupied (by ISIS),” Amir al-
Kinani, a member of the pro-Sadr 
al-Ahrar bloc in parliament, told Al 
Sharqiya TV.

“The policy of positive neutrality 
has its rewards… Iraq is now getting 
what it had been asking of its Arab 
neighbours, so why would we stand 
against that?” he asked.

Sunni politicians and commenta-
tors were also divided over Bagh-
dad’s improvement of ties with Sau-
di Arabia but for different reasons.

There are Sunni Arabs who fear 
that an Iraq-Gulf rapprochement 
that does not entail a change of poli-
cies in Baghdad would give the Iraqi 
government carte blanch to carry on 
with its alleged marginalisation and 
persecution of the Sunni Arab com-
munity.

For example, the July 18 meeting 
of Iraqi Interior Minister Qasim al-
Araji with Saudi Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
in Jeddah drew particular criticism 
on social media since it was per-
ceived as absolving the Iran-backed 
Iraqi official — who, unlike Sadr, 
was unambiguously supportive of 
Tehran — from his alleged crimes 
against Sunni Arabs.

It could lead to, Sunni Arabs fear, 
a continuation of what they per-
ceive as sectarian acts by the Iraqi 
government but with less media at-
tention given to such abuses report-
ed in the Gulf-funded media.

Other Sunni Arabs, however, said 
they hope that Iraq-Gulf rapproche-
ment would bring about change in 
the way that their community is 
treated, as a less sectarian govern-
ment in Baghdad would undoubt-
edly mean good news for them.

The perspective in Iraq’s Kurdish-
majority semi-autonomous north 
was also mixed.

The Kurdistan Regional Govern-

ment (KRG), which is led by the 
Kurdistan Democratic Party, is 
likely to welcome the weakening of 
Iran’s grip on Iraq, as Tehran sup-
ports the rival Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan party.

It remains unlikely, however, that 
the KRG can garner official Gulf 
support for its referendum on the 
independence of Kurdistan, as the 
Iraqi central government as well as 
Shia nationalists such as Sadr are 
strongly opposed to the breakup 

of the country and Gulf states have 
expressed their commitment to a 
“united” Iraq.

As Kurds are predominately Sun-
ni, an Iraq without the Kurdistan 
region would be a country with a 
strong Shia majority, making the 
waning of Iran’s influence a less 
likely prospect.
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raqi forces have gained ground 
quickly against Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants in Tal Afar in 
Nineveh province, more than 
one month after militants lost 

their stronghold of Mosul.
“Tal Afar city is about to fall com-

pletely into the hands of our forces, 
only 5% remains” under Islamic 
State’s control, a military spokes-
man told Reuters on August 26.

“God willing, the remaining part 
will be liberated soon,” Iraqi Foreign 
Minister Ibrahim al-Jaafari said at 
a news conference with his French 
counterpart, Jean-Yves Le Drian, 
and French Defence Minister Flor-
ence Parly, in Baghdad.

Iraqi troops, backed by Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) and US 
air cover, began an offensive to re-
take Tal Afar on August 20. Iraqi of-
ficials announced seizing several 
districts and said they expect the 
town to be fully liberated within 
weeks.

Iraqi planes dropped leaflets 
calling on civilians to mark houses 
where ISIS militants are located. An 
estimated 1,000-2,000 mostly for-
eign ISIS fighters are said to be in 
Tal Afar.

During a visit to Baghdad, US De-
fence Secretary James Mattis said 
ISIS militants “have not retaken one 
inch of ground that they lost.” Fol-
lowing a meeting with Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi, Mattis 
said: “The economy is recovering, 

Iraq is re-engaging with the region 
and ISIS is on the run.”

Approximately 30,000 civilians 
are trapped in Tal Afar, the United 
Nations said. The International Or-
ganisation for Migration said thou-
sands of civilians had fled since the 
offensive began but the UN refugee 
agency (UNHCR) warned those re-
maining could be used as human 
shields. “Attempts to flee could re-
sult in executions and shootings,” 
said Stéphane Dujarric, spokesman 
for UN Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres.

A UN report called on the Iraqi 
government to ensure that the 
thousands of female victims of rape 
and other forms of sexual violence 
at the hands of ISIS militants re-
ceive care, protection and justice. 
“Perpetrators of sexual violence 
should be held accountable,” 
stressed the report by the 
UN Assistance Mission for 
Iraq (UNAMI) and the UN 
Human Rights Office.

The report said that “women 
and girls must be fully respected 
and protected by their families, 
communities and the government 
of Iraq.” It added: “Where there is 
a risk of harm from family or com-
munity, including so-called honour 
crimes, women and children must 
be given immediate protection 
whether through relocation, shelter 
accommodation or other appropri-
ate options.”

The UN report warned against 
revenge attacks directed at women 
who were, by choice or force, asso-
ciated with ISIS members. “Women 
who were married to members of 

[ISIS], with or 
without their 

consent, may be 
subject to discrimi-

nation and forms of 
collective punishment 

based on the suspicion 
of having cooperated with 

[ISIS],” the report said.
Such discrimination, the UN 

warned, should also spare children. 
“Children who were born in [ISIS]-
controlled areas have the same legal 
rights as any other Iraqi citizen and 
the government must ensure they 
are protected from marginalisation 
and abuse, neither exposed to dis-
crimination through references on 
their birth certificate that they were 
born out of wedlock or have a father 
linked to [ISIS], nor left unregis-
tered and may risk statelessness, 
exploitation and trafficking,” said 
UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights Zeid Ra’ad al Hussein.

Many Iraqis who lived in ISIS-
controlled areas have yet to recover 
from the trauma caused by years of 
torment at the hands of the mili-
tants. Their ordeal, however, may 
have been compounded during 
the military campaign to dislodge 
ISIS that claimed the lives of an un-
known number of civilians.

Add to that the revenge attacks 
against civilians suspected of being 
linked to ISIS. Abadi acknowledged 
that abuses were committed against 
civilians in the military campaign in 
Mosul and promised to prosecute 
the perpetrators.

The Iraqi government opened an 
investigation in May after a report 
by German news magazine Der 

Spiegel that documented prisoners 
being raped and tortured to death.

ISIS controls the towns of al-
Qaim, Aana and Rawa in al-Anbar 
province as well as Hawija in Kirkuk 
province.

The campaign to dislodge ISIS 
from Hawija may run into difficul-
ties amid a dispute between the 
central government in Baghdad and 
the Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) in Erbil.

The KRG is insisting on having 
a referendum on September 25 on 
the independence of the Kurdistan 
region as well as other disputed 
territories that are in the control of 
Kurdish forces despite the objection 
of Iraq’s central government.

The referendum has caused alarm 
among Arab and Turkmen minori-
ties in Kurdish-controlled areas, 
who said they fear they would en-
dure discrimination and persecu-
tion in an independent Kurdistan.

The United States, which is a 
strong supporter of Iraq’s central 
government as well as the KRG, has 
called for the referendum to be post-
poned due to fears that divisions 
inside Iraq are likely to weaken the 
country’s resolve against ISIS.

Even observers who support the 
Kurdistan’s secession from Iraq are 
wary of the timing.

“Two families, the Barzanis and 
the Talabanis, control politics; cor-
ruption is widespread. Because of 
political infighting, Kurdistan’s par-
liament has not met since October 
2015; the region’s president, Ma-
soud Barzani, remains in office four 
years after his term ended,” an edi-
torial of the New York Times stated.
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Opening doors. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) and 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi in Jeddah, last June.  
                 (Saudi Royal Court)

Without much resistance. 
A fighter from the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) 
carries a rocket-propelled 
grenade launcher inside al-Nour 
neighbourhood in eastern Tal 
Afar, on August 23.                 (AFP) 
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