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T 

he chorus of voices 
broadcasting predic-
tions ahead of Iraq’s 
2018 elections has 
grown louder among 
post-war governance 

stakeholders. Spirits appear decep-
tively high after the defeat of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in Mosul but 
nothing ought to distract onlook-
ers from potential electioneering 
outcomes.

The defeat of ISIS, though widely 
lauded, does not mirror the silence 
surrounding the infiltration of 
terrorist groups in Anbar province, 
which threatens to wash away the 
victories of the past month.

In these turbulent political 
times, the attempt to have elec-
tions will be anything but normal. 
Calming reassurances offered by 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi have done little to ease public 
anxiety over expected in-fighting 
between militia elements from 
Iraq’s Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) and the resident parties of 
the ruling Shia alliance.

Having assumed the lead in ISIS’s 
eviction from north-western terri-
tories, PMF factions assumed new 
political leverage and economic 
sway that the United States and its 
friends in the Iraqi government are 
desperate to keep in check. Radical 
militia elements, if predictions 
hold, may seize their long-awaited 
moment by remoulding themselves 
into an electoral entity to stand in 
next year’s vote.

In July, the most potent of those 
units — Iraq’s Iran-backed Asa’ib 

Ahl al-Haq (AAH) commanded by 
Qais al-Khazali — was awarded a 
licence authorising its participation 
as a political party vetted by the 
Independent High Electoral Com-
mission.

This is another constitutional 
violation in a long line of issues 
slammed by legal experts.

Fearful of the electoral clout 
PMF newcomers pose, the United 
States is again shopping for secular 
players from inside the political 
system it gave life to 14 years ago. 
It believes the fracture can be 
nursed by uniting the secular and 
Shia camps. Attempts to appeal 
to alienated Sunni constituencies 
have been few and far between. 
The Sadrists, however, are likely to 
emerge as the largest bloc.

In stepping up as the patron of 
secular names, Washington aims 
to create a coalition staffed by old 
faces, including recycled Sunni 
businessmen as part of Khamis 
al Khanjar’s “Arab Project” and 
religious groups whose insatia-
ble appetite for corruption has 
left them incapable of producing 
legitimate rulers. Unification must 
happen before any power-sharing 
agreement can be reached between 
these sides.

America is not the only foreign 
power jostling for the lead.

Mahmoud Hashemi Shahroudi, 
chairman of Iran’s Expediency 
Discernment Council, returned to 
Baghdad on Tehran’s instructions 
to ensure its Shia patrons remain 
front-running actors, particularly 
in Iraq’s oil-rich south. Shahroudi 

met with Abadi, Khazali and for-
mer Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki. 
Shia luminaries in Najaf refused to 
meet Iran’s representative but it suf-
fices to say that Tehran is not short 
of dedicated characters from Iraq’s 
pro-Iran camp it can lean on.

Nonetheless, the PMF’s involve-
ment will neither alleviate fears of 
electoral violence nor encourage 
voter turnout. Most feared is the 
numerical advantage enjoyed by 
the 100,000-strong militia con-
federation and ways this may be 
exploited to engineer results.

The weakening of a centralised 
army and moves by some PMF 
groupings to unshackle themselves 
from state control also sets off 
alarms. The question of whether 
the army is equipped to halt violent 
practices ahead of the vote lacks 
definitive answers.

Another unaddressed question 
is that of voter turnout or “absent 
voters,” as Arab Lawyers Associa-
tion President Sabah al-Mukhtar 
explained. “Surely the non-partic-
ipation of an estimated 4 million 
internally displaced persons, is a 
non-starter,” he said

“Warfare has obliterated seven of 
Iraq’s major cities, whose popula-
tions are living in informal tented 
settlements. There is no census, no 
identity cards and little hope for 
the dispossessed,” Mukhtar said.

Assuming elections include 
these areas, whether potential ter-
rorist attacks will be mitigated by 
local authorities is yet to be seen. 
“Nowhere else in the world other 
than Iraq could we expect elections 

under the given circumstances,” 
Mukhtar said.

“I don’t think the elections will 
be held nationwide. Perhaps in the 
capital, the south but not else-
where. It’s nonsensical.”

Absent voters are not the only 
logistical obstacle facing the gov-
ernment. Another is the electoral 
procedure. The postponement 
of last year’s provincial elections 
means that local and parliamen-
tary elections will be consolidated 
into one, opening a clear road for 
militias to march down.

Others say the delay serves 
Abadi’s plan for a quiet exit from 
politics.

“Abadi’s insistence on the neutral 
character of Al-Hashed al-Shabbi 
spells disillusionment and the 
state’s inability to stand in their 
way,” said Ahmad al-Mahmoud, a 
senior researcher at the London-
based Iraqi opposition group 
Foreign Relations Bureau — Iraq 
(FRBI). Al-Hashed al-Shabbi is the 
PMF’s Arabic name.

If victory cannot be assigned to 
any one party, an emergency gov-
ernment headed by the incumbent 
prime minister may be formed, 
“keeping America’s preferred ruler 
seated,” Mahmoud added.

Though many are celebrating 
Iraq’s recovery from terrorism, 
these misguided premonitions fail 
to acknowledge the residual war 
Iraq remains struck by. If anything 
is clear, it is that Iraq is deep in 
the mud and that its upcoming 
parliamentary race is likely to be 
anything but cordial.
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on ISIS-held 
town of Hawija
London

I 

raqi forces resumed their as-
sault on the northern town of 
Hawija, one of the last bastions 
held by the Islamic State (ISIS). 
The operation came after ISIS 

released what it said was an audio 
recording of its leader, Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi, urging resistance, the 
first such release in nearly a year.

“The leaders of the Islamic State 
and its soldiers have realised that 
the path to… victory is to be patient 
and resist the infidels whatever 
their alliances,” said the voice in 
the recording, whose authenticity 
Washington said it had “no reason 
to doubt.”

Rumours have abounded about 
Baghdadi’s health and movements 
but his whereabouts have largely re-
mained unclear.

Since Baghdadi’s message to his 
followers last November, the terri-
tory the militants hold in the cross-
border caliphate he proclaimed in 
2014 has shrunk to a fraction of 
what it once was.

“A huge military operation has 
begun to liberate Hawija and its 
surrounding areas,” the operation’s 
commander, Lieutenant-General 
Abdel Amir Yarallah, said in a state-
ment.

Iraqi forces launched an offensive 
to retake the ISIS enclave around 
Hawija on September 21, swiftly tak-
ing the town of Sharqat on its sec-

ond day before pushing on towards 
Hawija itself.

Yarallah said the operation in-
volved the army, the federal police, 
counterterrorism units and the Rap-
id Intervention Force, as well as trib-
al volunteers and the paramilitary 
Popular Mobilisation Force (PMF), 
mainly made up of Iran-trained Shia 
militia.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi hailed the second phase of the 
operation to recapture the area.

“As we promised the sons of our 
country, we are going to liberate 
every inch of Iraqi land and crush 
the [ISIS] terrorist gangs,” Abadi 
said. “We are on the verge of a new 
victory to liberate the residents of 
these areas from those criminals.”

The Hawija enclave is one of two 
areas of Iraq still held by ISIS, along 
with a stretch of the Euphrates Val-
ley near the Syrian border that is 
also under attack.

Human Rights Watch condemned 
alleged abuses by paramilitary units 
fighting alongside Iraqi security 
forces to expel ISIS from Hawija.

“Right now, the Iraqi govern-
ment’s attitude seems to be ‘all 
hands on deck’ for these last battles 
against ISIS,” said HRW’s Middle 
East Director Sarah Leah Whitson. 
“While Iraqi forces do need all the 
help they can get, the government 
should not allow abusive forces to 
use this opportunity for even more 
abuse.”

Despite pledges to the contrary, 
Abadi was allowing the PMF “to 
play a more prominent role not only 

in the fighting but also in screening 
and detaining people during mili-
tary operations,” the rights watch-
dog said.

“Iraqi military forces are taking 
the law into their own hands, play-
ing judge, jury and executioner with 
captive ISIS suspects,” Whitson said.

HRW said it had documented cas-
es of screening and torture of sus-
pects from interviews with villagers 
displaced by the latest fighting to 
retake the northern city of Hawija.

Families had given accounts of 
how PMF units had detained and 
beaten male villagers and taken 
away four men from Sayhat Oth-
man, 42km north-west of Hawija, 
who had not been seen again, spark-
ing rumours they had been killed.

One of the men who had surren-
dered to Iraqi forces was an amputee 
in a wheelchair who had worked in 
the local mosque under ISIS “and co-
operated with the group while they 
were in control of the area,” HRW 

quoted family members as saying.
In Mosul, Iraqi forces discovered a 

mass grave west of the city contain-
ing dozens of bodies of ISIS fighters 
probably killed in an air strike, offi-
cials said.

“It’s the first mass grave of this 
kind to have been discovered” near 
Tal Afar, 70km west of Mosul, local 
official Abdelaal Abbas told Agence 
France-Presse.

Iraqi forces retook Mosul from 
ISIS in July and Tal Afar in late Au-
gust, three years after the militants 
overran the northern Iraqi cities.

“ISIS would throw the bodies of 
its fighters… in a deep pit 7 kilome-
tres north of Tal Afar,” Abbas said.

A security official in the wider 
Nineveh province, Mohammed 
Ibrahim al-Bayati, said “around 
40 bodies belonging to ISIS” were 
found in the pit.
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Second phase. Iraqi forces flash the victory sign as they advance to recapture the ISIS stronghold of 
Hawija, on September 23.                                                                                                                                              (AFP)

The Arab Weekly staff


