Conflict in Iraq once again


THE recent crackdown on Shia cleric Moqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi militia in the southern Iraqi city of Basra has had the opposite effect of what Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki intended. Instead of bolstering his position ahead of the October provincial polls, what he called the ‘decisive and final battle’ to root out criminal gangs invited a swift and bloody reaction from the Mahdi militia that had until then observed a seven-month truce. The fighting spilled over into other cities including Baghdad, and the overall death toll in the weeklong hostilities between the militia and the government backed by the US and UK militaries stood at more than 400. The violence showed that internecine conflict in Iraq is not confined to fighting between the Shias and Sunnis. In singling out the Mahdi militia for corrective action, Mr Maliki has opened another front: conflict between rival Shia groups. In fact, the ceasefire called by Moqtada al-Sadr on Sunday may prove to be short-lived if the Maliki government does not adopt an even-handed approach in its dealings with various militias. Such rifts could then become a permanent feature of Iraq’s political landscape, making peace more elusive than ever. It would then become difficult for US-led forces in Iraq to reduce their numbers, let alone consider a total withdrawal.

The recent hostilities also make it clear that Baghdad should be more active about seeking cooperation from Iran, instead of taking instructions from the US. After all, it was with Iran’s help that the ceasefire was negotiated, and there is no getting away from the fact that for millions of Iraqi Shias, Iran is more of a natural ally than the US. This may be a troubling reality for Washington that is opposed to any role for Tehran inside Iraq. Such an attitude only backfires in Iraq. Constant antagonism towards Iran and efforts to downplay its importance in Iraqi affairs can only lead to a negative role by a country that wields powerful influence over various Shia factions and equips and trains them for conflict situations. Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s recent visit to Iraq had been a positive development, heralding an era of friendly ties between two former foes. This needs to be carried forward so that the central government — at least until it builds up its own credibility — can rely on Tehran’s restraining hand when militias turn to violence as a means of registering their demands. The consequences would be tragic if Washington interfered in this process.

