For sectarian amity in Iraq
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THE killing of Musab al-Zarqawi and the nomination, with the approval of the principal Iraqi parties, of a Shia minister of interior, a Sunni minister of defence and a Kurdish national security adviser must be regarded as a potential advance for ending the Iraqi people’s miseries. However, both President George Bush and Prime Minister Tony Blair made it clear that they did not believe that his death would end the strife in Iraq.

Mr Bush, having learnt the cost of premature gloating since his “mission accomplished” declaration, warned: “We can expect the terrorists and insurgents to carry on without him. We can expect the sectarian violence to continue.” He also said, “We have tough days ahead of us in Iraq that will require the continued patience of the American people.”

Mr Blair, too, was cautious. “We should have no illusions. We know that they will continue to kill. We know there are many, many obstacles to overcome,” he said.

In judging the impact that Zarqawi’s death will have on the situation in Iraq it is important to bear in mind how his location was pinpointed. Gen George Casey, the top US commander in Iraq, in his statement at the joint press conference with Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki and US ambassador to Iraq, Zalmay Khalilzad, said that the operation to target Zarqawi was carried out after “tips and intelligence from Iraqi senior leaders from his network” were received. This could reflect the success of American intelligence in bribing such officials.

Prime Minister Maliki made it clear that the $25 million reward offered for Zarqawi would be paid to somebody or some group. But it may also be owed, as I believe it is, to the unhappiness of Iraqis with the dominance that Zarqawi exercised over the newly formed Mujahideen Shura Council that theoretically brought together the various insurgent groups in Iraq.

The important question is whether the activities of the insurgency have made it impossible to stem and reverse the sectarian sentiment that currently seems to dominate the Iraqi political scene. The Americans focus on the role of foreigners in perpetrating the hundreds of suicide bombings and the insurgency generally, but most insurgents are homegrown.

Some of them, probably a very small minority, subscribe to the views of Al Qaeda, but most have taken up arms out of fear that not only were the Sunnis going to be ousted from power but that, in a new dispensation they would not be given their fair share of oil revenues and the jobs to which their qualifications and experience entitled them.

For such Iraqis, the solution lay in opposing, by armed force if necessary, the imposition of such an inequitable order by the Americans and their Shia allies. Zarqawi’s unrelenting labelling of Shias as apostates who deserved to be killed ran against the grain of the majority of the Sunnis. The latter perceived this as frustrating the achievement of the more limited objective of getting the Sunnis a fair deal in the new Shia-dominated political dispensation.

Today, given the spate of sectarian killings, it might be difficult to believe reports of sectarian harmony in Iraq. But many Sunni, Shia and Christian friends I made in Iraq during my 1973-77 posting in that country assure me that this harmony survived the pogroms mounted against the Shias by Saddam Hussein. Many thinking Iraqi Sunnis also refuse to credit the charges made by Sunni leaders that the Iraqi Shias are under the influence of Iran.

They point out how valiantly the Iraqi Shias had fought in the Iraq-Iran war. They emphasise that the Iraqi Shia thinks of himself first as an Arab and then as a Shia. He attaches great importance to his country’s Shia holy places and believes that it is the seminaries in Iraq that have the highest standards of scholarship and it is the ‘marjahs’ of these seminaries, their original nationality notwithstanding, who have the greatest following among the Shias in Iran, as much as in Iraq and the rest of the Muslim world. From their perspective accusing the Iraqi Shia parties of being under Iranian influence or being Iranian agents is useful only in so far as it tempers the American enthusiasm for transferring all power to the Shias. But it is not seen as a serious factor in the negotiations on the dispensation in Iraq.

It is true that Zarqawi’s death will not mean an end to foreign influence in the insurgency but, in many ways, the new, more diffuse and less charismatic leadership of the foreign extremists in Iraq will find it difficult to promote sectarianism in the way that Zarqawi did. It is also unlikely that any new leaders who emerge would be able to play a decisive role in the Mujahideen Shura Council. If these were considerations that weighed with the Sunni Iraqis, who led the Americans to Zarqawi, these may have an important bearing on the future of Sunni-Shia relations. There is a good chance that sectarian harmony can be restored.

But this favourable development, if indeed it is that, can be capitalised on only if Prime Minister Maliki and his colleagues address the grievances of the Iraqi people in general and of the Iraqi Sunnis in particular. Over the last few weeks, since he took over as prime minister, Nuri al-Maliki has spoken with apparent sincerity, spurred on no doubt by the Americans, of the need to disband the militias and to ensure that only officials of the Iraqi security forces bear arms. This would be the first step.

The second step that is needed for reconciliation is to move away from the blanket ban on the employment of former Ba’athists. Like other Iraqis, the prime minister knows that ordinary Iraqis, primarily Sunnis but also the Shias, Kurds and Turkomans, had to seek Ba’ath membership if they wanted to advance in their official careers.

The state was the largest employer in Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and is likely to be the largest employer in today’s Iraq. Banning the employment of former Ba’athists would have a disproportionate impact on the economic prospects of the Sunnis. Equally important, it would deprive the state of the expertise of those with the most experience of government and management.

The third and the most important step in terms of reconciliation would be to include in the constitution a provision for equitable resource-sharing among all regions in Iraq. The constitution does provide that the resources now being exploited are the wealth of the people and should be used by all of them while making a point of positive discrimination in favour of the previously deprived Shia areas. With regard to reserves that are yet to be exploited, however, the province in which they are located will have the final say on how they are exploited and how the proceeds are shared. In other words, Sunni Iraq will be dependent on such handouts as the Kurds and Shias are prepared to offer.

In an amendment to the constitution, unapproved by the Iraqi parliament, it was agreed that, “at the start of its functioning, the Council of Representatives shall form a committee from its members, which will be representative of the main components of Iraqi society and the duty of which will be to (make) ... recommendations for the necessary amendments that can be made to the constitution....The articles amended by the Council of Representatives ... will be put before the people for a referendum within two months of the Council of Representatives’ approval of them.”

Some Sunni parties accepted this sop as sufficient to overcome their reservations and to participate in the constitution referendum and to agree to participate in the elections.

None of this is easy. Earlier on, the previous interior minister had confessed that he did not know how many of the 230,000 security forces under his control belonged to party militias or how many of them were part of the death squads that had wreaked havoc in Sunni and Shia neighbourhoods. The kidnapping of June 5 was, perhaps, the work of rogue police officers or a gang of dacoits but the very fact that 56 people could be taken hostage from a bus stop in the centre of town is indicative of the degree to which the law and order situation has deteriorated.

When Nuri al-Maliki starts to vet and disband the militias, he will have a tough task. One solution could be to disarm all suspect members of the security forces and send them on forced leave. To prevent them from misusing their time they should be asked to report at a designated place everyday. Since this would ensure that they continued to receive salaries the political parties to which they belong may be more easily persuaded to accept their being sidelined.

The exodus of trained and experienced Iraqis, mostly Sunnis, in the last couple of years has been high. The government has to make efforts to bring them back because it is on this body of educated professionals and managers that Iraq’s future depends. Most will want to come back if they can be sure of jobs and a modicum of security.

Improving the security situation must, of course, be the main task, but it would be naive on the part of the government and the occupation forces if they do not reassure the Sunnis that they will get a fair share of the oil revenues of the country. Nuri al-Maliki should ensure that the necessary changes are made to the constitution.

The American forces will have to play a much more active role in the political manoeuvring that is needed for this. A crucial role will be that of Ayatollah Sistani.

Were he to publicly endorse the revision of the constitution as a means of furthering sectarian harmony, Shia politicians would find it difficult to resist. This could also help reduce the difficulties that are likely to arise as the Kurds continue to press for a definition of their region which gives them physical control of a substantial part of Iraq’s oil resources.

The task is difficult but not impossible. All Iraq’s well wishers should hope that the prime minister will be able to move decisively and that in doing so he will have the support of his fellow politicians, the occupation forces and the international community.

The writer is a former foreign secretary.
