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Ex PM faces incumbent Abadi, Shiite militia leader Amiri

Iraq’s Maliki poses as a Shiite 
champion in race for top job

BAGHDAD: Former Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri Al-Maliki ful-
filled his life-long goal of wresting power from the country’s
minority Sunnis after the fall of Saddam Hussein but his
drive to entrench Shiite dominance proved his downfall.
Blamed for the widespread corruption and divisive policies
that contributed to the collapse of the Iraqi military and the
rise of Islamic State, Maliki lost the premiership to fellow
Dawa Party member Haider Al-Abadi after a 2014 election.

Now, after four years sidelined as one of three largely
ceremonial vice-presidents, Maliki is taking on Abadi in a
May 12 election in a bid to win a third term as prime minis-
ter, and is posing again as Iraq’s Shiite champion. Posters of
Grand Ayatollah Mohammed Baqir Al-Sadr who was exe-
cuted by Saddam in 1980 fly at Maliki’s rallies, the domi-
nant color of his campaign banners is the green of Islam
and he is proposing to do
away with the power-
sharing formula that has
ensured government roles
for the dominant non-
Shiite groups.

Sentenced to death
under Saddam for being
part of the outlawed Shiite
Islamic Dawa Party, Maliki
spent nearly a quarter of
century in exile mainly in
Syria and Iran, continually
agitating for the dictator’s
downfall. After returning
in 2003, Maliki joined Iraq’s interim government and
became prime minister in 2006, establishing a reputation as
a shrewd political operator and the Shiite leader who pulled
Iraq back from the brink of civil war.

Maliki’s supporters praise him for signing Saddam’s
death warrant in 2006 and for refusing to allow US forces
to stay in Iraq beyond 2011. But during eight years in office,
Maliki was also perceived as an inveterate sectarian who
alienated the minority Sunnis and Kurds by shutting them
out of key security positions and undermining power-shar-
ing. “When he became prime minister, he continued to func-
tion as an underground Dawa operative. He put in place
shadow Dawa cells in each ministry reporting directly to
him, and not the minister,” said a non-Shiite who served in
Maliki’s cabinet.

“It wouldn’t be far-fetched to say that he created a par-
allel government and parallel security services reporting

directly to him,” the former minister told Reuters.
Responding to accusations Maliki ran a parallel government,
his media adviser, Abbas Al-Musawi, said the former prime
minister was at times forced to launch initiatives directly to
boost the economy when he felt ministers from other
groups were delaying or obstructing the work of govern-
ment. Blamed for letting Islamic State seize a third of Iraq in
2014, Maliki was blocked from winning a third term by
Iraq’s top Shiite cleric, Grand Ayatollah Ali Al-Sistani, open-
ing the door for Abadi to become prime minister.

‘Political majority’ 
On the face of it, Maliki’s campaign call for a multi-eth-

nic “political majority” government to make the adminis-
tration more efficient and cohesive could be seen as a

break with his past. Maliki
is proposing to replace the
system whereby the cabi-
net must reflect the parlia-
mentary representation of
political parties with a
multi-ethnic governing
majority and a multi-eth-
nic opposition minority.

But non-Shiite politi-
cians fear the plan could
keep the main non-Shiite
groups out of government
and reduce their influence,
in contrast to the more

inclusive policies of Abadi. “Shiite religious parties have
been controlling the key positions of the state, public
administrations and security services since 2003. Having a
political majority rule under these conditions will remove
all the checks and balances non-Shiite parties have,” said
Jaber Al-Jaberi, a Sunni MP. Opponents say the proposed
system would, in practice, allow a prime minister to chose
Kurd or Sunni ministers who are not representatives of the
main Kurdish or Sunni parties, as long as they were quali-
fied and agreed on a common program.

“The claims that there is a deep state controlled by the
Dawa is a big lie,” said Saad Al-Muttalibi, a lawmaker
from Maliki’s group in parliament. “The previous (Maliki)
governments were partnership cabinets and the political
forces that took part in them share the credit of success
and the blame of failure,” he said. Maliki’s followers see
his removal in 2014 as a conspiracy because he champi-

oned Shiite interests in Iraq and the region. “He is a
strong leader, he is not afraid of confrontation,” said
Mohamed Ghabbar, a student in the Shiite holy city of
Kerbala, south of the capital Baghdad.

In Syria, Maliki sided with Shiite neighbor Iran and
Bashar Al-Assad in the civil war pitting the Syrian presi-
dent against predominantly Sunni opponents backed by
Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey. Like many Iraqi Shiite
leaders Maliki is closely tied to Iran, where he built rela-
tionships during his exile. In his election campaign, Maliki
continues to advocate an anti-Saudi line, implicitly criti-
cizing Abadi for rebuilding bridges with Riyadh and other
Sunni capitals. “I had told these countries that I won’t
allow the regime in Syria to fall,” he said in an April 24
interview to Al Mayadeen, a Lebanese TV channel close
to Assad, who belongs to the Alawite sect which is an off-

shoot of Shiism.
“Saudi Arabia failed (in Syria) and it is trying now to

bring Iraq to the Saudi alliance. Iraq can’t be part of this
alliance,” he said, in an apparent reference to a confer-
ence in Kuwait in February to raise funds for Abadi to
rebuild Iraq. As the leader of the Dawa Party, Maliki will
command a solid base of Shiite support in the election,
especially from religious Shi’ites wary of power-shar-
ing. But this time round, the Shiite vote looks set to be
split between three frontrunners: Abadi, Maliki and
another ally of Iran, militia leader Hadi al-Amiri, whose
stature and popularity rose after he commanded the
fight against Islamic State. If no clear winner emerges,
Maliki will have to call on all his negotiating skills again
to secure a governing alliance, or risk being sidelined
once more. —Reuters

Maliki has 
little support

outside Shiite
community

BAGHDAD: An Iraqi woman and a girl walk past an electoral banner for former Prime Minister Nuri Al-
Maliki that was damaged by a storm the day before, in the capital Baghdad. —AFP

News in brief

Suicide attack kills 11

TRIPOLI: A suicide attack on Libya’s electoral commission
killed at least 11 people in the capital Tripoli yesterday,
authorities in the violence-wracked country said, after wit-
nesses reported thick smoke and gunfire. The internationally
backed Government of National Accord (GNA) said it was
dealing with “the consequences of the cowardly suicide
attack” after the health ministry put the toll at 11 dead and two
wounded. Eyewitnesses earlier said shots were heard and
black smoke could be seen rising from the headquarters of
the national election commission. The United Nations mission
in Libya condemned the “terrorist attack” and said it extend-
ed “its condolences to the families of the victims who lost
their lives”. —AFP

Iran denies accusation 

TEHRAN: Iran yesterday denied that it was involved in a
weapons delivery to the Polisario Front movement seeking inde-
pendence for Western Sahara, after Morocco cut diplomatic ties
with Tehran over the allegations. Morocco, which has close rela-
tions with Iran’s regional rival Saudi Arabia, on Tuesday accused
Tehran of using its Lebanese militia ally Hezbollah to deliver
weapons to the Polisario Front. Tehran hit back, saying the
North African nation had used the allegations as a “pretext” to
break off diplomatic ties. —AFP 

Telegram ban ‘unjustifiable’

BEIRUT: Human Rights Watch yesterday hit back at Iran’s
“unjustifiable” decision to ban the Telegram messaging app,
warning Tehran against stifling access to information. “The
Iranian judiciary’s blocking of the messaging application
Telegram is an unjustifiable restriction on freedom of expres-
sion and access to information,” the US-based rights organi-
zation said in a statement. Human Rights Watch accused
Tehran of “stifling access to information to try to make its
problems go away” and said such censorship “should never
be used to protect leaders from scrutiny”.  —AFP 

Nigeria bans codeine syrups 

ABUJA: Nigeria has banned cough syrups containing the
painkiller codeine because of concern about misuse and addic-
tion, the government said. Health Minister Isaac Adewole said
the ban was introduced because of “the gross abuse codeine
usage has been subjected to in the country”. The announce-
ment late on Tuesday followed a BBC investigation into the illic-
it sale of the medicine to young people and the dangers of
addiction. But Adewole said in a statement the new measures
were the result of recommendations by a working committee
set up in January to look into the misuse of prescription drugs.
The ban applies to all “sales of codeine containing cough syrup
without prescription across the country”, he said. —AFP 

Nigeria deadly bombings

ABUJA: Nigeria yesterday ordered increased security
around markets and places of worship after a twin suicide
bomb attack killed scores of people in the country’s
restive northeast. The emergency services said at least 26
people died in the blasts in the town of Mubi, Adamawa
state, on Tuesday but local residents said they buried
more than 60 victims. —AFP

Armenians protest on
‘day of disobedience’ 
YEREVAN: Armenian protesters blocked roads in and
around the capital yesterday, responding to a call from
opposition leader Nikol Pashinyan for a campaign of civil
disobedience to force the ruling elite to relinquish its grip
on power. Ex-Soviet Armenia is locked in a political crisis
after the ruling party, severely weakened after days of
protests that forced its nominee for prime minister to
quit, dug in its heels and refused to back Pashinyan to
replace him. The standoff is being watched closely by
Russia, which sees Armenia as a close ally and is wary of
it going the same way as Ukraine, where an uprising
swept to power new leaders who pulled the country out
of Moscow’s orbit.

In the capital, Yerevan, all the main streets were
blocked by cars, minibuses and garbage bins. The road to
the international airport was blocked. A spokesman for the
civil aviation authority said one flight had been cancelled.
Reuters reporters in Yerevan said shops and offices were
open, and some people were still trying to get to work,
despite the roadblocks. Protesters marched through the
streets, shouting “Nikol! Victory!”, waving flags and blow-
ing horns. Police tried to persuade protesters to open
roads, but did not use force. Local media reported that
there were also protests in several other cities in Armenia,
a country of three million people that is home to a Russian
military base.

Tiny Armenia is strategically valuable for Russia, nes-
tled in mountains between NATO-member Turkey and
energy exporter Azerbaijan, with which Armenia has been

in a state of conflict since both emerged from the collapse
of the Soviet Union. Pashinyan, in an interview with
Reuters at a protest in Yerevan where he was surrounded
by cheering supporters, said he would keep the pressure
on the ruling party. “My only power is my people. We are
not going to give up,” said Pashinyan, dressed in his trade-
mark camouflage T-shirt and cap. “We will continue our
strike and disobedience.”

Armenia’s president, Armen Sarkissian, called for talks

this week to try to find a way out of the crisis. The presi-
dency is largely ceremonial, with most authority resting
with the prime minister, under a new system that oppo-
nents say was devised to let veteran leader Serzh Sarksyan
keep his grip on power after his second presidential term
expired last month. “I deeply regret that the political crisis
continues despite the fact that everyone is talking about
how dangerous it is for the future of the country,”
Sarkissian said in a statement. —Reuters

YEREVAN: Women demonstrate with strollers in Yerevan yesterday, as popular anger exploded over the ruling par-
ty’s rejection of opposition leader’s premiership bid. —AFP 

French government 
under fire after the
‘May Day’ violence 
PARIS: France’s interior minister promised yesterday to
boost security at protests after hooded youths ran amok at
a May Day rally in Paris, torching cars and a McDonald’s
restaurant. Police said 109 people were in custody after the
violence, which has sparked criticism that the government
was unprepared for the 1,200 black-clad troublemakers
who joined the traditional May 1 march for workers’ rights.  

“The authority of the state, reduced to statements of
‘strong condemnation’, has been tarnished once again,” read
a column in the right-leaning Figaro newspaper. Regional
daily L’Est Republicain deplored “the sight of these 1,200
thugs dressed in black on the Austerlitz bridge”, while the
L’Alsace newspaper declared: “Governing means planning
ahead.”Interior Minister Gerard Collomb pledged to look
again at how to police protests given the rise of far-left
“black bloc” protesters who turn up with the intention of
attacking police or property.

“For the next demonstrations there will be even more
security forces, this time with the intention of totally
separating protesters from those who have come to
smash things up,” Collomb told France 2 television.  But
he defended the way police had handled the violence,
saying little could be done to stop trouble-makers from
infiltrating the crowds. “We can only detain a certain
number of people who turn up like you or I in civilian
clothing and then suddenly are dressed in black bloc
outfits in the middle of the crowd,” he said. “We cannot
keep up, even with 21 police units mobilized against

movements which all of a sudden appear on a scale
we’ve never seen before.”

‘Day of the hooligans’
Radical leftist groups had issued a call on social media-

both in French and English-for people to take part in a “revo-
lutionary May 1” on the 50th anniversary of the 1968 student
and worker protests which nearly brought down the govern-
ment of the day. President Emmanuel Macron, on a visit to
Sydney, deplored the clashes in the French capital, one of sev-
eral cities around the world where May Day protests turned
violent.  “May 1 is Workers’ Day, not the day of the hooligans,”
he told a press conference.  Shouting “Rise up, Paris” and
“Everyone hates the police”, anti-capitalist protesters in black
jackets and face masks had tried to hold up the Paris march.
They lobbed projectiles at security forces along the route,
who responded with volleys of tear gas and water cannon.

Youths ransacked and then set fire to a McDonald’s
restaurant near the Austerlitz train station, east of the city
centre, and torched vehicles at a car dealership, leaving
smoke billowing into the air. Leftist firebrand Jean-Luc
Melenchon, leader of the France Unbowed party, was heavily
critical of their methods. “Smashing the window of a
McDonald’s is not a revolutionary act,” he said, accusing
them of hijacking May Day and “playing into the hands of
our adversaries”. The leader of the Socialist Party, Olivier
Faure, pointed a finger of blame at Macron’s government.

By pursuing “all-out victory” over trade unions in negotia-
tions on public-sector reforms it was “feeding radical behav-
ior”, he said. Police said 31 shops and businesses had been
damaged, while six cars were burned and another 10 smashed
up. On Tuesday, nearly 300 people had been detained.  Four
people were injured, including a riot police officer hurt when a
stone was thrown at his back. “We are sick of this capitalist
system that destroys everything, of brutal police repression of
those who oppose them,” one masked protester, identifying

himself as a 19-year-old student said. The violence marred the
larger peaceful demonstration by union activists and others -
20,000 according to the police, 55,000 according to the CGT
union demonstrating against Macron’s public-sector reforms.

The business-friendly centrist has implemented contro-
versial labor reforms designed to make it easier to hire and
fire in France, and pledged to cut 120,000 public-sector
jobs.  Some students object to his bid to make university
access more competitive, while rail workers have unleashed
three months of rolling strikes over his planned shake-up of
state operator SNCF. While the French support those
reforms, a new Ipsos/Sopra Steria survey published yester-
day showed that nearly two-thirds of voters - 64 percent-
were disappointed with Macron’s overall performance a year
after his election. His fiscal policies, seen as weighted in favor
of business and the rich, were the greatest source of dissatis-
faction, the poll showed. —AFP

PARIS: A protester throws a stone towards unseen police officials
as teargas clouds rise during a demonstration on the sidelines of
a march for the annual May Day workers’ rally in Paris. —AFP


