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BAGHDAD: Arch-foes Tehran and Washington
may be temporarily calling it even after Iranian
missiles targeted US forces in Iraq, but analysts
predict violent instability will keep blighting
Baghdad. “Iraq will remain a zone of conflict,”
said Randa Slim of the Washington based Mid-
dle East Institute. 

Early Wednesday, Iran launched 22 ballistic
missiles at bases in Iraq hosting American and
other foreign troops, in a calibrated response to
the killing of a top Iranian general in a US air
strike last week. Iran warned Iraq about the raids
shortly before they happened and in their imme-
diate aftermath, foreign minister Mohammad
Javad Zarif said Tehran had concluded its “pro-
portionate” retaliation.

US President Donald Trump, too, said Iran
“appears to be standing down” and even sug-
gested Tehran and Washington could work to-
wards a nuclear deal while cooperating against
jihadists. That hinted at a common desire to con-
tain the fallout, but analysts say it would not be
enough to spare Iraq. 

“Both sides are so mobilized in Iraq, which
has become such symbolic terrain for hitting out
at the other,” said Erica Gaston of the New
America Foundation. Indeed, US troops and
even the embassy in Baghdad had been hit by
more than a dozen rocket attacks in recent
months, which have killed one Iraqi soldier and
an American contractor.

The attacks went unclaimed but the US
blamed hardline elements of the Hashed al-
Shaabi, an Iraqi military network incorporated
into the state but linked to Tehran. The strike that
killed Iranian general Qasem Soleimani outside
Baghdad international airport on Friday also

killed his top Iraqi aid and Hashed deputy chief
Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis.

‘Who is the mediator?’
Just because the US and Iran have struck

each other directly does not mean the Hashed
would now sit on the sidelines, said Gaston. “The
Hashed is closer to the tip of the spear,” she said.
“There isn’t perfect command-and-control in
the Hashed, which includes a lot of angry militi-
amen willing to take revenge on the US,” she
added.  Bolstered by Iran’s attack, the Hashed
said Wednesday it would take its own steps
avenge Muhandis’s death. “That is a promise,”
vowed leading member Qais al-Khazali. Hours
later, two rockets slammed into the Iraqi capital’s
Green Zone, the high-security enclave where the
US embassy, other foreign missions and some
foreign troops are based. 

Hashed factions decided in recent days to
unite under a “resistance” coalition to oust US
troops from Iraq. The specter of bloodshed was
especially worrisome as there is no evident me-
diator between the parties, said Slim.

In Lebanon, Iran’s ally Hezbollah has repeat-
edly clashed with its sworn enemy Israel but the
United Nations’ peacekeeping force in the south
has usually intervened before the conflict could
spin out of control. But “who is the mutually liked
mediator?” on Iraqi soil, Slim asked. 

Baghdad has long warned that tensions be-
tween Tehran and Washington, which began de-
teriorating significantly in 2018, would bring
devastating conflict to the entire region. Iraq’s
government had tried to strike a balance be-
tween the two countries, both of which have
close political and military ties to various ele-

ments of Iraq’s elite.

Balance now ‘impossible’
But the stunning developments of the last

week — from the killing of Soleimani to
Wednesday’s pre-dawn strikes — also hugely
exacerbated Iraq’s political crisis. “It has made
a balance impossible and pushed Baghdad
squarely into Iran’s camp,” said Toby Dodge, a
professor at the London School of Economics. 

Figures like Iraq’s President Barham Saleh,
who was seen as one of the most senior officials

with close ties to Washington, would likely see
their influence dwindle. “If last night was the the-
atre of retaliation, what today brings is political
consolidation and domination of the pro-Iran
factions,” Toby said.  The Hashed’s political arm,
the Fatah bloc, has already seized on anti-US
sentiment over the last week to push for a total
ouster of foreign troops from Iraqi territory.
Some 5,200 American troops and hundreds
more British, French, Canadian and other forces
are based in Iraq to help local forces defeat ji-
hadist sleeper cells.— AFP

Iraq set for conflict, even
if US and Iran de-escalate

BASRA: An Iraqi student waves the national flag during an anti-government demonstrations in the south-
ern city of Basra on January 8, 2020, shouting slogans against turning Iraq into a battleground for the
conflict between Iran and the US. — AFP

MANILA: The Philippines will no
longer require its citizens to leave Iran
and Lebanon as worries of a broader
conflict in the Middle East eased, but
the mandatory evacuation order for
workers in Iraq remains in force, offi-
cials said yesterday. Environment
Secretary Roy Cimatu, a retired gen-
eral named by President Rodrigo
Duterte as special envoy to the Mid-
dle East, left for Qatar on Thursday to
oversee the evacuation effort.

“The situation is unpredictable,
sometimes there are some instances
of a very surprise missile attack,” he
told reporters. “They have the option
to press the trigger. We have to be
ready in case there will be some inci-
dents along the way.”

More than two million Philippine
citizens live and work in the Middle
East, sending home billions of dollars
in annual remittances that could be
dented by a full-scale conflict. More
than 30,000 of these are in Lebanon,
and more than 1,000 in Iran, exclud-

ing undocumented laborers.
The United States and Iran have

backed away from the brink of further
conflict in the Middle East. US Presi-
dent Donald Trump responded
overnight to an Iranian attack on US
forces with sanctions, not violence.
Iran offered no immediate signal it
would retaliate further over a Jan. 3
US strike that killed one of its senior
military commanders.

Eduardo Menez, a spokesman at
the Department of Foreign Affairs,
said the government is prepared to
respond to any changes in the situ-
ation in the region and will assist
citizens who wish to return home.
“Alert levels are constantly re-
viewed and adjusted as needed,”
Menez told reporters. The foreign
ministry said more than half of the
1,600 Filipinos working in Iraq,
were in the Kurdistan region and the
rest at US and other foreign facili-
ties in Baghdad and in commercial
establishments in Erbil. —Reuters

Philippines allows citizens
to stay in Iran, Lebanon

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis called for restraint from the
United States and Iran yesterday after a military tit-for-tat
that he warned could trigger a “vaster conflict” in the Mid-
dle East. “Particularly troubling are the signals coming from
the entire region following the heightening of tensions be-
tween Iran and the United States,” the pope said in his an-
nual speech to Vatican diplomats.

Iran on Wednesday launched 22 ballistic missiles at bases
in Iraq hosting American and other foreign troops, in a cal-
ibrated response to the killing of a top Iranian general in a
US air strike last week. The attacks “risk above all compro-
mising the gradual process of rebuilding in Iraq, as well as
setting the groundwork for a vaster conflict that all of us
would want to avert,” Francis said. “I therefore renew my
appeal that all the interested parties avoid an escalation of
the conflict and keep alive the flame of dialogue and self-
restraint, in full respect of international law,” he added.

The Argentine also slammed the “general indifference”
of the international community towards Yemen, which is suf-
fering “one of the most serious humanitarian crises of recent
history”, and warned the conflict in Libya created fertile ter-
rain for human trafficking. He called for “far-sighted solu-

tions” for war-torn Syria and thanked Jordan and Lebanon
for taking in refugees.

Francis cautioned however that the burden of taking care
of those fleeing for their lives was provoking tensions among
the population in Lebanon and other states, “further endan-
gering the fragile stability of the Middle East.” Lebanon,
which says it hosts around 1.5 million Syrian refugees, has
been rocked by unprecedented anti-government protests
since October. — AFP

Pope warns
Iran-US tensions risk
‘vaster conflict’

VATICAN: Pope Francis leaves the Sistine Chapel after meet-
ing with diplomats accredited to the Holy See at the end of
the traditional exchange of the New Year greetings, at the
Vatican yesterday. —AFP


