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BAGHDAD, Iraq: Supporters of Iraq’s pro-Iran Coordination Framework gather near tents set up on a bridge leading to the capital Baghdad’s Green Zone, on August 13, 2022, a day after they launched their own sit-in and nearly two weeks after 
supporters of Shiite cleric Moqtada Sadr stormed parliament and began an open-ended protest.  —AFP

BAGHDAD: Opponents of populist Shiite cleric Moqtada 
Sadr launched their own Baghdad sit-in Friday, nearly two 
weeks after Sadr supporters stormed parliament and began 
an open-ended protest first inside, then outside the legislature. 
The opposing encampments are the latest turn in a standoff 
between Iraq’s rival Shiite blocs which has so far remained 
peaceful in the war-scarred country. 

The pro-Iran Coordination Framework said it 
would hold an “indefinite sit-in” to press for a new 
government to be formed quickly to end months of 
deadlock. The announcement came in a statement 
read out to thousands of the bloc’s supporters who 
had gathered on an access road to the capital’s Green 
Zone, home to government and diplomatic buildings, 
as well as parliament. 

“We don’t know how long we’re going to stay,” said Abu 
Jabal, a 32-year-old day laborer. “Five months, 10 months, we 
don’t know. Everything is ready, there will be food.” An AFP 
correspondent saw protesters assembling large tents in readi-
ness to camp out. Loyalists of Sadr, a revered Shiite cleric who 
once led a militia against US and Iraqi government forces, 
have been demanding fresh elections after the Coordination 
Framework named a candidate for the premiership. 

The Coordination Framework-an alliance that brings 
together the party of ex-prime minister Nuri Al-Maliki, a 
longtime Sadr foe, and the Hashed Al-Shaabi, a pro-Iran for-
mer paramilitary network now integrated into the security 
forces-wants a new government as quickly as possible. 

 
‘New faces’  

A statement from the alliance demanded the “for-
mation of a new government” that would provide pub-

lic services and solutions to power outages and water 
shortages. Maliki said in a statement that Friday’s 
mobilization showed “no party can take hold of the 
street at the expense of another”. 

“We’re here to protect the state and the consti-
tution,” said Abu Mehdi, a protest organizer from 
the city of Hilla, south of the capital. “Give the 
Coordination Framework the chance to form a 
government.” 

Earlier in the day, thousands of Sadr supporters gathered 

near parliament for the Muslim weekly prayers. A week earlier, 
Sadr had called out tens of thousands of his followers for 
prayers in the area. 

For nearly two weeks, his supporters have held daily sit-
ins, first inside the legislature and later on its grounds. Their 
protest reflects months of failed negotiations by Iraq’s political 
forces to form a new government after inconclusive October 
elections. Outside parliament Umm Hussein, a Sadr supporter 

in her 50s, said she was there to protest “the regime that for 
20 years has done nothing for the people, except plunder and 
steal public money”. 

“Ninety percent of the population live in poverty, in sick-
ness, in hunger,” she complained, demanding “new faces” at 
the helm who would “serve the people”. 

 
‘Lengthy struggle’  

Sadr’s supporters also rallied Friday in the southern cities 
of Amarah, Kut and Nasiriyah. Their rivals demonstrated in the 
main northern city of Mosul, AFP correspondents reported. 

On Wednesday, Sadr demanded that the judiciary dissolve 
parliament by the end of next week, as part of his call for new 
elections. To further his campaign, Sadr called on his support-
ers to petition the courts en masse. Stewards handed out 
printed forms outside parliament on Friday, to which demon-
strators only had to add their names and signatures. 

The Framework had initially said they were conditionally 
open to new elections. Asked what he would do if the courts 
rejected the petitions, 32-year-old engineer Ahmed Al-
Ibrahimi said: “Revolution is a lengthy struggle. Beating the 
retreat is not in our vocabulary. “We will keep up our sit-in 
and we will maintain our demand for the overthrow of this 
corrupt political junta.” 

Also on the street Friday were dozens of support-
ers of an anti-government protest movement that 
erupted in late 2019. “Both camps are part of a cor-
rupt system that steers the country,” said Ali Jaber, a 
50-year-old communist activist, alluding to the rival 
Shiite blocs. “Getting rid of them is the first step to 
fulfil the dreams of the Iraqi people,” he said from a 
Baghdad square.  —AFP

Rival sit-ins deepen Iraq deadlock
Sadr opponents launch their own Baghdad sit-in as standoff escalates

 

Russia, US in talks  
over ‘Merchant of  
Death’ for Griner 

 
MOSCOW: The US and Russia are dis-
cussing a prisoner exchange that would 
involve trading a notorious Russian arms 
trafficker for an American basketball star, a 
Russian diplomat said on Saturday. It 
marked the first time that Russia said that 
the talks concerned exchanging Viktor 
Bout, known as the “Merchant of Death,” 
for two-time Olympian Brittney Griner. 

“The discussions on the very sensitive top-
ic of an exchange are proceeding via the 
channels chosen by our presidents,” 
Alexander Datchiev, the head the North 
America department at the Russian foreign 
ministry, was quoted as saying by the state 
news agency TASS. “Silent diplomacy contin-
ues and should bear fruit if Washington, of 
course, is careful not to fall into propaganda,” 
he said. Griner was arrested at a Moscow air-
port in February for possessing vape car-
tridges with a small amount of cannabis oil. 

The 31-year-old, who was in Russia to 
play for the professional Yekaterinburg 
team during her off-season from the 
Phoenix Mercury, was charged with smug-
gling narcotics and was sentenced to nine 
years in a penal colony in early August. 
Bout was arrested in Thailand in 2008 and 
then extradited to the US, where in 2012 he 
was sentenced to 25 years in prison on 
charges of arming rebels in some of the 
world’s bloodiest conflicts. 

He inspired the 2005 arms smuggling 
movie “Lord of War” starring Nicolas Cage 
and was dubbed the “Merchant of Death” 
by former British minister Peter Hain for 
supplying weapons to war-torn Angola and 
Liberia. Russia has long sought his release. 
Last weekend Bill Richardson, a former US 
ambassador to the UN who has negotiated 
the release of several Americans held in 
other countries, said he was “optimistic” 
about efforts to negotiate a “two for two” 
prisoner swap with Russia. 

“I think she’s going to be freed, I think 
she has the right strategy of contrition, 
there’s going to be a prisoner swap — 
though I think it will be two for two, involv-
ing Paul Whelan,” he told ABC’s “This 
Week,” insisting that he was only a “cata-
lyst” in any negotiations. Whelan is a for-
mer US Marine who was convicted of espi-
onage in June 2020 and sentenced to 16 
years in prison. He has insisted on his inno-
cence. —AFP

‘Both camps  
are part of a  

corrupt system’

US lawmakers  
pass landmark 
climate, tax plan 

 
WASHINGTON: US lawmakers on Friday adopted 
President Joe Biden’s sprawling climate, tax and health-
care plan-a major win for the veteran Democrat that 
includes the biggest ever American investment in the bat-
tle against global warming. 

Passage in the House of Representatives along strict 
party lines came after approval of the bill in the Senate by 
a razor-thin margin, with Vice President Kamala Harris 
casting the tie-breaking vote. 

Biden quickly hailed the adoption of his plan, which 
includes a $370 billion investment aimed at bringing about 
a 40 percent drop in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030. 
“Today, the American people won. Special interests lost,” 
the president tweeted in the minutes after the vote. 

“With the passage of the Inflation Reduction Act in the 
House, families will see lower prescription drug prices, 
lower health care costs, and lower energy costs. I look for-
ward to signing it into law next week.” 

The vote is a clear victory for Biden on one of his top 
policy priorities less than three months before November’s 
crucial midterm elections, with his Democratic Party’s 
control of Congress in the balance. 

It also should help restore a semblance of US leader-
ship in the fight to cut carbon emissions. 

In her final comments before the vote, House Speaker 
Nancy Pelosi called the legislation “a robust cost-cutting 
package that meets the moment, ensuring that our families 
thrive and that our planet survives.” The package includes 
the largest ever commitment to fighting climate change by 

the world’s biggest economy, which is also one of the 
planet’s worst polluters. 

Climate activists rejoiced after the 220-207 vote, which 
earned the support of all Democrats, even progressives 
who had lamented that it did not go far enough. 

The president of the Union of Concerned Scientists, 
Johanna Chao Kreilick, called the legislation “a game 
changer and reason for hope.” The so-called “Inflation 
Reduction Act” also would provide $64 billion for health 
care initiatives and ensure lower costs for some drugs, 
which can be 10 times more expensive in the United States 
than in some other rich nations. 

Conservative lawmakers have criticized the bill as 
wasteful spending, and no Republican lawmakers support-
ed it. “Democrats are jamming through Congress a bill 
spending hundreds of billions of dollars our country does-
n’t have, on far-left policies our country cannot afford,” 
Republican lawmaker Lee Zeldin tweeted. 

 
Tax credits for clean energy  

Rather than attempting to punish the biggest polluters 
in corporate America, the bill instead proposes a series of 
financial incentives aimed at steering the country away 
from fossil fuels. It would provide Americans with a tax 
credit of up to $7,500 when purchasing an electric car, 
plus a 30 percent discount when they install solar panels 
on their roofs. The legislation would also provide millions 
to help protect and conserve forests, which have been rav-
aged in recent years by wildfires during record heat waves 
that scientists say are linked to global warming. Billions of 
dollars in tax credits would also go to some of the coun-
try’s worst-polluting industries to help their transition to 
greener methods-a measure bitterly opposed by progres-
sive Democrats who have, however, accepted this as the 
best option after months of inaction and frustration. 

But they long ago had to give up their ambitions for 
free preschool and community colleges and expanded 
health care for the elderly. 

Corporate tax  
Biden came to office with promises of sweeping 

reforms, but has repeatedly seen his hopes dashed, 
revived and dashed again. The 50-50 split in the Senate, 
with Harris as the tie-breaker, has effectively given a veto 
to moderates such as Joe Manchin of West Virginia, who 
used that power to block Biden’s much more expansive 
Build Back Better plan. But in late July, Senate Democratic 
leader Chuck Schumer managed to engineer a compro-
mise with Manchin, whose state’s economy depends heav-
ily on coal mining. To help offset the plan’s massive spend-
ing, it would reduce the US deficit through a new 15 per-
cent minimum tax on companies with profits of $1 billion 
or more-a move targeting some that now pay far less. That 
measure could generate more than $258 billion in tax 
receipts for the government over the next 10 years, by 
some estimates. —AFP

WASHINGTON: US House Democrats pose for photos after 
Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi signed the Inflation 
Reduction Act during a bill enrollment ceremony after the 
House passed the legislation at the US Capitol August 12, 
2022 in Washington, DC. —AFP

In this screengrab provided by AFPTV on August 9, 2022, US 
astronaut Jessica Watkins speaks during an interview from the 
Columbus module of the International Space Station.  —AFP

US astronaut Jessica  
Watkins sets sights  
on the Moon, Mars 

 
NEW YORK: If you had the choice, would you 
rather go to the Moon or Mars? The question is 
utterly theoretical for most of us, but for US astro-
naut Jessica Watkins, i t  hi ts  a bit  di f ferent ly. 
“Whichever comes first!” Watkins says with a laugh, 
in a lengthy interview with AFP from her post on the 
International Space Station (ISS). 

At 34, Watkins has many years ahead of her at 
the US space agency NASA, and could very well 
be one of the first women to step foot on the 
Moon in the coming years, as a member of the 
Artemis team preparing for upcoming lunar mis-
sions. Missions to Mars are off in the future, but 
given that astronauts often work into their 50s, 
Watkins could conceivably have a shot. Either way 
is just fine, she says. “I certainly would be just 
absolutely thrilled to be able to be a part of the 
effort to go to another planetary surface, whether 
it be the Moon or Mars.”  

In the meantime, Watkins’ first space flight was a 
history maker: she became the first Black woman to 
undertake a long-term stay on the ISS, where she 

has already spent three months as a mission special-
ist, with three months to go. The Apollo missions 
that sent humans to the Moon were solely staffed by 
white men, and NASA has sought over the years to 
widen its recruitment to a more diverse group of 
candidates. 

The agency now wants to put both women and 
people of color on the Moon. “I think it is an impor-
tant milestone for the agency and the country, and 
the world as well,” Watkins says. “Representation is 
important. It is true that it is difficult to be what you 
can’t see.” The Maryland native added that she was 
“grateful for all of those who have come before me... 
the women and Black astronauts who have paved 
the way to enable me to be here today.” —AFP 


