
By Mitch Phillips

While some of his r ivals were
spending millions on marquee
defenders last summer Jose

Mourinho was happy to sell David Luiz
secure in the knowledge he had a back
four that would be the bedrock of
Chelsea’s title push. With the Premier
League trophy now back at Stamford
Bridge, Mourinho’s judgement has again
proved spot on as John Terry, Gary Cahill,
Branislav Ivanovic and Cesar Azpilicueta
have been the most reliable defensive unit
in the country. The first three were select-
ed by their fellow professionals in their
‘team of the season’ along with peerless
midfield defensive shield Nemanja Matic.

Luiz, at £50 million ($77.25 million) the
most expensive defender in the history of
the game, has become something of a lia-
bility at Paris St Germain, committing the
sort of howlers that should have earned
him a lifetime ban from the centre-back
union. Marcos Rojo, outstanding in the
2014 World Cup, and Luke Shaw, one of
the brightest prospects in England, have
struggled to make the Manchester United
team while Manchester City fans are won-
dering who thought Eliaquim Mangala
was worth £32 million.

Chelsea boss Mourinho knows a long,
hard campaign must be built on a reliable
rearguard and, with only 27 goals conced-
ed in 35 games, his unit is the most miser-
ly in the Premier League. Terry and Cahill
have had their wobbles in recent seasons
and the latter looked horribly exposed for
England at the World Cup. But, side by
side in the league, they have been superb.
Terry, who seems physically and mentally
revitalized under Mourinho, has played
every league match this season, a remark-
able modern-day achievement.

In Mourinho’s first spell in charge at
the Bridge from 2004-07 Terry was one
of his “untouchables” and that was again
the case this season. The former England
captain was at the peak of his powers
last week in the goalless draw at Arsenal
that just about secured the tit le,  his
organization, anticipation and overall

mastery of the art of defending leaving
his manager purring.

“I told John, in the six years with me,
that is the best I have seen from him. He
was absolutely amazing,” Mourinho said
of the 34-year-old who two seasons ago
was written off by then-manager Rafa
Benitez as being unable to manage two
games a week. “Everything was clean: giv-
ing cover, the defensive line, intercep-
tions, reading the game so well, intercep-
tions. The team were phenomenal but
John was one step ahead of every other
player.”

Cahill is in a similar mould and is learn-
ing at the feet of a man former Liverpool
and England defender Jamie Carragher
describes as the best defender ever in the
Premier League. Ivanovic has been doing
his thing for years. Unflappable, relent-
lessly efficient and determined and chip-
ping in with key goals, he is the sort of full
back every manager prays for and, like
Terry, has not missed a league game all
season. Azpilicueta is similarly valuable,
winning over Chelsea fans after usurping
Ashley Cole at left back last season and
bedding down seamlessly since.

The back four have been aided of
course by a strong goalkeeper, Thibaut
Courtois, and a brilliant shield in front. Just
as Claude Makelele was the relentless
screen during Mourinho’s first spell at the
Bridge, the long-striding Matic has been of
huge importance in his second. The Serb
has fully vindicated the manager’s decision
to spend £21 million to bring him back
after the club let him go to Benfica three
years earlier and Mourinho has shown yet
again that when it comes to building title-
winning teams, you make sure your foun-
dations are rock solid. —Reuters
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Dozens of Iraqis crowding a Baghdad street fought
to glimpse the red-haired man in a glass coffin,
hoping to witness the end of a long-feared mem-

ber of Saddam Hussein’s regime. The furore over the dead
man - who might be Saddam’s deputy Izzat Al-Douri,
though his identity has still not been determined - is yet
another sign of the influence the dictator exercises in Iraq
more than 12 years after his overthrow. Saddam and his
Baath party still haunt Iraqi politics, where links to the for-
mer regime can wreck careers, as well as battlefields across
Iraq where his former officers have played major roles in
militant groups fighting the new government.

Pro-government forces killing the man who may be
Douri was “no less important” than the 2006 execution of
Saddam himself, said Sheikh Jassem Al-Jazairi, an official in
the Ketaeb Hezbollah militia, which handed over the body
to the government. Shouts of “Death to Baathists” accom-
panied the body’s departure in an anonymous white van
after the chaotic handover, which was guarded by dozens
of heavily armed masked militiamen backed by Saddam’s
nemesis Iran.

The Baath took power in a 1968 coup, dominating the
country until the overthrow of Saddam’s regime by the
2003 US-led invasion. But “the Baath is still active, and
everyone who says the Baathists are finished and the Baath
party is over defies the truth”, said Ihsan Al-Shammari, a
political science professor at Baghdad University.

Role in Insurgency 
“A symbol like Saddam or Izzat Al-Douri may disappear,

but many of the (Baath) leaders are still active and are try-
ing to overthrow the democratic political system in Iraq,”
Shammari said. Baathists have played a major role in insur-
gent groups that battled US-led forces and later those of
the new Iraqi government, and reportedly in the Islamic
State (IS) jihadist group which led an offensive that overran
large parts of Iraq last year.

Documents obtained by German magazine “Der
Spiegel” indicate that a former Iraqi intelligence officer,
Samir Abed Mohammad Al-Khlifawi, planned IS’s expan-
sion into Syria and its return to Iraq. Shammari said the
documents have convinced many Iraqis that IS is just a
front organization for Baathists seeking to regain power.
The Army of the Men of the Naqshbandiyah Order - a mili-
tant group with close ties to Douri - also took part in the IS-
led drive in 2014.

Iraq has sought to reduce the influence of Saddam’s
regime in the post-2003 state via “de-Baathification”. That
process and its successor, the Justice and Accountability
Commission, dealt with 130,000 cases and barred more
than 17,000 people from government, commission chief
Bassem al-Badairi said. But critics say de-Baathification has
been used by the Shiite-led government to victimise Iraq’s
Sunni Muslim minority, which dominated Saddam’s
regime.

Some Saddam-era officers are still serving in the securi-
ty forces, but other soldiers were put out of work - especial-
ly under American viceroy Paul Bremer’s decision to dis-
band the army in 2003 - fuelling the anti-government
insurgency.

Career-Ending Song 
Abu Mutlak, a staff lieutenant general under Saddam,

said he has been reduced to driving a taxi to support his
family, and that bitterness over their treatment drove
some former colleagues to fight. “How do you want me to
take part in building a new political system that dismissed
me from everything and robbed me of everything?” he
asked. Even seemingly insignificant associations with the
former regime can still wreck careers. Rafid Jaboori, Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi’s spokesman, resigned last
month after a video emerged showing him singing a song
praising Saddam more than a decade earlier.

Saddam’s regime also lives on in the pain and suffering
it caused to its tens of thousands of victims and their rela-
tives. “I still shudder when I hear the name of Saddam on
the television or radio, not from fear, but hatred,” said Aras
Abed, a Kurd who lost 12 family members to Saddam’s
chemical weapons attack on the village of Halabja in 1988.
“I hurt a lot because of my loneliness without my family,”
he said.

But others remember him fondly, especially in compari-
son to the often-ineffective governments that replaced his
regime and the rampant violence plaguing the country.
“Whenever I see his picture, my heart beats faster,” said Abu
Mahmud, who was a high-ranking Baath member. His
reaction to seeing today’s officials on television is very dif-
ferent: “If they were in front of me, I would take off my shoe
and hit them,” he said. —AFP

Focus

Saddam shadow
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Chelsea title built on granite foundations

By Denis Hiault

The birth of a princess on Saturday demonstrated the
enduring strength of Britain’s rulers, consolidating
four generations of a family now more popular than

ever, but cannot hide the weaknesses of an ageing institu-
tion. Queen Elizabeth II turned 89 just weeks ago and
shows no sign of abdicating, even if she has stepped back
a little from public duties in favor of her 66-year-old son
and heir Charles, the Prince of Wales.

Prince William and his wife Kate’s second child will be
fourth in line to the throne after Charles, William, and his
first-born George - a strong dynasty that could continue for
another century. Congratulations have flooded in for the
parents, the glamorous Duke and Duchess of Cambridge
who have helped give the Windsor family a modern
makeover. The new princess will be the first to benefit from
a new law ending the age-old bias favoring a male succes-
sion, meaning that she cannot be passed over in favor of
any younger male siblings. The legal change has helped
bring the royals into the 21st century but there is only a
slim chance that she will ever wear the crown, in a family
where the future is dominated by the older generation.

‘Stuck with Elderly Monarchs’ 
If the queen lives as long as her mother, who died

aged 101, Charles would be about 80 when he finally
takes the throne - hardly the image of a young and vital
monarchy. “And if the Prince of Wales lives a long time,
then William will also be quite elderly when he suc-
ceeds,” said Bob Morris,  a constitutional expert at
University College London. “Without some policy and
application then we are going to be stuck with elderly

monarchs for quite long time.”
On Sept 9, the monarch will eclipse Queen Victoria to

become Britain’s longest-reigning monarch. Buckingham
Palace has emphasised her longevity as a virtue, present-
ing her as a stabilising influence and celebrating her
Diamond Jubilee in lavish style in 2012. There are few signs
that she would consider quitting. “I never rule out the idea
of abdication but I think it’s unlikely”, Morris said. However,

he said the rise of Scottish nationalism that threatens the
future of the United Kingdom will only have reinforced her
desire to stay on.

Royal commentator Robert Jobson noted that Pope
Benedict XVI and Spain’s Juan Carlos have both retired
from what were previously thought to be lifetime roles. “I
don’t know if the queen will continue until the day she
dies. I’m sure it’s her intention but we are in uncharted ter-
ritory,” he said.

Transition to Charles 
For now, the queen continues to reign as always,

although her schedule and that of her 93-year-old hus-
band Prince Philip have been slowly eased. She will pay a
state visit to Germany in June and attend a
Commonwealth summit in Malta in November, but Charles
and his sons are increasingly taking on her official duties.
Many commentators predict a slow period of transition of
power to Charles. A 1937 law allows for the heir to become
a regent in the event of the monarch’s physical or mental
incapacity, Jobson said, although at the moment “there’s
no need to”. But while Charles awards medals and gives
speeches, he “won’t be able to carry the full range of
monarchical duties”, Morris pointed out. “He could relieve
her but he cannot replace her.”

The queen remains hugely popular, although Charles’
approval ratings fall below those of his mother and indeed
his son. A recent ComRes survey for the Daily Mail newspa-
per found that 79 percent of respondents liked William,
compared to 77 percent for the queen and 53 percent for
Charles. Just 19 percent said they wanted to get rid of the
monarchy, suggesting that for all the Windsor’s problems, a
republican revolution looks some way off. —AFP

Royal baby belies problems of Windsors

By Karim Abou Merhi

Chelsea players celebrate after the English Premier League football match between Chelsea and Crystal Palace in
London yesterday. Chelsea beat Crystal Palace 1-0 at a festive, sun-soaked Stamford Bridge to claim their first
Premier League title since 2010. —AFP

Britain’s Prince William, Duke of Cambridge, car-
ries his newly-born daughter, his second child
with Catherine, Duchess of Cambridge, as they
leave the Lindo Wing at St Mary’s Hospital in cen-
tral London, on Saturday.  —AFP


