
After helping Iraq stifle a Kurdish push for independence,
Iran is now positioning itself to take control of oil exports
from the region’s giant Kirkuk field, with the first deliveries
expected within days, officials and trading sources said. In
the weeks since September’s failed Kurdish independence
referendum, Iraq has agreed for the first time to divert
crude from Kirkuk province, which it retook from the
Kurds, to Iran, where it will supply a refinery in the city of
Kermanshah.

Iran is locked in a proxy war with its regional rival and
US ally, Saudi Arabia. As well as Iraq, it has been extend-
ing its influence in Syria, Yemen and Lebanon, raising
increasing concerns in Washington and Riyadh. Under
the new arrangement, the first oil will be trucked across
the border in the coming days. Initially Iran will receive
15,000 barrels per day worth nearly $1 million, rising
gradually to 60,000 bpd, according to Iraqi officials and
trading sources.

Baghdad and Tehran have also revived a project to
build a pipeline to carry oil from Iraq’s Kirkuk fields to
central Iran and onwards for export from the Gulf. Hamid
Hosseini, the Iranian secretary-general of the Iran-Iraq
Chamber of Commerce, said Iran want to build a pipeline
that can take as much as 650,000 bpd of Kurdish oil for
its domestic refineries and for exports. The pipeline would
replace existing export routes for crude from northern Iraq
via Turkey and the Mediterranean and would be a blow to
Ankara’s hopes of becoming an energy hub for Europe.

It would also be evidence of a US failure to prevent a
rapprochement between its ally Iraq and one of its biggest
political foes, Iran, which is rapidly regaining influence in
the Middle East. That is in part due to general Qassem
Soleimani, commander of the Quds force, the international

branch of the Revolutionary Guards, which is also taking a
keen interest in Iran’s oil business in Iraq. Soleimani visited
Iraqi Kurdistan in September to warn the region against
holding an independence vote. He was also involved in the
Iraqi army’s recapture of Kirkuk.

“In Iraq, Iranian forces are working to sow discord as
we recently saw in Kirkuk, where the presence of Quds
force commander, Qassem Soleimani, exacerbated ten-
sions among the Kurds and the government in Baghdad,”

US Senator John McCain said in Washington last week.

Kurdish division
“The Kurdish dream of being a big oil exporter is in

tatters,” said a source close to the government in Erbil,
who predicted that “Iran will be king of the game”. The
Kurds’ bid for independence angered Turkey and Iran,
which both have large Kurdish populations and con-

demned the referendum as destabilizing the region. The
United States also called on Kurdistan to scrap the vote.
But it was probably internal Kurdish divisions which
doomed the referendum to failure, local political sources
believe. Oil was at the heart of this dispute.

The Kirkuk fields were controlled by Iraq’s state oil firm
SOMO before being taken over by Kurdish forces in 2014,
when the Iraqi army retreated in the face of attacks by
Islamic state. The Patriotic Union of Kurdistan party

(PUK), in Sulaimaniya, then accused the ruling Kurdistan
Democratic Party (KDP) party of then President
Massoud Barzani, based in the capital Erbil, of not shar-
ing the oil wealth. The PUK wanted to export oil from
Kirkuk to Iran.

“We tried to make Barzani accept joint management
between Erbil and Sulaimaniya over the fields but he
strongly opposed it,” said Sherzad Yaba, a political advis-
er close to the PUK. “To put an end to the illegitimate
control of the KDP over Kirkuk oil, senior members from
the PUK contacted both Baghdad and Tehran and
encouraged the Iranians to build a pipeline to export
Kirkuk crude through Bandar Abbas port,” said Yaba.

The project lay dormant even though Iraqi oil minister
Jabar Al-Luaibi and his Iranian counterpart Bijal
Zanganeh signed a memorandum on the project in

February. After the referendum, the KDP accused the PUK
of striking a deal with Iran to withdraw from Kirkuk, which
the PUK denies. The recapture of Kirkuk was coordinated
with Soleimani and left Iraqi government troops in control
of half of all Kurdish oil output. As Kurdish engineers fled
the fields, output from Kirkuk was suspended and has
remained shut for the past five weeks as Baghdad and
Erbil argue over the revenue split. —Reuters
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As Air Force One took off from Manila yesterday at the
end of the longest trip to Asia by an American presi-
dent in more than quarter of a century, at least two of
the region’s leaders had good reason to feel satisfied.
At a summit in the Philippines, Donald Trump forged a
“great relationship” with President Rodrigo Duterte,
who only a year ago had cursed “son of a b***h”
Barack Obama for decrying his administration’s bloody
war on drug pushers and addicts. And Trump flashed a
thumbs-up as he shook hands with Cambodia’s author-
itarian prime minister, Hun Sen, who praised the US
president as a kindred spirit for telling countries to put
their own interests first.

“You are a great man to me,” Hun Sen said, address-
ing Trump at a meeting with other Southeast Asian lead-
ers, and then referenced Trump’s ‘America First’ policy. “I
would like to inform you that if you follow your new pol-
icy in respect of the independence and sovereignty of
other countries, the United States will have a lot of
friends and you will be much respected and loved.”

For other leaders across Asia, however, Trump’s go-
it-alone instincts must have represented a puzzling
departure from his predecessors, who were - to vary-
ing degrees - standard bearers of multilateralism,
democracy and human rights. During a tour that took
him to Japan, South Korea, China and Vietnam and the
Philippines capital, Trump called for joint efforts to
tighten the screws on North Korea and its development
of nuclear weapons in defiance of U.N. sanctions.

But at an Asia-Pacific summit in Vietnam, he
declared that redressing the uneven balance of trade
between Asia and the United States was at the center
of his “America First” policy, which he says will protect
US workers. Trump’s vision has up-ended a consensus
favoring multinational trade pacts whose regional
champion is now China.  On the sidelines of the
Vietnam meeting, 11 countries kept alive a Trans Pacific
trade deal that Trump walked away from last year in the
name of protecting American jobs.

One cabinet member from a major ASEAN country
told Reuters there was little enthusiasm in the region
for Trump’s bilateral approach to deals. “As Singapore
Prime Minister Lee pointed out, the reason bilateral
trade deals are so attractive for the USA, is precisely
why no one will want to enter into one with the USA:
because the USA could bully anyone on a bilateral
basis,” said the Cabinet member who did not want to
be named. “Why would anyone sign up for that?”

The art of the deals
Trump told reporters before leaving that he had

sealed deals of “at least $300 billion, possibly triple
that figure”. US businesses signed around $250 billion
worth of deals during Trump’s Beijing visit, but many of
those were nonbinding. Missing was any agreement on
market access or reduction in technology-sharing
agreements that American businesses have long com-
plained about. For Trump, dogged at home by low pub-
lic approval ratings and investigations into Russian
links to his election campaign, the deals will be an
important prize to flaunt on his return.

“The multi-billion-dollar deals he struck in Beijing
may not help the US trade deficit,” said a former
Japanese diplomat in Tokyo, who declined to be named.
“But optically ... he can tell people that because he
went to China with business leaders, he was able to
come back with a gift.” Although there were few
weighty deliverables from Trump’s tour, for Asian
nations looking nervously at China’s increasing
assertiveness, it may be welcomed as a sign that his
administration is still committed to the region.

“What regional countries wanted was for him to
simply show up - to underscore that America remained
at least notionally committed to Asia,” said Shahriman
Lockman, a senior analyst at the Institute of Strategic
& International Studies in Malaysia. A senior official in
South Korean President Moon Jae-in’s administration
said Seoul had been worried he “would come to South
Korea and engage in unexpected behaviour and lan-
guage, but it turned out Trump was quite considerate”.
“South Korea was able to rest assured regarding its
partnership with the United States,” the official said.

He also got good reviews at the start of his Asia tour
in Japan, which has been currying favor with Trump
since right after his election when Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe jetted off to Trump Tower with an expen-
sive golf club as a present. “The most important deliv-
erable is that we can send an almost identical message
to the world that we share an identical strategy,” a
Japanese government official said. 

Lavish reception
For Asian leaders, Trump’s off-the-cuff style, free-

wheeling tweets, and rhetorical hyperbole, must have
been daunting. But one thing they seemed to learn was
that he responds well to a lavish reception. “They say
in the history of people coming to China there has been
nothing like that, and I believe it,” Trump told reporters
after his visit to Beijing, where President Xi Jinping
extended him the honor of a personal tour of the
Forbidden City. One measure of the Asian trip’s suc-
cess, he said, was the “red carpet, like I think probably
nobody has ever received.” Diplomats say the bon-
homie in Beijing probably stemmed in large part from
Washington’s expectations Xi will lean more heavily on
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un. —Reuters
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Zimbabwe reeling 
after army chief’s 
warning to Mugabe

Zimbabwe was reeling yesterday after the
army warned it could intervene if President
Robert Mugabe continued to purge veter-
an ruling party figures in an apparent effort
to help his wife succeed him. Both the rul-
ing party’s youth wing and the main oppo-
sition party called for civilian rule to be
protected, while analysts called the crisis a
potential turning point. Army chief General
Constantino Chiwenga on Monday warned
Mugabe to “stop” purges of the ruling
ZANU-PF party after the president
abruptly sacked vice president Emmerson
Mnangagwa last week.

Mnangagwa had clashed repeatedly
with First Lady Grace Mugabe who is
widely seen as vying to replace the 93-
year-old leader when he dies. “We must
remind those behind the current treacher-
ous shenanigans that when it comes to
matters of protecting our revolution, the
military will not hesitate to step in,”
Chiwenga told top brass at Harare’s King
George VI military headquarters in an
unprecedented intervention. He appeared
to be referring to the increasingly open
efforts of Grace Mugabe to elevate her
public position and publicly undermine her
opponents - including Mnangagwa.  

The main opposition
Movement for Democratic
Change (MDC) called for civil-
ian rule to be defended follow-
ing Chiwenga’s threat. “No one
wants to see a coup - not that
I am saying there is going to
be a coup. If the army takes
over that will be undesirable.
It will bring democracy to a
halt, and that is not healthy for
a nation,” the MDC’s shadow
defense minister, Gift
Chimanikire, told AFP.
ZANU-PF’s Youth
League, which strongly
supports Grace Mugabe, said

in a statement that Chiwenga would not
be allowed to pick Zimbabwe’s leaders.
“We will stand guard in defense of the
revolution - like the people of Turkey last
year who repelled rogue security forces
from interfering with an elected govern-
ment,” it said. 

Neither the ZBC state broadcaster nor
the government-run Herald daily covered
the army chief’s open threat to Mugabe,
prompting senior commanders to demand
why his intervention went unreported.
Speculation has been rife in Harare that
Mugabe could now remove Chiwenga who
is seen as an ally of ousted Mnangagwa.
The crisis “marks another landmark omi-
nous moment in the ongoing race to suc-
ceed” Mugabe, said political analyst Alex
Magaisa in an online article. “(Mugabe) has
previously warned the military to stay
away from ZANU-PF’s succession race. His
authority over the military has never been
tested in this way. If he does nothing, it
might be regarded as a sign of weakness. If
he puts his foot down, it could result in
open confrontation.”

‘A turning point’ 
Chiwenga, 61, was on official business in

China when Mnangagwa was removed.
They were both prominent figures in the
struggle for independence from Britain,
along with Mugabe. Mnangagwa was
widely seen as Mugabe’s most loyal lieu-
tenant having worked alongside him for
more than 40 years and his ouster sent

shockwaves through the region.
He fled the country and is
thought to be in South

Africa but has yet to
make a public appear-
ance following his searing
five-page condemnation

of Grace’s ambition and
Mugabe’s leadership style.

Shadrack Gutto, the
director of the Centre for
African Renaissance
Studies at the University of

South Africa, told AFP that if
Grace attempted to take con-

trol, the army “will throw
her out and she can go into
exile or die”. —AFP

Heat on ‘climate 
chancellor’ Merkel 
over coal and cars
Angela Merkel has been dubbed the “cli-
mate chancellor” but she now faces the
real risk of Germany, a green energy pio-
neer, missing its emissions reduction target
on her watch. Battles over dirty coal
plants and the combustion engine have
dogged her efforts to forge an unlikely
three-way governing alliance with the
Greens and pro-business Free Democrats
(FDP). They are also flashpoint issues as
Germany and Fiji co-host UN climate
talks in Bonn, which Merkel will address
during a visit today with French President
Emmanuel Macron.

Critics charge that Merkel, a trained
physicist who has often championed cli-
mate action on the world stage, tends to
cave in to business and political interests
when it matters. Merkel has opposed
stricter EU emissions limits for cars, fought
planned diesel bans in cities suffering toxic
air pollution and shelved a plan to get one
million electric vehicles onto German roads
by 2020. Weekly newspaper Die Zeit
harshly compared Merkel’s policies to that
of climate change-denying US President
Donald Trump, adding that “at least
Trump is honest about it”.

Emissions not falling 
Merkel, at a G7 summit she

hosted in 2015, wrested a cru-
cial if lofty promise from the
world’s leading economies -
to “decarbonize” by the end
of the century. On Saturday
she said that Germany and
other advanced economies
must make sure “things
change” in order to slow the trend of
melting ice caps, rising seas and wors-
ening storms, floods and droughts.
“The urgency, as we can tell from
the natural disasters, is great,” she
warned in her weekly video podcast,
stressing that an overheating planet

was a key driver of migrant flows. But she
also made clear that Germany must protect
its “industrial core” and that “if steelworks,
aluminium plants and copper smelters all
leave our country and move somewhere
with weaker environmental regulations,
then we won’t have gained anything for the
global climate”. Missing from that list were
coal-fired power plants, Germany’s current
environmental hot-button issue that has
sparked mass rallies.

Germany has in the past two decades
raised the share of wind, solar and other
clean renewables to one third of its electrici-
ty needs, while mothballing nuclear plants.
But coal, cheap and abundant, still makes up
40 percent, and Germany’s carbon emissions
have not fallen for the past eight years.
Germany has promised to cut its greenhouse
gas emissions by 40 percent by 2020 from
1990 levels. But it is now on track for only a
32 percent reduction. Missing the closest
target would raise big questions about
Germany’s far more ambitious goals of
slashing emissions by 55 percent by 2030 -
and by up to 95 percent by mid-century.

‘Climate sweet talk’ 
The Greens, in the lead-up to

September elections, had promised to
immediately shutter Germany’s 20 most
polluting coal plants, and to phase out coal
and fossil fuel-powered cars by 2030. But
last week, in the face of harsh opposition

from their negotiating partners, the
party dropped those specific

deadlines. The pro-business
FDP - which has in the
past blocked reform
plans for the EU carbon
market and railed
against wind farms
during the campaign
- has suggested
Germany could sim-

ply scrap its emission
targets. Merkel’s con-

servatives also oppose rapid
action on coal, given the more

than 20,000 jobs involved,
many of which are in the ex-

communist east where
the far-right AfD party

has already made major
inroads. —AFP


