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Shiite rivalry 
paralyses Iraq’s 
government

Agrowing rivalry between two powerful Shiite
Muslim factions has paralyzed efforts to form a
government in Iraq six months after an election

aimed at steering the country towards recovery from
years of war. The two largest parliamentary groupings
to emerge after the vote in May - one led by populist
cleric Moqtada Al-Sadr and the other by Iranian-
backed militia leader Hadi Al-Amiri - formed a tacit
alliance in October when they picked a president and
approved 14 out of 22 cabinet ministers.

But since then there has been stalemate, mainly
over the empty interior ministry post dominated for
years by allies of Amiri, who are backing the former
head of a paramilitary force supported by Tehran. Sadr
meanwhile says no one with a political affiliation
should get the post. A vote in parliament to fill the
vacant ministries in Prime Minister Adel Abdul Mahdi’s
cabinet has been repeatedly put back.

Iraq’s return to deadlocked parliamentary politics,
now involving Shiite factions rather than the Sunni-
Shiite sectarianism that followed the 2003 US-led
invasion, prompted a plea last week from Iraq’s most
senior Shiite cleric for politicians to work together.
That now looks all but impossible. As Grand Ayatollah
Ali Al-Sistani made his remarks, the two sides broke
off talks, lawmakers said. “We reached a dead end,”
Hanin Qaddo, a member of the bloc led by Amiri, told
Reuters on Friday. 

“There’s no need for more delays, no use in talks,”
MP Ahmed Al-Kinani said. “We will go to parliament
and vote for the rest of the cabinet.” He said they
would do this without agreement from Sadr’s support-
ers even though the parliamentary arithmetic is against
them. Sadr on Monday urged Abdul Mahdi to present
the rest of his cabinet to parliament for approval as
soon as possible, without disputed candidates. “You
must not submit to what is going on behind the
scenes,” Sadr told the prime minister.

Sadr, whose alliance won the most parliamentary
seats in the election, has threatened to walk out of the
political process and stage mass demonstrations as he
has done in the past, notably when protesters stormed
Baghdad’s fortified Green Zone in 2016. “If Bina (Amiri’s
bloc) ignores us then we will resort to all possible
options including mobilizing the street,” said a member
of Sadr’s alliance, who declined to give his name.

‘There’s no reconstruction’
Whether Sadr’s walk-out is imminent or not, the

confrontation is paralyzing efforts to rebuild a country
wrecked by its war with Islamic State and provide
services in poor areas. Flash floods killed several peo-
ple last month, and militants still stage small-scale
attacks. Local officials blame political infighting for
failure to deliver services. “There’s no reconstruction
or jobs here,” said Sheikh Abu Mashan, a tribal leader
in Anbar province. “Main electricity lines are still
down. At first they said we’d get power by October.
Now they say January. Authorities have no interest in
us - they’ve spent nearly seven months talking and still
have no government.”

The deadlock also means a 2019 budget has not
been passed, so provinces do not know how much
they will have to spend on fixing services. “Heavy rain-
fall cut roads out of Mosul,” governor official
Nouruddin Catalan said. “We don’t even have enough
money to fix roads damaged by fighting.”

Abdul Mahdi was seen by many parties as a com-
promise candidate for the post of prime minister who
might form a government of independent technocrats
capable of delivering services and reducing unem-
ployment, the causes of protests that turned violent in
September. He was approved by both parliamentary
groupings, which include Sunni parties. Sunnis and
Kurds also hold cabinet posts.

But the power struggle between Sadr and Amiri has
removed the initiative from the prime minister’s hands,
and away from parliament, analysts say. “It’s not up to
him and it’s not up to the parliamentarians - neither the
executive nor the legislative branches of government
have a say in forming the next cabinet,” said Renad
Mansour, a research fellow at Chatham House, a
London think-tank. “There’s no leader yet who’s able
to sit the two sides together and get to the bottom of
who will be interior (minister) ... it’s become a matter
of principle.” These divisions among Shiite leaders
could weaken Iranian influence in Iraq, which has
grown since the overthrow of Saddam Hussein 15
years ago. If the split persists, Iran would prefer to see
Amiri and his fellow militia leaders in a strong position.
But while Iran will try to stop the divisions getting any
worse, there is no sign yet that it has mediated
between the two factions.

Lawmakers from Sadr’s parliamentary group said
they sent a message last week to Amiri’s candidate for
interior minister, Falih Al-Fayyadh, the former head of
a grouping that comprises Iraq’s Shiite militias, asking
him to step down. MPs in Amiri’s bloc told Reuters
they would try to push Fayyadh through parliament
after giving up on talks with the Sadists. Without
agreement from Sadr, however, the vote is unlikely to
pass, putting further pressure on Abdul Mahdi’s cri-
sis-hit government. “Despite the difficulties the prime
minister is facing in nominating interior and defense
ministers, he should complete this formation and pres-
ent names. — Reuters

World leaders heading home after the weekend
G20 might be justified in breathing brief sighs of
relief. Unlike at the Asia Pacific Economic

Cooperation summit two weeks ago, the heads of state
were able to agree on a joint communique. A landmark
meeting between US President Donald Trump and Chinese
counterpart Xi Jinping was claimed a success by both
sides, avoiding further escalation of their trade war - at
least for now.

Those broadly positive headlines, however, are only half
the picture. For all the efforts to keep it on track, the meet-
ing in Buenos Aires also served to showcase an alarming
rise in the number of international differences. From French
President Emmanuel Macron squaring up against Saudi
Arabian Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman to Trump
snubbing Russian President Vladimir Putin, a growing
number of leaders appeared openly hostile or dismissive of
each other. The primary diplomatic breakthrough of the
summit - a joint declaration to reform the World Trade
Organization - may simply be a precursor to more argu-
ments. While most nations do want changes at the WTO,
US-China tensions make it unlikely there’ll be agreement
on how to do so.

Pointedly, a forum designed as one of the world’s leading
venues for international diplomacy struggled to get the
word “multilateralism” into the communique for fear of
offending leaders such as Trump. Much of the diplomatic
effort, insiders said, revolved around avoiding growing
taboos of major countries, particularly the United States
and China. (The eventual communique managed a reference
to the “multilateral trading system” but followed it by stress-
ing the need for reform at the request of US negotiators.)

Coming amid multiple overlapping international crises,
this was in many respects the most important G20 since
that in London in April 2009. Then, world leaders found
common ground in agreeing on a joint approach following
the global financial crash the previous year. This time,
those present - particularly from the West’s largest
democracies - were likely more preoccupied with political
dramas at home. 

Even as he met other foreign leaders, Macron was
being told of France’s most violent street protests in

decades. British Prime Minister Theresa May is reaching
the crunch point on getting her Brexit deal through
Parliament, with speculation rife her government might
collapse. Trump was spending time on angry tweets about
the latest developments in Special Counsel Robert
Mueller’s investigation of Russian involvement in the 2016
US presidential election.

A grinning, enthusiastic handshake between Putin and

Saudi Arabia’s bin Salman appeared to tell a different story
- this one about how the world’s increasingly repressive
autocratic states are standing together. There’s clearly an
element of truth in that. At the same time, however, the
autocrats also find themselves under mounting pressure.
Like many of his Western counterparts, Putin finds his
domestic approval ratings falling in the face of Russia’s
economic problems, and it’s unclear how his picking fights
with countries like Ukraine can alter that dynamic. Riyadh,
meanwhile, has suffered significant diplomatic fallout from
the killing of journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi con-
sulate in Istanbul.

Nor are the autocratic leaders a simple defined bloc -
and Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan is clearly at ever
greater loggerheads with Saudi Arabia, even as his adminis-
tration moves closer to Putin’s Russia. It seems like there are
ever more moving parts to international relations, and mutu-
al antagonism continues to grow in many of those bilateral
relationships. For all Trump’s challenges with the Russia
probe at home, the G20 was a broadly successful trip for

the US president. A communique reference to refugees and
migration was removed at US request, Trump signed a
revised trade deal with his Mexican and Canadian counter-
parts, and Washington again avoided any commitments on
climate change. While the group recommitted itself to a
vaguely defined “rules-based system,” Chinese and other
attempts to condemn “protectionism” - a thinly veiled refer-
ence to Trump’s tariffs - also failed to find a place.

Despite Trump’s intransigence on various issues, other
major world leaders still seem keen to woo him. Japanese
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe went particularly out of his way
to flatter POTUS, congratulating him on his “historic victory”
in the US midterms despite the Republican loss of the House
of Representatives. China’s Xi appeared conciliatory, while
the Kremlin’s mild statement of “regret” about the cancella-
tion of the Trump-Putin meeting demonstrated just how
much Moscow wishes to keep dialogue with the US open.

The Trump administration is now hoping for another
diplomatic breakthrough early next year at another meet-
ing with North Korean leader Kim Jong Un. Even a tempo-
rary improvement in Washington-Beijing relations could
help that process. Trump tweeted Monday he also hoped
for a trilateral meeting with Xi and Putin in the near future
to “start talking about a meaningful halt to what has
become a major and uncontrollable arms race.”

How long that spirit will last is an open question. The Xi-
Trump meeting saw the US agree to delay new tariffs
scheduled for January 1 by 90 days, while China pledged to
buy US crops and other goods and crack down on
Chinese-made opiates feeding the US domestic drug crisis.
However, there are already signs that tariffs and tensions
could soon rise again. There were small but notable differ-
ences between the US and Chinese post-meeting readouts,
and much will depend on what happens in the coming
weeks. One crude but simple bellwether will be whether
maritime confrontations in the South China Sea increase or
decline. After a year that has seen almost every key inter-
national relationship deteriorate, the Argentina meeting
could have gone much worse. But almost every leader there
has returned to major domestic headwinds. When the next
G20 meeting rolls around in Japan in June, successful multi-
lateral diplomacy may yet be harder still. — Reuters 

For G20 leaders, greater problems yet to come

Leaders more 
preoccupied 
with political 

dramas at home

Kashmir’s 
embattled apple 
growers buried 
by wild weather

November is the peak wedding season in India’s
Kashmir region. But Riyaz Dar’s sister didn’t get
married last month, as planned. Unusually early

and heavy snowfall split the trunks of 60 of Dar’s 100
apple trees in November, leading to huge apple - and
financial - losses just before the harvest in Shopian, a
region known as Kashmir’s apple bowl. “Even if the climate
remains favorable in the years to come, I will get only 40
percent (of the apples) I used to harvest,” lamented the
farmer from the village of Hirpora.

The snow will cut his income by 60 percent this year,
he said - and the bad times will last until he can replant or
repair all his damaged trees. Heavy mid-autumn snow in
the Kashmir Valley has wreaked havoc on the region’s
famed orchards, severely damaging apple, apricot, cherry,
walnut and almond trees. Apple growers have been hard-
est hit, with the snow destroying not just this season’s
apple crop but the heavily laden trees themselves.

Manzoor Ahmed Qadri, horticulture director for Jammu
and Kashmir state, said over 1.5 million apple trees had
been damaged - a major economic threat in a region
where half a million families depend on fruit for jobs and
produce provides 7 percent of the state’s GDP. Officials
blame the disaster on increasingly unpredictable weather
associated with climate change, which they say is leading
to a range of costly problems across the region.

The risks are particularly serious, they say, because
there is so far little in place, from insurance to substantive
compensation, to help farmers deal with the risks. “A tree
takes at least a decade to mature, and the snowfall has
ruined the hard work of years for farmers,” lamented
Ashok Dhawale, president of All India Kisan Sabha, a
national farmer welfare organization. As climate change

brings wilder weather and more losses in the orchards,
“the earnings of farmers, whose livelihood is dependent on
(fruit), will come down drastically”, he warned in an inter-
view with the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Snow in may
In Kashmir, the 40 harshest days of winter, called

“Chillai Kalan”, usually begin on Dec 21 and last until the
end of January. But last winter the region saw no snow at
all until the second week of February. Tourists in high-alti-
tude areas were then delighted to see snow in May. But
the unexpected weather brought huge problems for pas-
toralist families on their annual migration routes.

Mohammad Razak, 50, was herding his flock in remote
Poonch district when unusual torrential rain and hail killed
more than 100 of his goats and sheep. “Before we could
understand anything, a thunderstorm and hail followed
rains. In the absence of any shelter, goats and sheep
rushed towards a gully ... and got washed away,” Razak
said in an interview.

The herder received about $500 in financial compensa-
tion under the State Disaster Respond Fund but said it was
not adequate to meet his losses, which were about double
what he received. In the same storm, Mohammad Farooq,
45, another pastoralist, lost over 150 cattle in a landslide in
Bafliaz, with his family only narrowly escaping. Social
media users in Jammu and Kashmir circulated pictures of
his dead livestock and published his bank details, asking
for financial help for the family.

Insurance?
To help fruit growers hit by unseasonable snow, Sher-

e-Kashmir University of Agricultural Sciences and
Technology has issued advice on how farmers can protect
trees from damage. The state’s horticulture department has
uploaded videos on its website showing growers how to
drill into broken tree trunks and try to rejoin them with
large screws. Dhawale, of the farmer welfare group, said
Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana - a crop insurance
scheme put in place by India’s prime minister in 2016 - has
so far not provided much help with worsening crop losses
in Kashmir from wilder weather.

Many farmers remain unaware that help is available
from the program, according to an August survey by

Weather Risk Management Services Pvt Ltd, a global
provider of climate risk management services. Dhawale
said that “only a holistic approach” that combined com-
pensation, efforts to reduce farmer debt and help putting
in place processing facilities to boost incomes would help
farmers deal with the growing pressures.

The Kashmir Chamber of Commerce and Industry,
meanwhile, has asked the state government to speed
approval of a restructured state insurance program aimed
at helping struggling apple and saffron farmers. For now,
widespread damage to trees and the apple harvest mean
apple prices have jumped over 20 percent across the
country since the disaster, as Jammu and Kashmir state
produces nearly 80 percent of India’s apples.

Cherries, rice and maize
Kashmir’s changing weather patterns mean the region

now gets more of its snow at the end of February and in
early March, said Shakil Ahmad Romshoo, head of earth
sciences at the University of Kashmir. That has been good
news for autumn-harvested crops - including rice and
maize - which saw a 10 percent larger harvest this year,
said Chowdhary Mohammad Iqbal, a director of the state
agriculture department. But the late snow is hurting the
region’s cherry harvest, Romshoo said, as “the valley
receives delayed snowfall when the trees are in full bloom”.

Other changes also are underway as Kashmir - like oth-
er high-altitude Himalayan regions - records increases in
its minimum, maximum and average temperatures. Overall
much less snow and more rain is falling, Romshoo said, and
“earlier people wouldn’t use fans in the region during sum-
mer but now people use air conditioners here”. Forest fires
also are becoming a worsening problem, he said. “The
incidents of forest fires, which were earlier unimaginable
during winters, are now being reported frequently due to
delayed snowfall or dry winters,” he said. “Such indicators
of the climate change are very disturbing,” he added.

Omar Abdullah, the former chief minister of Jammu and
Kashmir, last month shared a viral video clip on Twitter of
a heartbroken apple grower frantically trying to save his
harvested crop, buried under heavy snow in south
Kashmir. Abdullah called the disaster “tragic”. “This man’s
spirits are completely crushed. ... It’s no wonder he’s
weeping the way he is,” he remarked. — Reuters 


