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BAGHDAD: Iraqi lawmakers convened yesterday with
Prime Minister Haider Al-Abadi and a populist cleric
together seeking to form a government and sideline pro-
Iran rivals with a deal to create the biggest bloc in parlia-
ment. The country’s next leaders will face the mammoth
task of rebuilding a country ravaged by the war against
jihadists as well as tackling public anger over corruption,
unemployment and decrepit public services.

Late on Sunday 16 political groups including those of
Abadi and firebrand preacher Moqtada Sadr — whose
alliance with communists won the most seats in the May 12
polls — announced an accord to create the largest force in
parliament. But they face a challenge from rivals who also
claim to have the upper hand. Abadi defended his record
before lawmakers, saying he had come to power in 2014 at
a time when “IS occupied large areas while the security
forces were in a state of near-total collapse”.

One of Abadi’s aides told AFP before parliament met in
Baghdad’s fortified Green Zone that his coalition with Sadr
and other groups included 177 lawmakers representing
more than half of the 329 seats in the legislature. That
could potentially allow Abadi to remain in his post despite
coming third in the election with 42 seats. Sadr’s joint list
won 54 seats.

A former militia leader who led two uprisings against
the US-led invasion of Iraq, the cleric has called for his
country to be more independent of both Iran and the

United States. But his alliance with Abadi is being chal-
lenged by former prime minister Nuri Al-Maliki, who has
teamed up with a group of former anti-IS paramilitary
fighters close to Iran. Maliki claimed his bloc had signa-
tures of support from 153 lawmakers which he argued put
it in a stronger position than his rivals because they only
had signatures from the group leaders.

Maliki’s bloc said it had poached 21 lawmakers from
Abadi’s Victory Alliance which, if confirmed, could tip the
scales, especially since Kurdish parties are still negotiating
with both sides. Those who have switched sides include
Falih Alfayyadh, who last week was sacked by the prime
minister as head of the powerful Hashed Al-Shaabi para-
military force. Abadi yesterday named himself chief of the
Hashed Al-Shaabi (Popular Mobilisation), which played a
major role in fighting the Islamic State jihadist group (IS).

Array of challenges 
Yesterday lawmakers were sworn in before the session

was adjourned. They will reconvene today when parlia-
ment is expected to elect a speaker — traditionally a
member of Iraq’s Sunni Muslim community — as well two
deputy speakers. After that, lawmakers will have 30 days
to elect a new president, a largely symbolic position that
traditionally goes to a member of the Kurdish minority.

The new president will then have 15 days to task the
biggest parliamentary bloc to form a new government,
which will face an array of challenges including the linger-
ing threat posed by jihadists. Abadi declared “victory” in
December over the Islamic State group after a devastating
three-year war against the Sunni extremists, who at their

height controlled nearly a third of the country. Despite
being driven from Iraq’s towns and cities, the jihadists con-
tinue to stage attacks from their hideouts in remote desert
areas. Suspected IS members killed seven people yester-
day in an attack in a village west of Kirkuk, a multi-ethnic
city north of Baghdad, a security official said. The raid
came less than a day after a man was shot dead outside a
mosque north of the capital, in what a police officer said
was a jihadist attack.

The incoming government also faces a wave of social
unrest particularly in southern Iraq, which has been shak-
en by weeks of protests demanding better public servic-
es in a country beset by energy and water shortages. The
meeting of parliament was delayed by allegations of elec-
toral fraud which prompted the supreme court to order a
manual recount that last month confirmed the victory of
Sadr’s alliance. 

The polls saw a record low turnout of 44.5 percent,
with long-time political figures pushed out by voters
seeking change in a country mired in conflict and corrup-
tion. Iraq’s political system is designed to ensure that no
one person or party can dominate, in order to avoid the
return of a dictatorship following the ouster of Saddam
Hussein in 2003. — AFP 

Rivals jostle for power at Iraq parliament 
Country’s next leaders will face the mammoth task of rebuilding 

TRIPOLI: Some 400 detainees escaped
after a riot on Sunday at a prison in the
southern suburbs of the Libyan capital
Tripoli, theatre of a week of deadly battles,
police said. “The detainees were able to
force open the doors and leave” as fighting
between rival militias raged near the prison
of Ain Zara, police said in a statement,
without specifying what crimes the
escapees had committed.

Guards were unable to prevent the pris-
oners escaping as they feared for their own
lives, the statement said. A police official
contacted by AFP was unable to provide
further details. Most detainees at the prison
have been convicted of common crimes or
were supporters of former dictator
Moamer Kadhafi, found guilty of killings

during the uprising that toppled his regime
in 2011. According to a health ministry toll,
at least 39 people have been killed and
some 100 injured since clashes, including
rocket fire, broke out among rival militias
Monday in suburbs south of Tripoli.

Rocket strike on camp 
And on Sunday rockets hit a camp for

displaced people in Tripoli, leaving at least
two dead and five injured from the same
family, according to emergency services
and witnesses. The camp is home to hun-
dreds of displaced people from the Libyan
city of Taourga who were forced into mass
exile due to their support for Kadhafi.

“Most of the families have left the camp
fearing more rockets,” Khaled Omrane, a
camp resident, told AFP. According to
emergency services, at least 23 rockets
fell on the capital on Friday and Saturday
causing fresh casualties. The Government
of National Unity (GNA) which is recog-
nized by the international community on
Sunday said it was declaring a state of
emergency in the Libyan capital and its
environs. The Libyan capital has been at
the centre of a battle for influence
between armed groups since Kadhafi’s
fall and killing.  — AFP 

BAGHDAD: A picture taken yesterday shows a general view of the Iraqi parliament during a meeting in the capital. — AFP 

A state of 
near-total 
collapse

Palestinians in
Lebanon fear 
cuts will slash
school access
BEIRUT: It’s back to school for Palestinian
refugees in Lebanon, but funding cuts to the
UN agency supporting them means students
may only be in class until the end of month.
One by one, students in the dilapidated UN-
run Haifa school in a suburb of the Lebanese
capital stand up to receive their textbooks for
the fresh academic year.

Books on physics, mathematics, geography,
chemistry-some new, but most used and worn-
are handed to the solemn eighth-graders sit-
ting at chipped wooden desks. With no air
conditioning in the classrooms, the late-morn-
ing heat is stifling. Palestinian flags hang from
the ceiling and most of the walls are covered in
doodles and Arabic graffiti: “Neymar,” in trib-
ute to the popular Brazilian footballer, “You are
the darling of my heart,” and “Palestine”.

Across the region, more than half a million
Palestinian students may lose access to their
education after the United States said it would

stop backing the United Nations agency for
Palestinian refugees (UNRWA). Washington
was UNRWA’s top contributor for years, pro-
viding more than $350 million a year to the
agency that assists more than five million
Palestinian refugees around the region. On
Friday, the US announced it would pull all
funding to the “irredeemably flawed opera-
tion”. To keep its essential operations running
until the end of the year, UNRWA says it needs
$217 million-otherwise health centers and
schools may be forced to close. In Lebanon
alone, 66 UNRWA-run schools could shut by
the end of September, depriving some 38,000
Palestinian students of an education.

‘Where will our kids go?’ 
That worry hangs in the air as parents gather

with their children for the first day of classes at
the Haifa school. “It’s a plot against the future of
our children,” says Ramadan Ibrahim, who hails
from the Palestinian camp of Yarmuk in Syria’s
capital. He fled Syria’s war six years ago with his
wife and children, coming to settle in Beirut, and
Yarmuk has since been flattened by fighting
between Syria’s regime, rebels, and jihadists.

Ibrahim’s eldest son is in Germany, and the
next two are working odd jobs to provide for
the family. Only his youngest, 14-year-old
Abdel Rahman, is in school. “It would be good
to have at least one educated person in the
family,” says their 53-year-old father, was is
balding but sports a scratchy beard. “We’re

trying to keep Abdel Rahman going, through
his brothers’ jobs,” says Ibrahim. “Where will
our kids go? To work in coffee shops? I see
boys of seven or eight who are working in
cafes because their parents cannot send them
to school,” he tells AFP.

An estimated 174,000 Palestinians live in
Lebanon, according to a census by national
authorities last year, although the UN esti-
mates there are tens of thousands more. They
are barred from nearly 20 jobs, including many
that require higher education like lawyer, doc-
tor, and engineer. With no way out, generations
have been stuck living in the dozen squalid,
densely populated and poorly serviced refugee
camps across the country.

No alternative 
The future looks dire for them-and for

UNRWA, says the agency’s country chief
Claudio Cordone. “We have 27 clinics that
serve more than 160,000 people. We have
61,000 refugees living below the poverty line,”
says Cordone. “There isn’t an alternative to this
provision of services to these people.”

English teacher Maisun Issa admits the situ-
ation is tough. “The ceiling collapsed in one
class. There’s damage in other parts of the
school that need to be fixed,” says the 52-
year-old. Her family is originally from the eth-
nically mixed Israeli city of Haifa but she was
born in Lebanon and has taught English in
UNRWA schools since 2003. — AFP
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