
Iraq parties
debate new PM
as violence hits
shrine cities 
BAGHDAD: Iraqi politicians and their
regional allies gathered in Baghdad yester-
day to discuss a way out of two months of
protests that brought down the government,
as violence hit southern cities. Demonstrators
demanding root-and-branch reform have
flooded the capital and the Shiite-majority
south since October in the largest grassroots
movement the country has witnessed in
years. Seen as a threat to the ruling elite, the
rall ies were met with a heavy-handed
response from security forces and armed
groups that has left more than 420 people
dead and nearly 20,000 wounded - the vast
majority demonstrators.

After a fresh uptick of violence last week,
prime minister Adel Abdel Mahdi formally
resigned and talks to find a replacement have
intensified this week in Baghdad. Among
those attending the negotiations are two key
allies of Iraq’s main Shiite parties: Iran’s
Revolutionary Guards commander Major
General Qasem Soleimani and Lebanese
power-broker Mohammad Kawtharany, a
high-ranking political source told AFP.
“Soleimani is in Baghdad to push for a partic-
ular candidate to succeed Abdel Mahdi,” the
source said, without providing details.

Kawtharany, who is Lebanese militant
group Hezbollah’s pointman on Iraq, “is also
playing a large role in persuading Shiite and
Sunni political forces on this”, the source
added. Political powers in Shiite-majority Iraq
have long had close ties with counterparts in
Iran and Lebanon further west, both of which

have also been rocked by protests in recent
weeks. The United States said Soleimani’s
presence showed that its arch-foe Iran was
again “interfering” in Iraq.

Kurds seek to keep ‘gains’ 
Protests in Iraq erupted two months ago

over rampant corruption, lack of jobs and
poor public services. Despite the oil wealth of
OPEC’s second-biggest producer, one in five
Iraqis lives in poverty and youth unemploy-
ment stands at one quarter, the World Bank
says. Demonstrators say such problems
require more deep-rooted solutions than the
resignation of Abdel Mahdi, the first premier
to step down since Iraq installed a parliamen-
tary system after Saddam Hussein’s over-
throw in 2003.

The 77-year-old said it would be a “waste
of time” to keep a caretaker cabinet in place,
in a hint that a political deal to name a new
premier was in the offing. But any successor

would need the approval of divided Shiite
factions, Kurdish authorities in the north and
Iraq’s key allies, the US and Iran. The Kurdish
regional government (KRG) was a main
backer of Abdel Mahdi and is likely worried
by his resignation.

The KRG is prioritizing keeping a size-
able share of federal government posts and
making sure constitutional amendments do
not threaten its recent “gains”, said analyst
Adel Bakawan. The Kurdish administration
said Tuesday it “hoped for the implementa-
tion” of a deal agreed in principle just days
before the premier’s resignation, granting it
a share of  the 2020 federal  budget in
exchange for export ing i ts  crude oi l
through the national seller. Other parties
were also seeking guarantees as part of the
talks, a government source told AFP.
“Political blocs want to maintain their posi-
tions,” the source said, describing discus-
sions as “very difficult”. — AFP

LONDON: US President Donald Trump launched a blis-
tering attack on France’s criticism of NATO strategy as
“brain dead” yesterday, but French leader Emmanuel
Macron doubled down and turned his fire on Turkey. The
three-way battle overshadowed the build-up to the
alliance’s 70th anniversary summit in London, threatening
to derail efforts to show unity in the face of Russia and
China. Macron had tried to shake up the agenda of the
meeting by demanding a review of NATO strategy, but
Trump - who arrived boasting that he had forced mem-
bers to boost defense spending - hit back hard.

“I think that’s very insulting,” Trump said of Macron’s
assertion last month that NATO’s is experiencing “brain
death” and should focus more on Islamist terrorists and
on re-opening a strategic dialogue with Russia, branding
it a “very, very nasty statement”. “Nobody needs NATO
more than France,” he warned. “It’s a very dangerous
statement for them to make.”

Trump later softened his tone at a joint appearance
with Macron, but the French leader stood by his state-
ment, going on to lay the groundwork for a difficult
meeting with President Recep Tayyip Erdogan by
accusing Turkey of working with extremists in Syria.
“My statement created reaction from a lot of people. I
stand by it,” Macron said, just ahead of a one-to-one
meeting with Trump.

“The common enemy today are the terrorist groups,
as we mentioned, and I’m sorry to say that we don’t have
the same definition of terrorism around the table,”
Macron said, noting that Turkey has attacked the Kurdish
militia that backed the allies against the Islamic State.
“When I look at Turkey they now are fighting against
those who fight with us, and fought with us shoulder-to-
shoulder against ISIS. And sometimes they work with
ISIS proxies. This is an issue,” he declared, shortly before
he was due to meet an already furious Erdogan.

Erdogan has threatened to hold up NATO efforts to
beef up the protection of the Baltic republics against
Russia, unless the other allies declare the Kurdish militias
who fought with US and French forces against IS in
northeast Syria “terrorists”.

Trump calls out ‘delinquent’ members 
NATO secretary general Jens Stoltenberg renewed his

own criticism of the French leader’s remarks, saying allies
“should never question the unity and the political willing-
ness to stand together and to defend each other”. Trump
defended Stoltenberg, boasting that NATO members
have massively increased their defense spending thanks
to his pressure.

But the president then reiterated his long-standing
complaints about European spending. “When I came in, I

was angry at NATO, and now I’ve raised $130 billion,”
Trump said, referring to the sum Stoltenberg says Canada
and European members will have added to defense
budgets by next year. “And yet you still have many delin-
quent - you know I call them delinquent when they’re not
paid up in full,” he said.

Only nine of NATO’s 29 members spend two percent
of their GDP on defense. Trump cited in particular
Germany as falling short, spending only 1.2 percent.
Leaders of the 29 allies are descending on London to
lock horns over spending and strategic direction in a
major test of unity as NATO seeks to assert its relevance.

‘Brain death’
If the Macron comments set an angry tone for the

meeting, there are also expected to be clashes with
Erdogan, who has described the French leader as “in a
state of brain death”. Macron and Erdogan will come
face to face on Tuesday in a four-way meeting with
Merkel and British Prime Minister Boris Johnson, whose
spokesman said he would be emphasizing the need for
NATO unity. NATO has mooted a plan to bolster the
defenses of Poland, Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia
against a potential attack from Russia, though details
remain unclear.

Polish President Andrzej Duda played down the dis-

pute, saying he believed “a good solution” would be
found. But he weighed in on Macron, urging him to stop
carping about NATO and come up with “concrete
propositions” for how to improve the alliance. Russian
President Vladimir Putin said Moscow was open to
cooperation with NATO against joint threats such as
terrorism. 

Where next? 
The substance of the summit is thin, with only one

three-hour session planned, where leaders are expected
to sign off on a set of decisions already taken by NATO
foreign and defense ministers. These include making
space a full domain of conflict - alongside land, sea, air
and cyber space - as well as a new report on how the
alliance should approach China and its growing interna-
tional assertiveness. “We have now recognized that the
rise of China has security implications for all allies,”
Stoltenberg said.

What is likely to be more significant in the longer run
is the fallout from Macron’s broadside, in which he com-
plained NATO talks too much about money and not
enough about strategic priorities. In response, Germany
has suggested setting up an expert panel to look at how
NATO can be adapted to address political questions
more effectively. — AFP 
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LONDON: US President Donald Trump and France’s President Emmanuel Macron react as they talk during their meeting at Winfield House yesterday. — AFP 

Clashes overshadow NATO summit 
Trump slams ‘nasty’ France • Macron says Turkey ‘works with ISIS proxies’

Najib takes
stand in 
1MDB trial 
KUALA LUMPUR: Former Malaysian
prime minister Najib Razak was a “vic-
tim” of the multi-million dollar 1MDB
scandal that saw state coffers drained
on his watch, his lawyer said Tuesday,
as the ex-premier gave evidence in his
own fraud trial. Huge sums were stolen
from sovereign wealth fund 1Malaysia
Development Berhad, allegedly by the
ex-prime minister and his cronies, and
spent on everything from high-end real
estate to artwork.

Najib’s coalition was ousted at the
polls last year after six decades in
power, largely due to public anger over
the scandal. He has since been arrested
and hit with dozens of charges linked
to the looting of the investment vehicle.
“Najib is not part of the conspiracy. He
is a victim as much as others in the
1MDB scandal,” his lawyer Muhammad
Shafee Adbullah told reporters.

“The leader of the pack is Jho Low,”
he said, referring to fugitive Malaysian
financier Low Taek Jho, a member of
Najib’s inner circle who allegedly mas-
terminded the elaborate fraud that
spanned from the United States to
Switzerland, Dubai and Singapore.
“The crux of my defense is the entire
scheme is  designed by Jho Low,”
Shafee added. Low “portrayed himself
as someone influential in the Middle
East countries” Najib told the packed
courtroom, speaking calmly during five
hours of test imony. “I  thought his
influence and connections will help

1MDB achieve its goals and attract
investments.”

Najib, 66, went on trial in April over
the controversy, in a case centred on the
transfer of 42 million ringgit ($10.1 mil-
lion) from former 1MDB unit SRC
International into his bank accounts.
The former leader arrived at the court
wearing a blue suit and held a brief
Muslim prayer with supporters at the
building’s steps. Defense proceedings
began with Najib giving testimony
under oath. He will be cross-examined
by prosecutors and is expected to be on
the witness stand for around four days.

He began his testimony reading from
a 243-page statement, recalling his
long career in politics and ministerial
posts he held since 1978, including the
post of finance minister, and giving
lengthy background on the setting up
of 1MDB and SRC. Defence lawyers
had earlier said it would take two days
for him to read the entire statement,
but as his testimony went on, i t
appeared it would take longer. He was
able to read only 70 pages in his state-
ment by the end of the day. The trial
will resume today.

Najib is facing four charges of cor-
ruption and three counts of money-
laundering in the trial. Each charge of
corruption carries a maximum jail term
of 20 years, and each money-launder-
ing count is punishable by a term of up
to 15 years. Prosecutors have argued
that Najib wielded huge influence over
the unit and knew that stolen money
was being funnelled from it into his
accounts. But Najib told the court: “I,
in an absolute and unequivocal man-
ner, like to state that I do not have any
personal interest in SRC, except in a
professional manner as the prime min-
ister and minister of finance and in the
interest of the public.” — AFP 

BAGHDAD: Iraqi mourners gather for the funeral of an anti-government protester who died
from injuries sustained in previous confrontations with security forces yesterday. — AFP 


