
While noisy protests rage on Iraq’s streets, in the
backrooms of power political leaders are qui-
etly hashing out ways to keep their posts and

the huge financial rewards they bring. The demonstra-
tions rocking the capital and Shiite-majority south since
early October are the biggest grassroots movement the
country has seen since the 2003 US-led invasion that
ended the Saddam Hussein regime. Despite a death toll
that has topped 350, the youth-led protests continue
against the government of a country that anti-graft
watchdog Transparency International ranks as the 12th
most corrupt in the world.

Widespread anger over dismal public services and
youth unemployment at 25 percent has fuelled the move-
ment which demands nothing less than the ouster of the
entire ruling class. Even the country’s top Shiite cleric,
Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, has acknowledged it is time
for change - but the ruling elite begs to differ. While
Prime Minister Adel Abdel Mahdi has announced a mas-
sive recruitment drive and a cabinet reshuffle to appease
demonstrators, insiders say these steps are a smoke-
screen for the usual horsetrading between parties. “They
are still dividing up the pie as usual,” a senior govern-
ment source told AFP. 

The pie is Iraq’s bloated public sector, the country’s
largest employer by far, which is almost exclusively funded
by the oil revenues of OPEC’s second-biggest producer.
Since 2003, the public sector payroll has tripled and year-
ly spending on their wages has grown nine-fold to nearly

$36 billion, according to a recent study by Iraqi analyst Ali
Al-Mawlawi for the London School of Economics.

Plush state posts
In a nation with a badly underdeveloped private sec-

tor, working for the government means job security - but
often also an opportunity to make some illicit money on
the side. Officials are known to demand bribes of up to
tens of thousands of dollars to provide state contracts or
even just a signature on a public document - or to
arrange another lucrative post for a friend or relative. In
a country where one in five people lives below the
poverty line according to the World Bank, the system
dividing up the spoils has fueled the anger on the streets
while, insiders say, politicians have responded with busi-
ness as usual. “Political parties refuse to leave the cabi-
net because they’ll lose all their gains,” a high-ranking
member of the ruling coalition told AFP. A leaked list of
appointments to the cabinet and as directors-general in
ministries revealed many relatives of the firebrand Shiite
cleric Moqtada Sadr and Hadi Al-Ameri, a pro-Iran
paramilitary chief whose bloc makes up the second leg
of the embattled government. 

Ameri’s brother, Faleh, was named the head of the for-
eign ministry’s international organizations department, and
his sister was also appointed within the same ministry.
Neither had previously held public office or diplomatic
positions, according to an Iraqi diplomat speaking on
condition of anonymity. Sadr, a main sponsor of the cur-

rent government, initially called on Abdel Mahdi to resign
but has since toned down his demands. 

The cleric’s cousin Mohammad Jaafar Sadr was recent-
ly named ambassador to London, and nephew Ahmed
Sadr became first secretary, a post that typically requires
“13 years in public service”, according to the diplomat.
Political appointees are usually “incompetent and have
never taken a decision”, he added.

‘Hardest nuts to crack’ 
Amid the expected cabinet reshuffle, positions are

already being “bought”, the senior Iraqi official said. “A
political party gets allotted a certain ministry, then sells
that ministerial position to the highest bidder,” the official
said, describing one transaction worth $20 million. It’s a
familiar script: The candidate pays the party for the post,
then uses it to usurp as much public money as possible,
part of which pays off the debt.

The system is so entrenched, observers say, that there is
little that Abdel Mahdi can do to stop it. “Payroll reform is
among the hardest nuts to crack because it undermines the
vested interests of so many political actors and ordinary
citizens,” wrote Mawlawi. At the same time, the parties
jostling over ministerial positions cannot topple the premier,
in large part because he has the backing of powerful neigh-
bor Iran, said an analyst close to the political class. “Ameri
isn’t satisfied with Abdel Mahdi, but he can’t withdraw sup-
port in parliament because Iran has put a veto on this
option,” the analyst said. —AFP 

Monday, November 25, 2019A n a l y s i s

Established 1961 

After his mother dropped him off at school,
Nathan Berhow pulled a .45-caliber pistol
out of his backpack, opened fire and killed

two classmates, all using a weapon he’d assembled
at home. Such guns are sometimes called “ghost
guns” - unregulated, easy to put together and
almost impossible to trace because they have no
serial number. The parts are readily available online,
with no need for a background check.

After opening fire at Saugus High School in
Santa Clarita, near Los Angeles, Berhow shot him-
self fatally in the head. Three people were wounded
in his rampage. The authorities do not know how
Berhow obtained the gun. The boy’s father, who
died in 2017, liked hunting and owned six legally
acquired guns, which were seized and destroyed
after his death.

The United States has lived through a sharp rise
in mass shootings in recent years, alarming the pub-
lic and triggering new debate on how to control this
epidemic of violence. But the administration of
President Donald Trump has opposed any new gun
control restrictions.

‘80 percent guns’ 
There is nothing illegal about ghost guns, which

are not to be confused with guns that have had
their serial number erased. They are also called “80
percent guns” because the parts are acquired sepa-
rately and require a bare minimum of work to make
them operational. There are kits to make pistols and
even AR-15s, the weapon used in several recent
mass shootings. They escape regulation because of
one part, the only component that is really regulat-
ed in the US. For handguns, it’s called the frame, and
for rifles it’s known as the receiver.

“That one piece is the component that is subject
to a background check, and is the one that has to
be serialized under federal law,” said David Pucino,
with the Giffords Law Center to Prevent Violence.
“You can purchase all those other parts and they’re
not considered a firearm,” he added. “What compa-
nies do is sell the frame, then, with a little bit of
work left to do on it. And what they do is they leave
a few holes left to be drilled in the frame or in the
receiver. And they call this 80 percent completed.
And if they had bought it with those holes drilled
out, it would have been serialized” and required a
background check, Pucino said.

Frames made with 3D printers can be adapted
to take the parts of an AR-15 while also dodging
the law. In the US, hundreds of thousands of these
are made but there is no statistic on how many
because there is no registry of them. The Bureau of
Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms says 30 percent of
weapons found at crime scenes in California have
no serial number and thus cannot be traced in a
criminal probe.

Small fraction 
New Jersey has banned the use of gun parts

without serial numbers, while California has passed
a law that will come into force in five years and bars
anyone without a gun sales license from marketing
them. These steps will help limit the spread of ghost
guns but the Giffords Center says only a national
law on serial numbers can address the problem.
Mark Tallman, a professor in security studies at
Colorado State University, says ghost weapons go
back to the early days of the country and their exis-
tence does not have much effect on crime rates.

“Most of the commercial guns in the United
States are unregistered, and most of America’s gun
crimes are undertaken by offenders who are
already unable to pass background checks to buy
them,” said Tallman. “Traffickers can also buy ‘nor-
mal’ guns and use inexpensive tools to destroy their
serial numbers, making them almost as difficult to
trace as a homemade ‘ghost gun.’ So, the overall
impact of homemade guns on this complicated
dynamic is still difficult to assess,” he added.

Pucini said he fears that more ghost guns will
be used in school shootings because sellers do not
check the age of buyers. But Tallman said the
increase would not be due just to these weapons.
“In my opinion, it’s not realistic to expect a huge
reduction in shootings just because we crack
down on homemade guns, because many shoot-
ings were already happening before the ‘ghost
gun’ craze, and many shootings still involve ‘nor-
mal’ guns,” he said. — AFP 
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Iraqi demonstrators stand next to the smoking remains of an Iraqi anti-riot vehicle during a demonstration in the southern city of Basra yesterday, as protesters cut off roads
and activists call for a general strike. — AFP 
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US grapples with 
‘ghost guns’ amid 
epidemic of violence 

At impeachment 
hearings, ‘American 
Dream’ looms large 

As impeachment hearings play out in Washington,
high-level officials, many of them immigrants or
children of immigrants, who have testified before

Congress are being forced to defend their loyalty to the
United States. Ukrainian-born Lieutenant Colonel
Alexander Vindman, a National Security Council
expert, rebuffed attacks by proudly stating at the pro-
ceedings: “The uniform I wear today is that of the
United States Army.” Like many of his peers who have
testified, he embodies the “American Dream”, as an
immigrant who rose to the top.

Having displayed exemplary service to their country,
they boast of patriotic gratitude for the United States,
which gave them opportunity - and for some, refuge
from oppression. But that attitude has given them little
cover from attack as they participate in the impeach-
ment investigation against Donald Trump, spurred by a
phone call in which he asked Ukraine to investigate one
of his potential 2020 presidential election opponents.

Vindman, whose family fled anti-Semitism in the

Soviet Union to New York when he was just three, has
been subject to sharp criticism from the president and
his allies. As a respected member of the White House
National Security Council, he testified before the House
Intelligence Committee on Tuesday wearing his dress
blue uniform displaying his combat infantry badge,
campaign ribbons and a Purple Heart received for
wounds suffered by a roadside bomb in Iraq.

Following his testimony, which touched on the pres-
sure the president’s cohorts had placed on Kiev, Trump
cast doubts on his allegiance. One guest commentator
on the conservative TV channel Fox News even
accused him of being a spy for Ukraine. During the
hearing, an attorney for the House Republicans ques-
tioned him at length about the fact that a Ukrainian
official had offered him the position of minister of
defense in Kiev. Vindman explained that he never knew
if the offer was serious and immediately declined.

Repeating multiple times that he is an American, he
told the Intelligence Committee that “as a young man I
decided that I wanted to spend my life serving the
nation that gave my family refuge from authoritarian
oppression”.

What ‘makes America great’ 
Two day later, former national security council

expert Fiona Hill, who was Vindman’s superior, echoed
the same message. Almost “everyone immigrated to the
United States at some point in their family history. And

this is for me what really makes America great,” said
Hill who was born in England and became an American
“by choice” in 2002.

“This country has offered me opportunities I never
would have had in England. I grew up poor with a very
distinctive working-class accent. In England in the
1980s and 1990s, this would have impeded my profes-
sional advancement,” she said. She herself has been
described by far-right detractors as a “globalist” and
“mole” of George Soros, the billionaire philanthropist
who is often the subject of anti-Semitic campaigns.

‘It’s very intimidating’ 
Hill joked about the matter but said she was furious

that the former ambassador to Kiev, Marie Yovanovitch,
who was born in Canada to parents who fled the Soviet
and Nazi regimes, suffered such attacks. Yovanovitch
was called back to the United States in May, after a
smear campaign orchestrated by Donald Trump’s per-
sonal attorney Rudy Giuliani. Her absence, Democrats
say, gave Trump and his allies freer rein in the country.

Less than an hour into the hearing, the president
erupted spectacularly on Twitter with an attack on
the highly regarded former envoy. Asked what effect
Trump’s tweet might have on her and other witness-
es, Yovanovitch appeared unnerved. “It’s very intimi-
dating,” she told the panel, after also speaking of her
“gratitude for all that this country has given my fami-
ly and me.” —AFP 

Uncomfortable return 
to work for officials 
assailed by Trump 

The White House’s uniformed Ukraine expert was
attacked online by his own employer. The acting
US ambassador to Ukraine had his credibility

aggressively questioned on live television by the presi-
dent’s allies. And then those two key witnesses in
President Donald Trump’s impeachment inquiry, and
others like them, went back to their jobs. The scandal
engulfing Trump has created an awkward and unprece-
dented predicament - how diplomats and other national
security professionals can carry on their work when
their ultimate boss, the president, is assailing them.

Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Vindman - a National
Security Council expert who said he had told his father,
a Soviet refugee, that he had nothing to fear by telling
the truth - remains in his position at the White House,
whose official Twitter account quoted his superior as
questioning his judgment. With Vindman enduring social

media taunts over his Ukrainian ancestry, the US Army
said it was providing support to ensure that the Iraq
War veteran is well protected.

Bill Taylor - the acting US ambassador in Kiev, a post
he also held a decade earlier - painted a damning, if dis-
passionate, picture that supported the key charge that
Trump was strong-arming Ukraine’s president,
Volodymyr Zelensky, to dig up dirt on domestic rival Joe
Biden. Representative Jim Jordan, a staunch supporter
of Trump, derisively said that he “can’t believe” that
Taylor was the Democrats’ “star witness”. Taylor then
returned to Ukraine, where he again served as the face
of the United States.

No interlocutor? 
He issued a statement hailing the release of three

vessels seized a year earlier by Russia, saying: “I con-
gratulate President Zelensky and his foreign policy team
for their recent accomplishments.” The US ambassador
to the European Union - Trump donor Gordon
Sondland - similarly flew back to Brussels hours after he
testified that Trump ordered a delay in a summit to
press Zelensky to announce a probe. A Washington-
based foreign diplomat said the scandal had palpable
effects on dealings with Ukraine, which is fighting

Russian-backed separatists in its eastern region.
The diplomat said that there “really isn’t an American

interlocutor” on Ukraine after the resignation of envoy
Kurt Volker and the public dressing-down of Taylor.
Jonathan Katz, a former State Department and USAID
official who has worked on Ukraine, wondered how
Kiev would know whom to trust, especially after wit-
nesses said Trump put his personal lawyer, Rudy
Giuliani, in charge of policy.

“It certainly undercuts their ability to carry out the
national security duties in a way that they typically
would be able to,” Katz, now a senior fellow at the
German Marshall Fund of the United States, said of
officials caught up in the scandal. He said there was no
precedent for the US president to go after career
diplomats or civil servants, who are accustomed to
bipartisan support. “I am 100 percent certain that
none of these people who have been testifying would
think a year ago that they would be in this position,”
Katz said. “When you feel like you’re doing the best
job you’re doing for the United States and you have
the president acting out of his own interests and not
only undermining them but using political assassina-
tion, it has a deep impact on these people’s careers
and lives and families,” he added. — AFP 


