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Iraqi factions threatening to oust US troops, officials
denouncing American “violations” and fears of a new
Gulf war: A US strike has catapulted Iraq back to the

tumultuous aftermath of the 2003 invasion. The precision
drone strike outside Baghdad airport on Friday killed top
Iranian commander Qasem Soleimani and his Iraqi right-
hand-man, Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis. Within hours, United
Nations chief Antonio Guterres urged leaders to exercise
restraint. “The world cannot afford another war in the
Gulf,” he said.

The US attack was the most dramatic escalation yet in a
feared proxy war between Iran and the US on Iraqi soil. It
also opened the door to fierce criticism of the US, harken-
ing back to the years following the American-led invasion
that toppled ex-dictator Saddam Hussein. “The narrative
of anti-Americanism is coming back,” said Renad Mansour
of the London-based Chatham House. “America hasn’t
done something this aggressive in a while, so it has
brought back memories of the American military occupa-
tion of Iraq, as well as the same language and discourse,”
he told AFP. 

Iraq’s premier, Adel Abdel Mahdi, condemned the strike
as a violation of Iraqi sovereignty and of the US military’s
mandate in the country. Around 5,200 American forces are
deployed across Iraq to train and advise local troops tar-
geting the remnants of the Islamic State group. Pro-Iran
factions had for months been urging parliament to revoke
the bilateral agreement allowing US troops in Iraq, and
Mansour said the strike could bolster their argument.
“They tried to use anti-Americanism before but no one
really bought it. Now, it feels like they have more ammuni-
tion and justification to make anti-Americanism a bigger
narrative,” he told AFP.

‘Compulsory solidarity’ 
Indeed, top officials in the Hashed al-Shaabi, a network

of mostly pro-Iran groups incorporated into the state,
swiftly began calling for the departure of US forces.
Leading Hashed member Hadi al-Ameri urged lawmakers
“to take a bold decision to oust foreign troops from Iraq,
because their presence has become a threat for Iraqis”.
Firebrand cleric Moqtada Sadr swiftly reactivated his
Mahdi Army, the notorious militia that fought US troops
after the invasion but which was dissolved nearly a
decade ago.

Qais Al-Khazali, a US-sanctioned paramilitary leader,
also called on his fighters to “be ready” following the
strike. And Kataeb Hezbollah, a hardline Hashed faction,
predicted that the deadly raid would ring in “the beginning
of the end for the US presence in Iraq and the region”.
Less than a week earlier, the US had killed 25 Kataeb
Hezbollah fighters in retaliatory bombings for the death of
an American contractor in northern Iraq. 

In response, streams of Hashed supporters laid siege to
the US embassy in Baghdad this week. Even Iraqi figures
known not to back the Hashed, including top Shiite cleric
Grand Ayatollah Ali Al-Sistani and President Barham Saleh,
condemned the strike publicly. “Some think today’s hit
clips Iran’s wings in Iraq. The opposite is more likely,”
wrote Fanar Haddad of Singapore University’s Middle East
Centre. “Iraqi political classes are likely to align more
strongly with Iran due to compulsory solidarity and some
indignation,” he said. 

The Iraqi premier said Muhandis - who was deputy
head of Hashed and therefore a government official -
would be mourned in an official funeral procession on
Saturday. Iraqi state television reported a further US strike

in Baghdad on Saturday morning, targeting a convoy
belonging to the Hashed al-Shaabi. 

US ‘neither cares nor matters’ 
Analyst Nick Heras said targeting the Hashed could

have “significant ramifications” for US-Iraqi ties. “It means
that the United States is engaged in a conflict with a com-
ponent of the state-sanctioned Iraqi security forces,” he
warned. Pro-Iran factions “now have a political and gov-
ernment wing, media outlets, money, relations, experience,
arms, human resources and a supportive public”, said spe-
cialist Hisham Al-Hashemi. As a result, Washington felt it
was “no longer the most powerful actor in Iraq” and
sought to regain leverage through the “adventurous poli-
cy” of the Soleimani strike, he said.

Ramzy Mardini of the US Institute of Peace said the
crisis may have been caused by a “miscalculation” on both
sides, with the US overestimating the threat to its embassy.
“Tehran did not appreciate that the threat of another
Iranian hostage crisis would change the rules of American
engagement,” Mardini said, referring to the 1979 storming
of the US embassy in Tehran.

The US action also frustrated traditional allies as it was
launched with little coordination or advance warning,
according to diplomatic sources in Baghdad. Iraq’s parlia-
ment was to hold an emergency session yesterday, with
lawmakers threatening to call for the ouster of US troops.
“Iraqis realize that the US isn’t a long-term ally - it neither
cares nor matters,” said Mansour. They see a US adminis-
tration without a cohesive objective while Iran’s policy is
more fixed. “There used to be a debate about who has
influence, the US or Iran? Now no one is even asking -
Iran has the clear advantage.” — AFP 

US killing catapults Iraq back to 2003 invasion

Turkish intervention 
risks Syria scenario 
for Libya: Experts 
PARIS: Turkey’s decision to approve the deployment of
troops to Libya risks plunging the North African nation
deeper into a Syrian-style proxy war between regional
powers including Russia, experts warn. Libya has been
mired in conflict since a NATO-backed uprising in 2011
toppled dictator Muammar Gaddafi, with rival adminis-
trations in the east and the west battling for supremacy.

Turkey and Qatar have taken the side of the UN-rec-
ognized government of national accord (GNA) in the
capital Tripoli, which has been under sustained attack
since April from the forces of eastern-based military
strongman General Khalifa Haftar. Haftar, who has supe-
rior air power, is backed by Turkey’s regional rivals -
Saudi Arabia, Egypt and the United Arab Emirates. 

On Thursday, Turkish MPs passed a bill approving a
military deployment in Libya to bolster the beleaguered
GNA. No date was given for the potential troop deploy-
ment, which would draw Ankara deeper into a conflict in
which Haftar’s forces, who oppose Islamist movements
close to Ankara, have the upper hand. Ankara has already

sent the GNA drones, according to the United Nations.
Some reports have suggested that Ankara has sent in

some of the Syrian rebels that led a Turkish intervention
against a Kurdish militia in northeast Syria in October.
Haftar’s army, meanwhile, has reportedly received back-
ing from hundreds of Russian mercenaries from private
military group Wagner, believed to be controlled by an
ally of President Vladimir Putin.

Russia, whose military intervention in Syria helped
turn the tide of that conflict in President Bashar al-
Assad’s favour in 2015, has denied sending mercenaries
to Libya. But the UN’s Libya envoy, Ghassan Salame, has
said himself that Russian mercenaries are indeed operat-
ing on the ground and has accused several countries of
violating a 2011 UN arms embargo on Libya.

‘Arms from everywhere’ 
Salame has slammed the foreign interference in a con-

flict that has turned Libya into a haven for jihadists and
migrant smugglers. “Arms are coming in from every-
where,” he told AFP in an interview in late November,
accusing unnamed “external parties” of causing
increased civilian casualties through drone strikes. Like
the Syrian conflict, the Libyan war has developed into a
“very complex” power play between Ankara and
Moscow who are not allies but whose interests some-
times converge, Jalel Harchaoui, a researcher on Libya at
Dutch think-tank Clingendael Institute, told AFP.

Russia and Turkey support opposing sides in the

Syrian civil war but together launched peace talks with
Iran that effectively killed off UN-sponsored talks in
Geneva. Moscow also initially stood back while Ankara
intervened against Kurdish rebels in northeast Syria in
October, allowing Ankara to carve out a buffer zone
along its border before negotiating a ceasefire. “Could
something similar happen in Libya? My answer is yes,”
Salame told France’s Le Monde newspaper in a recent
interview. Harchaoui noted that there had “never been a
direct clash between Turks and Russians on Syrian soil”
and predicted that they would also avoid direct con-
frontation in Libya. Underpinning the strategies of both
countries was “the same anti-European, post-American
logic,” he said.

Europe, meanwhile, has been relegated to the role of
onlookers, in a war which has facilitated the smuggling of
migrants across the Mediterranean from Libya to Europe.
Attempts by French President Emmanuel Macron to bro-
ker a peace deal by inviting Haftar to talks in Paris with
the GNA in 2017, have come to naught. As France scales
back its mediation attempts following criticism of its per-
ceived pro-Haftar bias, Germany has stepped in to try fill
the void. Berlin has invited regional players to a UN-
backed conference in Berlin planned for January. “The
West isn’t leading the way in Libya. The Russians and
Turks will do their own Yalta on Libya,” Harchaoui pre-
dicted, in an allusion to the conference at which the US,
USSR and Britain decided on the post-war order in
Europe in 1945. — AFP

Iranians burn an Israeli and a US flag during an anti-US protest in Tehran on Saturday over the killings during a US air strike of Iranian military commander Qasem Soleimani
and Iraqi paramilitary chief Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis. — AFP 

Saudi uses sports 
‘soft power’ as 
lever of influence 

Saudi Arabia’s hosting of the Dakar Rally is just the
latest international sporting event to take place in the
kingdom as part of a multibillion-dollar push to boost

its battered global image. In recent months the ultracon-
servative kingdom - under fire over human rights abuses -
has accelerated investment in sports, mirroring a long-
standing strategy adopted by regional powers, the United
Arab Emirates and Qatar.

Saudi Arabia is seeking to use glitzy sporting extrava-
ganzas as an instrument of soft power in its push for
regional supremacy as well as to project a moderate image
of a country long seen as an exporter of jihadist ideology.
In 2019 the kingdom hosted a heavyweight boxing
rematch between Anthony Joshua and Andy Ruiz, a
Formula E motor race and a tennis exhibition tournament.
Women’s wrestling, somewhat toned down from its usual
razzmatazz, also made its debut in a nation where such
events were once unthinkable.

In December, Cristiano Ronaldo and his Juventus team-
mates took to the pitch at the King Saud University

Stadium in Riyadh for the Italian Super Cup. And in
January, a Barcelona side featuring Lionel Messi will
appear in the Spanish Super Cup, two months after the
Argentine superstar played his first match on Saudi soil in
a friendly encounter against Brazil. But one of the biggest
events is the coveted Dakar Rally, one of motor racing’s
most gruelling adventure rallies which started in the king-
dom yesterday and lasts until Jan 17. After more than a
decade in South America, the rally is set to remain in the
Arabian peninsula for at least five years.

‘Sports diplomacy’ 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s sports push

stems partly from an economic motive to lure international
tourists and boost domestic spending as the OPEC kingpin
seeks to diversify its oil-reliant economy. But in a country
where two-thirds of the population is under 30, critics say
glitzy sporting events are aimed at blunting public frustra-
tion over an economic downturn and soaring youth unem-
ployment. Activists also accuse authorities of “sportswash-
ing”, using such events as a tool to soften their internation-
al image. The brutal murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi
in Istanbul in 2018, the Saudi-led military intervention in
Yemen and a sweeping crackdown on dissent have tar-
nished the kingdom’s reputation. Saudi Arabia executed at
least 187 people on death row in 2019, according to a tally
based on official data, the highest since 1995 when 195
people were executed.

And while Saudi women now have the right to drive,

campaigners say jailed driving activists have faced sexual
harassment and torture in detention. The kingdom is using
“sports diplomacy” as part of Prince Mohammed’s Vision
2030 reform program to diversify its economy, Carole
Gomez, a researcher at the Institute of International and
Strategic Relations, told AFP. Saudi officials expect events
such as the Dakar Rally will help boost tourism, one of the
centrepieces of Vision 2030. Saudi Arabia began offering
tourist visas for the first time last September. — AFP

Digging up dirt: Can 
soil contain answer 
to food shortages?

As water shortages, high temperatures and rising
greenhouse gas emissions threaten food produc-
tion, countries around the world are looking some-

where new for solutions - the soil. For decades, farmers
wanting to boost their yields have focused their attention
on fertilizers, technology and new seed varieties. Instead,
they should be looking under their feet, according to
experts, who warn that years of erosion and degradation
of the soil through intensive farming have created the
conditions for a global food production crisis.

“Data suggests that if we do not restore global soil
health, it is highly likely the consequences within 10
years will be many, many millions facing food and water
insecurity,” British soil expert John Crawford told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. This could lead to “civil
unrest, mass migration, radicalization and violence on
an unprecedented scale,” said Crawford, until recently a
science director at the world’s oldest agricultural
research institute, Rothamsted Research.

Much of the problem is caused by erosion, which
strips away the highly fertile top layer of soil. An area of
soil the size of a soccer pitch is eroded every five sec-
onds, according to the United Nations Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO). While soil erosion
occurs naturally, human activities such as intensive agri-
culture, deforestation and urban sprawl have signifi-
cantly increased the rate at which it is happening.

Nearly a third of Earth’s soil is already degraded. At
current rates, that will increase to 90% by 2050, the
FAO forecasts, warning that pollution from human
activity such as mining and manufacturing as well as
erosion are to blame. There are signs the world is
beginning to wake up to the issue, which Crawford said
it had only about 10 to 15 years to sort out. Soil is “one
of the most important regulators of global climate”
because it stores more carbon than the planet’s atmos-
phere and vegetation combined, he said.

“If you fix soil, you mitigate a whole bunch of other
risks,” added Crawford, now professor of technology
and strategy at the Adam Smith Business School in
Glasgow. Whole Foods, the upscale U.S. retailer that
made its name selling organic food, has put “regenera-
tive agriculture” - farming that focuses on soil health -
at the top of its trends for 2020.

Low-cost testing
From Iowa to the Ayeyarwady delta region of

Myanmar - known as the country’s rice bowl - farmers
are trying to figure out how to make their soil healthier
and more productive. In a remote village in the
Ayeyarwady delta recently, a group of farmers sat
cross-legged on a wooden floor and discussed why
their once-thriving farms had become less productive.
The men had started testing their soil for the first time
with the help of Proximity Designs, a business that
designs low-cost farming products.

The company only began offering low-cost soil test-
ing services in Myanmar in 2018 and by last October it
had already sold more than 7,600 tests at $17 each,
highlighting farmer interest. “We didn’t have anyone to
teach us (about soil). We followed suggestions from
others, thinking they might work,” said Win Zaw, 44,
who grows rice twice a year on his six-acre farm. “We
knew something was wrong, but didn’t know what to
do,” he said, looking down at neatly-typed sheets of
paper detailing the levels of nitrogen, phosphate, potas-
sium, acidity and organic matter in the soil.

All the farms were showing very low organic matter,
which is produced by decomposing plants and is key to
good soil health. Proximity Designs’ agronomists said
this was likely due partly to the warm climate, which
degrades organic matter more quickly, and partly to
local farming practices. Their recommendations were
relatively simple: Leave crop residues after the harvest
to retain the moisture in the soil, or sow cover crops -
those planted to protect the soil between rice plantings
rather than for commercial reasons.

When it came to fertilizer use, the recommended
amount was much lower than what the farmers were
using. “Applying farming practices without knowing
what’s happening in the soil can lead to crop failures,
soil degradation, environmental damage and ecosystem
breakdown,” said Proximity founder Debbie Aung Din.

In Iowa, a state in the US Midwest known for its
cornfields, farmers are increasingly seeking to improve
soil health, said Richard Cruse, a professor at Iowa
State University’s agronomy department. “We see
increasing numbers of cover crops that are being plant-
ed. We’re increasing the rate of no-till adoption,” he
said, referring to a method of farming without tilling the
soil that is said to reduce erosion. “I’ve talked to several
(farmers) in my area who are saying, ‘We have to do
something different’.” But many lack the expertise and
skills, while farmers who rent say it is not worth invest-
ing in land that they do not own. “In Iowa, more than
half of the farmland is managed by farmers that don’t
own the land,” said Cruse. — Reuters

Toyota’s Hilux Gazoo racing driver Frenando Alonso of Spain and
co-driver Marc Coma of Spain compete during the Stage 1 of the
Dakar 2020 between Jeddah and Al Wajh yesterday. — AFP 


