
BAGHDAD: Weakened by pro-Iran factions at
home, Iraqi Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhemi
will meet with US President Joe Biden tomor-
row to discuss a possible full US troop with-
drawal from his country. The White House talks
between the two allies come just a week after a
deadly attack claimed by the Is lamic State
group, despite Baghdad declaring the Sunni
extremists defeated over three years ago.

Kadhemi finds himself backed into a corner
by the influence of Iraq’s other main ally —
neighbouring Iran, which has long seen the
United States as i ts  arch-nemesis . Despite
shared enmity on the part of the US and Shiite
Iran toward a resilient IS, Kadhemi is under
intense pressure from pro-Tehran armed fac-
tions who demand the withdrawal of 2,500 US
troops still deployed in Iraq.

Operating under the Hashed al-Shaabi, a
paramilitary network whose tentacles extend
deep in to  the  s ta te , these  Sh i i te  fac t ions
s tand  accused  of  carry ing  out  around 50
rocket and drone attacks this year against US
interests in Iraq. “If  there is no signif icant
announcement on the withdrawal of troops, I
fear that the pro-Iran groups may... increase
attacks on the US forces,” Iraqi researcher
Sajad Jiyad told AFP.

Such  concerns  are  g iven  we ight  by  the
leader of one such paramilitary group Asaib
Ahl al-Haq, who recently warned that “resis-
tance  opera t ions  w i l l  con t inue  un t i l  a l l
American forces have left Iraqi territory”. Most
of the US soldiers, deployed in 2014 to lead an
international military coalition against IS, left
under Biden’s predecessor Donald Trump, who
hos ted  Kadhemi  a t  the  Whi te  House  l as t
August. The troops that remain are officially
classed as advisers and trainers for Iraq’s army
and counter-terrorism units.

‘Enduring US presence’ 
Iraqi Foreign Minister Fuad Hussein, already

in Washington for several days, has assured
Iraqi media that “the talks wil l  successfully
establ ish a t imetable for the withdrawal of
American forces”. But US media outlets have
only pointed to a “redefinition” of the troops’
mission.

Ramzy Mardini , an Iraq special ist  at  the
Univers i ty  of  Chicago’s  Pearson Inst i tute ,
believes there will be no “radical change” in the
US position. The Biden-Kadhemi meeting may
cosmetically be “shaped” to help the Iraqi pre-
mier alleviate domestic pressures, “but the real-
ity on the ground will reflect the status quo and
an enduring US presence,” he said.

Mardini points to “political costs” for Biden
were he to authorise a full withdrawal of US
troops, stemming from the catastrophic “lega-
cy” of the 2011 withdrawal, which created a
vacuum exploited by IS during their lightning
2014 offensive. It took a three-year military
ons laught , heavi ly  supported by a  US-led
coalition at the invitation of Iraq, to wrest back
all the urban centres the Sunni jihadists seized.

“The las t  th ing that  the  US would  want
would be to quit Iraq and find themselves a few
years later facing... a return by IS,” according
to one diplomatic source. IS today operates
from mountainous and desert regions, activat-
ing cells for attacks including Monday’s suicide
bombing of a market in Baghdad’s Shiite dis-
trict of Sadr City that officially killed 30.

Election calculations 
Beyond the ever-present security issues,

Kadhemi, in power for little over a year, is grap-
pl ing with  a  cockta i l  of  other  cr ises  three
months ahead of a general election that threat-
ens his tenure. Severe electricity shortages,

endemic corruption, a  spate of  murders of
activists blamed on pro-Iran armed groups, the
coronavirus pandemic and diminished oil rev-
enues have all stoked renewed instability.

Kadhemi will therefore also seek to secure a
softening of secondary US sanctions relating to
Iran when in Washington, to help Iraq honour
crucial transactions with its neighbour and tack-
le the power crisis, according to Jiyad.

Shortages during the stifling summer heat

have been exacerbated by Iran suspending cru-
cial gas deliveries in recent weeks, due to pay-
ment arrears of $6 billion that Baghdad is unable
to settle, in part because of US sanctions on
Tehran. “The pr ime minis ter ’s  v is i t  ( to
Washington) is inextricably tied with his elec-
toral campaign,” according to Mardini.

“It’s part of an effort to shore up international
and regional support” to help him revive a fal-
tering domestic political base, he added. —AFP
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Jemma Nunu Kumba: 
S Sudan’s first female 
parliament speaker
JUBA: Jemma Nunu Kumba will become the first
woman to preside over the parliament of South
Sudan, the world’s youngest nation that only recent-
ly marked 10 troubled years of independence. The
secretary-general of the ruling Sudan People’s
Liberation Movement (SPLM) “will be the next
speaker” of the newly reconstituted assembly,
President Salva Kiir said on Friday afternoon.

Born in 1966, Kumba joined SPLM rebels at the
start of the 1990s in a civil war that pitted them
against Khartoum. She was active in the party and
eventually took part in peace negotiations between
the SPLM and the Sudanese government, then led
by Omar al-Bashir. After independence in 2011, she
held several official posts, including governor of the

Western Equatoria state in the country’s southwest.
But then in 2013, just two years after independence,
South Sudan plunged into a civil war that pitted Kiir
against his nemesis Riek Machar.

Close to 400,000 people died and four million
were displaced before a ceasefire was declared in
2018. Kiir and Machar are now both part of a coali-
tion government. As part of the 2018 peace deal, par-
liament was dissolved and then reconstituted in May,
with 550 lawmakers instead of the previous 400.

Of these, 332 deputies were chosen by Kiir, 128
by Machar, and 90 others by other signatory par-
ties. As such, Kumba will preside over an assembly
that includes nearly 40 percent of members of
Machar’s party. The deputy speaker, who has yet to
be nominated, will also be from that party.

“It is not going to be business as usual. The cur-
rent political dispensation calls for diligence from all
of us, it calls for unity of purpose,” Kumba said after
her nomination. Kiir called on Kumba and SPLM
members to focus on the truce, of which few provi-
sions have been honoured.

“You must be the ambassadors of peace,” he

said. The oil-rich country remains severely under-
developed and poorly managed. Despite the peace
deal, brutal communal conflicts-often over cattle
raiding-continue, with more than 1,000 killed in
violence between rival communities in the last six
months of 2020. The country also faces its worst
hunger crisis since independence. —AFP

Iran’s Khamenei urges 
water protesters not 
to fall prey to ‘enemy’
TEHRAN: Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
on Friday warned residents of the drought-hit southwest
not to give ammunition to the “enemy”, after days of
protests that have seen at least four killed. Khuzestan,
Iran’s main oil-producing region and the wealthiest of the
country’s 31 provinces, has been gripped by drought since
March, with protests erupting in several towns and cities
since July 15.

Khamenei acknowledged the seriousness of the water
problem and said residents of Khuzestan were not to
blame for expressing their discontent, but he urged them
to be cautious. “The enemy will try to use any tool against
the revolution, the nation and the people’s interests, so we
must be careful not to give him any pretext,” Khamenei
said, in remarks published on his official website.

Addressing residents of Khuzestan, he added: “The
people have expressed their discontent, but we can’t criti-
cise them for that.” “The water problem is not a minor one,
particularly in Khuzestan’s hot climate.”

Iranian media and officials have said at least three peo-
ple have been killed, including a police officer and a pro-
tester, accusing “opportunists” and “rioters” of shooting at
demonstrators and security forces. State television said
Friday a fourth person was killed the previous night and
two wounded during “rioting” in the town of Aligudarz, in
the western province of Lorestan.

‘Pretext’ 
It said people had taken to the streets “on the pretext

of the water problems in Khuzestan”. “Shots were fired by
unknown elements,” the broadcaster said, adding that the
security forces were deployed to tackle the situation.

It was the first time local media had reported protests
or casualties outside Khuzestan since the water protests
broke out last week. Farsi-language media based abroad
have broadcast videos they said were of protests in several
towns and cities in Khuzestan, showing hundreds of peo-
ple marching and chanting slogans against the authorities
while surrounded by anti-riot police.

AFP could not verify the authenticity of the videos.
Global rights watchdogs Amnesty International and
Human Rights Watch meanwhile alleged that Iranian secu-
rity forces have used unlawful and excessive force to quell
the protests in Khuzestan. Amnesty said Friday at least
eight protesters and bystanders, including a teenage boy,
have been killed in the unrest.

Khuzestan is home to a large Arab minority, and its
people regularly complain of marginalisation. In 2019, the
province was a hotspot of anti-government protests that
also shook other areas of Iran. Over the years, blistering
summer heatwaves and seasonal sandstorms blowing in
from Saudi Arabia and neighbouring Iraq have dried up
Khuzestan’s once fertile plains. Scientists say climate
change amplifies droughts.

UN rights chief Michelle Bachelet on Friday told Iran to
address the chronic water shortage in the province instead
of cracking down on protesters. “Shooting and arresting
people will simply add to the anger and desperation,” she
said, adding that the “catastrophic” situation had been
building up for many years.

The day before, President Hassan Rouhani said in a tel-
evised speech that residents of Khuzestan had “the right to
speak, express themselves, protest and even take to the
streets, within the framework of the regulations”.

The United States, the historic adversary of the Islamic
republic, said Iranians should be able to express griev-
ances “without fear of violence or arbitrary detention.”
“Years of government neglect and mismanagement of
water resources have exacerbated the worst drought Iran
has faced in at least 50 years,” State Department spokes-
woman Jalina Porter told reporters. —AFP
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ARLINGTON: US President Joe Biden speaks during a campaign event for Virginia gubernatorial candidate
Terry McAuliffe at Lubber Run Park, Arlington, Virginia on July 23, 2021. —AFP

Jemma Nunu Kumba

Sierra Leone 
vote to abolish 
death penalty
FREETOWN: Sierra Leonean law-
makers voted to abolish the death
penalty Friday, becoming the latest
African country to move towards
banning capi ta l  punishment . A
majority of MPs voted in favour of
an amendment  abol ish ing the
death penalty, according to an AFP
journalist who was present in the
chamber.

Capital  punishment wi l l  be
replaced with life imprisonment or
a minimum 30-year jail term for
crimes such as murder or mutiny.
No execution has taken place in the
country since 1998, and death sen-
tences have often been commuted.

But Sierra Leone, which is still
recovering after decades of civil
war, has frequently come under fire
from rights groups for keeping cap-
ital punishment on the books. In
May, Deputy Just ice Minister
Umaru Napoleon Koroma
announced that the government
would move to ban the death
penalty to “uphold the fundamental
human rights of Sierra Leoneans”.

During a l ively debate in the
146-legislature on Friday, Mathew
Nyumah, the parliamentary leader
of the ruling Sierra Leone People’s
Party, urged MPs to vote for abo-
lition. “Please understand this is
something we are sacrificing to
meet international best practice,”
he said.

President Julius Maada Bio must
still sign off on the abolition voted
by parliament before it becomes
law. The president thanked citizens
MPs and rights groups in a state-
ment on social media after the vote,
saying they had “steadfastly stood

with us to make history”.
The vote in Sierra Leone comes

as the use of capital punishment
has been falling across the African
continent, and more countries have
been outlawing the practice.

Falling executions 
Sierra Leone’s 1991 constitution

allows the use of the death penalty
for aggravated robbery, murder,
treason and mutiny. However, the
last executions in the country were
carried out in 1998, when 24 mili-
tary officers were put to death after
a coup attempt the year before.

The diamond-rich but poor for-
mer British colony was ravaged by
a 1991-2002 civil war that claimed
120,000 lives. A truth and reconcil-
iation commission set up in 2005 to
investigate the brutal conflict rec-
ommended abolishing the death
penalty, calling it “an affront to
civilised society”.

But the authorities in the nation
of 7.5 million people resisted imme-
diately abolishing capital punish-
ment, and courts condemned 84
people to death between 2016 and
2020, according to the UN. With the
parliament vote, Sierra Leone is set
to become the latest African country
to abolish the death penalty.

Malawi banned capital punish-
ment in Apri l , for example, and
Chad scrapped the practice last
year. According to Amnesty
International, 108 countries had
completely abolished the death
penalty by the end of 2020, while
144 had abolished it in law or in
practice.

Both executions and death
penalt ies also fel l  across sub-
Saharan Africa last year, the rights
group said. Recorded death sen-
tences fell by six percent, from 325
in 2019 to 305 last year, while exe-
cutions were down 36 percent ,
fal l ing from 25 in 2019 to 16 in
2020.  —AFP

‘New day’ for 
Samoa as govt 
gets to work 
WELLINGTON: Samoa’s new prime
minister and first female leader
declared a “new day” yesterday as
her government got to work after a
top court ended the Pacific nation’s
15-week constitutional crisis. The
country has been in a political dead-
lock since April, when outgoing pre-
mier Tuilaepa Sa’ilele Malielegaoi nar-
rowly lost in elections and refused to
cede power after 22 years in office.

But yesterday he was reported to
be removing his personal effects from
the office, a day after Samoa’s Appeal
court ruled his party was occupying
government offices illegally. “It is a
new day,” said his successor Fiame
Naomi Mata’afa, in her first public
appearance since the verdict.

“Today, I and cabinet met with key
officials to begin transition of our new
government into office,” she said,
adding that her cabinet would formal-

ly take office on Tuesday. There was a
heavy police presence outside the
parliament building and reporters
were told they could not enter.

The Appeal Court ruling said
Mata’afa and her FAST Party, which
was formed only a few months before
the election, had been the lawful gov-
ernment since May 24. On that day
she was sworn in at an extraordinary
ceremony inside a makeshift tent after
being locked out of the parliament
building. —AFP

Fiame Naomi Mata’afa

CARACAS: Venezuela on Friday
accused the United States, of violat-
ing its airspace, in what it said was a
“blatant provocation,” warning it
would “respond forcefully” to any
maneuver it saw as an act of aggres-
sion. The incident came as the
Colombian and US militaries took part
in exercises near Venezuela’s
Caribbean coastline.

Venezuela reported that a US
“type C-17 heavy military transport”
crossed into its airspace late
Thursday for “a period of three min-
utes... making a journey of approxi-

mately 14 nautical miles,” a defense
ministry statement said.

“This blatant provocation took
place during joint military exercises
by the Colombian Air Force and Army
in the Departments of Antioquia and
Cundinamarca, respectively, in which
there is also a presence of American
F-16 and RC135 fighter jets for strate-
gic exploration,” it added.

On July 16, the Colombian Air
Force reported joint military training
exercises with the United States “with
the objective of improving interoper-
ability with allied countries.” —AFP

Venezuela says US military 
jet violated its airspace


