
BAGHDAD: The arrest of a prominent political
commentator has revived bad memories in Iraq,
where laws inherited from Saddam Hussein’s
regime are still being used to silence critics 18
years after his ouster. Late Thursday night, Ibrahim
Al-Sumeidi was arrested at his house after he crit-
icized politicians over revisions to a law on the
Supreme Court in a private online conversation
later published on social media.

After being interrogated, he was released on
Sunday by a Baghdad court. But he faces trial for
defamation, “insulting” state institutions and
spreading “false or biased information”. The
charges are based on a penal code dating back to
1969, shortly after the Baath party coup which
eventually brought Saddam to power. The United
States, which led a coalition to oust the dictator in
2003 with the stated aim of bringing democracy to
Iraq, supervised the re-writing of the country’s con-
stitution. But 18 years later, the penal code remains.

“Arrest warrants are being issued against jour-
nalists, activists and commentators in Iraq based
on laws dating back more than five decades, some
of which carry sentences of life imprisonment or
even death,” says the country’s Journalistic Free-
doms Observatory. The organization’s head, Ziad
Ajeili, called for the repeal of “laws passed down
from former totalitarian systems and which conflict
with the post-2003 Iraqi constitution”. Sumeidi’s
arrest comes as activists face a string of other
threats.

‘Dictatorship is over’
Since the start of a mass protest movement in

late 2019, dozens of organizers and supporters
have been killed or abducted, with some going
missing for over a year. Those responsible have not
been arrested. Prominent politician Ammar Al-
Hakim, who leads a faction presenting itself as a
moderate Shiite bloc, wrote in a tweet after
Sumeidi’s arrest that “opinion-makers are facing
assassinations, arrest and abductions aimed at si-
lencing them”.

“It’s part of the A-B-C of democracy to guar-
antee freedom of expression,” he wrote. The Bagh-
dad court where Sumeidi appeared said he had
“apologized” for “insulting state institutions”. But
he could face up to seven years in prison, under an
article of the penal code targeting those who “pub-
licly insult” parliament, the government, courts and
the armed forces. Sumeidi is also facing accusa-
tions of defamation, brought by the defense min-
istry, and charges of spreading “false information”.

In February last year, when Iraq was still being
rocked by mass demonstrations and waiting for a
government to replace that of outgoing premier

Adel Abdul Mahdi, Sumeidi made headlines by
writing on Twitter that a party had offered the pre-
mier $30 million in exchange for a ministry posi-
tion. Such dealings are far from rare but seldom
investigated in Iraq, which ranks 21st from bottom
in Transparency International’s Corruption Percep-
tions Index. A group of over 100 intellectuals and
public figures wrote an open letter in support of
Sumeidi. “We remind the judiciary and the govern-
ment that the era of dictatorship is over and will not
return, and that the Iraqi people cannot accept any
form of clampdown on freedom of expression,”
they said.  — AFP 
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EU leaders seek 
to improve 
ties with Turkey
BRUSSELS: European Union leaders will con-
sider diplomatic and economic incentives to en-
courage strategic southeastern neighbor
Turkey to continue improving often fraught ties
with the EU and promote stability. Relations
with Ankara are on the table at a video summit
of the 27 EU nations as the bloc plots a way for-
ward after an alarming spike in tensions last
year over Turkey’s gas exploration in the east-
ern Mediterranean.

European Council President Charles Michel,
who chairs the meeting, said the bloc want to
step up “engagement with Turkey in a phased,
conditional and reversible manner”. The EU is
trying to build on recent conciliatory moves
from Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
and has put sanctions over drilling in Cypriot
waters on hold.  Brussels has been encouraged
by the resumption of talks with Greece over a
disputed maritime border and by plans to
restart UN peace efforts for divided EU mem-
ber state Cyprus. But there are deep concerns
over Ankara’s recent moves to shut down an
opposition party and its departure from a treaty
on violence against women. 

The EU “needs to work on concrete pro-
posals for a ‘positive agenda’ that fosters a con-
structive dynamic, including in terms of regional
stability,” Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi
told lawmakers.  But he insisted on “the impor-
tance of avoiding divisive initiatives and the
need to respect human rights” and described
Ankara’s withdrawal from the Istanbul Conven-
tion as a “serious step backwards”.

‘All options on table’ 
EU members are divided over the approach

to Turkey, with Cyprus, Greece and France urg-
ing a tough line while others, led by economic
powerhouse Germany, take a softer approach.
An initial copy of the draft conclusions for the
summit seen by AFP contained a raft of incen-
tives to convince Erdogan to make good on
warming ties. These included the prospect of
meeting key Turkish ambitions for top-level
talks, renewing a customs union and liberalizing
visa rules.  But there was also the threat of re-
newed sanctions from the EU if Turkey back-
tracks, “to defend its interests and those of its
member states”. A European diplomat said the
draft was criticized as too soft by Cyprus and
wrangling over the wording could see Ankara’s
demands stripped out. —AFP

Insurgents attack 
Mozambique town
MAPUTO: Suspected militants on Wednesday
attacked the northern Mozambican town of
Palma, the hub of a huge gas exploration project,
security sources said, as construction work was
due to resume on the scheme. Mozambique’s
Cabo Delgado province has since 2017 been the
target of attacks by a shadowy jihadist group,
raiding villages and towns in a bid to establish an
Islamic caliphate.

The violence has rocked the development of
Africa’s largest liquified natural gas (LNG) project
off the Afungi peninsula, led by French oil giant
Total. The latest attack came as Total announced
earlier Wednesday that it would “progressively re-

sume” construction at the site “following the im-
plementation of additional site security measures”.

“Total and the government of Mozambique
have worked together to define and implement an
action plan” to reinforce the security of the Afungi
site and the surrounding area, the company said in
a statement. But several security sources who did
not wish to be named later told AFP that Palma was
under siege.

One military commander based in the capital
Maputo said two groups of “militants” had con-
comitantly attacked a police checkpoint and resi-
dential neighborhoods. “Government forces
resisted but then they had to flee,” said another
military source in Palma. “The militants are using
heavy, new weapons that we have never seen be-
fore.”   A third source said a plane about to land in
Afungi was forced to turn back due to a “heavy
weapons attack”.

Cabo Delgado’s jihadists, known locally as Al-

Shabab, are affiliated to the Islamic State group.
The insurgency has killed at least 2,600 people,
half of them civilians, according to the US-based
data collecting agency Armed Conflict Location
and Event Data (ACLED). Amnesty International
this month said locals were “caught” between mil-
itants and Mozambican security forces fighting the
insurgents alongside private militia.  

The watchdog accused all three parties of “war
crimes” causing hundreds of civilian deaths.
Nearly 700,000 people have been uprooted by
the violence, placing severe pressure on humani-
tarian support in the region.  Total itself evacuated
some staff in January after jihadists launched a se-
ries of attacks just kilometres from the LNG site.

The $20 billion project is still being built and not
due to go online until 2024. Total is the main investor
and hold 26.5 percent of the shares.  Six other inter-
national businesses are also involved, including
Italy’s Eni and US major ExxonMobil. — AFP 

MOSUL: An Iraqi youth rides a bicycle past the Nuri mosque in the old town of the northern
city of Mosul, a site heavily damaged by Islamic State (IS) group fighters in the 2017 battle
for the city. — AFP


