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A great deal has been said and written about the conflict in Iraq. The debate will go

on for years about the reasons and motives for the invasion of Iraq in 2003, and the

subsequent unravelling of the Iraqi state. This is not the subject of my talk today. I

leave the past to historians and will confine my remarks to the present and future.

The situation in Iraq is catastrophic. How else can we describe the unprecedented

lawlessness and the pervasive sectarian violence which has cost hundreds of

thousands of Iraqi lives. The security forces which have been heavily infiltrated by

the militias, armed gangs and death squads, are clearly incapable of restoring peace

and order. They are in fact part of the problem. We had further proof of the

complicity of the security forces with the militias in the invasion and occupation

yesterday of the Ministry of Higher Education and the abduction of scores of

academics, government officials and students. Those who are not linked to the

militias lack motivation and discipline. Their poor training and inadequate weapons

make them easy and frequent targets of the terrorists. It will take time to reorganise

them professionally and ensure their undivided loyalty to the Iraqi state. The

government which took office six months ago was hailed as a government of national

unity. It is in fact a government of sectarian disunity, racked by suspicion and

mistrust among its members. Even within the same groups, there are serious

disagreements and occasional armed clashes as we have seen in Amara recently after

the withdrawal of British troops. The government has failed to deal with any of the

pressing problems facing the country. The security situation has deteriorated, the

shortages in essential services continue, corruption is still rampant, national

reconciliation which was the centrepiece of the government's program has been

frustrated by the uncompromising and maximalist demands of the various political

parties and groups. It is doubtful that the Prime Minister Mr AI. Maliki will be able to

deliver on his often repeated pledge to disarm the militias, since many of his

colleagues and supporters in the government have close links with militias and other

armed groups including the notorious death squads. In these circumstances, the

multi national forces will have to bear the primary responsibility for the maintenance

of order. Giving the MNF a bigger role is opposed, for obvious reasons, by some

regional powers, particularly Iran which objected from the beginning to their

presence in Iraq because they viewed them as an obstacle to their hegemonic
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ambitions. This is perfectly understandable from Iran's standpoint. But what is

inexplicable is the opposition of some insurgent groups who while proclaiming that

they are fighting against Iranian interference in Iraq, they were pressing for the

removal of the only credible barrier to the spread of Irainian influence in the

country. Don't they realise that until we have a more dependable and a better

trained and equipped national security forces, the MNF will provide the only

guarantee for the preservation of the unity and territorial integrity of Iraq. When

Iraq was officially under occupation 2003-2004, the occupation army was the main

problem but the situation changed under the trasitional government of Dr Ibrahim

jafari. When the sectarian militias were allowed to infiltrate the security services,

the main problem was longer the army of occupation, but the sectarian killing and

the collapse of law and order. People became aware that a precipitate withdrawal of

MNF would plunge the country in total chaos and anarchy. I realise US and British

public opinion will find it difficult to accept more sacrifices, in what seems to be a

conflict with no end in sight. I sympathise with their concerns and fears. But what is

the alternative? A fragmented Iraq divided into feuding fiefdoms under warlords

fighting each other for control of areas rich in natural resources, and supported by

neighbours eager to fill the vacuum of power created by the withdrawal of the multi

national forces. You can imagine the turmoil that would engulf the whole region.

The task of stabilising Iraq should be an international responsibility and not merely an

American one. That is why I believe the time has come to invite other nations from

Europe, Asia and the Arab world with the exception of Iraq's immediate neighbours,

to participate in a restructured multinational force, under U.N. authority. This

suggestion may not appeal to the Bush administration because of their deep rooted

mistrust of the United Nations and refusal to place American troops under an

international command. They may soften their attitude after the electoral defeat of

the Republicans in the mid term elections last week. The moderates in the State

department will be in a stronger position to influence US foreign policy. From what

we know they favour closer cooperation with the United Nations and with

America's European, Arab and Muslim allies and friends. They are also willing to

engage Iran and Syria in serious discussions and hold direct talks with representatives

of the Iraqi insurgency. They also believe that a greater and more active involvement

2

-



-

by the U.S. in the Palestine Israel conflict may help to diffuse the crisis in Iraq, and

persuade reluctant Arab and Muslim countries to participate in the M.N.F.

The new direction of American policy in Iraq will no doubt be influenced by the

findings of the Baker-Hamilton Study Group. While it may be too early to forecast

their final recommendations, it is certain, they will not call for the immediate

withdrawal or scaling down of American forces in Iraq. They may propose instead

the transfer of some troops from various regions to Baghdad. Contrary to some

reports, I do not expect them to advocate the division of Iraq along ethnic or

sectarian lines, but would recommend instead greater decentralisation and

devolution of power to the provinces.

Let me say a few words about the proposal of some influential academics, former

diplomats and politicians to partition Iraq. They presume that Iraq can be neatly

divided into clearly defined areas, Kurdish, Sunni, Shia. The fact is that with the

exception of the three northern provinces which are predominantly Kurdish, the

Arab population of Iraq is mixed especially in the cities where most Iraqis live.

Partition would encourage the militias and death squads to intensify their systematic

campaign of sectarian cleansing. Hundreds of thousands of Iraqis, among them highly

qualified professionals, have been forced to leave their homes and some have

emigrated to neighbouring countries. The Iraq brain drain which began in Saddam's

time has now reached alarming proportions. The idea that the Shias and Sunnis of

Iraq act like united and disciplined monolithic entities is of course utter nonsense.

Among the Shia Arab tribes of the South there is strong opposition to the attempts

of some Iraqi politicians to create a sectarian federal region with close links to Iran.

There are also bitter feuds among the Shia militias and sectarian parties, in the South

and among the various sectarian Sunni groups in the west. Partition would not lead

to peace but to more violence and chaos. If we must have federalism then it should

be based on geography and not ethnicity or sectarian and religious affiliations, and

above all it should provide for a strong federal government with exclusive authority

over defence and foreign relations and the management of the country's wealth and

natural resources. The present political situation is not promising. The sectarian

parties, both Shia and Sunni have the upper hand. In the election last December, they
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exploited the fears, prejudices and superstitions of the voters and with the help of

their militias and armed supporters were able to gain a large number of seats in

parliament at the expense of the non sectarian liberal and secular parties. I am not

casting any doubts on the legitimacy of the elections; we have accepted the results, in

spite of many well documented instances of violence, intimidation, serious

irregularities and fraud. The sectarian government elected by Parliament last May has

so far been a dismal failure. Only a competent government untainted by militia

connections and enjoying the people's trust will be able to clean up the security

forces and start negotiations with insurgent groups that are willing to be integrated

in the political process if their concerns are addressed in a fair manner. Such a

government would be in a strong position to engage Iran, Syria and other neighbours

with a view to ending their interference in Iraq's affairs. It would also deal more

effectively with security problems, combat corruption, end the serious shortages in

essential services, revive the economy and take Iraq on the road to a better future. I

am talking about a Government of competent, experienced technocrats known for

their integrity and independence, to manage the affairs of the country during this

period of crisis. Prime Minister AI Maliki seems to have come to the same

conclusion. He has announced his intention to reshuffle his government because of

the poor showing of many of his ministers. I do not know whether this is a tactical

move to ease the pressure on him to deliver on his promises. I hope he will be able

to disengage himself from the sectarian groups which helped him to become PM.

Looking towards the future, the Iraqi people will realise sooner or later that

democracy and theocracy are incompatible. Theocratic regimes derive their

ideology from a twisted view of religion. They are by nature autocratic and

oppressive, because they perceive themselves as the embodiment of God's will. I am

sure that after the terrible experience of sectarian governments during the last two

years, the Iraqi people will return to the secularism under which their country

developed, and prospered. I hope that the liberal parties will achieve better results

in the next elections. It is only through democratic means that change will come. In

the past some political parties allowed themselves to be used as a front to justify the

seizure of power by the military, with disastrous consequences for the country. This

should never happen again.
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To recapitulate I am suggesting the following:

I. MNF with additional troops if necessary to launch without delay a

determined campaign to disarm the militias and all other illegal armed groups.

2. A new resolution by the UNSC to restructure the MNF under U.N. authority

with a significant participation of Arab, Asian, Muslim and European countries.

3. A new Government mainly of technocrats which will begin as a matter of high

priority the reorganisation of the Iraq security forces and negotiate with the

insurgents and neighbouring countries.

4. Deal with the shortages, in services, the corruption, unemployment,

management of oil sector and revive the economy.

5. New elections, under peaceful conditions should be held at the prescribed in

the Constitution, late 2009 or early 20 I O.

Time needed for the completion of the tasks .above is three years.

Let me say a few words in conclusion about what has been described as civil war in

Iraq. There is no such thing. The vast majority of Sunnis and Shias are not involved

in the daily sectarian killing and are opposed to the present senseless violence. The

various militias and armed groups rarely fight each other. Their crimes and atrocities

are directed mainly against innocent civilians of all sects. What most Iraqis want is life

without fear, and the opportunity to enjoy their fundamental freedoms and rights in

a democratic and egalitarian society. That is why I believe that the conflict in Iraq is

not between Sunnis and Shias but between those who want to modernise and those

who reject modernity in favour of a narrow interpretation of the Koran and

Hadeath. This conflict in fact has been going on for more than two centuries in the

Arab and Islamic worlds. It should be remembered that the period between the 16th

and 19th centuries was a period of decay and stagnation in Arab and Muslim lands. It

coincided with the great revolution in learning, science and technology in Western

Europe. While Europe was rapidly advancing the Arab and Islamic worlds stood still.

Napoleon's invasion of Egypt in 1798, revealed the weakness and vulnerability of a

traditional Muslim society vis a vis a modern European state. Mohammed Ali Pasha

who became the Governor of Egypt in 1805, realised that Muslim countries had to
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modernise or perish. The same conclusion was reached by the Ottoman Sultan

Mahmoud II. Both men introduced far reaching reforms, in the army, the

administration, the economy and the educational system. The strong drive towards

modernity during the following two centuries transformed Arab and Muslim

societies. During the same period a reformist Islamic movement led by such historic

figures as jamaludin AI Afghani and Mohammed Abdo, asserted that there was no

incompatibility between modernity and Islam. Their liberal and rational

interpretation of the Koran and Sharia was generally accepted and was not seriously

challenged for more than a hundred years. Unfortunately by the beginning of the

20th century, most Arab and Muslim countries fell under European domination. For

some, modernity became synonymous with foreign rule. When Arab and Muslim

countries gained their freedom and independence during the first half of the 20th

century, they were, with few exceptions ruled by secular but undemocratic regimes.

The religious parties which gained in strength after the debacle in Palestine were

quick to ascribe this failure and the prevalent despotism and corruption to

secularism and modernity. The extremist, fundamentalist, inward looking, isolationist

groups gained in strength and offered a disillusioned people an alternative to

modernity. Political Islam became more radicalised, shunning any meaningful contact

and dialogue with the rest of the world. A highly restrictive interpretation of the

Koran and Shari a based on a selective choice of texts gradually gained acceptance in

some sections of Arab and Muslim societies. I believe this is temporary. It is in fact

an aberration because it goes against the yearning of the people for change and

freedom from the shackles of the past.

Sooner or later, Arabs and Muslims will realise that if their countries are going to

playa constructive role in today's world they have to modernise. We are facing the

same challenge that our forbears faced 200 years ago - modernise or perish.
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