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NAJAF

US, Iraqi push seen fraught with political risks

By Farah Stockman and Bryan Bender, Globe Staff  |  August 13, 2004

Yesterday, the Iraqi interim government and US forces opted for action rather than negotiation, launching an assault on Sadr's forces in the holy Shi'ite Muslim city of Najaf that commanders declared would end only with Sadr's removal -- peacefully or violently -- from the city.

The resulting street-to-street, close-quarters combat represents one of the riskiest operations since the handover of authority to Iraqi interim rule in June. The showdown could enrage Iraq's majority Shi'ite population, which until now has shown little sympathy for Sadr's cause. Yesterday, fresh battles broke out in other Shi'ite cities, including Kut, where more than 70 people were reported killed and thousands of protesters marched in a Shi'ite suburb of Baghdad chanting, ''Long live Sadr."

Also at stake is the reputation of the fledgling government and the fate of the ancient, golden-domed Imam Ali shrine, one of the holiest sites in the Middle East. Any damage to the mosque would further erode America's tattered image in the Arab world.

''Militarily, there is no doubt of what's going to happen. [Sadr is] taking on the greatest military fighting machine in the history of the world," said US military spokesman First Sergeant Steve Valley, who was raised in Brockton, in a telephone interview yesterday from Baghdad. ''But politically . . . there are many ramifications. There's more to worry about."

The assault, the first major test of military cooperation between the US-led Multinational Force and the new Iraqi government, occurred yesterday around the shrine and its vast cemetery, where Sadr's army had taken refuge.

The fighting near the shrine, which some specialists liken to a battle inside the Vatican, provoked outrage yesterday among Iraqi Shi'ites and Arab leaders whom the interim Iraqi government has been lobbying heavily for support.

''It is a sacred land. For the . . . [peasants] who staff most of Sadr's army, this is a supernatural being buried there," said Faleh A. Jabar, an Iraqi sociologist and a senior fellow at the US Institute of Peace in Washington. ''They think they are using their weapons miraculously. They just close their eyes and shoot, and the saint buried there will direct the bullets. . . . The value of the shrine is very explosive stuff."

Lebanon's top Shi'ite cleric called the attack on Najaf a ''violation" and criticized Iraq's interim government for allowing foreign fighters near the shrine.

Iran's Foreign Ministry spokesman Hamid Reza Asefi called on the world to ''prevent the massacre of defenseless Iraqi people."

Egypt urged dialogue instead of military action, and Grand Ayatollah Ali Al-Sistani, one of Iraq's most influential clerics, called for restraint from London, where he is receiving medical treatment.

Officials in Washington and in Baghdad offered assurances that US troops would not enter the shrine and that any military action inside the holy site would be taken by Iraqi forces.

But Valley said aerial photos taken by pilotless drones showed that Sadr's militiamen were launching mortars from the shrine and that US troops were returning fire.

''We are very aware of the significance of the holy shrine," Valley said. ''The Marines are very disciplined, and they have only started firing after they have been fired upon."

By late yesterday, the cemetery had been cleared of Sadr's forces, but hundreds of militiamen were thought to be holed up in the mosque. The shrine, which is thought to have been built in 977 and is believed to be the burial site of Imam Ali Ibn Abi Talib, the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet Mohammed whom Shi'ites consider Mohammed's true successor and a crucial intermediary between man and God. He was killed by a rival at a mosque in nearby Kufa.

The shrine was attacked in 1991 by Saddam Hussein's forces when Shi'ite rebels took refuge there, and was the scene of a car bombing last August that killed at least 95 people.

David L. Mack, vice president of the Middle East Institute and a former US diplomat in Iraq, said Sadr might be ''more trouble dead than alive in terms of a long-term political outcome."

''The risk of acting is that you end up making a martyr out of someone who in the beginning did not have great respect or status in the community," Mack said. ''The Imam Ali died in heroic martyrdom, and this has a particular resonance among the Shi'ite."

The State Department and the interim government were eager to put an Iraqi face on the operation and to credit Prime Minister Iyad Allawi with the decision to take military action. US officials say Allawi and the US-led force were left with little choice after an April cease-fire with Sadr's Madhi Army unraveled.

The current ''clearing operation," as a senior Pentagon official described it yesterday, began last week when some of Sadr's forces attacked a police station from the cemetery near the shrine and were repelled by Iraqi police. The gunmen regrouped and returned in greater numbers, when the provincial governor requested US military assistance.

The possibility of damaging the mosque compound was deemed less risky than allowing the Madhi Army to regroup once again, said Army strategist Colonel Paul Hughes.

''In taking on a force that hangs on to the Ali Mosque, most Iraqis understand that if these guys are allowed to get away with it, the next militia that comes along will do the same," Hughes said.

''Allawi and his government are saying it's time to put these guys down and get rid of them. But it has to be done tactfully, in a way that doesn't create more enemies."

Allawi repeatedly has urged Sadr and his forces to lay down their arms and join the political process, but such statements merely have prompted more fiery sermons from Sadr denouncing the government.

The decision to crack down on Sadr stems, in part, from the experience in Fallujah earlier this year, where the US-led coalition ceded the city to an Iraqi police force as part of a cease-fire with Sunni Muslim militants. That restive city quickly turned into a breeding ground for Islamic terrorists led by Al Qaeda follower Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and other anticoalition forces.

But cracking down in Najaf with so many US troops carries yet another political risk.

''Why get this massive American involvement in it? Allawi should have cultivated the image of Iraqi forces protecting Iraqis from a thug, rather than be seen as lackeys," Jabar said. ''I feel that the government will collapse if this thing goes on. If he stops short of eliminating the thugs, it will be a disaster. If he goes on in the same way, with massive American involvement, that would also be a disaster."
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