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During his visit to Germany, Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq leader(ISCI) Ammar al-Hakim speaks about the "new Iraq" of human rights and democracy. And he also tells why he nevertheless rejects a rapid American withdrawal.

Interview: Christiane Schlötzer and Tomas Avenarius

37 year-old Sayed Ammar al-Hakim is the highest-ranking Iraqi politician to have visited Berlin since the start of the war in 2003. He is the son 
of the powerful Shiite leader Abdel-Asis al-Hakim, who leads the ISCI, the largest co-governing Shiite party in Baghdad. Since the elder al-Hakim is 
seriously ill, his son has assumed the leadership role within the party. 
He already serves as its vice president.

SZ: You have met representatives of the Federal Government for the first time in Berlin. What do you expect from Germany?

Hakim: Germany is an important European country, and Iraq is the beating heart of the Arab world. Iraq has the world's largest oil resources, it is an ancient civilisation and has a strategic location in the Middle East. The opportunities and possibilities of cooperation are great, whether in terms of combating terrorism or in regard to economic questions.
SZ: But war-torn Iraq is a difficult partner.

Hakim: The new Iraq, the Iraq of human rights, democracy and women's rights is a partner for Germany, now more than ever before.

SZ: You speak of the new Iraq of human rights, but we know of terror, violence and civil war. How do you explain this contradiction?

Hakim: We are here in the new Berlin, which was once divided. If someone would fire even one shot here on Pariser Platz, then the newspapers would 
be full of it the next day. The media are always looking for sensational stories. They write very little about social and political developments.

SZ: Are you not sugar-coating the situation?

Hakim: I am not saying that the situation in Iraq is ideal. However, I see positive trends. Today we no longer hear of Shiites killing Sunnis or the other way around. I was just in the Sunni province of Anbar and met with tribal leaders, sheikhs and scholars. We received Sunni dignitaries in Baghdad and in the Shiite southern region of the country. The situation is improving. Today, the situation in Basra is better than it was two months ago and a thousand times better than it was two years ago.

SZ: The way you talk, it sounds as if the Americans could leave tomorrow.

Hakim: We are resolutely building up the Iraqi army and police. As soon as our troops are in a position to guarantee peace and security, then we can 
do without the help of the international troops.

SZ: How many years will that take?

Hakim: So far we have not been able to stabilise the situation in the country on our own. However, there are forces in Iraq that want to set a 
timetable for the withdrawal of troops. Others, such as me, are focusing on the development and upgrading of the Iraqi army. As soon as this 
objective has been reached, the American soldiers can return home.

SZ: You do not wish to name a date?

Hakim: I could say that the Americans should be gone in five years. But what if we already have the country under control in two years? Why should 
the Americans stay longer? At the same time, if they leave too early then Iraq could collapse.

SZ: How do you regard the Americans? As occupiers or partners?

Hakim: We desire good relations with the US. However, we hope that the Iraqi security forces will soon be strong enough so that our relations to 
the United States will no longer have this military tinge.

SZ: But America wants to have permanent military bases in Iraq. Do you want this too?

Hakim: We are negotiating a security agreement. Bases are not necessarily desired by the Iraqi government. We have also set conditions for an 
agreement. It must respect Iraqi sovereignty, there must be no secret agreement, the Iraqi parliament should vote on it, it must not provoke 
enmity toward another country. Iraq should be a basis for friendship between peoples, not for future wars.

SZ: The Americans also want the Sunnis to be included in the power structure and that is why they are financing their militias. Does this 
promote peace?

Hakim: You must pose this question to the Americans. We want to build a constitutional state where the state has a monopoly on the use of force.

SZ: The Badr Militia is allegedly behind the death squads that have persecuted the Sunnis.

Hakim: Let us set the press reports on alleged massacres aside and stick with what the Iraqi government and the multinational forces have said. No 
one has any evidence that these squads really exist. We are endeavouring to end the violence. We want to protect the rights of the Shiites in Iraq. 
This can only work if we also preserve the rights of the Sunnis and Kurds.

SZ: You did not mention the Christians. They are also being persecuted.

Hakim: The terror has affected everyone. The suffering of our Christian brothers appals us. We have optimal relations to all Christian churches in 
Iraq, and the Christians are now more secure than they have been in the recent past.

SZ: Iraq was once a secular country. At one time you were regarded as a proponent of an Islamic Republic.

Hakim: The Iraqi people are religious, but if we had wanted an Islamic state, then we would have expressedly anchored this in the new 
constitution. We did not do so. However, we have added a passage to our basic law stating that our laws must not contradict Islam. On the other 
hand, everyone in Iraq can choose the party he likes, and if a majority demands that Iraq be governed on an entirely secular basis, then why not?

SZ: And yet you are currently establishing a system of Islamic schools. Do you want to continue to Islamise Iraq?

Hakim: There is no need for Islamisation, since Iraq already is Islamic. But there is a certain vacuum in society that we have to fill. The 
Al-Hakim Foundation that I direct has both social and educational tasks. We also have religious schools. But those exist everywhere, including Germany.

SZ: If no law may contradict Islamic Sharia law, then what does this mean for women?

Hakim: Forty percent of Iraqi parliamentarians are women. That is more than in all surrounding countries, and it is the highest proportion in the world.

SZ: Can you imagine a woman becoming president of Iraq?

Hakim: Why not, there is nothing to be said against it. Iraqi women would certainly be capable of this.

SZ: Your organisation was first founded in Iran. Will Iraq always maintain a special relationship toward Iran?

Hakim: Iran is our neighbour, and we share a 1,400 kilometre long border. We can cooperate on the basis of our national interests. But we are also 
seriously working on good relations with our Arab neighbours.

SZ: You are calling for a stronger involvement of Arab states in Iraq?

Hakim: The restraint the Arabs are showing in regard to involvement in Iraq promotes the impression that Iran's influence is growing. This is not 
entirely true. What is missing is an Arab counterbalance.

SZ: Iran is in conflict with the international community because of its nuclear programme. Does that worry you?

Hakim: The conflict between the USA and Iran is partially being waged in Iraq, and Iraq is paying the price. We sought a dialogue between 
Washington and Tehran very early on. An even greater conflict would have a negative impact on us.

SZ: In concrete terms: Should Iran be allowed to have its own nuclear programme?

Hakim: Yes, if it serves civilian purposes and respects the international agreements. However, if it is not peaceful and violates international 
agreements, then we are against it.

SZ: There is another important country in the region: Can you imagine that Iraq will one day have normal relations with Israel?

Hakim: The Palestinian people are an Arab and Islamic people. We are on their side. I do not believe it is possible to develop relations with 
Israel as long as the Palestinians are suffering.

SZ: You advocate a federal Iraq and want to transform the nine Shiite provinces in the south into a Shiite super region. Why?

Hakim: According to the Iraqi constitution, the provinces can form regions. We have noticed that common problems - but also culture and 
visions of the future - can bring people together.

SZ: But what is still holding the unified state of Iraq together?

Hakim: The people should decide for themselves whether they want to accept our suggestion. It is not supposed to form the region according to 
religious denominations but rather according to common interests. We Shiites are doing more than anyone else to promote the unity of Iraq. As a 
rule, minorities do not seek secession, majorities are never separatist. It is usually the minorities who are.

SZ: There is currently a war going on among the Shiites. What divides your party from that of the clergyman Muqtada al-Sadr?

Hakim: This is not a war between two parties. It is a question of the rule of law. There is no sovereign state that accepts militant groups who have 
their own courts or who even collect their own customs and impose certain ways of life through violence. For example, forcing women to wear 
headscarves.

Sayed Ammar al-Hakim comes from a famous Shiite family of theologians. The Hakims stood in opposition to Saddam Hussein and many of its members were 
murdered. In 1979 the family fled into exile in Iran. ISCI stands for "Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq" and originally developed in Iran: The organisation once served Ayatollah Khomeini as a weapon against Saddam.

Today Ammar al-Hakim describes his party as a purely Iraqi force: with a clear Islamic orientation but advocating a democratic state. He was 
invited to Berlin by the politically independent Körber Foundation. He met with representatives from the Bundestag, the Chancellery, the Foreign 
Office and the Interior Ministry, along with representatives from the Protestant Church.
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