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Clash in Iraq Over a Plan for Councils Intensifies 

By ALISSA J. RUBIN
BAGHDAD — A power struggle between Iraq’s prime minister and the Kurdish regional government intensified on Wednesday, when Prime Minister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki rejected Kurdish arguments that he could not create new tribal councils that would answer to his government.

The disagreement cuts to the heart of a broader dispute taking place in northern Iraq, particularly around Mosul and Kirkuk. Kurds are trying to expand their autonomous political control in the region, and many Iraqi Arabs are resisting, saying they want to remain under central government authority.

One potential shot in that battle has been a plan that Mr. Maliki began instituting last winter to create tribal councils that could help ethnic and sectarian reconciliation efforts in the provinces and keep a watchful eye for the entrance of insurgents. His government says the councils are unarmed volunteer groups, though that is a gray area, as every adult male is permitted one gun. 

But Kurdish officials fear that the councils will instead be full-fledged militias that could be used against them in the north. The Kurdish government sent a letter on Monday that harshly criticized the plan and claimed that Mr. Maliki was recruiting former supporters of Saddam Hussein to join the councils and keep Kurds in check.

President Jalal Talabani, who is a Kurd, said at a news conference on Monday that on behalf of the Executive Council — made up of him and the two vice presidents — he would be sending the question to the Federal Supreme Court for a ruling on the constitutionality of the councils. 

“Nuri al-Maliki is my friend and enjoys the confidence of Parliament,” Mr. Talabani said in the Kurdish city of Sulaimaniya. “He is not budging and remains adamant that creating these councils is legal. We will go to the federal court to see whether this is indeed the case.” 

In response, Mr. Maliki released a letter on Wednesday in which he insisted that not every government institution needed to be authorized by the Supreme Court, citing bodies like the Executive Council that are not mentioned in the Constitution. 

Mr. Maliki’s government says that the councils have proved to be valuable in helping to bolster security and to rebuild areas hurt by sectarian conflict. Members of his Islamic Dawa Party also argue that his opponents have formed similar groups, and that the tribal councils’ role is positive for the community. 

Opposing are the Kurds and a rival Shiite party to Mr. Maliki, the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq, among others. The opponents say that rather than being apolitical volunteer groups, the councils clearly answer directly to the government, which finances offices for the groups in each province. There have also been claims that some of the tribal sheiks are being paid to support the Shiite government. 

The question of whether the councils are truly armed has been galvanizing for the Kurds, who say the idea is a revival of Saddam Hussein-era repression. 

“These councils are tribal militias and will inflame the national, religious and sectarian conflicts,” said Jabber Yawer, the minister for the pesh merga, the Kurds’ military force. “We have long experience with the issue of arming the tribes. Saddam took advantage of the armed clans, and they cooperated with Saddam against the Kurds.” 

Reporting was contributed by Atheer Kakan, Riyadh Mohammed and Tareq Maher from Baghdad, and Iraqi employees of The New York Times from Kurdistan, Kirkuk and Baghdad.
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