July 4, 2009

Biden Warns Iraq of Return to Ethnic Fights 

By SHERYL GAY STOLBERG
BAGHDAD — Vice President Joseph R. Biden Jr. told Iraqi leaders on Friday that he and President Obama were committed to helping them resolve their political differences, but he warned that the United States would be unlikely to remain engaged in Iraq if the country reverted to sectarian violence, American officials said.

Mr. Biden spent the day in closed-door meetings to assess Iraq’s political and security situation as part of his new role as an unofficial envoy for the Obama administration. He emerged from a session with Prime Minister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki to issue a carefully worded statement — partly an offer of support, partly a nudge to action.

“The president and I appreciate that Iraq has traveled a great distance over the past year, but there is a hard road ahead if Iraq is going to find lasting peace and stability,” Mr. Biden said. “It’s not over yet.”

Calling on Iraqis to “use the political process to resolve their remaining differences and advance their national interest,” the vice president said he and Mr. Obama “stand ready, if asked and if helpful, to help in that process.”

But in private, officials said, Mr. Biden’s tone was more direct. One official said the vice president made it clear that if Iraq returned to ethnic violence, the United States would be unlikely to remain engaged, “because one, the American people would have no interest in doing that, and as he put it, neither would he or the president.”

Underscoring the political and security challenges that remain, Iraqi police officers in still-violent Diyala Province engaged in a shootout on Friday when they tried to arrest some men at a wedding, provincial officials said.

The groom at the wedding was a bodyguard for one of Iraq’s two vice presidents, Tariq al-Hashimi, who was among the officials who met with Mr. Biden on Friday. Police officers arrived at the wedding with a warrant for one of the guests, and they were fired upon, said Talal al-Jubori, the deputy governor of Diyala. 

The officers returned gunfire, killing four people, and arrested 10 men, Mr. Jubori said. But his account was contradicted by a police spokesman, Maj. Galeb al-Karkhi, who said that two people had been killed and that the police were investigating the shooting.

Mr. Biden’s visit here spotlights the difficult line the Obama administration is walking in Iraq in the wake of the withdrawal of American troops from Iraqi cities and towns this week. 

As Iraq moves on the path to what one official called “real sovereignty,” both Mr. Biden and Mr. Obama have expressed concerns that the security situation is fragile and that Iraqi leaders are not doing enough to reconcile their differences over the sharing of political power and oil revenues. Mr. Biden is here trying to move that process along, without bullying his Iraqi counterparts.

Two American officials, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss the vice president’s private meetings, said that Iraqi leaders seemed open to American involvement, and that Mr. Maliki discussed several specific ways in which the United States could be helpful, though they declined to give details. One official said Mr. Biden emphasized that “Iraq’s future is its own responsibility.”

The relationship between Washington and Baghdad is not without tension. When the troops officially withdrew Tuesday, for example, Mr. Maliki irked American officials by giving a speech that did not credit the United States for helping to create a more stable Iraq. 

But on Friday, after his meeting with Mr. Biden, Mr. Maliki cited “the common partnership and common efforts between the United States forces and the Iraqi forces” in “deterring and curbing and defeating Al Qaeda in Iraq.” 

Campbell Robertson contributed reporting from Baghdad, and an Iraqi employee of The New York Times from Diyala.
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