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Iraqi Council Ends Objection to Election Law 

By ERICA GOODE and RICHARD A. OPPEL Jr.

BAGHDAD — A member of Iraq’s Presidency Council, whose objections had blocked a law calling for provincial elections by October, withdrew his objections on Wednesday in a sudden turnaround that raised hopes for long-sought political progress.

The Presidency Council, in a statement, said the law would now go into effect.

The legislation, passed with great fanfare in early February, was rejected by the council on Feb. 27 and sent back to Parliament after Vice President Adel Abdul Mehdi said it was unconstitutional. President Jalal Talabani and Vice President Tariq al-Hashimi also sit on the three-member council.

Mr. Mehdi’s reversal came two days after he met with Vice President Dick Cheney, who was in Iraq. In the view of American officials, the law, which was intended in part to correct electoral distortions that had given Kurds and Shiites disproportionate power in some regions dominated by Sunni Arabs, could in theory help defuse the power of the Sunni insurgency. Local council members were chosen in elections largely boycotted by Sunni Arabs. 

Mr. Mehdi’s objection was widely viewed as reflecting a deep-running feud between his party, the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq, which controls provincial councils in most of the Shiite-dominated south, and the party led by the radical Shiite cleric Moktada al-Sadr. 

Laith Shubar, an adviser to Mr. Mehdi, said the vice president had decided to withdraw his objections after he received a promise from the Parliament speaker, Mahmoud al-Mashadani, that lawmakers would discuss the possibility of making changes to the legislation. After the law takes effect, Parliament must still fill vacant election commission seats and approve an election law before the provincial elections can take place. 

Noel Clay, a spokesman for the United States Embassy in Baghdad, said the Americans welcomed the new development. “Iraqi leaders continue to show that they are determined to move the political process forward,” Mr. Clay said.

Mr. Shubar said that Mr. Cheney had called Mr. Mehdi in February to ask about his objections to the law, but that the issue did not come up again when Mr. Cheney visited Mr. Mehdi here this week. A spokesman for Mr. Cheney said he could not comment on the meeting, but in an interview on Wednesday with ABC News, Mr. Cheney said, referring to Mr. Mehdi: “I talked with him about that, and a number of others. They expect they’ll have that resolved shortly.” 

The Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq objected to some provisions of the law, arguing that they would unconstitutionally wrest power from Iraq’s provinces.

But the rejection of the bill by the Presidency Council infuriated the Sadrists, who are proponents of a strong central government that has the legal muscle to step in when leaders in Baghdad think provincial leaders are not acting in Iraq’s best interests.

The Presidency Council said the law would now be published in the official newspaper of the Ministry of Justice. Under Iraq’s Constitution, a new law goes into effect 15 days after it is published.

Early on Wednesday morning, American forces accidentally killed three Iraqi police officers, including a lieutenant in the special forces, just outside Hawija, a Sunni town about 140 miles north of Baghdad, an American military statement said. The statement said the officers were shot and another wounded when the Iraqi police, responding to a call for assistance, entered “at a high rate of speed” a cordoned area where American forces were operating about 2:30 a.m..

The police lieutenant, Abdul Amir Hamid Salih, 39, had escaped five assassination attempts and had to change his cellphone number every week because of death threats from insurgents, said his father, Hamid Salih. Lieutenant Salih’s house was burned down six months ago by insurgents, who offered a $100,000 reward to anyone who killed him, his father said.

Hamid Kareem Hussein, the wounded police officer, said, “We were surprised when the Americans asked us for help at night, so we went to this village and we faced gunfire.

“The lieutenant said, ‘Call them on the loudspeaker and tell them we are policemen and that they asked for us,’ and then everything cut out and I didn’t feel anything,” he said, adding, “It’s a tragedy. I hate the police, and I hate Iraq.”

In Diyala Province, an American soldier was killed Wednesday “as a result of a vehicle rollover,” said a statement issued by the military in Tikrit. The statement did not say whether the rollover occurred during fighting. 

Also in Diyala, a woman wearing an explosive belt blew herself up near a police checkpoint, killing six people, including a police officer, and wounding 15 others. In Baghdad, a colonel from the Ministry of Interior was killed and a lieutenant wounded by a bomb in the Karada district. 

But there was also celebration in Baghdad on Wednesday evening, the eve of the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday, a holiday observed by all Muslims. Across the city, residents lighted candles and put them on balconies. In the Adamiya neighborhood, site of the Abu Hanifa mosque, people filled the streets, drawn out by the reduced violence of recent months. 

The prophet’s life story, said Prime Minister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki, who attended festivities at the mosque, should serve as an example, “making Iraq stronger and bringing back peace and unity.”

Qais Mizher contributed reporting from Baghdad, and Iraqi employees of The New York Times from Kirkuk and Diyala Provinces.
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