Iraqi president answers questions 

The interim Iraqi government took power last week from the U.S.-led Coalition Provisional Authority. The new government faces challenges including an insurgency by Sunni Muslim extremists and Saddam Hussein loyalists in Fallujah and other cities, unrest among the followers of firebrand Shiite leader Muqtada al-Sadr, a Jan. 31 deadline for holding national elections, rampant street crime and sporadic electricity and other services. The interim government is led by Prime Minister Iyad Allawi. President Ghazi al-Yawer, 45, and two deputy presidents must unanimously approve any legislation proposed by Allawi's government. Yawer is a popular tribal leader and a business executive. USA TODAY reporter Paul Wiseman spoke with him Sunday at his heavily guarded office inside Baghdad's Green Zone compound. The bespectacled Yawer wore traditional Arab robes and a headdress and spoke in near-perfect English. The interview has been edited for length and clarity.

Question: What were your impressions of Saddam Hussein's appearance in court last week? Are you worried he will use his platform in an open trial to stir up divisions in Iraqi society?
Answer: The most important principle we are following in the new Iraq (is) that the law is the highest level in the government or in the new Iraq. We do not intend to make Saddam's trial a political one. This should be according to the law and according to the procedures of the legal system. Right now in Iraq we have a judicial system that's separate from the government, and we have great trust and confidence in our judges. We do not want to influence the trial, and he should have a fair chance in defense. But the government has to have a fair chance in presenting the charges. And whatever the law says … definitely we will abide by that and respect it. What we want really is for justice to be served.

Q: Did you watch the televised proceedings? What were your impressions of Saddam Hussein?
A: I watched it. He was trying to tickle people's feelings. Iraqis know better. Personally, I have no personal comments.

Q: Do you expect that elections will be held by January as scheduled?
A: We in the interim government are very committed to make sure, to spend all our efforts, exert all our efforts so that we can meet the deadline set by the Transitional Administrative Law. It does not serve anybody to try to delay these elections. But definitely this has to depend heavily on the security situation. In Iraq, we are trying to rebuild our security forces as fast as we can in a way that does not reduce the quality of their training. I am very optimistic that things will start improving drastically because we have no other choice but to move forward.

Q: If the security situation gets worse, could elections be delayed?
A: I think we've been through the worst part of it. … This is turbulence. This is random killing. This is terrorism. Terrorism can never prevail. That's why I am very confident.

Q: How is the fight against the insurgency changing now that Iraqis are taking a bigger role and U.S. forces are pulling back?
A: The multinational force's mission is to help us maintain stability and defend the sovereignty of Iraq. Iraqi security forces can help in a very different way because, after all, preserving law and order is a police job. It depends heavily on intelligence information. In order to infiltrate the bad people, you have to have the same complexion and speak the same language. Definitely, it will help a lot having Iraqis working there. But we need to keep cooperating with the multinational forces in order to enhance the level of training of our security and military forces.

Q: A spokesman for Prime Minister Iyad Allawi suggested over the weekend that the new government may offer amnesty to insurgents who fought against U.S. forces.
A: It's not like that. (The amnesty would apply to) people who have been deluded into participating or causing some problems. This will exclude rapists, hostage takers and killers.

Q: Is the government planning to impose martial law or grant itself other emergency powers to deal with the insurgency?
A: Every government all around the world has the right to have the option of imposing martial law. We in Iraq do not want to go to that extreme, given the fact that we are really keen to build democracy in Iraq. Our main mission is to make life more positive and very comfortable to Iraqi people, their dignity preserved. However, we are reaching half-way (toward martial law) by having what we call the Public Safety Law. That will (target) bad elements who are (performing) acts which are illegal or which destabilize and terrorize the country. We are very careful about doing it in a way that will not make things difficult for law-abiding citizens. We are not going to incriminate anybody by their ideologies. We are going to incriminate people by their deeds if they are wrong.

Q: What would be some of the powers the government would get under that law?
A: It's like the prime minister can move armies to certain areas. For instance, he can seal off a city. All these things will come out when it's been signed and it's going to be signed very soon — a couple of days.

Q: Do you expect to run for office yourself when elections are held?
A: Well, it depends on seeing what I have done during this time. If I feel I am doing something really productive to the national cause and if definitely I see that people are approving my performance and if I see that my private situation allows me, I would be pleased to run for office.

Q: Under this interim government, what is your role as president and what is your relationship with the prime minister?
A: It's more like the Turkish style. This is where the prime minister goes to the daily duties, and the council of ministers will draft a law. It will be passed to the president. The president and the vice presidents have to unanimously approve it in order for it to be effective. We will have a major role in drafting the strategies of this country, whether in foreign relations, economy, oil, national security — most of the issues. It's the macro part of the government we are involved in.

Q: The presidency has been described as largely ceremonial.
A: No, it's not. We are trying to help each other. This is a national salvation government. This is more like a coalition, where everybody is jumping in to help the save the country.

Q: Are you worried about Iran's influence in Iraq?
A: If we're talking about Iran as a government, they understand clearly that any instability in Iraq will have a very negative impact on all our direct neighbors. They are very logical people. They would understand that. But definitely there are insurgents coming. They might come from anywhere else also. But the public in Iraq feels that our own problems are our own problems, and we don't really appreciate any interference in our own domestic business, the same as others don't want us to interfere in their business.

Q: Do you feel that Iran is interfering in Iraq's affairs?
A: I didn't say that. I said the government of Iran (is) smart enough to act very cooperatively with us. But probably there are elements who are out of the government. It might come from anywhere else. I have great confidence in our neighbors in Iran and their willingness to build a healthy positive relationship with Iraq.

Q: How would you describe the insurgents? Who are they?
A: It's no mystery. The best description of them is that they are the enemies of the Iraqi public. They go and do an atrocious act and kill foreigners and Iraqis. And those Iraqis are not top-ranking officials. These are people who go out in the morning, like a fisherman, to bring food home for his kids by the end of the day, and (they are) children going to school. These are murderers. Some of them might be wrongfully oriented in religion or they might be some of the Saddam loyalists, remnants who want to take Iraq back to the Dark Ages. But the whole Iraqi public understands now that these are their enemies; these are our enemies as Iraqis.

Q: Who is the government going to resolve Kurdish claims for autonomy?
A: Kurdish people are part of our society. They are the second major ethnic group in Iraq (after Arabs). The Kurdish leaders are Iraqi leaders. When Baghdad was liberated, among the first leaders to arrive in Baghdad were the two major Kurdish leaders, (Masoud) Barzani and (Jalal) Talabani. We have drafted the Transitional Administrative Law in which we Iraqis have great pride. We all signed it duly. It gives Kurdistan federalism, which will regulate the relationship between the central government and the regional government. There is no turning back on that. Federalism for Kurdistan is a fact and it's going on.

Q: What do you think of the United Nations decision not to recognize the Kurdish federalism plan when it passed a resolution acknowledging the interim government?
A: What happened in the UN, I was not pleased. It was part of a compromise of superpowers. It was a game that was played between the superpowers. We were in the crossfire there. But definitely federalism for Kurdistan is a fact, and I'm one of the biggest supporters of it.

Q: What role will clerics play in politics?
A: (Grand Ayatollah Ali) Sistani should be our role model. We are blessed to have such a guy.

Q: What about (radical Shiite cleric) Muqtada al-Sadr?
A: He has first to rid himself of the charges against him, then he must dissolve his army.

Q: Will U.S. support of Israel cause tension between the United States and Iraq?
A: We in Iraq have big problems of our own… But the Israeli-Palestinian issue has to be resolved in a fair way for the stability of the Middle East and the whole world … The U.S. did us a big favor (by getting rid of Saddam). We count on the U.S. as the superpower.

Q: How would you evaluate the U.S. occupation?
A: The media has been very unfair to the occupation. Eighty-five percent of the things they did were good. Look at it. We can speak out now. We have 120 newspapers. Under Saddam people were told what to eat. Now Iraqis are free. People can criticize us daily. We go out and speak to the people. Iraqis deserved much better than the way they were treated by Saddam. Even Hitler didn't kill his own people.
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