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Iran’s fi ngerprints all over Fallujah
WASHINGTON — Four years 

ago, al-Qaida appeared to have 
been destroyed in Iraq. This week, 
fi ghters from the group captured 
Fallujah, a city where hundreds of 
Americans were killed or wounded 
in the last decade fi ghting the 
jihadists. How did this stunning 
reversal of fortune happen?

Two points seem clear: First, 
the Obama administration, in its 
rush to leave the country, allowed 
the sectarian Shiite government 
of Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki 
to undo many of the gains made 
against al-Qaida; and second, Iran 
has waged a brilliant covert-action 
campaign that turned Maliki and 
Iraq into virtual clients of Tehran 
— and in the process alienated 
Sunnis and pushed them toward 
extremism.

“What is tragic is that Iraq’s 
slide toward an Iranian axis 
and civil war were not only 
predictable but indeed predicted 
by Iraq experts within the U.S. 
government,” laments one 
former U.S. offi cial. “Iraq’s 

current meltdown and its grave 
implications on U.S. national 
security interests were entirely 
avoidable.”

The greatest irony of 
all is that Iraqis voted 
in March 2010 to dump 
Maliki in favor of an 
alternative slate headed 
by Ayad Allawi, a pro-
American former interim 
prime minister. In the 
horse-trading that followed, 
however, Maliki and his 
Iranian sponsors (bizarrely 
backed by the U.S.) 
ended up forming a new 
government, with Vice President 
Joe Biden, the architect of U.S. 
policy (if that’s the right word), 
proclaiming all the while that 
“politics has broken out in Iraq.”

Maliki’s new government has 
played a particularly vengeful sort 
of politics. The government reneged 
on promises to pay the Sunni tribal 
militia that Gen. David Petraeus 
had mobilized in 2007 and 2008 to 
battle al-Qaida in Fallujah and other 

areas of Anbar province. Many 
Sunnis, fearing Maliki’s Shiite 
government was simply a tool of 

Iran, began turning back 
toward sectarian warfare.

The covert campaign 
in Iraq was directed by 
Qassem Suleimani, the 
head of the Quds Force of 
the Iranian Revolutionary 
Guard Corps, and it 
included a range of Shiite 
fi gures around Maliki. 
This ability to ride many 
horses at once is a mark of 
Suleimani’s operating style. 

Iran has drawn its cards 
from a full deck of Iraqi militias. 
Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, who 
allegedly helped plan a 1983 attack 
on the U.S. Embassy in Kuwait, 
directs the IRGC-backed insurgent 
group Kataib Hezbollah. Qais al-
Khazali, charged with kidnapping 
and killing U.S. Marines in Karbala 
in 2007, runs IRGC-allied insurgent 
group Asaib al-Haq, or the League 
of the Righteous. A third Iraqi 
Shiite militia is the Promised Day 

Brigades. At Iran’s covert direction, 
fi ghters from all three have been sent 
to Syria to battle Sunni rebels.

Iran allegedly has been able 
to use Iraq as a staging ground 
for operations to support Syrian 
President Bashar al-Assad thanks 
partly to Hadi al-Ameri, the Iraqi 
minister of transport. He headed the 
Badr Brigade, a pro-Iranian militia.

The sectarian cleavage in 
Iraq has widened since the U.S. 
departed. With Iraqi Shiites 
pulled toward Iran, Sunnis were 
drawn back toward the jihadist 
orbit — especially after Syria 
lurched into civil war. Al-Qaida 
fi ghters relentlessly moved across 
the porous border and last year 
proclaimed themselves the Islamic 
State of Iraq and Syria. This new 
jihadist magnet has drawn about 
10,000 foreign fi ghters, many with 
European passports.

Al-Qaida’s resurgence in Anbar 
has been chilling. Last week 
hundreds of fi ghters, traveling in 
about 75 armed trucks, surged into 
Ramadi and took over police and 

gas stations there. Ramadi was 
largely cleared this week, thanks 
to Sunni tribal fi ghters. Fallujah 
will be harder to liberate. Maliki 
has heeded American advice not to 
allow the Iraqi army to storm the 
city, which would alienate the Sunni 
residents. Meanwhile, the Iraqi 
parliament has voted to put Sunni 
tribal fi ghters back on the payroll. 
But tragically, a new war to drive 
al-Qaida from the Euphrates Valley 
is beginning, just a few years after 
the terrorist group appeared to have 
been crushed there.

New Iraqi elections will be 
held in April. It’s a mark of Iran’s 
tactical skill that Tehran is said 
to be abandoning Maliki and 
searching for a new client. America 
is picking up the slack, once more 
supplying Maliki with advice and 
weapons. The Iranians, it must be 
said, play the Iraqi game with a 
fi nesse and staying power the U.S. 
has never matched.

David Ignatius is a columnist for 
The Washington Post.
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Tax incentives unfortunately have 
become the name of the game 
in most places when it comes 

to business recruitment and retention, 
and Cobb residents are getting an edu-
cation in the oft-unappetizing world of 
tax incentives these days, courtesy of 
the controversy over a 10-year prop-
erty tax abatement approved for devel-
oper John Williams and his $103 mil-
lion “Riverwalk” project in the Cum-
berland/Galleria area by the Develop-
ment Authority of Cobb County. It has 
the quiet backing of Chairman Tim 
Lee and the county commission, but 
has hit a roadblock in the form of the 
Cobb school board. 

Critics say the abatement will cost 
the school board $4.3 million in lost 
tax revenues. The school board, don’t 
forget, is already trying to fi gure out 
how to deal with a $79 million revenue 
shortfall for next year’s budget. 

The school board met Tuesday 
to discuss the abatement and a 
compromise offer from the DACC last 
week that would provide $139,299 
in property taxes to the board during 
the three-year construction period 
for Riverwalk. Developers receiving 
abatements usually do not have to pay 
property taxes on land while it is being 
developed. The board also discussed the 
“communications policy” passed Friday 
by the Development Authority that 
specifi es it should alert the school board 
of pending tax abatement applications.

Williams and DACC Chairman 
Clark Hungerford have warned that 
Williams will build elsewhere if his 
abatement request is rejected. As 
Williams put it bluntly at the board 
meeting, the project won’t happen 
without the subsidy, “pure and simple.”

���
Imagine being able to have free, legal 

access to your neighbor’s wallet and 
sharing its contents with whomever you 
please — and without any obligation to 
tell him you are doing so. And without 
him being able to do anything about it, 
even after he fi nds out about it.

It’s a pretty sweet deal — for you. 
But for your neighbor, not so much.

And that’s a pretty fair analogy 
for the current relationship between 
the Development Authority and the 
school board. The board fi led a formal 
objection in Cobb Superior Court in 
December in a last-minute effort to 
block the Authority from issuing the 
bonds. It argues that:
� the Authority cannot give away 

the Board’s right of taxation;
� the tax incentive represents a 

“gratuitous gift of public funds”;
� the Authority lacks policies; 

spelling out its review/approval process 
for such incentives; and
� the Authority lacks any means of 

ensuring the proposed incentive will in 
fact result in the benefi t to the public 
promised by the developer.

The Authority had expected the 
Dec. 17 bond validation hearing before 
Senior Judge Mike Stoddard to be 
a formality. But in the wake of the 
board’s objection the judge continued 
the case until after Christmas.

The bond validation hearing is 

expected to resume on Friday, but the 
school board now is expected to ask 
the judge for another extension so it 
can clarify details of the Authority’s 
“compromise.”

���
In addition to the objections cited by 

the school board, there is the underlying 
question of whether the law giving 
the Authority the power to grant such 
incentives is constitutional. Should the 
unelected Authority board be able to 
issue tax incentives without the explicit 
approval of its parent board, the Cobb 
Commission, as is now the case? And 
should the Authority be able to usurp 
the tax-collection powers of the school 
board, as is apparently now the case?

“I believe local school boards are 
given the authority to collect taxes for 
the local Board of Education, and I’m 
not sure an authority that they have no 
appointment to or no hand in appointing 
or no input into the process can take 
over their constitutional authority to 
collect taxes,” state Sen. (and former 
Cobb School Board Chair) Lindsey 
Tippins (R-west Cobb), has said.

Economic development is vital, yes 
— but not if it comes at the expense 
of local education. Ten years’ worth of 
tax abatements translate into 10 years’ 
worth of local schoolchildren having to 
do with less — and/or 10 years’ worth 
of higher taxes for everyone else to 
make up the difference.

We suspect Lee and other 
commissioners would strongly object 
if the school board could hijack a hefty 
portion of future county tax revenues 
and steer them instead to school coffers.

 ���
The school board has no 

representation at present on the DACC, 
the members of which are appointed 
by the county commission. It deserves 
such representation, although we’re 
not sure that adding one or two school 
board members to the Authority would 
do much to protect the school budget 
because they would lack the voting 
strength to fend off the rest of the 
Authority board.

The best solution would be to 
improve the law and allow for school 
board representation on the Authority 
— and more important, require the 
Authority to gain the approval of 
both the county commission and the 
school board before handing out any 
tax incentives. In matters involving 
tax dollars, the buck should stop with 
elected offi cials. That way, a majority of 
the public can hold offi cials accountable 
by way of the ballot box. It’s not right 
that an unelected, unaccountable board 
like the Authority should have the 
unchecked power to issue bonds and 
hand out tax breaks — especially when 
the tax dollars it’s giving away are not 
entirely the Authority’s to give away.

The Cobb legislative delegation 
should make improving that law a 
priority in the coming legislative session. 
And there should be a moratorium 
on considering any further incentive 
requests until such changes are made.

In the meantime, the public’s 
education about the good and the bad of 
tax incentives continues …

‘PURE AND SIMPLE’
Public getting education on tax breaks ...

The era of Gesture Lib-
eralism is at hand. It 
may be more amusing 

than consequential.
Americans who exercise 

consumer sovereignty 
wherever Barack Obama 
still tolerates it are 
constantly disappointing 
him. For generations 
they persisted in 
buying what he 
calls “substandard” 
policies from what 
he calls “bad apple” 
health insurers. They 
stopped only when 
he forced them to 
stop — when he 
rescued them from 
their ignorance by 
banning their benighted 
preferences.

Have consumers thanked 
him for trying to wean 
them away from their 
desire to drive large, useful, 
comfortable, safe vehicles 
that he thinks threaten their 
habitat, Earth? The 2013 
numbers tell the tale of 
their ingratitude. In 2013, 
for the 32nd consecutive 
year, the best-selling 
vehicle was Ford’s F-Series 
pickups. This supremacy 
began, fi ttingly, in the fi rst 
year of Ronald Reagan’s 
deregulatory presidency.

Today’s consumers, 
who cannot get it through 
their thick heads that they 
are supposed to want wee 
vehicles such as Chevrolet’s 
Volt, bought 763,402 
F-Series trucks. That is 
740,308 more than the 
number of Volts General 
Motors sold.

In 2010, a GM offi cial 
carefully said “more than 
120,000 potential Volt 
customers have already 
signaled interest in the car.” 
Signaled? How? Not by 
buying. At the 2013 rate 
of sales, by 2046 GM will 
have sold as many Volts as 
Ford sold F-Series trucks 
this year. Obama, our 
Nostradamus, prophesied a 
million electric cars on U.S. 
roads by 2015. If so, they 
will have to outsell F-Series 
trucks this year.

The sort-of-electric Volt 
— it is a hybrid — probably 
is one of those great ideas 
Joe Biden celebrated in 
2010: “Every single great 

idea that has marked the 21st 
century, the 20th century and 
the 19th century has required 
government vision and 
government incentive.” 

Government’s incentive 
for Volt buyers is a tax 
credit up to $7,500. A 2011 

study showed 
that taxpayer-
subsidized Volt 
or Nissan LEAF 
buyers had average 
annual incomes of 
$150,000, and more 
than half of them 
owned at least two 
other vehicles.

In 2009, 
the Obama 
administration 

disapprovingly said: “GM 
earns a large share of its 
profi ts from high-margin 
trucks and SUVs, which are 
vulnerable to 
a continuing 
shift in 
consumer 
preferences 
to smaller 
vehicles.” 
Continuing? 
A 2011 Wall 
Street Journal 
headline: 
“Americans 
Embrace 
SUVs Again.” 
A Wall Street Journal 
subhead last week: “U.S. 
Sales Cruise Back to 2007 
Levels, Driven by Fondness 
for Pickups, SUVs.”

Building the Volt was 
bankrupt-and-bailed-out 
GM’s gesture of obeisance to 
its Washington masters. And 
causing the Volt to be built was 
a gesture by those masters to 
demonstrate how much they 
worry about the climate. The 
climate may not understand 
the importance of gestures.

Today, Little Sisters 
of the Poor Home for the 
Aged v. Sebelius may be the 
second-most serendipitously 
named court case in U.S. 
history, second to Loving v. 
Virginia (wherein Richard 
Loving, who was white, and 
his wife, Mildred, who was 
black, in 1967 overturned 
Virginia’s law against 
interracial marriages). The 
Little Sisters are challenging 
the Obamacare mandate 
that makes them complicit 
in providing, through 

their health insurance, 
contraception, something 
that offends their faith.

This mandate illustrates 
Gesture Liberalism: It is 
unimportant to the structure 
of Obamacare. It has nothing 
to do with real insurance, 
which protects against 
unexpected developments 
— car insurance does not 
pay for oil changes. The 
mandate covers a minor 
expense: Target sells a 
month of birth control pills 
for $9.00. The mandate is, 
however, a gesture affi rming 
liberalism’s belief that any 
institution of civil society 
can be properly broken to 
the saddle of the state.

The next item on Gesture 
Liberalism’s agenda is to 
raise the minimum wage for 
the 23rd time. Less than 3 

percent of the 
workforce 
earns the 
minimum; 
more than 
60 percent of 
those who do 
earn it get a 
raise within 
a year; more 
than half of 
minimum-
wage earners 
are students 

or other part-time workers 
from households with 
average incomes of $53,000. 
Never mind. Raising the 
minimum is a gesture of 
devotion to “equality.”

As is Obama’s support 
for universal preschool, the 
centerpiece of the agenda 
of New York City’s new 
mayor, Bill de Blasio. 
When, in Obama’s fi rst 
Inaugural address, he vowed 
to “restore science to its 
rightful place,” he evidently 
meant to exclude social 
science: There is much 
discouraging data about 
the effi cacy of universal 
preschool.

It will, however, mean 
billions for hiring more 
members of teachers unions, 
whose dues will help elect 
the likes of Obama and de 
Blasio. So this component of 
Gesture Liberalism is more 
than just a gesture.

George Will is a columnist 
for The Washington Post.
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‘GESTURE LIBERALISM’
... more amusing than consequential
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Americans 
who exercise 
consumer 
sovereignty 
wherever 
Barack Obama 
still tolerates it 
are constantly 
disappointing him.


