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T 

he Iraqi government’s 
over-reliance on Shia mi-
litias to do the job of the 
Iraqi military has raised 
eyebrows over Baghdad’s 

actual intentions in the war on ter-
rorism and whether it has a hidden 
agenda with Iran to weaken and 
ethnically cleanse Sunni provinces 
to reach the oil-rich areas in the 
north.

The ease at which the forces of 
the Islamic State (ISIS) advanced 
into predominantly Sunni towns 
and cities, with little significant re-
sistance from Iraqi regular troops or 
paramilitary police units, raised the 
suspicion of observers and officials 
regionally and internationally.

What was more surprising was to 
see the Iraqi government seek the 
assistance of the Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces (PMF), Iranian-backed 
Iraqi Shia militias, to do the job that 
the Iraqi armed forces should be do-
ing.

According to defence contractors 
and Iraqi security sources, Baghdad 
has been investing heavily in build-
ing the PMF. “The Iraqi government 
is transferring most of the procured 
ammunition and arms to the PMF 
and leaving Iraqi troops and police 
most of the time with limited am-
munition and defence capabilities,” 
a defence contractor who deals with 
Iraq said.

“Once an arms shipment reaches 
the Baghdad airport we could see 
Iraqi security giving way to PMF 
men to move in and unload the 
weapons onto their own trucks and 
drive away,” the defence contractor, 
who asked not to be named, said. 
“The Iraqi government is even pro-
viding legal documentations like 
end-user certificates to procure 
stuff for the PMF.”

“Between what ISIS captured 
from Iraqi army depots and from 
what the government has given 

the PMF, the Iraqi military has lost 
around 65% of its arms, equipment 
and assets,” according to an Iraqi 
security official who asked not to be 
named. 

The latest city to be lost to ISIS is 
Ramadi. It was the same scenario of 
what happened at Tikrit and many 
other places. ISIS fighters pushed in 
against Iraqi regular forces backed 
by poorly armed Sunni tribesmen 
putting up a desperate fight with 
limited ammunition and resources. 
Pleas for assistance from Baghdad 
went unanswered until the city 
was lost and then the government 
called for PMF intervention.

The PMF failed to expel ISIS from 
Tikrit and the international alliance 
fighting ISIS refused to provide 
air cover for PMF for fear of being 
caught in a sectarian conflict sweep-
ing Iraq. Tikrit was liberated from 
ISIS by regular Iraqi troops with 
alliance air cover. But PMF moved 
into the city afterwards and was ac-
cused by Human Rights Watch of 
committing atrocities against the 
civilian residents of the Sunni city.

Iraqi Sunni officials called for 
public enquiries and the 
Iraqi government 
promised to inves-
tigate but noth-
ing has mate-
rialised while 
many of 
the city’s 
residents 
seem un-
able to 
return for 
fear of re-
prisals by 
the PMF 
roaming the 
city.

The same 
scenario appears 
to be unfolding in 
Ramadi, where a Shia 
militia is being asked to move 
in to evict Sunni radical fighters 
from a Sunni city. The Arab mem-
bers of the alliance, especially the 
Arab Gulf States, appear to have 
suspended all operations in Iraq.

According to an official Arab Gulf 
source, the United States, which 
leads the alliance, has been in-
formed that Arab warplanes will 
not be taking part in operations that 
would provide cover for the PMF. 
Worried about the unity of the alli-
ance, Washington adopted a similar 

position and pressed Baghdad to 
invest more in building the regular 
forces and arm Sunni tribesmen to 
fight ISIS. But the Iraqi government 
has been very slow in reacting.

The US Congress recently passed 
a measure allowing Washington to 
provide arms to Sunni and Kurdish 
forces in Iraq without going through 
Baghdad.

The current policies of the Ira-
nian-influenced Iraqi government 
seem to be weakening the Sunni 
provinces by using the war against 
ISIS to do sectarian cleansing and 
widen Shia areas of control into oil-
rich territories in the north.

However, Baghdad will likely find 
itself soon in direct conflict with 

the Arab Gulf countries and 
maybe the West. Exas-

perating the anxie-
ties of Iraqi Sunni 

tribes could 
push more of 

their young 
men into al-
lying with 
ISIS and 
shift the 
war on ter-
rorism into 
a purely 

sectarian 
battle.

The inter-
national com-

munity should ex-
ercise more scrutiny 

into arms deals with Iraq 
and impose conditions in their 

contracts that would penalise Bagh-
dad for passing on weapons and 
ammunition to the militias. Turning 
the war on ISIS in Iraq into a sectar-
ian war will ultimately lead to a big-
ger regional conflict and the loss of 
the global war on terrorism.
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after the 2014 ISIS offensive, had 
pledged to restructure the security 
forces and reach out to Iraq’s Kurd-
ish and Sunni minorities. His deci-
sion to order Shia militias into An-
bar reflects lingering doubts about 
the army’s effectiveness and could 
set the stage for a renewed sectar-
ian conflict.

The loss of Ramadi also raises 
serious questions about the effec-
tiveness of US air power in contain-
ing and rolling back the extremists. 
US-led warplanes carried out 32 air 
strikes in Ramadi since late April, 
including eight May 18th.

The defeat in Ramadi breaks a 
streak of successes by Iraqi forces 
around Baghdad and in the north, 
where they retook the city of Tikrit 
in early April. It will likely further 
delay the expected battle for the 
northern city of Mosul, Iraq’s sec-
ond largest, which remains in the 
grip of ISIS.

What about the decision to 
send in Shia militias?

Iran-backed Shia militias have 
played a key role on the ground 
against ISIS but rights groups say 
they have also carried out revenge 
attacks and looted and destroyed 
property.

The government had hoped to 

rely on the army and allied Sunni 
tribesmen in Anbar, including the 
remnants of the Sahwa. Sending in 
Shia militias could further alienate 
the local population and erstwhile 
tribal allies, driving them into the 
arms of ISIS, which presents itself 
as the defender of Sunni Muslims 
against Shia Iran and its allies.

The government and the people 
of Anbar may have no other option 
than to rely on the militias. Already, 
some Sunnis in Anbar are urging 
the militias to come to their aid.

What does the loss of Ramadi 
mean for US credibility?

Senior Iraqi officials have long 
complained that the United States 
is not doing enough to aid its forces 
battling ISIS and Washington will 
likely share the blame for losing 
Ramadi.

Earlier this year, US-led air strikes 
broke a weeks-long stalemate and 
gave Iraqi forces a key boost in 
capturing Tikrit. The air campaign 
has helped Kurdish forces advance 
against ISIS in the north. The Unit-
ed States has also sped up the deliv-
ery of arms to Iraq and in July is to 
deliver the country’s first and long-
awaited F-16 fighter jets.

If the Shia militias succeed in 
Anbar where the US-backed army 
failed, Tehran looks to gain even 
more influence in Baghdad. That 
would continue a trend dating to 
the 2003 toppling of Saddam Hus-
sein, who was Iran’s arch-enemy.

Will al-Abadi hold onto 
power?

The loss of Ramadi is a pain-
ful setback for al-Abadi, who had 
pledged a new start after succeed-
ing prime minister Nuri al-Maliki, 
whose sectarian policies are seen 
as having contributed to the rise of 
ISIS.

Until now al-Abadi could point 
to a string of battlefield successes, 
improved relations with the Kurds 
and local alliances with Sunnis to 
argue that he was slowly stitching 
Iraq together. Now he will be forced 
to explain the loss of Ramadi de-
spite considerable US and interna-
tional support. Maliki, who holds 
the largely ceremonial post of vice-
president along with two other of-
ficials, remains a major presence 
on the political scene and makes 
frequent media appearances. He is 
widely rumoured to be seeking a 
political comeback.
(The Associated Press)
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