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Can ISIS redraw the 
map of the Middle East?

W
hen Islamic 
State (ISIS) 
militants stand 
in front of a 
camera and 
threaten the 

United States and Europe, the 
world should pay attention. These 
are not idle threats.

Granted, the danger does not 
come from the militiaman in the 
black suit and hood threatening 
the Western powers with his sabre; 
that is part of the public relations 
campaign in which ISIS invests 
heavily as it attracts more follow-
ers. Indeed, ISIS is not about to 
off-load their Toyota pick-ups onto 
the shores of the Americas and 
drive into Camden, NJ, black flags 
fluttering in the wind, in the same 
manner they would when entering 
Iraqi or Syrian cities, for example.

The danger rather comes from 
the reality that we are at the thresh-
old of major changes in the geopo-
litical maps of the greater Middle 
East. As more than one speaker at 
a recent NATO security conference 
on the Greater Middle East and the 
Caucasus in Rome pointed out, the 
era of the Sykes-Picot Agreement 
— the World War I deal between 
Britain and France that resulted in 
many of the present Middle East 
borders — appears to be coming to 
an end.

Maps of the Middle East are 
about to be withdrawn. The new 
map will look very different and 
some countries may disappear 
altogether.

The catalyst for this change, of 
course, was the United States’ 2003 
invasion of Iraq that now both US 
Democratic and Republican presi-
dential hopefuls seem to agree was 
a mistake.

Americans are waking up to the 
fact that 4,491 Americans died in 
Iraq along with “countless Iraqis”.

Reflecting the mood of the na-
tion, the candidates are stating 
publicly that the war in Iraq was a 
colossal blunder.

The “countless” Iraqis 
killed are in fact more than 
200,000 according to the 
Britain-based non-govern-
mental organisation Iraq 
Body Count. The United 
Nations put the number 
of civilians killed in Iraq 
in 2014 at 12,282. And the 
toll keeps on mounting in a 
country torn by Sunni-Shia 
sectarian strife.

The admission of error 
comes at a time when the barbaric 
troops of ISIS captured Ramadi, the 
capital of Iraq’s largest province, 

despite US-led coalition air strikes.
Twelve years after the US inva-

sion, Iraq is a broken country. Large 
swathes of its territory are outside 
state control. Large numbers of its 
population, Sunni and Shia, are 
traumatised, displaced and without 
income or sense of the future.

Democracy was supposed to 
flourish with the removal of dicta-
tor Saddam Hussein along with 
the abolition of the Ba’ath Party. 
Instead, a sectarian state was estab-
lished.

 With the withdrawal of US 
forces, the Shia-dominated govern-
ment in Baghdad became a tool of 
Iran. Humiliated and ostracised, 
jobless and without funds, many 
of Saddam’s men put themselves 
at the service of what became ISIS 
terrorists.

While admitting to the 2003 
mistake will not alter history or 
change the fate befalling Ramadi, at 
this juncture one can hope for two 
things:

First, that the Iraqi people have 
enough patriotic resolve to prevent 
the fall of Baghdad, this time into 
the hands of ISIS’s bloodthirsty 
hordes.

And second, seeing that the West 
contributed to the great mess that 
Iraq finds itself in, it would only be 
just for those who contributed to 
this debacle to roll up their sleeves 
and jump in the fray to put an end 
to the madness.

The Western nations have a 
vested interest in getting the ISIS 
issue resolved before those gun-
men staging the terror infomercials 
manage to convince some lunatic 
to blow some mall in the United 
States or Europe.
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T
he abrupt collapse of Iraqi defences in front of advanc-
ing troops of the Islamic State (ISIS) in Ramadi, the 
provincial capital of Anbar, is a source of serious 
concern. The city, which fell under ISIS control, is 
only 115 kilometres from Baghdad. It is the first major 
Iraqi city to fall into the hands of the extremist group 
since 2014. During the fighting, ISIS forces perpe-
trated mass killings. Nearly 120,000 residents of 

Ramadi have fled their homes since April. The conspicuous eager-
ness of Shia militiamen to head to Ramadi now is a source of addi-
tional concern. According to rights groups, Shia militias had previ-
ously used anti-ISIS operations, as in Tikrit, to commit abuses 
against the Sunni population.

The successful ISIS blitz also shows the limits of the air war 
conducted by the US-led coalition. The recent incursion by US 
Special Forces into Syria and the killing of ISIS’ “oil emir” Abu 
Sayyaf is in itself an admission of the limits of operations conducted 
solely from the sky.

The targeting of Abu Sayyaf  also  highlighted the continuing 
threat emanating from the flow of foreign fighters to Syria and Iraq. 
US intelligence estimates about 1,000 fighters continue to find their 
way into Syria and Iraq every month. According to the United 
Nations, foreign jihadists have flocked to the Levant from about 80 
countries. At least 15,000 have travelled to Syria and Iraq to join ISIS 
and other terrorist organisations. The ISIS arsenal includes T-55 and 
T-72 tanks, short-range anti-aircraft artillery and US-made Hum-
vees, the United Nations points out.

Beside a more efficient military campaign, stopping ISIS requires:

— Stemming the flow of oil revenues and ransom money replenish-
ing the coffers of the jihadists. The Counter ISIS Finance Group 
(CIFG), which met in Jeddah on May 7th, noted “with concern the 
huge revenues raised by [ISIS] from kidnapping for ransom”. 
Unscrupulous traders who traffic in smuggled oil have as much 
blood on their hands as the direct perpetrators of terror.

— Waging a more efficient war for the hearts and minds of poten-
tial ISIS recruits. Most jihadist foot soldiers are the product of failed 
educational and socio-economic systems in the Middle East and 
North Africa. In Europe, misguided young Muslim immigrants and 
recent converts have been attracted to the jihadist narrative.

In a recent audio recording, ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi 
proclaimed that “Islam was always a religion of war”. His bellicose 
interpretation of Islam is not only ill-founded but dangerous. The 
Arab and Muslim world needs leaders with enough vision and 
courage to stand against the manipulation of Islamic texts.

— Establishing closer cooperation between the West and countries 
of the region to combat the jihadist use of the internet to provide an 
enticing narrative for would-be terrorists.

But before anything else, it is Iraq that needs to put its house in 
order. Its huge sectarian divide provides ideological ammunition for 
the ISIS narrative. Everyone, including those who would like to 
exploit that divide to promote their political agendas, runs the risk 
of being consumed by the fires of terror.
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