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Iraq: ISIS sits tight as its foes slug it out
London

T 

he Pentagon in Washing-
ton was cautiously sug-
gesting in April that the 
Islamic State (ISIS) was 
on the run in Iraq, having 

ceded more than a quarter of the 
territory it seized a year ago.

“The combination of coalition 
air power and Iraqi ground forces 
are having an effect on the enemy’s 
ability to hold territory and have 
freedom of movement,” US Army 
Colonel Steve Warren, a US Defense 
Department spokesman, said.

The optimistic assessment fol-
lowed the liberation of Tikrit by a 
combination of Iraqi government 
forces, Iranian-backed Shia militia 
and Sunni tribal fighters, supported 
by US-led coalition air strikes.

Within weeks, however, ISIS 
eclipsed its setback in Tikrit by 
seizing Ramadi, the capital of An-
bar governorate and a city which 
straddles the highway to Baghdad. 
In Syria, it captured Palmyra and 
seized another strategic border 
crossing connecting its territories 
in neighbouring countries.

Baghdad announced a counter-
offensive, backed by paramilitary 
units, to push the jihadists out of 
Anbar. But the shock of recent gains 
by ISIS already had the effect of 
exposing the divisions among the 
forces opposing it.

What went wrong? There was 
no shortage of answers as various 
players involved in the fight against 
ISIS rushed to blame each other for 
the debacle. For US Defense Sec-
retary Ashton Carter, the culprits 
were the Iraqi military whom he 

claimed showed a lack of willing-
ness to fight when they fled from a 
vastly smaller ISIS force.

Not so, countered Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi, whose 
spokesman told the media: “Carter 
was probably given incorrect infor-
mation because the situation on the 
ground is different. We should not 
judge the whole army based on one 
incident.”

Throwing the blame back on the 
Americans, Hakim al-Zamili, head 
of the Iraqi parliament’s defence 
committee, said, “The Iraqi army 
and police did have the will to fight 
ISIS in Ramadi but these forces lack 
good equipment, weapons and aer-
ial support.”

Major-General Qassem Soleim-
ani, the increasingly high-profile 
Iranian Revolutionary Guards com-
mander who heads his country’s 
operations in Iraq, took the op-
portunity to accuse US President 
Barack Obama of not having done 
“a damn thing so far” to confront 
ISIS.

That came close to echoing 
Obama’s domestic critics, including 
US Senator John McCain, R-Ariz., 
who blamed the president for pav-
ing the way for the ISIS takeover by 
withdrawing US forces from Iraq in 
2011.

The blame game is an under-
standable consequence of the fact 
that the forces ranged against ISIS 
have different and, at times con-
flicting, aims but it also amounts to 
a gift to ISIS propagandists.

The failure of the strategy to roll 
back the jihadists reflects the fact 
that there is no discernible com-
mon strategy, at least not one that 
is shared by all the participants 
from the White House to Tehran 
via Baghdad. And there is even less 
clarity when the interests of other 
players such as Turkey, Saudi Ara-
bia and Russia are added to the mix.

“Coordination is relatively limit-
ed and ineffectual and coordination 
between Iran and the US is mini-
mal,” said Yezid Sayigh, senior as-
sociate at the Carnegie Middle East 
Center in Beirut.

“The US role is not insignificant 
but it’s the minimum necessary,” 
he told The Arab Weekly. “The US 

is not prepared to put people in 
but what can it do remotely that it 
couldn’t do with 150,000 troops on 
the ground?”

The Iraqi response, meanwhile, 
was hamstrung by deep divisions 
that went beyond the immediate 
ISIS threat, he said.

ISIS has made major territorial 
inroads against ostensibly superior 
forces with a strategy  described by 
the US-based Soufan Group secu-
rity consultancy as “infiltrate; in-
timidate; assassinate; attack.” It’s a 
strategy that involves suicide truck 
bombings to bulldoze ISIS assaults 
and large-scale booby-trapping of 
any areas from which it’s forced to 
retreat.

The often ill-coordinated anti-
ISIS response has been both piece-
meal and inadequate. While Wash-

ington alleges a lack of fighting 
spirit on the part of Iraqi troops, 
Baghdad complains of shortages of 
US weapons supplies and insuffi-
cient air support.

“Most Iraqi military units appear 
to be poorly supplied and are run-
ning out of ammunition quickly 
without timely support,” Riad 
Kahwaji of the Dubai-based Insti-
tute for Near East and Gulf Military 
Analysis told The Arab Weekly.

A US decision to deliver 2,000 
AT-4 anti-tank rockets to Iraq to 
help Baghdad combat suicide 
bombings came too late to save 

Ramadi. Russia, which is at odds 
with Washington on a range of in-
ternational issues, also leapt in and 
told a visiting Abadi they would do 
all they could to help Baghdad com-
bat ISIS.

Russian media have also been 
busy with allegations that the Unit-
ed States is soft-pedalling in the 
fight against ISIS and prominently 
interpreting recently published US 
intelligence to suggest Washington 
was behind the group’s creation.

With enemies like these, ISIS may 
for the time being outlast earlier 
predictions of its steady demise.
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Is Mosul lost forever?
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F 

or now, there seems to be 
very little the Iraqi govern-
ment and a US-led coali-
tion of regional and West-
ern countries can do to 

dislodge the battle-hardened mili-
tants of the Islamic State (ISIS) from 
Mosul. Iraq’s second largest city has 
been under the control of ISIS since 
June 2014.

The coalition and the Iraqi au-
thorities spoke of launching a large-
scale operation to win back the 
city in April or May. Now, in June, 
the militant, ultra-extremist group 
has turned the story upside down, 
proving that it was on the offen-
sive and capable of carrying out 
daring and effective attacks. ISIS’s 
latest conquest was the seizure of 
the strategically important city of 
Ramadi, the capital of Iraq’s largest 
province of Anbar.

A few days after sweeping into 
Mosul, ISIS militants imposed their 
unyielding doctrines on the resi-
dents who had not managed to es-
cape. ISIS has complete dominion 
over the people. Women are to stay 
indoors and in public wear head-to-
toe black garments known as niqab, 
couples in public have to show 
proof of marriage at militant check-
points and thieves are punished by 
amputation.

The militants further imposed 
tough measures on residents who 
wanted to leave Mosul as they ap-
parently feared that a city void of 

civilians would allow for massive 
US-led air strikes. Anyone wants to 
leave must submit the title deeds 
for their family home for a tempo-
rary departure. The property will be 
confiscated and stamped as “Prop-
erty of the Islamic State” if they fail 
to return within the agreed period.

“It was an open-air prison con-
trolled by wicked people,” one Mo-
sul resident, who now lives in Erbil 
and preferred not to be identified, 
said over the phone.

This resident was lucky to escape 
the harsh and violent version of the 
self-styled caliphate. “I just wanted 

to lead a normal life.”
The militants went on a rampage 

of cleansing against the city’s an-
cient Christian population. Tens of 
thousands of people were forced 
into a panicky flight to the Kurd-
istan region and Baghdad. Those 
who remained have been forced to 
choose between conversion and ex-
ecution.

If that was not enough, extrem-
ists attacked the religious and eth-
nic minority of Yazidis in the north-
western district of Sinjar, which is 
close to Mosul, driving them into 
the mountains without food or wa-

ter. They reportedly captured thou-
sands of Yazidis and divided fami-
lies: Men were forced to convert 
and women taken into slavery.

They used their favourite choice 
of propaganda, posting gruesome 
videos online showing the behead-
ing and hanging of captives, includ-
ing Western journalists.

Other videos on militant web-
sites showed ISIS extremists with 
sledgehammers destroying ancient 
artefacts at the Mosul museum 
and dynamiting holy shrines. They 
used heavy military vehicles to 
bulldoze the Assyrian archaeologi-
cal site of Nimrud, which dates to 
the 13th century, claiming such 
priceless masterpieces promote 
apostasy. The destruction sparked 
global outrage and the United Na-
tions described it as an act of “cul-
tural terrorism”.

But, why is Mosul so critical for 
ISIS? Beyond its symbolic value as 
the largest city the militants control 
in Iraq, Mosul is a key conduit of 
weapons coming from cities seized 
by ISIS in neighbouring Syria. De-
fending Mosul is crucial for them to 
maintain the supply lines. The vast 
area from Raqqa in northern Syria 
to Mosul is a sanctuary for ISIS mili-
tants. The border between Iraq and 
Syria in that region may have effec-
tively disappeared.

Pentagon officials hope to launch 
the invasion of Mosul with a force 
of 20,000-25,000 Iraqi soldiers to 
face well-armed, well-financed 
and battle-hardened militants. But 
with Iraqi Army personnel whom 
US Defense Secretary Ashton Cart-
er said have lost the will to fight, 

can ISIS be defeated? The last time 
Iraqi forces faced this enemy in 
May in Ramadi, they dropped their 
weapons, shed their uniforms and 
abandoned their positions in a hu-
miliating retreat captured on phone 
cameras and circulated widely on 
the internet.

Is there a military answer to ISIS 
insurgency then? “No,” Fawaz Ger-
ges, professor of Middle East Poli-
tics and International Relations at 
the London School of Economics 
and Political Science, told The Arab 
Weekly.

For Gerges, the root problems 
fuelling the support of ISIS mili-
tants in the Sunni heartland of Iraq 
are political not military.

“The answer to ISIS is social and 
political not just military because 
the group would have not been able 
to made such progress with the 
ability to blend in the persecuted 
Sunni communities in both Iraq 
and Syria. ISIS’s strength lies in the 
fact that it has been able to co-opt 
many Sunnis in both countries who 
feel marginalised and oppressed by 
the sectarian regimes in Baghdad 
and Damascus,” he said.
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