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Haditha, Iraq
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n August 2014, the “Lions of 
Haditha” locked horns with the 
Islamic State (ISIS), refusing to 
obey an order to hand over 200 
tribesmen the militants accused 

of collaborating with the Iraqi gov-
ernment.

ISIS declared all of Haditha as “in-
fidel” and demanded that its popu-
lation of 100,000 repent or its lead-
ers would be killed.

With that disregarded, too, ISIS 
slapped a biting siege on the farming 
city that spans the Euphrates river 
to force it to surrender.

However, Haditha, north of An-
bar’s provincial capital, Ramadi, 
which fell to ISIS in May, remains 
defiantly resilient, despite severe 
shortages of basic supplies, medi-
cine and fuel.

“We fear no one and won’t bow to 
anyone but God,” shouted Nasr al-
Jughayfa, a volunteer fighter with 
the “Lions of Haditha”, in an inter-
view with The Arab Weekly.

“Neither ISIS nor others will in-
timidate us. We will fight them until 
the last drop of blood.”

Nasr al-Jughayfa’s tribe is Hadi-
tha’s largest with significant popu-
lar sway because it is an Arab Sunni 
Muslim clan whose members, most-
ly livestock traders and farmland 
owners, have been able to smuggle 
in basic supplies despite the ISIS 
blockade.

Al-Jughayfa’s tribe formed the 
“Lions of Haditha” last August, 
shortly after ISIS’s first warning. The 
group has grown since to include 
thousands of men. Another com-

mon name the group uses is “Al-
Jughayfa free fighters”.

Haditha is one of the seven major 
cities in Anbar province, a vast de-
sert region in western Iraq border-
ing Syria, Jordan and Saudi Arabia. 
Since June 2014, ISIS has captured 
most of the other six cities. Haditha, 
however, and a handful of small vil-
lages on Baghdad’s edge remain un-
der government control.

Perhaps, the secret behind Ha-
ditha’s steadfastness is partly the 
experience under al-Qaeda in Iraq, 
which took Haditha’s suburb of Bar-
wana as a hub a decade ago.

“Memories of human suffering in-
flicted under al-Qaeda are still fresh 

in people’s minds,” said Ali Basrawi, 
a retired Baghdad sociologist. He 
pointed to restrictions on public 
freedoms imposed by al-Qaeda and 
the killing of individuals it accused 
of collaborating with the govern-
ment or the United States.

“It’s like a déjà vu: People know 
well that the militants, like other 
religious groups, care for politi-
cal gains but have no tangible pro-
grammes to improve living condi-
tions,” Basrawi said.

Significantly, units of the Iraqi 
Army, many Shia Muslims, are 
inside Haditha working with Al-
Jughayfa and other smaller tribes, 
all of the rival Sunni Muslim sect and 
of Bedouin extraction. Many Iraqi 
Sunnis accuse their Shia-dominated 
government of leaning towards Iran. 
The Sunnis have been sidelined un-
der successive governments follow-
ing the overthrow of Iraqi dictator 
Saddam Hussein.

With the sectarian division, it 
was difficult for the Iraqi govern-
ment to order its largely Shia army 
into the other Anbar cities that ISIS 
controls.

However, Omar Al-Jughayfa, 32, a 
fighter with the “Lions of Haditha”, 
explained that his city “preferred 
the army to ISIS”.

“We are in the same ditch,” he 
said. Haditha is where 24 Iraqi men, 
women and children — all unarmed 
civilians — were killed by US Ma-
rines on November 19, 2005. The 
victims were shot multiple times 
at close range in an incident widely 
known as the Haditha massacre.

At the time, it had been alleged 
that the killings were retribution 
for an attack on a convoy of Ma-
rines with an improvised explosive 
device that killed one Marine.

Haditha is about 240 kilometres 
north-west of Baghdad. It com-
mands a 25-kilometre stretch of the 
Euphrates near Buhayrat al Qadisi-
yyah, an artificial lake that was 
created by the Haditha Dam, Iraq’s 
largest hydroelectric facility.

In September 2014, ISIS tried to 
capture the dam but was stopped 
by US air strikes. Although the dam 
and the city remain under Iraqi 
army control, much of the river wa-
ter has been depleted.

Residents accuse ISIS of diverting 
the stream from Syria, lowering the 
level of the Euphrates in Iraq. Re-
cently, there was speculation that 
ISIS may reopen the flow and flood 
Haditha, Baghdad and other cities, 
especially in the Shia-dominated 
south.

Al-Jughayfa and other residents 
said pressing issues are shortages 
of essential commodities, such as 
food, medicine, children’s milk and 

fuel, which sparked barter deals 
among the people.

“We are swapping personal pos-
sessions for wheat, rice and sugar,” 
Abu Lajen Hadithy said. He said 
the most common dish has become 
mashlout, which is wheat fried in a 
pan.

“Under ISIS’s siege, people de-
pleted their savings and can’t find 
jobs to provide for their families,” 
Hadithy said, adding there were 
neither vegetables nor fruit avail-
able. Baby milk is unavailable, as 
are medicine and fuel.

Hadithy said Iraqi government 
supplies airlifted to Haditha were 
barely enough to cover people’s 
needs.

Municipality worker Faeq Salem, 
39, said he exchanged his Korean-
made Hyundai sedan, which has 
a market value of $2,500, for five 
sacks of wheat, sugar and rice.

Prices also skyrocketed because 
many of the supplies are barred 
from entering besieged Haditha. A 
50-kilogramme sack of wheat costs 
800,000 Iraqi dinars ($650), com-
pared with $15 in state-controlled 
provinces. For Salem, life in Hadi-
tha “means anxiety and fear of to-
morrow but worse is the total star-
vation. “It’s worse than the famine 
witnessed in Africa.”

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Iraq. This article 
was translated from Arabic.
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n the wake of territorial gains 
in June against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in northern Syria, Kurd-
ish militias are potentially within 
striking distance of the militants’ 

stronghold of Raqqa.
In neighbouring Iraq, the pesh-

merga army of the Kurdistan 
Regional Government (KRG) is 
holding back ISIS along a 1,200-kil-
ometre frontier, having regained 
much of the territory the jihadist 
insurgents grabbed a year ago.

After a year in which ISIS has 
been broadly on the offensive in its 
self-declared caliphate spanning 
much of Syria and Iraq, the success 
of Kurdish forces on both sides of 
the border has been a rare source 
of optimism that the movement 
can be pushed back and ultimately 
crushed.

The apparent unity and com-
mitment of Kurdish forces in both 
countries contrasted with the ini-
tial collapse of Iraqi government 
troops and the patchy response of a 
plethora of competing forces in the 
quagmire of the Syrian civil war.

That may have led to unreason-
able expectations of the ability and 
even willingness of Kurdish forces 
to become involved in a wider fight 
against ISIS. In both Iraq and Syria, 
the Kurds have shown themselves 
willing to make sacrifices to defend 
Kurdish-populated territory. But 
they may be more resistant to act-

ing as boots on the ground for the 
anti-ISIS coalition beyond their 
home turf.

The expectations are certainly 
high. They have led to demands 
in the United States and elsewhere 
that the Kurds should receive 
greater direct military aid to boost 
the counteroffensive.

A US congressional bid to au-
thorise US President Barack Obama 
to directly arm KRG forces was 
narrowly defeated in the Senate in 
June. A majority of senators actual-
ly backed the measure but it failed 
to meet a 60-vote threshold in the 
100-member chamber.

The administration had op-
posed the move on the grounds it 
would have weakened the author-
ity of Iraq’s central government.

Despite that, the US military 
continues to regard the Kurds as 
key players in the anti-ISIS cam-
paign, indeed often the only reli-
able allies on the ground.

“We see great progress being 
made in Syria,” said US Marines 
Corps Brigadier-General Thomas 
Weidley, chief of staff of Opera-
tion Inherent Resolve, the US-led 
coalition campaign against ISIS in 
Iraq. “We see repeated abilities of 
Kurdish forces to repel attacks in 
the Kurdish forward line in north-
ern Iraq,” he said during a June 19th 
Pentagon briefing.

“What we’ve seen is that the 
peshmerga, enabled by the coali-
tion, continue to be very successful 
against Daesh,” Weidley said, us-
ing the Arabic acronym for ISIS. “I 
don’t believe the peshmerga have 
yielded any terrain to Daesh since 
the beginning of last winter. We see 
them, as well as the anti-ISIS forces 
up in Syria, being able to make con-
siderable gains against Daesh.”

He stressed, however, that these 
successes were firmly linked to co-

alition air strikes supporting Kurd-
ish forces on the ground. These 
strikes, in turn, were much easier 
to mount in the relatively under-
populated areas of the Syrian and 
Iraqi frontlines, he noted.

It is unlikely that the Kurdish 
People’s Protection Units (YPG) in 
Syria could have held the border 
town of Kobani in late 2014 with-
out such air support. Even the 
Iraqi Kurdish capital of Erbil might 
have fallen a year ago without last-
minute US intervention from the 
air when ISIS forces were less than 
50 kilometres away.

The ISIS advance on Erbil and 
the peshmerga’s subsequent re-
treat from predominantly Yazidi 
and Christian territory dented the 
force’s reputation and exposed the 
fact that much of the KRG army had 
little direct experience in warfare.

The force also faced the problem 
of being largely divided between 
the Kurdistan Democratic Party 
and the Patriotic Union of Kurdis-
tan. Additionally, pay was regularly 

delayed because of budgetary dis-
putes with Baghdad, forcing fight-
ers to double in civilian jobs such 
as driving taxis.

Some of those problems have 
been overcome, partly with arms 
supplies and training programmes 
provided by a range of internation-
al allies. KRG President Masoud 
Barzani has also spent many days 
in morale-boosting visits to the 
front.

The fight in Iraq has been dra-
matically matched in Syria, where 
KRG peshmerga fought alongside 
the YPG to oust ISIS from Kobani 
on the Turkish border. A resump-
tion of ISIS attacks in late June indi-

cated the insurgents have not given 
up trying to recover the town.

Syrian Kurds have gone on to 
recapture strategic border areas 
seized by ISIS. In late June, YPG 
units spearheaded the storming 
of Ain Issa in northern Syria, put-
ting them within 50 kilometres of 
Raqqa. But there seemed little im-
mediate prospect the Kurds would 
push their advantage outside Kurd-
ish-populated territory.

As in northern Iraq, the Kurds 
show the greatest commitment 
when they’re on home territory. 
Salih Muslim, head of the Syr-
ian Kurdish political wing, said 
the YPG had no plans to move on 
non-Kurdish Raqqa. That, he said, 
would be up to other groups bat-
tling ISIS.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.

We see repeated 
abilities of Kurdish 
forces to repel 
attacks

The success of 
Kurdish forces on 
both sides of the 
border has been a 
rare source of 
optimism

Harvey Morris

An Iraqi Kurdish peshmerga fighter holds a book about Kurdistan.

Iraqi tribesmen on a Euphrates bridge near the Haditha dam


