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W 

hen the Islamic 
State (ISIS) took 
over the western 
Iraqi city of Ramadi 
on May 17th, there 

was a sense of urgency in Washing-
ton and Baghdad to hit back with an 
offensive. This uplifting momen-
tum through the summer began 
to fade in the fall, as a stalemate 
settled on the outskirts of Ramadi 
and the northern ISIS-held city of 
Mosul.

Priorities in Iraq have shifted and 
Russian air strikes on Syria have ex-
posed the subtle US-Iraqi coopera-
tion to defeat the Islamic group.

“We have always been very clear 
that this is an Iraqi-led operation 
and that the timetable for any of-
fensive will be set by them,” US 
Defense Department spokeswoman 
Commander Elissa Smith said in 
August. “We are focused on getting 
the Iraqi forces adequately trained 
and equipped and the plan synchro-
nised. Efforts to train and advise 
Iraqi forces are ongoing at multiple 
sites across Iraq, with cooperation 
from our coalition partners.”

The Obama administration 
scrambled in May 2014 to acceler-
ate the pace of weapons transfer 
and training of Iraqi tribes to set the 
stage for an Iraqi-led offensive to re-
capture Ramadi, a 90-minute drive 
from Baghdad. Mosul has been sys-
tematically isolated by Iraqi forces 
and ISIS is showing signs of vulner-
ability there.

According to the Pentagon, the 
slow, methodical approach of the 
Iraqi forces’ advance aims to limit 
property destruction and civilian 
casualties. However, other than 
Kurdish groups’ success against 
ISIS around Kirkuk, there has been 
a stalemate on the battlefield. Ana-
lysts are divided as to why.

James Jeffrey, a fellow at the 
Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy and former ambassador to 
Iraq and Turkey, said the United 
States “will have to employ far more 
air power far more effectively with 
looser rules of engagement and at 
least a few thousand US troops on 
the ground to do air spotting, advis-
ing, raiding and, frankly, some US 
combat contingents to stiffen [the 
Iraqis’] spine to get an offensive go-
ing”.

“Priority should be retake Ramadi 
and isolate Falluja,” he added.

Michael O’Hanlon, a senior fellow 
at the Brookings Institution, had an-
other take and noted that the limits 
of the Iraqi troops are “a great con-
cern because there is only so much 
that air power can do in this kind of 
campaign”.

“There is also the fact that half 
the army melted away in recent 
years due to politics and nepotism 
and also the fact that ISIS is fairly 
formidable,” he said.

Compared to one year ago, mobi-
lisation calls by Iraqi leaders have 
succeeded in shielding Shia areas 
from a potential ISIS offensive. This 
sense of security allowed protesters 
in Baghdad to shift the focus in Iraq 
on July 31st by taking to the streets 
to demand better public services, 
which emboldened Prime Minis-
ter Haider al-Abadi to announce 
an ambitious reform package. On-
going political pressure on Abadi 

cast doubts on his ability to follow 
through.

Jeffrey said Abadi can still im-
plement reforms and maintain the 
unity of the country if the Shia coa-
lition “listens to him”, referring to 
Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani and the 
protesters who called for reforms, 
“not the allies of Iran”. But “the jury 
is still out” on whether Abadi will 
manage to succeed on the political 
front or at least “clear away some of 
the underbrush and excessive gov-
ernment [corruption] at mid-level 
positions”, O’Hanlon said.

A new dimension to the Iraqi 
scene is the Russian air strikes on 
neighbouring Syria, which prompt-
ed calls by Iraqi leaders, in particu-
lar Sistani and Abadi, for Moscow to 
expand its target list to include ISIS 
in Iraq. 

A senior US administration offi-
cial downplayed any strategic im-
plications of an alliance between 
Moscow and Baghdad, stating that 

the Russians “have little to give the 
Iraqis since they have few assets in 
Iraq”.

Smith noted that Russia “has an-
nounced publicly that its air opera-
tions in Syria will not be extended 
to Iraq”.

“We have consistently said that 
we welcome a Russian role in fight-
ing ISIS. However, we are concerned 
by reports that Russian strikes in 
Syria targeted moderate opposi-
tion groups, rather than ISIS and we 
have made those concerns clear to 
the Russians,” she said.

However, Jeffrey pointed out that 
any Russian action in Iraq “would 

be totally objectionable to any US 
administration interested in pre-
serving stability and the US security 
role in the region”.

“Tragically there is real doubt 
whether President [Barack] Obama 
sees things that way. He has sur-
prised us frequently since the 2013 
Syria’s red line disaster with posi-
tions that seemingly fly in the face 
of US interests,” he added.

O’Hanlon said that if Russian air 
strikes are “de-conflicted” from US 
air strikes in Iraq and are “truly in 
service” of the Iraqi government’s 
offensive plan, “they would be 
among the least of our problems”.
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T 

he number of recorded 
cholera cases in Iraq 
passed 1,000 in Septem-
ber with more than 40 
confirmed deaths, vexing 

an already tense population shat-
tered by Sunni-Shia sectarianism 
and violence by Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants.

Health Ministry spokesman Rifaq 
al-Araji said dozens of people had 
been diagnosed with symptoms of 
cholera. He said that, through the 
second week in September, there 
were 1,004 confirmed cases of chol-
era in Iraq.

Faris al-Brifkani, the head of 
Iraq’s parliamentary health com-
mittee, said at least 45 people had 
died from the disease, with about 
half of the fatalities reported in Na-
jaf, 160 kilometres south of Bagh-
dad. Najaf is considered the third 
holiest city for Shia Muslims and 
the centre of Shia political power in 
Iraq.

Araji said the southern Iraqi gov-
ernorate of Muthanna, bordering 
Saudi Arabia, registered the high-
est number of cholera cases. The 
disease was also confirmed in areas 

under ISIS control in the northern 
city of Mosul and the vast desert re-
gion of Anbar, the Sunni heartland.

Cholera is an acute intestinal 
infection caused by ingestion of 
food or water contaminated with 
the bacterium Vibrio cholerae. It 
is a fast-developing infection that 
causes diarrhoea, which can quick-
ly lead to severe dehydration and 
death if treatment is not promptly 
provided.

There were scores of cases in 

Baghdad but the government, con-
cerned about creating public panic, 
has kept a tight lid on details about 
the spread of the disease in the 
capital.

However, precautionary meas-
ures have been taken. The Iraqi 
cabinet allocated $8.4 million for 
buying chlorine and other supplies 
to disinfect water. At least 200,000 
vaccinations have been provided 
by the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) and several thousand peo-

ple have been inoculated, accord-
ing to Health Ministry inspector 
Ahmed al-Saedi.

“We inspected at least 1,101 clin-
ics, private hospitals, laboratories, 
pharmacies and outlets that sell 
medical products and closed 310 
among them, which were found in 
violation of sanitary conditions or 
other reasons hazardous to public 
health,” Saedi said.

A state cell entrusted with re-
viewing civil crises held several 
emergency meetings to examine 
ways to seal off cholera-infected 
areas, according to announcements 
on the state television.

Dr Wafa al-Lami, an internist at a 
Baghdad hospital, said she treated 
tens of cholera cases. “But we were 
instructed by the government to 
refrain from publicising them to 
avoid creating public panic,” she 
said.

Rights activists Fouad al-Jarad 
said keeping the cholera outbreak 
in Baghdad off the public radar “is 
part and parcel of what we say is 
state corruption”.

“People are entitled to know 
about it and hear the real numbers, 
including the fatalities, in Baghdad 
and elsewhere so that they would 
be extra cautious when it comes to 
sanitation,” Jarad said.

Iraq’s water and sewerage sys-

tems are old and infrastructure 
development has been stalled by 
years of violence.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi has ordered hygiene-improving 
measures among them daily water 
quality tests, distribution of bot-
tled water to families displaced due  
to conflict and the installation of 
additional water purification sta-
tions.

Iraq’s Education Ministry has 
delayed the opening of primary 
schools by three weeks to October 
18th to allow the Health Ministry to 
complete precautionary measures 
in schools.

In the cholera outbreak in Iraq 
in 2012, four people died and 300 
others infected, mostly in Kirkuk, 
236 kilometres north of Baghdad, 
and the semi-autonomous Kurdis-
tan region. In 2007, at least 24 peo-
ple died of cholera and more than 
4,000 cases were confirmed.

Iraq faces regular threats from 
other water and food-borne dis-
eases, such as measles, typhoid fe-
ver, hepatitis and Crimean-Congo 
haemorrhagic fever due to poor 
public services and hygiene, ac-
cording to the WHO.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Iraq.
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An Iraqi man suffering from cholera waits for medical treatment 
at a hospital in Baghdad.

Iraqi artist Mohammed Karim Nihaya touches up a painting of Russian President Vladimir Putin in his studio in Baghdad.


