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t may have come as a surprise 
that the Iraqi Army, which 
endured humiliating defeats 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in 2014 and 2015, regained par-

tial, or nearly complete, control 
over crucial cities after purging 
them of militants.

The victories came after care-
fully planned operations and tac-
tics devised by the Americans, who 
maintain more than 3,500 military 
personnel assisting the Iraqis in the 
war on ISIS, Iraqi officials said.

In central and northern Iraq in 
recent weeks, the army, backed by 
local militias, including the Kurdish 
peshmerga, recaptured parts of the 
key cities of Tikrit, Baiji, Hawija and 
Sinjar and the Tishrin dam.

On December 27th, the army re-
captured the centre of Ramadi, 
which it had deserted in an embar-
rassing retreat last May. Iraqi forces 
abandoned their arms and positions 
and fled on news that ISIS was ad-
vancing towards them.

“It’s all going according to precise 
military plans organised and coor-
dinated with the Americans,” Iraqi 
military commander Major-General 
Ismail al-Mahlawi told The Arab 
Weekly.

“The victory in Ramadi boosted 
the army’s confidence and made its 

morale high. This sets the stage for 
the battle to continue to free all of 
Iraq.

“Now, we can turn our attention 
to Mosul,” Iraq’s second largest 
city, dominated by Sunni Muslims 
and seized by ISIS in June 2014. He 
and other Iraqi security officials de-
clined to say if there was a plan or a 
date set for the operation to liberate 
Mosul.

Mahlawi said the Iraqi military 
was in control of “70 to 80%” of 
Ramadi, the provincial capital of 
the vast Anbar desert region, which 
is about an hour’s drive west of 
Baghdad.

Adding other recaptured areas, 
Mahlawi estimated that ISIS’s con-
trol of Iraqi territory had shrunk by 
40% from 2014.

Iraqi plans are specifically de-
signed to clear areas around Bagh-
dad of ISIS, said Anbar Governor 
Sohaib al-Rawi.

“The main aim is bolster the se-
curity of the capital, while ridding 
other key cities of the militants,” 
Rawi said.

Ramadi is the first major city re-
captured by the army itself, with 
only air cover by the Americans who 
provided training to Iraqi soldiers 
and have flown 630 sorties since 
July against ISIS strongholds in Iraq.

The Shia or Iranian-allied militias 
were kept off the battlefield to avoid 
sectarian tension with the mainly 
Sunni tribal population of Ramadi 
and to encourage them to join the 
fight against ISIS.

The government, led by Shia 

Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, said 
Ramadi would be handed over to lo-
cal police and a Sunni tribal force 
once it was secured, a measure 
meant to win over the community.

“We have trained hundreds of 
tribal fighters. Their role will be 
holding the fort,” Brigadier-General 
Yahya Rasool, spokesman for the 
joint operations command, said in 
an interview.

With the battle in Ramadi and 
elsewhere in Iraq far from over, the 
recent Iraqi Army victories are the 
clearest sign yet that ISIS “is los-
ing momentum after having laid its 
hands on large areas in Iraq and Syr-
ia”, said Athal al-Fahdawi, an Anbar 
city council member.

“Clearly, the group is in retreat,” 
Fahdawi said.

With the army’s win in Ramadi, 
ISIS stands to suffer a serious stra-
tegic defeat, particularly in western 
Iraq. Anbar is significant because 
it is the heartland of Sunni Muslim 
Arab tribes, some of which sided 
with ISIS to avenge their isolation 
by Shia-led governments in Bagh-
dad.

Winning back Ramadi allows the 
Iraqi government to cut off a major 
supply line that ran from Falluja from 
Anbar. With Ramadi recaptured, the 
jihadists are isolated in Falluja, cut 
off from the rest of the province. Fal-
luja is likely the next in the Iraqis’ list 
to be purged of jihadists.

Wedged between Ramadi and 
Baghdad, Falluja was the first city to 
fall to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s mili-
tants in January 2014.

 Six months earlier, ISIS, led 
by Baghdadi, emerged from al-
Qaeda and swept through large 
parts of Iraq and of neighbouring  
Syria.

Damage is “massive and wide-
spread” in Ramadi, according to 
Fahdawi, who spoke in a telephone 
interview as he visited the recap-
tured part of Ramadi.

“About 80% of buildings and 
infrastructure is demolished ei-
ther by ISIS blowing them up or 
US air strikes flattening them,” 
 he said.
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he cover of the most re-
cent issue of Dabiq, the 
glossy if laborious online 
journal of the Islamic 
State group (ISIS), fea-

tures the aftermath of its Novem-
ber attacks on Paris, lauded as part 
of a campaign of “just terror” to 
force “the crusaders to end their 
hostilities towards Islam”.

The prominence Dabiq gave to 
celebrating the slaughter of 130 
people in the French capital might 
be regarded as a perverse attempt 
to accentuate the positive. For, on 
the ground in their self-declared 
caliphate, the tide was turning 
against the jihadists in the closing 
months of 2015.

That was capped at the end of 
December by the ousting of ISIS 
from Ramadi, capital of Anbar 
province, in an offensive led by 
Iraqi security forces. It marked the 
latest setback for the movement in 
a year in which it was driven from 
14% of its self-declared territory, 
according to the London-based 
security consultancy IHS Conflict 
Monitor.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi, announcing a victory that 
reflected his strategy of rebuilding 
the army, declared: “2016 will be 
the year of the big and final victory, 
when Daesh’s presence in Iraq will 
be terminated.”

“Daesh” is an Arabic acronym for 
the Islamic State.

It would have been more prudent 
of Abadi to predict, like the British 
wartime leader Winston Churchill, 
that one victory did not amount to 
the beginning of the end of the war 
but it was perhaps the end of the 
beginning.

As former US ambassador to 

Baghdad Zalmay Khalilzad wrote 
as the initial reports of the libera-
tion of Ramadi came through: “If 
history is any indication, even the 
most promising news from Iraq 
must be celebrated with caution.”

Nevertheless, Ramadi might 
mark a turning point in the war 
against ISIS, according to Khalil-

zad, writing in the National Inter-
est: “After the Iraqi Army’s collapse 
in Mosul, Iraqi security forces — 
particularly its special forces — 
have largely recovered in terms of 
their reorganisation, professional-
ism and willingness to fight.”

The army’s ignominious flight 
from Mosul 18 months earlier cre-

ated a perception that ISIS was 
invincible on the battlefield, with 
some commentators suggesting 
conventional forces could never 
be a match for its suicidal storm 
troopers.

Kurdish fighters on both sides 
of the Iraq-Syria border dented 
that myth within months of the 
ISIS onslaught, as the peshmerga 
of the Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment (KRG) clawed back Iraqi ter-
ritory lost in 2014 and Syrian Kurds 
seized control of the strategically 
important Tishreen Dam in De-
cember.

In the battle for Ramadi, Bagh-
dad assembled an alliance of 
government troops and Sunni 
tribal loyalists to spearhead the op-
eration rather than relying on the 
leadership of Shia militias, which 
have been at the forefront of the 
fight against ISIS elsewhere.

The next test will be to see 
whether these same government 
forces, backed by US-led coalition 
air power, can launch a success-
ful campaign to recapture Mosul, 
Iraq’s second largest city. “We are 
coming to liberate Mosul and it 
will be the fatal and final blow to 
Daesh,” Abadi declared as Ramadi 
was liberated.

Iraqi Finance Minister Hoshyar 
Zebari, a Kurd, said the liberation 
of Mosul would not be possible 
without the participation of the 
peshmerga and might also need 
Shia militia support. Mosul would 
be “very, very challenging”, Zebari 

said. “It will not be an easy opera-
tion, for some time they [ISIS] have 
been strengthening themselves 
but it’s doable.” 

The recovery of Mosul would go 
a long way towards breaking the 
spell of ISIS, a movement whose 
unique selling point for potential 
recruits is its ability to seize and 
hold territory in support of its 
claims to have recreated the Islam-
ic caliphate.

Its losses over the past year 
might be one factor behind ISIS’s 
decision to plot and encourage ter-
rorist attacks abroad, such as the 
November 13th Paris attacks and 
the October 31st downing of a Rus-
sian airliner over Egypt in response 
to Moscow’s decision to enter the 
war in Syria.

Both operations were praised 
in Dabiq, which quoted the self-
styled caliph, Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi, as warning that attacks be-
yond the region “will cause the 
world to hear and understand the 
meaning of terrorism”.

In a later purported message at 
the end of the year, Baghdadi in-
sisted, despite the evidence, that 
his caliphate was doing well and 
threatened members of the grow-
ing coalition ranged against it. “We 
promise you, God permitting, that 
whoever participates in the war 
against the Islamic State will pay 
the price dearly,” he warned.

In the light of the Paris attacks 
and a series of security alerts across 
Europe at the New Year that could 
be seen as a threat that ISIS will 
attempt to step up terrorist plots 
abroad in 2016 even as its hold on 
territory continues to evaporate.

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.
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Baghdad assembled 
an alliance of 
government troops 
and Sunni tribal 
loyalists to 
spearhead the 
operation.
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Iraqi security forces search a building in the government complex in central Ramadi, on December 27th.
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On December 27th, 
the army recaptured 
the centre of 
Ramadi, which it 
had deserted in an 
embarrassing retreat 
last May.

Ramadi is the first 
major city 
recaptured by the 
army itself, with 
only air cover by the 
Americans.


