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Falluja

A 

fter the Iraqi Army re-
captured most of Ram-
adi, capital of the vast 
western Anbar province, 
the nearby city of Falluja 

looks set to be the next target of its 
advance against Islamic State (ISIS).

An ISIS supply lifeline to Fal-
luja through Ramadi has now been 
cut. Residents say there are at least 
1,000 ISIS militants in Falluja, in-
cluding dozens of foreign jihadists 
who fled from Ramadi. But the ISIS 
fighters are now trapped alongside 
the predominantly Sunni Mus-
lim population of the city which is 
normally a 40-minute drive west 
of Baghdad, the seat of Iraq’s Shia-
dominated government.

ISIS militants have threatened to 
kill any resident who tries to escape 
Falluja, according to Anbar council 
member Ibrahim al-Fahdawi.

“Over the past few days, there 
were clashes and quarrels between 
Falluja residents and ISIS militants, 
mostly foreigners, who are keeping 
the people as human shields to bar-
gain with when the army advances 
further towards Falluja,” Fahdawi 
said.

Resident Ahmed Hussein said 
there was “daily fighting between 
ISIS jihadists, some of whom advo-
cate fleeing the city quietly, while 
others prefer to fight until the last 
moment and are preventing the 

other jihadists from leaving”.
“ISIS has become divided in Fal-

luja since Ramadi was recaptured,” 
Hussein said in a telephone inter-
view from Falluja.

“ISIS’s militants are extremely 
anxious and edgy of what’s com-
ing,” he said. “They are even fight-
ing each other, using firearms and 
shooting at each other.” He said the 
foreigners involved included Af-
ghans, Pakistanis, Frenchmen, Brit-
ons, Australians and Arabs, namely 
Egyptians, Libyans, Algerians and 
Palestinians.

Wedged between Ramadi and 
Baghdad, Falluja was the first city to 
fall to ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi’s militants in January 2014. Six 
months earlier, ISIS emerged from 
al-Qaeda and captured large parts 
of Iraq and neighbouring Syria.

Baghdad legal consultant Wadi al-
Jubouri said the situation in Falluja 
“is catastrophic”.

“The tribes in Falluja differ from 
those in Anbar, who were ostracised 
by successive Shia governments 
and where some sided with ISIS to 
take revenge from the state,” Ju-
bouri said.

He pointed out that Falluja’s 
tribes “are different from those in 
Anbar. Because of the proximity to 
Baghdad and the mix of people liv-
ing in the city, Falluja’s tribes lack 
the close tribal affiliation and con-
nection found elsewhere.”

Anbar council member Asmaa 
Osama said: “Falluja is living one of 
its most confusing and decisive mo-
ments. It’s difficult to predict what’s 
next but it looks like the zero hour is 
imminent.”

Police Lieutenant Ali Baidhani 
said fighting had started in the out-
skirts of Falluja, especially in the 
Karma area.

“For the final battle to recapture 
Falluja to start is only a matter of 
time,” he said. “The army is wait-
ing for the go-ahead from the prime 
minister’s office — either to enter 
Falluja or wait for a bit.”

There are about 30,000 people 
living in Falluja, according to Jab-

bar al-Issawi, a local council mem-
ber still in the city. Before the ISIS 
takeover, the city had a population 
of 300,000. Issawi said 100,000 
people fled to Baghdad as well as 
the country’s centre, north and 
south with the others heading to 
Turkey, neighbouring Arab states 
or Europe.

There “are shortages of certain 
commodities, especially canned 
food, rice and sugar”, Issawi said, 

but some locally produced items, 
such as wheat, dates, salt and mar-
garine, are available.

“The people of Falluja are call-
ing for pressure on the Council of 
Anbar province to open corridors 
to pass food and treatment for chil-
dren and the elderly,” Issawi said.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Iraq.
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An Iraqi army tank manoeuvers on the outskirts of Fallujah during a military operation, last 
September.
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and edgy of what’s 
coming.”

A displaced Iraqi child from the minority Yazidi sect, playing with snow in the 
Iraqi town of Sinjar west of Mosul.

The three plagues of Iraq

I
t’s not as though the war in 
Iraq was not enough of a 
burden but the mayhem that 
came about after the US 
invasion and subsequent 
occupation, compounded by 

the unforgivable gross misman-
agement of the country by the 
civilian US administration hit the 
Iraqi people hard.

Since then the country has 
gone from one political disaster 
to another — with corruption and 
irresponsibility continuing to hang 
over Iraq like a dark cloud.

A case in point is the situation 
with Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi, who took office in August 
2014 hailed as “the great reformer 
Iraq so badly needed”.

However, Iraq descended to 
new levels of chaos that few could 
have imagined — largely due to 
three black holes — call them black 
plagues — that set 2015 apart: the 
Islamic State (ISIS), corruption and 
low oil prices.

This was the year when the West 
stood back and let Abadi do his 
magic: overcome the country’s 
crippling corruption and see if 
Sunnis and Shias could unite 
under the critical subject of how to 
destroy ISIS and retake the Sunni 
heartland.

Perhaps the virtuous Abadi bit 
off more than he could chew as 
even political tensions eclipse 
the need to liberate towns lost 
to extremists. Who takes them 
back? And, if Sunnis are to allow 

Shia militias — or even Kurdish 
factions — to take them, what 
happens afterward to the 

demographics of the country?
Abadi seemed to find the right 

formula when he set his sights on 
liberating Ramadi from jihadists. 
He deployed the national army, 
which was supported by the 
United States and other friendly air 
powers, and kept the pro-Iran Shia 
militia out of the battle

2015 will be remembered for the 
retaking of Sinjar from ISIS but 
also for the meltdown of relations 
between Baghdad and the Kurdish 
Regional Government (KRG), after 
the latter complained about not 
getting its monthly oil payments 
and the former claimed that 
Kurdish oil was being sold directly 
to the market.

The year will also be noted for 
poverty levels hitting an all-time 
low of 22%, according to some 

reports.
But 2015 will be etched into the 

country’s timeline as the year 
when Abadi’s anti-corruption 
drive crashed head-on with its 
adversaries. This sent a clear 
message to the prime minister 
that he was going over a line with 
what was seen as an attack on the 
old guard — read Nuri al-Maliki — 
and the establishment that feared 
Abadi’s reforms translated into a 
power grab.

The parliament, which identified 
its own massive corruption in a 
report that identified a Cessna 
single-engine plane, valued at 
about $2 million and which the 
Iraqi government purchased 
for $16 million, had had enough 
of Abadi’s clean-up. Deputies 
kicked Abadi’s reform plan into 

the murky depths of the Tigris 
while international media 
trumpeted reports of $500 billion 
being siphoned off by Abadi’s 
predecessor.

Abadi’s 2015 was a shaky one. 
He inherited a country that many 
would argue had fallen over the 
edge on so many issues that it 
remains a mystery how “Baghdad” 
— a popular euphemism for 
the failed state’s rough-shod 
institutions — operates as a 
centralised government. Indeed, 
hacks are scribing the blueprint 
of a decentralised country with 
increased powers given to the 
regions while some of Abadi’s 
closest aides whisper fears of a 
military takeover if he clings onto 
power.

The big disappointment for 
Abadi in 2015 was his failure to 
galvanise Sunni support in the 
fight against ISIS. It was this 
fragmented setup with army and 
security services that led to a 
chaotic apparatus in most of the 
Sunni region taken in the last 
two years. ISIS capitalised on 
this when it captured Falluja and 
Ramadi in 2014 and later Mosul.

The year 2016 started with 
Mosul hanging in the air as talk 
circulated about how and when 
it would be taken back, with the 
United States and Kurds the only 
real players and, as usual, the 
Iraqis doing all the complaining 
but not any of the work.

The  situation on the ground 
seems to have improved slightly 
with the recapturing of Ramadi,  
a major victory for the prime 
minister and perhaps a turning 
point in the war against ISIS.
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