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I 

raqi security forces have been 
cautious not to announce a 
date for a long-awaited offen-
sive to recapture Mosul, Iraq’s 
second largest city, which fell 

to Islamic State (ISIS) militants 
in June 2014 in a brisk takeover 
blamed on the rapid capitulation by 
Iraq’s army.

Seizing Mosul requires arduous 
vetting and special training of the 
Iraqi ground forces who will fight 
ISIS. Observers insist the force must 
include Sunni Muslims to avoid fur-
ther sectarian tensions that have 
shattered Iraq in the wake of the 
US-led invasion that toppled Iraqi 
dictator Saddam Hussein in 2003.

Before ISIS seized it, Mosul’s 
population consisted of majority 
Sunnis living in peace and coex-
istence with Shias, Christians and 
other religious and ethnic groups, 
despite the sectarian wave that bat-
tered Iraq. When ISIS took over, 
most of the minorities fled. Those 
who remained were killed or forced 
to convert.

With local reports suggesting that 
the battle over Mosul was dawning, 
security officials said Iraqi intelli-
gence data showed that some top 
ISIS leaders, especially non-Arab 
foreigners, have been gradually 
and quietly slipping into Libya from 
Iraq and Syria.

“They’re apparently shifting bas-
es, in case they were forced to flee 
Iraq and Syria,” a security official 
said, insisting on anonymity.

The official scenario on the com-
position of Iraqi Army units to at-
tack Mosul is similar to what it was 
in Ramadi, provincial capital of the 
Western Anbar province, where the 
city centre was recaptured by main-

ly Sunni Iraqi forces and excluded 
militias affiliated with Iraq’s rival 
Shia sect and others directly linked 
to Iran.

In Mosul, hundreds of loyalists to 
the disbanded Arab Ba’ath Socialist 
Party under Saddam, who were de-
prived of their ranks and ostracised 
by successive Shia-led cabinets, 
have sided with ISIS if only to seek 
revenge from the government.

Clearly, the Shia-dominated Iraqi 
Army, which sustained a humiliat-
ing defeat when its well-equipped 
and US-trained soldiers abandoned 
their positions on news that ISIS 
was moving in, will not be able to 
retrieve Mosul without US backup, 
said Iraqi political analyst Thabet 
al-Horan.

“Mosul is not Ramadi,” he said. 
“There must be a lot of preparations 
ahead of any calculated action. Be-
sides decisive military plans, the 
Iraqi force must be mainly Sunni, 
like in Ramadi. It must be trained 
and armed. Strategies must also 
be devised by the Americans, who 
should plan the offensive and also 
give aerial backup to Iraqi ground 
forces.

“It is complicated.”
In the early days of its reign in 

Mosul, ISIS sought to lure residents 
by providing them with services 
unavailable even in Baghdad. That 
included 24 hour-a-day electricity, 
as opposed to eight hours on aver-
age in Baghdad; paving roads; col-
lecting street and household rub-
bish according to a fixed schedule; 
and even washing public buildings 
and streets and sweeping public 
squares.

As days passed, ISIS sought to 
consolidate its rule over the city. 
The group’s jihadist leaders roamed 
the streets, distributing leaflets 
warning residents to quit smok-
ing and drinking alcohol. Violators 
were threatened with death under 
strict Islamic laws. Millions of car-
tons of tobacco were burned and 
smugglers were tortured and killed.

Women were forced to quit their 
posts in public offices and remain 
at home. They were instructed to 
leave only in emergency cases with 
a male escort and a new dress code: 
their faces, hands and feet com-

pletely covered, adding to their 
head-to-toe black Arabic robes.

Jeans, tight shirts and other fash-
ionable male clothing and haircuts 
have been banned. Violators re-
ceived 20 whip lashes, were jailed 
for a week and had their heads 
shaved and clothes confiscated. 
Men who were suspected of homo-
sexual activities were pushed off 
rooftops or cliffs.

Men and women alike were 
banned from leaving the city, which 
turns into a ghost town after 10pm. 
“A house with a dim light inside 
will be warned. After the second 
warning, all males would be penal-
ised with 20 whip lashes in a public 
square,” according to Mohammed 
Qassem, 37, a jobless Mosul land 
surveyor.

Landlines were cut, so were mo-
bile phone services and the inter-
net. Social media websites were 
blocked and TV satellite stations 

jammed. Services were gradually 
restored but residents may sud-
denly be asked to hand over their 
phones to ISIS security, who search 
for traces of possible contacts with 
the central government in Bagh-
dad.

“Most often people are found 
guilty of being spies to the gov-
ernment and they are executed 
instantly,” said Qassem’s cousin, 
Khaled, 42.

“People are so fed up of ISIS 
that, even Sunni tribesmen who 
sided with them initially can’t wait 

 to see them go.”
Political analyst Hadi Jalo, who 

closely monitors ISIS’s activities, 
told The Arab Weekly that, with the 
United States and Russia agreeing 
to rid Iraq and Syria of the militant 
group, its jihadists were looking for 
alternatives, possibly refuge with 
Arab or Muslim tribes in North Af-
rica or Afghanistan.

“ISIS will move towards Libya, 
Egypt’s Sinai and also to eastern 
Afghanistan,” Jalo said. He said 
the move into the latter area would 
“scare Russia”.

“ISIS will also try to move to Sau-
di Arabia and Gulf Arab countries,” 
he said.

Saad Abdul Wahab, based in 
Baghdad, is an Arab Weekly 
contributor who has covered 
Iraqi affairs to Western media 
organisations for more than two 
decades.

Battle over Mosul delayed, but clock ticking
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A 2014 propaganda picture shows members of ISIS (L), distributing niqabs to Iraqi women in Mosul, 
northern Iraq.

Jeans, tight shirts 
and other 
fashionable male 
clothing and 
haircuts have been 
banned.

After Ramadi, obstacles remain in war against ISIS

W 

estern defence 
ministers met 
in Paris in 
January to 
coordinate 
plans to 

“accelerate and intensify” the 
military campaign against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) on both sides 
of the Syria-Iraq border.

It was the latest signal of an 
emerging strategy, spearheaded 
by the United States and its clos-
est allies, to wage a conventional 
territorial war against the jihadist 
movement with the ultimate aim 
of ousting it from its Iraqi and Syr-
ian “capitals” of Mosul and Raqqa.

As with all such strategic plans, 
it might turn out to look better on 
paper than it does on the ground. 
It envisages relying on large 
numbers of local ground forces, 
backed by coalition air strikes, to 
split up ISIS territory by disrupt-
ing supply lines and degrading its 
resources before ultimately going 
in for the kill.

The plan’s acknowledged 
weakness is that it relies on local 
allies with a range of conflicting 

agendas that do not fit neatly into 
a strategy dictated by the West. 
In addition, Iran and Russia, both 
heavily committed in the region, 
are capable of acting as spoilers 
rather than partners in the enter-
prise.

In Iraq, the plan would involve 
hundreds of additional US and 
allied military trainers prepar-
ing thousands more Iraqi troops 
to eventually undertake the 
conquest of Mosul. However, an 
offensive to retake the city could 
be more than a year away despite 
headway made by anti-ISIS forces 
elsewhere in Iraq in 2015.

Even after Ramadi was retaken 
in December 2015, after a six-
month ISIS occupation, mopping-
up operations in and around the 
town continue. “It’s slow and it’s 
painstaking,” US Army Colonel 
Steve Warren, spokesman for the 
US-led coalition, said on January 
20th in Baghdad.

He gave no timetable for ad-
vancing beyond Ramadi. “It will 
take as long as it takes,” he said.

At Ramadi, Iraqi forces had 
been slowed by thousands of 
booby traps, improvised explosive 
devices, buried explosives and 
houses rigged to explode.

Since Ramadi, Iraqi forces, 
supported by coalition air strikes 
and Sunni tribal fighters, repelled 
an ISIS assault further north at 
Barwana. It was the kind of local-
ised engagement, involving a core 
of local elite forces with coalition 
support, that the Americans say 
will gradually wear ISIS down.

The current focus is on Fal-
luja, a traditional hard-line Sunni 
stronghold between Ramadi and 
Baghdad. Iraqi security forces 
clashed with ISIS near Falluja in 
mid-January but, by the end of the 
month, there was no sign that an 
assault to retake the city would 
come soon.

Even if Falluja is retaken, the 
Pentagon estimates the Iraqi 
government will need many more 
trained troops before it can press 
on to Mosul. Warren estimated 
that eight brigades — around 
25,000 soldiers — would be need-
ed to take the ISIS stronghold.

The Americans want two Kurd-
ish brigades brought together for 
further training to participate in 
an eventual operation in Mosul. At 
the moment, the government only 
has three trained brigades; some 
10,000 men were involved in the 
Ramadi operation.

In deference to Iraqi sensibili-
ties, Warren conceded that there 
was no final plan for the recapture 
of Mosul, Iraq’s second largest 
city and ISIS’s most important 
conquest in Iraq. “This is going to 
be an Iraqi plan,” he said. “Obvi-
ously, we’ll advise them on that 
plan, but it’s going to be their 
plan. They’re going to fight it in 
the Iraqi way.”

It was an indication that the 
challenges to the United States’ 
preferred strategy for pushing 
on towards Mosul were as much 
political as military. The White 
House and the Pentagon are 
prepared to authorise additional 

American trainers to join the 
almost 4,000 US personnel in Iraq 
and are encouraging their coali-
tion allies to make similar commit-
ments.

In Baghdad, however, Iranian-
aligned militia groups within 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi’s 
Shia-dominated government are 
expected to resist an expansion of 
Western involvement in the anti-
ISIS campaign.

The government has requested 
coalition air strikes, which have 
been essential to the anti-ISIS 
fightback.

 Abadi has said he has no need 
of foreign “boots on the ground” 
in the war and, in the final weeks 
of the Ramadi campaign, he failed 
to take up an offer of US Apache 
helicopter gunships to support the 
operation.

As US Army Lieutenant-General 
Sean MacFarland, commander of 
coalition forces in Iraq, ruefully 
remarked: “It’s kind of hard to 
inflict support on somebody, you 
know?”

In a briefing to journalists in 
Baghdad in mid-December, he 
added: “We’re looking at the 
things that Iraqis need to succeed. 
And this has to be an Iraqi vic-
tory at the end of the day but they 
need a little bit of help.”

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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View point
The 
Pentagon 
estimates 
the Iraqi 
government 
will need 
many more 
trained 
troops 
before it can 
press on to 
Mosul.

Iran and Russia, both 
heavily committed in the 
region, are capable of acting 
as spoilers.

Seizing Mosul 
requires arduous 
vetting and special 
training of the Iraqi 
ground forces who 
will fight ISIS.


