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US and allies consider 
strikes on ISIS in Libya
Beirut

T 

he United States, Britain, 
France and Italy are dis-
cussing extending the air 
offensive against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) to Libya 

to prevent the Islamist group seiz-
ing the country’s energy wealth and 
establishing a beachhead to launch 
attacks on Europe.

Four years after the Americans, 
their NATO allies and some Arab 
powers mounted a major air cam-
paign to help Libyan rebels topple 
Muammar Qaddafi, a conflict that 
plunged the North African coun-
try into anarchy, the same Western 
powers are seeking to prevent ISIS 
setting up a new stronghold outside 
Syria and Iraq.

Leaders from 23 countries met in 
Rome on February 2nd to hammer 
out a military option, underlining 
the growing unease that ISIS has de-
fied efforts to stamp it out.

Libya’s energy wealth, its porous 
borders with six countries, the 

abundance of arms and the 
security vacuum left by the 
2011 civil war make it an ideal 

launch pad for ISIS to extend 
its savage, apocalyptic ide-
ology across the Maghreb 
and into the Sahel.

“The last thing in the 
world you want is a false 
caliphate with access 
to billions of dollars of 
oil revenue,” US Secre-
tary of State John Kerry 
warned in Rome.
Michael Morell, for-

mer deputy director of the 
CIA, warned ISIS is capable 
of seizing “large amounts 
of territory… I wouldn’t be 
surprised if we woke up 
one morning and ISIS… had 

grabbed a large part of Libyan 
territory — the same kind of 

blitzkrieg… that we saw in Iraq.”
US President Barack Obama is 

ready to take action in Libya to 
counter the ISIS threat, the White 
House said on February 3rd.

“If there is a need for the United 
States to take unilateral action to 
protect the American people, the 

president won’t hesitate to do that,” 
said White House spokesman Josh 
Earnest.

Earnest declined to comment on 
whether Obama had made any deci-
sions on the possibility of sending 
ground troops into Libya, but said 
the president has “demonstrated a 
willingness to take decisive action,” 
even in Libya.

ISIS has suffered military setbacks 
in Iraq and Syria of late but remains 
resilient in Libya, its next most im-
portant territory. Unlike Iraq and 
Syria, Libya is within easy reach of 
southern Europe.

ISIS’s Libyan branch has some 
3,000-5,000 fighters who control 
400km of coastline. In June 2015, 

they captured the port city of Sirte, 
450km east of Tripoli, and launched 
attacks on Libya’s “oil crescent”.

Current Western military think-
ing appears to favour a limited strat-
egy of air strikes against ISIS and its 
Libyan allies, with Sirte the main 
target, supported by special opera-
tions forces raids to kill or capture 
key leaders.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He lives 
in Beirut.
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Warnings of Mosul dam disaster downplayed by Baghdad

Beirut

T 

he United States has 
warned that the Mosul 
dam, weakened as a result 
of the war with Islamic 
State, could burst and 

send a catastrophic wave downriver 
to engulf Iraq’s second largest city 
and flood Baghdad. Iraqi officials, 
however, dismissed reports of dam-
age as “rumours”.

Experts said a breach of the dam, 
which holds 8.1 billion-11.1 cubic 
metres (bcm) of water, could send a 
tsunami-like crush of water surging 
at speeds of 3.5 kilometres per sec-
ond with waves as high as 25 metres 
down the Tigris, inundating Mosul’s 
population of 650,000. Waves as 
high as 4 metres would rush towards 
Baghdad, 350km to the south. Hun-
dreds of thousands could be killed 
and more than 2 million displaced.

“All we know is when it goes, it’s 

going to go fast and that’s bad,” said 
US Army Lieutenant-General Sean 
MacFarland, adding that experts 
continue to assess the dam, a show-
piece project built in the 1980s un-

der dictator Saddam Hussein.
US President Barack Obama tele-

phoned Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi on January 26th to discuss 
the Mosul dam, Iraqi lawmaker 

Shrouq al-Ubaiyachi said.
“When Obama calls the Iraqi 

prime minister and the Mosul dam 
is the focus of the call, one can’t but 
take the issue seriously,” Ubaiyachi 
said

Dam officials, however, dismissed 
any imminent danger, with Deputy 
Manager Abdullah Taaqi saying: 
“This is bogus.”

“Rumours,” he said, could have 
stemmed from a “technical fault” 
that closed part of the dam. “It 
could be that people see water is 
only flowing from one side, unlike 
before, when it poured down from 
two sides,” he said.

Worries over the dam are not new. 

Cracks were noted shortly after it 
became fully operational in 1986. 
Experts said the dam’s gypsum and 
limestone bed dissolves in water, 
causing cracks that undermine the 
foundation.

Temporary solutions dictated 
constant grouting but when Islamic 
State (ISIS) seized the dam along 
with Mosul in August 2014, specu-
lation mounted that the militants 
might destroy it. The dam was soon 
recaptured but by then workers had 
fled and there was a break in the 
grouting schedule.

Despite its reservations over the 
threat, the Iraqi government award-
ed a contract to the Italian Trevi 
Group on February 2nd to repair the 
dam.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is the Levant editor for The Arab 
Weekly and has covered the Middle 
East and North Africa for nearly 
three decades.

Firefighters try to put out a fire in an oil tank set ablaze after attacks by the Islamic State (ISIS) in the 
port of Al-Sidra, in Ras Lanuf, Libya, on January 23rd.
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The current 
thinking seems to 
call for a limited 
war strategy 
involving air 
strikes against ISIS.

An employee works at strengthening the Mosul Dam, on February 1st.
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Experts said a 
breach of the 
dam could send a 
tsunami-like crush 
of water surging.
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