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Baghdad

I 

raqis have seen it all: a totalitar-
ian regime that fired chemicals 
on minority groups and ex-
ecuted adversaries, devastat-
ing wars with Iran and Kuwait 

in the 1980s and 1990s that killed 
hundreds of thousands, a crippling 
international embargo that wrecked 
its economy and a US-led invasion 
that toppled its leadership in 2003.

Since then, violence and sectari-
anism have gripped Iraq, threaten-
ing to rip it apart and divide it into 
three parts along ethnic and reli-
gious lines — a Sunni state in the 
centre, Shia in the south and Kurd-
ish in the north.

To add to their troubles, Iraqis 
now face another danger: A tsuna-
mi-like event that, experts warn, 
would stem from the collapse of the 
Mosul dam in the north.

Experts caution that if the dam’s 
walls or base rupture, the structure, 
which holds back 8.1 billion-11.1 bil-
lion cubic metres (bcm) of water, 
would send a deluge of at least 4 
bcm charging at 3.5 kilometres per 
second with waves as high as 25.3 
metres, inundating Mosul and its 
population of 650,000. The Tigris 
river would flood, with waves as 
high as 4 metres rushing towards 
Baghdad and cities further south.

The top US general in Iraq said 
on January 28th the collapse of the 
dam could prove “catastrophic”. US 
Army Lieutenant-General Sean Mc-
Farland said the United States had 
developed a contingency plan with 
the Iraqi government. “When it 
goes, it’s going to go fast and that’s 
bad,” he was quoted as saying.

The main problem is the dam’s 
gypsum and limestone bed, which 
began to dissolve when water was 
collected in it, causing cracks, slides 
and caves to form in the soil, dam 
expert Nadhir al-Ansari said. An-

other predicament is a significant 
crack in the soil in the middle of the 
dam, added Ansari, who inspected 
the dam in its early stages of opera-
tion in 1984.

“And there are serious miscalcula-
tions in the movement of water and 
the boundary of the dam, which is 
making the walls more susceptible,” 
Ansari said.

In 2006, US Army geologists and 
engineers determined that the dam 
needed to be rehabilitated at a cost 
of $6 million but the Iraqi govern-
ment considered it too expensive 
and an unneeded expenditure since 
there was no imminent threat, ac-
cording to Iraqi officials.

The Iraqi government never took 
the warnings seriously. “They went 
after temporary, piecemeal alterna-
tives but completely ignored solu-
tions that would have tackled the 
core of the problem,” said a state en-

gineer who prepared several reports 
on the dam.

“Unfortunately, the government 
disregarded the warning, which led 
us to where we are now,” said the of-
ficial insisting on anonymity.

Islamic State (ISIS) militants, who 
seized the dam in August 2014, stole 
equipment and chased away techni-
cians, which hampered an impor-
tant grouting schedule. “When that 
stopped, obviously the deteriora-
tion of the dam increased accord-

ingly,” said coalition spokesman US 
Army Colonel Steve Warren.

Iraq has invited Italian experts to 
suggest solutions to the problems 
with the hydroelectric dam, whose 
foundation requires constant grout-
ing to maintain structural integrity. 
Baghdad is looking for permanent 
solutions to structural flaws that 
surfaced soon after the construc-
tion of the dam began in January 
1981 but became visible when it be-
came fully operational in July 1986.

The Trevi Group, an Italian com-
pany, secured a deal with Baghdad 
to upgrade the 3.6km-long dam, 
according to a cabinet statement re-
leased February 2nd.

Publicly, the Iraqi government 
insists that the dam’s condition is 
satisfactory and scoffs at reports 
suggesting it may collapse.

Aware of the risks, however, 
US President Barack Obama tele-

phoned Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi on January 26th to discuss 
alternatives, said Iraqi lawmaker 
Shrouq al-Ubaiyachi.

“When Obama calls the Iraqi 
prime minister and the Mosul dam 
the focus of the call, one can’t but 
take the issue seriously,” Ubaiyachi 
said Shukri al-Hassan, an environ-
mentalist and lecturer at the Uni-
versity of Mosul, predicted that, if 
grouting stopped, water pressure 
will cause the dam walls to burst.

“Flash flood of at least 110 metres 
high will ensue, covering all the city 
of Mosul within two hours and kill-
ing hundreds of thousands of its 
people,” Hassan said.

Nermeen Mufti, based in Baghdad, 
has been covering Iraqi affairs for 
three decades. With additional 
reporting by The Arab Weekly’s 
Levant editor Jamal J. Halaby.

A 2007 file picture shows a general view of the Mosul dam on the Tigris River, 50km north of Mosul.

Nermeen Mufti

News & Analysis IraqNews & Analysis

US warns collapse of Mosul Dam could be ‘catastrophic’

Beirut

T 

he United Nations has 
sounded an alarm on the 
staggering number of ci-
vilian casualties in Iraq in 
recent months. However, 

observers say they do not believe 
that the fate of civilians is at the top 
of the agenda of Baghdad’s govern-
ment.

According to the UN Assistance 
Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) and the Of-
fice of the UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights (OHCHR), more 
than 55,000 civilians were killed or 
wounded in Iraq from January 2014 
to October 2015 in areas controlled 
by the Sunni Islamic State (ISIS) and 
by the predominantly Shia Iraqi 
government and allied militias.

By October 2015 more than 3.3 
million people — including 1 mil-
lion school-age children — had lost 
their homes. Internally displaced 
Iraqis are often denied access — by 
Iraqi authorities — to areas of refuge 
and face harassment and arbitrary 
arrest.

The number of casualties could 
be much higher because many parts 
of the country are out of reach of 
humanitarian organisations.

In the provinces of Anbar, Ninewa 
or Kirkuk, where the United Nations 
compiled reports of atrocities and 
abuses, the situation for civilians is 
appalling.

Children are forcefully enrolled 
into ISIS “combat units”, the popu-
lation is compelled to watch public 

executions following trials by ISIS, 
which itself appointed courts in 
which “culprits” are killed in the 
most horrid ways. Homosexuals are 
thrown from buildings. Journalists 
who are accused of spying are be-
headed or shot as are many of those 
who had held public office after 
2003 or who simply do not adhere 
to the “values and ideals” of ISIS.

Those caught while attempting 
to flee ISIS-held areas face death. 
Members of ethnic minorities, such 
as Yazidi girls and women, are sub-
jected to sexual slavery.

According to the UN report, such 
acts amount to war crimes, crimes 
against humanity and genocide.

But ISIS is not the only human 
rights abuser.

Killings, abductions, destruction 
of properties take place on a daily 
basis in Baghdad, which had the 
highest number of civilian casual-
ties from May to October 2015, and 
in other areas that are under gov-
ernment control, its security forc-
es and its allied militias, many of 
which, says the United Nations, do 
not seem to make a distinction be-
tween armed men and civilians.

In Baghdad, UNAMI Director 
Francesco Motta said the govern-
ment of Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi has stated that it will en-
sure accountability for all human 
rights violations committed in the 
current conflict.

Motta said the United Nations 
was informed that “the office of 
the prime minister has appointed a 
number of committees to carry out 
investigations into allegations of 
violations taking place in areas that 
have been retaken from ISIS, par-
ticularly concerning allegations of 
killings, abductions, destruction of 
property, etc.”

“The United Nations looks for-
ward to learning of the results of 
these investigations into these al-

legations, as well as of actions that 
the government intends to take in 
relation to the care and protection 
of the victims,” he added.

However, Iraqi observers familiar 
with the country’s political scene 
scoff at the idea. To them, the inter-
national community should know 
better than to trust Abadi.

“There are courts but the judi-
cial system is flawed as it is under 
pressure from tribal forces or mili-
tias, and there is nothing Abadi can 
do in this respect. He is powerless 
and does not even have real mili-
tary power at his disposal since the 
Iraqi army collapsed in Mosul when 
it lost the city to ISIS on June 10, 
2014,” said Abdel Amir al-Rukaby, 
an Iraqi political author who lives 
part of the year in Baghdad.

“Today, armed militias fighting 
ISIS on the ground are loyal either 
to Iran or to Iraq’s top Shia cleric 

in Najaf, the Grand Ayatollah Ali 
Sistani,” he said. Nonetheless, the 
United Nations is asking that all 
armed forces be placed under the 
Iraqi government’s control.

“While the government insists 
that the only armed forces operat-
ing on the ground are the Iraqi Se-
curity Forces and the People’s Mo-
bilisation Units, there are also other 
armed groups operating in support 
of those forces. It is essential that 
all such armed groups are properly 
affiliated to the Iraqi Security Forces 
(…) This is to ensure accountabil-
ity in relation to any violations that 
may be committed by members of 
those armed groups,” said Motta.

Prosecution of such groups might 
prove difficult as they enjoy legiti-
macy in large parts of Iraq.

“Actually, Baghdad would have 
fallen to ISIS if it wasn’t for Grand 
Ayatollah Sistani who called on the 

population to take arms giving rise 
to the so-called Popular Mobilisa-
tion Units, also known as Hashd al-
Shaabi ,” said Rukaby.

In addition to Hashd al-Shaabi, 
various other pro-Iranian militias, 
such as the powerful al Badr Forc-
es, Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq or the Iranian 
Hezbollah, are involved in the fight-
ing and do not report to Abadi.

“Even though members of anti-
ISIS militias are engaged in robbing 
and killing, they consider that no-
body can hold them accountable 
as their legitimacy derives from 
the fact that they are fighting for 
the country and spilling their own 
blood for their land,” added Rukaby.

Motta said deterrent legal steps 
could be taken by the Iraqi govern-
ment, such as joining the Interna-
tional Criminal Court or amending 
the Iraqi criminal code to ensure 
that war crimes, crimes against hu-
manity and genocide are criminal-
ised and prosecuted under domes-
tic law.

For many Iraqi observers, how-
ever, nothing of the sort will be 
achieved as long as there is no inter-
nal Iraqi reconciliation. They blame 
the United States for having assem-
bled a sectarian political govern-
ment that has failed.

“The political infrastructure of 
our country is shattered. We should 
hold a founding conference attend-
ed by the various components — re-
ligious, secular, ethnic — of the Iraqi 
society and devise a new formula 
for living together,” said Rukaby, 
a Shia. “Let us sit, reckon that our 
state has totally collapsed and lay 
the foundations of a unified multi-
plural state.”

Such plans have not received the 
backing of any significant player.

Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.
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