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oalition air strikes that 
destroyed a northern Iraq 
depot storing millions of 
dollars of Islamic State 
(ISIS) cash drove the mili-

tant group to a currency crunch, 
forcing it to sharply cut salaries of 
hundreds of jihadists.

The January 11th US-led coalition 
air strike on the facility known as 
the Mosul Bank is also affecting the 
group’s mobility and has forced it 
to scale back operations in Iraq and 
Syria, according to a regional intel-
ligence agent.

Several Mosul residents in con-
tact with The Arab Weekly con-
firmed changes on the ground, say-
ing ISIS in their town had launched 
austerity measures.

With Mosul cut off from Sinjar, a 
crucial northern city recaptured by 
the Kurds, ISIS may have a difficult 
time replenishing its coffers from 
oil wealth generated from selling 
Syrian and Iraqi oil on the black 
market in Turkey, one intelligence 
official said.

In the absence of revenues, ISIS 
may also lose popularity among 
young Mosul residents who were 
drawn to join the group for the 
financial perks they were once 
promised, the official told The Arab 
Weekly in Jordan.

The financial crunch came to 
public eye in November after the 
ISIS “financial minister”, known 

as Abu Salah, was killed in US air 
strikes along with two other top 
ISIS leaders and about 350 fighters 
near Tal Afar, 50km north-west of 
Mosul.

Days before he was killed, Abu 
Salah issued an urgent memo in-
structing local units across Iraq to 
sharply cut monthly wages of ji-
hadists. He dictated salary reduc-
tions for 3,000 fighters from about 
$400 a month to about $110, ac-
cording to the November 1, 2015, 
memo, bearing ISIS’s logo and dis-
tributed across Iraq.

That decision was reaffirmed 
by the group’s Treasury Ministry, 
which issued an urgent memoran-
dum on January 15th reasserting 
the cuts, which it blamed on “ex-
ceptional circumstances”.

The Arab Weekly was shown both 
documents by sources in Iraq and 
the intelligence operative abroad.

ISIS did not detail what the “ex-
ceptional circumstances” were but 
the latest memo followed a Janu-
ary 11th US-led coalition air strike 
that destroyed the ISIS cash stor-
age facility in Mosul. The group 
had allegedly stored “millions” to 
pay operatives and finance ongoing 
operations, US and regional intelli-
gence officials said.

“ISIS’s financial situation today is 
even worse than it was in Novem-
ber when the first document came 
out,” observed the intelligence of-
ficial. He said there was a “general 
decline” in the number of attacks 
in Iraq claimed by ISIS.

Mosul residents said they also 
noticed that perks offered to jihad-
ists, such as a one-time payment 
of $1,500 for newly-weds, was 
stopped. So did ISIS’s frequent ex-
travagant food banquets for its top 
leaders.

To cope with its financial woes, 
the ISIS-appointed governor of Mo-
sul issued a fatwa in January allow-

ing militants to raise funds from 
local citizens by taxing them, the 
intelligence operative said.

His account was confirmed by a 
Mosul resident, who said five of his 
young male relatives were jihadists 
working for ISIS in northern Iraq.

Publicly, ISIS said the new tax 
would not affect the collection and 
distribution of Zakat, or alms giv-
ing, an obligatory religious tax in 
Islam, according to the Mosul resi-
dent.

To justify its decision, ISIS cited 
the Quran, claiming that it priori-
tises “jihad of wealth”, or spend-
ing in beneficial or charitable ways, 
over “jihad of soul”, according to 

the documents.
In August 2015, ISIS released a 

propaganda video showing the 
group’s own currency of small gold, 
silver and copper coins. It claimed 
its 21-carat gold coin weighs 4.25 
grams and was worth $139. It said 
the coin could not be used outside 
areas ruled by ISIS.

The Mosul resident and two 
other sources in the city, however, 
said the group was using US dollars 
and local currency to pay its fight-
ers, including foreigners who set 
up bases in the Al-Kifah neighbour-
hood, south of Tal Afar.

“This area has become cosmo-
politan with blond and green-eyed 

foreign jihadists all over the place. 
Even the ruler is Caucasian who 
doesn’t speak Arabic,” observed a 
resident, who identified himself as 
Younes.

“We don’t dare to enter Al-Ki-
fah,” he said. “Those who do, even 
by mistake, are never back to Tal 
Afar, so we assume they were killed 
immediately.”

Sameer Yousif, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, is a contributor 
for The Arab Weekly from 
northern Iraq. With additional 
reporting by Jamal J. Halaby, The 
Arab Weekly’s Levant section 
editor based in Jordan.
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Iraqi security forces celebrate as they hold a flag of the Islamic State group upside-down, in Ramadi, 
last January.

ISIS cited the Quran, 
claiming that it 
prioritises “jihad of 
wealth”.

Iraqi security forces clear houses of Islamic 
State fighters in Ramadi, Iraq, on Januray 17th.

Can ISIS be defeated militarily?

T 

he Combined Joint 
Task Force-Operation 
Inherent Resolve 
(CJTF-OIR) is an 
impressive array of 
US military and 

technological prowess dedicated 
to one mission: defeating the 
Islamic State (ISIS). However, 
the group’s resiliency and 
continued capacity to hold 
ground in Syria and Iraq speak to 
major deficiencies in the US 
strategy.

Publicly Western military 
officials and politicians have 
expressed renewed determina-
tion to roll back ISIS gains in Iraq 
and Syria but the reality on the 
ground is much more sobering. 
ISIS has taken a pounding, losing 
strategic terrain along the Syrian-
Turkish border, but the group is 
far from being, to paraphrase US 
President Barack Obama, degrad-
ed and ultimately destroyed.

US officials doubled down on 
their rhetoric that ISIS can be mil-
itarily defeated, with US Defense 
Secretary Ashton Carter recently 
stressing that he remained “confi-
dent” that ISIS could be defeated 
and that the US military would 
seek to “accelerate that process.” 
US Vice-President Joe Biden, on 
the sidelines of meetings with 
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu, expressed a level of 
determination that a military so-
lution could be found to “taking 

out” ISIS.
Perhaps in response to a grow-

ing chorus among military ana-
lysts and naysayers in Congress, 
the White House seems to be 
eager to counter criticism that the 
anti-ISIS campaign seems to be all 
tactics with little thought put into 
a sustainable solution.

CJTF-OIR frequently publishes 
statistics of air strikes and Hellfire 
missiles fired by US and British 
drones destroying ISIS fighting 
positions or oil and fuel refineries. 
Under the hashtag #defeatDaesh 
these efforts underlie a sophis-
ticated information operations 
acumen but fail to address the 
fundamental reality that air 
strikes and drones cannot occupy 
territory on the ground.

A little history here is useful. 
The Defense Department during 
president George W. Bush’s ad-
ministration would provide glossy 
and impressive presentations and 
statistics of the number of Islamic 
State of Iraq fighters killed on any 
given week. Remnants of the Is-
lamic State survived an unrelent-
ing onslaught of US special forces 
raids, drone strikes, air strikes 
and Sunni tribal and insurgent 
forces that fought them. This was 
mainly due to the safe havens 
afforded to ISIS members in the 
Syrian provinces of Hasakah and 
Deir ez-Zor under the watchful 
eye of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s security services.

Similarly, US, Arab, French and 
Turkish combined airpower and 
special forces raids can only go 
so far. With the Russian inte-
grated air defence system active 
in northern Syria, vast reaches of 
airspace are off-limits to CJTF-OIR 
and its military assets. US Special 
Operations Forces, on the ground 
now in narrow parts of northern 
Syria, have a very limited man-
date that does not allow them to 

sufficiently enable the Arab and 
Kurdish fighters on the front lines 
against ISIS in Hasakah, Aleppo 
and Raqqa provinces.

Washington would do well to 
partake in policy introspection. 
The Obama administration’s 
long-standing stated policy of 
“containing” the conflict in Syria 
precisely contributed to the pro-
liferation of ISIS exponentially 
from Syria into Iraq.

The anti-ISIS coalition led by 
CJTF-OIR military objectives are 
straightforward: liberate Mosul 
and Raqqa from ISIS. Yet the coa-
lition does not seem to have a so-
lution to empowering Sunni fight-
ers in Syria and Iraq who were left 
with little support as they battled 
ISIS for three years prior to the 
initiation of the Operation Inher-
ent Resolve campaign.

Sober and frank assessment is 
needed more than ever: neither 
training Iraqi security forces in 
marksmanship nor training exer-
cises in the Jordanian desert nor 

targeting ISIS oil wells will prove 
sufficient to complete the task.

The limited success that has 
been achieved against ISIS has 
been due to a straightforward for-
mula: tightly coordinated close air 
support between the coalition and 
local ground forces. The newly 
minted Syrian Democratic Forces 
enjoy an operational liaison with 
US forces inside a joint operations 
centre — Sunni rebels fighting ISIS 
on the west bank of the Euphra-
tes, however, do not.

The Syrian peace talks hosted 
by the United Nations will not of-
fer a united front between rebels 
and regime to fight a common en-
emy. This is mainly due to the fact 
that ISIS is expending significant 
effort to assassinate Sunni rebel 
leaders. The Assad regime’s track 
record of recapturing territory 
from ISIS is wholly inadequate.

In the final say, liberating Mosul 
and Raqqa cannot be achieved 
unless the United States makes 
bold and difficult policy decisions 
that will not be politically palpa-
ble to many.

First, the Russian de facto de-
nial of airspace over large parts of 
Syria must be readily ignored and 
challenged. Second, expanding 
weapon support to Sunni rebels 
fighting multipronged fronts 
against ISIS and Assad must be 
enabled without complicated 
litigious restrictions on whether 
supplied weapons will be used on 
one over the other.

Neither policy decisions are 
likely to be enacted by an Obama 
administration in its last year in 
office. A winning plan to defeat 
ISIS requires a paradigm shift and 
ultimately a shift in leadership in 
the White House.

Oubai Shahbandar is a former US 
Defense Department analyst. He is 
a private strategic consultant.
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A winning 
plan to 
defeat ISIS 
requires a 
paradigm 
shift and 
ultimately 
a shift in 
leadership 
in the White 
House.

ISIS has taken a pounding 
but the group is far from 
being degraded and 
ultimately destroyed.


