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S President Barack 
Obama has unleashed 
the American military’s 
special operations forc-
es against the Islamic 

State (ISIS) to an unprecedented 
degree, sending the famed “snake 
eaters” into the dark side, their 
natural habitat, to kill or capture 
the caliphate’s leaders and gather 
high-grade intelligence in the way 
that US forces crushed the group’s 
predecessor in Iraq a decade ago.

On March 2nd, the Pentagon an-
nounced the first-known success of 
the new aggressive strategy initi-
ated in December 2015: the capture 
of a “significant operative” of ISIS’s 
recently launched programme to 
develop chemical weapons.

A week later, Iraqi officials identi-
fied him as Sleiman Daoud al-Afari, 
who allegedly had been involved 
with Saddam Hussein’s Military 
Industrialisation Authority and 
specialised in chemical and biologi-
cal weapons used against Kurdish 
secessionists in the 1980s, killing 
many thousands.

He is believed to be the first ISIS 
commander captured alive in Iraq. 
US officials have suggested that 
Afari was one of scores of Saddam’s 
former Ba’athist military and intel-
ligence officers who played a key 
role in establishing ISIS.

Afari was captured sometime in 
February near the town of Tal Afar 
in northern Iraq by the US Army’s 
elite Delta Force, which comprises 
the majority of the Expeditionary 
Targeting Force (ETF) deployed in 
Iraq in December to wage a covert 

war against the ISIS leadership.
This 200-man contingent is the 

first major US combat group to re-
turn to Iraq since the US withdrawal 
in December 2011. Their deploy-
ment highlights Washington’s new 
focus on taking the war to ISIS, 
spearheaded by special operations 
forces, who became known as 
“snake eaters” for their long mis-
sions in the jungles of Vietnam.

The raid in which Afari was 
nabbed appears to have been mod-
elled on a similar operation on 
May 15, 2015, in which Delta Force 
troops flew into eastern Syria from 
Iraq to seize ISIS financial guru Abu 
Sayyaf.

He was killed when he fired on 
the raiders, but they seized his wife 
along with computer data, which 
provided a treasure trove of intel-
ligence that led to a fusillade of 
air strikes on ISIS oil facilities that 
badly dented the group’s financial 
operations.

The capture of Afari will likely 
yield much-needed intelligence as 
US-backed Iraqi forces prepare for 
a major assault on the main north-
ern city of Mosul, captured by ISIS 
in June 2014 and a stronghold of its 
self-proclaimed caliphate spanning 
Syria and Iraq. Its fall would be a 
critical blow to the jihadists.

Meantime, the air strikes go on, 
using intelligence extracted from 
captured leaders. On March 4th, 
one strike pounded an ISIS base 
near the town of Shaddadi in north-
ern Syria to target one of ISIS’s most 
iconic leaders, a Georgian known 
as Omar al-Shishani, or Omar the 
Chechen, identified by US officials 
as the ISIS “minister of war” with a 
$50 million US bounty on his head.

Underlining Shishani’s impor-
tance in the jihadist hierarchy, he 
had reportedly been dispatched to 

Shaddadi, seized by ISIS in June 
2015 but retaken by Kurdish and 
Arab forces, by the ISIS leadership 
to rally the Islamist fighters’ morale 
and block rebel advances.

US-backed Kurdish forces in 
northern Syria reported they had 
information that Shishani, real 
name Tarkhan Tayumurazovich 
Batirashvili and known for his dis-
tinctive flowing red beard, had been 
killed. Activists reported on March 
10th that the veteran of the 1990s 
Chechen wars against Russia had 
been seriously wounded. Later re-
ports said he was “clinically dead”.

Air strikes have degraded ISIS 
since they were launched in August 
2014, but they have not brought it 
to its knees. Now Obama is stepping 
up the war by going after ISIS’s se-
cretive leadership on the ground, a 
campaign likely to be extended to 

Libya, where ISIS seeks to build a 
citadel in oil-rich North Africa.

Beyond announcing the ETF’s 
deployment, complete with assault 
force, aviation wing and intelli-
gence cell, Washington has said lit-
tle about the task force. US Defense 
Secretary Ashton Carter avowed it 
would be a key element in acceler-
ating US operations against ISIS and 
would be used “to conduct raids 
of various kinds seizing places and 
people, freeing hostages and pris-
oners… and making it such that ISIS 
has to fear that anywhere, any time, 
it may be struck”.

This strategy has its roots in the 
model developed by the US Joint 
Special Operations Command 
(JSOC) in Iraq by constant raids on 
the command element of al-Qaeda 
in Iraq (AQI), ISIS’s predecessor, us-
ing intelligence gathered one night 

to mount kill-or-capture operations 
the following night and build up a 
withering momentum.

This unremitting pressure deci-
mated much of the jihadists’ organ-
isation and led to the elimination of 
AQI’s notoriously bloodthirsty lead-
er, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi of Jordan, 
in a June 2006 air strike and his two 
immediate successors over the fol-
lowing weeks.

The tempo of JSOC operations 
may well intensify. General Jo-
seph Votel, who currently heads 
the greatly expanded US Special 
Operations Command, is Obama’s 
choice to be the next head of the 
Central Command, which runs US 
operations in the Middle East. He 
advocates a more aggressive fight 
against ISIS  and is expected to give 
his “snake eaters” as much work as 
they can handle.

US escalates ISIS strikes, key operative captured
Ed Blanche

A file photo shows a US aircraft landing after missions targeting the Islamic State group in Iraq from 
the deck of the US Navy aircraft carrier USS George H.W. Bush.

Air strikes have 
degraded ISIS since 
they were launched 
in August 2014.
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Iraqi protesters during a demonstration demand 
government reform in Baghdad, on March 11th.

Iraq’s internal problems hindering fight against ISIS

L 

ow oil prices, domestic 
strife over corruption 
and ongoing terrorist 
bombings are dominat-
ing Iraq’s domestic 
scene and hindering its 

fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS). Although the United States 
has been generously subsidising 
Iraq’s military effort against ISIS 
and trying to shore up the 
country’s economy, no domestic 
rebound is likely to occur until oil 
prices rise and the regime gets 
serious about corruption.

While Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi gets high marks in foreign 
circles for trying to be a good lead-
er, his standing in Iraq is a different 
story.

Some of this can be blamed on 
matters outside of his control. The 
drop in the price of crude has se-
verely hurt the economy, as oil 
accounts for about 90% of govern-
ment revenues. If oil prices remain 
as low as they are, the budget defi-
cit could reach as high as $50 billion 
this year.

Government expenditures re-
main high because of the large 
public sector workforce, a legacy of 
Iraq’s socialist past and more recent 
policies of doling out government 
jobs to political allies. About 7 mil-
lion Iraqis are on the government 

payroll.
Abadi has tried to deal with this 

crisis by cutting government sala-
ries by 3% and instituting fees on 
a number of services, but this has 
made the public even angrier be-
cause of the widespread perception 
that much of government’s revenue 
is lost to corruption.

As one young Iraqi told a Western 
journalist recently: “This is a rich 
country, and it’s the poor that are 
being asked to take the burden for 
the mistakes of the corrupt govern-
ment.”

Over the summer, large demon-
strations broke out in Baghdad be-
cause of electricity shortages, but 
they soon morphed into protests 
against corruption. In response, the 
Iraqi parliament voted for a pack-
age of reforms put forward by Ab-
adi aimed at stamping out corrup-
tion. But there was no appreciable 
change.

In the past few weeks, there have 
been new protests over corruption, 
led by Shia cleric Muqtadr al-Sadr, 
who has been effective in mobilis-
ing his supporters from time to time 
when he disagrees with govern-
ment policy or when he wants to 
score political points.

In response, Abadi has pledged 
he will appoint a government of 
technocrats, as opposed to mem-
bers of political factions, because 
the latter are seen as part of the 
corruption problem, that is, the 
practice of “taking care” of one’s 
political allies. Thus far, however, 
such a technocratic cabinet has not 
materialised.

The government is so sensitive 
about the corruption issue that it re-
cently brought defamation charges 
against the editor of an Iraqi inde-
pendent news site who reported on 

kickbacks from mobile phone com-
panies to a telecommunications 
regulatory official.

If these problems were not 
enough, Iraq also has to cope with 
3.3 million internally displaced ref-
ugees from the ISIS advance in 2014 
and earlier conflicts, and rebuild 
heavily damaged cities that have 
been liberated from ISIS control 
such as Ramadi and Tikrit.

To help deal with these economic 
crises, Iraqi officials in December 
2015 negotiated a $1.2 billion loan 
from the World Bank to help offset 
the drop in the price of oil and large 
military expenditures that have 
been incurred in the fight against 
ISIS. Iraq is also seeking another 
loan from the International Mon-
etary Fund. (It received a $1.24 bil-
lion emergency loan from the fund 

in 2015.) As for the United States, 
most of its new aid since 2014 has 
gone to fight ISIS. In fiscal year 2015, 
for example, it spent $1.5 billion on 
the Iraqi “Train and Equip Fund”, 
$1.2 billion on the regular Iraqi mili-
tary, $350 million for the Kurdish 
peshmerga forces and $24 million 
for Sunni tribal security forces.

In its fiscal year 2017 budget re-
quest, however, President Barack 
Obama’s administration seems to 
have recognised that Iraq’s eco-
nomic and social problems are se-
rious matters that need to be ad-
dressed. Of the total $1.8 billion for 
Iraq, $333 million is for economic 
assistance to “support good govern-
ance and transparent use of public 
resources”. 

 In addition, the US has offered 
Iraq a $2.7 billion loan for military 
expenses.

Sensing this public discontent, 
ISIS has unleashed a spate of suicide 
bombings in Baghdad and in other 
areas under the government’s con-
trol. ISIS not only hopes to keep Ira-
qi security forces busy dealing with 
these attacks — delaying an offen-
sive to try to take Mosul — but also 
to exacerbate public sentiments of 
the government not taking care of 
people’s needs, including security.

To turn things around, the Abadi 
government not only needs strong 
political will to stem corruption and 
the expensive system of patronage, 
but also tightening of world oil sup-
plies that will drive up prices and 
revenues. It is not clear whether ei-
ther will emerge anytime soon.
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