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T 

he Iraqi government’s of-
fensive to recapture Mo-
sul, the most prized of the 
Islamic State’s conquests 
since it seized the north-

ern city in June 2014, will likely be, 
to paraphrase Winston Churchill, 
long and hard. And, if the Islamic 
State (ISIS) sticks to its usual tactics 
of suicidal defence, extremely cost-
ly in terms of casualties.

The long-awaited push to retake 
Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city 
with a pre-ISIS population of about 
2 million, began March 24th on a 
cautious note with an operation led 
by Iraqi Army units and Shia militia 
fighters in Nineveh province east of 
Mosul to cut off a key supply route 
to the city.

The offensive, codenamed Opera-
tion Conquest, is notable because 
it involves US ground forces for 
the first time since the country’s 
military pullout in December 2011. 
In a significant shift in US policy, 
which has been to avoid committing 
ground forces to the war against 
ISIS, the Americans have been qui-
etly building up their military pres-
ence beyond the announced limit 
of 3,870 personnel, which consists 
mainly of training cadres.

Knowledgeable sources, howev-
er, say there are in excess of 5,000 
US troops in Iraq. These include a 
200-man US Marines artillery bat-
tery and a 200-strong special forces 
task force with orders to kill or cap-
ture ISIS commanders and wreak 
havoc behind jihadist lines.

The Pentagon has been at pains to 
avoid giving any appearance of an 
expansion of US operations, largely 
air strikes, four years after US forces 
were withdrawn. All dispositions 
are described as “force protection”.

But the Americans have been 
heavily involved in planning Op-
eration Conquest and US Defense 
Secretary Ashton Carter has said 
the Pentagon is exploring a num-
ber of options to “accelerate” the 
war against ISIS. The unfolding of-
fensive may provide the pretext, 
fuelled by congressional pressure 
for action, for renewed US combat 
forces in Iraq.

The Iraqi Army command said 
the push began with the recapture 
of four villages around Makhmour, 
a town east of Mosul — with cover-
ing 155mm artillery fire from the US 
Marines.

Other government forces pushed 
towards the town of Qayyarah, 
60km south of Mosul as part of the 
strategy of isolating the ISIS strong-
hold and the symbol of the Islamic 
caliphate it proclaimed shortly after 
the city fell to its forces.

Cutting ISIS’s supply lines to Mo-
sul — particularly those from the 
jihadist-controlled sector of neigh-
bouring Syria — is a key objective in 
the initial stage of the offensive. In 
this regard, Kurdish and Arab rebel 
forces in Syria overran the ISIS-held 
eastern town of Shaddadi in late 
February, severing a major supply 
link between Mosul and the Syr-
ian city of Raqqa, the caliphate’s de 
facto capital.

After months of stalemate, ISIS 
is under growing pressure in Iraq 
and Syria, where government forces 
backed by Russian air power have 
reportedly retaken the strategic an-
cient city of Palmyra, seized by ISIS 
in May, in a series of offensives that 
swung the war in favour of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s regime.

ISIS can be expected to wage an 
all-out fight to keep Mosul, its most 

symbolically important conquest, 
and possibly unleash a wave of ter-
ror attacks across the country to pin 
down Iraqi forces.

“The bottom line in,” observed 
Scott Stewart, an analyst with the 
US-based global intelligence con-
sultancy Stratfor, “is that even if a 
militant group is losing power in 
absolute terms, it can and often will 
continue to pose a significant insur-
gent or terrorist threat… That means 
it will require years of sustained ef-
fort to defeat the group militarily 
in Iraq and Syria, not to mention its 
franchises elsewhere in the Middle 
East, Africa and South Asia.”

Operation Conquest will be a crit-
ical test for the Iraqi Army, which, 

poorly led and riddled by corrup-
tion, collapsed in the face of ISIS’s 
blitzkrieg in the summer of 2014 
during which the jihadists over-
whelmed a vastly superior govern-
ment force to seize Mosul, along 
with most of Nineveh and Anbar 
provinces.

With American help, Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi’s govern-
ment has struggled to rebuild the 
Iraqi military, a painstaking process 
that is still under way.

Iraqi government forces, heavily 
supported by Kurdish peshmerga 
fighters, Iranian-backed Shia mili-
tias and US air power, have notched 
several successes over the last year 
in a fightback that has gradually 

acquired some momentum despite 
deep political and sectarian divi-
sions that still plague Iraq.

Iraqi strategists brag that their 
forces will retake Mosul by the end 
of the year. But US military officers 
in Baghdad fear that Iraq’s fractious 
military will need much longer than 
that to prevail.

US and Iraqi officials estimate the 
offensive will need eight to 12 bri-
gades, about 24,000-36,000 men. 
But only 3,000 have been deployed 
in Makhmour — and the swelling 
political crisis in Baghdad has led 
Abadi to deploy units of the elite 
counterterrorism force from the Eu-
phrates river front to ensure secu-
rity in the capital.
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An Iraqi soldier takes part during a military operation on the outskirts of Makhmour, south of Mosul, 
Iraq, on March 25th.
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Iraqi Shia men from Popular Mobilisation Forces march in 
Baghdad, last July.

US should train Iraqi army not proxy militias

T 

he Iraqi Shia militia 
known as the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) has been a 
controversial entity 
that has taken over 

the role of Iraqi armed forces in 
defending the country against 
foreign and domestic threats.

The Iraqi government of Haider 
al-Abadi repeatedly praised the 
PMF and underlined its important 
role in combating Islamic State 
(ISIS) terrorists.

However, Iraqi Sunni leaders 
condemned the PMF as a sectarian 
militia that committed sectarian 
and ethnic cleansing in the ter-
ritories that were occupied by ISIS 
gunmen before they were pushed 
out in joint assaults by the PMF, 
Iraqi troops and the warplanes of 
the US-led international alliance.

Human rights groups have 
quoted Sunni residents in Ramadi 
talking about PMF reprisal attacks 
on neighbourhoods and terroris-
ing civilians to force them out of 
their homes. Iraqi government 
officials promised to investigate 
the reports but are yet to release 
any clear findings.

The PMF was formed shortly 
after ISIS made a huge thrust into 
Iraqi territory in the summer of 
2014, occupying large sections of 
the country.

Arab Gulf officials supported 

Iraqi Sunni officials in branding 
the PMF as an Iranian proxy group 
aiming to drive the Sunni commu-
nity from oil-rich areas and from 
Baghdad and its peripheries.

The US position on the PMF has 
been most puzzling to Arab Gulf 
leaders as well as political observ-
ers.

Washington has been surprising-
ly tolerant of seeing US-supplied 
weapons and vehicles operated by 
the PMF, in clear violation of US 
trade and export rules that forbid 
the use of any American-supplied 

hardware by any party other than 
the intended end-user, which in 
this case is the Iraqi armed forces.

Arms dealers who had shipped 
ammunition and weapons from 
the United States and other coun-
tries to Iraq spoke of shipments 
being confiscated by the PMF at 
Baghdad International Airport 
within the sight of Iraqi officials 
and with the knowledge of US dip-
lomats at the embassy in Iraq.

US warplanes and Special Forces 
have provided air and ground sup-
port for PMF units in assaults on 

ISIS positions on various occasions 
despite reports of sectarian cleans-
ing committed by the militias. The 
Iraqi government has been very 
slow in adhering to Washington 
demands to arm and train Sunni 
tribal fighters to take on ISIS in 
predominantly Sunni areas of the 
country. 

The result has been a surge in 
Tehran’s influence in Iraq via the 
rise and empowerment of the PMF 
at the expense of all other regional 
and international players, includ-
ing the United States.

This brings into question Wash-
ington’s policies in the Middle 
East, especially after the signing of 
the nuclear deal with Tehran.

Arab Gulf states are very 
suspicious of the agreement and 
what Iran could get out of it and 
whether its gains would be at the 
expense of the Arabs. What they 
see in Iraq reinforces their fears.

The Obama administration 
seems to have strayed far in its 
ambiguous stance towards the 
PMF to an extent it is allowing the 
militias to get away with violat-
ing US defence export rules under 
the pretext of having an effective 
fighting force against ISIS.

It would have made much more 
sense for Washington to work on 
training and equipping the Iraqi 
armed forces in which the United 
States has invested billions of 
dollars to ensure Iraq will have a 
national army instead of Iranian-
proxy militias that serve Tehran’s 
agenda at the expense of Iraqi as 
well as Arab and even Western 
interests.

Riad Kahwaji is founder and chief 
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for Near East and Gulf Military 
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and Beirut.
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