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Anti-ISIS push advances 
in Syria, slows in Iraq

With unity government in Tripoli, focus shifts to ISIS fight

Beirut

T 

he seizure by Syrian state 
forces of the strategic 
town of Al-Qaryatain 
has opened the way for 
a major offensive on the 

Islamic State’s de facto capital of 
Raqqa and the oil and gas fields of 
Deir ez-Zor along the Iraqi border 
that, if successful, would put Presi-
dent Bashar Assad’s regime in a 
powerful position in UN-sponsored 
peace talks in Geneva.

Clearly there is a lot of fighting 
still to come as Assad’s army and 
its allies, ferociously supported by 
Russian air power, battle to recover 
territory lost in a war that entered 
its sixth year on March 15th.

But recapturing the heav-
ily bombed city of Raqqa in north-
eastern Syria and the oil and gas 
fields in Deir ez-Zor, an important 
economic centre for the jihadists’ 
caliphate, would deal the Islamic 
State (ISIS) a severe double blow 
from which it would have great dif-
ficulty recovering.

A defeat on that scale would be 
immeasurably heightened if Iraqi 
forces, aided by what appears to 
be a growing US deployment on 
the ground, recapture the northern 
city of Mosul, Iraq’s second larg-
est city seized by ISIS in June 2014 
and where the caliphate was pro-
claimed the following month.

The Iraqi campaign against Mo-
sul was launched by two army 
brigades on March 24th and could 
take months. The push, backed by 
US air strikes, has been slowed by 
poor coordination between army 
units and tens of thousands of ci-
vilians trapped between the army 
and ISIS.

It was halted April 5th outside 
the ISIS-held Euphrates river town 
of Hit in Anbar province, when ISIS 
launched a wave of car and road-
side bombings and mortar fire.

A key objective of the Iraqi of-
fensive is to cut links between Mo-
sul and Raqaa. Syria’s Deir ez-Zor 
province is a vital ISIS link with its 
forces in Iraq.

The loss of Al-Qaryatain — much 
of which, including a fifth-century 
monastery, was destroyed by the 
retreating jihadists — greatly reduc-
es ISIS’s ability to threaten Syria’s 

heavily populated western areas 
that include Damascus and other 
cities.

The April 4th fall of Al-Qaryatain, 
encircled by regime forces after 
they stormed the ISIS-held desert 
city of Palmyra, 100km to the west 
in Homs province, on March 27th 
was an important breakthrough 
because the jihadists had used it to 
mount offensives into the eastern 
Qalamoun mountains that shield 
Damascus.

The regime’s next target on the 
road to Raqqa appears to be Al-
Sukhna, 70km east of Palmyra and 
overrun by ISIS in May 2015. The 
town sits astride the strategic M20 
highway leading to Deir ez-Zor, 
where regime forces hold a pocket 

of territory despite repeated ISIS 
assaults.

“Regime forces supported by al-
lied militiamen of Syrian, Arab and 
Asian nationalities are massing in 
the Wadi al-Ahmar east of Palmyra 
in preparation for a wide-scale at-
tack on Al-Sukhna,” the UK-based 
Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights, which monitors the war, 
reported.

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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T 

he so-called National Sal-
vation body in Libya re-
versed its stance on sup-
porting the UN-backed 
unity government of 

Faiez al-Sarraj and threatened legal 
action against those working with 
the new government.

Khalifa Ghwell, the National Sal-
vation leader, told ministers under 
his control to “continue your mis-
sion in accordance with the law”. 
The statement contradicts the 
group’s announced decision to step 
aside in favour of the Government 
of National Accord.

That position, along with support 
from the National Oil Corporation, 
which controls the country’s oil and 
gas, and the Central Bank, seemed 
to clear the way for the Sarraj-led 
government. Ghwell’s comments of 
April 6th returned the overall Liby-

an situation to chaos.
The twist is likely to hinder the 

UN-backed government’s efforts re-
garding a burgeoning Islamic State 

(ISIS) presence in Libya. Setbacks 
in Syria and Iraq have caused ISIS 
to shift its forces, with an esti-
mated 5,000 reaching Libya. There 

is international concern that ISIS 
could reach out from Libya and af-
fect security and stability across 
the Maghreb and into sub-Saharan 
areas.

Libya had apparently been mass-
ing its own campaign against ISIS, 
particularly in coastal areas such 
as Sirte and Sabratha. Intelligence 
sources told The Arab Weekly that 
more than 15,000 soldiers and for-
mer militia members were muster-
ing to face the Islamist group.

“This will bring militias out of 
Tripoli and bolster security in the 
Libyan capital,” one source said. “It 

will also show the world that Liby-
ans are capable of fighting (ISIS) on 
their own and avoid a foreign mili-
tary intervention.”

Ismail Alghwol Alsharif, a House 
of Representatives member who 
backs Sarraj’s government, said: 
“The security plan of the unity gov-
ernment calls for deploying militia 
forces from at least ten regions to 
fight Daesh (an Arabic acronym for 
ISIS). It expects militias to leave 
Tripoli and relocate to bases at least 
80km from the capital as part of ef-
forts to restore security and peace 
to the capital.

“Trust me. The fight against 
Daesh has and will continue to ce-
ment unity among Libyans.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis. He has 
reported on North Africa for 
decades. Information from Agence 
France-Presse was included in this 
article.
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Faiez al-Sarraj, prime minister-designate of Libya’s UN-backed 
unity government, being greeted by people on a street in Tripoli, 
on April 1st.

Lamine Ghanmi

 “The fight against 
Daesh has and 
will continue to 
cement unity 
among Libyans.”

Ismail Alghwol Alsharif, an 
HoR member
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Iraqi children sit in a tricycle as hundreds of civilians are evacuated from the town of Hit in Iraq’s 
Anbar province, on April 4th.

Recapturing Raqqa 
would deal the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
a severe double 
blow.
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