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he long-awaited campaign 
to liberate Mosul flared 
on March 24th but soon 
waned in what Iraqi mili-
tary officials described as 

a “successful” first step in what will 
be a long and tough battle to recap-
ture Iraq’s second largest city from 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

The United States, which is con-
tributing air and ground support to 
the operation, said the moves con-
cerning Mosul were part of “shap-
ing operations” that began weeks 
earlier.

US Defense Department spokes-
man Army Major Roger Cabiness 
said in an April 5th statement the 
moves entail “positioning and pre-
paring troops, establishing routes 
for logistics and cutting off the en-
emy’s supply lines”.

The latter was achieved in the 
early hours of the offensive, dubbed 
“Operation Conquest”, Iraqi Briga-
dier-General Yahya Rasool, spokes-
man for the Joint Military Com-
mand, said in a telephone interview 
from Jordan.

Iraqi forces seized four villages 
on the outskirts of Makhmour, east 
of Mosul, and, hours later, Kurdish-
allied Yazidis and tribal fighters 
controlled roads linking Mosul with 
ISIS-held territory in Syria, which 
the jihadists had used as supply 
lines.

No further major advances have 
been reported.

“It was a successful first opera-
tion and we look forward to more 
soon,” Rasool said.

US officials insisted that Iraqi 
forces were far from being in a 

position to take over Mosul and 
predicted it could take months be-
fore a tangible victory could be pro-
claimed.

The Sunni-dominated city fell to 
the jihadist fighters during a stun-
ning 2014 blitz in which ISIS mili-
tants captured large parts of north-
ern and western Iraq.

Iraqi officials have vowed to re-
capture Mosul this year. However, a 
host of difficulties stand in the way.

Although Iraq’s army is trained 
and equipped by the Americans, it 
lacks an adequate number of quick 
mobilisation forces that could ad-
vance, seize land, then stabilise it 
until it is completely neutralised 
and falls under their command.

The Iraqi Army is also fighting 
ISIS militants on other fronts in 
western and central Iraq.

“No sufficient trained troops are 
yet available for the Mosul battle,” 
said Abdul-Karim Khalaf, a retired 
Interior Ministry top official and 
brigadier-general.

“A battle as significant as the one 
over Mosul may involve dispatching 
tens of thousands of highly quali-
fied forces capable of redeeming 
territory, then holding the large ar-
eas in Nineveh province.

“But many army units are scat-
tered in Anbar and Saladin prov-
inces and they’re still engaged with 
militants there.”

Instead he insisted that Iraqi forc-
es should secure the vast Anbar de-
sert province to the West and com-
pleted all operations there before 
moving to the northern front.

“That way, there would be as 
many troops available as possibly 
needed to finish the job in Mosul,” 
Khalaf said. “The troops cannot 
jump from one place to another. 
This would be logistically exhaust-
ing.”

Iraqi forces and allied Shia mili-
tias have achieved important gains 
against the militants in recent 
months, including reclaiming the 
key cities of Tikrit and Ramadi.

The battle for Mosul is more com-
plicated because of the size of the 
city and its population of about 2 

million. Also, reports from Mosul 
residents suggested that ISIS has 
been preparing to use civilians as 
human shields to slow advancing 
forces.

In the Ramadi and Tikrit battles, 
Iraqi military commanders claimed 
that the influx of civilians escaping 
clashes had significantly bottled up 
security forces, providing the mili-
tants with time to regroup and en-
hance their defences.

Raad al-Dahlaki, head of the par-
liamentary committee on immi-
gration and displaced people, on 
March 27th said that several thou-
sand people had fled the fighting in 
the Makhmour area since the start 
of the operation on March 23rd.

“Preparations to assist the refu-
gees are inadequate. Till now the 
situation is barely under control 
but if more families continue to flee 
Daesh-controlled areas, we should 
expect the worst,” said Dahlaki, us-
ing an Arabic acronym for ISIS.

He blamed the government for 
failing to alert “concerned authori-
ties” to provide services for the 
growing number of displaced peo-
ple in Makhmour.

Baghdad-based security analyst 
Hashim al-Hashimi said security 
forces would be faced by a more 
significant challenge when they 
reach in Mosul, namely “winning 
the hearts and minds” of people in 
areas they want to seize from ISIS.

Hashimi said that the current op-
eration is “limited” and will not go 
beyond Makhmour.

“The ultimate goal is to push back 
ISIS fighters from some areas to se-
cure the gathering areas of Iraqi 
forces, keep them out of the range 
of Daesh’s artillery and also to cut 
some supply lines for the jihadists,” 
he said.

But a sticking point is a wide-
spread rejection by Sunni tribes 
and Kurdish officials of the partici-
pation of pro-Iranian Shia militias 

in the battle for Mosul, fearing the 
militants would use it as a pretext 
to mobilise Mosul’s rival Sunnis 
against the operation.

Yet, the Iraqi government insists 
that such participation is key to de-
feating ISIS, as was the case in the 
offensives in Ramadi and Tikrit.

In Mosul, residents said they 
were anxious to see government 
forces enter the city, explaining that 
they had grown increasingly dis-
gruntled with the “atrocities” of the 
militants.

“Every time we hear on the news 
a possible operation to liberate 
Mosul, we feel happy,” said Mosul 
housewife Um Nashwan. “But till 
now, we see nothing, apart from the 
air strikes. Our patience is wearing 
thin.”

Sameer Nouri Yacoub, an Iraqi 
journalist in Michigan, has reported 
on Iraqi affairs for more than two 
decades.
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An Iraqi soldier holds a position on the front line on the outskirts of Makhmour, about 280km north 
of Baghdad, on March 30th.

The battle for Mosul 
is more complicated 
because of the size 
of the city and its 
population.

News & Analysis  Iraq

London

I 

ran’s influence in the affairs of 
Iraq is extensive but not with-
out limits, as the latest turmoil 
over Baghdad’s proposed po-
litical reforms has shown.

With a variety of power centres 
within the majority Shia communi-
ty at odds over Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi’s anti-corruption 
strategy, Tehran appears to have 
opted to support, for the time be-
ing, the man they green-lighted for 
the premiership 18 months ago.

That’s despite Abadi failing to 
prove quite as malleable as his pre-
decessor, Nuri al-Maliki, whose 
term in office was marked by cor-
ruption and favouritism and ended 
after the collapse of Iraqi forces in 
the face of the 2014 Islamic State 
(ISIS) invasion.

Abadi has leaned heavily on sup-
port from Tehran as he sought to 
rebuild the military to confront the 
jihadist threat. The Iranians have 
provided equipment and strategic 
expertise, including special forces 
on the ground, although the de-
ployment of such military “advis-
ers” to Iraq was only officially con-
firmed in March.

In addition, Tehran is closely 
linked to predominantly Shia mili-
tias, directed by the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), 
that make up the Hashd al-Shaabi, 
the Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF). The volunteers have proved 
more active in confronting ISIS 
than regular units but their ma-
jority Shia component has drawn 
accusations of sectarian violence 
against Sunnis.

The worry is that the militias, 
modelled on the IRGC, have the 
potential to dominate Iraq on Iran’s 
behalf.

Politically, however, the Shia 
community and its various leader-
ships have proved less monolithic 
than Tehran might have hoped or 
its opponents might have feared. 
There have been tensions over Ma-
liki’s attempts to continue to play a 
central and often divisive role. The 
Shia street has been at odds with a 
Shia plutocracy attempting to pre-
serve its interests, while the Iraqi 

Shia clergy centred in Najaf have 
not always been preaching from 
the same page as their fellow di-
vines in Qom.

Abadi has used these anomalies 
to pursue a course that has allowed 
him, despite a strategic depend-
ence on the Iranians, to resist Teh-
ran’s controlling instincts.

The first calls for Abadi to act 
against widespread corruption 
came from Grand Ayatollah Ali al-
Sistani, regarded by many Shias 
inside and outside Iraq as their 
supreme religious guide. It was 

also Sistani who chastised Iran for 
meddling in Iraqi affairs in 2015 
when he questioned the role of 
the IRGC’s Quds Force commander 
General Qassem Soleimani, who 
had increasingly adopted the per-
sona of an unofficial viceroy.

Abadi reportedly fell out with 
Soleimani after the Iranian criti-
cised his reform plans. With the 
support of Sistani, Abadi presum-
ably felt he could afford to snub 
him.

The grand ayatollah has since 
retreated to his more characteris-
tic silence on public affairs, while 
Muqtada al-Sadr, a more junior 
cleric but a powerful voice on the 
streets, has been organising mass 
anti-corruption protests that took 
his supporters to the gates of the 
Green Zone, the heavily fortified 
government enclave in Baghdad.

Abadi credited Sadr with the idea 
of establishing a cabinet of tech-
nocrats to replace one in which 
ministries are shared among Shias, 
Sunnis and Kurds. That, combined 
with a plan to sweep away those 
lower down the government peck-
ing order, threatened the interests 
of people at the top in every fac-
tion. Hence the political resistance 
that greeted the plan.

The crisis left Tehran, however, 
with little choice but to continue 
supporting Abadi. Any attempt to 
intervene more forcibly, let alone 
to reinstall Maliki, would face a 
backlash from at least that part of 
the Shia community that wants re-

form and resents Iranian interfer-
ence.

Soleimani is now a less visible 
presence in Iraq. In an event on 
home soil in March, he said Iran’s 
main duty was to defend all Mus-
lims. He denied claims of Iranian 
“adventurism” in the region.

Iran, and its ruling clergy, may 
have decided it is a better bet to 
cooperate with, rather than dic-
tate to, whoever holds the reins in 
Baghdad. Soleimani himself was 
dispatched to see representatives 
of Maliki, reportedly to tell them 
Iran stood by the status quo.

US Vice-President Joe Biden un-
derscored Washington’s support 
for Abadi’s reforms in a phone call 
to the prime minister that followed 
a parliamentary manoeuvre by Ma-
liki to have him replaced.

“Both the Americans and the 
Iranians wanted to avoid Abadi 
getting unseated,” Sajad Jiyad, an 
adviser to the prime minister, told 
Reuters.

Iran appears to have resolved that 
its interests for now are best served 
by propping up a government that 
has the best chance of confronting 
the twin challenges facing Iraq — 
pursuing the war against ISIS and 
ensuring a measure of political and 
economic stability via reforms.

Tehran may not always get exact-
ly what it wants but, given its con-
tinuing influence, proximity and 
religious ties, Iran remains a player 
that can not be written out  easily 
of the Iraqi script.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.
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Less visible. Iranian commander Major-General Qassem Soleimani 
(C), who has been advising Iraqi military leaders fighting Islamic 
jihadists, attends the funeral of Brigadier-General Hamid Taghavi, 
a commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps who was 
killed in the Iraqi city of Samarra, in December 2014.

Abadi failed to prove 
quite as malleable as 
his predecessor Nuri 
al-Maliki.


