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A 

s Barack Obama’s two-
term presidency slides 
into its twilight months, 
the US military is build-
ing up its assets in 

Iraq and Syria to escalate the war 
against the Islamic State (ISIS), an 
apocalyptic jihadist group born 
out of US bungling in Iraq and Syria 
over the last 13 years.

The big questions are: How far 
will Obama, who has assiduous-
ly sought to avoid plunging the 
United States into another Mid-
dle Eastern quagmire, go with this 
campaign that is putting US forces 
in the firing line for the first time 
since the US withdrawal from Iraq 
in December 2011, and will his suc-
cessor carry on the fight when the 
baton is passed in January?

There is a clamour in the US Con-
gress, led by Republican hawks 
such as the rambunctious Senator 
John McCain, R-Arizona and a dec-
orated hero of the Vietnam war, 
for a wider military commitment 
in the Middle East to stamp out 
the jihadist cause as Geneva peace 
talks go nowhere. Obama is also 
under pressure from European al-
lies who are desperate to stem the 
tidal wave of Middle Eastern refu-
gees that threaten to swamp them.

McCain has said the creeping 
deployment was long overdue but 
ultimately insufficient. “Another 
reluctant step down the dangerous 
road of gradual escalation will not 

undo the damage in Syria to which 
this administration has borne pas-
sive witness,” he said.

Obama’s generals have been 
pushing him to get tougher with 
ISIS and both presumptive candi-
dates to be the next president are 
far more hawkish than Obama is. 
It remains to be seen whether the 
current “mission creep” will re-
sult in a major US deployment that 
would inevitably mean significant 
American fatalities.

The overall objective is to eradi-
cate ISIS, which originated in Iraq 
during the eight-year US occupa-
tion and that will eventually mean 
having to fight it in Syria as well to 
crush the caliphate that spans both 
countries.

Indeed, there is speculation that 
bolstering the Iraqi Army offensive 
launched on March 24th against 
the northern city of Mosul will at 
some point be matched by a simi-
lar push in Syria against the cali-
phate’s de facto capital, the north-
ern Syrian city of Raqqa.

The rationale is that ISIS would 
be trapped in a pincer movement, 
with Mosul and Raqqa unable to 
reinforce each other. Retaking Mo-
sul, with a current population of 
1.5 million, “Will be the most dif-
ficult battle Iraqi forces have ever 
faced,” warned Baghdad-based an-
alyst Wathiq al-Hashimi. “Without 
the fighting spirit, the result would 
be catastrophic.”

Because to take Mosul will take 
firepower and, if the Americans 
cannot find reliable Arab allies on 
the ground — and that has always 
been the big problem — it would 
mean what Obama has consistent-
ly avoided: “boots on the ground” 
and lots of them, supported by air 
power that includes B-52 strategic 
bombers.

The US escalation in Iraq and to 
a lesser degree in Syria is minus-

cule compared to the forces the 
Americans employed in 2003 and 
throughout the occupation and 
only emphasises the extent of the 
retreat of US power in the Middle 
East, its confused, ham-fisted re-
sponse to ISIS and the degree that 
Russia and Iran have moved in to 
fill the security vacuum.

The Americans have deployed 
heavy weapons in Iraq in recent 
months, underlining their effort to 
beef up Iraqi forces without hav-
ing to send in large numbers of 
ground troops. US warplanes have 
dropped 40,000 bombs on ISIS tar-
gets since August 2014. The weap-
ons include at least two batteries 
of M142 High Mobility Artillery 
Rocket Systems (HIMARS) that can 
plaster ISIS command centres and 
firebases with broadsides of satel-
lite-guided rockets from a range of 
40km.

US officers say a third HIMARS 
unit will be deployed in the Ti-
gris river valley to back the Iraqi 
push. Another is expected to go 
to southern Turkey to blast ISIS in 
northern Syria. Another M142 is in 
Jordan and has engaged ISIS forces 
in southern Syria several times in 
recent months. The United States 

is also committed to sending more 
self-propelled 155mm Paladin 
howitzers to help the Iraqis claw 
back territory from ISIS.

On April 9th, the US Air Force 
deployed an unspecified number 
of B-52s at the Al Udeid air base in 
Qatar, the nerve centre for US air 

operations in the region. It is the 
first time these aircraft have been 
based in the Middle East since the 
end of the 1990-91 Gulf War.

The Cold War-era Strafortresses 
replaced a wing of B-1 bombers. 
They carry precision-guided mu-
nitions that could be critical in 
the Mosul operation and probably 
against ISIS strongholds in Syria.

Recapturing Mosul is the prima-
ry target and that means reinforc-
ing the faltering offensive by the 
Iraqi Army’s 15th Division, which 
has bogged down amid intensive 
ISIS counter-attacks and waves 
of suicide bombers, sectarian ri-

valries and political infighting in 
Baghdad.

To do this, the Americans’ 
landmark decision to send in 
US-crewed AH-64 Apache attack 
helicopters, formidable weapons 
against insurgent forces, under-
lines what seems to be a strength-
ened commitment to hammer ISIS.

It is widely believed that the 
Americans actually have more 
forces in Iraq and Syria than has 
been announced — and the Penta-
gon has indulged in creative book-
keeping by listing soldiers and 
Marines currently in Iraq as be-
ing assigned there on “temporary 
duty”.

There have been reports, unveri-
fied, that the United States has de-
ployed elements of the US Army 
82nd Airborne Division in Iraq, 
supposedly to bolster the offen-
sive on Mosul, which may well be 
the defining operation of the war 
on ISIS, one that is widening quite 
rapidly.

Indeed, these deployments ex-
tend beyond Iraq and Syria. The US 
publicly acknowledged on May 6th 
that special forces are being sent 
into Yemen to go after ISIS and al-
Qaeda there.

In Iraq, echoes 
of Vietnam with 
Obama’s creeping 
build-up
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A January 2016 file picture shows Iraq’s Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (L) and US Secretary of State 
John Kerry attending a press conference in London.

US warplanes have 
dropped 40,000 
bombs on ISIS targets 
since August 2014.
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Like the recaptured 
towns of Ramadi, 
Sinjar and Palmyra, 
Mosul could end up in 
ruins.

US lacks new policy ideas for Iraq

A
lthough US officials 
are worried about 
the dysfunctional 
Iraqi government in 
the aftermath of the 
storming of parlia-

ment by angry citizens, President 
Barack Obama’s administration is 
pursuing more of the same: 
supporting Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi, opposing any 
effort to create a federal state and 
trying to chip away at Islamic 
State territory in Iraq.

Knowing that Abadi was in trou-
ble politically, US Vice-President 
Joe Biden travelled to Iraq on April 
28th to underscore the adminis-
tration’s support for Abadi while 
“encouraging Iraqi national unity 
and continued momentum in the 
fight” against the Islamic State 
(ISIS), according to a White House 
statement.

Soon after Biden left the 
country, the Iraqi parliament was 
ransacked by thousands of Iraqi 
citizens, most of whom were sup-
porters of Shia cleric Muqtada al-
Sadr, who has demanded a cabinet 

of technocrats instead of cabinet 
positions being given to political 
factions, a policy that has contrib-
uted to endemic corruption.

The ransacking of parliament 
was an embarrassment to both 
the White House and Abadi but it 
does not appear to have led to any 
changes in terms of policy. Abadi 
merely fired the head of security 
of the Green Zone, the closed-off 
governmental area of Baghdad, 
and continued to try to form a 
cabinet of technocrats (something 
he pledged to do months earlier) 
without much success.

Washington has stuck with Ab-
adi despite his weakened position. 
This is largely because the Obama 
administration still sees him as an 
honourable person trying his best 
and does not see a viable alterna-
tive. The reality of demographics 
and sectarian politics in Iraq mean 
that any Iraqi prime minister must 
come from one of the established 
Shia parties (Abadi is from the 
Dawa Party) and, as such, has lim-
ited room to manoeuvre.

This is one of the main reasons 
Abadi has difficulty getting the 
technocratic cabinet he wants. If 
he tries to move too forcefully on 
this issue, his political standing is 
jeopardised. Although the United 
States is spending millions of dol-
lars in Iraq on “good governance” 
programmes, including several 
anti-corruption projects, it is ques-
tionable whether they are having 
any effect.

US Secretary of State John Kerry 

travelled to Baghdad after the ran-
sacking of parliament in an effort 
to prevent Iraq’s political problems 
from derailing the administration’s 
focus on ISIS. According to media 
reports, Kerry urged Abadi “not to 
allow Baghdad’s domestic tribula-
tions to sap the campaign” against 
ISIS. “We will not be complacent 
at any point in this campaign… In 
the coming weeks and months, we 
will work with Iraq to turn up the 
pressure further,” Kerry said.

The problem is that it is very 
difficult for the Iraqi government 
to keep the eye on ISIS while the 
political situation in Baghdad 
remains so chaotic. Former US 
ambassador to Syria Robert Ford 
recently said: “The problem in 
Baghdad underlines how tenu-
ous the government situation is. 
This isn’t something that Apaches 
[helicopters] and F-16s can fix. 
You must deal with the politics as 
much as you deal with the mili-
tary.”

Although ISIS has lost territory 
in Iraq, particularly in Anbar prov-
ince, the much-vaunted campaign 
against its stronghold in Mosul has 
stalled. A US Defense Department 
official said at the end of April: 
“We have to be realistic… Once we 
get into June, July and August, it 
starts to get pretty hot in Iraq and 
things slow down… We want to 
make as much progress before the 
summer heat really gets raging.” 
Another Defense Department of-
ficial said the push towards Mosul 
might involve as many as 25,000 

Iraqi troops but a force of that size 
is not ready for the task.

In addition to these political and 
military problems is the explosive 
Kurdish issue. Iraqi Kurds are 
preparing for a referendum to de-
termine whether to establish a sov-
ereign state. In an opinion piece in 
the Washington Post on May 6th, 
Masrour Barzani, chancellor of the 
Kurdistan Region Security Council, 
wrote that “there is no trust be-
tween us and the central govern-
ment” and, therefore, “separation 
is the only option remaining”.

That prospect worries the Obama 
administration, which, despite its 
close military ties to the Kurds of 
Iraq and Syria, sees an independ-
ence drive as complicating the 
effort against ISIS by causing more 
regional conflicts. However, the 
Obama administration has consist-
ently resisted calls that might head 
off such a drive, such as supporting 
a federated Iraqi state, something 
that Biden had advocated when he 
was a US senator.

It is possible that in the not-
too-distant future, Iraq will have 
no functioning government, the 
Kurds will opt for independence 
and the push to take Mosul will be 
delayed even further. Meanwhile, 
US policy remains stuck in second 
gear.
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It is possible that in 
the not-too-distant 
future, Iraq will have no 
functioning government.


