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Baghdad

T 

wo months ago, Baghdad 
woke up to horrifying so-
cial media images of chil-
dren and the elderly with 
skeleton-like figures beg-

ging for food, not in some far-away 
famine but on the Iraqi capital’s 
doorstep in Islamic State-held Fal-
luja.

Falluja has been under a crip-
pling siege imposed by Iraq’s army, 
leaving Islamic State (ISIS) fight-
ers holed up inside the city, 60km 
south-west of Baghdad.

“No food, no childhood,” read 
a banner waved by Iraqi children 
in Falluja, who said they had not 
had a hot meal in several weeks. 
Iraqis started collecting donations 
through various sites, which bore 
hashtags such as #Falluja, #Iraq, are 
#starving under #siege, #save Fal-
luja and #UN.

Across the Euphrates river from 
Falluja in Khalidiya, residents 
packed lentils, rice, beans, sugar 
and other staples in small quanti-
ties into plastic bottles or canisters 
and floated them over the water to 
desperate residents of the besieged 
city.

Falluja medical officials reported 
“hundreds” of cases of malnutrition 
but insisted the situation had not 
yet reached famine stage.

“It’s pretty bad but not dire,” said 
Dr Omar al-Wendawi, a physician at 
a Falluja hospital.

“But we are in urgent need of 
medical supplies and medicines 
for chronic diseases, such as blood 
pressure, diabetes and cholesterol,” 
Wendawi said in a telephone in-
terview. He said supplies had not 
arrived in the city since the army, 
backed by allied militias, imposed 
a crippling siege on Falluja five 
months ago.

Talib al-Hasnawi, head of Falluja 
city council, said more than 4,000 
people had died and 6,000 others 
had been wounded in attacks on 
Falluja since ISIS took control of the 
city in January 2014. Children and 
elderly people had died of malnutri-
tion, he said.

“While the US believes there are 
400 ISIS jihadists in Falluja, the 
government estimates the number 
at 1,000,” Hasnawi said. “It’s not 
that large and the government can 
get to them if it introduced specific 
military plans.”

Falluja residents have com-
plained that they cannot afford to 
pay for food and medicine even 
when they are available.

“All prices shot up and we have 
been jobless for at least two years,” 
said Abu Mohammed, a 43-year-
old geologist. He said his wife feed 
their four children leafy greens she 
picks from their backyard.

He said a 100kg bag of flour 
costs nearly 2 million Iraqi dinars 
($1,550), compared to about 51,600 
dinars ($40) in the past. A 450-

gram can of powdered baby milk 
has jumped from 3,870 dinars ($3) 
to 144,000 dinars ($112).

Sugar, tea and coffee are una-
vailable at any price, except in ISIS 
households or the homes of Sunni 
tribesmen supporting the terror 
group, where supplies are in abun-
dance, said resident Abu Moham-
med, who declined to be identified 
further for fear of ISIS reprisal.

Alarmed by the deteriorating 
conditions inside Falluja, social 
workers and international rights 
organisations warned of the bleak 
situation.

New York-based Human Rights 
Watch called on warring parties 
to make sure that aid reaches the 
civilian population, which has not 
received aid for several months.

“The humanitarian picture 
in Falluja is bleak and getting 
bleaker,” Joe Stork, Human Rights 
Watch’s deputy Middle East and 
North Africa director, said in a 
statement.

“Greater international attention 
to the besieged towns and cities of 

the region is needed or the results 
for civilians could be calamitous,” 
he pointed out.

Falluja dates from Babylonian 
times and served as host for Jewish 
academics for several centuries. It 
is known for its minarets adorning 
its many mosques.

Today, Falluja has become in-
creasingly considered one of the 
toughest challenges for Iraq’s Shia-
dominated government, its army 
and allied pro-Iranian militias 
seeking to recapture the territory 
ISIS seized in 2014.

With a population estimated at 
90,000, compared with more than 
300,000 before ISIS took over, Fal-
luja is regarded as a bastion for 
Sunni Muslim resentment towards 

the Shia-led Iraqi government in 
Baghdad.

Falluja also remains strongly 
linked to the Sunni insurgency that 
erupted after Saddam’s overthrow 
in the 2003 US-led invasion. It was 
one of the primary strongholds for 
the ISIS predecessor, al-Qaeda in 
Iraq.

Even now, some Falluja tribes-
men, clerics, theologians and schol-
ars are fiery critics of their govern-
ment. They have publicly supported 
ISIS as the defender of the rights of 
the oppressed Sunni minority in 
Iraq.

“These are valid reasons for the 
government to take its revenge back 
from Falluja by having it bleed more 
or die before it is liberated,” ob-
served journalist Ahmed al-Ani.

“With the beefed up military 
presence outside Falluja, the city 
could’ve been recaptured a year 
ago,” Ani said.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Iraq.
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Displaced Iraqis, who fled regions controlled  by ISIS near Falluja, carry their belongings as they arrive in the Jwaibah area, on the 
eastern outskirts of Ramadi.
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T 

wo-and-a-half-years af-
ter the Kurdish regional 
government (KRG) and 
Turkey signed major oil 
and gas pipeline and sup-

ply deals, the cash-strapped Kurd-
ish autonomous administration is 
looking to Iran to provide addition-
al export routes for its crude oil.

The KRG and Tehran have been 
negotiating to build pipelines to 
carry Kurdish crude into Iran with 
the KRG receiving crude in kind in 
the Gulf in a “swap” agreement. 
Such a deal could save transporta-
tion costs for both sides and signal 
a shift in political alliances.

The KRG and Iran are discussing 
the construction of two pipelines, 
each with the capacity of 250,000 
barrels per day (bpd) of oil. Both 
lines would emanate from oil fields 
in Kurdistan under the control of 
the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan 
(PUK), one of the two main parties 
that make up the KRG government.

One pipeline under consideration 
would originate near Kurdistan’s 
Taq Taq field and cross the Iranian 
border north of Lake Dukan, trans-
porting crude to Tabriz in Iran’s 
East Azerbaijan province. A second 
line would run from near Kurdis-
tan’s Khor Mor field to Khanaqin, 
which is close to the Iranian border, 

with the expectation of feeding the 
Iranian city of Kermanshah.

The KRG is in dire financial straits 
because of low oil prices, the costly 
fight against Islamic State (ISIS) 
and sheltering nearly 2 million Syr-
ian refugees and displaced Iraqis, 
Baghdad’s suspension of the KRG’s 
budget allocation and periodic clo-
sures of the pipeline to Turkey.

The latest pipeline closure, which 
ended March 11th after 23 days, was 
the longest since Kurdish crude 
began flowing into Turkey in early 
2014. March crude exports through 
the KRG-Turkish line amounted to 
327,000 bpd, about half the normal 
volume.

In November 2013, the KRG and 
Turkey signed several landmark 
deals that called for the export of 
Kurdish crude and gas via pipelines 
through Turkey, agreements to 
which Baghdad objected. Kurdish 
crude began flowing into Turkey 
the following February. Iraq’s then 
prime minister Nuri al-Maliki retali-
ated by suspending the KRG’s 17% 
share of the federal budget.

Relations between the KRG and 
Turkey have recently become 
strained. The KRG is unhappy that 
all of its income from its oil sales is 
under Ankara’s control in a Turkish 
state bank account and the pipeline 
stoppages are a reminder of the 

risks of having just one crude ex-
port route.

Ankara blamed the latest stop-
page on sabotage by the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), accusations 
the Turkish Kurd separatist group 
denies. The subsequent delay in 
repairs to the pipeline could have 
been an indication of Ankara’s dis-
pleasure at Erbil’s plans for a refer-
endum on full independence.

Smaller volumes of KRG crude 
and refined products have found 
their way into Iran, with trucks 
transporting as much as 50,000 
bpd of smuggled Kurdish crude 
and products over the Iranian bor-
der at several locations. With West-
ern sanctions on Tehran largely 
lifted in January, the KRG has an 
incentive to look to Iran for another 
export pipeline route for its oil.

The KRG sees the potential for 
Iran becoming a strong trading 
partner as well as a source of for-
eign direct investment but that 
could come at a steep price as Iran 
has made it clear that it objects to 
Kurdistan breaking away from Iraq.

The KRG earned about $630 
million a month in 2015 from 
direct oil sales, falling far short of 
the $850 million the government 
says it requires monthly for budget 

needs. Protests against the regional 
government have increased since 
the KRG announced austerity 
measures in February that 
included partial salary payments to 
state employees until the region’s 
fiscal health improves. Many of 
its peshmerga troops — a strategic 
component of the battle against 
ISIS — have gone without salaries 
for several months.

The inability to effectively wage 
war against ISIS was one of the is-
sues raised by KRG Deputy Prime 
Minister Qubad Talabani on a trip 
to Washington seeking financial 
assistance in April. He warned US 
officials that “we are facing a very 
dire financial situation, which, if 
we cannot resolve, will undoubt-
edly impact the ability of our forces 
to keep the front line the way that 
we have done”.

According to KRG Interior Minis-
ter Karim Sinjari, the failure to pay 
the peshmerga has resulted in a 1% 
desertion rate that is likely to in-
crease if the KRG does not receive 
financial assistance. US President 
Barack Obama’s administration ap-
peared to be listening to the Kurd-
ish officials’ pleas. US Defense Sec-
retary Ashton Carter announced 
$415 million in US assistance to 
peshmerga forces during an April 
18th visit to Baghdad.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.
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