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ISIS faces defeat unless foes are too divided
Beirut

T 

here is an assumption that 
the Islamic State (ISIS) is 
on the ropes and that, if 
the pressure being put on 
the group in Iraq and Syria 

is sustained, its self-proclaimed ca-
liphate, intended to rule the world’s 
1 billion Muslims, will collapse.

That may be true but retaking key 
cities, with their captive popula-
tions, and wiping out ISIS’s leader-
ship, from its self-declared caliph 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi down to mid-
level commanders and administra-
tors of the caliphate’s captive popu-
lation, may not necessarily spell the 
end of ISIS.

It would, in all likelihood, trigger 
a withering campaign of terror, not 
just in the Middle East but around 
the world — from Nigeria to Libya, 
from Afghanistan to the Philippines 
where ISIS has established outposts 
over the last three years. Western 
Europe may become the target 
of larger attacks than the recent 
slaughters in Paris and Brussels.

“The West should expect that 
ISIS has developed a contingency 
strategy to authorise more attacks 
inside Europe even in the event that 
its would-be caliphate is collaps-
ing in Iraq and Syria, and that even 
in its dying days ISIS’s proto-state 
will try to punish Western countries 
that hastened its end,” warned Nick 
Heras, a Middle East specialist with 
the Center for New American Secu-
rity in Washington.

If the ISIS caliphate crumbles, ob-
served Fuad Hussein, chief of staff 
to President Massoud Barzani of 
Iraq’s Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment, which has fought ISIS to a 
standstill in northern Iraq, “ISIS will 
transform from a terrorist state to a 
terrorist movement.

“It will be weakened… but it will 
not evaporate or be replaced by 
moderate Arab Sunni politicians.”

In the face of simultaneous offen-
sives in Iraq and Syria, ISIS has re-
sponded with a blistering barrage of 
suicide bombings, including attacks 
in and around Baghdad that have 
killed a large number of civilians. 
These are intended to terrorise, 
demonstrate ISIS’s ability to strike 
wherever it wants and to force the 
Syrian and Iraqi regimes to with-
draw forces from the front lines to 
defend their capitals.

The loss of Falluja, Mosul or 
Raqqa would hit ISIS hard but, like 
other terrorist groups, it could show 

resilience and regenerative capa-
bilities in the face of major setbacks 
such as the loss of key leaders.

Falluja, 60km west of Baghdad, 
has been under ISIS control since 
January 2014 and before that was 
a centre of Sunni resistance against 
US forces. In 2004, US Marines 
fought two lengthy and bloody bat-
tles to control the city, the Ameri-
cans’ heaviest fighting since Viet-
nam.

Thousands of people were killed 
but the Americans for all their fire-
power never truly crushed the al-
Qaeda-led insurgency there.

US commanders and senior 
Obama administration officials have 
said that 22-month-long US-led 
air campaign has inflicted massive 
damage on ISIS with about 25,000 
fighters killed and the group’s infra-
structure pounded into rubble, its 
flow of foreign volunteers cut from 
an estimated 2,000 a month to 200 
in recent months (later amended to 
500) despite the protestations of in-

telligence officials that the jihadists 
are resilient, unpredictable and dif-
ficult to crush.

At least 15 ISIS leaders have been 
killed by US commandos or air 
strikes in recent months, indicating 
a vast improvement in US intelli-
gence. This has been a severe blow. 
ISIS reportedly executed 38 people 

in a hunt for spies in its midst.
But, as Mike Flynn, until recently 

director of the US Defense Intel-
ligence Agency and the former US 
special forces commander in Af-
ghanistan and Iraq where he fought 
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the Jorda-

nian who created al-Qaeda in Iraq, 
ISIS’s predecessor, admitted to Der 
Spiegel in December 2015, system-
atic decapitation of such groups is 
highly overrated as a strategy.

“We used to say, ‘We’ll just keep 
killing the leaders and the next guy 
up is not going to be as good’,” he 
said. “That didn’t work… because 
Baghdadi is better than Zarqawi and 
Zarqawi was actually better than 
bin Laden.”

Still, there is no doubt that ISIS 
has been hard hit. Global security 
consultancy IHS-Jane’s estimates 
that the group has lost 40% of the 
territory it conquered in Syria and 
25% in Iraq since the start of the 
year and that the population it ruled 
has shrunk from 9 million to 6 mil-
lion in the last 15 months.

Analysts say that, for the first 
time, ISIS faces the prospect of los-
ing much of the territory it has held 
since 2014.

The only factor that could give 
ISIS some respite is if the ungainly 

and fractious forces opposing them 
in Syria and Iraq fall apart amid 
sectarian and ethnic squabbling 
that could degenerate into outright 
Sunni-Shia war — and bolster ISIS’s 
claim to be the protector of the Sun-
nis.

Sectarian polarisation is getting 
worse in these already deeply divid-
ed countries and threatens to erupt 
as Shia Iran and Sunni Saudi Arabia 
struggle for regional domination.

But the lack of a unified strategy 
by the foreign powers caught up 
in this war could leave a political 
vacuum that ISIS can exploit to re-
generate.

“There’s no real plan about what 
to do” after ISIS’s strongholds fall, 
lamented Erbil-based analyst Hiwa 
Osman. “Only the Sunni Arabs can 
really put an end to ISIS, and until 
they do it will never be finished.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor 
of The Arab Weekly. He lives in 
Beirut.
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A soldier from Iraq’s elite counterterrorism force on the edge of the Shuhada neighbourhood in Islamic State-held Falluja, just before 
special forces pushed into the district, on June 8th.

Syria peace talks are evaporating

T 

he Syria peace talks, 
never substantial, are 
evaporating. The chief 
negotiator for the 
opposition has quit. 
The Russians and the 

Syrian government continue to 
bombard pretty much whomever 
they like in dozens of raids every 
day, though Obama administra-
tion officials assure me that the 
Russians insist on some restraint.
That was not apparent in the recent 
bombing attack near Idlib’s main 
hospital. Sieges have not been 
lifted, prisoners have not been 
exchanged and most humanitarian 
supplies are still blocked.

On the main issue in the talks 
— the formation of a transitional 
governing body with full executive 
authority — no progress has 

been reported, despite a looming 
deadline of August 1st for beginning 
the transition.

The Syrian government and the 
Russians continue to insist that 
Bashar Assad preside over that 
body. The opposition rejects that 
proposition but its deteriorating 
military situation gives it little 
leverage in the negotiations. The 
Americans have been unable to 
convince the opposition to yield 
and, even if some moderates do, 
it is unlikely they would be able to 
convince the armed groups — not to 
mention the extremists — to accept 
a political solution that leaves 
Assad in place.

The question of Assad is 
a secondary one for the US 
administration, which is primarily 
concerned with the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS). Pentagon-
equipped, -trained and -advised 
Syrian Democratic Forces (mainly 
Kurdish but partly Arab) are making 
progress in squeezing Raqqa, 
ISIS’s declared capital but ISIS has 
responded with attacks farther west 
aimed at cutting off a main supply 
route from Turkey to relatively 
moderate forces in Aleppo and 
farther north.

If Kurdish forces prove necessary 

to block this move, Ankara will have 
apoplexy, as that could give the 
Kurds control of the last remaining 
portion of the Syrian-Turkish border 
that they do not already own. 
ISIS knows how to drive a wedge 
between the supposed coalition 
partners fighting against it.

With the Syrian regime refusing 
to allow humanitarian convoys 
into besieged cities, talk has 
grown of airdropping aid. That 
is an expensive and ineffective 
proposition that should be used 
only in limited and extreme 
circumstances. It is no substitute 
for the truckloads required in major 
population centre nor will it do 
anything to end the war.

Assad is happy to tie up the 
international community in 
interminable discussions of 
humanitarian access because it 
helps him avoid the search for a 
political solution and the inevitable 
end to his rule it would entail.

Hope for the peace talks is fading. 
Syria is headed for more war. It is at 
moments like these that sometimes 
someone does something 
fundamental to alter the equation 
but what that might be and who 
will act are not at all clear.

Things are going a bit better 

in Iraq, where forces more-or-
less controlled by the Baghdad 
government have surrounded 
Falluja, the base from which ISIS 
has been launching suicide attacks 
in Baghdad, and are beginning the 
campaign to liberate it. Kurdish 
forces have moved towards Mosul, 
though any effort to liberate what 
was once Iraq’s second-largest city 
seems far off.

Sectarian strife increasingly 
threatens military success in Iraq, 
with Iranian-backed Shia militias 
prominent in the battle for Falluja 
and apparently determined to play 
a role in its liberation, despite the 
expressed contrary wishes of Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi. He 
remains under political pressure 
in Baghdad but has been unable 
to assemble the parliamentary 
quorum and majority needed to 
approve a new, more technocratic 
government and much-needed 
anti-corruption reforms.

Daniel Serwer is senior research 
professor of conflict management 
at The Johns Hopkins University 
School of Advanced International 
Studies in Washington. He tweets 
at @DanielSerwer and his blog can 
be found at www.peacefare.net.
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