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Falluja

F 

or the first time in nearly 
two years, I was allowed to 
drive to Falluja. It took the 
usual one hour to make 
the 64km drive west from 

Baghdad.
On my journey June 19th, memo-

ries kept coming to me how, in my 
teens, my family and I used to pass 
through Falluja on our way to Hab-
baniyah lake, one of my favourite 
vacation spots, which was turned 
into a camp for displaced Iraqis, 
and a string of popular street res-
taurants that serve delicious kebab.

After a few checkpoints along 
the road, I reached the gate of the 
so-called Skeletons Area, 16km east 
of Falluja, where tens of unfinished 
concrete structures that are sup-
posed to be the Falluja University 
stand. Some of the buildings were 
partially demolished; others were 
intact and served as a makeshift 
base for Iraq’s Counter Terrorism 
Forces (CTF).

Inside one of the buildings, 
Lieutenant-General Abdul Wahab 
al-Saedi, commander of the Falluja 
operations, said Iraqis should be 
proud of the latest victory.

“At least 75% of Falluja is liberat-
ed but only 10% of it is destroyed,” 
Saedi said. “I laid out four priori-
ties on the day we began the battle: 
namely to protect civilians, to pro-
tect my forces, to try hard to spare 
damage to the infrastructure and to 
finish up [the Islamic State] ISIS.”

His office is an unfinished room 
with a table and many chairs. Com-
puter tablets, radios and blankets 
littered the floor behind piles of 

sandbags.
An explosion seemed close. “It’s 

our missiles being launched against 
ISIS,” Colonel Ali Jamil, a CTF offic-
er, said proudly.

Saedi answered a radio call in 
which he was informed there were 
four ISIS militants close to an Iraqi 
Army unit. He relayed the informa-
tion to officers in the field. Within 
minutes, there was a heavy explo-
sion. “A hellfire missile,” said Saedi. 
A little while later, it was confirmed 
that three ISIS militants were killed 
and a fourth wounded.

“Falluja is completely empty, 
with no civilians,” Saedi said. There 
were 3,000-4,000 ISIS militants in 
Falluja, he said, 90% of them were 
Iraqis. The CTF killed 1,500 and 
1,086 were arrested by Anbar po-
lice, he said. A manhunt was under 
way to locate the rest.

“The Americans said the Falluja 
battle would last six months,” Saedi 
said, “but we knew it would take 
much less and we wanted to show 
the Americans we are able to do it 
but with their support, of course.”

“Falluja is not only symbolic for 
the Iraqi forces but also for ISIS,” 
he said. “It was the first city that 
fought against the Americans and 
extremist Muslims have made it 
their shrine.”

He said Falluja residents had little 
to do with the extremists, adding: 
“They sympathise with the Iraqi 
forces.”

Jamil conducted a tour of liber-
ated areas in Falluja. The most vi-
tal neighbourhood for ISIS was the 
“industrial area”, where car bombs, 
mortars and improvised explosive 
devices were manufactured.

In the town centre, ISIS burned 
the general hospital, part of which 
had served as the group’s head-
quarters. Black smoke stained win-
dows and debris littered the ground 
around the hospital.

“ISIS’s command office was on 
the second floor,” Saedi said. He 
said he insisted his troops not at-
tack the hospital while patients 
were inside. “I told them that 
would be a war crime but look what 
ISIS did.”

In Shuhadaa neighbourhood, 
Jamil said his troops found a fam-
ily trapped. Now in hospital, Khalil 
Ibrahim said he was trapped at 
home with his wounded wife, 
three daughters and 10-year-old 
son while ISIS and the Iraqi Army 
fought nearby.

“My wife, three daughters and 
son were wounded seriously,” 
Ibrahim said. He said he took the 
wounded to the general hospital 
but nobody was there. He said his 
wife and three daughters died and 
he buried them in the hospital gar-

den. Jamil’s troops found Ibrahim 
and his son and took them to a field 
hospital.

Anbar police Colonel Abdul Aziz 
Hamad said local police control ar-
eas liberated by the army. Hamad 
and his forces are from Falluja.

“Everyone has had painful in-
cidents with al-Qaeda before and 
ISIS now,” he said. Hamad’s house 
was attacked five times. His mother 
and wife were wounded and his 
20-year-old son suffers from post-
traumatic stress disorder.

“We will never allow the politi-
cians, tribal sheikhs and religious 
men who misled the Falluja people 
many times back again,” he said.

Going by the general hospital, 
there were columns of smoke on 
the skyline and heavy explosions 
in the distance. “There are confron-

tations in Golan neighbourhood,” 
said Jamil. “It is one of four neigh-
bourhoods not liberated yet.”

According to Iraqi military strat-
egist Hisham al-Hashimi, 15,000 
men from Falluja were released af-
ter being questioned on suspicion 
of links to ISIS; 1,100 were detained. 
He explained that Falluja residents 
gave police information and evi-
dence implicating some with links 
to ISIS.

Falluja needs at least six months 
to be cleared of bombs and ord-
nance in homes, mosques and 
streets, Jamil said as I wondered 
whether Falluja would one day be-
come again a destination for Bagh-
dad residents on an outing.

Nermeen Mufti is a journalist 
based in Baghdad.
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A member of the Iraqi Counter-Terrorism Forces drives an armed vehicle flying the national f lag near 
a mosque in Falluja, on June 23rd.
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Iraq’s Abadi at crossroads: Win or leave

Utica, Michigan 

I 

raqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi’s capture of Falluja 
from the Islamic State (ISIS) is 
a master stroke that shows the 
militants he means business 

and his political adversaries, espe-
cially among Shia clerics, that he is 
a strongman capable of protecting 
their interests, influence and gains.

However, the triumph will be 
quickly forgotten if not followed by 
steps to root out ISIS from across 
Iraq and pursue a vigorous reform 
agenda to end state corruption and 
improve public services.

Abadi must address several other 
significant sticking points, such as 
the political rift among Shias, the 
growing power of pro-Iranian mi-
litias, a flood of refugees displaced 
from domestic conflict zones, Kurd-
ish defiance of his rule and public 
outrage over the pace of reform.

“Liberating Falluja is a good first 
step in the right direction,” said 
Jawad al-Tae, a retired Baghdad 
university professor. “This should 
be an incentive for the prime min-
ister to press ahead with his prom-
ised reforms, to emerge as a man of 
his word who can deliver.”

The government has begun a 
campaign to improve Abadi’s pub-
lic image after accusations by op-
ponents among Shia clerics that he 
was a hesitant leader incapable of 
effectively ruling Iraq.

Since the first days of the assault 
on Falluja, government-run media 
outlets have portrayed Abadi as 
an audacious leader, showing him 

in black military uniform, rubbing 
shoulders with soldiers and mili-
tary commanders on the front lines.

The prime minister rushed to 
announce the liberation of Falluja 
to capitalise on the victory against 
ISIS, although the jihadists still 
controlled several areas in the Sun-
ni city, 60km west of Baghdad.

Iraqis, especially the country’s 
marginalised Sunni minority, argue 
that the prime minister’s first steps 
should focus on curbing the power 
of Shia militias that are accused of 
atrocities against civilians fleeing 
Falluja.

Seeking revenge for the massacre 
of 1,700 Shia military trainees at 
the hands of ISIS fighters in 2014, 
Shia militiamen allegedly harassed, 
tortured and killed refugees from 
Ameiriyat, Falluja, Karma and Saq-

lawiyah.
Shia militias detained at least 

640 men fleeing Falluja. They were 
questioned about suspected ties 
with the jihadists and 49 of them 
were killed and the rest are missing, 
according to Iraqi media reports.

UN High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein 
urged the Iraqi government to take 
immediate measures to ensure that 
all people fleeing Falluja are treated 
in accordance with international 
humanitarian laws.

Baghdad-based political analyst 
Bassem al-Sheikh said Abadi had 
gained some public support after 
recapturing Falluja, “yet he has to 
reassure the people of recaptured 
Sunni areas that they are safe from 
sectarian armed groups. It is an 
urgent task in order to ensure the 

complete defeat of Daesh,” he said, 
using an Arabic acronym for ISIS.

Abadi’s other moves should be 
to “push for real political and eco-
nomic reforms to calm public an-
ger over widespread corruption”, 
Sheikh pointed out.

Responding to massive street 
protests last summer, Abadi prom-
ised political and economic reforms 
but his endeavour was bogged 
down by resistance from some of 
his key partners in power, anxious 
they may lose their traditional 
clout.

“Abadi achieved military success 
but that was stained by his constant 
political failure. He let down the 
protesters before. He should end 
corruption without fearing the Shia 
politicians,” said Hazem Saeed, a 
Baghdad resident.

Iraqi lawmaker Ali al-Alaq, an 
Abadi confidant, blamed the prime 
minister’s problems on Shia leaders 
who accuse him of inability to lead 
the executive authority and com-
mand the armed forces.

Abadi has shown little willing-
ness to confront Shia officials who 
mock him. His confidants describe 
him as a bashful and polite politi-
cian who hates to make enemies or 
blunt public statements.

Sceptics, including pro-Iranian 
politicians and militias, are led by 
former prime minister Nuri al-Ma-
liki, who is widely held responsible 
for the corruption and misman-
agement that left the state almost 
bankrupt.

“With some credibility after the 
Falluja battle, the premier should 
act against corrupt officials without 
fearing the red lines. More people 
are now ready to support him as he 

is trying to fix the mistakes of Ma-
liki,” said Sheikh.

Another pressing issue that must 
be addressed soon is soured rela-
tions between Baghdad and the au-
tonomous Kurdish region. In mid-
2015, the Kurds turned their backs 
on a deal that allowed Baghdad to 
receive 17% of oil revenues gener-
ated from sales in Iraqi Kurdish ar-
eas. In return, Baghdad cut funds 
allocated in its federal budget to 
punish Kurdish leaders.

Mending fences between Bagh-
dad and the Kurds would be vital 
for the success of Abadi’s long-
anticipated operation to drive ISIS 
fighters out of Mosul, Iraq’s second 
largest city.

Kurdish security forces, known 
as peshmerga, have achieved vic-
tories against ISIS near Kirkuk and 
Mosul in the past. Kurdish leaders 
are aware that peshmerga partici-
pation is essential to any attempt to 
drive ISIS from Mosul.

Thus, the president of the Kurd-
ish region, Masoud Barzani, an-
nounced that before the start of 
Mosul battle “everybody should 
know his obligations and rights”, 
echoing Kurdish territorial de-
mands to annex some areas from 
Nineveh province to Kurdistan in 
return for peshmerga help to recap-
ture Mosul.

Sameer Nouri Yacoub is an Iraqi 
journalist in Michigan.
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Iraq’s Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (front 2nd L) visits an Iraqi 
army base in Camp Tariq near Falluja, on June 1st.
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