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Baghdad

W 

ith a military build-
up to recapture Mo-
sul under way, con-
cern is growing that 
groups — Kurdish 

security forces, pro-Iran Shia mi-
litias and US forces — that are sup-
posedly joining ranks to recapture 
the Islamic State (ISIS)-held Iraqi 
city are rather enemies more likely 
to clash than cooperate.

US military and intelligence of-
ficials warned that the Iraqi Army, 
which suffered a humiliating defeat 
to ISIS in 2014, is not ready to drive 
out the jihadists from Mosul with-
out support from Kurdish forces, 
Shia militias and substantial US 
equipment and air power.

This fact has left the government 
of Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi with the task of bringing foes 
together in the war against the ji-
hadists to seize Iraq’s second larg-
est city.

The commanders of Kurdish 
security forces known as pesh-
merga and leaders of Shia militias 
have been exchanging accusations 
of planning to control the city of 
nearly 2 million after defeating the 
hard-line Sunni militants. Each 
group has demanded the other be 
excluded from the Mosul offensive.

Jawad al-Tilebawi, a spokes-
man for the powerful Shia militia 
of Asaib Ahl al-Haq, warned the 
Kurdish government has ambitions 
in the Mosul area, only two days 
after an official announcement by 
authorities in the Kurdish autono-
mous region that peshmerga forces 
have no intention of withdrawing 
from areas around Mosul seized 
from ISIS in the past two years.

“The participation of Hashid 

Shabi (the Shia militias) is the best 
guarantee to foil the expansionist 
ambitions of the peshmerga,” Tile-
bawi said.

Iraqi Shia lawmaker Iskander 
Wutut said the only motivation for 
Kurdish forces in joining the Mosul 
battle was to annex as much land 
as they can. He said the peshmerga 
should not be able to participate in 
the battle without Abadi’s approval.

“If they have the chance, Kurdish 
officials will not hesitate for even 
one minute to send their troops to 
occupy Baghdad itself,” said Wutut, 
who is a member of the parliamen-
tary security and defence commit-
tee.

The peshmerga responded to 
critics by saying that Kurdish fight-
ers are “not for rent” and do not 
take orders from Baghdad.

“Kurdish fighters serve only the 
interests of Kurdistan and they do 
not need any permission from any-
body. Some people in Baghdad are 
mistaken if they think that they can 
issue orders to the peshmerga,” a 
peshmerga spokesman said.

Such fiery statements by both 
sides have awakened fears among 
Iraqis that the supposed brothers-
in-arms in the war against jihadists 
might turn their guns against each 
other.

“It’s a delicate situation that must 
be weighed very carefully before 
any step north is taken,” warned 
Baghdad political analyst Jawad al-
Tae.

“This coalition of enemies is a 
menace for Mosul, for Iraq, its peo-
ple and future and, thus, Abadi 
should look for different alterna-
tives on its composition.”

Tensions have increased with 
claims that Iraqi soldiers and army 
officers were insulted and beaten 
at a peshmerga checkpoint as they 

returned home on leave. Shia mili-
tias warned such acts would not go 
unpunished.

The Kurdish Regional Govern-
ment (KRG) in the north and Aba-
di’s central government in Baghdad 
have a long list of disagreements 
over several unresolved issues 
ranging from oil exports, territorial 
disputes and federal budget alloca-
tions.

KRG President Masoud Barzani 
said the new borders of his region 
are being drawn with the blood of 
Kurdish forces fighting ISIS.

A few months ago, Kurdish forces 
and Shia militiamen were engaged 
in fighting to assert control over 
a town near the oil-rich city of 
Kirkuk, leaving dozens dead. The 
scenario could be repeated in Mo-
sul.

Another kind of enmity that 
could hamper military operations 
in Mosul is the rejection by pro-
Iranian groups of any US and West-
ern involvement in the looming 
battle. In return, some US officials 
expressed objection to any partici-
pation by militiamen, fearing hu-
man rights violations and reprisals 
against the Sunni population.

The United States is stepping up 
military efforts to assist Baghdad 
in its war against ISIS. In a recent 
visit to Iraq, US Defense Secretary 
Ashton Carter announced he was 
dispatching 560 additional troops 
to Iraq.

The new troops will be stationed 
in Qayara air base, about 60km 
south of Mosul, which Iraqi forc-
es recaptured from ISIS in July. 
The plan is to use the air base as a 

launching pad to retake Mosul.
With this latest round of deploy-

ments, the total official US military 
presence in Iraq is 4,647, mainly ad-
visers and trainers.

Leaders of Shia militias have been 
critical of any new US military in-
volvement in Mosul and some even 
threatened to attack US soldiers or 
to shoot down US warplanes.

A few days after the announce-
ment of the US troop increase, 
radical Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr 
labelled US involvement as an “oc-
cupation”.

“Any intervention by the Ameri-
cans or any other party is rejected 
and we will consider them as invad-
ers and occupiers,” Sadr warned.

Sameer Nouri Yacoub is an Iraqi 
journalist.

Baghdad

W 

hile attention is fo-
cused on the long-
awaited battle to 
liberate the north-
ern Iraqi city of Mo-

sul, military officials said they were 
preparing to recapture more cities 
in the vast western Iraqi desert 
of Anbar from Islamic State (ISIS) 
rule.

In an interview with The Arab 
Weekly, the commander of the 
operation that recaptured Falluja 
from ISIS in July said next in line 
was Khalidiya.

“The battle to liberate Khalidiya 
will begin soon,” said Lieutenant-
General Abdul Wahab al-Saadi.

Khalidiya, 80km west of Bagh-
dad and 20km east of Ramadi, is 
situated on the Euphrates River 
and on the highway that links 
Baghdad with  Ramadi’s provincial 
capital of Ramadi through Falluja. 
Part of the city is the peninsula of 
Khalidiya Island, a popular outing 
area for many Iraqis .

ISIS occupied the peninsula dur-
ing a blitz that swept through sev-
eral Anbar cities in June 2104. Kha-
lidiya was recaptured temporarily 
but fell back under ISIS control in 
May 2015.

Saadi said the island’s liberation 
“is a very important step to make 

the way between Falluja and the 
nearby Habbaniya lake safer and 
will stop ISIS mortars targeting the 
area”.

Ali Dawood, head of the Khalidi-
ya district council, said the area’s 
liberation “will help in reopen-
ing the international highway that 
links Iraq with Jordan to the West 
and Syria to the north.

“It will also reopen the same 
highway between Baghdad and 
Ramadi through Falluja in the cen-

tre.”
Similar remarks about a looming 

battle in Khalidiya came from other 
army and police commanders in re-
cent days.

General Ismael al-Mahallawi, 
the commander of the Anbar op-
erations, and General Raed Shakir 
Jawdat, the commander of the Fed-
eral Police, were quoted in the lo-
cal media as saying that Iraqi forces 
had completed preparations to lib-
erate Khalidiya.

“It’s only a matter of time when 
the showdown in Khalidiya will 
start,” Mahallawi said.

The security committee of An-
bar’s Provincial Council said ISIS’s 
presence threatens the security 
of Ramadi and Falluja. It is also a 
menace to Khalidiya, where thou-
sands of displaced Iraqis from Fal-
luja and other cities live in camps.

Saadi disclosed that a short 
trench was being dug north-east of 
Falluja to separate two army divi-

sions in the area from each other 
so responsibilities will not be con-
fused. Other officials speculated 
the trenches were to protect civil-
ians “by hampering the arrival of 
unwanted guests and newcomers”.

“The same highway is used for 
Iraqi imports from Jordan,” he said. 
Jordan sealed it off last year after 
ISIS attacks in the area, which in-
cluded looting Jordanian and Iraqi 
trucks laden with food.

Saadi dismissed an Associated 
Press report as “erroneous”, saying 
it misquoted him on the length of 
the trenches so it appears the army 
was trying to isolate Falluja from 
the rest of Iraq.

“The main purpose of the trench 
is to separate army divisions 1 from 
14”, he said. “Falluja does not need 
any trenches. It’s protected by the 
Euphrates, the highway and the 
railway.”

Saadi said Falluja is being cleared 
of explosive devices and booby-
trapped houses.

“Then, the government will 
work on restoring drinking water 
and electricity facilities that were 
destroyed by ISIS,” he said. “The 
prime minister and the local ad-
ministration are working closely to 
allow residents back after the area 
is made safe and liveable.”

Colonel Yahya Rasool, spokes-
man for the joint Iraqi forces, said 
work has been completed on a 
floating bridge on the Hilwa river, 
awaiting the “zero hour” announc-
ing the beginning of the Khalidiya 
operation to recapture the city and 
the area east of Ramadi.

Nermeen Mufti is an Iraqi 
journalist based in Baghdad.
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Kurdish peshmerga fighters inspect a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) launcher on the outskirts of 
Mosul.

Iraqi soldiers scan the area during a military operation to regain control of villages north of Ramadi, 
115km west of Baghdad, on July 9th.

The peshmerga 
responded to critics by 
saying that Kurdish 
fighters are “not for 
rent”.

A few months ago, 
Kurdish forces and 
Shia militiamen were 
engaged in fighting to 
assert control over a 
town near Kirkuk.

Nermeen Mufti

Khalidiya was freed 
temporarily but fell 
back under ISIS 
control in May 2015.


