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raq’s military is gearing up to 
drive Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants from the strategic town 
of Hawija, near the country’s 
northern oilfields. The move is 

part of a drive towards Mosul, Iraq’s 
second largest city.

Hawija, which fell under ISIS 
control in June 2014, is 55km south-
west of the lucrative Kirkuk oilfield 
in Iraq’s northern Kurdish regions.

An Iraqi Army colonel said the 
battle, which had been planned for 
earlier in August, was postponed 
to complete preparations for the 
influx of about 450,000 refugees 
from the area.

“The battle was postponed, al-
though an army siege of the town 
has weakened ISIS’s control of it,” 
the colonel said, speaking on con-
dition of anonymity.

He explained that recapturing 
Hawija was significant “to protect 
Kirkuk and Saladin provinces”.

“It will be a step towards liberat-
ing the town of Sharqat,” the mili-
tary official said. He emphasised 
that battles for Hawija and Sharqat 
would start soon.

Drawing parallels with Syria, he 
said Hawija was “as important in 
Iraq as Raqqa province to Syria”. 
Raqqa, in northern Syria, is consid-
ered ISIS’s de facto capital.

He said Hawija was near the 
centre of jihadists’ attacks against 
Kurdish peshmerga forces in 
Makhmur to the east and as a base 

for attacks on Kirkuk, Hamrin 
mountains and Saladin province.

ISIS attacked a liquefied gas op-
eration on July 31st in the Bajwan 
area, 20km west of Kirkuk, killing 
an engineer and three other work-
ers. One of the attackers was a sui-
cide bomber, police said.

Since June 2014, when ISIS took 
control of the areas west and south 
of Kirkuk, there have been many at-
tacks that targeted Kirkuk and its 
oil and gas fields and factories.

“Yet, the last attack made officials 
and people say it is enough and 
Hawija should be liberated,” said 
political analyst Hamid Hamza. 
“For the first time, the Arab tribes 
of Hawija, the Kurdish, Turkmen 
and the Popular Mobilisation Forc-
es began demanding the liberation 
of Hawija and the area around it.

“[The Arab tribesmen] wanted to 
save the people of Hawija, who lit-
erally starved because of the siege 
imposed around the town, while 
ISIS slapped another siege from in-
side to weaken the people.”

Abu Omer, who has lived in Erbil 
since June 2014, said: “ISIS’s for-
eign leaders and fighters left Hawija 
recently with their families, headed 
for Mosul but they wanted the lo-
cals who paid allegiance to ISIS to 
stay behind.”

The man, who declined to give 
his full name to protect relatives 
in Hawija, said the local militants 
are known to Hawija’s tribes. 
“These militants committed atroci-
ties against the people, including 
bloody crimes even against their 
relatives,” he said.

The UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) said ISIS cap-
tured 3,000 civilians trying to leave 
Hawija. Days later, Hawija witness-

es said 12 people were executed.
Samira, a Hawija resident, said 

her husband was killed because he 
was a police officer. She said she 
left Hawija and was living with her 
brother.

“When the Qayyarah battle re-
sumed two weeks ago, ISIS jammed 
satellite TV reception in the area. 
It captured families trying to flee 
Hawija, then they began firing at 
them,” she said.

Samira, with her six children, 
walked for 17 hours with a traffick-
er, who asked her for $500 for each 
adult and $200 for children to guide 
them to the town of al Alam, about 
35km south of Hawija “through a 

road he himself had not taken pre-
viously,” she said.

Samira said a family of two par-
ents and four children died from 
thirst as they fled Hawija through 
the Hamrin mountains, she said.

In July, Iraqi Air Force planes 
dropped leaflets over Hawija urging 
civilians to leave the town, said Mo-
hammed Rishawy, a sheikh from 
Hawija.

“The leaflets were signed by Iraqi 
army forces, the counterterrorism 
unit and the peshmerga, the Popu-
lar Mobilisation Forces and tribal 
fighters to facilitate the exit of refu-
gees,” Rishawy said.

According to a Hawija witness, 

ISIS executed five civilians in the 
town marketplace after accusing 
them of collaborating with the Iraqi 
forces. ISIS warned the remaining 
civilians against leaving.

“ISIS organised a brief show in 
central Hawija, executing five resi-
dents allegedly for collaborating 
with the security forces,” the Iraqi 
News reported, adding that “ISIS 
organised the show to boost the 
morale of their fighters after their 
defeat in Saladin and Makhmur”.

Sameer Yousif, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, is a contributor 
for The Arab Weekly from northern 
Iraq.
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Displaced Iraqis from the northern Iraqi village of Hawija rest under the protection of peshmerga 
forces about 50km north-west of Kirkuk after f leeing from ISIS jihadists, on August 17th.

Hawija is 55km 
south-west of the 
lucrative oilfield of 
Kirkuk.
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“ISIS’s foreign 
leaders and fighters 
left Hawija recently 
with their families, 
headed for Mosul.”

An Erbil resident
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raqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi is seeking to transform 
the Shia-dominated Hashd 
al-Shaabi — the Popular Mo-
bilisation Forces (PMF) — into 

an elite security unit, similar to 
the counterterrorism squads, with 
equally distinguished status, ben-
efits and privileges.

Sceptics, however, insist that the 
move may take a long time because 
the PMF must first renounce its en-
twined relations with political or 
religious parties to become an in-
dependent unit serving the country 
rather than certain groups or politi-
cians.

It will also need proper training to 
alter its militia-like demeanour and 
be transformed into a structured se-
curity unit.

There is also the question of trust. 
The group has been accused of kill-
ing Iraqis, especially those of the 
rival Sunni sect. PMF spokesmen 
insist the killings were due to suspi-
cions that some Sunnis were collab-
orating with the Islamic State (ISIS).

Dismantling the PMF, even grad-
ually, may lead some of its members 
to become an armed resistance that 
will undermine what is left of Iraq’s 
security and stability. Integrating 
the PMF into the system may end 
its competition with the army.

Iraqi lawmaker Kadim al-Sham-
mari said turning the PMF into 
a state security apparatus could 
arouse concerns among Iraqis who 
may see the move as a sign of the 
government’s weakness in the face 
of growing Iranian interference.

“Nobody can deny that these 
groups are not loyal to Iraq,” Sham-
mari insisted. He also said that un-
dertaking such a move “will fuel 
sectarian and political fears in the 
country”.

Parts of the PMF, such as the 
powerful Badr Organisation, main-
tain a strong allegiance to Iran. That 
group serves under the jurisdiction 
of the Interior Ministry.

Some Iraqis fear the new force 
might become the local version of 
neighbouring Iran’s powerful Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) which maintains an asser-
tive role in Iranian society and poli-
tics.

Shia militias have played a ma-
jor role in regaining territory from 
ISIS which seized about one-third 
of Iraq two years ago. The militias 
joined forces and formed the PMF, 
answering a call by the country’s 
Shia cleric Grand Aya-
tollah Ali al-Sistani 
to stop Sunni insur-
gents who threat-
ened to move on to 
Baghdad, the seat of 
Iraq’s Shia-dominated 
government.

The victories by PMF 
were marred by accusations of hu-
man rights violations and acts of 
revenge against Sunnis.

Another source of concern about 
the Shia militias is the loyalty issue 
as most of the militia leaders are 
stating clearly that they are loyal to 
Iran and its Supreme Leader Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei rather than to 
Iraq.

Spokesman for the Shia militias 
Ahmed al-Asadi said the new se-
curity force would include 20 bri-
gades that would receive the same 
weapons and training as govern-
ment counterterrorism units. The 
fighters in the new force would take 
their orders from Abadi, who is the 
commander-in-chief of the armed 
forces, Asadi said.

But Baghdad resident Ahmed Ab-
dul-Raheem said he fears the new 
group may in fact be controlled by 
IRGC.

“Our government has taken a 

new decision that would more turn 
the country into Iran’s backyard. 
At the end, we are going to have 
our own revolutionary guard force, 
which is stronger than the army,” 
said Abdul-Raheem, a Sunni from 
northern Baghdad.

Sunni lawmaker Hamid al-Mut-
laq said the decision to form the 
new security force is “a step in the 
wrong direction” in the attempts to 
build a strong Iraqi Army.

“Instead of wasting resources on 
a sectarian force, the efforts should 
be directed on the formation of a 

strong national army that repre-
sents and protects all Iraqis,” Mut-
laq said.

Yet, Shia lawmaker Iskander Wet-
wat claimed that reorganising the 
PMF is a good step aimed at assist-
ing the Iraqi Army to protect the 
country from “conspiracies being 
hatched against Iraq”.

Baghdad-based political analyst 
Saif al-Obeidi said he doubted that 
the militiamen would renounce 
links to political parties. Rather, the 
new fighters would take their po-
litical and ideological differences to 
the military.

“We have dozens of Shia armed 
groups with conflicting loyalties 
and this will hurt and threaten the 
unity of the military institutions,” 
he said. He warned that some of-
ficials are preparing to replace the 
weak Iraqi Army with the new PMF 
force.

Following accusations by Iraqi 
Defence Minister Khaled al-Obeidi 
against the par liament speaker and 
other law makers of embezzling 
money and bargaining with him 
for commissions from a colossal 
de fence contract, it was rumoured 
that the army was planning a coup, 
similar to the takeover by the Egyp-
tian Army in 2013.

Wafeeq al-Samarraie, former head 
of Iraqi military intelligence during 
Saddam Hussein’s rule, described 
such rumours as “mere dreams” 
with the presence of stronger Shia 
militias.

“The weak Iraqi Army cannot car-
ry out any coup… The only people 
in charge are the PMF leaders who 
have the real powers in the country. 
They are controlling both the mass-
es and the security forces,” Samar-
raie wrote on his Facebook page.

Muhannad Ahmed is an Iraqi 
journalist based in Baghdad.
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Iraqi Shia fighters from Popular Mobilisation Forces units, 
supporting the Iraqi government forces, guard a position on the 
northern outskirts of Falluja, west of Baghdad.

Some Iraqis fear the 
new force might turn 
to become the local 
version of 
neighbouring Iran’s 
powerful 
Revolutionary Guards.


