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raqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi has promised “Mosul 
will be liberated in 2016”. The 
clear message behind the dec-
laration is that the war against 

the Islamic State (ISIS) will soon be 
over.

However, observers should be 
wary of Abadi’s optimism. After 
all, this is not the first time he and 
his Green Zone apparatchiks have 
made fantastical predictions only 
for them to blow up in their faces, 
sometimes quite literally.

In March 2015, Karim al-Nuri, a 
top commander within the sectar-
ian Shia militia umbrella group the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), 
made a risible claim that it would 
take them no more than 72 hours 
to clear Tikrit of ISIS fighters. How-
ever, the city was not recaptured by 
government forces and their allies 
until mid-April, despite US air pow-
er and the presence of controversial 
Iranian al-Quds Force commander 
Qassem Soleimani.

Baghdad’s wishful thinking was 
repeated in the battle for Ramadi, 
which took almost three months to 
recapture — and then by levelling it 
to the ground. More recently Fallu-
ja was repeatedly declared to be un-
der Iraqi government but was not 
actually taken until the final days 
of June after more than a month of 
combat operations.

Falluja was snatched out of 
Baghdad’s grasp in early 2014 and 
remained under ISIS control until 
recently; it was also immediately 
besieged and shelled repeatedly for 
more than two years.

As if these other major urban cen-
tres under ISIS control were not dif-
ficult enough, Mosul will be tough-
er to liberate.

Mosul fell to ISIS in June 2014 
and, due to its position to the north 
far from Baghdad as well as its 
proximity to the Syrian border, it 
was relatively free of the ill effects 
of sieges imposed on other ISIS-
held Iraqi towns and cities. Mosul 
could be readily supplied through 
ISIS’s smuggling from Syria and it 
came with an enormous stockpile 
of arms and armour when the Iraqi 
Security Forces (ISF) fled the city. 

As such, ISIS has had more than 
two years to plan its defence and 
entrench itself in Mosul and the 
surrounding vicinity.

Adding to Abadi’s woes is that 
ISIS fighters are committed, well-
trained in urban warfare and infan-
try combat, disciplined and know 
very well that they are cornered. 
They will harden their defences 
and will do their best to exhaust ISF 
and PMF forces as well as the Kurd-
ish peshmerga by engaging them in 
a defence-in-depth strategy. This 
means that they will have multi-
ple predetermined lines of defence 
in towns and villages surrounding 
Mosul.

A prime example of this is the 
town of Qayyarah, on the west bank 
of the Tigris about 60km south of 
Mosul. The ISF and its allied mili-
tias took Qayyarah Airbase, 20km 
west of the town, in early July but 
they are still fighting to take Qayya-
rah itself despite being in the neigh-

bourhood for quite some time.
Not far to the south-east lies 

Hawija, another “defensive” town 
that Baghdad will have to commit 
forces to before attacking Mosul. If 
it fails to do so, ISIS could conceiv-
ably sally out from Hawija to attack 
ISF forces to the south and west of 
Mosul or the peshmerga further to 
the east.

On the subject of the Kurds, and 
before any operation to recapture 
Mosul can begin, Abadi will have 
to contend with Kurdish territorial 
ambitions. The peshmerga has been 
holding Kirkuk since June 2014 and 
is extremely unlikely to let its oil 

rich prize go once ISIS withdraws. 
The Kurds also covet what they 
deem to be Kurdish regions of Nin-
eveh province and Mosul.

The Kurdistan Democratic Party’s 
head of foreign relations, Hemin 
Hawrami, recently claimed that the 
peshmerga would not withdraw 
from liberated areas because “we 
shed blood in defeating ISIS, pro-
tecting 1.8 million IDPs [internally 
displaced persons]”.

This means that, short of the 
United States involving itself and 
forcing the Kurds to stay out of 
the Mosul operation, Baghdad will 
face an extremely delicate situa-
tion, which is something ISIS will 
exploit.

ISIS commanders certainly know 
that nothing short of a miracle will 
prevent them from eventually be-
ing dislodged from Mosul. As such, 
their strategy will be to make the 
recapture of Mosul as deadly and 
as costly an enterprise as possible 

and they will seek to capitalise on 
infighting between the various fac-
tions arrayed against them.

Even once it has been removed 
from Iraq’s cities, ISIS will not be 
defeated. Its fighters will revert to 
guerrilla warfare and terrorism that 
are far cheaper to maintain over a 
protracted period than administer-
ing cities is.

This highlights the need for Iraq’s 
military strategy to be married to 
an effective political solution that 
successfully unites all Iraq’s ethno-
sectarian communities against the 
common enemy of extremist terror. 
Anything less than this will mean 
that this cycle of violence will re-
juvenate itself in the coming years 
and perhaps produce an even great-
er evil than ISIS.
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An Iraqi Army tank in the town of Qayyarah, Iraq, on August 24th.

Baghdad’s wishful 
thinking was repeated 
again in the battle for 
Ramadi and most 
recently in Falluja.

The ISIS strategy will 
be to make the 
recapture of Mosul as 
deadly and as costly an 
enterprise for all 
involved as possible.

The battle for Mosul

In winning back Mosul, its civilian protection must be protected

T 

he countdown to 
Mosul’s liberation has 
begun as the Iraqi 
Army, flanked by 
auxiliary forces, 
edged closer towards 

the largest population centre 
under Islamic State (ISIS) 
control.

However, to truly defeat ISIS, 
Mosul’s civilian population must 
be protected. This may prove diffi-
cult given the number of humani-
tarian challenges.

One of those is how to deal with 
people who are displaced by war, 
to stop fuelling an environment of 
resentment that could be exploit-
ed by extremists.

There are as many as 1.2 mil-
lion civilians trapped behind 

ISIS lines who are likely to be 
uprooted. UN refugee officials 

told Reuters there was a lack of 
suitable land and funding to facili-
tate resettlement.

The expected exodus of families 
“fleeing the fighting and horrific 
abuses under [ISIS] control will 
push Iraq past breaking point,” 
Amnesty International Senior 
Crisis Response Adviser Donatella 
Rovera said.

Another challenge is how to 
prevent civilians from being killed 
or tortured by their supposed 
liberators.

Mosul may be the last standing 
domino waiting to fall in the gov-
ernment-led campaign to exter-
minate ISIS after Tikrit, Ramadi, 
Diyala and Falluja were liberated 
in the past year. However, the vic-
tories that marked a high point for 
state forces also exposed brutality 
carried out by Shia militias.

A Reuters report disclosed that 
more than 700 Sunni men and 
boys were missing from Falluja, 
two months after the defeat of 
ISIS there.

These figures, it added, were far 
greater than what has been pub-
licly acknowledged by US officials.

Many look to the fate of Falluja 

and other towns now “liberated”, 
with assistance from US air sup-
port, as a foretaste of what might 
happen in Mosul.

“Protecting civilians from need-
less harm needs to be paramount 
in any battle for control of Mosul,” 
said Joe Stork, Human Rights 
Watch deputy Middle East direc-
tor.

“It’s essential for the Iraqi 
government to exercise effective 
command and control over all its 
forces and for allies like the US 
and Iran to make sure they do so.”

It is hard to imagine Iran pres-
suring the Iraqi government to 
make sure that human rights 
violations do not occur when 
recapturing Mosul.

Another challenge would be to 
ensure that innocent people do 
not get rounded up and impris-
oned for merely being suspected 
of cooperating with ISIS.

It should be noted that the mass 
imprisonment of suspects in Iraqi 
jails transformed the facilities into 
breeding grounds for extremism. 
Some of those who may enter free 
of violent thoughts may change 
and become threats to carry out 

terror attacks.
Many of those who have been 

wrongly accused have not been 
compensated, leading people to 
think they are second-class citi-
zens compared to those in other 
parts of the country.

Discriminatory policies that tore 
Iraq’s social fabric apart provided 
an opening for ISIS to capitalise on 
state weakness. ISIS has contin-
ued to exploit the government’s 
paralysis and government prom-
ises of limited militia involvement 
in operations ring hollow for the 
victims of militia crimes.

Killings, torture, discrimination 
and displacement have created an 
environment that allowed groups 
such as al-Qaeda to flourish in 
Iraq. Yet the same actions that 
gave rise to al-Qaeda in Iraq have 
also fostered the rise of ISIS.

If the same course of action is 
followed, is there an expectation 
of a different outcome?

Nazli Tarzi is an independent 
journalist, whose writings and 
films focus on Iraq’s ancient 
history and contemporary 
political scene.

Nazli Tarzi

View point
Killings, 
torture, dis-
crimination 
and displa-
cement have 
created an 
environment 
that allowed 
groups such 
as al-Qaeda 
to flourish in 
Iraq.

There are as many as 1.2 
million civilians trapped 
behind ISIS lines.


