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M 

ilitary gains by Kurd-
ish peshmerga forces 
against Islamic State-
held villages near 
Mosul have raised 

tensions between Iraqi Arabs and 
Kurds over the governance of Arab 
areas of northern Iraq.

Iraqi government officials and 
some Shia militia forces have 
warned the Kurds not to enter Mo-
sul — a mostly Sunni Arab city — 
when the major offensive begins. 
There seems to be little desire by 
the Kurds to do so, knowing how 
problematic it would be.

Kurdish media reports indicated 
that the offensive against the Is-
lamic State-held villages that be-
gan August 14th started with heavy 
shelling and US air strikes followed 
by peshmerga ground operations. 
Despite strong resistance from Is-
lamic State (ISIS), about 12 villages 
were taken by the peshmerga in 
relatively short order.

These moves were designed to 
tighten the noose around Mosul 
ahead of a major offensive to cap-
ture the city.

It also raised the question as to 
who would lead this major offen-
sive and what happens when the 

city is eventually taken from ISIS.
US military advisers are working 

closely with both the peshmerga 
and Iraqi Army forces to bolster 
their military readiness. The Kurds 
have proven to be more effective 
fighters overall, even though a few 
newly trained Iraqi Army units have 
shown they can also fight well.

The Kurds, however, do not have 
much confidence in the Iraqi Army. 
In April, Masrour Barzani, the in-
telligence chief of the Kurdish Re-
gional Government (KRG), said the 
regular Iraqi Army is “not in a posi-
tion to do this [take Mosul] alone”. 
Three months later, his father, KRG 
President Masoud Barzani, said 
that attempting to take Mosul with-
out peshmerga support would be 
“impossible”.

Such statements have concerned 
the Iraqi government and its fight-
ers, both Shias and Sunnis. Iraqi 
Defence Minister Khaled al-Obeidi 
said in July that the government 
would not allow the peshmerga 
to liberate Mosul and a prominent 
Shia militia leader issued a similar 
warning.

There have been some clashes 
between the peshmerga and other 
groups in ethnically and religiously 
mixed areas south of the territory 
controlled by the KRG. Twelve peo-
ple in the town of Tuz Khurmatu 
were killed over the past year in 
fighting between Kurds and Shia 
militias, the Washington Post re-
ported. Both groups continue to 

denigrate each other.
Although the Kurds and the Shias 

are both opposed to ISIS, there is 
worry about what would happen 
next. According to the Washington 
Post article, a spokesman for the 
Shia Badr Organisation strongly 
criticised Masoud Barzani’s state-
ment that the KRG borders are be-
ing “redrawn in blood’, suggesting 
that the Kurds aim to keep terri-
tory they have acquired by military 
force. An Iraqi government spokes-
man said that any territorial acqui-
sitions were a “temporary thing”.

Former CIA director David Pe-
traeus, who was commander of the 
US Army’s 101st Airborne Division 
in Mosul in 2003, recently wrote 
in the Washington Post on political 
challenges facing Mosul and its sur-
rounding areas post-ISIS.

The “most significant challenge 
in Mosul will not be to defeat the 
Islamic State [but] to ensure post-

conflict security, reconstruction 
and, above all, governance that is 
representative and responsive to 
the people,” Petraeus wrote. He rec-
ommended establishing a regional 
council, similar to what he did in 
Mosul in 2003, made up of every 
religious, ethnic and tribal group in 
the area.

Petraeus was circumspect about 
the composition of the military 
force that would enter the city. Al-
though he stated that Shia militias 
should “play no role in post-Islamic 
State security and governance”, he 
did not mention the peshmerga. 
This may reflect a bias of US mili-
tary commanders (past and pre-
sent) as to the relative effectiveness 
of the Kurds in battle.

Interestingly, it is the Kurds 
themselves who have expressed 
reservations about securing Mosul 
because it is largely an ethnically 
Arab city. Although Masoud Bar-

zani emphasised that the Kurds 
will be an important component of 
the offensive to take Mosul, he has 
also said they will not enter the city. 
Barzani and other Kurdish officials 
seem to understand that to do so 
would exacerbate ethnic tensions 
and be unmanageable.

Once ISIS is defeated, the Kurds 
will probably be content to keep 
Kirkuk, an ethnically mixed city 
they took in 2014 during the ISIS 
advance, and its surrounding vil-
lages. However, Iraq’s majority 
Arabs do not believe these areas 
should remain under Kurdish con-
trol, a situation that will undoubt-
edly keep ethnic tensions simmer-
ing even post-Mosul.
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An Iraqi Kurdish female fighter holds her weapon during a deployment at a site near the front line of 
the fight against ISIS in Nawaran near Mosul, Iraq.
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W 

ith fewer than 150 
days before he 
hands the Oval Of-
fice keys to his suc-
cessor, US President 

Barack Obama is making the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) the 
focus of his administration’s strat-
egy in Iraq and Syria.

Think-tank experts, retired gen-
erals and administration officials 
are talking of an imminent battle to 
liberate Mosul, Iraq’s second largest 
city, before the end of the year. Seiz-
ing Mosul from ISIS could serve to 
enhance Obama’s legacy and possi-
bly emerge as an “October surprise” 
to help Democrats in the November 
election.

Experts, however, warn that hav-
ing the right preparation for the Mo-
sul battle is more crucial than the 
timeline.

The buzz around liberating Mosul 
started in April when Obama told 
CBS television that “my expectation 
is that by the end of the year, we will 
have created the conditions where-
by Mosul will eventually fall”.

The recent advances of Kurd-
ish peshmerga forces east of Mo-
sul as well as Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi’s vow to “raise the 
Iraqi flag” over Mosul have only in-
creased speculation about a loom-
ing battle to recapture the city.

The United States also has in-
creased the number of advisers 
and trainers working with the Iraqi 
Army; in July, US Defense Secretary 
Ashton Carter announced that an 
additional 560 troops would be sent 
to Iraq to help prepare for an Iraqi-
led recapture of Mosul.

Wladimir van Wilgenburg, an 
analyst with the Washington-based 
Jamestown Foundation who is 
based in northern Syria, said Mo-
sul “needs to be surrounded first 
before the real operation can be 
launched”. “ISIS supply lines be-
tween Iraq and Syria need to be 
cut… and great manpower is need-
ed,” he added.

This manpower is expected to be 
made up of “Kurdish forces, fight-
ers from Sunni Arab tribes, the 
Iraqi Army and Iranian-backed Shia 
paramilitary groups” said van Wil-
genburg, though differences and 
disagreements among these groups 
could impede such an operation.

Logistically, the Kurdish forces 
“will launch an operation in south-
ern Shingal, while the Iraqi security 
units push into western Anbar to 
control the Syrian border gate of 
al-Qaim and then move towards 
al-Ba’aj,” according to van Wilgen-
burg, who warned that “until the 
encirclement of Mosul is complete, 
they cannot launch the operation”.

Political talks around taking Mo-
sul have started in an attempt to 
coordinate matters of governance 
and provincial powers over the city. 
Lack of good governance and dis-
trust in the security services were 
among the factors that helped ISIS 
swiftly seize Mosul in June 2014.

Iraq’s Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment President Masoud Barzani re-
cently hosted talks between US and 
Iraqi officials and representatives of 
the Sunni tribes and Kurdish forces 
in Erbil to discuss post-military op-

erations in Mosul. In a statement 
released after the talks, Barzani 
said that “post-liberation Mosul will 
not accept the old order” and that 
“drastic changes need to be made 
for the benefit of the people of Mo-
sul”. Among the likely changes are 
redistricting Nineveh province and 
creating a more inclusive political 

power structure in Mosul.
The term “October surprise” re-

fers to a political event that has a 
last-minute effect on November 
elections and that is what some are 
calling the Mosul operation. A US of-
ficial who asked to remain anony-
mous said Obama himself saw end-
ing the ISIS foothold in Mosul as a 

“critical part of his legacy” but de-
nied any link to the election calen-
dar.

Politico, however, reported in an 
article titled Get ready for Obama’s 
‘October Surprise’ in Iraq that the 
Mosul offensive “is now tentatively 
scheduled to begin sometime in 
early October with a final battle 
coming at the end of that month.” 
Retired Army Lieutenant-General 
Michael D. Barbero told the Wash-
ington Times that “some US offic-
ers in Baghdad believe the Obama 
administration is rushing plans for 
a Mosul offensive so it takes place 
before the November presidential 
election”.

Such a move would not be a com-
plete surprise contends Larry Saba-
to, director of the Center for Politics 
at the University of Virginia. He re-
ferred to past efforts by sitting pres-
idents to inject national security 
into the presidential race, such as in 
2004 when George W. Bush raised 
the terror alert only days before the 
vote to secure his second term.

Virtually all polls give Democratic 
nominee Hillary Clinton a lead over 
her Republican rival Donald Trump 
and the liberation of Mosul would 
bolster the Democrats’ chances of 
keeping the White House.

But van Wilgenburg warned 
against rushing a military operation 
and emphasised the importance of 
preparedness and first encircling 
the city. While a quick victory in 
Mosul could reverberate positively 
for the Democrats, a short-sighted 
effort could bring dire consequenc-
es for both Obama’s legacy and the 
Democratic ticket.

Joyce Karam is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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US Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter speaks to troops during his 
visit to Baghdad, on July 11th.
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