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A 

proposed Iraqi bill to 
grant immunity to Popu-
lar Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) fighters has been 
criticised as an attempt to 

whitewash alleged war crimes com-
mitted by militiamen during battles 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

Critics said they fear the move 
could encourage additional rights 
violations once militias that operate 
under the PMF umbrella know they 
will not be held accountable. An ad-
ditional concern is that it is unclear 
whether the immunity would re-
main in place after the war against 
ISIS ends.

The timing of the proposal has 
also raised suspicions.

The proposal was put forward by 
the al-Mowaten bloc, which is part 
of Iraq’s Shia-dominated ruling Na-
tional Alliance coalition. The draft 
bill has the support of 70 lawmakers 
and is to be presented to parliament 
soon, said Hamdiya al-Husseini, a 
parliamentarian from the bloc.

Immunity from prosecution will 
most likely affect the rights of Sunni 
Arabs who suffered a sectarian back-
lash when Diyala, Saladin and Anbar 
provinces were liberated from ISIS.

The most recent allegation was 

that more than 50 civilians from al-
Mahamda tribe in Saqlawiya, north 
of Falluja in Anbar, were killed by 
the militias during an offensive 
against ISIS. The civilians were said 
to be carrying white flags and were 
following routes allocated them by 
the Iraqi Army for those wishing to 
evacuate the area during the battle 
with ISIS.

In addition to alleged summary 
executions, militias took captive 
more than 600 civilians whose 
whereabouts remain unknown.

Sources inside Anbar also claimed 
more than 3,000 civilians had disap-
peared from the province since the 
end of 2015. The civilians had fled 
ISIS in Falluja but were captured by 
militiamen at al-Razaza crossing, 

which was under the control of al-
Abbas militia.

The rise of the power of militias 
in Iraq has been at the expense of 
the state. The militias are acting 
with impunity, even without im-
munity from prosecution. Their de-
ployment of roadblocks and patrols 
in cities including the capital itself 
are carried out without official 

oversight.
The rise of the militias first came 

following the US-led 2003 invasion 
of Iraq but their involvement in poli-
tics has become stronger after the 
call by Shia religious authorities to 
form the PMF to fight ISIS.

Supporters of the militias, some 
of which receive funding from Iran, 
refer to the PMF as the “sacred mo-
bilisation forces”. Others expressed 
concern about the militias challeng-
ing the authority of the government, 
including Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi.

Militiamen have been accused of 
having a prominent stake in the pro-
tection of people allegedly involved 
in corruption. This has led critics to 
view the proposed legislation as le-
gal cover for organised crime.

The United Nations and human 
rights organisations have docu-
mented numerous violations com-
mitted by Shia militias. Despite a 
pledge by the Iraqi prime minister 
to take a hardline against such vio-
lations in January 2015, reports of 
right abuses have continued and 
US officials fear a repeat of the mi-
litia abuses in Mosul could end any 
chance of reconciling between the 
county’s Sunni and Shia communi-
ties.

“Virtually every conversation that 
we have had internally with respect 
to planning for Mosul — and virtual-
ly every conversation that we’ve had 
with the Iraqis — has this as a central 
topic,” a senior Obama administra-
tion official told Reuters in August.
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Baghdad

A 

s the showdown ap-
proaches with the Iraqi 
Army, backed by the 
Shia-dominated mili-
tias and Kurdish pesh-

merga with aerial support by the 
US-led coalition forces, Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants are preparing 
for a protracted war over Mosul.

Residents said trenches were 
dug around the city and neigh-
bourhoods on the corners were 
cleared of residents. All areas on 
the city border were said to have 
been booby-trapped.

The residents said those who 
were removed were taken to com-
pounds inside Mosul run by ISIS 
and are likely to be used as human 
shields if the jihadists begin to lose 
the battle.

“The bottom line is that ISIS is 
extremely anxious of the coming 
confrontation, thus, has been mak-
ing plans. We can see it digging the 
trenches,” said Ahmed, a Mosul 
resident who declined to be identi-
fied further for fear of reprisal.

He said ISIS is “clearly nervous, 
as we can see from its fighters in 
the streets. If you look at one of 
them, you’re in trouble. He would 
walk up to you and start a fight, 
thinking that you reported him to 
Iraqi security or that you’re pursu-
ing him.”

Another resident, also speaking 
on condition of anonymity, said 
the number of ISIS’s foreign jihad-
ists in Mosul has diminished over 
the past few weeks.

“The reason is one of two: Either 
because EU countries have forbid-
den their citizens from travelling 
to Iraq and Syria and are keeping 
a closer watch on people leaving,” 
he said, “or, it could be because 
some of the foreigners involved 
with ISIS, specifically Arabs, are 

actually drug dealers, who came 
to Mosul to make financial gains or 
convicted criminals who found a 
safe haven in the city.”

As for non-Arab foreigners in 
Mosul, which ISIS captured in 
lightning attack in 2014: “We hear 
that many of them have already es-
caped to Raqqa in Syria with their 
families”.

“We don’t see any foreigners in 
Mosul anymore,” said the resident, 
who explained that non-Arabs 
stood out in the crowd because 
many were blond, green-eyed with 
light-coloured skin. “Their accent 
in Arabic was heavy and we were 
able to distinguish they weren’t lo-
cals,” he said.

Another Mosul resident, who 
declined to be identified, said ISIS 
foreigners have “found a safe ha-
ven in Tal Afar and two other vil-
lages just outside Mosul”. He said 
he overheard his cousin, an ISIS 
fighter, talking about the plans 
over the phone.

The Mosul residents spoke in 
separate interviews, some in text 
chats or brief calls on social me-
dia networks. They all reported 
a shortage of food, medicine and 
medical supplies but insisted that 
it was manageable and that no cas-
es of famine have been reported.

Mohammed Shafiq, a journalist 
working for an Iraqi TV channel, 
said the Shia-dominated Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) will cer-
tainly be involved in Mosul’s lib-
eration.

He said his information came 
from top government officials, 
despite opposition by Mosul resi-
dents of a force accused of atroci-
ties against Iraqi Sunnis in other 
areas seized back from ISIS.

“[The PMF] taking part in the 
battle over Mosul means that ISIS 
is assured of a significant loss be-
cause al-Hashed al-Shaabi (PMF) 
will help eliminate the number of 
militant fighters very quickly as 
the army advances,” he noted.

Political analyst Fayiz al-Ka-
naan said ISIS is part of Iraq’s po-
litical mess, which saw successive 
Shia dominated cabinets shun 
the Sunnis, who were ostracised 
after the collapse of Saddam Hus-

sein’s regime.
“The real battle against Daesh is 

the wider political battle in Iraq,” 
he said, using an Arabic acronym 
for ISIS. “What helped Daesh win 
and stay in Mosul is a group within 
the community that allowed it to 
do that.”

He said the support allowed ISIS 

to “build bases and tunnels under-
ground, not to mention the grue-
some operations that the group 
carried out, like the execution of 
prisoners of war, killing and instill-
ing fear in the hearts of families as 
well as the destruction of Iraqi an-
tiquities”.

Kanaan maintained that unless 

the Iraqi government “rebuilds 
the bridges of trust with the Sun-
nis, ends their isolation and incor-
porates them into the system, the 
current violence and stalemate 
will persist”.
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Immunity from 
prosecution will most 
likely affect the rights 
of Sunni Arabs.
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ISIS feels the heat as showdown over Mosul nears

All areas on the 
city border were
said to have been 
booby-trapped.

Members of the paramilitary Popular Mobilisation Forces take part in a joint military parade with 
Iraqi security forces in Baghdad, Iraq, last July.


