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M 

ore than two years 
after the fall of Mosul 
to the Islamic State 
(ISIS), the battle to 
liberate Iraq’s second 

largest city appears imminent.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-

Abadi said in September that he 
expected the military offensive 
in Mosul to begin in October, al-
though in later pronouncements 
he said he would decide in “the 
last minute” when to give the go-
ahead.

British Defence Secretary Mi-
chael Fallon said the operation 
to liberate Mosul would begin 
“within weeks” and French De-
fence Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian 
said “there will soon be the main 
attack”. Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan said the military of-
fensive would begin October 19th.

Iraqi officials said they expected 
the liberation to be swift and un-
complicated.

“The capture of Mosul will be 
finished in record-breaking time,” 
spokesman for the Iraqi army, Gen-
eral Yahya Rasool, told the Finan-
cial Times.

Optimism was also expressed by 
Abadi in a recent interview with 
CNN.

“Mosul is supposed to be easier 
than these other cities outside Mo-
sul, which we’ve been liberating, 
because these are the outskirts,” 
Abadi said. “They’re supposed to 
be more pro-Daesh than the city 
itself,” he added, using the Arabic 
acronym for ISIS.

“We are planning for a fight for 
many months but we anticipate 
the fight for Mosul will be easier 
than probably Ramadi.”

The United States leads the anti-
ISIS coalition that provided Iraq 
with air cover, trained its soldiers 
and sent 5,000 troops — mainly 
military advisers — to Iraq. US offi-
cials said Iraqi forces are ready for 
the Mosul offensive.

Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs 
of Staff General Joseph F. Dunford, 
Jr. said in September that Iraqi 

forces “will have in early October 
all the forces marshalled, trained, 
fielded and equipped that are nec-
essary for operations in Mosul.”

Observers, however, said they 
fear complications during and af-
ter the liberation of Mosul.

Reports from Mosul indicate that 
ISIS has tightened its grip on the ci-
vilian population it is holding hos-
tage in the city and is not expected 
to leave without bloodshed, boo-
by-traps and “tunnels of fire”.

The United Nations and aid 
agencies have said they are not 
ready to cope with the hundreds 
of thousands of people expected 
to be displaced once the offensive 
begins in Mosul, which is home to 
around 1.5 million people.

The Save the Children charity 
warned that the assault threatens 
“to put more than half a million 
children in the line of fire unless 
safe routes and other civilian pro-
tection measures are put in place”.

Authorities in Iraq’s Kurdish re-
gion, which already hosts some 1.5 
million internally displaced peo-
ple, warned that they might not 
receive more people if they did not 
receive additional aid.

There is also the issue of co-
ordination between the various 
military forces, which include the 
US-led coalition, the Iraqi Army, 
various Iran-backed Shia militias 
fighting under the umbrella of the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), 
the Kurdish peshmerga and the 
Arab Sunni fighters and tribesmen.

“Despite talks of coordination 
between the many factions, the 
fact remains that there is no uni-
fied military command,” said Sa-
bah al-Mukhtar, president of the 
London-based Arab Lawyers As-
sociation. “If there are indeed any 
agreements, who is going to en-
force them?”

US warplanes, coordinating with 
the Iraqi government, mistakenly 
killed 21 Arab Sunni fighters, in 
a strike on Kharaib Jabr village, 

south of Mosul on October 5th.
Arab Sunni fighters have long 

complained of receiving insuffi-
cient materiel and military support 
from the authorities, unlike their 
Kurdish or Shia counterparts. They 
play an important role in the anti-
ISIS offensive, as most of the city’s 
inhabitants are also Sunni Arabs, 
but they remain far too weak to 
liberate the city alone.

The Iraqi Army, which is en-
trusted with the major role of the 
offensive inside Mosul, may not be 
strong enough to do the job alone. 
Although the army is more trusted 
by the local population than the 
PMF, “it is still not viewed as a 
national army for all Iraqis”, said 
Mukhtar.

The PMF is said to be prohibited 
by the government from enter-
ing Mosul for fear its forces might 
carry out indiscriminate attacks 
against the civilian population in 
the city, following allegations of 
atrocities in other areas liberated 
from ISIS.

Human Rights Watch urged the 
Iraqi government to prevent Shia 
militias “implicated in laws of war 
violations” from taking part in 

operations in Mosul, and to “take 
steps to protect civilians fleeing 
and in camps from revenge at-
tacks”.

“The last thing the authorities 
should allow is for abusive forces 
to carry out revenge attacks in an 
atmosphere of impunity,” said 
Lama Fakih, Human Rights Watch 
deputy director of the Middle East 
and North Africa.

It remains unknown what will 
happen if the PMF, which is tak-
ing part in operations in rural areas 
around Mosul, decides to enter the 
city.

There are fears over the role that 
will be played by peshmerga forces 
as Kurdish officials have openly 
said they will hold on to territories 
they view as theirs, though they 
have denied having any design on 
Mosul.

Baghdad, however, remains 
wary. “The aim of the battle should 
not be territorial conflicts but to 
free the citizens from the persecu-
tion of ISIS,” Abadi warned.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor based 
in London.
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Fighters from predominantly Sunni Arab forces take part in a training session before the upcoming battle to recapture Mosul in Bashiqa, 
on October 6th.                                                                                               (Reuters)
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Who will prosecute war crimes in Iraq?

W
ith the news 
that Amal 
Clooney, the 
celebrity 
human rights 
and interna-

tional law attorney, has made 
plans to bring the Islamic State 
(ISIS) to justice by prosecuting 
them in international criminal 
courts, those observing Iraq over 
the past 13 years would be 
forgiven for asking the question: 
“Who will take Baghdad to court 
to answer for its war crimes?”

The answer is, predictably and 
sadly, no one.

Clooney’s proposed case against 
ISIS seeks to determine the group’s 
guilt for an alleged genocide 
against the Iraqi Yazidi commu-
nity. The very idea that ISIS will 
submit to any court’s jurisdiction 
is quite laughable and one gets the 
distinct impression that such legal 
actions are perhaps motivated by 
other agendas.

The United States leapt to the aid 
of the Yazidi minority in 2014 and, 
by March 2016, the US House of 
Representatives had declared that 
the horrors inflicted upon them 
by ISIS were “war crimes, crimes 

against humanity, and genocide”. 
No one can deny the first two 
crimes definitely occurred and are 
an accurate description of what 
occurred, as the Yazidis suffered 
unspeakable evil. Yet can one truly 
define what happened as geno-
cide?

Etymologically, “genocide” 
refers to the killing of a people, 
which therefore implies that a sig-
nificant proportion of that people 
have to be exterminated before 
it can be properly and logically 
termed a genocide. In the Yazidis’ 
case, and before the United States 
rescued them from ISIS’s deprava-
tions, the United Nations con-
firmed that 5,000 Yazidis had lost 
their lives to ISIS violence.

While that number is staggering, 
it does not constitute genocide. 
The Yazidi minority in Iraq has a 
population of more than 500,000 
people, which means that about 1% 
of the total population was massa-
cred by ISIS. There can be no doubt 
that ISIS, given the opportunity, 
would have carried out a geno-
cide against them but the United 
States’ intervention in August 2014 
forestalled that tragedy from ever 
unfolding.

Yet if the world is content with 
calling the killing of 5,000 Yazidis a 
genocide, one would imagine that 
the inhuman brutality of Baghdad 
against its own people would be  
denounced all over the world as 
a genocide, just as former Iraqi 
leader Saddam Hussein was feted 
as an architect of genocide for vio-

lence he inflicted upon dissidents 
and separatists.

Under Iranian tutelage, the rul-
ers of Baghdad’s Green Zone have 
either directly killed Iraqi civilians 
or turned a blind eye to terror-
ist militias that they deem to be 
friendly to them and their larger 
political ambitions.

The examples of crimes against 
humanity and war crimes commit-
ted against Iraqi civilians by Iraqi 
authorities and their allies since 
the US-led invasion in 2003 are far 
too many for any one article to list. 
However, recent examples from 
the fight against ISIS are sufficient 
in painting a picture of Iraq acting 
with legal impunity as the world 
obsesses over only ISIS crimes.

In the early days of ISIS’ advance, 
panicked Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) 
responsible for administering and 
guarding government jails com-
mitted what can only be described 
as a war crime. Rather than either 
releasing their prisoners or leaving 
them unmolested, ISF wardens 
decided to put prisoners to death in 
summary executions that rivalled 
ISIS in their ghoulishness. Human 
Rights Watch reported in July 2014 
that 255 prisoners, mostly Sunnis, 
lost their lives this way.

During the campaign to re-
capture Falluja last summer, the 
virulently sectarian Shia Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) de-
scended on the township of 
Saqlawiyya. There, they unleashed 
an orgy of viciousness against the 
locals, with Anbar governor Sohaib 

al-Rawi confirming that they killed 
at least 49 people and another 643 
disappeared. Nobody knows what 
happened to these missing people, 
now likely dead.

US President Barack Obama 
seems to have forgotten his origins 
as a lawyer, as he has done nothing 
to apply pressure against Baghdad 
by utilising the significant leverage 
of US air power patrolling the skies 
keeping the ISF and PMF safe from 
ISIS militants. Rather than making 
US aid contingent on Iraq abiding 
by international law and human 
rights, Obama stays silent as Iraq 
kills its own people with blind sec-
tarianism, sowing the seeds for an 
ISIS successor organisation.

So, while celebrity lawyers mar-
ried to celebrity actors raise the 
profile of cases of alleged genocide 
committed against specific peoples 
and cultures, no one seems to 
be willing to raise the case of the 
Iraqi people, especially the Sunni 
Arabs, who have long suffered the 
extreme, prejudiced and violent 
barbarity of the Iran-backed rulers 
of Baghdad.

Until the concept of justice and 
human rights are introduced to Iraq 
and until its population is human-
ised in the eyes of the international 
community, the country will con-
tinue to be a breeding ground for 
extremism and violent ideologies.

Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher 
at the University of Exeter’s 
Strategy and Security Institute in 
England.
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Under Iranian tutelage, 
the rulers  of Baghdad’s Green 
Zone have either directly killed 
Iraqi civilians or turned a blind 
eye to terrorist militias.

ISIS has tightened its 
grip on the civilian 
population it is 
holding hostage in the 
city and is not 
expected to leave 
without bloodshed


