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A 

spat between Turkey 
and Iraq over possible 
Turkish participation in 
the battle to liberate Mo-
sul remains unresolved 

despite US attempts to calm the dis-
pute ahead of a military offensive to 
retake the northern Iraqi city from 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

Iraq is host to an international 
anti-ISIS coalition led by the Unit-
ed States. In addition, it receives 
separate military support from 
Iran. However, the Iraqi parliament 
has singled out Turkey’s presence, 
calling Turkish troops stationed in 
a training camp in Bashiqa, 25km 
north-east of Mosul, an “occupy-
ing” force.

The Iraqi warning came after the 
Turkish parliament extended its 
military operations in Iraq and Syr-
ia for another year.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan stressed that Turkey will 
be taking part in the operation to 
retake Mosul from ISIS, telling Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to 
“know your place”.

“Your screaming and shouting 
in Iraq is of no importance to us. 
You should know that we will go 
our own way,” said Erdogan. Abadi 
responded on Twitter: “We will lib-
erate our land through the determi-
nation of our men and not by video 
calls” in a reference to the Turkish 
president’s use of his cell phone 
during the failed coup attempt in 
July.

The dispute between Baghdad 
and Ankara over the presence of the 
Turkish troops is not new. The Iraqi 
government had called on Turkey to 
withdraw its forces last December. 
Turkey said its personnel have been 
training peshmerga and Sunni Arab 
fighters to battle ISIS at the request 
of Kurdistan Regional Government 
President Masoud Barzani.

State-run Turkish media showed 
video footage of a news conference 
in Turkey in December 2014 during 
which Abadi, standing near then-
prime minister Ahmet Davutoglu, 

said that he is expecting Ankara’s 
“military, intelligence, arms and 
training support” as “[ISIS] does 
not only threaten the security of 
Iraq and Turkey but also threatens 
the whole region. That’s why there 
must be cooperation on that issue.”

Some observers saw the appar-
ent change of the Iraqi government 
position as owing to pressure from 
Tehran. “Iran wants to extend its 
influence to all of Iraq and not just 
the capital and the south,” said Sa-
bah al-Mukhtar, president of the 
London-based Arab Lawyers As-
sociation. “It sees the presence of 
Turkey as a hurdle to achieve that 
aim.”

Turkish political analyst Galip 
Dalay agreed. “Abadi is listening to 
Iran, not his own people in Mosul, 
but Turkey does not want Iraq to be 
reduced to an Iranian protectorate, 
a mere satellite state,” he said.

Erdogan particularly angered 

the Iran-backed Iraqi Shia militias, 
known as Popular Mobilisation 
Forces (PMF), when he said that 
they “must not be allowed to enter 
Mosul”.

Fears that the liberation of Mosul 
could morph into a sectarian strug-
gle were amplified when the leader 
of Asaib Ahl al-Haq militia Qais al-
Khazali described the assault on 
Mosul as a “preparation for a state 
of divine justice” and a “revenge 
for the killing of Imam Hussein”, 
a reference to the grandson of the 
Prophet Mohammed, the anniver-
sary of whose death is commemo-
rated by Shia Muslims at the festi-
val of Ashura, which this year was 

on October 11th.
“Sunni Arabs as well as many 

Kurds are wary of the presence of 
[PMF] after the liberation of Mo-
sul,” said Dalay.

Dalay also pointed to Turkey’s 
domestic pressures. “Turkish civil-
ians are being killed by terrorist at-
tacks carried out by ISIS and [Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party] PKK militants 
who have a presence in Iraq and 
Syria, and so the Turkish govern-
ment feels it must act to protect its 
people.”

Iraqi militia leaders see Turkey as 
interfering in Iraq’s internal affairs. 
“We did not and will not allow the 
Turkish forces to violate Iraq’s sov-
ereignty,” said Hadi al-Amiri, the 
leader of the Badr Brigade militia.

US State Department spokesman 
John Kirby, speaking October 11th 
in Washington, said that “all of 
Iraq’s neighbours need to respect 
Iraqi sovereignty and territorial in-

tegrity. We want Iraq and Turkey 
to work this out together through 
dialogue.”

It remains unclear, however, if 
Turkey will actually take part in 
the Mosul offensive. “There is no 
international support for the Turk-
ish presence in Iraq,” said Nadeem 
Al-Abdalla, project manager at the 
British-based Anglo Iraqi Studies 
Centre.

“The new political status of the 
city of Mosul after liberation will 
reflect the military make-up of the 
liberating forces,” said Abdalla, 
“but it is not expected to be a dra-
matic redrawing of the socio-eth-
nic composition of the city as the 
American presence will act as a bal-
ance of power to prevent any ethnic 
or demographic change.”
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Mosul is a ticking bomb, but against whom?

T he shouting match, 
filled with threats, 
displays no limits; no 
end is in sight. For 
days, Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip 

Erdogan and the Iraqi government 
have been engaged in nasty 
rhetoric over Mosul, as the 
international military offensive to 
retake the strategic Iraqi city 
approaches.

Mosul is said to be the “crown 
jewel” and bastion of the Islamic 
State (ISIS), an important front in 
the war against the jihadist group. 
However, the row between Ankara 
and Baghdad could devolve into 
a military confrontation between 
Turkey’s armed forces and those 
of Iraq.

The spark was Erdogan’s remarks 
to Dubai-based Rotana TV. In an 
“uncensored” version of the tape, 
he said: “Who will then control the 
city? Of course, Sunni Arabs, Sunni 
Turkmens and Sunni Kurds.”

Continuing in the same vein, he 
added that Iraq’s Shia-dominated 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMU) 
troops “should not be allowed to 
enter Mosul”.

Then, he unleashed his rage. The 
Iraqi parliament issued a resolution 
threatening to tear down bilateral 
treaties and taking to the United 
Nations what Baghdad saw as 

Turkey’s illegal military presence 
in Bashiqa, near Mosul. The term 
“occupational force” was used. 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi and his spokesman were 
quick to retaliate, emphasising that 
Mosul was an internal affair and 
Erdogan was simply adding fuel to 
the fire.

Erdogan raised the stakes 
further. Responding to Abadi, he 
said: “You are not at my calibre or 
quality” and “No matter what, we 
will go our own way on Mosul.”

“Who is this Iraqi prime 
minister? He shall know his 
place, first of all. Iraq had certain 
requests from us regarding 
Bashiqa,” Erdogan said, “and now 
they are telling us to leave but the 
Turkish army has not lost so much 
prestige as to take its orders from 
you”.

Iraq denied that it had requested 
Turkey to set up a military camp 
at Bashiqa. Turkish Foreign 
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu 
echoed Erdogan’s message that 
it is inappropriate to have Shia 
elements in Iraqi forces involved 
in the Mosul offensive. The Badr 
Corps, a large Shia military force, 
issued a statement calling Ankara 
“to pull your troops back from 
the camp or else you collect their 
corpses”.

The US intervention was in 
favour of Iraq, underlining that 
all its neighbours should respect 
its territorial integrity and 
sovereignty.

Both Russia and Iran remarkably 
kept silent.

The non-Sunni segments in and 
around Mosul, particularly the 
traditional allies of Turkey, the 
Turkmens, did not conceal their 
discontent with statements that 
jeopardise their fragile status. 
For the others, the perception of 
Erdogan treating Iraq and Syria 
as Ottoman territory led to sharp 
resentment.

History plays its tricks again. If 
Kosovo was a symbol for Serbian 
identity, Mosul is one carved deep 
into the psyche of republican 
Turkey. It represents the loss 
of precious, oil-rich territory. 
Many Turks, be they staunch 
secular Kemalists or Islamists like 
Erdogan, see this as the result of 
the tricks of Western powers in 
the 1920s. Mosul bears the weight 
of history and the city itself has, 
therefore, turned into a fuse.

It has joined Aleppo as an 
epicentre of a storm. Its fate will 
define the outcome of a Gordian 
knot of problems, merging Syria 
and Iraq into a bundle of full-scale 
explosive conflict.

Mosul, perhaps more than 
Aleppo, emerges as the perfect 
tool for Russian President Vladimir 
Putin to intensify the quest for 
asymmetrical domination over the 
region; at least restoring the power 
balances of the Cold War. Putin 
may think he has caught a golden 
opportunity by observing the 
growing gap between Erdogan and 
US President Barack Obama.

Reading into the Turkish 
president’s disgruntlement with 
the West in general, Turkey is 

set to use its double-layered, 
traditional fears.

Having spectacularly failed 
in its “zero problems with our 
neighbours” policy, Ankara’s 
profound frustration with 
developments has pushed it into 
open enmity with its two southern 
neighbours and its current reflexes 
define its reactionary policies: 
Against Kurdish self-rule or what 
the pro-government media calls 
the “Shia belt” alongside its 
southern border.

Such a narrow-minded policy 
leaves Turkey vulnerable to 
manipulation by every actor that 
intends to expand its regional 
interests. With his own Kurdish 
conflict left bleeding, Erdogan 
wants to forge a lasting alliance 
with Iraqi Kurdistan Regional 
Government President Masoud 
Barzani, although both the 
divisions among the Kurds in 
the region and Barzani’s fragile 
position vis-à-vis Iran and 
Russia, do not promise a stable 
entrenchment.

The problem, in such historic 
moments, is about whom you 
choose as your allies and enemies. 
Erdogan’s issue has to do with 
standing in limbo, by “politics of 
constant tension”.

It threatens not only Turkey but 
also its uneasy ally, the United 
States, as targets of the ticking 
bomb.
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