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T 

he military assault to 
liberate the Iraqi city of 
Mosul from the Islamic 
State (ISIS) completed its 
second week with signs of 

progress as well as push-backs from 
the militants.

More than 30,000 Iraqi forces 
and allied Kurdish peshmerga fight-
ers, are taking part in the operation, 
which is supported by US, French 
and British air cover.

Despite the objection of Iraq’s 
central government, the Turkish 
military is also taking part in the 
anti-ISIS operation with 500 troops 
supporting the Kurdish forces that 
liberated Bashiqa.

Some 60 countries are part of 
the international anti-ISIS coali-
tion but the estimated 3,000-6,000 
militants inside Mosul remain diffi-
cult to evict from the city, in which 
more than 1 million civilians are 
trapped.

“We estimate [that Iraqi forces 
have] probably killed about 800-
900 Islamic State fighters,” US Army 
General Joseph Votel, who heads 
the US military’s Central Com-
mand, told Agence France-Presse.

The Turkish foreign minister said 
Turkey’s tank and artillery fire from 
the Bashiqa camp killed 17 ISIS 
fighters.

Iraqi authorities said about 90 vil-
lages and towns around Mosul have 
been taken back from ISIS since the 
offensive began October 17th.

Among the liberated areas were 
the villages of Fazliya and Staff al-

Tut in the Tigris River valley. They 
include the highly symbolic victory 
of liberating the Christian village 
Bartella, whose church bells had 
not rung since its capture by ISIS 
two years ago.

Coinciding with the offensive 
against ISIS in Mosul, two Yazidi 
women activists were announced 
as the winners of the European Par-
liament’s prestigious Sakharov hu-
man rights prize. Nadia Murad and 
Lamia Haji Bashar, who escaped 
from ISIS in Iraq, dedicated the 
prize to the victims of the militant 
group’s campaign of enslavement 
and rape.

In Baghdad, the US special envoy 
for the global coalition to counter 
ISIS, Brett McGurk, said the Mosul 
liberation operation “is very much 
on plan”.

“All axes of advance have made 
the progress that we expected at 
this stage of the operation,” he said. 
“Some are ahead of schedule.”

ISIS militants have sought to 
open new battle fronts outside Mo-
sul, including attacks in Kirkuk and 
Rutba, but the attempts failed.

“Daesh is trying to launch spoil-
er attacks,” said McGurk, using an 
Arabic acronym for ISIS. He added 
that the Iraqi forces, backed by coa-
lition air strikes in Kirkuk and Rut-
ba, foiled attempts by the militants.

Complications, however, sur-
faced as a result of the ISIS assault 
in the multiethnic city of Kirkuk, 
which led to the death of dozens of 
security forces as well as civilians.

UN officials said they were con-
cerned about evidence showing 
Sunni Arab families in Kirkuk were 
suffering from collective punish-
ment at the hands of Kurdish secu-

rity forces, which accused the ci-
vilians of being part of ISIS sleeper 
cells.

Aid workers reported that sev-
eral hundred Arab families were in-
formed by Kurdish security forces 
that they must leave voluntarily or 
would be forced out.

Human Rights Watch (HRW) said 
the security forces of the Kurdistan 
Regional Government (KRG) arbi-
trarily detained males over the age 
of 15 who were fleeing Mosul and 
Hawija for security screening that 
could last weeks.

“By categorically detaining men 
and boys 15 and over fleeing ISIS-
held territory as possible terrorism 
suspects, KRG authorities are ig-
noring basic due process guaran-
tees under Iraqi and international 

law,” said Lama Fakih, HRW’s dep-
uty Middle East director. “No one 
should be detained unless there is 
reason to suspect them personally 
of criminal activity.”

“We understand the practical 
need for security screening but de-
taining all men and boys aged 15 
and over simply because of where 
they are living is discriminatory 
and these vulnerable people are 
being denied the protection they 
should be getting,” Fakih said. “Giv-
en what these men and boys have 
already endured, screening should 
be carried out quickly in a way that 
respects individual rights.”

More than 11,700 people had 
been displaced since the military 
offensive began, Iraq’s Ministry of 
Displacement and Migration said.

ISIS has reportedly executed civil-
ians attempting to flee, used others 
as human shields, deployed crude 
chemical weapons and torched oil 
fields, which led to breathing prob-
lems for locals.

The World Health Organisation 
said it expected 200,000 people to 
require emergency health services 
once people in Mosul were able to 
flee.

As the campaign to liberate Mo-
sul continued, Western and Turk-
ish officials have been discussing 
the possibility of launching a mili-
tary offensive against Raqqa, ISIS’s 
stronghold in Syria.
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Weekly contributing editor based 
in London.
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An Iraqi soldier stands next to detained men accused of being Islamic State fighters, at a check point 
in Qayyarah, south of Mosul, Iraq, October 27th.                                                                   (Reuters)
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An Iraqi Kurdish peshmerga fighter in Nawran 
village, some 10km north-east of Mosul.

Iraq can’t afford to repeat mistakes in Mosul

T 

here is an expression 
attributed to the late 
American baseball 
player Yogi Berra: “It’s 
like déjà vu all over 
again.” It is a funny way 

of saying we have been down this 
path before and, as the battle for 
Mosul continues, it is increasingly 
looking like a path we have been 
down before in Iraq.

It goes something like this: 
Prepare a battle plan of overwhelm-
ing forces against an enemy with 
limited resources but do not think 
about what you will do after you 
win the battle.

It is what the United States did in 
2003, when it defeated the forces of 
Saddam Hussein but failed to con-
sider what would happen afterward. 
This doomed the country to more 
than a decade of continuing conflict 
and seeded the ground for the crea-
tion of the Islamic State (ISIS).

If it is not careful, Iraq is poised to 
do the same thing in Mosul.

There is a rushed feeling to the 
government’s attempt to take back 
the city, no doubt caused by Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi’s 
promise to retake Mosul before the 
end of 2016 and US President Barack 
Obama’s desire to hand ISIS a major 
defeat before the end of his term in 
January.

Some Iraqi officials, however, said 
they worried that the military effort 
is being pushed too fast, before the 

country’s politicians can agree on 
how this multi-ethnic, multi-sec-
tarian city in an area dominated by 
Sunnis should be governed.

Turmoil in Iraq’s political struc-
ture is also of concern. Shia cleric 
Muqtada al-Sadr seems deter-
mined to be more than a nuisance 
and former prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki has never stopped trying 
to find a way back to power.

In Kurdistan, differences 
between the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan and the Kurdish Demo-
cratic Party about how to deal with 
Baghdad have kept its parliament 
closed for more than a year.

Meanwhile, the country’s Sunni 
Arabs feel alienated by the entire 
enterprise.

Also, Iraq’s combined 
forces of elite 

government 
counterterror-

ism troops, 
Shia militia 
gunmen and 
Kurdish per-

shmerga fight-
ers are work-
ing together, 

in a fashion, 
because they have 

a common enemy. 
Once that enemy is 

defeated, however, there is a 
danger these forces could fall 
to fighting among themselves 
as they struggle to see who 
will control Mosul.

There is also the presence 
of Turkish troops to the north 

of the city, as Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan seems 
determined to play a role in Mosul 
governance.

It is also important that the 

United States does not allow Mosul 
to become another Ramadi or Fal-
luja. After victories in those cities, 
local Sunnis were victimised by 
Shia militias that saw anyone who 
remained in the city under ISIS 
rule as a co-conspirator.

Amid these problems, the ques-
tion of what to do in Mosul after 
the defeat of ISIS is still on the 
table.

The mistake not to be repeated 
— the main one made by the 
United States country-wide in 
2003 — is to create a governing 
structure that rigidly adheres to 
the ethnic and sectarian make-up 
of the city. It would be much wiser 
to create a government that can 
deal with the real problems that 
will face the city after the battle, 
a city government more attuned 
to the reconstruction that will be 
needed and the return of everyday 
life, not one that will spend all its 
time arguing about identity rather 
than ideas.

It remains to be seen whether 
these different factions can be 
cajoled to work together to restore 
Mosul to its political and cultural 
importance. It is a process that 
should have started a long time 
ago. The sad truth is that any effort 
now may be too little too late and 
Mosul, just like Iraq itself, will be 
doomed to deal for many years 
with communal conflict, revenge 
killings and no effective way to 
help its displaced population.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public Radio, the 
Boston Globe and the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation.
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