
3October 30, 2016

News & Analysis Iraq

Washington

T 

ensions between Turkey 
and Iraq over the bat-
tle for Mosul are signs of 
deep divisions over who 
will hold power in areas 

of Iraq and Syria liberated from the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Despite Iraqi protests, Turkey 
insists on playing a role along with 
Baghdad’s forces, Kurdish militias 
and a US-led international coalition 
to drive ISIS out of Mosul. Turkish 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu 
said artillery deployed in a camp 
in Bashiqa, north-west of Mosul, 
had killed close to 20 ISIS fighters 
since the start of the offensive Oc-
tober 17th. Turkey said its soldiers 
in Bashiqa were training anti-ISIS 
rebels.

Cavusoglu said four Turkish 
fighter jets were part of the coa-
lition’s fleet of warplanes. “We 
are everywhere in the Mosul op-
eration,” the minister told Turkish 
broadcaster 24 TV.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi demanded Turkish troops 
withdraw from Bashiqa. The fight 
for Mosul is an “Iraqi battle”, Abadi 
said after talks October 22nd with 
US Defense Secretary Ashton Carter 
in Baghdad.

As Abadi spoke, Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan fanned 
the flames by alluding to his coun-
try’s Ottoman past, when Turks 
ruled the region around Mosul and 
Kirkuk before the fall of the Otto-
man empire following World War I. 
“Kirkuk was ours. Mosul was ours,” 
Erdogan declared.

Sectarian and regional tensions 
play a role. Sunni power Turkey is 
concerned that the Shia govern-
ment in Baghdad — and, by exten-

sion, Abadi’s ally Iran — may try to 
pressure the majority Sunni popu-
lation of Mosul. Ankara warned 
against the participation of Shia mi-
litia in the Mosul operation.

“The demographic structure of 
the city must not be spoiled,” Turk-
ish Prime Minister Binali Yildirim 
said earlier in October. “We are 
watching very carefully.” Ankara 
is also concerned that the Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK), which is 
fighting for Kurdish self-rule in Tur-
key, may try to create a power base 
around Mosul.

The Turkish-Iraqi spat has left 
the United States, which sees both 
countries as important allies in the 
fight against ISIS, in a quandary. 
Washington says decisions about 
the Mosul offensive are up to Iraq 
but acknowledges Turkey’s legiti-
mate concerns. During visits to An-
kara and Baghdad, Carter said both 
sides had agreed in principle to 
allow Turkish participation in the 
Mosul campaign. However, just a 
day later, Abadi made it clear that 
he did not want Turkish participa-
tion.

“The US has a tightrope to walk 
here,” Beverley Milton-Edwards, a 
Brookings Doha Center visiting fel-
low, wrote in response to e-mailed 
questions from The Arab Weekly. 
“On the one hand it needs to keep 
Turkey — its NATO ally — in the 
tent but on the other it has swung 
decisively behind the government 
of Haider al-Abadi in Iraq’s mission 
to get rid of ISIS-controlled areas of 
the country.”

Some observers say tensions be-
tween Ankara and Baghdad could 
lead to a military confrontation 
that would weaken or even derail 
the Mosul campaign against ISIS. 
“There is danger of a war within a 
war that could damage the pros-
pects for retaking and stabilising 
Mosul,” Zalmay Khalilzad, a former 
US ambassador to Iraq, wrote in the 
National Interest.

“Ankara is concerned not just 
about Mosul proper but also about 
the surrounding area, where Iran 
would like to establish an outpost at 
the junction of the Iraqi, Syrian and 

Turkish Kurdish regions,” Khalilzad 
wrote. “The Turks believe Iran is 
seeking a land corridor to the Medi-
terranean shores of Syria and Leba-
non for which Mosul would present 
the shortest route from Iran — an 
outcome they want to block.”

Milton-Edwards said she doubt-
ed that the Turkish-Iraqi row could 
seriously weaken the attack on 
Mosul. “It may hamper it but the 
government of Haider al-Abadi in 
Baghdad is supported by powerful 
external allies united in a determi-
nation to oust ISIS,” she wrote.

The clash over who has the say in 
Mosul once ISIS is gone reveals the 
fears of the various players, Milton-

Edwards added, writing: “Mosul is 
indicative of the concern not only 
by Iraq but other regional powers 
of fragility in spaces where gov-
ernance is weak and is exploited 
by groups like ISIS. This presents 
a major security threat not just to 
Iraq but other regional state actors 
including Turkey, Iran, Syria and 
Gulf states.”

Mosul is not the only place where 
conflicting interests of US partners 
in the region are creating trouble. 
Turkey’s military and Turkish-
backed rebels have been fighting 
ISIS and Kurdish militias in north-
ern Syria since late August. Ankara 
is concerned that Kurdish gains 

there could lead to the creation of 
an independent Kurdish state. US 
State Department spokesman John 
Kirby warned Turkey not to give 
“oxygen” to ISIS by attacking the 
Syrian Kurds, US allies in the fight 
against the jihadists.

Despite the warning, Cavusoglu 
said Ankara would not hesitate to 
send more troops into Iraq if it felt 
threatened by developments there. 
“If there is a threat against Turkey, 
we will use all our capabilities, in-
cluding a ground operation,” he 
said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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T 

he revolution will not be 
televised, American jazz 
musician Gil Scott-Heron 
famously said, it will be 
live. As for the Mosul of-

fensive in Iraq, it seems that it will 
be live-streamed to smartphones.

The live-streaming of the Mosul 
offensive, which analysts say could 
last months, is a first for digital war 
coverage and has raised questions 
about the intersection between 
news and entertainment.

Major news networks such as 
Al Jazeera and Britain’s Channel 
4 have faced criticism for live-
streaming the offensive, which 
aims to push the Islamic State (ISIS) 
out of Iraq.

“The battle for Mosul live-stream 
has become reality TV for the so-
cial media generation,” Al Jazeera’s 
Alexander Lerche posted on Twit-
ter. On the third day of the Mosul 
offensive, Channel 4’s Facebook 
live-stream of the Mosul offen-
sive had been accessed more than 
500,000 times.

“We wanted to bring one of the 
most significant stories of our time 
to our viewers as it happened. 
Given the nature of conflict, we 
are cautious and vigilant that the 
material is appropriate at all times 

and have measures in place to stop 
the stream when necessary,” digital 
editor of Channel 4 News Jon Lau-
rence told the Guardian.

“We apply the same editorial 
standards to Facebook Lives that 
we do to our award-winning pro-
gramme and that means ensuring 

that they are effectively supervised 
at all times.”

The actual livestream is being 
carried out on the ground by local 
Kurdish news stations Rudaw and 
Kurdistan 24, switching between 
fixed camera positions, reporters 
and camera crews. It is less clear 

what measures those channels 
have in place to restrict or censor 
content before broadcast, whether 
in terms of not providing real-time 
intelligence to ISIS or not broad-
casting people being killed as it 
happens.

A lively debate features in the 
comments section alongside the 
live images touching on a variety of 
issues and topics, from the expect-
ed insults hurled among support-
ers of the Turks, Kurds and Arabs to 
jokes about the similarity between 
the Hungarian and Kurdish flags to 
Lord of the Rings references.

Rudaw, in particular, has sought 
to become the “leading source of 
news and recognisable brand” of 
the Mosul offensive, deploying ten 
camera crews to cover the war. “If 
CNN took the news of the Gulf War 
into every household, Rudaw took 
the Mosul battle to every hand-
held device across the globe,” 
boasted Hemin Lihony, head of 
Rudaw’s digital media.

In an opinion article on the 
Rudaw website headlined Rudaw: 
A pioneer in war coverage through 
Livestream, Lihony confirmed that 
the Mosul offensive was being re-
ported in a different way from any 
previous conflict thanks to new 
technology, particularly lives-
tream.

Rudaw has said it was committed 
to not censoring the livestream, 
whatever happens. Even when a 

Rudaw camera crew embedded 
with Kurdish peshmerga fight-
ers came under attack by an ISIS 
car bomb, the stream kept rolling. 
“With racing hearts and trembling 
hands, we were glued to the screen, 
wondering if we were going to see 
the death of our own colleagues 
live on TV,” Lihony recounted.

“The car bomb reached them and 
detonated. The screen was covered 
in dust and our reporter went si-
lent… The smoke cleared and soon 
we saw our crew safe and sound. 
Without a moment’s pause, they 
restarted their live coverage.”

“In this battle we broke tradi-
tional coverage of news. Our view-
ers watched the battle live on air 
[at] the same time as our camera-
men and studio crews behind the 
scene,” he added.

As for the ethics of watching 
scenes of death and destruction, 
Rudaw’s YouTube viewers are san-
guine. “I don’t know if it’s ethical 
but it’s cool,” responded one view-
er in the comments section before 
returning to a discussion about 
possible troop movements.
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Image grab taken from the Kurdish media network Rudaw’s 
livestream of the Mosul offensive showing a front-line reporter 
interviewing peshmerga fighters.
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