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As ISIS reels in Mosul siege, Baghdadi urges ‘grand jihad’
James Bruce

Beirut

A

s Islamic State (ISIS) is
under siege in Mosul,
its last urban stronghold in Iraq, its leader,
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi,
is trying to rally his fighters to fight
a “grand jihad” to the death.
“This… total war and the great
jihad that the Islamic State is fighting today only increases our firm
belief, God willing, and our conviction that all this is a prelude to
victory,” the self-proclaimed ISIS
caliph said in an audio recording
released on November 3rd, his
first such address since December
26th, 2015.
But it was not clear from the
31-minute
recording
whether
Baghdadi was in Mosul alongside
his estimated 6,000 jihadist fighters as he ordered them, outnumbered at least 10-1, to fight to the
last man.
A Western intelligence source
said on November 3rd that Baghdadi was no longer thought to be
in Mosul. The US military said
Baghdadi and his close aides had
fled to Syria. If those reports are
accurate, jihadist morale may be
dwindling.
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The jihadists have had two years
to prepare for the biggest military
operation since they overran a
third of the country in the summer
of 2014 and proclaimed a new Islamic caliphate.
ISIS fighters, including foreign
volunteers, are putting up stiff resistance against a 60,000-strong
force, an eclectic mix of two US-

supported Iraqi Army divisions,
Kurdish peshmerga fighters and
Iranian-backed Iraqi Shia militias,
with the United States providing
air cover.
It is difficult to gauge the morale
of the ISIS fighters entrenched in
the city, the symbolic capital of
the ISIS caliphate. Front line reports indicate they are fighting
hard, making the attacking force

ISIS is said to have
foiled at least two
plots by fighters who
planned to defect.
pay heavily for its steady advance.
The jihadists have built elaborate defences: A maze of concrete
barricades in the narrow streets,
a network of tunnels and booby
traps. All of Mosul’s five bridges
across the Tigris river have been
wired with explosives.
ISIS suicide attacks and flank
assaults are taking a heavy toll.
The estimated 1 million civilians
remaining in the battered city
are used as human shields to prevent air strikes. Mass graves have
been discovered by the advancing
troops.
UN human rights spokeswoman
Ravina Shamdasani said on November 8th that ISIS fighters have
moved 1,500 families and 300 captured Iraqi soldiers to around Mosul airport. “They’re either intended to be used as human shields
or, depending on their perceived
affiliations, killed,” she warned.
The importance of Mosul is reflected in the stand ISIS seems to
be making there, something it did
not do in other Iraqi cities which
have been liberated, such as Falluja and Ramadi.
Before the Mosul battle began,
civilians there reported the jihadists were getting jumpy — making
sweeps to uncover mobile phones
and other communications equipment that could be used to pass on
intelligence.
There were reports in mid-Oc-

A Yazidi woman fighting with the Kurdish peshmerga forces sits next to rifles in the town of Bashiqa,
after it was recaptured from ISIS, east of Mosul, on November 10th.
(Reuters)
tober from residents and Iraqi security officials that ISIS had foiled
at least two plots by fighters who
planned to defect. The first, apparently discovered around October
4th, was reportedly led by a jihadist commander, identified as an
aide to Baghdadi. Fifty-eight people were reportedly executed by
drowning.
The US military could not confirm the attempted defections but
the accounts jibed with reports
of growing desertions from ISIS
in Iraq and Syria, including the
northern city of Raqqa, the caliphate’s capital.
Possibly most dismaying for ISIS
was the capture on October 16th of
the small, militarily insignificant
town of Dabiq on the fertile plains

of northern Syria by Turkishbacked rebels. The Britain-based
Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights, which monitors the Syrian
war, said ISIS abandoned the town
even though it had recently deployed 1,200 fighters there. They
apparently fled to Raqqa.
Dabiq, held by ISIS since August
2014, has immense symbolic value
for the jihadists. It lies at the core of
the group’s doctrine, as the Prophet Mohammad is believed to have
said the town would be the site of a
religious Armageddon in which an
Islamic army would triumph over
one from “Rome”, the heartland of
Christianity in the eighth century
when Islam emerged.
This would signal the arrival of
the Mahdi, the Islamic messiah.

The jihadists boasted their control
of the dusty town of 3,000 inhabitants was a sign of divine providence.
After Dabiq fell, opponents on
social media taunted the jihadists with a fake media release announcing that “due to unforeseen
circumstances, the apocalypse at
Dabiq will be postponed until further notice”.
The loss of Dabiq strips ISIS of
an important tool in its propaganda campaign to legitimise its
cause among Muslims and attract
recruits.
“ISIS is collapsing,” observed
Iraqi analyst Hisham al-Hashemi,
a specialist on the group. “Dabiq
is so important to morale and to
their religious outlook.”

Mosul residents urged to revolt against ISIS
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raqi warplanes have reportedly
distributed flyers over Mosul urging residents to revolt
against Islamic State (ISIS) militants once they see the army
inside the city.
The message read: “Your armed
forces entered the gates of Mosul
from all sides. It fought and is fighting for you and for great Iraq. Special forces are nearby and you will
be informed about them in the right
time. Side with them and help them
fight apostate ISIS.”
“Revolt against ISIS, as their
ranks are weakened, their pride is
lost and their leaders are fleeing. It
is the right time to totally destroy
them at the hands of your armed
forces, with your help, the sons of
the city and its patient people,” the
message added.
The message followed instructions — also distributed in airdrops
— urging Mosul’s residents to stay
indoors and away from ISIS for
their own safety. The earlier flyers,
which were distributed prior to the
launch of the military offensive on
October 17th, told the residents to
get ready to revolt against ISIS.
A message from Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi in September
called on the people of Mosul “to
get rid of ISIS immediately”. Their
revolt “will make it easier for our
forces to enter [Mosul] God willing”, he told ALMawsleya TV.
Some observers said such messages endanger civilians at a time
when they are vulnerable to being

Displaced Iraqis who fled the northern city of Mosul wait to
receive food aid at al-Khazar camp on November 8th in the village
of Hasan Sham, some 40km east of Erbil. 		
(AFP)
caught in the crossfire between Iraqi forces and ISIS. According to the
UN human rights office, 40 people
were killed by ISIS for “treason and
collaboration” with Iraqi forces.
“I’m not too surprised that the
Iraqi authorities have asked largely
unarmed civilians to take on the
burden of pushing ISIS out of Mo-

sul,” said Tallha Abdulrazaq, a researcher at the University of Exeter’s Strategy and Security Institute
in England. “After all, their selfimposed deadline of three weeks
to properly enter the city has long
elapsed with the only solid ground
under their feet being in Kokjali,
just outside of eastern Mosul, and

not part of Mosul.”
Iraq’s elite forces said they had
resumed the offensive against ISIS
in the streets of Mosul “after a few
days of quiet”. They said they met
stronger-than-expected resistance
but they are holding onto the six
neighbourhoods they seized.
Iraqi Shia militias, known as the
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF),
continue their advance on the town
of Tal Afar, to cut off Mosul’s western supply routes from Syria.
Iraq’s Kurdish peshmerga fighters, however, said their military
goals have been completed. “According to the plan we set with the
unity government, the peshmerga
has now accomplished all the goals
set for it,” Jabbar Yawar, secretarygeneral of the Kurds’ peshmerga
ministry, told Agence FrancePresse.
A local Kurdish chief, Major-General Jamal Weis, also speaking to
AFP, said: “If the peshmerga enters
an area and liberates it, it will stay
with the peshmerga.”
The International Organisation
for Migration said nearly 48,000
people have fled their homes since
the military operation began to recapture the city, which is host to
more than 1 million people. Human
rights groups have documented
abuses allegedly committed by
ISIS, Shia militias, Iraqi government forces and peshmerga, as well
as Arab Sunni tribal fighters.
Amnesty International called
on Iraqi authorities to urgently investigate incidents in which it said
residents in villages south of Mosul
were tortured and extrajudicially
executed.
“Men in Federal Police uniform

have carried out multiple unlawful
killings, apprehending and then deliberately killing in cold blood residents in villages south of Mosul. In
some cases the residents were tortured before they were shot dead
execution-style,” Lynn Maalouf,
deputy director for research at Amnesty International’s Beirut Regional Office, said in a release.
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“Without effective measures to
suppress and punish serious violations, there is a real risk that we
could see war crimes of this kind
repeated in other Iraqi villages and
towns during the Mosul offensive,”
Maalouf said.
There are growing concerns that
ISIS will be using more chemical
weapons once their leaders feel
cornered.
“ISIS attacks using toxic chemicals show a brutal disregard for human life and the laws of war,” said
Lama Fakih, Human Rights Watch’s
deputy Middle East director. “As
ISIS fighters flee, they have been
repeatedly attacking and endangering the civilians they left behind,
increasing concerns for residents of
Mosul and other contested areas.”
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