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Baghdad

T 

hey have braved mortars 
and sniper fire making 
their way through the 
desert past wreckage and 
the bodies of friends and 

neighbours. Families fleeing villag-
es in the outskirts of Mosul, where 
Iraqi forces backed by the US-led 
coalition are fighting to retake the 
Islamic State-controlled city, ar-
rived at refugee camps exhausted 
and stripped of their belongings.

“We had to walk for two long 
days amid great fear, shelling and 
lack of water and food. I was ter-
rified by the idea that I could lose 
a member of my family, especially 
my elderly father, who almost col-
lapsed on the way, without the 
help of other fleeing families,” said 
Mohamad, who arrived with his 
family of seven at Khazir refugee 
camp near Erbil in Iraq’s Kurdistan.

The 35-year-old farmer, who 
spoke on condition of using a pseu-
donym, fled his village of Kokajli, 
east of Mosul, although it has been 
liberated from the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

“Heavy bombardment and con-
tinuous shelling by ISIS artillery 
forced us to leave our homes oth-
erwise we would have been killed 
like scores of innocent civilians,” 
Mohamad said.

His self-proclaimed “odyssey 
of suffering” is similar to that of 
thousands of families who have 

swarmed refugee camps on Kurd-
istan’s border since the battle for 
Mosul started a month ago.

Amer Kassem, 41, was also dis-
placed from Kokajli but, unlike 
Mohamad, was ordered to leave by 
Iraqi security forces. “We were sur-
prised by the decision to deport us 
to refugee camps under the pretext 
that we are not original inhabitants 
of Kokajli. My family (of eight) and 
I have suffered from repeated dis-
placement since we fled our native 
town of Bartala (east of Mosul) in 
2014,” he said.

Kassem had been settled in Koka-
jli for ten days when the offensive 
to retake Mosul began. “We have 
not seen a moment of stability for 
the past two years, and now this,” 
he said “Life in the camp is very dif-
ficult. Conditions are unbearable 
and they will become even worse 
with the beginning of winter.”

Humanitarian groups warned 
before the assault on Mosul began 
that as many as 1 million people 
could be displaced and that the 
camps were unprepared because 
of a lack of funding. More than 
54,000 people have fled Mosul, the 
United Nations said, but more than 
1 million others are believed to be 
trapped in the besieged city, Iraq’s 
second largest, which ISIS forces 
are desperately defending.

Khazir and the nearby Has-
san Sham camp house more than 
21,000 refugees but, with Iraqi 
forces pushing deeper into Mosul, 
the number of families streaming 
in is expected to increase, said Raz-
kar Obaid, the official in charge of 
the refugee camps in the Erbil area.

“Some 4,000 families, mostly 
from the suburbs of Mosul, have 
arrived in Khazir and Hassan Sham, 
which have 6,000 and 7,000 tents, 
respectively. Medical teams and ten 
ambulances are placed on standby 
to assist wounded refugees reach-
ing the camps,” Obaid said.

The displaced families are being 

allowed into the camps where they 
are assigned tents after undergoing 
a security check.

“Their papers are examined thor-
oughly to prevent infiltration by 
ISIS members,” Obaid said.

“The situation is simply tragic,” 
said a social activist who asked 
to be identified as Alaa. “Most 
families got out of Mosul leaving 
all their belongings behind. They 
need essential assistance, includ-
ing warm clothing and heating 
material to protect them from cold 
and sickness. Aid offered by inter-
national organisations and gov-
ernment agencies is not sufficient 
to meet the needs in the camps, 
which lack basic services,” he said.

Iraqi Minister of Migration and 
Displacement Jassim Mohammed 
al-Jaff warned that the humanitari-
an crisis threatens the lives of thou-
sands of refugees, pointing out that 
the average number of people dis-
placed daily from Mosul and its en-
virons, Hawija and Kirkuk is about 
1,853, with the number is expected 
to rise to 500,000 by the end of mil-
itary operations.

Complaining about the lack of 
funds to face Iraq’s biggest hu-
manitarian crisis to date, Jaff said 
in recent press statements that 
his ministry was severely cash-
strapped with less than $30,000 in 
its coffers.

MP Raad al-Dahlaki, head of the 

parliament committee on migra-
tion and displacement, said about 
1.3 million people have been reset-
tled in their homes in the provinces 
of Diyala, Anbar and Saladin since 
the beginning of 2015 but a large 
number could not return to their 
villages because of the absence of 
basic services.

As the battle rages for Mosul, 
the UN refugee agency is proceed-
ing with the construction of more 
camps to house the swelling num-
ber of refugees.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.
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I 

raqi forces are meeting stiff 
resistance from Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants in Mosul, offi-
cials said as the operation to 
recapture the city enters its 

second month.
Iraqi special forces said they 

control significant pockets in the 
Zahra, Qadisiya, Tahrir and Gog-
jali neighbourhoods. The territory, 
however, covers less than 1/10th of 
the city’s area.

Iraq has mobilised a 
100,000-strong coalition of Iraqi 
government forces, Kurdish fight-
ers and Shia militias to take on the 
estimated 5,000 ISIS fighters inside 
Mosul.

The US-led coalition has 
launched more than 4,000 air 
strikes during the past month, 
mainly around Mosul, and pro-
vided Iraqi forces with surveillance 
and intelligence. The United States 
has also deployed Apache attack 
helicopters to support Iraqi troops 
engaged in urban warfare in east-
ern Mosul.

Iranian-backed militias an-
nounced the capture of an airbase 
in Tal Afar west of Mosul, as part of 
their campaign to seal off the route 
between the Syrian and Iraqi parts 
of ISIS territory.

The tempo of the operations 
has been slow as Iraqi forces have 
had to deal with several counter-

attacks from ISIS fighters employ-
ing tunnels to suddenly appear be-
hind advancing forces, suicide car 
bombs, snipers and small units of 
fighters left behind to fight to the 
death.

Hundreds of thousands of civil-
ians remain in the city and Iraqi 
officers said they worry that ISIS 
supporters among the civilians are 
helping the group.

“We’ve cleared the territory (in 
the Zahra district) of fighters but 
some of the civilians still support 
Daesh,” Iraqi special forces Major 
Ahmed Mamouri said using the 
Arabic acronym for ISIS.

In fights against ISIS in Ramadi 
and Falluja, Iraqi ground forces 
emptied entire cities of their civil-
ian populations, simplifying the 
battlefield. Iraqi authorities have 
declined to give a timeline for re-
capture of the whole of Mosul, but 
the fight is likely to last months. 
Iraqi authorities have not pub-
lished a casualty toll for the cam-
paign, whether for security forces, 
civilians or ISIS fighters.

Since the operation began on Oc-
tober 17th, nearly 57,000 civilians 
around northern Iraq have been 
forced from their homes, UN offi-
cials said. Inside Mosul, thousands 
remain in neighbourhoods retaken 
by government forces. The figure 
does not include the thousands 
of people rounded up in villages 
around Mosul and forced to accom-
pany ISIS fighters to cover their re-
treat towards the city.

“We are working as quickly as 
we can and in close coordination 
with Iraqi authorities to help some 
of the most at-risk people in the 
world,” UN humanitarian coordina-
tor Lise Grande said in a statement.

Most of the first weeks of fighting 
were in sparsely populated areas 
outside the city but forces are now 
pushing into heavily built-up areas 

where aid delivery is complicated.
“With military operations immi-

nent in densely populated sections 
of Mosul city, humanitarians are in-
creasingly worried about the ability 
of families impacted by the conflict 
to reach safety and assistance,” the 
United Nations said in a statement.

The autonomous Kurdistan Re-
gional Government (KRG) suggest-
ed it would try to expand the area 
it rules in northern Iraq to include 
surrounding villages and towns 
captured by Kurdish fighters from 
ISIS and possibly the oil-rich region 
of Kirkuk.

Kurdish peshmerga forces “will 
not retreat from areas retaken” 

from Islamic State militants in Iraq, 
KRG President Masoud Barzani 
said, Rudaw TV reported.

Barzani’s comment angered the 
central government in Baghdad, 
which opposes any plans to expand 
the Kurdish autonomous area.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi’s office said there was agree-
ment between the government and 
the Kurds that provides for their 
“withdrawal to the places they 
held before the start of the libera-
tion operations”.

However, it said the agreement 
did not cover territory taken by 
peshmerga fighters from ISIS forc-
es between 2014 and the start of 

the Mosul campaign last month, 
which includes the contested re-
gion of Kirkuk.

On the sidelines of a climate con-
ference in Morocco, Iraqi President 
Fuad Masum said ISIS would be 
“wiped out” in Mosul, but did not 
say exactly when that would hap-
pen.

“Specifying a timeline is difficult 
because there are always surprises 
in wars,” he said, speaking about 
Mosul. “I think that even if it takes 
another month or two, in the end, 
ISIS will be wiped out militarily.”
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An Iraqi police officer frisks men rounded up by the Special Forces’ second division as they check 
their identity in Mosul’s eastern district of Karkukli on November 18th.                                                   (AFP) 
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Iraq has mobilised a 
100,000-strong 
coalition to take on 
the estimated 5,000 
ISIS fighters.

Iraqi men who just arrived to the Hasan Shami camp carry their belongings after f leeing fighting 
around Mosul, on November 14th.                                                                                                                            (AFP) 

As the battle rages 
for Mosul, the UN 
refugee agency is 
proceeding with the 
construction of more 
camp.
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