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ISIS suicide attack kills dozens of pilgrims in Iraq
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Wary Sunni Arabs search for a place in a shifting Iraq
John Davison

Near Bashiqa

W 

hen Kurdish forces 
began rounding up 
his relatives and 
friends, 23-year-old 
Iraqi Omar Abdallah 

fled with his pregnant wife and four 
brothers to Mosul. At the time, life 
under Islamic State (ISIS) seemed 
preferable for the Sunni Arab to in-
definite detention.

That was shortly after ISIS cap-
tured large areas of northern Iraq in 
the summer of 2014.

Now, Abdallah, his wife, Maha, 
and their two infant children have 
fled again. They huddle in the de-
sert a short distance north-east of 
Mosul, where government forces, 
Kurdish fighters and Shia militias 
are fighting to drive out ISIS.

The family is waiting with hun-
dreds of others near the town of 
Bashiqa to cross a trench dug by 
Kurdish peshmerga forces.

“We timed our escape well,” Ab-
dallah said, explaining how the 
family moved from central Mosul to 
a relative’s home on the outskirts.

“When Iraqi forces recaptured 
the area, we left. Now we just want 
to go home,” he said.

But their hometown of Sheikhan 
is in an area controlled by the au-
tonomous Kurdistan Regional Gov-
ernment since 2003. It lies on the 
other side of the trench and a long 
earthen wall that the Kurds erected 
recently to mark their expanded 
territory — and could become a per-
manent new boundary.

Abdallah and his family are 

among thousands of Sunni Arabs 
struggling to find their place in an 
Iraq whose boundaries are shifting 
along ethnic lines, even before the 
anticipated defeat of ISIS.

With Iraq torn by sectarian strife, 
many Sunni Arabs fleeing Mosul 
now fear persecution for being per-
ceived to support ISIS.

Having experienced ISIS rule for 
two years, Abdallah denies sympa-
thising with the group that he calls 
by its Arabic acronym, Daesh. “Liv-
ing in Mosul, I kept my head down, 
grew my beard long and worked as 
a fruit seller. I tried to avoid any 
contact with members of Daesh,” 
he said.

Nevertheless, Kurdish suspicions 
mean the family has found its way 
home blocked, at least for now.

“The peshmerga have searched 
people here in case there are Daesh 
fighters hiding among us. We all ar-
rived this morning. They haven’t 
told us when we’ll be allowed to 
cross,” he said.

Abdallah said one of his broth-
ers had spent 13 months detained 

without charge by Kurdish authori-
ties on suspicion of supporting 
ISIS.

“After Daesh, the peshmerga be-
gan a crackdown,” he said, holding 
his 6-month-old son Ali in the back 
of their pickup truck. The vehicle 
was piled with blankets, clothes 
and what belongings they man-
aged to salvage.

“It’s possible I’ll be arrested 
now, especially having lived under 
Daesh, but that’s a risk I’m will-
ing to take to get home,” he said. 
“My parents have never seen their 
grandchildren. They call every day 
asking after Ali and Aboudi.”

Dozens of families, mostly Sunni 
Arabs, sat patiently in their cars or 
on tarpaulins in the dust waiting to 
cross into Kurdish-held territory.

Aid worker David Eubank, who 
has helped to ferry hundreds of 
displaced people to camps every 
night for several days, said they 
would probably be allowed to cross 
after dark and taken to camps or for 
further security and background 
checks.

Meanwhile peshmerga fighters 
provided some medical treatment 
to children, and distributed boxes 
of food sent by an international aid 
group.

Abdallah is relieved to have es-
caped harsh ISIS rule but remains 
apprehensive. “In Europe, if a mi-
grant from Syria or Iraq blows him-
self up in a terrorist attack there 
is a backlash against all migrants. 
Here, with the Kurds and Arab 
Daesh sympathisers, it’s the same,” 
he said.

ISIS has carried out numerous 
atrocities, including against Kurds, 
Shias and Sunnis.

Abdallah said a neighbour and a 
friend had been expelled by Kurd-
ish authorities on allegations of 
being ISIS supporters. “I also know 
people — Arabs — whose homes or 
villages have been destroyed,” he 
added.

Kurdish fighters were recently 
accused by a human rights group 
of unlawfully destroying Arab 
homes in areas they captured from 
ISIS between 2014 and May 2016, a 

charge Kurdish authorities deny.
Abdallah said such reports had in 

some cases driven Sunni Arabs into 
the arms of ISIS, which claims to be 
their protector.

With Kurdish leaders vowing 
to hold onto areas the peshmerga 
have seized from ISIS and Shia mi-
litias also making gains, he worries 
about the future of Mosul.“We’re 
scared that the Shia militias will 
come into the city, kill men and 
rape women,” he said, echoing 
Sunni fears of revenge attacks. Shia 
militias were accused this year of 
torturing Sunni civilians in areas 
they helped to recapture.

Iraq’s government has tried to 
ease fears of sectarian bloodshed, 
saying the army and the police will 
be the only forces allowed to enter 
Mosul.

With no sign they would be 
crossing before nightfall, the fami-
lies began to wrap up in coats and 
hats as the temperature dropped 
and the sun set over Mosul.
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A 

suicide bombing killed 
about 100 Shia pilgrims, 
most of them Iranians, 
in the village of Shomali, 
near Hilla city, about 

100km south-east of Baghdad.
The huge truck bomb blast ripped 

through a petrol station where 
packed buses returning from the Ar-
baeen commemoration in Karbala 
were parked, officials said.

The Islamic State (ISIS), which is 
fighting to defend its Mosul strong-
hold in northern Iraq, claimed re-
sponsibility for the attack.

The Joint Operations Command 
in Baghdad issued a statement 
saying the truck was packed with 
ammonium nitrate, a chemical 
compound used in many explosive 
devices.

Iraq had deployed about 25,000 
members of the security forces in 
and around Karbala, home to the 
mausoleum of Imam Hussein, to 
protect the pilgrims from a feared 
ISIS attack.

Earlier this week, Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi visited 
Karbala, where he lavishly praised 
the country’s security forces for 
protecting the pilgrims.

ISIS, which is losing ground in 
Mosul, has carried out a series of 
high-profile diversionary attacks 

since Iraqi forces launched a huge 
offensive to retake the city on Octo-
ber 17th.

Elite forces are now battling ISIS 
in the neighbourhood of al-Khadra, 
in eastern Mosul, seeking to regain 
momentum in their five-week-old 
offensive.

The US-led coalition also bombed 
bridges over the Tigris river that 
splits Mosul in two, reducing ISIS’s 
ability to resupply the eastern front.

“It is extraordinarily tough fight-
ing, just brutal, but there is an in-
evitability to it. The Iraqis are going 
to beat them,” coalition spokesman 
Colonel John Dorrian told Agence 
France-Presse.

ISIS fighters moving in an intri-
cate network of tunnels have used 
drones, snipers, booby traps and a 
seemingly endless supply of suicide 
car bombers in an attempt to stop 
Iraqi forces.

The Iraqi military estimates there 
are 5,000 to 6,000 ISIS militants 
in Mosul facing a 100,000-strong 
coalition of Iraqi government units, 
Kurdish peshmerga and Iranian-
backed Shia militias known as Pop-
ular Mobilisation Forces (PMF).

The authorities have not released 
casualty figures since the start of 
the offensive.

In the past few days, Iraqi forces 
have cut off the main supply line 
running from Mosul to the western 
border with Syria, where ISIS still 
controls the city of Raqqa.

The PMF have focused their op-
erations on Tal Afar, a large town 
still held by ISIS west of Mosul. Iraqi 
Kurdish and the PMF agreed to co-
ordinate movements after cutting 
off Mosul from the rest of the terri-
tory held by ISIS.

“The joining of these forces great-

ly reduces the freedom of move-
ment of ISIL insurgents in and out 
of Mosul,” said Dorrian, using an 
alternative acronym for ISIS.

Thousands of civilians fled Tal 
Afar as the PMF closed in on the 
town, which is mostly populated by 
ethnic Turkmen. Those fleeing Tal 
Afar are Sunnis, who are a majority 
in Nineveh province in and around 
Mosul. Tal Afar also had a Shia com-
munity, which fled in 2014 when 
ISIS swept through the region.

The International Organisation 
for Migration said on November 
24th that about 76,000 people had 
been displaced since military opera-
tions began on October 17th.

A few of them have returned to 
their homes in retaken areas, but 
Iraqi forces have slapped a curfew 
on neighbourhoods of eastern Mo-
sul under their control.

Those who stay behind in the 
city — often too scared or unable to 
leave — are facing both danger and 
deprivation. Power lines are cut, 
gas for heating is running low and 
drinking water is nearly gone.

The only supplies people receive 
are the occasional bags of bread and 
packs of bottled water the troops 
from Iraq’s Counter-Terrorism Ser-
vice (CTS) can bring them.

But with temperatures at night 
dropping below zero Celsius, the 

thought of making the perilous 
journey out of Mosul to one of the 
sprawling camps for displaced peo-
ple can be daunting.

For humanitarian agencies, try-
ing to reach people inside the recap-
tured areas of Mosul is becoming in-
creasingly urgent.

The United Nations says it has 

been able to deliver food to about 
37,000 people, but they are on the 
very eastern fringe of the city. Aid 
agencies have urged Iraqi forces to 
ensure access or open up safe cor-
ridors.
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Iraq’s government has 
tried to ease fears of 
sectarian bloodshed.
Many Sunni Arabs 
fleeing Mosul fear 
persecution for being 
perceived to support 
ISIS.

A Sunni man who returned to his home stands next to a member of the peshmerga forces on the outskirts of Bartila east of Mosul during 
an anti-ISIS operation in Mosul, Iraq, last October.                                                                                                                                                                  (Reuters)
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