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raqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi said he anticipates the 
United States’ incoming Trump 
administration to grant Iraq 
more logistical support in its 

war against the Islamic State (ISIS).
“In my telephone call with Pres-

ident-elect [Donald] Trump, he as-
sured me that US support will not 
only continue but it is going to be 
increased,” Abadi said in an inter-
view November 28th with the Asso-
ciated Press.

“Over the last two years, we have 
seen ups and downs in the support 
of the US to Iraq,” said Abadi, noting 
that at times “the support was very 
slow, very painful, not adequate 
[but] later on I think it was devel-
oped”.

Abadi added: “I think I am going 
to be looking forward to more US 
support at this time.”

He said he hoped to see a “major 
part of” the city of Mosul recap-
tured from ISIS by the end of 2016. 
“I don’t put a timeline on it [the lib-
eration of Mosul], but I hope that a 
major part of the city will be in the 
hands of the Iraqi security forces 
this year,” he said.

Abadi said ISIS fighters lack the 
courage to put up long-term resist-
ance in Mosul, despite unleashing 
hundreds of car bombs that have 
killed and maimed Iraqi soldiers.

“We have seen the whole organi-
sation collapsing in terms of stand-
ing in the face of our own armed 
forces,” Abadi said. “The success of 
liberating a huge area indicates that 
Daesh does not have the guts now 
or the motivation to fight as they 
were doing before,” he said, using 
the Arabic acronym for ISIS.

Abadi said Mosul was encircled 
and that the speed with which the 
area was secured surpassed his ex-
pectations. He declined to say how 
many Iraqi troops have been killed 
since the operation began in Octo-
ber but said the rate of battlefield 
losses was “sustainable”.

Since Abadi took office two years 
ago, Iraqi forces have retaken more 
than half of the territory ISIS held 
at the height of its power when the 
militants controlled about one-third 
of the country.

Mosul is the last urban stronghold 
ISIS holds in Iraq and liberating it 
would lead to the group’s demise 
as its ability to recruit foreign fight-
ers and attract financing dries up, 
Abadi said.

“This is like a snake. If you hit it 
in the middle or the tail, it’s no use. 
I have to hit it on the head,” he said. 
“And the head of this terrorist or-
ganisation is Mosul. If I remove Mo-
sul from them, this is a huge blow… 
to its efforts to recruit young peo-
ple from different countries of the 
world.”

Under Abadi, Shia militia forces, 
which have been accused by inter-
national human rights groups of 
committing abuses against civil-
ians, have grown increasingly pow-
erful.

Abadi acknowledged that some 

Shia militia fighters, who are fight-
ing ISIS under the banner of the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), 
have been guilty of atrocities against 
civilians. “Any time I hear there is a 
violation or abuse, I immediately 
start an investigation into it. My role 
is not to cover up for the crimes of 
others,” he said.

Iraqi special forces fighting ISIS 
on the eastern side of Mosul have 
retaken 19 neighbourhoods from 
the militant group since the battle 
for the city began.

Brigadier-General Haider Fadhil 
of the special forces told the As-
sociated Press his men were about 
4km from the Tigris river, which 
slices the city in half. He said the 
19 neighbourhoods constituted less 
than 30% of the part of the city east 
of the Tigris.

Already suffering from a severe 
lack of food and electricity, civil-
ians in Iraq’s second city are also 
running out of drinkable water, 
said Lise Grande, UN humanitarian 
coordinator in Iraq. Up to 500,000 
civilians in Mosul are facing a “cata-
strophic” drinking water shortage, 
the United Nations warned.

Since the launch of the assault 
on October 17th, more than 70,000 
people have fled the fighting but 
more than 1 million people are esti-
mated to remain in the city, includ-
ing about 600,000 in the eastern 
neighbourhoods.

Abdelkarim al-Obeidi, the secre-
tary-general of the local civil society 
organisation Mosul People Gather-
ing, warned of a “humanitarian dis-
aster” in the making.

“The government as well as aid 

organisations must step up and of-
fer assistance to the people, espe-
cially those families forced to drink 
water from the wells that is not fit 
for drinking,” he said.

At a hospital in the village of Gog-
jali on the eastern outskirts of Mo-
sul, a medical source said civilians 
were arriving with “cases of diar-
rhoea and intestinal cramps, espe-
cially among children”.

While it was unclear what had 
caused the water shortage, some 
residents blamed the US-led coa-
lition backing Iraqi forces in the 
assault, saying its warplanes had 
damaged the main pipeline that de-
livers water from the western side 
of the city.
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Turkey could have been a game changer in Mosul

I
t was in June 2014 when the 
Islamic State (ISIS) stormed 
the northern Iraqi city of 
Mosul. The fall of the city 
came as a shock because the 
Iraqi Army did not quite 

resist the vastly outnumbered 
militants.

More than two years later, 
US President Barack Obama 
decided that it was time to retake 
Mosul, ISIS’s last stronghold 
in Iraq, before leaving office in 
January 2017. Even though there 
are dozens of countries in the 
coalition to strike ISIS with fighter 
jets, the United States put faith 
in the Iraqi Army and Kurdish 
peshmerga forces on the ground.

Questions were asked about 
whether the Iraqi Army and the 
peshmerga would be sufficient 
in the battlefield. Sectarian and 
ethnic differences were also a 
matter of discussion.

Despite the risk, the United 
States spearheaded the air strikes 
in the Mosul operation, which 
began October 17th. Nearly two 
months into the offensive, the 
Iraqi Army is still on the outskirts 
of the city. It has reportedly 
suffered heavy losses in the face 
of ISIS suicide attacks, improvised 
explosive devices and land mines.

US and Iraqi officials have 
noted on a number of occasions 
that the Mosul operation has met 
difficulties. It is not a surprise 
to anyone that the Iraqi Army’s 
offensive has been going slowly.

A peshmerga commander told 
me on the front lines near Bashiqa 
in October that it “could take 
more than a year” to recapture 
Mosul.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi, who is a vehement 
opponent of Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, has 
repeatedly turned down Turkish 
offers to help the cause. Turkey 
reportedly has several hundred 
special forces stationed in the 
area, which recently led to a 
diplomatic crisis with Baghdad.

Abadi called the Turkish 
presence an invasion, urging 
a swift withdrawal. Erdogan 
rebuffed the calls, saying that 
Abadi had requested the Turkish 
presence in Iraq years ago.

Looking at the arguable failure 
of the Iraqi Army so far, one 
could contend that highly trained 
Turkish troops could have been 
a game changer in the Mosul 
offensive. Why turn down having 
additional and more experienced 
ground forces fighting ISIS?

We have seen how Turkey has 
been successful in clearing many 
areas in Syria of any ISIS presence. 
Why not try to repeat that — even 
partially — in Iraq? With the 
approval of the Iraqi government, 
such an operation could be even 
more successful.

The former governor of Mosul, 
Atheel al-Nujaifi, told me in 
Erbil in October that the people 
of Mosul “trust Turkey more 
than any other actor” to provide 
security and peace. Why say no to 
having Turkish forces, which are 
trusted by many among Mosul’s 
population?

We have seen how with Turkish 
backing, peshmerga fighters 
managed to liberate Bashiqa from 
ISIS. Why not try that elsewhere?

The Turkish government 
wanted to take part in the Mosul 
offensive. That being said, 
Erdogan apparently believes that 
Turkey should sit at the table to 
decide the fate of Mosul after the 
city is liberated.

A place at the table is crucial 
for Ankara because it fears that a 
sectarian conflict will emerge in 
Mosul if Shia militias take control 
of the city. As many as 30,000 
Shia fighters could enter Mosul.

The Iraqi government could 
have benefited greatly from 
Turkish cooperation on the 
ground; however, it missed the 
chance. There is now a chance 
for Abadi. He can overcome 
his differences of opinion with 
Erdogan and let Ankara help free 
Mosul and keep its people safe.

Yunus Paksoy is an 
Istanbul-based Turkish journalist 
who covered the wars in Syria 
and Iraq.
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