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raqi forces have retaken con-
trol of eastern Mosul from the 
Islamic State (ISIS), command-
ers said, three months after 
a huge offensive against the 

militant bastion began.
Iraqi forces entered the last 

neighbourhoods on the eastern 
side of Mosul, on the left bank of 
the Tigris river, which runs through 
the city.

Speaking at a news conference 
in Bartalla, a town east of Mosul, 
Staff General Talib al-Sheghati, 
who heads the Counter Terrorism 
Service (CTS), announced “the lib-
eration… of the left bank”.

Sheghati added that, while the 
east of the city could be considered 
under government control, work 
remained to be done to clear the 
last holdout militants.

The “important lines and impor-
tant areas are finished”, he said, 
adding that “there is only a bit of 
the northern (front) remaining”.

Sheghati said plans were being 
drawn up to retake the western part 
of the city. He did not elaborate on 
when that phase of the operation 
would begin.

The west bank of Mosul is a bit 
smaller but the streets in the Old 

City are too narrow for most mili-
tary vehicles to use.

Stiff resistance by militants, thou-
sands of civilians being trapped in 
their houses by the fighting and 
bad weather slowed the advance of 
Iraqi troops.

All the bridges across the Tigris 
in Mosul have been either blown up 
by ISIS or destroyed by US-led coa-
lition air strikes, which has made 
it difficult for ISIS to resupply its 
fighters in the city’s east.

It will also make it difficult for 
Iraqi forces to attack the right bank 
without redeploying to other fronts 
west of the river that have been 
largely static for weeks.

The operation has left more than 
148,000 people homeless, the 
United Nations said. Nearly 12,500 
people have fled their homes in the 
past week, UN officials said. More 
than 1 million people were estimat-
ed to be in Mosul in October, when 
Iraqi forces began the operation to 

retake the city.
The United Nations warned of an 

oil spill south of the Iraqi city of Mo-
sul, near the town of Qayara, which 
was retaken from ISIS in Septem-
ber. The warnings were in a report 
on environmental damage caused 
by oil fires intentionally started by 
retreating ISIS militants.

Observers said they expect the 
insurgency to continue after Mosul 
is retaken, especially if conditions 
do not improve for the area’s Sun-
nis.

More than six months after Iraqi 
forces retook Falluja, 50km west of 
Baghdad, from ISIS, reconstruction 
is slow and the government risks al-
ienating those residents who have 
returned to the city.

The Norwegian Refugee Council 
said in December that only about 
10% of homes in Falluja were in-
habitable.

Mayor Issa al-Sayer called for 
“the help of the international com-
munity to allow Falluja residents to 
live in stability”.

Baghdad promised to enable the 
speedy return of those who had 
been displaced during the recon-
quest of Falluja but the government 
is strapped for cash. The risk that 
observers warned about before the 
operation to retake Falluja started 
is that unkept promises would fuel 
a sense among Sunni residents that 
they are being marginalised by the 

government, which is dominated 
by Shia parties.

Violence and military operations 
across Iraq claimed the lives of 
more than 16,000 civilians in 2016, 
a research group said, making it one 
of the deadliest years in the country 
since the 2003 US-led invasion.

In its annual report, the London-
based Iraq Body Count reported 
that 16,361 Iraqi civilians were 
killed in 2016. The northern prov-
ince of Nineveh was the worst hit, 
with 7,431 people killed. Baghdad 
was next with 3,714 civilians killed, 
the research showed.

The report came after the United 
Nations in Iraq released a report 
that stated that 6,878 civilians were 
killed by violence in 2016.

The UN mission said the numbers 
did not include casualties among 
civilians in Iraq’s western Anbar 
province for May, July, August and 
December. It said it was hindered 
from verifying casualty numbers in 
conflict areas and from secondary 
effects of violence.
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s Shia political rivalries 
play out on various Iraqi 
provincial councils, it 
is becoming clear that 
the country’s next pro-

vincial elections will be among the 
most important — and perhaps the 
most perilous.

Iraq’s unpopular former prime 
minister Nuri al-Maliki's visit to the 
southern Iraqi provinces of May-
san, Basra and Nasiriya in Decem-
ber. Instead of being met by wel-
coming committee, he was greeted 
by thousands of Iraqis demonstrat-
ing against him. Most of the pro-
testers were affiliated with or fol-
lowers of another political leader, 
the cleric Muqtada al-Sadr.

In Basra, dozens of protesters, 
who chanted that Maliki was cor-
rupt and a thief, tried to storm the 
hall where he was giving a speech, 
forcing security staff to cancel the 
event. Maliki threatened to launch 
a new version of the 2008 military 
operation called Sawat al-Fursan 
— Operation Knight’s Charge — 
against the protesters. This was a 
military operation to purge Basra of 
militias affiliated with Sadr’s move-
ment.

This may have been an idle threat 
— the 2008 operation failed and a 
truce between the two Shia lead-
ers was brokered by Iran. The real 
repercussions of the 2016 protests 
began to be played out some days 
later on Iraq’s latest and increasing-
ly important political battleground: 
The country’s provincial councils.

Because of new legislation that 
gives provincial councils more 
power to make their own decisions 
on security, finance and politics, 
Iraq is moving towards a more 
decentralised governing system. 
Competition for power on these 
councils will increase.

Seats on the provincial coun-
cils in southern Iraq, populated 
mainly by the country’s Shias, will 
be divided between two main Shia 

groups: The State of Law coalition, 
led by Maliki, of which Prime Min-
ister Haider al-Abadi is also a mem-
ber; and the forces led by younger 
clerics Ammar al-Hakim and Sadr. 
The pair represents a new Iraqi 
generation in political Islam.

Maliki’s response to the humili-
ation he suffered in front of Sadr’s 
protesters in southern Iraq was to 
instruct the members of the Bagh-
dad provincial council belonging to 
the State of Law coalition to ques-
tion their governor, Ali al-Tamimi, 
a member of Sadr’s movement.

The governor was to be ques-
tioned about financial and admin-
istrative corruption, including 
about a security system to monitor 
vehicles in Baghdad to try to stop 
car bombs that was planned but 
never carried out. Money for the 
system was collected from the peo-
ple of Baghdad.

“Calling Baghdad’s governor in 
for questioning at this time is clear-
ly politically motivated,” council 
member Fadel al-Shuwaili, also a 
member of the Sadrist movement, 
told the news website Niqash. 
“Why did they choose this mo-
ment? What have they been doing 
for the past few months?”

Shuwaili said the alliance be-
tween the Sadrist members of the 
council and other parties is strong 
and the State of Law members 
will not be able to sack the gover-
nor. The State of Law has 20 of 58 
seats on the provincial council but 
would need more than 29 to be able 
to dismiss the governor outright.

“This questioning of officials is 
both legal and constitutional,” said 
Saad al-Matlabi, a senior member 
of Maliki’s party. “If the Sadrist 
movement trusts their governor, 
then why are they afraid of having 
him questioned?”

A few days later, a campaign 
against Maysan Governor Ali 
Dawai, a popular Sadr supporter, 
gathered pace.

State of Law members in Maysan 
accused Dawai of helping organ-
ise the protests against Maliki and 
of preventing his supporters from 

planning their own meeting. Dawai 
denied the allegations and said he 
would file a lawsuit against those 
who accused him.

After 2003, Iraq’s Shia-dominat-
ed parties worked together to en-
sure their hold on political power 
but over recent years cracks have 
shown in the alliance. After 2013’s 
provincial elections, there were 
nine Shia-dominated councils 
formed in south Iraq, which has a 
majority Shia population.

After 2014’s federal elections, 
Maliki’s popularity waned and Sadr 
banded with Sunni parties to push 
Maliki out of the prime minister’s 
job. Maliki was replaced by Abadi 
— a more palatable member of Ma-
liki’s party.

Over the past two years, the Shia 
parties have appeared more united, 
having been forced back together 
by the security crisis sparked by 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

However, as ISIS seems increas-
ingly likely to be pushed out of Iraq 
soon, many analysts worry about 
what happens to the Shia alliance 
after the security crisis has, more 
or less, been resolved.

Up until now, most of the prob-
lems between the two sides of the 
Shia alliance have been settled at 
the ballot box. That could have 
happened again in provincial elec-
tions scheduled for April. However, 
as some areas are still held by ISIS 
and many thousands of people are 
displaced, as well as for other rea-
sons, those elections have been 
postponed until 2018 to coincide 
with federal elections.

The other complicating factor 
is the presence of the Shia volun-
teer militias. These were formed 
in 2014 to fight ISIS following the 
collapse of the Iraqi Army in the 
north. Battle-hardened fighters 
from those militias, which have 
played a crucial yet controversial 
role in fighting ISIS, will be return-
ing to southern Iraq. The militias 
will most likely continue to exist in 
some form as the Iraqi government 
has made them a legitimate fight-
ing force, separate from the stand-
ing Iraqi Army.

The militias themselves do not 
present a united Shia front, either; 
there are many of them and they 
have different allegiances to vari-

ous Shia leaders.
The worry is that, given conflicts 

between Maliki and Sadr cannot be 
resolved at the ballot box, they may 
draw the militias into the scrap and 
the political conflicts could then 
turn violent.

Also worth considering is that 
the militias have become im-
mensely popular among ordinary 
Iraqi Shias. This gives them great 
political potential, which could be 
used to support the political affili-
ations they already have or, possi-
bly even in some cases, create their 
own new, independent political 
entities. They may challenge the 
traditional Shia political parties, 
many of whose members are seen 
by ordinary people as corrupt.

One thing is for sure: Iraq’s next 
set of provincial elections, now 
planned for 2018, will quite likely 
be some of the most important 
elections the country has had since 
2003. They may also be among the 
most dangerous.

Mustafa Habib writes for niqash.
org, which originally published 
this article.
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Iraqi Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr in the holy city of Najaf, last October.          (AFP)

A member of Iraqi Special Operations Forces (ISOF) looks on at the 
al-Zirai district of ISIS militants in Mosul, on January 18th.    (Reuters)
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