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C 

ivilians in Mosul are fac-
ing increased threats from 
both Islamic State (ISIS) 
and Iraqi forces battling to 
retake the country’s sec-

ond largest city from the militant 
extremists.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi ordered an investigation into 
violations of human rights and oth-
er abuses purportedly committed 
by government troops and paramili-
tary forces battling ISIS.

Abadi said the probe would exam-
ine “cases of kidnappings, mistreat-
ment and violations” against civil-
ians. Abadi blamed such incidents 
on “groups that exploit the good 
name” of Iraqi soldiers and Shia and 
Sunni paramilitaries.

The statement said that the abus-
es were posted on social media to 
“spoil the joy of victory and to de-
fame the real image of the brave 
security forces and their sacrifices 
to liberate the land and to maintain 
security”.

Abadi’s statement came after the 
United Nations demanded a gov-
ernment investigation into a video 
purportedly showing brutal treat-
ment and killing of at least three 
ISIS suspects in a newly taken area 
of eastern Mosul.

The nearly 3-minute video pur-
portedly showed members of secu-
rity forces in regular army and po-
lice uniforms dragging and beating 
the suspects before shooting them 
with at least two army Humvees, 
a tank and a personnel carrier sta-
tioned nearby.

Iraqi forces launched the massive 
operation in October to retake Mo-
sul, which fell to ISIS in the summer 
of 2014. The United States is sup-
porting them with air strikes and US 
soldiers are serving in a support role 
on the ground.

Air strikes targeting ISIS fight-
ers in Mosul are killing civilians, 
although facts and casualty num-
bers are hard to verify, said Ravina 
Shamdasani, a spokeswoman with 
the UN human rights office. “We 
have been receiving quite a lot of 
reports of civilian casualties caused 
by air strikes,” she told a news brief-
ing in Geneva.

The United Nations said it was 
working to prepare emergency aid 
for hundreds of thousands of en-

dangered civilians in Mosul.
“We are racing against the clock 

to prepare for this,” UN Humanitar-
ian Coordinator for Iraq Lise Grande 
told Reuters. Humanitarian agen-
cies were setting up displaced peo-
ple in camps accessible from west-
ern Mosul and positioning supplies 
in them, she said.

“The reports from inside western 
Mosul are distressing,” she said in a 
separate statement. “Prices of ba-
sic food and supplies are soaring… 
Many families without income are 
eating only once a day. Others are 
being forced to burn furniture to 
stay warm.”

UN officials estimate 750,000 
people remain in Mosul west of the 
Tigris River, which flows through 
the last remaining major urban cen-
tre in Iraq held by ISIS. Iraqi officials 
said government forces had taken 

complete control of eastern Mosul.
The west side could prove more 

complicated to take, however, as it 
is criss-crossed with streets too nar-
row for military vehicles, allowing 
ISIS militants to hide among civil-
ians.

More than 100,000 Iraqi troops, 
members of regional Kurdish secu-
rity forces and Shia and Sunni para-
militaries are participating in the 
offensive.

Iraqi forces estimated the num-
ber of militants inside Mosul at 
5,000-6,000 at the start of opera-

tions three months ago and say 
3,300 have been killed in the fight-
ing since.

Military preparations to recapture 
western Mosul have begun, with 
Shia militias preparing an opera-
tion to pave the way for the main of-
fensive on the western bank of the 
Tigris, the overall campaign com-
mander, Lieutenant-General Abdul 
Ameer Yarallah, told Mosuliya TV.

More than 160,000 civilians have 
been displaced since the start of the 
offensive, UN officials said. Medi-
cal and humanitarian agencies es-
timate the number of dead and 
wounded — both civilian and mili-
tary — at several thousand.

ISIS has “continued to attack 
those fleeing or attempting to flee 
areas that are controlled by it”, 
Shamdasani said, and was shelling 
districts retaken by the army.

ISIS expelled civilians from their 
homes along the Tigris on Mosul’s 
west bank, apparently bracing for 
a cross-river attack on their bastion 
by Iraqi forces, residents said.

“The group forced us to leave 
our homes… without allowing us 
to take our belongings,” a resident 
of Al-Maidan, a neighbourhood on 
the city’s west bank, told Agence 
France-Presse.

“It deployed gun positions and 
posted snipers on roofs and at win-
dows,” the resident said, speaking 
on condition of anonymity for fear 
of reprisal by ISIS. “We were forced 
to leave the area because it will be-
come a battlefield and so we moved 
in with relatives in other parts of the 
city.”
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Displaced people who fled the clashes receive aid from Iraqi security forces in Antesaar neighbourhood of Mosul, on January 24th.   (Reuters)
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Ten years after Saddam’s death

I
t has been ten years since 
the hanging of Saddam 
Hussein following months 
of legal drama and sophistry 
in a courtroom that, at 
times, resembled a circus.

Saddam remains a divisive 
figure both in the West and on the 
Arab street. Despised by many 
as a vicious and greedy dictator, 
abhorred by neighbouring Iran 
for the near-decade-long war 
that crippled both countries and 
feared by the Gulf Arab states as 
a loose cannon following his 1990 
invasion of Kuwait, there was 
much rejoicing at his demise.

Saddam’s downfall began in 
2003 and culminated in his death 
December 30th, 2006. It should 
be highlighted as the event that 
changed the modern Middle 
East from its old ways. The tenth 
anniversary of Saddam’s death 
should have made front pages in 
mainstream media outlets across 
the West.

In Britain and the United States, 
there was hardly a mention — 
barely a whisper. Why? Was 

this not the tenth anniversary 
when the Middle East received 
justice for a vile dictator? Was 
this not the tenth anniversary of 
the West bringing parliamentary 
democracy, good governance and 
stability to the Arab world? Was 
this not the tenth anniversary of 
the new Iraq — one that is a safe 
place to all its people?

With all that progress delivered 
— and on a silver platter by the 
Americans to the Iraqi people 
— one would have thought that 
such an event would have been 
celebrated all over Western media. 
The silence is almost deafening.

The fact is that the fall of 
Saddam Hussein did not bring 
about any of the above but the 
complete opposite.

Saddam’s downfall was followed 
by the largest waves of sectarian 
turmoil, violence and upheaval in 
Iraqi history as well as a complete 
destabilisation of the region.

On the wider geopolitical 
stage, a militarily weakened and 
divided Iraq has left a gaping 
power vacuum in the region 
that has enabled Iran and Saudi 
Arabia to embark on its own 
unique version of the cold war 
with proxy battlefields elsewhere 
— in Bahrain, Iraq, Lebanon and 
Yemen.

It was not so glaringly apparent 
then but Saddam’s Iraq acted 
as a silent secular arbitrator to 
the region’s two most powerful 
theocratic forces. Both Iran and 
Saudi Arabia could not attend to 
each other because they had one 
eye on the novel-writing dictator.

Internally, the picture is no less 
bleak. Iraq’s economy has been on 
its knees and its people divided. 
During the last ten years, there 
has even been growing talk of the 
possibility of a three-state partition 
of Iraq along sectarian lines. Such 
talk would have been unthinkable 
before the US-led invasion in 2003.

The reality on the ground is not 
so much damning as the inability 
of Washington policymakers, even 
today, to put their finger on what 
went wrong and how Iraq, by 
2014, faced an existential threat 
with the emergence of the Islamic 
State (ISIS). Even today, there is 
no consensus as to the strategy 
that should have been adopted 
following regime change.

The legacy and outcome of 
all this is some sort of decision-
making paralysis in Western 
corridors of power. The failures in 
Iraq and the harrowing fear of their 
repetition heavily influenced the 
decisions of former US president 
Barack Obama and Britain’s 

Westminster not to intervene 
militarily on the ground in Syria.

Obama’s successor, Donald 
Trump, built his presidential 
campaign in part on pledges that 
his administration would never 
seek regime change or nation 
building anywhere.

The failures in Iraq must not 
linger indefinitely so that every 
call for intervention, particularly 
on humanitarian grounds, is 
denied. That is the legacy left 
by the West’s Iraqi project and 
Saddam’s downfall.

The failure of a situation in 
which no intervention was 
needed in 2003 now serves as a 
reasoning against intervention 
even where intervention may be 
genuinely and legally required. 
The real tragedy is not political. It 
is human.

The removal of Saddam from 
the Middle Eastern chessboard 
has, rather than bring any real 
democracy, changed the balance 
of power to create a plethora of 
proxy wars and proxy sub-wars 
involving the United States, 
France, Britain, Saudi Arabia, Iran, 
Lebanon and Yemen as well as 
several non-state actors.

Fadi Farhat is a lawyer based in 
Britain.
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