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raqi forces are readying for an 
offensive against the Old City 
in Mosul following the steady 
progress in their battle to seize 
the Islamic State (ISIS) strong-

hold.
The battle for the Old City may 

see some of the toughest fighting 
in western Mosul. “The Old City 
is a very difficult area” of narrow 
streets and closely spaced houses, 
said Lieutenant-Colonel Abdulamir 
al-Mohammedawi of Iraq’s elite 
Rapid Response Division.

Hundreds of thousands of ci-
vilians are believed to be trapped 
in the Old City under ISIS, whose 
fighters have used civilians as hu-
man shields.

Iraqi forces, with the support 
of US-led air strikes, have recap-
tured a series of neighbourhoods 
in Mosul as well as the provincial 
government headquarters and the 
museum where ISIS militants infa-
mously filmed themselves destroy-
ing priceless artefacts.

The current focus is on clearing 
newly retaken areas and defusing 
bombs in booby-trapped houses, 
said Mohammedawi.

Federal police said anti-ISIS forc-
es were setting up defences in re-
captured areas of Mosul.

“Berms and barriers were set up 
to protect (the) forces and they be-
gan search operations in Al-Dawasa 
and Al-Danadan and Al-Agaidat ar-
eas to find (ISIS) remnants to pre-
pare for the completion of offensive 
operations,” said Lieutenant-Gen-
eral Raed Shakir Jawdat.

ISIS overran large areas of Iraq 
and Syria in 2014, with its leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declaring 
a cross-border “caliphate” in his 
last public appearance at a Mosul 
mosque in July that year.

A US official said Baghdadi was 
no longer in Mosul and that the 
hunt for the enigmatic figure was 
being led by groups outside the US-
led anti-ISIS coalition, including US 
special operations forces.

Iraqi forces began the massive 

operation to retake Mosul on Octo-
ber 17th, first recapturing its east-
ern side before setting their sights 
on its smaller but more densely 
populated west. ISIS militants have 
fought back with suicide car bombs, 
roadside bombs, snipers and weap-
onised drones. The militant group 
had also staged tactical retreats to 
trap advancing Iraqi forces.

Iraqi forces in Mosul’s municipal 
complex said they were surprised 
by ISIS counter-attacks after the 
militants first withdrew with little 
resistance.

Commanders said the hasty ad-
vances were intended to give them 
the element of surprise but they 
struggled with conducting me-
thodical urban operations under 
political and military pressure for a 
speedy wrap up to the Mosul war.

US officers estimated that as few 

as 500 ISIS militants remain in Mo-
sul, pitted against a 100,000-strong 
force of Iraqi military units, Shia 
forces and Kurdish fighters, backed 
by the US-led coalition.

The fighting in the city’s west-
ern districts has forced more than 
51,000 people to flee their homes, 
said the International Organisation 
for Migration.

Civilians trickled out of the area 
carrying their possessions in over-
stuffed suitcases.

“Judging by what has happened 
in eastern Mosul, rebuilding will be 
a slow process. Three months after 

their liberation, east Mosulites are 
getting fed up. They are still with-
out running water and the only 
electricity comes from private gen-
erators,” the Economist wrote.

Medical and food supplies have 
dwindled and costs have soared, 
leaving many on barely a meal a 
day.

“We’re hearing reports of people 
eating bird feed inside western Mo-
sul as they cannot afford the sky-
rocketing prices,” Karl Schembri, 
spokesman for the Norwegian Ref-
ugee Council, told Agence France-
Presse.

Residents and medical workers 
say that the combined effect of mal-
nutrition and the shortage of drugs 
is starting to kill the weakest.

Many of those who had fled the 
city did not fare much better.

Human Rights Watch (HRW) ac-

cused the Kurdistan Regional Gov-
ernment (KRG) forces of detaining 
men and boys who have fled ISIS in 
Mosul even after they passed secu-
rity clearances.

HRW said the KRG forces have 
detained more than 900 displaced 
men and boys between 2014 and 
late January 2017. Some were held 
for up to four months without com-
munication or updates for their 
families.

“Enforced disappearances, which 
occur when security forces detain 
and then conceal the fate or where-
abouts of a detainee, placing them 
outside the protection of the law, 
are violations of international hu-
man rights law and can be interna-
tional crimes,” HRW said.
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lashes between rival 
Kurdish groups in Iraq’s 
north-western Sinjar 
district in early March 
highlight the resurfac-

ing power struggle in the country’s 
semi-autonomous Kurdistan re-
gion.

Fighting erupted when Peshmer-
ga Rojava, Syrian Kurds backed and 
trained by Iraq’s Kurdish Regional 
Government (KRG) to fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS), encroached 
on an area controlled by the Sinjar 
Resistance Units (YBS), an Iraqi af-
filiate of Turkey’s Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK).

The number of fatalities remains 
unconfirmed but different sources 
put the deaths at between two and 
nine, mainly on the YBS side.

Sinjar is a Yazidi-majority area 
in Nineveh province. It was under 
Iraq’s central government control 
before being captured by ISIS in 
August 2014, when militants sub-
jected the Yazidi population to rape 
and enslavement.

An international campaign to 
save the Yazidis from ISIS was 
launched. Included in the effort 
were Syria’s People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) — widely seen as a PKK-
affiliate — and later joined by the 
Iraqi KRG’s peshmerga forces.

Sinjar fell under the control of 
KRG President Masoud Barzani, 
who refused to return the territory 
to the authority of the central gov-

ernment in Baghdad.
Many of Sinjar’s residents view 

the KRG with suspicion, accusing 
the peshmerga of deliberately al-
lowing the area to fall to ISIS.

Critics say the KRG is prevent-
ing Yazidis from returning home to 
change Sinjar’s demographic make-
up, favouring Barzani loyalists, as it 
seeks to formalise its control of the 
territory.

The KRG denied the allegations, 
arguing that its peshmerga forces 
were too weak to support the Yazid-
is initially and that they did help 
the minority community at subse-

quent stages, promising to allow 
civilians in once the threat of ISIS is 
eradicated.

The KRG also argued that it does 
not want the areas it controls to 
host the PKK, which is designated 
as a terrorist group by the United 
States, the European Union and 
Turkey — Barzani’s ally.

“The PKK used the plight of the 
Yazidis to get another foothold in 
Iraq,” said Bora Bayraktar, a profes-
sor at Istanbul Kultur University. “It 
was an opportunity to turn Sinjar 
into another base for the PKK, like 
Qandil.”

Bayraktar said Ankara needs the 
help of Iraq’s KRG to prevent terror 
attacks by the PKK and ISIS inside 
Turkey.

The mutually beneficial econom-
ic relationship between Ankara and 
the KRG is also meant to send a 
message that the Kurds who do not 
threaten Turkey’s security will be 
rewarded, Bayraktar added.

There is also the perceived threat 
from Tehran. “Both Turkey and the 
KRG want to push back the influ-
ence of Iran,” which backs the Pa-
triotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), a 
rival to Barzani’s Kurdistan Demo-
cratic Party (KDP), said Bayraktar.

Ali Murat Yel, a professor at Tur-
key’s Marmara University, said 
Iran, which cracks down on its own 
Kurdish opposition, is thought to 
be supporting the PKK in Iraq.

Iran also has a strong influence 
in the Shia-majority government 
in Baghdad, which has several dis-
putes with the KRG, albeit current-
ly on hold due to the military cam-
paign to root out ISIS from Mosul, 
Nineveh’s provincial capital.

Following the clashes, Iraqi me-
dia quoted a commander from the 
Shia militias meeting with YBS rep-
resentatives saying: “We will come 
to the defence of oppressed regard-
less of religion or ethnicity”. There 
are conflicting reports about who 
pays YBS salaries: the PKK, the Iraqi 
government or both.

The intra-Kurdish fighting 
prompted Germany to question the 
KRG’s alleged use of German weap-
ons, which were intended by Berlin 
to be used against ISIS alone. The 
peshmerga denied using weapons 

supplied by Germany, which also 
trains Kurdish forces.

The infighting casts a shadow 
on the future of Iraq’s northern ar-
eas once ISIS is ousted from Mosul 
and rival parties compete over the 
spoils of war.

Tense relations among Kurds also 
threaten to complicate anti-ISIS ef-
forts in neighbouring Syria.

The Peshmerga Rojava and Syr-
ia’s Kurdish National Council (KNC) 
are backed by Turkey and Iraq’s 
KRG but are at odds with the YPG, 
which is accused of cracking down 
on rival Kurdish parties.

Sharvan Diroki, a commander in 
Peshmerga Rojava, said the United 
States has given the green light 
to his forces to enter Syria to fight 
ISIS, despite objections from the 
US-backed YPG.

“We have plans to boost the num-
ber of our Peshmerga to around 
10,000 [from a current 7,000] in 
three months’ time after new train-
ing sessions,” Diroki told Kurdistan-
based media outlet Rudaw.

“The United States has officially 
asked us to be prepared for deploy-
ment into Rojava, but the PKK and 
YPG were opposed to the move,” he 
added.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor based 
in London.
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Looking for a better 
tomorrow. Iraqi civilians 
flee Mosul, on March 8th.                                                                                                                         
                                           (AFP)

US officers estimate 
that as few as 500 
ISIS militants are in 
Mosul.

Kurdish crossroads. Iraqi Kurdish fighters look on as smoke 
billows in the northern Iraqi town of Sinjar.                (AFP)
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The infighting casts a 
shadow on the future 
of Iraq’s northern 
areas.


