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A 

spike in civilian deaths 
during the US-backed 
Iraqi offensive to recap-
ture Mosul from the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) led to 

renewed calls to spare the lives of 
people trapped in the city.

Iraqi civil defence forces said 263 
people were killed during a March 
17th US air strike in Mosul’s al-Jadida 
district. The US strikes, requested by 
Iraqi forces, reportedly targeted an 
ISIS sniper on a building that housed 
civilians.

The US military conducted a for-
mal investigation into the incident, 
acknowledging that the coalition 
it leads probably had a role in the 
deaths but adding that ISIS was like-
ly to blame.

Iraqi officials, who are also look-
ing into the deaths, accused mili-
tants of setting booby-traps in the 
building. ISIS is known to have used 
civilians as human shields and fired 
on those who tried to flee.

US Army General Joseph Votel, 
the head of US Central Command, 
said the rules of engagement had 
not been relaxed but admitted that 
avoiding civilian casualties is diffi-
cult when advancing into crowded 
areas of the Old City in western Mo-
sul.

“I do agree that, as we move into 
these urban environments, it is go-
ing to become more and more dif-
ficult to apply extraordinarily high 

standards [to avoid civilian casual-
ties] for the things that we’re doing, 
although we will try,” Votel said.

An average of 500 bombs were 
dropped on western Mosul each 
week during March, the Times of 
London reported, citing US military 
figures.

UN High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein 
called for “an urgent review of tac-
tics to ensure that the impact on 
civilians is reduced to an absolute 
minimum”.

Amnesty International said evi-
dence in Mosul “points to an alarm-
ing pattern of US-led coalition air 
strikes that have destroyed whole 
houses with entire families inside”.

“The high civilian toll suggests 
that coalition forces leading the of-
fensive in Mosul have failed to take 
adequate precautions to prevent 
civilian deaths, in flagrant violation 
of international humanitarian law,” 
Donatella Rovera, senior crisis re-
sponse adviser at Amnesty Interna-
tional, said in a release.

“The fact that Iraqi authorities 
repeatedly advised civilians to re-
main at home instead of fleeing the 
area indicates that coalition forc-
es should have known that these 
strikes were likely to result in a sig-
nificant number of civilian casual-
ties. Disproportionate attacks and 
indiscriminate attacks violate inter-
national humanitarian law and can 
constitute war crimes,” she added.

Rovera said ISIS “shamefully re-
sorts to using civilians as human 

shields, a serious violation of the 
laws of war that amounts to a war 
crime” but she added that the mili-
tants’ “use of human shields does 
not absolve Iraqi and coalition 
forces from their obligation not to 
launch disproportionate attacks”.

Witnesses interviewed by the 
New York Times said Iraqi forces 
knew civilians were in the targeted 
area. One witness said he and his 
family hid in a basement to seek ref-
uge from the air strikes, not because 
they were forced by ISIS.

Iraqi parliament Speaker Salim al-
Jabouri said the government should 
treat the killed civilians like “mar-
tyrs” and compensate their families.

During a parliamentary meeting 
attended by Interior and Defence 
ministers, MP Hanan al-Fatlawi 
urged the government to stop look-
ing for excuses for the US-led coali-
tion before the facts come out

“Why are you acting as lawyers 
for the international coalition?” she 
asked. “We don’t want an investiga-
tion after four or five months… We 

want a swift investigation.”
At least 307 civilians — exclud-

ing the casualties from the March 
17th air strikes — were killed in the 
February 17th-March 22nd period, 
the United Nations estimated. An 
estimated 600,000 civilians remain 
in ISIS-held parts of western Mosul, 
the United Nations said.

About 800 Iraqi security forces 
have been killed and 4,600 wound-
ed since operations began in the Mo-
sul offensive last October, US figures 
indicate.
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ohammed Ali and his 
family, carrying all 
their worldly posses-
sions in a few bags, 
had been on the 

road for 18 hours after fleeing their 
home in an Islamic State-held area 
of Mosul.

They hoped to find shelter at a 
camp. So far, they had no luck.

“We tried at Hamam al-Alil 
camp,” about 35km south of Mo-
sul, said Ali, 50. He was flanked 
by 20 relatives, including sons and 
grand-nephews and grand-nieces. 
“It was full.”

A bus had brought them and un-
loaded them a few hundred metres 
from a Kurdish peshmerga check-
point east of Mosul and on the 
way to the sprawling Khazer and 
Hasan Sham camps, which are also 
crowded.

“Hopefully we can get to Khazer. 
We just need to get through the 
checkpoint,” Ali said.

Ali’s story is becoming a familiar 
one.

Displaced Iraqis are streaming 
out of western Mosul at a quicken-
ing pace as fighting intensifies in 
the city. They are arriving at camps 
to find there is no room, forced to 
get back onto buses or hire taxis to 
reach other areas.

Some head for new camps being 
built to try to cope with the exodus 
but, with poor living conditions, 
many western Mosul residents 
make instead for the eastern side 

of the city, which was recaptured 
from the Islamic State (ISIS) in Jan-
uary, to stay with relatives or find 
shelter in half-finished buildings.

The US-backed Iraqi offensive to 
drive ISIS out of Mosul, its last ma-
jor stronghold in the country, has 
confined the jihadists to about half 
of the western side.

Iraqi Immigration Minister Jas-
sim Mohammed March 20th said 
the number of displaced people 
from both sides of the city since 
the start of the military campaign 
had reached 355,000.

The UN refugee agency recently 
opened a camp, which filled up 
within a week, and it is building 
another in Hamam al-Alil to re-
ceive thousands more families.

Hamam al-Alil has become the 
main transit point for the Mosul 
displaced. At the current camp’s 
main entrance, hundreds of Iraqis 
wait in the mud and cold, crouch-
ing by small fires, using porta-cab-
in toilets and asking which buses 
will take them onward.

Taxi drivers tout for business, 
many shouting “Mosul, Mosul!” 
to take people back to the eastern 
side of the city.

Eastern Mosul is a preferable 
destination for many who have 
relatives there.

“In the rubble, there is nothing. 
If there is water maybe we will go 
back. We’re heading to the east 
[where] we have family. We can’t 
stay in those camps,” Bushra Mo-
hammed Ali, who left the west 
with a sister and two daughters, 
said.

A woman named Um Tahseen, 
who had fled the Jidida district, 
said her family had gone 11 days 

without food.
“The militants, they beat people 

they don’t like or kill them. Why 
would we go to the camps and face 
more hardships there?” she asked. 
“We will go to the east. Maybe 
there is no water there either but at 
least we have family.”

In the centre of eastern Mo-
sul, many young men wandering 
through a market said they were 
from western Mosul, crammed 
into homes with anywhere from 
seven to 15 relatives with whom 
they had fled.

Outside the Nabi Yunus shrine, 
30-year-old Waddah, who had fled 
the ISIS-held Old City in the west 
with his two wives, two children 
and his brother’s family, worked 
shovelling debris into a skip.

“I came to stay with my cousin 
in Sumer district,” he said. “It’s not 
ideal. We’re 15 people cramming 
into his home and into an out-
house but it’s better than being in 
the cold, crowded camps.”

More than anything Waddah said 
he was relieved to have escaped 
ISIS but he said he was worried for 

family trapped inside western Mo-
sul. He gave only his first name for 
fear they would be identified.

“My brother is there. He tries to 
call when he can, using a phone 
from his cellar,” Waddah said. ISIS 
militants threaten those caught us-
ing mobile phones with death.

“I’m scared for my family still in-
side. They don’t call every day be-
cause they can’t. Every time they 
don’t, I worry that something has 
happened to them,” Waddah said.

(Reuters)
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Iraqis fleeing Mosul struggle to find shelter
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Nowhere safe. Iraqis look at the damage in the aftermath of heavy fighting in Mosul’s old city, on 
March 30th.                (AFP)

An average of 500 
bombs were dropped 
on western Mosul 
each week in March.

Iraqi civil defence 
forces said 263 
people were killed 
following a US air 
strike.

Quickening pace. Displaced Iraqis from Mosul arrive at the Hamam al-Alil camp, on March 20th.   (AFP)
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UN refugee agency is 
building a new camp 
in Hamam al-Alil to 
thousands of 
families.

The number of 
displaced people 
from both sides of 
Mosul has reached 
355,000.


