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Iraqi forces facing ‘very complicated’ Mosul battle
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I

raqi forces are facing an intricate urban battle against the
Islamic State (ISIS) in western
Mosul despite the dwindling
territory that the militants control in Iraq.
“It’s very complicated,” US Army
Major-General Joseph Martin, head
of ground forces for the coalition
fighting ISIS, told Reuters. “The terrain literally changes from neighbourhood to neighbourhood… the
nature of the enemy, how the population reacts.”
Iraqi forces have retaken much
of Iraq’s second-largest city since
October but have been trying since
then to dislodge ISIS from the
densely populated Old City in western Mosul, the militants’ last Iraqi
stronghold.

There is a lack of
medical resources to
treat the high
number of patients.
“Iraqi security forces continue to
progress as they liberate the western side of Mosul,” said Martin,
who added that “it’s hard to tell”
when ISIS would be defeated. ISIS
was “very creative in exploiting the
human element” by using hospitals, schools, churches, homes and
mosques as hideouts or weapons
caches, he said.
Iraqi officers said snipers have
slowed advances in western Mosul.
Daily suicide attacks and roadside
bombs, along with mortars, have
been among the lethal ISIS tactics
in resisting the 100,000-strong Iraqi
force backed by US airpower.
ISIS militants have killed dozens
of civilians attempting to flee Mosul
in recent days, hanging several bodies from electricity poles, witnesses
said.
Two Iraqi army pilots were killed
when their helicopter was shot

down over western Mosul by ISIS, a
military statement said.
ISIS controls less than 7% of
Iraq, down from the 40% it held
nearly three years ago, Iraqi military spokesman Brigadier-General
Yahya Rasool said.
“As of March 31, they only held
6.8% of Iraqi territory,” said Rasool,
the spokesman of the Joint Operations Command coordinating the
anti-ISIS effort. ISIS militants control the towns of Qaim, Tal Afar and
Hawija in Iraq.
Approximately 400,000 people
are believed to have been trapped in
western Mosul with UN camps filling with people fleeing the violence.
More than 300,000 people have fled
Mosul since the start of the offensive began in October last year, the
office of the UN Humanitarian Coordinator in Iraq said.
Residents who have escaped Mosul say there was very little to eat
other than flour mixed with water
and boiled wheat grain.
There is a lack of medical resources to treat the large number of
patients in eastern Mosul and ambulances ferrying patients outside
the city are unable to cope with the
number of trauma victims and the
long distances needed to transfer
patients for further treatment.
“The need for emergency medical care has risen drastically,” said
Dr Isabelle Defourny, director of operations at Doctors Without Borders
(MSF).
People fleeing western Mosul report a lack of infant formula, food
and clean water. Conditions are expected to worsen because supply
routes to the area have been cut off.
MSF is treating severely malnourished children who fled western
Mosul. Children are also treated for
diseases associated with malnutrition, which weakens the immune
system, making them even more
vulnerable.
“It’s a new thing in Iraq,” MSF
project coordinator Isabelle Legall
told Reuters. “Most of the (Iraqi)
doctors have never seen it (malnutrition)”.
A specialist ward was opened

recently to deal with the growing
number of children, most of them
younger than 6 months old, showing signs of malnutrition.
“Normally nutritional crises are
much more common in Africa and
not in this kind of country,” said
Dr Rosanna Meneghetti, a paediatrician at an MSF-run hospital in Qayyara, about 60km south of Mosul.
“We did not anticipate this”.
Many babies are taken to the
hospital with respiratory problems
such as bronchiolitis and pneumonia. Most of them from camps for
the displaced, where cramped con-

ditions enable viruses to spread.
Nationwide, more than half of
Iraqi families are at risk of going
hungry, said the World Food Programme (WFP), warning of “unprecedented levels of vulnerability”
faced by the population due to years
of conflict.
Most families in the country
would no longer be able to feed
themselves if basic food prices increased or fighting escalated, WFP
said. “They can’t absorb any more
shocks,” said WFP spokeswoman
Dina El-Kassaby.
A study by WFP and the Iraqi gov-

ernment said 2.5% of the population
— more than 800,000 people — go to
bed hungry every night.
There are concerns that figure
could increase because two-thirds
of internally displaced people and
more than half of Iraqis living in
their homes have barely enough to
feed themselves, El-Kassaby said.
Almost 75% of Iraqi children under the age of 15 work to help their
families buy food instead of going
to school, WFP said.

for the Iraqi prime minister’s office, said the decision to raise the
Kurdish flag violated the Iraqi Constitution. The move by Kirkuk’s
provincial council also drew regional and international criticism.
“The United Nations Assistance
Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) is concerned by the recent decision of
the governor of Kirkuk to raise the
flag of the Kurdistan region of Iraq
over Kirkuk Citadel,” the UN body
said in a statement.
UNAMI “cautions against any
unilateral steps that might jeopardise harmony and peaceful coexistence among many ethnic and
religious groups that rightly call

Kirkuk their home and want to live
and work together,” it added.
US Ambassador to Iraq Douglas Silliman said the flag row was
drawing attention from the fight
against ISIS.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan warned the Iraqi Kurdish
leadership that Ankara’s strong relations with the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) were at risk
over Kirkuk.
“I am calling on the Iraqi Kurdish
regional administration: Go back
from this mistake as soon as possible…We enjoy good relations right
now. Do not break them,” Erdogan
said. “Kirkuk is for the Turkmen,

Arabs and Kurds if they are there.”
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut
Cavusoglu warned that it would
“not be correct to change that region’s ethnic composition.”
Iranian Foreign Ministry spokesman Bahram Qassemi said: “Hoisting any flag except Iraq’s national
flag in Kirkuk in northern Iraq is
contradictory to the country’s
constitution and will increase tensions.”
Tensions escalated when the
two main Kurdish parties — the
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP)
and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) — agreed there should be
a referendum on independence for
Kurdistan this year.
The referendum would “give
a strong mandate to the Kurdish
leadership to engage in talks with
Baghdad and the neighbours to
get the best deal for Kurdish selfdetermination,” Hoshiyar Zebari,
a former Iraqi foreign and finance
minister, said in Erbil.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider alAbadi, on April 11, said there could
not be a referendum in Kirkuk
while parts of it are under ISIS control and many of its residents remain displaced.
There is also disagreement
among politicians on how to interpret Article 140 of the constitution,
which sets out the procedures for a
referendum.
Kurdish politicians say the article is applicable in its current
form but their Turkmen and Arab
counterparts say the deadline for
a referendum on Kirkuk passed at
the end of 2007, hence the requirement for a constitutional amendment.

Even the reference to Kirkuk in
the constitution has been interpreted differently.
“The name Kirkuk means the
city not the province,” said Torhan
al-Mufti, secretary of the Iraqi
Higher Committee for Coordination between Provinces. Kurdish
representatives say otherwise.

Racing to safety. Iraqis who fled western Mosul head towards a nearby camp, on April 12.
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Row over city of Kirkuk reignites divisions in Iraq
Nermeen Mufti

Kirkuk

T

ensions between Iraq’s
central
government
in Baghdad and Kurdish regional authorities
in northern Iraq over
Kirkuk have resurfaced, breaking
a short-lived calm during military
operations to liberate Mosul from
the Islamic State (ISIS).
The row began March 28 when
25 Kurdish provincial councillors
voted to fly the Kurdish regional
flag over government buildings.
The council session was boycotted
by the 16 Turkmen and Arab members, who said the move was unconstitutional.
Kirkuk’s Turkmen residents took
to the streets the next day to protest the move, which they said was
aimed at putting the province under permanent Kurdish control.
“The flag represents the identity
of Kirkuk, which is Iraqi,” Ramla alObaidi, an Arab member of Kirkuk
Provincial Council, said. She said
focusing on liberating the rest of
the province from ISIS should be
the priority.
Kurdish authorities want to incorporate the province into their
autonomous region despite the objections of the federal government
in Baghdad.
The Iraqi parliament rejected
the Kirkuk provincial council’s
decision and passed a resolution
calling for lowering Kurdish flags
raised over public buildings and
flying only Iraqi flags.
Saad al-Hadithi, the spokesman

A story of two flags. The Kurdish flag and the Iraqi flag are seen
on the Kirkuk governorate building, on April 6.
(Reuters)

Residents say the
decision over Kirkuk
should be made by
Iraq’s overall
population.
Whether it is the city or the province, some residents say the decision over Kirkuk should be made
by Iraq’s overall population.
“The referendum on Kirkuk
should not be done through a unilateral decision. It is an issue for
all Iraqis to decide,” Sami Bayatli,
a Turkmen member of the Kirkuk
City Council, said.
Hassan Turan, a Turkmen member of the Legal Committee in the
Iraqi Parliament, said Article 143
in the constitution puts the border
of the Kurdish region at the line
marked on March 19, 2003.
“That frontier is called the ‘blue
line’ and it contains the three
northern provinces of Erbil, Sulaimaniya and Dohuk, the safe haven from 1991 to 2003,” Turan said.
That would appear to put Articles 140 and 143 at odds with each
other and constitutional disputes
are expected to continue.
Nermeen Mufti is an Iraqi
journalist based in Baghdad.

