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Mosul civilians bear brunt of battle with ISIS
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C

ivilians from the northern Iraq city of Mosul are
facing many threats as
Iraqi forces draw closer
to recapturing the western part of the city from the Islamic
State (ISIS).
The UN human rights office said
it believes ISIS has killed more than
230 civilians trying to flee the last
stronghold of the militants in western Mosul since May 26.
“Shooting children as they try
to run to safety with their families — there are no words of condemnation strong enough for such
despicable acts,” UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad
al-Hussein said in a statement.
“The murder of civilians, as well
as the intentional directing of an attack against civilians who are not
directly taking part in hostilities,
are war crimes,” it said.
ISIS militants are known for using civilians as human shields as
well as shooting those who try to
escape.
There are an estimated 200,000
civilians — about half of them children — in Mosul’s Old City and surrounding areas. “Some (children)
were reportedly killed as they desperately tried to flee the fighting
which is intensifying by the hour,”
UNICEF said.
The UN rights office statement
said it is investigating the death of
as many as 80 civilians reportedly
killed May 31 during an air strike by
the US-led coalition against ISIS in
Mosul’s Zanjili neighbourhood.
The UN statement called on the
anti-ISIS coalition “to ensure that
their operations comply fully with
international humanitarian law and
that all possible measures are taken
to avoid the loss of civilian lives.”
Human Rights Watch (HRW),
Amnesty International and other
rights groups warned against using large air-dropped bombs. “Iraqi

Between a rock and hard place. Displaced residents walk to a safer area following fighting between Iraqi forces and ISIS in western
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and coalition forces should recognise that in the crowded Old City,
using explosive weapons with wide
area effects puts civilians at excessive risk,” HRW Middle East Deputy
Director Lama Fakih said in a news
release.
Iraqi authorities said they were
investigating reports that their
forces used white phosphorus in
western Mosul. Residents in the
city are also reportedly suffering
from serious shortages of food and
medicine.
Those who have fled ISIS-held
areas, however, face other troubles.
“[At least 26] bodies of bound and
blindfolded men are being found
one after the other in and around
Mosul and in the Tigris River, raising serious concerns about extraju-

dicial killings by government forces,” Fakih said in a statement. “The
lack of any apparent government
action to investigate these deaths
undermines the government’s
statements on protecting detainee
rights.”

The UN rights office
is investigating the
death of up to 80
civilians reportedly
killed during an air
strike against ISIS.
“If Iraqi authorities want civilians
who spent over two years living under ISIS to feel safe and protected,
they need to ensure that anyone re-

sponsible for murdering prisoners
is brought to justice,” Fakih said.
The Iraqi Shia militia of Imam Ali
Brigades criticised the actions of
one of its commanders after a video
surfaced purportedly showing him
burning the body of a suspected
ISIS fighter.
It was not the first time that the
commander, Ayyub Faleh Hassan
al-Rubaie — whose nom de guerre is
Abu Azrael (“Angel of Death”), has
appeared in videos depicting gruesome acts but he apparently has not
been punished by the government.
Rubaie dismissed reports that his
militia had disowned him, saying
that the Imam Ali Brigades condemned his actions in the video
but he still serves with them near
Mosul.

Kurdish authorities in Iraq’s semiautonomous Kurdistan region,
which will have a referendum on
its independence on September 25,
were dealing with controversy.
“New cases have emerged of
Kurdistan Regional Government
(KRG) authorities detaining men
and boys fleeing Mosul on suspicion
of affiliation with the Islamic State,”
said HRW. “Family members reported that after Kurdish authorities
took their relatives into custody, the
families had no contact with the detainees for as long as four months.”
Kurdish authorities denied the
HRW allegations, insisting that
only suspects are arrested and they
are provided access to lawyers and
their families are aware that they
are detained.

Is now a redefining moment for Iraq’s civil society?
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he release of seven
anti-graft activists by
unidentified captors
marked civil society’s
fledgling attempts at
rebirth in Iraq. The
freeing of the male university
students held for two days in April
by militiamen was a welcome
victory for Iraq’s grass-roots
community.
Jubilant crowds greeted the
men as heroes on their arrival at
Al-Andalus Square in Baghdad at
2.30am April 10.
Civil society movements have
not been entirely dormant after
the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq.
Manpower had been mobilised
and civil activism had been
revived but largely co-opted in
service of Islamist parties.
In a statement signed by Interior
Ministry adviser Wahab al-Taei,
the activists were said to have
been released “unharmed” —
words belied by signs of physical
abuse that marked some of the
returning men.
They are known players in the
domestic civil rights scene. They
are involved in student politics
and have an unforgiving stance on
corrupt officials.
Their release operation was
executed with the help of official
sides, a member of the Students’
Union said in a conversation over
Viber. “Not anyone can pass

Civil society is refusing to
cower, while kidnappings and
raids remain a cost of testing the
promise of free speech in Iraq.

through official checkpoints
unchallenged. You must obtain
official access. The operation was
no doubt linked to agents of political parties,” the person said.
The government, in typical
fashion, promised further
investigations into the matter but
failed to divulge information
regarding the men’s disappearance or their kidnappers’ identities.
More than ever before, civil
society is refusing to cower, while
kidnappings and raids remain a
cost of testing the promise of free
speech in Iraq.
The release of the activists —
though a minor victory — signals
an important shift in the balance
of local power. Militias and
political parties have been
resorting to violence to intimidate
opponents into silence.

Religion no longer holds the
same sway it did under the
schematic reign of Prime Minister
Nuri al-Maliki. Dissenting voices
are growing louder but civil
society has struggled to shift the
power to its side.
In a recent news conference,
Iraqi Member of Parliament Faiq
al-Sheikh Ali denounced the
kidnappings, stating that “this
will not be the first or the last time
civil society dissenters will be
kidnapped for demonstrating and
protesting against Iraqi government corruption.”
In today’s Iraq, to question the
actions of political figureheads or
militia formations is almost
tantamount to blasphemy. This
line of thinking was recently
reflected in a draft law involving
freedom of speech. One of its
clauses advocated the imprison-

Resolute. Protesters in Baghdad demand the release of kidnapped
civil society activists, last May. 			
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ment of any person who debases
religious symbols, figures or
rhetoric. A parliamentary vote on
the measure was postponed.
The postponement comes as an
extension to delay a decision to
dissolve the Iraqi Independent
High Electoral Commission — a
postponement reportedly sealed
by a secret handshake between
Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr and
members of the National Iraqi
Alliance.
Months of tireless protests in
Iraq’s Tahrir Square have
amounted to very little as Sadr
backpedals on the promise to
change Iraq’s electoral law. This
has led sceptics to question the
purpose of the protests, with
some describing them as decoys to
distract from bigger issues.
This would not be the first time
in which unrealistic promises
voiced by political figureheads
have gone unmet. Sadr’s efforts to
purge the Independent High
Electoral Commission of Dawa
Party elements who effectively
pull the governmental body’s
strings are a mere reflection of his
political ambitions.
Following the agreement to
postpone the commission’s fate,
new hands — most likely of Sadrist
ilk — could take charge.
The limitations civil society
faces remain but continuing
initiatives are a testimony to the
existence of Iraqi civil society.
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