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Relieved but wary, Iraqis see last hour for ISIS in Mosul

News & Analysis Mosul after ISIS

T
here are people in the 
United States who say 
that Washington 
should accept the 
“Iranian Crescent” as a 
reality. It would be 

useful to distinguish between the 
two axes of Iran’s strategy in the 
Gulf region: There is the axis of 
the “faith crescent” with a 
sectarian bent and the axis of the 
“strategic corridor” based on 
geographical continuity.

The “faith crescent” is not 
limited by geographical bounda-
ries and need not be composed of 
contiguous countries. It includes 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Bahrain, 
Yemen and any other country 
with a Shia minority. The “strate-
gic corridor,” however, must 
include a straight line of adjoining 
countries, such as Iraq, Syria and 
Lebanon. This corridor is the 
primary basis for the faith 
crescent.

US behaviour in the region is 
perplexing. In Syria, the US 
Defence Department is following a 
strategy that is different from the 
declared official strategy. The 
latter is based on fighting extrem-
ist organisations — the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in particular — plus 
halting Iran’s influence in the 
region.

What we are seeing in Iraq and 
Syria, however, is a slowing of the 
pursuit of the first objective so 
more attention can be given to the 
second. The United States is 
fighting Iranian influence on 
paper only so the results of that 
fight will be reflected in the fight 
against ISIS.

The Tehran-Beirut axis was in 
place long before the United 
States’ current strategy in the 
region. The strategy followed by 
the Trump administration is 
hampered by the results of the 
policy of non-intervention 
followed by the Obama adminis-
tration.

When senior officials in the 
Trump administration decided to 
have the United States return to 
Syria, they were thinking more in 
terms of laying hands on Russia’s 
share in Syria and delaying 
looking into Iran’s share until ISIS 
was defeated. The same thing is 
happening in Iraq. Without 
intending it, US war planes 
involved in the battle for Mosul 
are, at the same time, securing 
Iran’s corridor leading to the 
Syrian border via Tal Afar and 
Al-Baaj.

The US strategy in Iraq and Syria 
is based on haste. The United 
States wants to score strategic 
victories by speeding up opera-
tions in Mosul and starting the 
battle for Raqqa, regardless of 
future developments. In Mosul, 
for instance, there is no coherent 
strategy for the post-ISIS era, just 
as there was no strategy for the 

period preceding the arrival of 
ISIS. The only difference between 
the periods is that, instead of 
having Iran’s influence restricted 
in the south, we find it spread all 
over Iraq. It is feared that the 
same is true in the case of Syria.

There is no clear American 
strategy for that part of the world. 
The United States simply keeps 
repeating the same failures.

In Syria, the United States 
seems to focus on arbitrary 
objectives, resembling in this 
particular aspect Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin’s strategy. An 
air strike here and shooting down 
a Syrian plane there are actions 
within the context of a “show of 
strength” between Moscow and 
Washington with Syria as the 
prize. Trump and Putin seem to be 
poised to re-enact the Cuban 
Missile Crisis in Syria.

The United States knows that 
Russia has given everything it 
could to the Assad regime. Russia 
knows that the United States is 
burdened by the Obama legacy in 
the region and therefore has no 
leverage to impose its agenda. The 
United States has lost the game 
before starting it.

The United States is also slow in 
carrying out its single-purpose 
strategy, which is doing battle 
with ISIS. Even the air strike on a 
Hezbollah convoy near Al-Tanf 
border crossing between Iraq and 
Syria was a circumstantial 
military reaction rather than part 
of a comprehensive strategy.

Protecting the area around the 

Planning must start for after ISIS 
Al-Tanf crossing would amount to 
placing a roadblock on the road all 
the way from Iran through the 
Iraqi governorate of Karbala and 
leading to Palmyra and Damascus 
in Syria. What, however, about 
other similar roads via Tal Afar 
and Al-Baaj?

Former US Ambassador in Syria 
Robert Ford indicated in a recent 
interview that the United States is 
aware that Iranian supplies to 
Syria do not flow only through 
Iraq but also through Beirut and 
Damascus Airport and that the 
Americans are ready to live with 
that for the moment. The United 
States, then, is willing to tolerate 
Iran’s influence in the region if it 
does not overflow its present 
confines and reach the Gulf 
countries and the Suez Canal.

The blurry situation in the 
region will continue as long as 
finding a solution to the Syrian 
war remains outside Washington’s 
priorities. Only when the phase of 
fighting ISIS runs its course and 
the United States turns its atten-
tion to the Syrian file can we talk 
about ending Iran’s influence in 
the region.

Proper scenarios for the transfer 
of power in Syria and Iraq will 
have to be found and this requires 
effort and time. In the meantime, 
there is a need to start planning 
for the post-ISIS era so the region 
does not go back to where it was 
before ISIS.

Ahmad Abou Douh is an Egyptian 
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raq has announced the end 
of the caliphate of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Mosul and vowed 
to declare total victory against 
militants in the city within the 

“next few days” as fighting contin-
ued to rage.

“We are seeing the end of the fake 
Daesh state. The liberation of Mosul 
proves that,” Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi said on Twitter, us-
ing the Arabic acronym for ISIS. “We 
will not relent. Our brave forces will 
bring victory.”

Inside Mosul, Iraqi Staff Lieuten-
ant-General Abdul Ghani al-Assadi 
told Agence France-Presse: “In the 
next few days, we will announce 
the final victory over Daesh,” which 
he estimated to have 200-300 main-
ly foreign fighters left in the city.

At the Pentagon, US-led coalition 
spokesman US Army Colonel Ryan 
Dillon said “imminent” victory 
was expected “in days rather than 
weeks.” Dillon warned that “the Old 
City still remains a difficult, dense, 
suffocating fight — tight alleyways 
with booby traps, civilians, and 
(ISIS) fighters around every corner.”

ISIS captured Mosul in June 2014 
and Iraqi forces embarked on a US-
backed military mission to liberate 
the city last October.

On June 29, Iraqi forces captured 
the iconic Great Mosque of al-Nuri 
in Mosul’s Old City, where ISIS lead-

er Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared 
the group’s caliphate three years 
ago. The mosque and its renowned 
minaret were destroyed by ISIS, 
Iraqi officials said, but the militants 
blamed US air strikes.

“It was the last icon for the histor-
ic city of Mosul and a valuable sym-
bol,” Amir al-Jumaili, a professor at 
the Archaeology College in Mosul, 
told the Associated Press (AP).

“The minaret was built with sev-
en bands of decorative brickwork 
in complex geometric patterns also 
found in Persia and Central Asia. 
Its tilt and the lack of maintenance 
made it particularly vulnerable to 
blasts,” Reuters reported.

There are increasing concerns 
that ISIS won’t let go of its last 
pockets of resistance without in-
curring heavy civilian casualties. 
The group is known for its disre-
gard for the most basic of human 
rights and for using civilians as hu-
man shields.

There are also fears over the fate 
of civilians killed by Iraqi or US-led 
coalition fire.

While Iraqi special forces Major 
Dhia Thamir told the AP that the 
“hundreds of bodies under the 
rubble… are all Daesh,” Iraqi Ma-
jor-General Sami al-Aridi acknowl-
edged that civilians had been killed 
by air strikes and artillery. “Of 
course there is collateral damage. It 
is always this way in war,” he told 
the AP. “The houses are very old, so 
any bombardment causes them to 
collapse completely.”

The United Nations urged the Ira-

qi government to halt the “forced 
evictions” of families suspected of 
having ties to ISIS. The families had 
received threatening letters giving 
them a deadline for leaving.

“We urge the Iraqi government to 
take action to halt such imminent 
evictions or any type of collective 
punishment and to reinforce the 
formal justice system to bring per-

petrators to justice,” UN human 
rights spokesman Rupert Colville 
told a news briefing in Geneva.

There have been many reprisal 
attacks, which include torture and 
summary executions, by govern-
ment-sanctioned militias against 
people suspected of having ties to 
ISIS.

Reining in tribal revenge mental-
ity as well as sectarian and ethnical-
ly linked attacks is expected to be 
Iraq’s main challenge in the coming 
months. ISIS has footholds in small 
areas in al-Anbar province and the 
group’s appeal thrives on sectarian 
and ethnic sentiments.

Another consistent oxygen pro-
vider to the flame of such groups 
has been the poor living conditions 
for many Iraqis, especially in the 
Sunni-majority areas. The recon-
struction of those areas, as well as 
the development of Iraq remain a 
challenge, especially when consid-
ering allegations of corruption that 
have been levelled against Iraqi of-
ficials since 2003.

Corruption has not only harmed 
the country’s internal stability but 
it makes the task of the government 
of Iraq, an oil-rich country, even 
harder as it seeks investment from 
beyond its borders.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi concluded a 3-day tour of 
Saudi Arabia, Iran and Kuwait. This 
was touted as part of an Iraqi effort 
to boost ties with its neighbours, 
which should help with the coun-
try’s reconstruction. However, de-
spite statements of goodwill, there 
were hardly any tangible deals an-
nounced.

On the day Abadi returned to 
Iraq, Iraqi Parliament Speaker 
Salim al-Jabouri met with the Brit-
ish Ambassador to Baghdad Frank 
Baker and asked for British support 
for Iraq’s displaced people and re-
construction efforts.

The trend of looking for foreign 
financial support is expected to 
continue as the need for money to 
solve many of Iraq’s woes has never 
been more pressing.

Time is up. A member of the Iraqi special forces puts on a watch belonging to a former ISIS militant 
bearing the group’s logo in the Old City of Mosul, on June 29.                                                                        (AFP)
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June 2014: The Islamic State (ISIS) 
seizes Iraq’s second biggest city of 
Mosul.

October 17, 2016: Tens of thou-
sands of Iraqi forces launch an of-
fensive to recapture Mosul, with air 
and ground support from a US-led 
coalition. Kurdish forces take part in 
operations north and east of the city.

November 1: The Iraqi Army says 
it has entered Mosul city for the first 
time since 2014.

November 23: Shia-dominated 
paramilitary units say they have cut 

ISIS supply lines between Mosul and 
Syria.

December 29: Government troops 
end a two-week pause and launch 
the second phase of their assault on 
east Mosul.

January 24, 2017: Iraq says eastern 
parts of Mosul have been “fully lib-
erated.”

February 19: Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi announces the start 
of the battle for western Mosul.

February 24: Iraqi forces seize 
control of Mosul airport and enter 

their first west Mosul neighbour-
hood.

May 4: Iraqi forces launch a sec-
ond front in north-western Mosul to 
further seal the siege on the Old City.

May 16: Iraq says it has recaptured 
almost 90% of western Mosul.

June 18: Iraqi forces launch an as-
sault to retake the Old City, where 
the United Nations says ISIS may be 
holding more than 100,000 civilians 
as human shields.

(Agence France-Presse)

Key dates in the battle for Mosul


