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raqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi congratulated the people 
of Iraq on the “major victory in 
Mosul” but questions remain on 
what the government will do in 

the city once the remaining Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants are eradicated.

An estimated 300, mostly foreign, 
ISIS fighters holed up in pockets in 
Mosul appear to be fiercely fighting 
to the last, with a reported increase 
in suicide bombings, some of which 
were carried out by women.

Abadi’s victory celebrations ap-
pear to be early as the United Na-
tions estimated that up to 20,000 
civilians are trapped in ISIS-held 
areas in Mosul’s Old City, where the 
militants target civilians who try to 
escape.

Doctors Without Borders (MSF) 
expressed concern that only a small 
number of civilians were getting the 
medical attention they needed in 
Mosul, where many have been hurt 
by shrapnel and other blast injuries, 
broken bones from collapsed build-
ings, in addition to burns.

Once the dust settles, Mosul’s ci-
vilian population must deal with the 
psychological trauma of ISIS rule 
and the battle to dislodge it.

“This is a massive population that 
has been traumatised from a very 
brutal and horrific conflict,” Jona-
than Henry, emergency coordina-
tor for MSF in west Mosul, said in 
Geneva. This “extremely traumatic 
environment” will affect people’s 
mental health on a large scale, he 
said.

A report by the Save the Children 
charity said many of Mosul’s chil-
dren suffered from dangerous levels 
of psychological damage, which has 
led to some of them having vivid 
waking nightmares.

“What was striking was how intro-
verted and withdrawn children have 
become. They rarely even smiled. 

It was as though they had lost the 
ability to be children,” Dr Marcia 
Brophy, Save the Children’s senior 
mental health adviser for the Middle 
East, said in a statement.

For many who survived brutal 
ISIS rule, the ordeal is not over as 
they have to endure a strict screen-
ing process by Iraqi security forces.

The Associated Press (AP) report-
ed that boys as young as 14, in ad-
dition to elderly people, were being 
detained after being accused of hav-
ing links to ISIS.

“These are not children. They are 
cubs of the caliphate,” special forces 
Lieutenant Fadhel Hadad told the 
AP at a checkpoint in the Old City as 
he pointed to a group of young boys 
in custody.

“We know they are all [ISIS] fami-
lies but what do we do, kill them 
all?” special forces soldier Amar Ta-
bal said to the AP.

The humanitarian effects of the 
battle to dislodge ISIS from Mosul 
were more severe than the United 

Nations had estimated.
“We exceeded our worst-case 

scenario more than a month ago. 
In our very worst-case scenario, we 
thought that 750,000 people would 
flee,” UN humanitarian coordina-
tor in Iraq Lise Grande told Agence 
France-Presse. The number of those 
who fled their homes is approxi-
mately 915,000, nearly 700,000 of 
whom are still displaced.

The prospect for those civilians 
looks grim after the city’s liberation 
as out of western Mosul’s 44 resi-
dential neighbourhoods, six were 
nearly destroyed, 22 were moder-
ately damaged and 16 were lightly 

damaged, Grande said.
In a separate interview with Reu-

ters, Grande estimated it would cost 
more than $1 billion to repair Mo-
sul’s basic infrastructure.

“In western Mosul, what we’re 
seeing is the worst damage of the 
entire conflict,” she said. “In those 
neighbourhoods where the fighting 
has been the fiercest, we’re looking 
at levels of damage incomparable to 
anything else that has happened in 
Iraq so far.”

“What that shows is that the level 
of damage is far higher than we ex-
pected and that’s why the cost of 
stabilisation is far higher,” she said.

The pace of reconstruction would 
be among the factors that determine 
whether the failure of ISIS in Mosul 
lasts.

“The clear-up operation will do 
much to determine whether the 
government wins the war as well 
as the battle,” wrote the Econo-
mist. “The prime minister, Haider 
al-Abadi, wants to get people home 

quickly but the [United Nations] 
says 200,000 have none to return to. 
Most of the latter come from poor 
neighbourhoods, like the Old City, 
where [ISIS] found many recruits. 
Strewn across Iraq, they may now 
spread their anger countrywide.”

The answer to Mosul’s problems 
may depend on what happens in 
Iraq as a whole.

“Although Iraqis are now more 
supportive of state institutions, 
they are also concerned that the 
root causes that led to the rise of 
ISIS have not been adequately ad-
dressed,” wrote Renad Mansour in 
a research paper published by the 
think-tank Chatham House. “As 
such, many are placing a new em-
phasis not only on defeating ISIS 
but also on countering corruption 
through effective state-building and 
better governance.”

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor in 
London.
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Heading towards the unknown. Fleeing Iraqi civilians walk past the heavily damaged al-Nuri mosque in the Old City of Mosul, on July 4.
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W
hite phosphorus 
is an easily 
produced 
compound that 
has numerous 
military 

applications. It burns brightly and 
persistently. In battle, it can 
create a smokescreen that can 
hide troop movements.

These uses are not objection-
able but the status of white 
phosphorus is complex. It is not 
normally used offensively, though 
it sometimes is employed as a 
makeshift weapon. When this 
happens, it can be dangerous.

White phosphorus burns at a 
very high temperature and, if it 
gets onto skin, it cannot easily be 
removed. It can cause terrible 
burns. If inhaled, it can do 
long-term damage to the lungs.

Hamish de Bretton-Gordon, a 
former British Army officer and 
currently an adviser to the 
Kurdish peshmerga, said: “If you 
get white phosphorus on you it’s 
almost impossible to put out. If 
you put water on, it burns more 
violently.”

Its use is therefore controversial 
and often criticised.

There have been allegations 
that white phosphorus has been 
used in Iraq and Syria, including 
the battles to liberate Mosul and 
Raqqa from the Islamic State 

(ISIS). This has been reported on 
negatively, with the use of white 
phosphorus being held against the 
international coalition and the 
local partner forces whose troops 
fight ISIS on the ground.

“No matter how white phospho-
rus is used, it poses a high risk of 
horrific and long-lasting harm in 
crowded cities like Raqqa and 
Mosul and any other areas with 
concentrations of civilians,” said 
Stephen Goose, arms director at 
Human Rights Watch. “US-led 
forces should take all feasible 
precautions to minimise civilian 
harm when using white phospho-
rus in Iraq and Syria.”

The battle for Mosul has seen 
rates of civilian casualties that 
have caused concern. Tactics 
employed by the international 
coalition, involving the extensive 
use of air strikes, have drawn 
extensive criticism. Part of this is 
due to the nature of the Mosul 
battlefield, the city serving as a 
prison for hundreds of thousands 
of civilians who are trapped in the 
face of the Iraqi offensive.

At the same time, the narrow 
streets of the Old City made urban 
warfare bloodier and the fighting 
more difficult.

Those conditions also make the 
use of white phosphorus contro-
versial. The trapped civilian popu-
lation of Mosul, effectively 
confined to a few square miles, is 
more vulnerable to chemical 
changes in atmospheric condi-
tions.

Dan Kaszeta, a former US Army 
Chemical Corps officer now 

working as a security and terror-
ism consultant, said: “There are 
reasonable and time-honoured 
legitimate military uses for [white 
phosphorus].”

“It is, even to this day, gram-for-
gram, the most potent way of 
creating large dense clouds of 
smoke for obscuration purposes 
on the battlefield and there are 
many tactical uses for smoke 
screens,” he said. “In particular, 
[white phosphorus] is useful in 
that it blocks not just visible light 
but also scrambles infrared. This 
means things like thermal vision, 
targeting lasers, night vision, etc., 
are blocked by it as well.”

This extra dimension is particu-
larly useful in fighting ISIS, which 
has shown a propensity for 
military innovation, from the 
home-spun and rough-edged to 
the notably advanced. ISIS’s use 
of drones, some equipped with 
thermal cameras, to scout Iraqi 
positions is well known.

In Mosul, drones can be used 
offensively — equipped with 
grenades — or for reconnaissance. 
White phosphorus munitions can 
minimise the effect of such 
murderous inventiveness.

This provides motivation for the 
Iraqi military, which has suffered 
high casualties while fighting ISIS, 
to make use of white phosphorus 
to shield its troops from observa-
tion. The international coalition 
must have known about such uses 
and would have licensed it in 
some way.

This presents its own problems.
Kaszeta said the use of white 

White phosphorus use stirs dilemma
phosphorus is legally complex. 
“Despite the various things you 
may read, international law does 
not consider it a chemical warfare 
agent. It is not a scheduled (i.e. 
prohibited or restricted) chemical 
under the Chemical Weapons 
Convention,” he said.

Its legal status “depends on 
usage and intent.” If white 
phosphorus is used solely for 
ancillary reasons and not offen-
sively, its use is not only defensi-
ble but tactically sound.

“I think it is strategically 
justified but it is treading a very 
fine line,” de Bretton-Gordon said 
of its use in Mosul.

“[ISIS] snipers are high up in 
buildings and are picking off 
coalition fighters. [ISIS is] also 
using chlorine and mustard agent 
(gas) to force troops into gas 
masks or force them to disperse if 
they don’t have gas masks.

“Morally it is slightly more 
difficult as we know. [ISIS is] using 
civilians as human shields.”

De Bretton-Gordon noted that 
these decisions are difficult. 
Coalition commanders are 
rationing air strikes after an 
outcry over the level of civilian 
casualties.

The danger lies less in the fight 
against ISIS and more in the 
judgment of history. White 
phosphorus use is associated with 
chemical war crimes. If it is used 
at all, it must be used carefully, 
lest coalition and partner forces 
suffer the same association.

James Snell is a British journalist.
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