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Chronicle of a failed US 
mediation in the Gulf foretold

ISIS days over in Mosul but suffering of victims continues

London 

T 

he recapture of Mosul 
from the Islamic State 
(ISIS) has provided Iraq 
with new opportunities 
for national reconciliation 

but the country faces other serious 
challenges that could make matters 
worse.

The announcement of “total 
victory” in Mosul by Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi has re-
stored some confidence in the 
state following the humiliation that 
plagued the government when ISIS 
captured the city in 2014 but the 
war against the militants is by no 
means over.

ISIS controls the towns of Tal Afar 
in Nineveh province; Hawijah in 
Kirkuk; as well as Rawa, Anah and 
al-Qaim in Anbar. ISIS continues 
to attack government-held areas, 
including in the Old City of Mosul. 
The reported death of ISIS leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi is unlikely to 
affect the militants’ operations.

In addition to recapturing these 
areas, the Iraqi government needs 
to swiftly bring a sense of normalcy 
to the people who lived under ISIS 
control. This does not only mean  
providing urgent humanitarian at-
tention but also ensuring the pro-

cess of reconstruction and of secur-
ing a dignified means of living for 
them is a priority.

Victims of ISIS in those areas will 
undoubtedly feel relieved after be-
ing freed from the ordeal of living 
under the militants’ rule but, in or-

der for them to trust the state, they 
are likely to want zero tolerance of 
human rights violations, including 
displacement, unlawful detention, 
torture, rape and summary execu-
tions carried out by Iraqi forces, 
predominately Shia militias or 
Kurdish peshmerga.

Although residents in the Kurd-
ish-majority north and the Shia-
majority south have faced human 
rights violations at the hands of 
security forces, they see the abuses 
as part of corruption of the authori-
ties, as opposed to being driven by 
sectarianism, because such acts 
are carried out by members of their 
own faith or ethnicity. Residents 
of the Sunni-Arab community are 
more likely to view such abuses 

as sectarian, regardless of the true 
motivation.

The national focus on the mili-
tary campaign to dislodge ISIS from 
Mosul has led the central govern-
ment in Baghdad and the semi-
autonomous Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) in Erbil to set 
aside most of their differences, al-
beit momentarily. Relations peaked 
when Iraqi government forces were 
allowed to enter KRG territory for 
the first time since 1990.

The announcement by KRG Pres-
ident Masoud Barzani in April that 
he intends to call a referendum on 
the future of Kurdistan and other 
disputed areas drew condemna-
tion from the Iraqi government but 
Baghdad did not escalate the row 
with Erbil. How the two sides de-
cide to handle the dispute as they 
approach the September 25 election 
could determine what Iraq’s next 
major crisis is going to be.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor in 
London.

Washington

U 

S Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson’s first Middle 
East diplomatic foray 
ended in failure and hu-
miliation as his push for 

an end of the dispute pitting Qatar 
against four Arab countries led by 
Saudi Arabia led nowhere and Pres-
ident Donald Trump continued to 
undermine his top diplomat’s posi-
tion in the crisis.

In a sign that the showdown is 
likely to drag on much longer, Qa-
tar reverted to boosting its alliance 
with Turkey shortly after Tillerson 
left the region.

Following several days of talks 
in Qatar, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, 
Tillerson on July 13 conceded that 
the United States had been unable 
to get the different sides in the dis-
pute any closer to the negotiation 
table. “Right now, the parties are 
not even talking to one another at 
any level,” Tillerson said during his 
flight back to the United States, the 
New York Times reported.

With Qatar confronting a Saudi-
led quartet of countries in a bitter 
dispute over terrorism issues and 
regional politics, Tillerson’s mis-
sion — his first mediation abroad 
since taking office — had been dif-
ficult from the start and was fur-

ther complicated by several factors. 
That included the political process 
in Washington. Tillerson, a former 
CEO of oil giant Exxon Mobil, said 
decision-making in the US govern-
ment was “fragmented,” unlike in 
his former career, in which he had 
been “the ultimate decision-mak-
er.”

Tillerson stressed the need for 
compromises from all sides and 
has called Qatar’s position “reason-
able,” a description rejected by Sau-
di Arabia, Bahrain, the United Arab 
Emirates and Egypt, which from 
the start suspected Tillerson of a 
pro-Qatar bias. The secretary’s at-
tempts at resolving the crisis were 
undercut by Trump, who contin-
ued to voice strong support for the 
Saudi-led camp in the dispute.

Trump told the Christian Broad-
casting Network that he and Till-
erson had had “a little bit of a dif-
ference, only in terms of tone” on 
the Qatar issue. Qatar was “known 
as a funder of terrorism,” Trump 
insisted, “and we said you can’t do 
that.” He also said the United States 
would have no problem giving up 
a key military base in Qatar. “If we 
ever had to leave, we would have 
ten countries willing to build us an-
other one,” he said, adding that he 
wanted “a good relationship” with 
the country despite the crisis.

In a move that could seal the 
fate of US efforts to find a com-
promise solution after Tillerson’s 
trip, Trump reiterated support for 
the countries boycotting Qatar in 
a phone call with Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud on July 
14. The “president emphasised the 
need to cut all funding for terrorism 
and discredit extremist ideology,” 
the White House said in a state-
ment.

Another obstacle Tillerson could 
not surmount was the two sides’ 
apparent lack of interest in com-

ing to a quick resolution. They in-
stead seemed to be preparing for a 
drawn-out confrontation.  

For members of the Arab quar-
tet opposing Qatar, Doha has been 
less interested in considering the 
demands of its Arab rivals than in 
ensuring military protection from 
outside the region and organising 
alternative supply lines in response 
to its adversaries cutting land, sea 
and air connections.

Shortly after Tillerson’s visit, Qa-
tari Foreign Minister Sheikh Mo-
hammed bin Abdulrahman al-Tha-

ni visited Turkey and reaffirmed 
Doha’s commitment to enhancing 
military cooperation with Ankara. 
Both Thani and his Turkish coun-
terpart, Mevlut Cavusoglu, were 
adamant on rejecting the Saudi-led 
bloc’s demand that the Turkish mil-
itary base in Qatar be shut down. 
No third country “has the right” 
to raise the issue, they both said in 
quite similar terms.

The United Arab Emirates 
warned it expected the dispute to 
last a long time. “We are headed for 
a long estrangement… we are very 

far from a political solution involv-
ing a change in Qatar’s course and, 
in light of that, nothing will change 
and we have to look for a different 
format of relations,” UAE Minister 
of State for Foreign Affairs Anwar 
Gargash said. Gargash last month 
said Qatar’s isolation could last 
years.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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A glimmer of hope. Iraqi Federal Police celebrate in the Old City of 
Mosul.                                                                                                        (Reuters)

Deadlock. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (C-L) is welcomed by Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir upon his arrival in Jeddah, on July 12.                                                                                                          (AP)     

The announcement 
of “total victory” 
in Mosul by Haider 
al-Abadi restored 
some confidence in 
the state.

In a phone call 
with King Salman, 
Trump “emphasised 
the need to cut 
all funding for 
terrorism.”
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