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Iran’s ambitions
in Iraq threaten
victory over ISIS
Mamoon Alabbasi
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A

mid the jubilation over
the defeat of the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Mosul by
US-backed Iraqi forces,
there are fears that Iranian designs in Iraq will rekindle
sentiments that gave rise to the
militants.
Many Iraqi Shia politicians and
militia leaders look to Tehran for
support and guidance, as Iran
backed or hosted many of those in
power when they were in exile.

There are fears that
sectarian-inspired
acts against Sunnis
will continue to go
unpunished.
The most recent of Iran’s suspected designs is the military corridor from Iraq to Lebanon through
Syria, whose regime Tehran has
supported since an anti-government uprising in 2011 morphed into
civil war.

Iran’s influence in Iraq and — as
some Iranian officials have boasted
— Syria, Lebanon and Yemen was
not limited to military outreach.
Maintaining influence in those
countries grants Iran leverage in
diplomatic negotiations, most notably with world powers.
Such influence, however, is predominately exerted on political
or military powers that are, to one
extent or another, ideologically
aligned with the Iranian regime.
This could lead or add to internal
friction in those countries.
Despite the presence of sectarian
rhetoric and acts during the Iraqi
campaign to dislodge ISIS from
Mosul, Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi has been keen to present
the military offensive as a united
and national effort against the militants.
To a large extent, Abadi has succeeded in showing that he is different from his predecessor, former
Prime Minister and current VicePresident Nuri al-Maliki, who had
come to be viewed as a symbol of
sectarianism. Al-Qaeda, ISIS and
other such groups hid among and
recruited members of Iraq’s Sunni
Arab community, who welcomed

Key dates in the battle for Mosul
— June 2014: The Islamic State
(ISIS) seizes Iraq’s second largest
city of Mosul.
— October 17, 2016: Tens of
thousands of Iraqi forces launch
an offensive 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 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 eastern Mosul.

— January 24, 2017: Iraq says the
east has been “fully liberated.”
— February 19: Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi announces
the start of the battle for western
Mosul.
— February 24: Iraqi forces seize
full control of Mosul airport and
enter their first west Mosul neighbourhood.
— May 4: Iraqi forces launch
a second front in north-western
Mosul to further seal the siege on
the Old City.
— June 18: Iraqi forces launch an
assault to retake the Old City.
— July 9: Abadi declares victory
in the “liberated” city during a
visit to Mosul.
(Agence France-Presse)

Exploiting sectarianism. Iraqi militiamen hold a poster bearing a portrait of Iran’s Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as they take part in a parade marking al-Quds (Jerusalem) Day in Baghdad,
last year. 										
(AFP)
any saviour promising to protect
them from the real or perceived
abuses of the Shia-dominated government and militias.
This explains why Abadi was determined to prevent the Shia-majority Popular Mobilisation Forces
(PMF) from having any role inside
Mosul, tasking the militia fighters
instead with the role of capturing
neighbouring villages and cutting off the route that ISIS fighters
could take towards Syria.
The PMF is also besieging the
town of Tal Afar, which is under
ISIS control. The Shia militiamen have yet to move on Tal Afar
amid fears that the town’s Turkmen population will face sectarian
backlashes.
Turkey has been vocal in expressing concern about the fate of
Turkmen and Sunni Arab civilians
in Tal Afar and the Iraqi government appears to have listened to
Ankara’s concerns, to the ire of
militia leaders. It remains unclear

whether Abadi will be able to prevent sectarian attacks once attention shifts from Iraq after the liberation of Mosul.

The most recent of
Iran’s suspected
designs is ensuring a
military corridor from
Iraq to Lebanon,
passing through Syria.
Despite ISIS’s sectarian acts and
rhetoric against Shias and other
communities, Sunni Arabs have
been the first of many to be victimised by the militants. Despite
professing to be of the Sunni domination of Islam, ISIS’s view of what
truly constitutes a Muslim has left
many Sunnis outside that definition.
The brutal rule of ISIS in Mosul
over the past three years will undoubtedly lead most of the city’s

residents to welcome any liberator.
This should allow for a fresh start
between Mosul’s residents, the
majority of whom are Sunni Arabs,
and the Shia-led government.
However, there are fears that
sectarian-inspired acts of torture,
rape and summary executions
against the Sunni Arab community
at the hands of rogue governmentsanctioned, Iran-backed militias
will continue to go unpunished.
The perception is that ISIS has been
obliterated for doing the same, so
why not others?
The high civilian death toll in Mosul resulting from the US-backed
Iraqi military campaign, as well as
the numerous Shia fighters killed to
liberate the city, means that sectarian sensitivities will remain high.
The visible presence of Iranian
military figures and Iraqi militiamen openly declaring allegiance to
Tehran further risks exacerbating
tensions in predominately Sunni
Arab areas.

Why defeating ISIS in Mosul took so long
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L

ast October, the Iraqi
government and the
international coalition
fighting the Islamic
State (ISIS) declared
confidently that the
battle to recapture Mosul would
soon be over but it wasn’t until
July that they managed to defeat
the militants in the city.
The prelude to the battle to
retake Mosul filled observers
with confidence. An attack from
all sides by different anti-ISIS
factions — Iraqi government
troops, Iran-backed Shia militias
and Kurdish peshmerga forces —
overran ISIS-controlled villages
with speed and assurance.
Once the fighting reached the
city and was limited to Iraqi
government forces to lessen
possible sectarian consequences,
the offensive ran into difficulty,
even though ISIS fighters were
heavily outnumbered.
Gareth Browne, who reported
extensively on the battle for
Mosul, said: “The offensive has
taken far longer than the Iraqi
government had expected and
was prepared for, more than

ISIS will retreat into the desert,
adopting the tactics of its
predecessor, al-Qaeda in Iraq.

twice the length it had initially
claimed it would take.”
Browne offered numerous
reasons for this setback, including a deficit of planning and a
lack of tactical sense. “Initially,
Iraqi tactics were naïve,” he said.
“They focused their efforts and
elite forces on one single axis of
advance. This made defensive
positions far easier to hold for
the Islamic State, even with such
a numerical disadvantage.”
The crushing advantage in
personnel did not translate into a
swift victory. ISIS fighters made
use of the terrain. They created
smokescreens and constructed
barricades and other defences.
The caliphate defended itself
with deadly effect. Those
fighters were left behind with
instructions to inflict maximum
casualties on Iraqi forces.
Browne said the government
has had significant losses — up to
50% in some cases — in some of
its most capable fighting units.
Faced with these conditions
and the prospect of the offensive
stalling, the Iraqi government
adapted its tactics. “As the
fighting entered its second or
third month, we began to see
Iraqi forces advancing on
multiple fronts simultaneously,
notably from the east and
south-east. This certainly helped

overcome ISIS’s defensive
capabilities,” said Browne.
At the same time, however,
came a tactical decision with
far-reaching consequences: As
elite counterterrorism units such
as the Golden Division began to
take heavy casualties, Iraqi
forces began to rely more heavily
on air strikes by the US-led
coalition.
Though these strikes were
highly effective at killing ISIS
fighters and destroying obstacles
in front of the Iraqi advance, they
could not do everything. Public
buildings such as Mosul’s
university were heavily
defended. ISIS fighters fortified
themselves inside and put up
stiff resistance.
The air strikes were criticised
for causing an increase in
civilian casualties. This was only
exacerbated when the fighting
entered the narrower streets of
west Mosul and the medieval Old
City.
Nonetheless, Iraqi forces
gradually extended their control
over the city, though it is not
entirely secure.
Reconciliation, however, is not
going to be easy. “The
prospects for transitional justice
in Mosul are bleak, there are
already widespread claims of
war crimes against Iraqi forces,”

Iraq has to
throw off the
spectre of its
failures in
the face of
ISIS’s initial
advance in
2014.

said Browne.
These crimes will sour any
attempts to foster pan-Iraqi
unity and hurt the formation of a
new, post-ISIS national identity.
At the same time, the challenge of ISIS remains. It may
have been deprived of its de
facto Iraqi capital but its strength
endures in the border region
with Syria, where its leadership
is likely to be gathering.
ISIS will retreat into the desert,
adopting the tactics its predecessor, al-Qaeda in Iraq, used so
effectively after it was rolled up
by US-allied tribes in Anbar province and elsewhere.
There is a genuine military
threat to be faced. Iraq must
throw off the spectre of its
failures in the face of ISIS’s
initial advance in 2014 and the
difficulties engendered in the
caliphate’s defeat.
It would be too easy to allow
Iran-backed forces to do the
heavy lifting but the consequences of this could be disastrous.
“If it is to prosper, the country
needs to rebuild its security
capabilities quickly, but mustn’t
compromise on quality or
sectarian grounds,” Browne said.
James Snell is a British
journalist.

