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A 

fter almost nine months 
of fierce fighting, the 
campaign to recapture 
Mosul from the Islamic 
State (ISIS) is drawing to 

a bitter end in the ruins of the city’s 
historic quarter but the struggle for 
Iraq’s future is far from over.

Aside from Mosul, across the bor-
der in Syria a battle is raging to dis-
lodge ISIS from Raqqa, the capital 
of its self-declared caliphate. Fight-
ing will push down the Euphrates 
Valley to Deir ez-Zor, the jihadists’ 
last big urban stronghold.

The fall of Mosul exposes ethnic 
and sectarian fractures that have 
plagued Iraq for more than a dec-
ade.

The victory risks triggering new 
violence between Arabs and Kurds 
over disputed territories or be-
tween Sunnis and Shias over claims 
to power, egged on by outside pow-
ers that have shaped Iraq’s future 
since the 2003 US-led invasion 
toppled Saddam Hussein’s Sunni 
minority-rule and brought the Iran-
backed Shia majority to power.

For Iraq, stunned by the blitz on 
Mosul by ISIS in 2014 and the col-
lapse of its army, victory could thus 
turn out to be as big a problem as 
defeat.

The federal model devised un-
der the Anglo-American occupa-
tion and built on a power-sharing 
agreement between Sunnis, Shias 
and Kurds collapsed into ethno-
sectarian carnage spawned by the 
al-Qaeda precursors of ISIS.

In the three years since the jihad-
ists swept across the border from 
Syria where they had regrouped in 
the chaos of the rebellion against 
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
rule, ISIS was the rallying point 
uniting a fractured Iraq.

Now that the group faces military 

defeat, the unity that held Iraq to-
gether is starting to come apart.

One challenge is the future of 
Mosul itself, a city traumatised 
by ISIS’s brutal rule and shattered 
by the latest US-backed offensive, 
with thousands dead and nearly 1 
million people displaced.

Western, Iraqi and Kurdish offi-
cials said they are astonished that 
Iraqi authorities neglected to pre-
pare a post-battle plan for govern-
ance and security.

A high-level committee formed 
by the Kurdish region, the Baghdad 
government and a US-led military 
coalition to help Mosul leaders re-
build the city had never convened, 
they said.

“[Iraqi] Prime Minister [Haider] 
al-Abadi kept dragging his heels. 
Every time we raised this issue 
with him, he said, ‘Let’s wait until 
military operations are over’,” said 
Hoshyar Zebari, an internationally 
respected former finance and for-
eign minister.

“A whole city is being decimated. 
Look how much the government is 
contributing, as if they don’t care.” 
The first indication of possible fu-
ture conflict came when Masoud 
Barzani, president of Iraq’s autono-
mous Kurdish region, set a Septem-
ber 25 date for a referendum for an 
independent state.

Another omen was a push by 
Iran-backed Shia militias, grouped 
under the government-run Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF), to de-
ploy alongside Kurdish areas and 
advance towards the Syrian border, 
motivated by Iran’s desire to join 
Iraq and Syria and establish a cor-
ridor from Tehran to Beirut.

“Today the highway of resistance 
starts in Tehran and reaches Mosul, 
Damascus and Beirut,” Ali Akbar 
Velayati, the top adviser to Iran’s 
supreme leader, said recently.

All this comes against a backdrop 
of simmering rivalries between re-
gional powers Iran and Turkey, and 
above all declining US influence 
and Iran’s vigorous attempts to 
consolidate its control in Iraq.

While the administration of US 
President Donald Trump regards 
Syria and Iraq purely in terms of the 
military campaign to destroy ISIS, 
local jihadi fighters will likely melt 
into the population and could re-
group in a new insurgency.

Sunni and Kurdish leaders in and 
around Mosul largely agree with 
this grim prognosis, alarmed that 
Abadi has refused even to discuss 
the future governance of Mosul and 
suspecting that Iran is calling the 
shots.

The disputed territories stretch 
along an ethnically mixed ribbon 
of land dividing the autonomous 
Kurdish area in the north of Iraq 
from the Arab-majority part in the 
south — more a minefield than a 
mosaic — at a time when both the 
Kurds and Sunni Arabs are giving 
up on Shia rule in Baghdad.

Atheel al-Nujaifi, who was Nin-
eveh governor when the provincial 
capital, Mosul, was captured in 
2014, said: “We are back to where 
we were before Mosul fell, (be-
cause) there is an idea among the 
hard-line Shia leadership to keep 
the liberated areas as loose areas, 
with no (local) political leadership 
or security organisations so they 
can control them”.

Moderate Shia leaders, among 
whom he counts Abadi, are wary 
of a winner-take-all logic of victory, 
fearing this “could lead to the crea-
tion of radicalism again and they 
know this would destroy not only 
Iraq but the Shias.”

The problem, he said, is that Iraqi 
Shias were badly fractured, helping 
Iran control almost all its factions.

The former governor, a Sunni 
who has at his command an armed 
force trained by Turkey, said he was 
bowing out of office but not poli-
tics. He acknowledged there was a 
lack of mainstream Sunni leaders 
but blamed Baghdad for making 
sure none emerged.

Talk of Kurdish secession sparked 
discussion of whether Sunni Ar-
abs should set up a separate state, 
though officials said this was not 
practical because Sunni territory 
lacks the oil base the Shias and 
Kurds have, the experience of ISIS 
would hover like a spectre over any 
new entity and Sunnis were too in-
termingled across Iraq.

Some Sunni and Kurdish lead-
ers said one solution was to make 
Mosul a self-governing region 
like Kurdistan, with smaller units 
of self-rule to accommodate the 
plethora of minorities, which they 
said was permitted by the constitu-
tion.

“Before, the Sunnis were very 
sensitive to believing (devolution) 
would lead to secession, to the 
breakup of Iraq but now they’re 
coming to terms with it,” Zebari 
said.

The Sunnis are not the only ones 
who repudiate Baghdad’s Shia-
dominated government. The north-
ern Kurdish region has called a 
referendum to move from autono-
mous self-rule to an independent 
state.

Barzani said the timing for inde-
pendence after the vote was “flex-
ible but not open-ended.”

There is growing concern the 
real purpose of the referendum is 
not immediate secession but to 
strengthen Kurdish claims over the 
disputed territories, such as the 
oil-rich region and city of Kirkuk, 
whose future has been in play for 
over a decade.

Zebari, a senior official in 
Barzani’s Kurdish Democrat-
ic Party who devoted over 
a decade in Baghdad try-
ing to make power-sharing 
work, said the time was ripe 
for independence.

“We lost hope and faith in the 
new Iraq that we had built. The 
government has failed us on each 
and every constitutional provision 
and article to establish a new coun-
try with equal citizenship, with no 
discrimination, with partnership. 
All those dreams have evaporated,” 
he said.

The problem, he said, was that 
senior Iranian officials have left no 
doubt their priority — a corridor 
for Shia forces carved through the 
north and policed by Shia recruits — 
trumps everything else.

“They are breathing down our 
neck all along the Kurdish front line 
from Sinjar to Khanaqin,” he said.

“So far, we have been accommo-
dating, patient, coordinating to pre-
vent skirmishes or flashes but this 
is building up.”

(Reuters)
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The fall of Mosul 
exposes ethnic and 
sectarian fractures that 
have plagued Iraq for 
more than a decade.

Hopes revived. Members of the Iraqi forces celebrate in the Old City of Mosul after the government’s announcement of the liberation of 
the embattled city, on July 10.                                                                                                                                                                                                       (AFP)

Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi

►  1971: Born in Samarra in 
northern Iraq.

►  2003: Joins insurrection after 
the US invasion.

►  2005: Pronounced dead by 
Washington.

►  2010: Emerges as head of 
Islamic State in Iraq group, an 
al-Qaeda off-shoot.

►  2011: US places $10 million 
bounty on his head.

►  2013: Forms the Islamic State 
of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL).

►  June 2014: Proclaims a “cali-
phate.” ISIL becomes the Islamic 
State (ISIS) group.

►  July 2014: Delivers a speech in 
Mosul calling on all Muslims to 
obey him.

►  October 2016: International 
coalition launches offensive to 
oust ISIS from Mosul.

►  June 16, 2017: Moscow says 
probably killed by a Russian 
air strike in May near Raqqa. 
International coalition unable to 
confirm.

Is Baghdadi 
dead or alive?
Baghdad

T 

he United States is look-
ing into reports that Is-
lamic State (ISIS) leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi is 
dead but said it cannot 

confirm the information.
The latest report on Baghdadi’s 

death was made by the British-
based Syrian Observatory for 
Human Rights based on its moni-
toring of statements from ISIS 
commanders in Syria’s Deir ez-
Zor province.

The report came after Iraqi 
forces recaptured from ISIS the 
city of Mosul, where there were 
no reported signs of Baghdadi.

Russia claimed Baghdadi was 
killed in an air strike in late May 
in Syria but Western officials said 
that could not be confirmed.

The 46-year-old Iraqi-born 
leader of ISIS, nicknamed “The 
Ghost,” has not been seen in pub-
lic since he proclaimed himself 
“caliph” in the Iraqi city of Mosul 
three years ago.

The world’s most-wanted man 
has been rumoured wounded or 
killed several times. The last sign 
of life he gave was in November 
last year when, in an audio re-
cording, he urged his men to de-
fend Mosul to the bitter end.

The man who in 2014 became 
the overlord of a jihadist state rul-
ing over millions of inhabitants 
was born Ibrahim Awad al-Badri 
to a modest family in Samarra, 
north of Baghdad.

He was arrested in February 
2004 and detained at the Camp 
Bucca facility, where he became 
radicalised and started showing 
signs of leadership. He was re-
leased at the end of 2004 for lack 
of evidence. Iraqi security servic-
es arrested him in 2007 and 2012 
but let him go because they did 
not know who he was.

(Agence France-Presse)

Now that the group 
faces military defeat, 
the unity that held 
Iraq together is 
starting to come apart.


