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Iraq launches anti-ISIS offensive 
amid Kurdish referendum tensions
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I 

raqi forces resumed their mili-
tary campaign against Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants in Anbar 
and Kirkuk provinces amid 
tensions in the country over a 

decision by the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) to call a referen-
dum on the independence of Kurd-
istan.

Iraqi forces moved towards the 
ISIS-held town of Ana in Anbar on 
September 19 with the aim of push-
ing westward until reaching al-
Qa’im on the border with Syria. The 
plan, as announced by the country’s 
military office, was to start with the 
ISIS-held city of Hawija in disput-
ed Kirkuk province on September 
22. The military offensive against 
ISIS in Hawija started one day ear-
lier, with heavy shelling around the 

nearby ISIS-held town of Sharqat.
Contrary to earlier Iraqi media re-

ports, Kurdish peshmerga fighters 
were not to participate in the battle 
to recapture Hawija. Only Iraqi spe-
cial forces and Shia militias under 
the umbrella of the Popular Mobi-
lisation Forces (PMF) were to take 
part. The peshmerga will never-
theless stand guard to prevent ISIS 
militants from escaping from the 
north-eastern side of Hawija.

Up to 85,000 people could be 
displaced from Hawija, the United 
Nations said. Save the Children, an 
international NGO, warned that up 
to 30,000 children are in extreme 
danger.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi said he expected the recapture 
of Hawija to be swift but the ex-
clusion of peshmerga forces in the 
offensive highlighted tensions be-
tween Baghdad and KRG President 
Masoud Barzani over the Kurdistan 
referendum.

Abadi warned that Iraqi forces 
were prepared to intervene militar-
ily if the referendum were to result 
in violence.

“If you challenge the constitution 
and if you challenge the borders of 
Iraq and the borders of the region, 
this is a public invitation to the 
countries in the region to violate 
Iraqi borders as well, which is a very 
dangerous escalation,” Abadi told 
the Associated Press.

The Federal Supreme Court of 
Iraq, which is responsible for set-
tling disputes between the central 
government and regional authori-
ties, ordered the KRG to suspend 
the referendum.

In addition to the areas recog-
nised as part of Kurdistan — the 
provinces of Erbil, Dohuk and Su-
laimaniya — the KRG also wants to 
have the referendum in areas that 
were under government control but 
are now held by peshmerga, which 
cleared ISIS from them.

It is those areas that are most 
likely to cause friction. One Kurdish 
man was killed in clashes with Turk-
men in the flashpoint city of Kirkuk. 
The question of who is to blame for 

the violence is disputed.
Several PMF leaders warned they 

would not allow the disputed areas 
to break away from Iraq. In an in-
terview with the BBC, Barzani said 
Kurds were ready to defend Kirkuk 
should other forces enter it.

The risk of civil war has alarmed 
much of the international commu-
nity, including Iraqi neighbours Tur-
key, Iran and Saudi Arabia, which 
called on Barzani to suspend the 
referendum.

The United States said it “strongly 
opposes” the referendum. “All of 
Iraq’s neighbours, and virtually the 
entire international community, 
also oppose this referendum,” read 
a statement by US State Department 
spokeswoman Heather Nauert. 
“The costs of proceeding with the 
referendum are high for all Iraqis, 
including Kurds.”

Israel is one of the few countries 

to have publicly backed the referen-
dum, a fact that does not serve the 
KRG’s interests given public senti-
ment in the region.

Kurdish officials said they have 
yet to receive a worthwhile offer 
from Baghdad and stressed the ref-
erendum would not automatically 
lead to seceding from the country.

“Motivations for holding the ref-
erendum have more to do with in-
ternal Kurdish politics and longer-
term relations with Baghdad than 
with immediate national Kurdish 
aspirations,” wrote Maria Fantappie, 
a senior Iraq analyst at the Interna-
tional Crisis Group. “By adopting 
an assertive nationalist stance, they 
hope to silence dissent and force op-
ponents to fall in line.”

The consequences of the referen-
dum, however, are expected to be 
felt in all of Iraq. “Deteriorating re-
lations between Erbil and Baghdad 

almost certainly would strengthen 
the Iran-affiliated Shia factions at 
Abadi’s and his government’s ex-
pense,” wrote Fantappie.

Despite its apparent popularity 
in Erbil, the referendum bid does 
not appear very promising for Iraqi 
Kurds.

“Kurdistan is far from ready 
for statehood. The government is 
steeped in debt; its coffers are emp-
ty. The peshmerga, its vaunted fight-
ing force, is split between multiple 
family-led factions. Mr Barzani, for 
his part, has made a mockery of the 
political system,” wrote the Econo-
mist. “Many Kurds, for now at least, 
would prefer that their leaders focus 
on improving Kurdistan, rather than 
seceding.”
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Multi-pronged operation. The burnt wreckage of a vehicle lies on a field as members of the Iraqi 
forces stand in the village of Al-Rayhanna in Anbar, on September 21.                                                                                  (AFP)

Hawija as a bellwether for civil war 
between the Kurds and Baghdad

A
s the Islamic State 
(ISIS) has been 
pushed out of major 
territories in Iraq 
and Syria, one would 
think the alliance 
arrayed against the 

extremists would take the opportu-
nity to increase efforts to annihi-
late the group as a major player 
once and for all.

Surely the time is ripe to de-
finitively shatter the irrepressible, 
victorious self-image that ISIS has 
cultivated.

It stands to reason that the alli-
ance between the Kurds, the Iraqi 
government, Shia jihadists and the 
US coalition plans to capitalise on 
ISIS’s crumbling position to defeat 
the group and show that a future 
of peace, security, cooperation and 
stability is a distinct possibility.

As with most things in the Mid-
dle East, the epic imagery and 
colourful imagination associated 
with the above good-versus-evil 
narrative often comes to noth-
ing and even more often results 
in the threat of further violence. 
ISIS is not Sauron, and the US-led 
coalition, the Iraqi government and 

a motley crew of pro-Iran Shia 
jihadists are certainly not the 

heroic people of Middle Earth bat-

tling an omniscient evil force.
While ISIS is certainly guilty of 

horrifying crimes, the same can be 
said of the Iraqi government and 
its allies, which are poised to tear 
each other apart over the Kurdish 
independence referendum, with 
the ISIS-held city of Hawija a pos-
sible catalyst.

Hawija lies in Iraq’s northern 
Kirkuk province, named after the 
disputed city of the same name 
that lies across vast oil resources. 
ISIS, battered and bruised after 
losing Mosul and Tal Afar in quick 
succession, is holed up there and 
has been marshalling its forces for 
what is looking like a vicious last 
stand.

The Iraqi military and the Kurd-
ish peshmerga, who hold Kirkuk, 
have moved units to Hawija, 
though it looks like they may be 
tempted to kill each other as well 
as ISIS, something the extremists 
could take advantage of.

The reason they may come to 
blows is over the Kirkuk provincial 
council’s decision to take part in 
the Kurdish independence vote, 
even though Kirkuk is not techni-
cally part of Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) territory but 
should be under Baghdad’s control.

When the Iraqi Army fled Kirkuk 

in 2014, the peshmerga moved in 
and, with US support, pushed ISIS 
back. The peshmerga have refused 
to withdraw and the inclusion of 
Kirkuk in the plebiscite irked Iraqi 
politicians who demand the Kurds 
respect the Constitutional Court 
ruling stating the referendum is 
illegal and must be postponed.

In response, and despite the ISIS 
menace on everyone’s doorstep, 
the KRG has threatened to draw its 
own borders by force.

With the fall of Mosul consti-
tuting ISIS’s biggest battlefield 
loss since the crisis erupted in 
June 2014, the recapture of Iraq’s 
second city and the resumption of 
Baghdad’s control over it conjured 
up fantasies of ISIS’s total defeat. 
Pundits and analysts lauded the 
success of the alliance in pushing 
ISIS back. However, this analysis 
betrayed a lack of understanding in 
how divided the alliance was from 
the beginning. The only glue hold-
ing them together was ISIS.

It is, after all, no secret that the 
KRG ruling from Erbil and the Iraqi 
government seated in Baghdad de-
spise each other. The KRG has been 
complaining about not getting the 
17% of Iraq’s annual budget that it 
is entitled to and Baghdad accused 
Erbil of pilfering Iraq’s national 

oil stocks from Kirkuk province 
and selling them abroad through 
Turkey’s Ceyhan Port.

Now that both sides no longer 
see ISIS as an existential or even 
territorial threat and believe the 
militants to be isolated in a few 
narrow pockets, they have resumed 
old rivalries and begun sabre rat-
tling in earnest.

Still reeling from being forced out 
of Kirkuk by ISIS, Baghdad will use 
Hawija as an excuse to move troops 
into the disputed territory, while 
the KRG will use this Iraqi version 
of a Mexican stand-off as an oppor-
tunity to show the Kurdish people 
that it can and will hold territory it 
has taken through force of arms.

As such, whatever happens in 
Hawija could act as a bellwether for 
the Baghdad-Erbil conflict. Either 
both parties will be forced into dis-
cussions by international powers, 
such as the United States and Iran, 
or the conflict over Kirkuk could 
degenerate into open warfare and 
civil war.

As the belligerents tear into each 
other, ISIS could use the chaos to 
not only prolong its survival but 
ensure it. If that occurs, both Bagh-
dad and Erbil might regret having 
counted their chickens before they 
were hatched.

is a researcher at the University 
of Exeter’s Strategy and Security 
Institute in England.

Tallha Abdulrazaq

Now that both 
sides no longer 
see ISIS as an 
existential threat, 
they have 
resumed old 
rivalries.


