Update Paper - Battle for Mosul and US strategy for Iraq

Ever since the city of Mosul was taken over by the ISIS in June 2014, the Iraqi army along with
Turkish and Kurdish Peshmerga forces, assisted by the Coalition forces have made substantial
inroads into recapturing Mosul from the ISIS. Reports as late as June 27th, 2017 from the Iraqi
Military state that the ISIS have been ousted from 50% of the old city1. According to a map
published by the Military media office around the 3rd of July, 2017, ISIS militants were cornered
to a 300 by 500 feet region near the River Tigris 2. On the 9th of July, Prime minister Haider alAbadi declared victory after the 8th month old offensive. ISIS’ domain in Iraq has reportedly
been reduced to rural and desert areas.3

Background on the Battle for Mosul
On the 10th of June, 2014, self proclaimed leader of the ISIS Abu-Bakr-Al-Baghdadhi declared
a global caliphate from the great mosque, Al-Nuri in Mosul, after ISIS militants seized control
over Iraq’s second largest city 4. This marked the beginning of an ISIS stronghold in Iraq, with
Mosul as its commanding center.
However, US led offensives, troops from the Iraqi armed forces, efforts from the Kurdish
Peshmerga fighters and several others as part of the anti-ISIS coalition has finally led to the
recapturing of Mosul.
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The offensive began in October 2016, when Iraqi Prime Minister Haider-Al-Abadi declared the
beginning of the offensive to recapture Mosul 5. The reported strategy was for the coalition to
surround Mosul from all directions, following which the Iraqi Military would enter Mosul 6. Initially,
the United States stationed around 4500 troops, perceivably for assistance and training, and
also conducted air strikes on the City 7. The ISIS were relentless and used civilians as human
shields 8. This was attributed as one of the reasons for widespread civilian deaths in the wake of
multiple airstrikes conducted by the coalition.

By the 30th of December 2016, the Iraqi forces had advanced from three directions into eastern
Mosul Districts, and successfully captured a part of the Karama District, and near control over
the Intissar and Siha districts by the 1st of January 9.

While the Iraqi forces continued to advance into Mosul, recapturing several important districts
towards the east and north of Mosul, the US-coalition led airstrikes were starting to come under
heavy criticism for the loss of civilian life 10. However, the presence of ISIS militants amongst the
civilians paved the way for the necessity of the airstrikes in the eyes of the Pentagon, coupled
by the belief that ISIS militants were dressing like civilians.
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Speaking at a news conference, UN spokeswoman Ravina Shamdasani said the hostage-taking
was aimed at making certain parts of Mosul “immune from military action”.
“ISIS’s depraved, cowardly strategy is to try to use the presence of civilian hostages to render
certain points, areas or military forces immune from military action, essentially using tens of
thousands of men, women and children as human shields,” Shamdasani said, using a different
term for the group. These actions were severely condemned worldwide 11.

A string of successful military operations towards the west of Mosul led to the Iraqi Military
advancing into West Mosul by February 2017, and the ISIS were being cornered into
diminishing territory 12. On the 23rd of February, the Iraqi forces retook Mosul airport.
Recapturing the airport allowed for the forces to have an airbase close to the city and to
facilitate airstrikes 13.

Between March and June, the Iraqi forces targeted Southern and North-Western Mosul and
managed to advance towards the center of Mosul. The ISIS were on the brink of defeat in
Mosul. On the 21st of June, the Great Mosque of al-Nuri was destroyed. The ISIS claimed that
it was destroyed by an airstrike by the United States, however the United Stated refuted such
claims and there were suggestions that the Mosque was destroyed by explosives placed at its
base.
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The Iraqi prime minister said that the destruction of the Mosque was a declaration of defeat by
the ISIS 14.
On the 9th of July 2017, Iraqi Prime minister Haider al-Abadi declared victory over the ISIS in
Mosul.

Strategy adopted by the United States of America in Iraq
Initially, the United States had restricted their support to training of Iraqi and Kurdish Forces by
the US special forces, along with backing by the US Air force in the form of targeted airstrikes.
The Department of Defense in June 2017, published a brief budget 15 request from which
certain implications can be drawn with regard to the plan of the United States in the following
years to come. There has been a common understanding that the defeat of the ISIS in Mosul
will not lead to their extermination, considering the various existing sectarian and ethnic
conflicts.
Several implications could be drawn from the budget request:
-

The US would train and equip Iraqi and Kurdish troops for around three years

-

US military advisors will remain deployed near or with the combat forces

-

Extension of the July 2016 Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between the
Department of Defence (DoD) and the Ministry of Peshmarga. (The MoU facilitates the
provision of weapons, ammunition, food, etc).

-

Oversee the transition of the Iraqi Counterterrorism Service from an elite conventional
force to a traditional special operations role.
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The primary motive of the United states moving forward seems to be the continued assistance
of the Kurdish Peshmarga Forces (KRG), the Iraqi Counterterrorism service (CTS) , the Iraqi
Security Forces (ISF) and in general the Government of Iraq, in the form of training of troops in
border control and combat operations, provision of food, arms, the supplication of combat power
that suffered up to 40% losses in the battle of Mosul with NATO standard weapons, etc. 16
The motives haven’t changed from those adopted as the “Five lines of efforts” by the Global
Coalition to defeat ISIS17.

The initial birth of the ISIS is sometimes attributed to the power vacuum left when the US troops
withdrew from Iraq post 2007. The United States is cognizant of the fact that other radical and
extremist groups might fill the void created by the decline of the ISIS and in such a scenario it
would be necessary to ensure and assist the Iraqi Security Forces in establishing border
security, critical infrastructure and to address and asses the possibility of further threats.
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