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The successful liberation of Fallujah from the Islamic 
State by a constellation of Iraqi forces in June provides 
pointers for the more challenging mission of liberating 
the much larger city of Mosul. Relatively effective co-
ordination of Iraqi forces, coalition airpower, and vital 
intelligence from Sunni tribes and townspeople led to 
the Islamic State being driven out more quickly than ex-
pected, despite the fact that an unauthorized incursion 
by Shi`a militias risked compromising the offensive, as 
well as attempts to secure and rebuild the town. Mosul 
will be harder to take because Islamic State fighters are 
less likely to flee in large numbers. It may be possible to 
make significant progress in the coming weeks because of 
weakening Islamic State capabilities and morale and the 
emergence of resistance forces in the city providing key 
intelligence, as well as successful cooperation so far be-
tween Baghdad and Erbil. But the large number of rival 
Iraqi actors and regional powers—particularly Iran and 
Turkey—jockeying for position in Mosul means that un-
less their conflicting agendas can be resolved, any victory 
in securing the city could be fleeting. 

T he offensive to liberate Mosul, which began in the early 
hours of October 17, is far more delicate and challeng-
ing than that of any previous Islamic State-held cities 
because of its size and because Nineveh province—of 
which Mosul is the capital—consists of the most di-

verse and ancient ethnic and religious communities in Iraq. More-
over, a dug-in Islamic State looks set to fight to the death there 
unlike in Fallujah where over 1,000 fighters and members retreated 
from the town. Making it even more contentious, the geopolitical 
significance of Mosul has created competition between the federal 
government, pro-Iranian Shi`a militias, the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG), Iraqi Arab Sunni factions, and regional pow-
ers to carve out future influence in the city. 

This article draws on interviews1 with key Iraqi political and mil-
itary players, including in Anbar and Nineveh, to outline and assess 
the operation that recaptured Fallujah in June and to compare and 
contrast the challenges faced there with those of the just launched 
Mosul offensive. It analyses the constellation of forces set to march 
on the northern Iraqi city, the Islamic State’s ability to defend the 
city, and the political and military dynamics that will determine the 
ultimate success and failure of the war in Iraq against the Islamic 
State. 

Part 1: The Fallujah Operation 

Why Fallujah Was First 
Fallujah, 37 miles west of Baghdad, is the second-largest city in 
Anbar governorate and was the second most symbolic territorial 
prize in Iraq for the Islamic State.2 The Iraqi government’s deci-
sion to liberate Fallujah first, despite U.S. pressure3 to drive north-
ward to Mosul first, was primarily to protect Baghdad from attacks 
launched from the area. “We used to call Fallujah Iraq’s Kandahar 
as it was Daesh’s stronghold,”4 Ghazi al-Kaoud,5 the Sunni chairman 
of the Committee of Tribes in the Iraqi Council of Representatives 
(ICR), told the author.

There were also political imperatives. Shi`a political factions, 
led by the Iraqi National Alliance and Shi`a militias’ leaders, pres-
sured Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to pursue Fallujah’s lib-
eration before Mosul’s in order to retaliate against attacks on their 
fellow Shi`a in Baghdad.6 Amidst power struggles in Baghdad and 
criticism of the government, the Fallujah operation also provided 
al-Abadi with an opportunity to turn the fight against the Islamic 
State into a unifying issue.7

Competing Agendas 
Initially, the Iraqi government and the Shi`a Popular Mobilization 
Forces (PMF) “al-Hashd al-Sha’abi”8 leaders sought to take the lead 
on Fallujah.9 But after U.S. pressure, a compromise was reached. 
The Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) would lead the operation inside the 
city while the Shi`a-dominated PMF militias would surround and 
isolate Fallujah and support the ISF from the outskirts. Al-Abadi 
appointed Lieutenant General Abdul-Wahab al-Sa’adi, a key com-
mander in the Iraqi Counter Terrorism Service (CTS), to lead the 
effort. Al-Sa’adi was disliked by the PMF militias due to previous 
tensions in operations in Ramadi and Tikrit, particularly between 
himself and Hadi al-Amiri (the leader of the Badr Organization, the 
largest Shi`a militia in Iraq).10 Moreover, in 2008 the CTS and Jaish 
al-Mahdi (Sadrist militia) and its offshoots had fought.11 Therefore, 
fissures in the military command surfaced. While they did not result 
in confrontation, various factions, particularly the Shi`a militias, 
did not completely adhere to the plan, which complicated the task 
of taking back Fallujah. 
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Participating Forces 
The ground forces deployed to take back Fallujah—more than 
30,000—involved three major loosely allied groups:12 one, the 
Shi`a-dominated Iraqi Army (Defense Ministry),13 the Shi`a-domi-
nated Interior Ministry’s forces,14 and the much less sectarian CTS;15 
two, the PMF’s majority Shi`a militias including some local Sunni 
volunteers;16 and three, 6,000 Sunni tribesmen from Anbar belong-
ing to a variety of al-Hashd al-`Asha’iri al-Anbari al-Sunni group-
ings.17 All of these forces were officially under the authority of the 
Joint Operation Command (JOC) and the Fallujah Liberation Op-
erations Command, which was closely observed by al-Abadi.18 The 
local Sunni tribes and local police forces were supposed to control 
Fallujah after its liberation.19 

Islamic State Defenses 
The total number of Islamic State fighters in Fallujah according to 
al-Sa’adi were around 3,500,20 with foreign Islamic State fighters 
(non-Iraqis) given key combatant roles.21 Al-Sa’adi and the Iraqi 
researcher Hisham al-Hashimi estimate around 85 percent of the 
group’s fighters in the town were Iraqis and 15 percent foreign fight-
ers.22

The group put up defenses by building barricades, trenches, and 
around four miles of secret tunnel networks; prepared improvised 
explosive devices; booby trapped vehicles; and used heavy and small 
arms.23 Tunnels were also a feature of the group’s defenses in Ra-
madi, Tikrit, Sinjar, and Manjib in Syria, and are expected to play 
a significant role in the group’s attempts to defend Mosul. In Fallu-
jah, the tunnels were designed to help fighters encircle and ambush 
anti-Islamic State forces; avoid airstrikes; connect three frontlines, 
and deploy snipers, weaponry and logistic transportation around 
Fallujah; and to be used as escape passages.24

Retaking Fallujah 
The military operation consisted of two phases.25 First, in January 
and February 2016, Iraqi forces conducted a shaping or isolating 
campaign to encircle Fallujah in order to cut the Islamic State’s 

supply lines.26 It was led by the PMF and supported by the ISF and 
local Sunni tribes.27 These forces encircled and took control of three 
major areas around Fallujah: the areas to the north and northwest 
close to Saqlawiyah, the area to the east around al-Karmah, and 
the area to the south around Nuaimiya.28 Despite the encirclement, 
some small infiltration routes for the Islamic State remained, ac-
cording to al-Sa’adi, the operation’s top commander.29 Meanwhile, 
the U.S.-led coalition and the Iraqi Air Force targeted Islamic State 
positions in Fallujah. 

Despite a number of tribal chiefs pledging allegiance to the Is-
lamic State in Fallujah one year before the liberation, there were 
tribal members inside Fallujah who secretly assisted the ISF and 
anti-Islamic State coalition by providing intelligence to target Is-
lamic State positions.30 The developments in this stage eroded the 
Islamic State’s confidence and eased the next phase of operations 
to take back Fallujah.     

Prime Minister al-Abadi announced the second phase, “Opera-
tion Breaking Terrorism,” on May 23, 2016. As the U.S.-led coali-
tion provided air power, joint forces led by the CTS and Iraqi army 
stormed the city center from the southern “Nuaimiya” front because 
it is closest to the city center and there are no agriculture areas 
where Islamic State fighters could hide. By this point, the PMF’s 
Shi`a forces had secured the northern and western approaches to 
Fallujah and remained stationed there.31 Smaller PMF units were 
embedded with the ISF in the area to the south of the city.32 At 
this time, the pro-Iranian Shi`a factions were still sticking to the 
plan, as illustrated by the remarks in early June of al-Amiri, the 
leader of the Badr Organization, when he stated, “After we isolated 
Fallujah … we [the PMF] scored a great achievement encircling 
Fallujah … the remaining task will be entering and liberating it, 
which we [PMF] have completely left for the Iraqi armed forces, 
counterterrorism forces… We [the PMF] will not participate [enter 
Fallujah].”33 

With Iraqi forces pouring into the town, the PMF lobbied to 
also enter Fallujah and gave locals a deadline to evacuate. On June 
13, some PMF forces, mainly from the Badr Organization, ignored 
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the injunctions from the Prime Minister’s office, entered the city, 
and took up position in the southern suburbs, including Shuha-
da.34 Al-Marjiya Sistani’s, the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq’s and 
Muqtada al-Sadr’s militias also entered these areas but in fewer 
numbers.35 

The decision by some of the PMF’s militias to act on their own 
initiative rather than execute the previously agreed plan risked 
jeopardizing the operation. Their entry without permission and 
the subsequent abductions and arrests of townspeople and Islamic 
State fighters could have created a major backlash among the town’s 
Sunni population.36 Ultimately, despite the PMF’s actions, the JOC 
managed to distribute responsibilities among the military compo-
nents and coordinate between the ground forces and the U.S.-led 
coalition’s airpower effectively enough to drive the Islamic State out.

On June 17, the CTS reached the city center from the southern 
axis after the collapse of the Islamic State’s defenses on the south-
ern flank. That day, al-Abadi prematurely announced victory, but a 
few hundred Islamic State fighters halted the ISF advance and held 
Fallujah’s northwestern district of al-Golan for a further week.37 On 
June 26, after an intensive month of military offensives, the CTS 
announced the liberation of this last district. 

After months of an attritional siege, the Islamic State’s morale 
had collapsed. More than 1,800 of its fighters were killed in the 
final phase of Fallujah’s liberation, around half the force the Islam-
ic State originally had available to defend the city.38 According to 
the Iraqi government, over 1,000 active Islamic State members in-
filtrated the group of refugees fleeing Fallujah.39 Al-Hashimi said 
that Islamic State members in Fallujah could be classified in two 
groups: first, military, and second, logistical, finance, and admin-
istrative members. Islamic State members who infiltrated the flee-
ing masses of overwhelmingly innocent civilians were mainly from 
the second group.40 But a significant number of fighters appear to 
have fled, too. As June progressed, reports streamed in of Islamic 
State fighters defecting, discarding their weapons, or escaping from 
Fallujah. One fleeing Islamic State convoy of hundreds of cars was 
destroyed by the U.S.-led coalition and Iraqi Air Force at the end 
of the month.41 

The liberation of Fallujah had been less difficult than many 
had feared. Intelligence from Sunni tribal fighters appears to have 
helped considerably. Abboud al-Issawi, an MP and a member of the 
Committee of Tribes in the ICR, told the author, “Besides the ISF 
and the U.S.-led coalition’s air forces’ significant role in defeating 
the Islamic State in Fallujah, Hashd al-Asha’ri had a positive role in 
supporting the Iraqi Army, providing them with information which 
included identifying Islamic State figures, and knowing the land.”42 

A month afterward, al-Kaoud, the Sunni tribal leader, told the 
author, “Although we condemn some of Hashd al-Sha’abi’s actions 
such as killing a number of innocents, bad treatment of civilians, 
and the arrests of individuals … we expected that Fallujah’s libera-
tion would be with great difficulties, damage to the city, and signif-
icant civilian bloodshed. The results were to the contrary.”43

The Post-Conflict Phase 
Liberating Fallujah was the easy part. According to the author’s 
interviewees and al-Sa’adi, a long war of attrition is expected as 
Iraqi forces continue to press against the remaining Islamic State 
fighters in the region and the group’s fighters’ shift to guerilla war 
and terrorist attacks.44 

The PMF’s arrests and abuse of locals not only risked the mission 

to clear Fallujah of the Islamic State, but angering the local popula-
tion has made it more difficult to hold and rebuild the town and its 
surroundings. As Hamid al-Mutlaq, the deputy chair of the Com-
mittee of Defense and Security in the ICR, remarked, “Fallujah’s 
liberation was not a model operation because the fate of around 
700 individuals, a number of whom were killed and kidnapped by 
Hashd al-Sha’abi, is unknown.”45 

The risks of a backlash were mitigated by the fact most locals 
were evacuated from Fallujah before and during the operation. In 
recent weeks, residents have begun to return to Fallujah after their 
backgrounds were checked. To date, al-Hashd al-`Asha’iri al-An-
bari, particularly the Dera’ al-Fallujah Brigade, has been deployed 
in some areas of Fallujah, helping to reassure the townspeople, as 
has the fact that several areas are now controlled by locally recruited 
police.

However, other areas are still controlled by the Shi`a-dominated 
Iraqi Army, a regiment of Iraq’s Emergency Rapid Response, and 
Shi`a PMF militias.46 According to several local reports, not only 
has the Badr Organization formally opened a branch west of Fallu-
jah in Abu A’lwan in al-Nasaf called the Cultural Office of the Badr 
Organization, but Shi`a militias have hung Shiite flags with Shi`a 
slogans such as “Ya Hussein” along the main roads of the town. 
According to the same reports, this has increased locals’ concerns 
about Fallujah’s identity and about the presence of these militias.47

Several challenges remain. A significant proportion of Fallujah’s 
homes and infrastructure are destroyed, even if the damage is less 
severe than in Ramadi and Tikrit. There is no water or electricity, 
and the reconstruction process is slow. The strict screening process-
es to check the backgrounds of internally displaced person (IDPs) 
and to learn whether they have ties to the Islamic State risk further 
alienating locals. Those suspected of ties with the Islamic State are 
not permitted to return to the city.  

According to the author’s interviews,48 local Sunnis yearn for 
their tribesmen to control the whole city. There is a danger that 
sectarian frictions, caused by the still large numbers of non-local 
and non-Sunni forces present as well as revenge attacks by those 
who were hurt by the Islamic State in Fallujah, could be exploited 
by the Islamic State to destabilize the security situation.  

Incoherence between forces, inadequate support for local tribes-
men that was expressed to the author, lack of a genuine plan to 
integrate local Sunni tribesmen into formal forces, and allowance 
of the Shi`a militias’ to control districts and violate human rights 
will continue to hinder the stabilization phase in Fallujah. 

Despite these challenges, liberating Fallujah was successful in 
reducing the security threats to the capital, and it shrunk the Islam-
ic State’s revenue streams, destroyed its regional command center, 
and scaled back its movements in Anbar.49 Even as anti-Islamic 
State forces were fighting small resistance pockets in Fallujah, the 
Iraqi government ordered operations on new fronts south of Mosul 
in preparation for its liberation. 

Part 2: The Mosul Operation 

The Biggest Challenge Yet  
The Mosul operation is more complicated and arduous than any 
other in Iraq due to several reasons. It is one of the Islamic State’s 
twin capitals and the largest city under the group’s control.50 Its 
demographics are significantly different to any other province in 
Iraq as it contains Arab Sunnis, Shiites, Kurds, Christians, Yazidis, 
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Turkmen, Shabaks, Kakais, and Sabeans. Mosul has geopolitical 
importance to Baghdad, Erbil, Turkey, Iran, Syria, and the Arab 
Gulf States, and their divergent political and military agendas will 
complicate the retaking and rebuilding of the city.

Mosul fell to the Islamic State in June 2014 after the ISF’s rapid 
meltdown. Other insurgent and terrorist groups that were holding 
the city alongside the Islamic State were quickly assimilated.51 With 
the Islamic State now losing ground, its leaders have recognized 
it may lose much of its territory, including Mosul, but they have 
made clear they will not give up fighting.52 They have had two years 
to prepare defenses and will fight for Mosul, where the caliphate 
was declared by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, more fiercely than other 
cities because their foothold in Iraq and the caliphate’s legacy will 
be lost if Mosul is retaken. The Islamic State will likely resort to 
various tactics that it has employed previously in other towns. In 
recent weeks, they have filled trenches with oil to be set ablaze to 
lower visibility for coalition airplanes, have extended their tunnel 
network, and have resorted to arming children as young as eight 
years old and using them as spies.53 

Despite the challenges, the constellation of ground forces seek-
ing to liberate Mosul should eventually prevail. They all share at 
least the common goal of removing the Islamic State. But their 
competing agendas and the lack of shared plans to stabilize Mo-
sul will make securing and rebuilding the city and preventing the 
emergence of a destabilizing terrorist and guerilla campaign by the 
Islamic State very difficult.  

Weakening Islamic State Numbers and Morale 
Iraqi sources and American officials believe a maximum of 4,500 Is-
lamic state fighters remain in Mosul, of which more than 1,000 are 
non-Iraqis.54 The significant reduction in the group’s presence in 
Mosul is due to the transfer of some of its forces to Syria55 as well as 
airstrikes targeting the group and its top commanders.56 Despite the 
Islamic State fighters’ counter attacks on areas such as those close 
to ISF positions north of Qayyara,57 the pressure exerted on the 
Islamic State has led to growing frustration as evidenced by harsher 
punishments for those unwilling to obey orders to stay and fight.58 
While there are still a number of key commanders and caliphate 
ministers operating in Mosul, some important Islamic State figures 
have sold properties under their control in Mosul and moved their 
families to Syria.59 There are also indications that al-Baghdadi has 
replaced Iraqis occupying key security roles for the group in Mosul 
with foreign fighters.60 This policy was also reportedly implemented 
in Fallujah, and risks aggravating tensions between the Iraqis living 
in Mosul and foreign fighters who are increasingly calling the shots. 

An Emerging Resistance Movement 
A fledgling resistance movement has emerged in Mosul, increas-
ingly challenging the Islamic State. Members use the letter M to 
symbolize resistance “Muqawama,” and their number includes or-
ganizations known as Kataib Mosul, Kataib al-Hrar, Free Officers 
Movements “Harakat Thubat al-Ahrar.”61 These secret networks 
target Islamic State forces and spread liberation propaganda. They 
have exposed the Islamic State’s harsh policies and actions and 
produce anti-Islamic State videos. They have connections with and 
provide intelligence to anti-Islamic State coalition forces.62 

The contribution of these groups will be relatively limited 
compared to the extensive fighters and firepower that are rallying 
around Mosul. However, small, organized local groups were in-

strumental during the offensive to liberate Qayyara, for example 
targeting Islamic State fighters on the streets, and also played an 
important role in Fallujah.63 Several of the Iraqi sources interviewed 
for this article told the author that before, during, and after the 
operation to take back Mosul, these networks are expected to as-
sist in identifying and targeting critical Islamic State locations and 
elements.64 This could play a critical role in displacing the group 
from the city by making offensive operations more effective and 
weakening the Islamic State morale and its ability to hold ground. 
Just days before the Iraqi offensive of Mosul started, the Islamic 
State appears to have brutally suppressed an attempt by some of its 
fighters to switch sides.65 

Progress So Far 
The preparatory phase of Operation “Fatah” (Conquest) was 
launched in March 2016 from Makhmour, 47 miles southeast of 
Mosul.66 It involved the ISF, including the Iraqi Army’s 15th divi-
sion, backed by Peshmerga forces, Hashd al-Asha’ri, and Iraqi and 
U.S.-led coalition’s air forces. It has succeeded in cutting off Mosul 
from Kirkuk and Salah al-Din provinces. A significant number of 
villages and areas west of Makhmour and south of Qayyara were 
recaptured.67

In mid-June, while fighting was still raging in Fallujah, the sec-
ond phase of Operation Fatah—designed to isolate Mosul—was 
launched from the south of Mosul by Defense and Interior minis-
tries’ forces, CTS, and Hashd al-Asha’ri, which consists of local Arab 
Sunni tribes.68 Iraqi forces successfully crossed the Tigris between 
Makhmour in the east and Qayyara in the west to retake the lat-
ter.69 Advancing north, they have retaken a number of towns and 
villages south of Mosul from the axis stretching from Baiji along 
the Mosul-Baghdad road to Qayyara, then on to Hammam al-Alil 
and toward Mosul.70 

In military terms, the operation’s sequence can be called a lily-
pad strategy. The capture of Qayyara was particularly significant as 
it was the center of the Islamic State’s Wilayat Dijlah, a defensive 
line in its own right guarding the approach to Mosul, a major pe-
troleum revenue source, and a logistical hub connecting the south 
of Mosul with Hawijah and al-Shirqat.71 Qayyara and its airbase, 
approximately 39 miles south of Mosul, has become a major stra-
tegic and military base of operations for the Mosul offensive with 
a significant number of U.S. forces now stationed there in a sup-
porting role.72 

Despite their assertions, the Shi`a militias did not play a role 
in the shaping operation in Nineveh nor in the liberation of Qay-
yara.73 Their lack of presence in the staging areas around Qayyara 
for the Mosul offensive will likely limit their influence on the initial 
phases of the Mosul operation. Over time, this is likely to change as 
the PMF have a presence in al-Shirqat, intend to retake Hawijah, 
and are likely to move toward the west of Mosul and possibly to the 
Nineveh plains or even to Mosul city as they did in Fallujah.74 

The initiation of the offensive to take back Mosul followed the 
completion of shaping operations and operations to isolate the 
city.75 According to Hamid al-Sabawi, a Hashd al-Asha’ri com-
mander, and open sources, the final offensive on the city itself is 
expected to launch from multiple directions.76

The ISF will enter Mosul from the south and southwest. Ac-
cording to al-Sabawi as well as Kurdish officials, the Peshmerga, 
who control most other axes (north, northwest, east northeast, 
southeast), will have a closely supportive role and will pave the way 
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for the ISF but will not enter the city.77 Iraqi sources believe pro-Is-
lamic State fighters in the east of Mosul will put up a less furious 
fight than the west and southwest of Mosul and will likely fall more 
easily.78 Some sources say an escape route for the Islamic State will 
be left for its fighters on the western side of the city, an attempt to 
shorten the duration of fighting and the harm inflicted on civilians. 
Once outside the city, the source say these fighters would be easier 
to target from the air.79 

According to senior Iraqi figures interviewed by the author and 
some media reports, the offensive will consist of two phases. The 
first phase, launched in the early hours (local time) on October 17 
with coalition air support, is completing the encirclement of Mosul, 
taking control of most of the city’s outskirts and preparing to access 
the city. The second phase will involve entering the city from mul-
tiple directions after heavy airstrikes from the U.S.-led coalition.80 

In the opening phase of the offensive ISF and Peshmerga forces 
liberated a number of villages to the east of Mosul, while the ISF 
engaged in clashes with the Islamic State from the southern and 
southeastern axes backed by U.S. artillery and French artillery in 
Qayyara and Makhmour.81 Kurdish officials were pleased with the 
initial pace of progress82 and expected it would take more than a 
week for the constellation of Iraqi forces to reach Mosul’s suburbs.83

Participating Forces
According to Iraqi sources, the constellation of Iraqi forces involved 

in the liberation of Mosul, including those carrying out the offen-
sive, in supportive roles, and holding ground post-liberation will be 
between 80,000 and 100,00084 and can be classified into six major 
groups.85 Currently around 45,000 of these—mainly the Iraqi Army, 
CTS, and Peshmerga—are moving toward the city limits of Mosul.86

First is the federal government’s forces including the Defense 
and Interior ministries’ armed forces,87 CTS, military intelligence, 
and the Iraqi National Intelligence Service (INIS).88 Government 
forces have liberated swathes of Nineveh’s southern territories and 
are spearheading the operation to liberate Mosul from the southern 
and southwestern axes.89 A fragile understanding and compromise 
between the KRG and Baghdad was established in late Septem-
ber after President of the Iraqi Kurdistan Region Masoud Barzani 
visited Baghdad. The agreement has paved the way for Iraqi forc-
es to use the Kurdish-controlled areas around Mosul to conduct a 
multi-directional offensive.90 The ISF were expected to attack from 
the south and southwestern areas that they control and were also 
expected to attack from areas controlled by the Peshmerga from 
Nineveh Plain northeast, including Bashiqa and Hamdniya, as well 
as Khazr east of Mosul, Gwer southeast, and Zumar northwest of 
Mosul.91 The early phase of operation to liberate Mosul followed this 
plan. On October 17 the ISF liberated a number of villages south 
east of Mosul and launched an offensive with the Peshmerga along 
the Khazr axis.92

The second group is the Hashd al-Asha’ri, a Sunni militia force 
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under the nominal control of Falah al-Fayad, head of the National 
Security Agency.93 Hashd al-Asha’ri in Nineveh governorate can 
count on 15,000 fighters from Mosul tribes trained by the United 
States, including the Shammar, al-Sabawi, al-Lihab, and al-Jubour 
tribes, to hold ground after the liberation.94 Around 6,000 tribes-
men are ready to engage in the Mosul operation.95 

Third is the “Hashd al-Watani,” (now renamed Haras Nineveh),96 

which consists of a number of local Arab Sunni tribes who are led by 
Atheel al-Nujaifi and backed and funded by Turkey.97 They are allied 
with the KDP’s Peshmerga and based in Bashiqa 12 miles north-
east of Mosul. There has been much diplomatic wrangling between 
Baghdad and Ankara on their role, with Baghdad nervous about a 
militia they view as defending Turkey’s interests participating in the 
operation.98 Nevertheless, as the Mosul offensive looms closer, the 
Iraqi government has grudgingly accepted Hashd al-Watani as part 
of the liberating forces.99 There is close coordination between the 
KRG’s Peshmerga and Hashd al-Watani, and the former will likely 
pave the way for the latter to enter the city, though the role of the 
Hashd al-Watani remains unclear and is expected to be limited by 
the federal government because of its close ties to Turkey.100 In an 
agreement brokered just before the start of the Mosul offensive, a 
fraction of their forces (around 1500 fighters) have been allowed by 
the federal government to participate in the operation.101

Fourth is the PMF, a largely Shi`a constellation of militias that 
are also nominally under the control of the National Security Agen-

cy. It is not yet clear what role the PMF will play, though, as noted, 
its absence in Qayyara means these militias are unlikely to play a 
significant role in the initial parts of the operation. Some of the 
militias have announced they intend to enter the city, and while 
al-Abadi has accepted that they should play some role in the liber-
ation of Mosul, this has yet to be clarified.102 The PMF is set to take 
up position south of Mosul, and it is expected a number will head 
toward Tal Afar west of Mosul as there are considerable numbers 
of Shi`a Turkmen inhabitants there.103 

According to leaked plans disclosed by the BBC, Shi`a militias 
are set to be deployed in the areas and roads south of Qayyara and 
west of Mosul, but they will not enter the city.104 However, their ad-
herence to this plan is very doubtful. Many Sunni political factions 
and the KRG are unhappy with the idea of the largely Shi`a PMF 
entering Mosul or even Nineveh governorate,105 especially because 
Baghdad was not able to constrain PMF forces from carrying out 
abuses in Fallujah. Al-Issawi and Zebari told the author there is a 
danger of revenge killings during the liberation of Mosul.106 Armed 
“microminority groups” affiliated with Shi`a militias107 are also ex-
pected to head east toward “Sahal Nineveh” (Nineveh plains).

Fifth is the estimated 40,000 to 50,000 Kurdish Peshmerga 
forces108 that surround Mosul in a crescent formation. They are in 
control of areas north, east, and northwest of Mosul,109 including 
the main roads leading into the city from these areas.110 During the 
past few months at some locations, they were just five miles north 
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of Mosul’s outskirts, and they are now driving toward the city from 
the east and northeast.111 In August, Kurdish forces advanced from 
the southeast and recaptured more than 10 villages as well as Gwer 
Bridge, 29 miles from Mosul.112 

The cooperation thus far between Kurdish and Iraqi forces has 
surprised pessimists. At a press conference on October 17, President 
Barzani praised the unprecedented coordination and cooperation 
between Baghdad and Erbil’s forces. “This is the first time the Pesh-
merga and Iraqi forces have coordinated to fight an enemy in one 
place.”113 As the Peshmerga are playing a supportive role, it is ex-
pected that in the final offensive, a fraction of the aforementioned 
number will take up position close to the outskirts of Mosul. It is 
possible that at the local, tactical level, they will be asked to assist 
if the ISF runs into difficulties in the city, even though there is no 
political agreement on this. 

The sixth category consists of “microminority” armed groups 
including Christians,114 Yazidis,115 Shabaks,116 Kakais,117 and Turk-
men118 that are affiliated with and supported by the federal gov-
ernment, the PMF, and the KRG and its Kurdish parties. Turkey 
is backing some Turkmen.119 All the microminority groups intend 
to engage in Nineveh plains. For example, the PMF’s and KRG’s 
Christian militias as well as their Shabak armed units intend to go 
to the Nineveh Plains because that is where they lived before the 
Islamic State takeover of the region. Meanwhile, the KRG, Bagh-
dad, the PMF and the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK), and Peo-
ple’s Protection Units (YPG) have focused on arming and setting up 
Yazidi militias affiliated with them in Sinjar.120 Some of the KRG’s 
microminority armed units (Christian and Kakai) and Peshmerga 
will close in on Mosul from the northeast (Nineveh Plains) and have 
already started to bombard it by artillery.121   

Divisions 
The large number of rival Iraqi actors jockeying for position in Mo-
sul means that unless their conflicting agendas can be resolved, any 
victory in securing the city could be fleeting. The proliferation of 
armed groups is symptomatic of fragmentation of communities and 
the divisions between Iraqi and Kurdish political factions. 

Various key players told the author the plan, as agreed, is that 
the Hashd al-Sha’abi and Peshmerga forces will not enter Mosul 
itself. However, many of those interviewed by the author remain 
skeptical this agreement will hold fully. The eastern and northeast-
ern districts of Hai al-Tahreer, Hai al-Qahira, and Hai al-Arabi in 
Mosul are inhabited by Kurds and the Peshmerga want to reclaim 
and protect them.122 And Hashd al-Sha’abi officials have said that 
if Peshmerga enter then they will enter too.123

While there appears to be an initial understanding between 
Baghdad and Erbil that both will play complementary roles in the 
liberation of Mosul, there is little sign the parties have agreed on 
how this will work in the long term,124 which may lead to significant 
problems in the future because of their very divergent aims. Inevi-
tably, there will be tensions when various anti-Islamic State forces 
with competing ambitions control the same areas, such as Nineveh 
Plains, Sinjar, and Tal Afar.125 Further challenges are created by the 
conflicting agendas of regional powers, especially126 (through its 
proxies) and Turkey, given the possibility that Turkish troops may 
engage without Baghdad’s consent.127     

There is a “race to Berlin” aspect when it comes to the drive to 
recapture Mosul and the Islamic State-controlled areas around it 
because the involved actors all recognize that whomever controls 

Mosul will have a great say in the future of Nineveh and Iraq. But 
despite various proposals,128 no consensus has emerged on how this 
province will be administered in the future, suggesting fractures 
will emerge as soon as Mosul is liberated. In September, President 
Barzani said that there is not yet agreement on the future of Mo-
sul.129 Currently, the Iraqi government is not keen to divide Mosul 
into more than one province. There are differences between and 
reservations among some political blocs on the question of dividing 
Mosul, and if no consensus is reached, it could be an insurmount-
able challenge to stabilizing the province. 

Conclusion  
The operation to liberate and secure Mosul will be significantly 
more challenging than Fallujah. A significant number of Islamic 
State members and fighters fled the fighting there, but that is un-
likely to be repeated in Mosul. While there is evidence some leaders 
and fighters have relocated to Syria, the Islamic State is likely to put 
up fierce and sustained resistance so as not to lose a city that is key 
to its caliphate pretensions. 

Despite this, the constellation of ground forces seeking to liber-
ate Mosul should eventually prevail. They all share at least the com-
mon goal of removing the Islamic State and may feel incentivized 
to participate because of a “to the winner go the spoils” dynamic. 

But the battlefield is much more crowded and complex around 
Mosul than the other towns so far liberated. While pro-Iranian 
Shi`a militias were not interested in controlling Fallujah in the long 
term, as it is majority Arab Sunni in Nineveh, they are interested 
in Tal Afar, which was majority Shi`a Turkmen before it was tak-
en over by the Islamic State two years ago, and the micro-minori-
ty areas east of Mosul. While there was no competition between 
the federal government and the KRG over control of Fallujah, the 
two groups have divergent interests when it comes to the future of 
Nineveh. Moreover, Turkey and other regional powers have a much 
greater stake in the future of Mosul, which could complicate the 
task of securing the city. 

The Hashd al-Asha’ri commanders al-Jarba and al-Sabawi told 
the author that there is the potential for clashes between the lib-
erating armed factions, for example between Kurdish Peshmerga 
and the Hashd al-Sha’abi when their forces come into proximity to 
each other. The operation in the city of Mosul, including liberating 
Tal Afar, will be more challenging than reaching and liberating the 
areas around it.130 Only political compromise between their leaders 
and agreement to operate in separate areas can reduce the chance of 
confrontation. Although there was unprecedented military coordi-
nation between Baghdad and Erbil in the early phases of liberation 
of Mosul, there is still no clear plan for Mosul’s future. 

Although Fallujah is far less complicated politically and is an 
Arab Sunni city, lessons can be learned from its liberation. The 
entry of Hashd al-Sha’abi into the town without permission jeop-
ardized the entire operation and complicated efforts to stabilize 
the town. Baghdad should therefore prevent Hashd al-Sha’abi or 
other de facto groups from exploiting the battle in Mosul for polit-
ical rhetoric and gains. It will be easier to minimize sectarian ten-
sions and thus secure the city if Arabs, Kurds, Christians, Yazidis, 
Turkmen, Shabak, and others who take control of areas in Mosul 
and the area around it are placed under the control of the federal 
government and the KRG instead of Hashd al-Sha’abi or the In-
terior Ministry’s almost entirely Shi`a emergency response forces. 
The Shi`a-dominated ISF will also need to show sensitivity to the 
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majority Sunni local population. To a large degree, the security of 
Mosul will depend on a comprehensive political agreement between 
Baghdad and Erbil. 

Another lesson from Fallujah is that Iraqi forces should do ev-
erything they can to build bridges with local Sunnis to gain vital 
intelligence and to encourage an uprising from within. The opera-
tions in Anbar including Ramadi and Fallujah demonstrated that 
empowering local communities is key to providing long-term stabil-
ity. Every care should be taken not to repeat the ISF’s sectarian and 
abusive behavior during the decade after the overthrow of Saddam 
Hussein, which created significant resentment among locals.131 It 
is critical to build trust between the ISF and the locals in order to 
have a constructive outcome for the stabilization phase. Given the 
ISF is over 75 percent Shi`a and the proportion of Sunnis in Mo-
sul has risen to 85-90 percent because many non-Sunni Moslawis 
fled Islamic State oppression, this will be ever more challenging.132 
After liberation, safeguarding the return of minority IDPs to their 
original lands will be essential to restore the natural mosaic of Mo-

sul, but this is a difficult task as distrust between the communities 
runs deep. 

Mosul’s humanitarian prospects are the worst in Iraq’s histo-
ry. The Iraqi government and international organizations are not 
yet prepared for the possibility of a million fleeing refugees.133 And 
there is concern that displaced young men could be recruited by 
the Islamic State as it pivots back to guerilla warfare and terrorist 
attacks in the hopes of making a comeback.134 Ultimately, securi-
ty can only be restored in Mosul and in other parts of Iraq via an 
end to the politics of sectarianism, a devolution of powers to locals, 
and the establishment of domestic and regional compromises be-
tween Iraq, Iran, and Turkey with the latter two agreeing to end 
their interference once the Islamic State has been defeated. This 
will require supervision from the United Nations and the U.S.-led 
coalition during the stabilization phase. Without this, it is likely the 
country will be further destabilized and again descend into chaos, 
recreating the conditions that set the stage for the rise of the Islamic 
State in first place.     CTC
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