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Executive Summary
After three years and a costly war, which recently destroyed the great
al-Nouri mosque in Mosul, the military defeat of the self-proclaimed
Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq is imminent. The Mosul offensive is a test
case for both Iraq and for the international coalition; if it succeeds, it
could be used as a model to be applied elsewhere in the region, such
as in Raqqa. If it fails to create stability in Nineveh and Iraq, a new
radical group may emerge, with far-reaching consequences.
There are at least four essential reasons for concern. The first is the
lack of a real Iraqi and regional coalition against ISIS. The reluctance
of regional actors to work together against ISIS makes the ideological
battle against it difficult. Governments in the Middle East do not
consider ISIS their prime enemy; for instance, for Turks, the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK), and not ISIS, is the main terrorist group. The
Saudi-Iran rivalry takes priority over the regional battle against ISIS
and fuels sectarianisation and extremism in both camps.
Second, the Iraqi army is still in disarray and, overall the security
sector is characterised by a duality that not only reduces combat
effectiveness but also fuels Sunni grievances. Western states’ support
for Iraq’s security sector has been centered on the elite CounterTerrorism Forces and Special Operations Forces. Shia militias stand
accused of severe human rights abuses and sectarian practices against
civilians; impunity still exists and the legal status of the Popular
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) is still unclear.
1. Tine Gade is a Max Weber Fellow at the Robert Schuman Centre at
the European University Institute and a senior research fellow at the
Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (NUPI). She thanks Olivier
Roy, Morten Bøås, Georges Fahmi, Hamza Meddeb, Francesco Strazzari
and Alyson Price for comments on earlier drafts; mistakes are author’s
own.

Third, strong Sunni grievances still exist; most Arab
Sunnis are alienated from the state. The Iraqi government
and security sector are still dominated by Shias. Although
the passing of power from Nouri al-Maliki to Haidar
al-Abadi had some symbolic weight, there is still little
power-sharing. This propels mainstream Sunnis into
spoilers of a potential peace.
Fourth, the internal leadership crisis among Sunni Arabs
makes it difficult to formulate governance alternatives.
Sunni leaders in Iraq are currently faced with an
extraordinary opportunity because of the decline of
ISIS’ popularity, but are not exploiting it. The extreme
fragmentation of Sunni Arab leadership goes beyond
societal, tribal and regional cleavages. If divisions are
only an expression of regionalism, the intense in-fighting
between leaders from the same cities, such as Mosul,
stand unexplained. Sectarianism weakens Sunnis in the
long run, propelling radicals, like Jihadis, to become
spokespersons for Sunnis.
The lack of a political plan for post-ISIS governance
in the Nineveh province is of great concern, since the
impending defeat of the group in Mosul will not mean an
end to Jihadism as an ideology. The root causes that led
to the rise of ISIS must be addressed immediately. There
is currently an opportunity to re-establish the bases of
the Iraqi state, and Iraqi nationalism, in remote and/
or deprived areas, should be exploited further by local,
federal and international stakeholders. Sunni leaders
from Mosul must put petty conflicts aside, and the donor
community should expand partnerships with a variety of
local and regional stakeholders. Youths in Nineveh must
be given job opportunities, to avoid poor governance and
a power vacuum in the wake of the liberation giving rise
to new radicalisms. Moreover, the question concerning
decentralisation, and possibly, the creation of new federal
regions, on the model of the Kurdish one, should be
discussed.

Full Report
After three years and a costly war, the military defeat
of the self-proclaimed Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq is
imminent. The Mosul offensive is a test case for both
Iraq and for the international coalition; if it succeeds, it
could be used as a model to be applied elsewhere in the
region, such as in Raqqa. If it fails to create stability in
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Nineveh and Iraq, a new radical group may emerge, with
far-reaching consequences.
There are at least four essential reasons for concern.
The first is the lack of a real Iraqi and regional coalition
against ISIS. The reluctance of regional actors to work
together against ISIS makes the ideological battle against
it difficult. Second, the Iraqi army is still in disarray and,
overall, the security sector is characterised by a duality
that not only reduces combat effectiveness but also fuels
Sunni grievances. Third, the existence of strong Sunni
grievances propels mainstream Sunnis into spoilers of a
potential peace, unless alternatives are found. Fourth, the
crisis of representation of Sunni Arabs makes it difficult
to formulate credible and more legitimate governance
alternatives to the status quo. Two potential tipping
points exist: the reform plan of present Prime Minister
Haydar al-Abadi and the potential positive role of the
international community in forcing through reforms
in Iraq. Yet, so far, results have been mixed, providing
additional reasons to be pessimistic for Iraq’s future.

No Real Coalition Against Isis; and
Fighting it is not a Regional Priority
Nothing has been simple in the preparation of the
Mosul campaign. The ground offensive is led jointly by
Iraqi troops and the Kurdish peshmerga forces, with air
support from the international coalition. In addition, a
total of 100-150,000 Shia, Christians, Yazidi and Sunni
volunteers are gathered together and participate under
different slogans and under the umbrella name Popular
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) (O’Dryscoll and van Zoonen
2017:9). At best, there are several separate battles
on-going, a limited day-to-day coordination between
actors who are more afraid of each other than of ISIS.
There exist some minimum criteria to be met before we
can use the word ‘coalition’ (Henke, 2017); at the very least
that the actors must share the same enemy. The opposite
is true for the various actors involved in defeating ISIS in
Mosul. Only the United States and the European states in
the international coalition actually see ISIS as the biggest
challenge in the region. US military advisors returned
to Iraq in 2014, as part of the International Coalition
against ISIS. More than 5,000 are deployed, and a
1.2 billion USD train and equip program has been
disbursed. Other countries in the International Coalition
have also helped train Iraq’s security forces since 2014;
the Italian carabinieri have been in the forefront of

training the Iraqi security forces. Yet, most effort has
been centered on the elite Counter-Terrorism Forces and
Special Operations Forces, with the regular Iraqi army
still in disarray. Many countries in the International
Coalition have, following US pressure, sent their special
forces to Erbil to train Kurdish peshmerga, but not all are
involved with the Iraqi federal level in Baghdad.
While the wish to respond to US pressure has also
motivated West European states, local and regional
actors have other priorities in addition to fighting ISIS.
Governments in the Middle East do not consider ISIS
their prime enemy; for instance, for Turks, the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK), and not ISIS, is the main terrorist
group. Turkey has intervened militarily in Iraq (with
around 850 soldiers) in order to play a role in regional
diplomacy, but its military presence is contested by
Baghdad. For Saudi Arabia,2 Iran, and its allied Iraqi Shia
militias, are worse than ISIS. For Iran and the extremely
powerful Iraqi Shia militias loyal to Tehran, such as the
Badr Brigades and Asaib Ahl al-Haqq, the enemy is more
extensive than only ISIS, it also includes other Sunni
groups.
Mosul is the first battle to be waged jointly by the Kurdish
peshmerga and the Iraqi army. Yet, they have approached
Mosul from different directions: the Kurdish (Kurdistan
Democratic Party, KDP) peshmerga from the east and the
Iraqi security forces and Shia militias from the Popular
Mobilisation Forces from the southwest. Moreover,
Kurdish peshmerga and security forces in Baghdad
have different motivations, although all of these seem
to be sub-state impulses. Iraqi Kurds, loyal to Erbil and
Suleimania, are investing their military contributions
into the project to create an independent Kurdish state.
The rise of ISIS since 2014 has given Iraqi Kurds what
they see as a ‘historical opportunity’ for independence.
Baghdad accepted the provision of weapons to the
Kurdish peshmerga by both NATO and Russia because
it needs Kurdish help against ISIS. Masoud Barzani,
president of the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG)
has warned the international community and Baghdad
that the KRG is planning a non-binding referendum on
independence on 25 September this year,3 and he has
2. Saudi Arabia is part of the international coalition against
ISIS, but only in Syria, not in Iraq. The monarchy’s limited
influence in Iraq is mainly confined to religious actors,
and its impact is especially low in the Sunni Arab north,
close to Turkey.
3. ‘Kurdistan region to hold independence referendum
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expressed willingness that it is overseen by the UN.4
This would have granted more international legitimacy,
but international actors are unlikely to accept such a
concession towards Kurdish statehood because of Turkey.
Like in Syria, Kurdish peshmerga have used the occasion
of the war against ISIS to seize disputed territories,
including Kirkuk and Sinjar. The future might see a clash
not only between Sunnis and Shia and Sunni Arabs and
Kurds, but also between Shia and Kurds over the division
of spoils from Mosul.

The Duality of Iraq’s Security Sector
Iraq is today in dire need of security sector reform.
Despite Western material support and capacity building,
including the US train and equip program, which
was mentioned above, progress in reforming security
institutions has been extremely slow. US policy has
thus far been to circumvent the Iraqi army and Defence
Ministry by working with elite forces. Yet, this can be
only a short-term strategy, complemented by bringing
political pressure to bear on Baghdad.
The Iraqi army was long the bearer of Iraq’s national
identity; the institution was also politicised and shaped
by Saddam Hussein’s repressive regime, with extensive
patrimonial practices (Parisiliti & Antoon 2000; see also
Marashi & Salama 2008). In 2003, the US occupation
authorities disbanded the Baathist army, removing the
livelihood of hundreds of thousands of officers and
soldiers. The Iraqi army created by the US forces has long
been known for its weakness and corruption; many toprank officers were promoted thanks to personal bonds
of loyalty to the former prime minister, Nouri al-Maliki.
It was known as a “check-point army”, because it was fit
only for stopping civilians at check-points, sometimes
arbitrarily (Luizard 2015: 17), but had little combat
effectiveness, despite the more than 25 billion USD
provided by Washington since 2003. The total collapse of
the army’s two divisions stationed in Mosul in June 2014,
on 25 Sept’, Rudaw, 7 June 2017. http://www.rudaw.net/
english/kurdistan/070620171 (accessed June 2017). For an
analysis, see ‘Independence referendum bolsters Kurdish
position before Iraqi elections’, Rudaw, 2 May 2017. http://
www.rudaw.net/english/analysis/02052017 Accessed May
2017.
4. ‘UN agrees to oversee Kurdistan independence referendum
[sic.]:
Offical’
http://www.iraqinews.com/baghdadpolitics/un-agrees-oversee-kurdistan-independencereferendum-official/ (1 April 2017)

in the face of a few thousand Jihadis, was nonetheless
unexpected.
The army’s inability to protect Iraqis led the grand Shia
cleric Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani to issue a fatwa calling
for the mobilisation of volunteers to fight ISIS. This
was the backdrop leading to the creation of the PMF.
The inefficiencies, and poor reputation, of the Iraqi
army is also why Iraqi youths generally prefer to join a
group within the PMF rather than the army. The PMF
was recognised as an integral part of the Iraqi state in
December 2016; yet despite this, no statutes exist to
rationalise its functioning or its operational autonomy.
The different groups within the PMF still function as
independent militias with competing sub-state political
agendas (O’Driscoll and van Zoonen 2017). Some of
the groups, such as the Badr Brigades and Kataib Ahl
al-Haqq, also fight in Syria alongside Bashar al-Assad’s
regime. They stand accused of severe human rights abuses
and sectarian practices against civilians (Amnesty 2016;
Amnesty 2014). Some army divisions, such as the Army’s
fifth division in East Diyala, are allegedly under the
control of the Badr Brigades (Newsweek 2016). Recently,
in the Mosul campaign, some army brigades have fought
under Shia sectarian banners and the name of Hussein
(Twitter 2016-7).
The potential for reform of Iraq’s dual security system is
a controversial topic of prime concern to the future of
Iraq, for several reasons (see for instance, O’Dryscoll and
van Zoonen 2017:9; Sayigh 2015). To operate throughout
Iraqi territory, let alone fight terrorism, the army needs
not only material supplies (to replace the equipment
seized by ISIS) but also an improved relationship with
Iraqi civilians. The very reason ISIS was able to take over
Mosul was not only the support of ISIS from among the
Maslawi population, but the army’s inefficiencies and
lack of legitimacy. Since the army hails almost exclusively
from southern Iraq, and is seen as having a Shia religious
bias, it considers itself in enemy territory when in Sunni
areas.5 In the fight against terrorism, the army is unable
to distinguish civilians from enemy combatants. This
reduces army combat efficiency, and makes the army
prone to avoid battles in Sunni areas.
Obviously, there should also be a strong political incentive
for reform of Iraq’s security sector. The deficiencies in this
sector, and the extensive impunity which emerged as a
5. I am grateful to Dr. Yehia al-Kubeisi for this analysis.
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result, feeds into the existing grievances of many Sunni
Arabs.

The Grievances of Sunni Arabs
The fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime, following the
US-led invasion and occupation, and the subsequent
debaathification process and disintegration of the
Iraqi army, left a void in Iraq. The security situation
deteriorated, as Sunni and Shia armed groups first fought
the occupation and, in 2006 and 2007, opposed each
other in a sectarian war. The US withdrew its last troops
from Iraq in 2011, following difficulties in the renewal of
its mandate and a more stabilised situation following the
US surge (2007-8).
During his second mandate (November 2010-September
2014), Nouri al-Maliki’s regime became more reliant
on Shia forces (rather than forces from different sects),
and corruption escalated. After the US withdrawal, the
executive had taken control of the independent agencies
created by the occupation authorities, including the
Central Bank, and it undermined the power of the
parliament (Dodge 2013: 248). Key political Sunni
figures, including the then Vice-President (VP), the
Deputy Prime Minister and the Finance Minister, were
placed under house arrest on disputed terrorism charges.
The VP was convicted of murder and sentenced to death
in absentia but fled to Qatar via the Kurdistan region. The
waves of arrests of prominent Sunni politicians, repeated
in December 2012 and December 2013, deepened
sectarian tension in Iraq; the arrests were followed by
popular demonstrations in Sunni tribal areas. Added to
this, another grievance among tribal Sunnis in al-Anbar
province was their marginalisation following the US
withdrawal.
A central dimension of the US surge was the establishment
and arming of Sunni tribal ‘Awakening’ forces
(al-Sahawat), in al-Anbar province, to fight al-Qaeda.
Although many tribal fighters and leaders were motivated
by economic incentives, this proved a way to bring Arab
Sunnis in Iraq back into the state, providing them with a
livelihood. The former leader of the Awakening Council
in al-Anbar province, Abdoul Satar Abou Risha was
assassinated by the Jihadis in 2007. Yet despite this, the
Council was very successful in re-establishing security:
within a year, the level of violence in Iraq was more than
halved, from 260,000 dead in 2007 to 120,000 in 2008 (Iraq
Body Count 2017). The model of al-Anbar was re-created

elsewhere, reaching a total force of around 65,000 men
(Wehrey & Ahram 2015). The tribal forces had been
promised integration in the medium term within the
Iraqi state and security apparatus, through the creation of
an Iraqi National Guard. However, this never happened;
in 2010, the Americans transferred the authority over the
Awakening Councils to al-Maliki’s government, which
immediately disarmed many of them. Men in al-Anbar
saw this as a ‘betrayal’ by the Americans, though it seems
(lack of statistics notwithstanding) that the number of
Awakening Council fighters who pledged loyalty to ISIS
has been very limited.
Jihadism had been weakened in Iraq by 2010 (Tønnessen
2015), but was strengthened again in 2012 because of
the violent spill-over from Syria and the ability of Jihadi
operatives to take advantage of discontent among Sunni
tribes and men of religion. ISIS created temporary
compliance among former Baathists, and allied Sufi
Naqsbandiya groups. These, and other Sunnis in tribal
areas, felt they had little to lose and, against the backdrop
of a lack of alternatives, made the decision to support ISIS.
In 2014, the Jihadi group was able to take over one third
of Iraq, mainly in the northwest, and including Mosul,
Iraq’s second largest city and the heart of Sunni Islam
in Iraq. Sunni tribes and Islamist groups in the country
found no other alternative representation, and this paved
the way for the emergence of ISIS in Iraq.
Following a period during which the Iraqi government
leaned increasingly on Shia groups, and Sunnis were
increasingly excluded from power sharing, many Iraqi
Sunni Arabs gambled on ISIS statehood. This came as
a reaction to the growing power and impunity of Shia
militias, which made some Sunnis think that ISIS would
be the better, and only available option, to the status
quo. The weakness and corruption of mainstream Sunni
leaders were other reasons for their choice.

Internal Sunni Crisis and Wasted
Opportunities
With the decline in popularity of ISIS, Sunni leaders in Iraq
are currently faced with an extraordinary opportunity.
Yet, few credible alternatives have been put on the table,
neither by Sunni leaders nor by Iraqi politicians at large.
Extreme fragmentation means that Sunni leaders are
passive and do not respond effectively to the challenges
and opportunities of the present .
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To take the fragmentation first: ‘Sunni Arabs’ is a category
that emerged formally in July 2003 from the Governing
Council constituted by the US-led occupation authority,
in which, for the first time in Iraq’s history, the country’s
ethnic and religious groups were represented according
to demographic size: Sunnis obtained 5 out of 25 seats.6
Before 2003, Arabs considered themselves part of two
majority groups in the Middle East: as Arabs (majority in
Iraq) and Sunnis (around 40% in Iraq but a majority in the
wider Middle East). Never had they thought of themselves
as constituting a minority group of demographically only
around 18%. The wish to ally, and merge, with other
groups (non-Sunni Arabs and non-Arab Sunnis) explains
why, prior to 2003, the political opposition of Iraqis from
Sunni Arab families was rarely expressed in communal
terms. One exception was the Iraqi Sunni Islamist parties.
Arab Sunnis did not consider themselves a ‘community’
but saw themselves as true bearers of the Iraqi state, and
were treated as Statsvolk in their interactions with the
state (Haddad 2017: 118). Arab nationalism was, and still
is, often accredited to the Sunni Muslim community and
associated with the history of Sunni Islam. Moreover,
Sunnis were sometimes accused by Shia and Kurds to
be pro-Saddam. The majority of Iraqi army officers were
Sunni, including many high-ranking officers from Mosul.
Conversely, although Shia in the Iraqi army fought Iran
between 1980-1988, Iraqi Shia were often accused of
being un-patriotic and loyal to Iran.
Saddam Hussein was weakened politically following the
crack-down of both a Shia and a Kurdish popular uprising
in 1991, and because of the subsequent international
sanctions regime. To survive politically, he then gave
power to Sunni tribes, re-inventing a tribal ethos that
had been lost during socio-political modernisation in
the 20th century (Baram 1997: 15). A ‘faith’ campaign to
re-Islamise society and introduce religion into the Baath
party, was also initiated (al-Rashid 2010: 489). Yet, this
did not mean that the regime turned more ‘Sunni’; since
it was by that time narrower and more personalised and
predatory than it had ever been. Moreover, localisms and
personal power struggles had taken over from ideology
within the Baath party.
Arab Sunni populations in Iraq were and still are
extremely diverse. There is strong regionalism and
local patriotism, in Mosul, for instance. With its proud
6. 13 seats were given to Shia, five to Sunnis, five to Kurds,
one to Turkmen and one to Assyrians

Ottoman and 20th-century history, as a city of trade,
industry and science, it considers itself superior to other
Iraqi Arab Sunni regions. Following 2003, the leadership
of al-Anbar in the resistance against the US-led
occupation was recognised by many Iraqi Arab Sunnis
elsewhere. In Mosul, however, the population disdained
al-Anbar and saw it as a region that was too tribal, too
primitive and not urbanised enough to have the right to
speak in their name. Yet, nor were Maslawis able to come
up with an alternative, because of their divisions: while
some are close to the political line in Baghdad, others
look to Ankara.
Today, Baathism and Islamism constitute the two largest
political currents among Sunni Arabs in Iraq, but neither
offers a viable alternative and a vision for the future
(Mansour 2016: 15). The Iraqi Islamic Party (the Iraqi
branch of the Muslim Brotherhood) has been discredited
for its participation in the political process and its failure
to improve conditions for its constituencies. Actors who
still identify with the Baath party, and its refusal of the
fait accompli, are in exile in Jordan, and more and more
out of touch with the population. Ideologically, there is an
enormous void. Sunni political movements and alliances
such as al-Mutahidun do not have a cause with which
they can rally the constituency, and often end up locked
in destructive power struggles.7 At best, the only shared
project is the negative one against competing ethnicsectarian groups; but opposition to political Shiism is
insufficient to create a political public, and sectarianism
weakens Sunnis in the long run, propelling to the fore
radicals, including Jihadis, as spokespersons for Sunnis
(Gade 2015, Rougier 2015).

The Prime Minister’s Reform Agenda
After the Iraqi 2014 parliamentary elections, international
(in addition to domestic and Shia clerical) pressures were
crucial in forcing the resignation of former Prime Minister
Nouri al-Maliki from power. Although al-Maliki’s
State of Law bloc had the largest number of shares in
parliament, it did not have a majority. This created fears
of a constitutional crisis, against the backdrop of huge
security challenges. Western powers believed that the
exclusivist regime al-Maliki had created in his second
7.

See, for instance: ‘Iraqi officials to arrest former governor
if he re-enters Mosul’, Rudaw, 28 January 2017, http://www.
rudaw.net/english/middleeast/iraq/280120174 (accessed
January 2017).
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mandate was responsible for creating conditions that led
to the rise of ISIS.
An engineer with a Phd from the UK, Haydar al-Abadi was
found as a compromise candidate. He sought to represent a
more secular and Iraqi nationalist wing in the Shia Islamist
Dawa party, against the ‘Malikioun’, supporters of al-Maliki,
a cleric who had spent a decade in exile in Iran in the
1980s. Al-Abadi expressed a willingness to reform the Iraqi
state, towards more accountability and inclusion towards
Sunnis, and to recreate an Iraqi army after its collapse in
Mosul. There were few credible alternatives to this, since
the Iraqi nationalist al-Iraqiyya bloc, which had regrouped
most Sunni politicians until then under the leadership of
Iyad al-Alawi, had scattered following its inability to form
a government in 2010 (Dawod 2014: 73).
Abadi’s reform program was presented in August 2015,
a year after he took office. The seven-point program
included decentralisation, anti-corruption measures
and rationalisation of the budget and of administrative
appointments. The reforms also included a proposal to
cut salaries of state officials and remove the three deputy
prime minister and three vice presidential (VP) posts,
including that of former Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki.
The shift of power was symbolically important, and made
some parts of the opposition more inclined to make a
compromise, including the Revolutionary Council of
Tribes from al-Anbar, which had earlier supported ISIS.
Yet, Abadi’s reform efforts have so far produced limited
results (Mansour 2016), and have been obstructed by
allies of former PM Nouri al-Maliki. These are still are
numerous, even within al-Abadi’s own parliamentary
bloc (State of Law). Several ministries, including the
Interior, are still controlled by the powerful Shia militias
loyal to Iran.

Exernal Actors and Regime Support8
The war against ISIS is at the forefront of the common
Western, mainly US and EU, agenda in Iraq. A further
priority, especially for the EU, is to hinder state collapse
and continued migration of the IDPs to Europe; work
is therefore centered on preparing for early return and
recovery. Other external interests include geopolitical
considerations: the wish to contain Iranian influence and
to maintain good relations with both Kurdish stakeholders
and Turkey. Conversely, Haydar al-Abadi’s government is
8. This section is based on Morten Bøås, Stein Sundstøl
Eriksen, Tine Gade et al. 2017.

recognised by the West and Iran as the best alternative in
Iraq (although the two disagree on how the government
should relate to Iranian-sponsored militias).
The US and the EU are key donors in Iraq, with
involvement in humanitarian aid; stabilisation–
and recovery programmes; political dialogue and
reconciliation; economic development; state building and
capacity building.9 Although the material support they
provide could have implied leverage, Western donors
have not put real pressure on the Iraqi government, with
the exception of the issue of counter-terrorism and the
pressure on Nouri al-Maliki to resign in 2014; but this
meddling in Iraqi affairs was only pursued because it
was considered vital to defeating ISIS. Since then, many
international stakeholders have feared and still fear
that they might push al-Abadi towards Tehran if they
voice explicit criticism. Western states see al-Abadi’s
government as a necessary carrier of local ownership
of Iraq’s domestic reform and as an interlocutor for
stabilisation and local efforts in the war against terrorism,
and see few alternatives. Thus, Western donors do not
push Iraq towards security sector reform, prioritising
short term gains against ISIS over the long-term structural
gains of the Iraqi state. Indeed, given the weakness of the
Iraqi army and security forces, having the PMF and allied
Iraqi decision makers onboard are key to defeating ISIS.
The World Bank Group is an allied partner to Western
policies in Iraq. The World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) returned to Iraq in 2003 following
the US-led invasion, after a 30-year absence; their level of
commitment speeded up considerably after the rise of ISIS.
The World Bank signed three new projects in December
2015 and December 2016, which led to the disbursement
of 1,2 and 1,444 billion USD, in order to address Iraq’s
external financing needs. The IMF’s commitment to Iraq
also strongly increased in the same period: Iraq received
9. The US has contributed with 75% of the military funds
for the global coalition against ISIS (at least 5,000 US
troops are deployed in Iraq), including training of
Iraqi military personnel, weapons sales, air support
and intelligence sharing. The UN and the EU are the
key political- and humanitarian actors, often with the
UNDP as implementing partner. A small UN operation,
the UNAMI, has been renewed yearly since 2003 and is
grounded in UNSCRES 1770. It is constituted by around
350 mainly Fijian and Nepalese peacekeepers. The UN
Special Representative for Iraq is also the head of the
UNAMI mission.
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1.2 billion USD emergency financing in July 2015 under
the Rapid Financing Instrument, in a Fund decision that
made reference to ISIS. In July 2016, the IMF authorised
a Stand-By Agreement and a loan of a total value of 5.34
billion USD to be paid over three years. The aim of this
package was to address the double shock faced by low oil
prices and growing security challenges. This money went
directly into the government’s budget, strengthening
Haydar al-Abadi’s position and the government’s
ability to provide services. The aid package, which was
essential to enable Iraq to effectively resist ISIS, comes
as an illustration of the tight links between international
financial institutions and the political interests of key
global powers.
‘Governance’ is one of three pillars of the World Bank
Country Partnership Strategy, but this amounts to
economic governance (public and private sector) alone
(World Bank 2015). In the mentioning of ISIS, the latter is
described as a phenomenon external to the Iraqi political
system. The World Bank’s praise of al-Abadi’s political
reform efforts (World Bank 2015) seem, on the other
hand, somewhat exaggerated. Many Iraqi civilians see
the so-called political process as a pure fiction (al-Rashid
2016), and, if anything, as an embodiment of the rampant
corruption in Iraq since 2003. Popular criticisms of the
government extend to the foreign, Western supporters of
the Iraqi state.
The EU has not, thus far, been adept at publicising its
considerable humanitarian efforts, and has therefore not
harvested the soft power gains it could have hoped for.
The solution has been to work with al-Abadi and the
technocrats in his government and potentially undermine
Iranian-backed or other actors who oppose the reform
agenda. Since 2011, Western donors have primarily used
the strategy of ‘national dialogue’ to address internal
conflict and governance issues. Western powers do not
enforce solutions. The EU believes that Iraqis must solve
their internal issues themselves, and that external actors
should intervene as facilitators only once this is secured.
Additionally, capacity building, conceptualised as part of
economic development assistance, is provided.
Although there has been a trend over the last ten years
to support the regime directly through budget funding
(IMF and World Bank) and through limiting explicit
criticism of governments that could have consequences
for the country’s stability and investment risk rating,
this coincides with initiatives to empower the (secular)

opposition. Western donors are dependent on the
regime of the country they support as the bearer of local
ownership and as the interlocutor for governance and
stabilisation, but at the same time this does not hinder
them from also supporting what they see as desirable
alternatives to the regime.
The general question of supporting regimes with track
records of human rights violations is also pragmatic
and strategic. It could be argued that a war against
terrorism would be more successful if the root causes
of radicalisation, including perceptions of regime
brutality (and the brutality of affiliated Shia militias)
were addressed more efficiently. Taking the opposite
view, however, other scholars have also shown that
grievances in the broader population are less central to
explaining the onset and duration of civil war than the
existence of in-group policing mechanisms to control
potential spoilers (see Fearon 2011). While addressing
the concerns of the Sunni Arab population is a sine qua
non for defeating ISIS, the answer probably lies more in
power sharing mechanisms than simply in improving the
rule of law.

Conclusion and Policy Recommendations
As a result of the weakened popularity of ISIS in Iraq,
for reasons related to its own failure of governance (and
unrelated to external donors), there is currently an
opportunity in Iraq to re-establish the bases of the Iraqi
state, and Iraqi nationalism, in remote and deprived areas,
as well as in areas with strong regional patriotism, such
as in Mosul. This moment could and should be exploited
further by local, federal and international stakeholders
alike, so as to promote genuine state building in Iraq and
hinder new forms of radicalisation in the future. The lack
of a political plan for the post-ISIS governance of Mosul
and the larger Nineveh province is of great concern. To
seize the extraordinary opportunity presented by the
weakening support for radical groups, Sunni leaders from
Mosul should put petty conflicts aside for the greater
good of the city, and the international community should
expand partnerships with a variety of local and regional
stakeholders, so as to improve outreach and promote
inclusiveness in all areas of Iraq.
The impending defeat of ISIS in Mosul will not mean
the end to ISIS as an ideology. The Jihadi group will lose
its proto-state and go back to being a classical terrorist
organization, with the possibility of cells hidden in
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the desert near Mosul and elsewhere (although the
international coalition seeks to destroy these). Thus,
ISIS must be fought at the doctrinal and ideological
level, and Sunnis alone can do this. It is urgent that
the ideological and political battle begins, to seize the
historical opportunity created by Sunni anger against
ISIS rule (al-Amin 2017). It is of tantamount importance
that the international coalition, the peshmerga as well as
the Iraqi army and allied militias attempt to minimise
civilian casualties from land and air strikes, and avoid
attempting to speed up the battle (see ICG 22 March
2017). The mistakes committed during the liberation of
Tikrit and Fallujah – the scenes of massive destructions
–, must be avoided at all costs.10 The Shia groups that are
part of the Popular Mobilisation Forces and the Kurdish
peshmerga must stick to their promise not to enter the
city of Mosul, as this would only create new grievances
in the local population. Youths in Nineveh must be given
alternatives and job opportunities, in order to avoid
poor governance and the power vacuum in the wake
of the liberation giving rise to new radicalism. The root
causes that led to the rise of ISIS in the first place must
be addressed immediately. Mosul’s infrastructure must
be rebuilt, and its civil servants, who have not been paid
for years, compensated. The hundreds of thousands of
IDPs must be given a package that can help them return.
The competing Sunni politicians in Mosul must prioritise
long-term collective gains for their city rather than petty
power struggles, and seize the historical opportunity
to forge a future for their city and Sunnis in Iraq. More
generally, the efforts at security sector reform must be
more genuine, and the international donor community
should precondition needed aid packages on real reforms.
Moreover, the question of decentralisation, and possibly,
the creation of new federal regions, on the model of the
Kurdish one, needs discussion (O’Driscoll 2016). The
solution that can include and represent Sunni Arabs best
should be adopted. Although competing groups should
also be listened to, they should not be able to prevent the
carving out of a future for Iraq.

10. Amnesty International (2016) is among the organisations
having documented the abuses, on all sides, during the
liberation of various Sunni areas, including Tikrit from
ISIS.

Iraqi actors involved in the Mosul battle:
Iraqi army, special operations forces, counter-terrorism forces
Kurdish peshmerga associated with the ruling Kurdish Democratic party in Erbil (Masoud Barzani)
Kurdish peshmerga associated with the Suleimania-based Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (Jalal Talabani)
Various militias part of the Popular Mobilisation Forces umbrella. Most of the Shia militias, but not all, are very close to Tehran.
The Popular mobilisation forces also include Sunni, Christian and Yazidi armed bands. The main Sunni group, the Nineveh
guards, is led by politician and former governor Athil al-Nujaifi.

International military actors involved in the Mosul battle:
The International Coalition against ISIS. Of the around 30 participating states, the US is the most involved (with around 4,000
men), and secondly, France.
Italy is not part of the international Coalition but its carabinieri have trained the Iraqi special forces
Around 850 Turkish troops based near Bashiqa, Nineveh.

9 ■ The Mosul Campaign: Winning the War, Losing the Peace?

References
Al-Amin, Hazem. 2017. ‘‘An Mosul b‘ad al-Da‘ash’ (‘About
Mosul after Daesh’), al-Hayat, 20 March.

Gade, Tine. 2015. From Genesis to Disintegration. The
Crisis of the Political-Religious Fieldi in Tripol, Lebanon
1967-2011. PhD thesis, Paris: Sciences Po.

Al-Rashid, Loulouwa. 2010. Irak de l’embargo à
l’occupation. Déperissement d’un ordre politique,
unpublished PhD thesis, Paris: Sciences Po.

Haddad, Fanar. 2017. ‘Sectarian Relations before
“Sectarianization” in pre-2003 Iraq’, in Nader Hashemi
& Danny Postel (eds.), Mapping the New Politics of the
Middle East, London: Hurst: pp. 101-122.

Al-Rachid, Loulouwa. 2016. ‘L’implacable politiquefiction irakienne’, Orient XXI, 5 October 2016, http://
orientxxi.info/magazine/l-implacable-politique-fictionirakienne,1503 (accessed October 2016).

Henke, Marina. 2017, Forthcoming (accepted). ‘How the
United States Builds Multilateral Military Coalitions: The
Politics of Diplomacy’, International Studies Quarterly.

Amnesty International. 2016. ‘Nowhere to turn. In the
fight against the Islamic State, Civilians have paid the
highest price’, December 2016. https://www.amnesty.org/
en/latest/news/2016/12/iraq-nowhere-to-turn/ (accessed
March 2017).

International Crisis group (ICG). 2017. ‘Counterterrorism pitfalls. What the US Fight against ISIS and
al-Qaeda should avoid’, Special Report 3, 22 March.
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/
gulf-and-arabian-peninsula/iraq/003-counter-terrorismpitfalls-what-us-fight-against-isis-and-al-qaeda-shouldavoid (accessed March 2017).

Amnesty International. 2014. ‘Absolute Impunity. Militia
Rule in Iraq’, Amnesty International report, https://www.
amnesty.org.uk/files/absolute_impunity_iraq_report.pdf
(accessed March 2015).
Baram, Amatzia ‘Neo-Tribalism in Iraq: Saddam
Hussein’s Tribal Policies 1991-96’, International Journal
of Middle East Studies, Vol. 29 (1997), 1-31.
Bøås, Morten, Stein Sundstøl Eriksen, Tine Gade et al.
2017. Conflict prevention and the problem of ownership:
The limits and opportunities of external actors. A report
from the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs
(NUPI), background report to the UN/World Bank,
forthcoming, Autumn 2017.
Dawod, Hosham. 2014. ‘Le sunnisme politique en Irak: du
centralisme modernisateur au regionalism confessionnel’,
Moyen-Orient, 24, October-December: 71-75.
Dodge, Toby. 2013. ‘State and society in Iraq 10 years
after regime change: the rise of a new authoritarianism’,
International Affairs, 89 :2, pp. 241-257.
Fearon, James. 2011. State fragility, governance indicators,
and the risk of civil conflict, in Claudia Sepúlveda, Ann
Harrison, and Justin Yifu Lin (eds.), Development
Challenges in a Postcrisis World, Annual World Bank
Conference on Economic 2011.Washington,DC:The
World Bank,2013.

10 ■ RSCAS | July 2017

Luizard, Pierre-Jean. 2015. Le piège Daech. L’État
islamique ou le retour de l’Histoire, Paris: La Découverte.
Mansour, Renad, ‘The Sunni predicament in Iraq’,
Carnegie Paper, 3 March 2016, http://carnegie-mec.
org/2016/03/03/sunni-predicament-in-iraq-pub-62924
(accessed April 2016).
Loveday Morris, ‘Iraqi parliament ousts defense minister
as Mosul operation looms’, Washington Post, 25 August
2016,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/iraqiparliament-ousts-defense-minister-as-mosul-operationl o oms / 2 0 1 6 / 0 8 / 2 5 / 9 9 c 2 d 7 4 e - 6 a d 0 - 1 1 e 6 - 9 1 cb ecb5418830e9_story.html?utm_term=.4435b89f07a0
(accessed June 2017).
Moashi, Ibrahim & Sammy Salama. 2008. Iraq’s Armed
Forces. An Analytical History, Abingdon: Routledge.
O’Driscoll, Dylan and Dave van Zoonen. 2017. ‘The
Hashd al-Shaabi and Iraq. Subnationalism and the State’,
MERI report, Erbil: Middle East Research Institute.
March.
O’Driscoll, Dylan. 2016. ‘The future of Mosul. Before,
During, and After the Liberation’, MERI report, Erbil:
Middle East Research Institute. September.

Parasiliti, Andrew & Sinan Antoon, ‘Friends in need,
foes to heed: The Iraqi military in politics’, Middle East
Policy. Vol. 7, Iss. 4 (Oct 2000): p. 130-140.
Reliefweb. 2017. ‘Iraq: 2017 Humanitarian Needs
Overview’, report, UN Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs, 07 Mar 2017, http://reliefweb.int/
report/iraq/iraq-2017-humanitarian-needs-overview
(accessed May 2017).
Rougier, Bernard. 2015. The Sunni Tragedy in the
Middle East. Northern Lebanon from al-Qaeda to ISIS,
Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Sayigh, Yezid. 2015. ‘Haydar al-Abadi’s first year in office.
What prospects for Iraq?’, Norwegian Peacebuiling
Resource Centre, Report, September 2015, https://www.
files.ethz.ch/isn/193760/b5506bd3937a93535a852809
4ffb1114.pdf (accessed September 2015).
Tønnessen, Truls. 2015. Al-Qaida in Iraq: The Rise,
The Fall and the Comeback, unpublished PhD thesis,
University of Oslo.
UNHCR. 2017. ’Syrian Regional refugee response, total
number of concern’, last updated 30 April 2017. http://
data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country.php?id=103
(accessed May 2017).
UNDP. 2015. Country programme document for Iraq
(2016-2020), Executive Board of the United Nations
Development Programme, the United Nations Population
Fund and the United Nations Office for Project Services.
Distributed on 23 November 2015, http://www.iq.undp.
org/content/iraq/en/home/library/crisis_prevention_
and_recovery/country-programme-document-foriraq--2016-2020-.html (accessed May 2017)
Wehrey, Frederic & Ariel I. Ahram. 2015. ‘Taming the
Militias. Building National States in Fractured Arab States,
Carnegie Paper, May 2015, http://carnegieendowment.
org/files/fractured_national_guards.pdf
(accessed
December 2016).
World Bank. 2015. Performance and Learning
Review of the Country Parternership Strategy for
Republic of Iraq for the period HY2013-FY2016, 1
May 2015, http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/
en/384901468000929301/Iraq-Performance-andlearning-review-of-the-country-partnership-strategyfor-the-period-FY13-FY16 (accessed May 2016).

11 ■ The Mosul Campaign: Winning the War, Losing the Peace?

QM-AX-17-014-EN-N

Middle East Directions
Robert Schuman Centre
for Advanced Studies
European University Institute
Via Boccaccio, 121
50133 Florence
Italy
Contact:
email: med@eui.eu
website: middleeastdirections.eu

Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies
The Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies (RSCAS), created in 1992 and directed by Professor Brigid Laffan, aims to
develop inter-disciplinary and comparative research on the major issues facing the process of European integration, European
societies and Europe’s place in 21st century global politics. The Centre is home to a large post-doctoral programme and hosts
major research programmes, projects and data sets, in addition to a range of working groups and ad hoc initiatives. The research
agenda is organised around a set of core themes and is continuously evolving, reflecting the changing agenda of European
integration, the expanding membership of the European Union, developments in Europe’s neighbourhood and the wider world.

Middle East Directions
The MIDDLE EAST DIRECTIONS Programme, created in 2016, is part of the Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies
(RSCAS). It has the ambition to become an international reference point for research on the Middle East and North Africa
Region, studying socio-political, economic and religious trends and transformations. The programme produces academic
outputs such as working papers and e-books. It also liaises with policy makers with a wide range of policy briefs, policy report
and analysis.
Views expressed in this publication reflect the opinion of individual authors and not those
of the European University Institute or the European Commission.
© European University Institute, 2017
Content © Tine Gade, 2017

12 ■ RSCAS | Policy Brief | Issue 2017/14 | July 2017

doi:10.2870/377688
ISBN:978-92-9084-475-4
ISSN:2467-4540

