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Iraq. Liberation of Mossul and unknowns of the iraqi future 

 

Sunday 9 July, Iraqi Prime Minister al-'Abadi announced the official liberation of Mosul after a 

campaign of nearly nine-month that began in October 2016. The major city of Iraq (second largest 

population in the country) had been under the control of Da'ish since June 2014, at the dawn of the 

so called "Islamic State". Liberation was achieved due to a joint effort between the Iraqi Security 

Forces and various local actors, including Kurdish Peshmerga, Turkish militias and Popular Mobility 

Forces (al-Hashd al-Sha'bi), mainly consisting of Shi'a units. The operation was conducted with 

assistance and support of the International Coalition against Da'ish led by the United States.  

Announcing the liberation, al-'Abadi said that "the world would never expect the Iraqis to destroy 

Da'ish so quickly," stating "the final victory is a matter of time." In his address held at the headquarters 

of Nineveh Governorate, the Iraqi premier reiterated that the priority is now reconstruction. However, 

the victory of Mosul opens a new phase in which all the unresolved contradictions of the post-2003 

Iraq must be solved. 

 

Between Kurdish separatism and the risk of a new "insurgency" 

With the closure of Da'ish chapter, the liberation of Mosul will open a new phase of uncertainty about 

the administration of the area. The province of Mosul, in fact, is at the center of the dispute between 

central government of Baghdad and the autonomous Kurdish region, de facto independent, whose 

militias have contributed to liberate the area. Such a dispute comes in addition to that one on Kirkuk, 

another major city in northern Iraq. The latter city, in fact, whilst not being part of the Kurdish 

autonomous region, is now controlled by Kurdish militias since the regular troop of Baghdad 

retreated during the fight against Da'ish. The referendum on Iraqi Kurdistan independence, 

announced by Barzani for the forthcoming 25 September, is likely to lay the groundwork for an 

explosive situation not only on intra-Iraqi level but also on neighbouring countries. First and foremost, 

Turkey categorically oppose to any hypothesis of independent Iraqi Kurdistan, due to the apparent 

implications that such a step might have in relation to the instances of independence by Kurds in 

south-eastern Turkey. 

However, if it is true that the physical body of Da'ish has been amputated, this does not mean that 

its soul is dead and buried. The defeat of Da'ish as "State" will not definitively put an end to the 

history of armed jihadism in Iraq but it will open a new chapter. A chapter in which, in all likelihood, 

the jihadist action will re-shift in its form towards a new insurgency, exactly like in post-2003 Iraq. In 

order to prevent such a case, it is necessary to work on the causes that in post-2003 period had 

caused the birth and affirmation of the insurgency phenomenon.  

 

Post-Mosul priorities 

First of all, it is necessary to elaborate a (re)construction plan of the State, with a stable and 

comprehensive administrative structure capable of ensuring basic requirements of security and 

welfare. Drying the fertile ground for jihadism (empty of power, marginalisation and poverty), in which 

the jihadist phenomenon creeps through its consensus and resources, is the most effective mean to 

prevent such a resurgence. Although such a welfare factor is observed by analysis on terrorism, 

most of the strategic analyses do not deal with all due respect to it, which can be decisive for the 

process of stabilisation in Iraq.  

A second point concerns the spirit of national cohesion as well as the composite ethnic-confessional 

nature of the country.  
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The most conspicuous macro-components are: Shiite Arabs, Sunni Arabs and Sunni Kurds. From 

2003 to date, the polarisation of such feeling of identity belonging has seen an increasingly growth. 

This was to the detriment of the feeling of national unity. Such a centrifugal tendency has increased 

in the last years of Da'ish war, but now that its dissolution as a State seems to be near, the need to 

reverse this dynamics, with a centripetal process, becomes increasingly urgent.  

If this does not succeed, the likelihood of independence proclamation by Iraqi Kurdistan would be 

high and could trigger, through a contagion effect, separatist feelings among Kurds in the 

neighbouring countries as well as in the Arab- Sunni component of Iraq. The marginalised sectors 

of the latter community, orphaned by the Ba'ath government since 2003, later had the fascination of 

Da'ish's compelling advance. In the eyes of marginalised Sunni, Da'ish appeared to be the only 

concrete alternative to the institutional vacuum, to the absence of a welfare system, as well as a 

means of redemption and revenge. This category of Iraqis must now find its place in the future of the 

State and, for this purpose, all the initiatives needed to promote inclusiveness must be implemented. 

 

"De-sectarianisation" 

A third aspect is perhaps the most important and concerns the whole paradigm. In order to build an 

efficient and inclusive State, capable of undermining ethnic-confessional polarisation, all those 

involved (both internal and external) should abandon ethnic-confessional rhetoric and narratives 

through a process of "de-sectarianisation" of the political discourse. Most of the analysis on the Iraqi 

dossier is embedded in a sectarian logic, so the main categories of analysis are limited to the most 

fashionable ones: "Shiites", "Sunnis" and "Kurds". Such approach is not restricted to Iraq but involves 

the whole Middle East region, as a simplistic and misleading categorisation.  

Representing the socio-political complexity in a few and uniform monolithic blocks is, in fact, the 

reflection of a vision that does not take into account the profound differences and divergences within 

these same groups. For instance, observing the "Shi'a block", there are at least four political actors 

who carry on as many different and often discordant agendas: Hizb al-Da'wa al-Islamiyya of the 

current premier al-'Abadi and his predecessor Nuri al -Maliki; al-Tayyar al-Sadri led by Muqtada al-

Sadr; al-Majlis al-A'la al-Islami al-'Iraqi led by Ammar al-Hakim; the now famous forces of al-Hashd 

al-Sha'bi (Forces of Popular Mobilisation, FPM). It is enough to think about the strong antithesis 

between the Prime Minister al-'Abadi's party and the movement led by Muqtada al-Sadr and it will 

become clear that the "Shi'a" confessional category is insufficient to represent the minimum common 

denominator valid as a monolithic political category. Clearly, such simplicity is misleading and 

prevents us from understanding real political dynamics on the field, distorting reality in the use and 

consumption of a narrative that fosters inter-confessional and inter-ethnic clashes. 

What must be avoided in the institutional future is therefore the "Lebanonisation" of Iraq, which is 

the institutionalised distribution of power on an ethnic-confessional basis. The troubled and long-

term tragic experience of post-independence Lebanon must be remembered as a warning. On the 

one hand, if Iraqi Lebanonisation would lead to some crystallisation of divisions, on the other hand, 

it would lead to an inevitable fracture of the State in the mid-term. The distribution of the three ethnic-

confessional macro-components on three homogeneous territories facilitates this possibility: Kurdish 

in the north, Arab-Sunnis in the centre, Arab-Shiites in the south. The most powerful antidote against 

incumbent centripetal forces lies in the creation of stable and structured "a-confessional" 

administrative apparatus, which recognises and protects ethnic-confessional differences but without 

making it serve as political-categorical identities. 
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Iraq and the Axis of Resistance 

The after Mosul is not just about the end of Da'ish, but it involves also the end of state's boundaries 

as they were known until the summer of 2014, before the announcement of the self-proclaimed 

caliphate. The boundaries between the countries of the so-called "Axis of Resistance" (Mihwar al-

muqawama), namely Lebanon, Syria, Iran and – partially – Iraq, have become something that makes 

such international borders more like internal borders. At the same time, the defence of these borders 

responds today to needs that are no longer exclusively national security.  

All this began with the historic fatwa of the Iraqi Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, who called on 13 

June, in the midst of a jihadist military advance, for popular mobilisation of all the citizens "capable 

of taking up arms and fighting terrorists". It was the most important turning point in the history of 

post-2003 Iraq and is the event that has laid the foundations for the rise of the Forces of Popular 

Mobilisation, making it somewhat possible the liberation of Mosul. 

These militias, trained and supported by Qasem Soleimani's Iranian special units, demonstrated 

their ability and effectiveness, in some cases overcoming some of the red lines set by the United 

States. In fact, the effectiveness of US ground operations was not so much effective as the air 

operation. The ground operations have been dominated by FPM. The Washington-led coalition failed 

to prevent FPM from entering the city of Mosul and re-joining troops of Damascus on the Syrian-

Iraqi border (al-Tanf). Restoring the land line connecting Beirut-Damascus-Baghdad-Tehran doesn't 

certainly play into the hands of the United States and its allies. 

If so far Iraq has been a country with controversial influence (not entirely on the side of Washington 

neither completely on the side of the Axis of Resistance), the prestige acquired by the FPM will be a 

powerful vehicle of Iranian influence in the “country of the two rivers”. Until 2014, Tehran could only 

rely on some scattered groups in order to exercise its influence over Iraq. Today the situation looks 

very different than it has been in the past and the role of the Axis of Resistance seems to become 

more decisive for the region's future. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts  

At national level, it will be necessary to capitalise on that partial unity which converged the energies 

against Da'ish, and without which it would not have been possible to reach the liberation of Mosul. 

There is also a need to prevent fitna between Sunnis and Shiites, whose profound nature is not 

religious in it but rather linked to political logic involving the main players in the region. For all these 

reasons, it is necessary to set up a strategy inspired by three principles:  

1) de-sectarianisation of the political discourse and competition;  

2) fostering the spirit of national cohesion and inclusion;  

3) creating a State structure that could guarantee security and welfare (work, health, education).  

However, in order to implement such strategy, it is necessary to develop a well-defined strategy 

that, at the moment, the Baghdad government does not yet appear to have outlined. 

On the regional level, the unknown of the post-Mosul is likely to flare even further in the area, in 

Yemen and Syria, or even to open up other fronts currently closed. For this reason, the risk of 

triggering a process of separatism and new statehood on ethnic-confessional basis in the current 

territory of Iraq would be further ruinous in the medium term, not only for Iraq but also for the stability 

of the Middle East. Other ethnic and/or confessional requests of independence would have a 

precedent on which to base the legitimacy of their claims. 
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EVENTS 

 

● Syria 

Friday 7 July, the United States and the Russian Federation announced a de-escalation agreement 

in south-western Syria. The deal was announced shortly after the first meeting between Donald 

Trump and Vladimir Putin, a face-to-face meeting lasted over two hours, on the fringe of the G20 in 

Hamburg. The cease-fire agreement concerns a portion of Syrian territory on the border with Israel 

and Jordan, which from Quneytra, passing through Dar'a, reaches the Sweida province. The area 

corresponds to one of the four areas of de-escalation identified by the Astana negotiations, whereby 

the agreement can be read as an informal and partial adherence of the United States to the results 

of the Russian initiative in Astana, in which US was not involved. However, this is the most important 

diplomatic success so far achieved by the Trump Administration. 

The ceasefire came into force on Sunday 12 July and, until the time of writing; all parties respected 

the silence of guns. The agreement between the United States and Russia has been the outcome 

of long diplomatic negotiations concluded in the week preceding the G20. The agreement was also 

signed by Israel and Jordan, bordering countries on the affected area of the agreement. Dar'a region 

has long been a transit area for refugees fleeing from southern Syria to Jordan. 'Amman had been 

involved in negotiations and signed the deal in the hope that this could contribute to the return of 

Syrian refugees and alleviate the humanitarian emergency in the Hashemite Kingdom. For its part, 

Israel is interested in preventing a permanent presence of Iranian troops and Hezbollah in the area 

close to its borders. 

 

● Libya 

Thursday 13 July, the Italian Minister of Interior Marco Minniti had an official meeting in Tripoli with 

13 mayors of southern Libya in order to discuss a plan to fight human traffickers. Since the beginning 

of 2017 it was the third visit to Libya for the Italian minister. The Italian draft of agreement received 

the support of Fayez al-Sarraj, head of the National Coalition Government (Hukumat al-wifaq al-

watani) supported by the United Nations. Al-Sarraj assured that the government of Tripoli will make 

every effort to counter the human smugglers and relieve the growing migratory pressure that flows 

through Libya on the Italian coast. 

The Interior Minister Minniti renewed Italy's support to the National Coalition Government, hoping for 

a quick stabilization of the North African country. The minister also welcomed the efforts of the Libyan 

Coast Guard for the relief offered to migrants as well as the fight against traffickers. In his meeting 

with al-Sarraj, minister Minniti reported Europe's positive response to the Italian request for providing 

necessary support to the Libyan Coast Guard and securing the southern borders of Libya wherein 

the routes of human traffickers pass. 

The country continues to be ravaged by civil war and, in the meanwhile, the serious fracture between 

Doha and Riyad is been increasingly reflected in the sides of the Libyan conflict. Tuesday 4 July, 

Ahmad al-Mismari, spokesman for the eastern Libyan National Army, said: "In Benghazi we fight not 

only against Da'ish, al-Qa'ida and the Muslim Brothers, but also against some countries that support 

terrorists such as Turkey, Qatar and Sudan".1 According to the figures reported by the spokesman, 

the losses suffered by the Libyan National Army amount to more than 5200 units.  

                                                 
1  http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/60028/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1% 

D9%8A--%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8-
%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%B4-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-
%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-
%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B1 

http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/60028/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%25%20D9%8A--%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%B4-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B1
http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/60028/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%25%20D9%8A--%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%B4-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B1
http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/60028/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%25%20D9%8A--%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%B4-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B1
http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/60028/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%25%20D9%8A--%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%B4-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B1
http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/60028/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%25%20D9%8A--%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%B4-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B1
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The next day, Wednesday 5 July, Khalifa Haftar, Commander of the Libyan National Army, 

announced the complete liberation of Benghazi, three years after the beginning of "Operation 

Dignity" (amaliyyat al-karama) the campaign launched in May 2014. This is the most important 

military victory of General Haftar, who has slowly gained ground in the East and South of the country 

at the expense of the western Libyan government supported by the United Nations.  

The eastern Libyan National Army of Haftar benefits from the concrete support of United Arab 

Emirates and Egypt, but also enjoys some sympathy in Riyad and Paris. Recently, Egyptian aviation 

has provided considerable air support in the conquest of Benghazi, bombarding several sites in the 

western areas of the city where the latest resistance was holed up. Cairo has also been active at the 

United Nations in order to obtain the condemnation of Qatar for supporting terrorism in Libya.  

The Egyptian authorities have stated that they want to break the embargo on Libya and provide full 

support to the Haftar army. According to Cairo, this is an indispensable measure to ensure the safety 

of the common border between the two countries and to prevent terrorists passing to Egypt. 

Strengthened by the conquest of Benghazi as well as full Egyptian support, General Haftar said he 

was ready to move on to Tripoli, promising conquest of the whole country within six months. Starting 

on Sunday 9 July, the Libyan capital has been targeted by violent attacks launched by armed groups 

in opposition to the government of al-Sarraj. The clashes lasted two days and affected the eastern 

sectors of the city, leading to the closure of the coastal highway, a roadway of vital importance for 

Tripoli. 

 

 


