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Operation Mosul: The Fear of a New Humanitarian Crisis

By Konstantinos Efthymiou
1. The Operation

The campaign for the recapture of Mosul, in Iraq was launched on the early morning of the 10th October while airstrikes and heavy artillery fire gave the signal for the first clashes to occur. Based on Turkish as well as Iraqi field sources, more than 30,000 troops from 36 countries have already joined this venture – as members of the international coalition against the IS (Islamic State) and the rebel militant groups affiliated to the jihadist group. More specifically, almost whole the Iraqi army, the Kurdish Peshmerga militant group - military forces of the autonomous region of Iraqi Kurdistan, estimated to be more than 200,000 troops – the Shiite militia and the so-called “Order of Nineveh Christians” have already made their appearance on the region. Furthermore, there are approximately 2,000 Sunni fighters involved in the venture. They have been trained by the Turkish military in the Bashiqa camp in Northern Iraq, Bashiqa was an Assyrian town before its capture by the jihadists. Western states’ participation has been noteworthy, with more than 700 members of the US Special Forces, British and French army already included in the operational projection. 

Amongst this, what is most surprising is the participation of 3,000 PKK militants, mainly due to the internal motivation of PKK leaders to join the coalition.  For many analysts, the PKK is trying to find a niche for itself by aligning its actions with regional actors. It wants to find a place between Iran, Saudi Arabia and Turkey. There is also an issue between the PKK and Massoud Barzani's Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) mainly because the KDP has set up a de facto country while the PKK wants to get ahead of the KDP by becoming a party in Mosul. At the same time,  rival interests between the KRI (Kurdistan Region of Iraq), the PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan) of Jalal Tabani and the KDP (Kurdistan Democratic Party) of Masoud Barzani,  create quite a complex scenario in the future, in the aftermath of the operation, despite the fact that all of Kurdish leaderships share the same goal – the unification of Kurdish cantons and the creation of the great Kurdistan. 

These rivals, take us back to 2014, when the PKK and the PUK were sharing the same desire to  unify the Kurds whilst they both wanted influence on disputed territories in Kirkuk in order to establish regional independence. In 2016 their plans were implemented. However, the Kurds of Iraq are quite different than the Kurds of Syria. Rivalries have occurred due to regional differences, whilst the 4th canton in Sinjar area – now targeted by Erdogan – has created serious implications. Further to this, proxy influences from other powers – such as Israel – have also helped the contamination of the Kurdish unification so far. The oil dispute, military decisions, as well as the election dispute have all played their part to augment the rivalries. 

However, Kurds do have a strong agenda despite their problems stemming from the independece referendum taking place in the next 5 years. According to that projection, Kurds will seek to establish governements in the Kirkuk area, establish oil revenues as well as to re-establish their relationship with Baghdad. Thus, there is no doubt, that global forces see the Kurds as a regional actor and this sometimes leads to angry competition between the Kurds of the PKK and the KDP. In short, PKK participation in the coalition clearly highlights its intentions to claim territorial “recognition” from the international community in the aftermath of this venture.
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Map Showing Controlled Teritorries in Syria and Iraq (Source: BBC)


There has been a noticeable delay on the design of the opeation, mainly because final agreements should be made with all parties involved regarding the frontloaded territories which are to be released. That delay has also been caused due to the lack of coordination between the three main actors in Iraq: Baghdad Shi’a, Tribal Sunni and Kurds, all of them willing to fight, but only for their own interest and on their own agenda while being more interested in capturing “new” territories than to expel IS. The latest reports transmitted that coalition forces have surrounded Mosul in the north, south and east, leaving a decompression corridor to the west, towards Deir ez-Zor. The reason for leaving the western part of Mosul decompressed, is to allow IS troops to flee the city. In addition, no one at the moment has the capacity to seal the borders permanently and instead of immobilizing troops on the borders where troops would be weakened further, the idea is to let IS move back into Syria by leaving the “door open”.

Reports coming from the field however, indicated that this strategic decision has been quite ambiguous and risky, while IS militants have reportedly dug graves, filled them with oil and set fire to them in order to contain the coalitions’ bombardments and most importantly to slow down the 70,000 soldiers’ of the Iraqi Army. Further to this, there are fears that by letting IS head west, IS forces will enter Syrian soil with the aim to reach Turkish soil afterwards, probably with a massive refugee wave of more than 100,000 people. Similar fears occur regarding the potential escalation of that immigration wave – in uncontrollable levels – while inside Turkey.  Some believe that 100,000 people is not a large enough number for to cause a new immigration crisis but there is no guarantee that this number will not increase. This scope is analyzed –in detail - later in this document.
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Map Showing Gains in Mosul Operation as of October 19th ( Source: IHS Conflict Monitor)
At the same time, the Russian Army declared that as soon as IS enters Syrian soil their troops will hit them hard. However, although the strategy seems to be covered from all sides, it is quite likely that the senior IS commanders would head to Raqqa, as they have already done through Al Qaim -  de facto capital of the militant group's self-proclaimed caliphate across the border in Syria - where they could potentially joint other jihadist forces. Oil-rich Raqqa is home to nearly 200,000 people, mostly Sunni Arabs, and an estimated 5,000 militants whilst Mosul is the largest city under IS control, with an estimated population of up to one million and no more than 10,000 fighters. An emerging implication in the coalition’s strategy - to push IS to flee Mosul and drive its fighters to Raqqa – is that it is quite difficult to predict what will happen in Raqqa with regard to the Syrian conflict. It has to be reiterated that there are contemporary differences between the geo-political interests of all fronts in Iraq and Syria.

In short, it is seems that the operation in Mosul will likely produce an escalation of violence and unforeseen developments on the correlation of forces in Syria. Notwithstanding the above, Massoud Barzani – the leader of the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) – has already agreed with the Iraqi Prime Minister Al-Abadi,  the establishment of a Joint Commission to coordinate the operation in Mosul. In this case, it needs to be pointed out that, for US interests this is probably the best outcome expected, because through this coalition the US will manage to eventually achieve a balance of forces in Iraq, without sacrificing their combat effectiveness or morale.

2. Turkey and the strategic desicions

On the other hand, the loser of that operation – at least for now –seems to be Turkey, which has remained blocked by the multipolarity in Iraq’s territory and trapped in a quagmire in Syria while desperately seeking a way out. Undoubtedly, its military campaign in Syria has stalled because it has not the power to proceed to Raqqa, nor to Aleppo or to Manbij. Aleppo’s Russian presence is unquestioned, in Raqqa the IS presence leaves no option for further deployment, as whilst in Manbij, the Americans forced the Turkish armed forces to abolish any thoughts of aggression. However, although the US – on the morning of the 22nd of October, after the meeting between the US Secretary of Defense Ash Carter and the Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan – eventually gave Turkey the green light for participating in the operation, it is quite likely that Turkey’s place in the coalition will be not accepted by the other parties. The reason is plain: noone – the US included – can guarantee that –after joining the coalition – Turkey will not help the IS leadership to escape. It is broadly known, officaly stated by the Turkish military forces, confessed by Fatah al-Sham’s militants and reported by the American Journalist Serena Shim, that Turkish military is helping Takfiri militias, local rebels affiliated to IS as well as providing advanced military trainning to the insurgents in Turkish camps. Therefore, despite the American green light, voices inside the US and the western part of the coalition still raise their concerns about the outcome of Turkey’s involvement.

 Reportedly, the Turkish army – having understood the critical turmoil where it stands – has moved its armoured vehicles and tanks from the hinterland in Silopi - district of Şırnak Province in Turkey's Southeastern Anatolia Region, close to the borders of Iraq and Syria. Along with Turkish military forces, numerous British manufactured “Scorpion” type vehicles – ideal for identification, have already taken positions in the southeastern Sirnak province.  Further to this, the Turkish generals – having clear orders from Erdogan’s circles – are trying to work out scenarios – probably aggressive –  regarding the best alternatives possible. Indeed, Turkish officials are aware of Kurdish intentions to seal the southern borders of Turkey with Iraq and Syria. In this context, the Turkish Special Forces (Maroon Berets) driven by Zekai Aksakallı,  are considering various possibilities, with a preponderance towards, the invasion of northwest Iraq - in Tal Afar area, Nineveh Governorate.  Turkish diplomacy however will possibly use the alibi of protecting the Turkmen living on the region, therefore projecting it as a matter of Turkish terriorial integrity.Turkey believes that the Sunni Turkoman population of the area is particularly vulnerable and has voiced concerns about possible plans by Iran and sectarian militias to force demographic changes by displacing Sunni Turkmen populations from areas around Mosul such as Tel Afar. Inner-government and military circles in Turkey are quite anxious about these kinds of potential cultural and historical retreats. And there is a deeper reason for that which further highlights Turkish intentions. 

Turkey's interest in Iraq is quite clear, and concerns the safeguarding of their interests regarding the Turkmen of Northern Iraq as well as the Kurds, who claim a portion of Iraq, Syria and Turkey itself. Turkey is looking to ensure the Kurds gain no power in the region in a post IS era. Should IS forces being kicked out of Mosul, a "power vacuum will ensue" in the region, which will suck in various groups, backed by various regional powers, such as Iran. By moving in its own military forces, Turkey aims to "grab" influence in Northern Iraq and gain leverage on the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK.) While the presence of Turkish Troops on the outskirts of Mosul is reluctantly tolerated by Iraqi officials, an outright capture of the city by Ankara would be considered completely illegitimate; not only by officials, but also Mosul's population who would not tolerate its occupation of the city.

Finally, the US claims to support Iraqi sovereignty, and any outside actor intervening in Iraq would be perceived as an attack. Both Iraq and Turkey are US allies, and while the US-Turkey alliance is fragile, the two countries will likely try to stick to it for the time being. Thus, Turkey has a great interest in acting through various proxies rather than directly, just in case some drastic response becomes necessary in the liberation of Mosul. Thus, what is obvious from the above facts is that Turkey seems stuck in the middle of some extremely delicate decisions. Ankara’s diplomacy and the recent events have even promoted mistrust among its own supporters. Turkey’s imperious attitude has left even some traditional friends of Turkey and anti-Iran politicians, like Iyad Allawi, with no choice but to demand the withdrawal of Turkish troops. Even some Turkmen representatives have criticized Turkey’s approach, arguing that their community will bear the backlash. 

Voices similar to Allawi’s argue that only swift action by Turkish forces in Bashiqa under the Coalition fold would help contain tensions and avoid negatively impacting the operation to liberate Mosul. However, that strategic pivot would require the confirmation of Erdogan and his advisors – something that is unlikely to happen soon. All the above should not come as surprise as it follows a quite complex political and ideological mutation of Turkey. In short, there is no doubt that Erdogan receives criticism inside Turkey regarding the profoundly – at least for now – strategic defeat in Iraq, whilst Turkish interests in Syria – with the threat of an increased Kurdish dominance in northern borders – are in danger. The day after Mosul’s operation was launched, Erdogan once again referred to the Lausanne Treaty in a public speech and how those negotiations undermined Turkish territorial rights. Those statements were not a coincidence. Erdogan’s intentions were clearly to create a feint over the critisism on Mosul. It is also clear that Erdogan’s inner circle consists of advisors whose strategy aims to promote a new-Ottomanism  based on territorial expansionism. 

Thus, the claims on Greek soil and the Aegean Sea, as well as Turkey’s aggressive and often ambiguous diplomacy in regards to the NATO alliance – if not aiming for a geo-political earthquake on the near-East peninsula – clearly projects a deeper ideological national-liberation battle for the so-called Ottoman vision. The Turkish claims on Greek soil are completely parallel to the refugee crisis in the Mediterannean Sea. The opeation in Mosul also affects directly and indirectly the future of the Greek-Turkish relationship.  For some, the Mosul operation, Syrian conflict, US and Russian interests and the political turmoil in Turkey are all interconnected, in the extent that it is quite difficult for one to predict the outcome. Many analysts believe that the Turkish claims on the Greek soil and islands aim to pressure the US to offer support to Turkey, in Syria and in Iraq. Turkey, according to them, uses territorial expansionism to remind NATO that Turkey – if needed – is more than willing to renegotiate her place in the alliance while threatening another NATO member. Others, simply argue that Russia – whilst having restored in a way the relationships with Ankara – uses Turkish expansionist illusions in order to drive the US to deadlock. Whatever the case is, Turkey is situated in the centre of a hurricane of political upheavals. Whatever Turkey decides, it seems that a potential Turkish collapse will sweep over other countries on its way. 
3. Mosul Operation and Syrian War: an interdependent paranoia 

The operation in Mosul and the fact that the coalition profoundly excluded Turkish participation – at least officially – creates implications on Syrian soil. There, the balance of powers is substantially smaller, though Turkey’s flexibility remains at the lowest levels. As mentioned above, the coalition’s decision to force IS troops from Mosul to Raqqa, the IS dominance in Raqqa and the US military presence in Manbij has left Ankara with few moves. On the 20th of October, Turkish jets carried out 26 air strikes on 18 Syrian Kurdish Peoples Protection Units - the military wing of the Democratic Union Party - in northern Syria, killing 160 to 200 Kurdish militants. Sources close to Turkish military officials transmitted that morning that the jets had successfully pounded areas recently captured by YPG forces, while destroying numerous buildings and YPG armoury. 
In short, the latest offensive conducted by the Turkish air force came after Turkish Military statements that they are openly helping IS (Islamic State) forces in north Aleppo province and the north – close to Turkish borders – in order to contain the Syrian Kurds’ activities. It is worth noting that, although cooperating with IS  forces – which the Turkish officials had officially condemned in the past, the Turkish political and military scene views Syrian Kurds’ militias as well as the SDF (Syrian Democratic Forces) as terrorists! This specific and strategic diplomacy drove Ankara – on the 24th of August – to begin the military operation Euphrates Shield – backed by the US – in order, according to Turkish statements, to clear the Syrian border of Jarabulus and the surrounding areas of IS. What is the case is that – remarkably – the Turkish military and state diplomacy are shifting dangerously, depending on their occasional interests.  However, at the same time, the US troops, which as mentioned above are helping drastically the Turkish forces against the SDF, the IS and the YPG militias, are also in bed with the YPG! 

Three days ago, field sources had transmitted that a death of a senior US commander came after the joint military mission near Raqqa between the Command Centre of the US military forces and the Kurdish troops of the Peoples Protection Units (YPG). According to the same field sources that announced the US Commander’s death, in the preceding few days, the US Army had deployed nearly 300 fresh troops in Northern ar-Raqqah – near the border with Turkey! The purpose of those reinforcements was simply to train the Kurdish fighters – in the Shabadeg base – for war against the IS militants in the eastern battlefields of Raqqa up to the northern banks of the Euphrates River. What is clear from the above is that the multipolar complexity of the Syrian conflict is likely to escalate due to ambiguous and often interdependent interests. 

At the same time, on the 15th of October, militants of Fatah al-Sham Front confessed that they had recently received military training in camps in Turkish territories. Sources close to Al-Nusra transmitted that advanced Turkish camps – on Turkish and Syrian soil – provided the militants with military training in order to improve their performance in combat. Reportedly, in June 2016, over 160 members of Fatah al-Sham group had crossed the Turkish borders to join their comrades in Aleppo. Since June, over 4,000 terrorists from various groups, including Fatah Al-Sham had crossed the Turkish border into Syria, especially to help the militants entrapped in Aleppo. In the aftermath of those confessions, direct from Fatah al-Sham’s militants, it is quite likely that the situation in Syria will become much more complex as the balance of power is at stake. However these confessions came 2 years after the mysterious death of the American journalist Serena Shim who was the first on the ground to report that Takfiri militants were going in through the Turkish borders in 2014! According to the journalist – whose death was an accident – the Turkish military was bringing high-ranking IS members from Syria into Turkish camps – and vice versa - these are supposed to be Syrian refugee camps! The journalist had gone even further by claiming that there was a funneling of arms via the Incirlik US Air Base in Turkey to IS militias in refugee camps or on through to Syria whilst she had highlighted the issue of IS training camps being portrayed as refugee camps, guarded by the Turkish military. But Shim did not stop there. She also named the World Food Organization as one of the NGOs whose trucks were being used to funnel insurgents’ arms into Syria, and stated this in her last interview, just one day before being killed. Considering the above it is quite clear that the situation is much more complex. Whilst, Fatah al-Sham’s confessions indirectly connect the Turkish military with rebels affiliated to IS and whilst – as mentioned above – official military sources coming from inner Turkish circles, confirmed that the Turkish military will continue supporting IS operations against the Syrian Kurds, how is it possible for Turkey to follow a two-sided strategy in Iraq and Syria? Put simply, how is it possible for a state to demand to be included in an international coalition for the liberation of Mosul from IS forces and – at the same time – to support the same forces that it is supposedly fighting? 

One can argue that this is exactly what the US have been doing for the last few months in Syria, backing up the Kurds and the Turks at the same time, whilst there had been accusations that the US military was trying to sabotage the Syrian Democratic Army (SDF) from entering Deir ez-Zor by bombing the bridges outside the city. According to these accusations  – on the 5th of October - US-backed rebel groups appeared to have bombed the bridge of al-Hussainiyahcity – the eastern suburb of Deir ez-Zor – which is one of the most important communication routes of the province of Deir ez-Zor between the two banks of the Euphrates, as well the bridge outside the city of al-Mayadin. 

That information is important mainly because the Syrian-Russian coalition had openly accused the US of trying to isolate the cities and villages around Deir ez-Zor, in order to prevent the advance of units of the Syrian Arab army in this city. At the same time, the Turkish-backed Fatah al-Sham as well as the Turkish and US-backed IS troops have suffered major losses during liberation operations conducted mostly by the coalition of the Syrian Army and Russian airforce. Not only that, but the profound defeat of IS in Mosul as well as the Turkish military’s strategic turmoil, was most probably to create defeats and retreats in Syrian soil.  Indeed, on the 20th of October, the Syrian army and its allies retook over 20 villages and heights in the Northern parts of Hama, freeing nearly 121km of land from rebel control.

Reportedly, the Syrian troops along with their allied forces have won back the towns, villages and heights of al-Shata, Western al-Janinah, al-Talisiyeh, Tal Abyadh, Ras al-Ain, Tal al-Mazraeh, Khafsin,

HYPERLINK "https://www.google.co.uk/maps/place/Karah/@34.9258201,36.7383137,13z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x1523702d2f9859dd:0xafeaddcdf3b64036!8m2!3d34.9258333!4d36.7733333"Karah, Hamra, Maan, Tal-Bazdam and Maardes. According to a senior Syrian commander, the army’s future operations will focus on liberating the towns of Suran and Tayyibat al-Imam. There is no doubt that the major rebel groups - under severe pressure and due to lack of manouevres and support – will start working on alternatives while abandoning former alliances. Thus, the Syrian Army’s victories and the recent liberations should not come as a surprise as they followed in the aftermath of rivalry between the rebels which favoured Assad’s strategic plans. 

In short, on the 10th of October, Abu Hassan, known as Abu Hassan Dababat and Abu Nazir Tabiyeh - two notorious commanders of Ahrar al-Sham - were killed in fierce clashes with Jund al-Aqsa militants, in Northeastern Hama – near the small town of al-Talisiyeh. Reportedly that day, along with those two deaths, another powerful militant group – Jund al-Asqa – proceeded to remove its commander – Mohammed Jafrouni – responsible for the Idlib Free Army, due to his continuous defeats especially around the broader northern Hama region. What has driven the above was operational - the well conducted and on-going Syrian Army’s operation in the region, meant the Regime’s forces had managed to reestablish their occupation and their operational centre. In particular, the Syrian Army had recaptured the villages of Maan and Qubaybat Abu al-Huda, which had been under siege for months.

TThe above important incidents also followed the 6th October and the Syrian Army’s operation in Hama, where they fended off the Government’s position while killing dozens of militants. According to military sources on the ground, clashes had also occurred in al-Latamenah and al-Zakat where the Syrian Army troops destroyed militants’ weapons, vehicles and their military equipment. That operation had followed another successful event for the Regime, on the 30th of September, when warplanes of the Syrian Air Force, working with detailed information and coordinates on IS (Islamic State) militants and its affiliated groups’ – the Jeish al-Fatah movement in east Hama - foiled the offensive before it began. After this, reportedly, more than 5 of their armoured vehicles were destroyed by the Syrian Army troops with the operation centred on the village of Atshan.

Further to this, the Syrian Army then managed to exterminate more than 50 militants when it was likely that the IS - Jeish al-Fatah coalition was preparing for a massive offensive on the al-Salamiyah - Ithriya axis – in northern Hama. However, the Syrian army repulsed the massive attack by the militants of Jeish al-Fatah, Jund al-Aqsa and Ahrar al-Sham in the Northern parts of Hama province, killing tens of them. What is understood and noteworthy, is that there had been visible progress in the Regime’s attempt to recapture former insurgent-controlled regions which are of strategical importance to Assad’s forces. That progress became a reality after those liberations. All these offensives against the opposition and the rebels clearly reveal the Regime’s determination to gain territory against the rebels and the forces affiliated to IS (Islamic State) – especially in the strategical regions for Assad such as in Damascus, Deir ez-Zor, Aleppo, Idleb and Hama. 

In sum, the escalation of violence on Syrian soil has been a norm during the last month. All of these incidents combined as well as the last mortar attack on the Russian embassy in Damascus, which the Russian side blamed on the US, come to reinforce the already established strategic distrust on all fronts and particularly between Moscow and Washington. Yet, Russian accusations against the United States should not come as a surprise. The continuous slaughter in most of Syrian provinces, the almost total inaccessibility of Aleppo for humanitarian convoys and the freeze of diplomatic negotiations between both countries - clearly indicates that a long-term resolution is at stake. 

The failed ceasefire was probably the final bid for a peaceful solution to the Syrian war and a possible breakthrough whilst the almost 6 year-long battles have forced millions to flee from their homes. The latest boundaries which occurred clearly indicate that the suspicion, between all fronts, is ecumenical. The Syrian Army’s offensive, on the other hand, clearly reveals the Regime’s determination to gain territory against the rebels and the forces affiliated to IS (Islamic State) – especially in the strategical regions for Assad such as in Damascus, Deir ez-Zor and Aleppo. But how is war in Syria related to Iraq?
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Chart Dispalying Number of Coalition Air Strikes in Iraq and Syria as of September 19th
 ( Source:US Central Command)

What is interesting is to observe – while the Mosul operation is taking place – is the extent to which the Mosul coalition will lead to large-scales victories in the Iraqi soil. To be fair, although both countries – Syria and Iraq – have similarities such as central leadership/governement  which is officially supported by great power’s coalition (Assad is being supported by Russia and Hezbollah-Iran coalition while the Iraqi Government and Al-Abadi are being supported by the US), their differences are chaotic. The political complexity in a post-war transitioning Iraq is hard to identify whilst in Syria – despite the political and security turbulances – the landscape is still more simplified. Put it simply, domestic actors motivated by country-specific grievances still remain the dominant force shaping events in both countries. Rather than merging into one conflict, developments in Syria and Iraq still represent the outgrowth of two separate domestic struggles, which while similar in form, are also highly distinct.  Both are rooted in similar causes emanating from questions of political and sectarian representation, have witnessed similar outcomes as political dissent has morphed into armed conflict, most significantly the rise of IS, and will ultimately require similar solutions if peace is to return, namely new cross-sectarian political contracts. Summing up, although their different domestic political realities have indeed played the key role in preserving the balance of power within their terrirory, still both countries cannot escape from their interdependent destiny. It’s not only the borders but rather the fate of either collapsing or rising simultaneously. For two years now IS has run Mosul -  once rich and powerful - and the diverse areas around it, destroying its museums – while exporting items of historical value in blackmarkets to gain profit -  and expelling minorities. However, despite the atrocities life has to go on. Iraqi flags are said to be flying in some neighbourhoods; it’s rumoured that locals are set to rise up against IS.  If not, the city will suffer a grievous fate in the coming year and that will mean a battle which could cause “metastasis” in other Iraqi areas. The future of Iraq will be designed – more or less – in the ashes of the on-going opeation. 
4. The fear of a humanitarian “tsunami”

There is a deep fear within the International community and the UN that Mosul’s operation could unleash a massive humanitarian crisis, potentially causing up to a million people to flee their homes as winter sets in. Two days ago, Lise Grande – the UN’s humanitarian coordinator on Iraqi soil – declared that the UN workteams are in place and ready to ensure the minimum requiremements of living. However – she went further by arguing – that noone knows the extent of the humanitarian crisis. For some – inside the UN community – the operation in Mosul could potentially trigger the single largest humanitarian operation in the world in 2016. Considering the above statements, the Syrian refugee wave – during the last 6 years – will be a minor issue. Since the Syrian Arab Spring and the first protest in 2011, life in Syria has been broadly monitored  and the following numbers elevate cruelty to another level while revealing the chaos: 250,000 people and protesters dead; more than 11 million people have been forced from their homes and almost 4 million refugees have travelled westward while using Turkey and the south coast of Greece as the routes leading to Europe and to a better life. A long time before the operation in Mosul was even considered, the International Community and the NGO’s global network believed the Syrian refugee wave to be the largest refugee crisis of the 21st century.

However, it seems now that the International Aid Community will face a new refugee “armageddon” which – according to military sources on the field – will likely escalate within the first 6 days. The situation in Mosul is chaotic. With more than 1.5 million people still living there – under severe poverty and insecurity most of them – the operation’s clashes between the coalition and IS troops could displace up to one million people. It should be noted that the qualitative difference here, between Syria and Iraq, is that in Syria the International Community had to face a substantial wave of almost 4 million refugees over a period of 6 years, whilst in Iraq we are facing a quarter of the Syrian refugee wave at once! 

Thus, it easily concluded that if even a sixth of that number of people flee at the same time, it would overwhelm any capacity to help them. As Ms Grande also pointed out  "There’s an informal rule of thumb that any population movement over 150,000 people at once, no institution in the world can deal with it," 

By the year-end, as the Mosul crisis evolves, as many as 12-13 million people in Iraq may require some form of humanitarian assistance. Already, 10 million Iraqis are in trouble including over 3.3 million civilians who are displaced from their homes and hundreds of thousands of families who are struggling to survive throughout the country, including in the Kurdistan Region where poverty rates have doubled in the past year.
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Number of Syrian Refugees in MENA Region (Source: Amnesty International)

The implications of such a humanitarian operation are many. Indeed there are some factors which could undermine even the best of NGO’s preparation to address the humanitarian need. One particular issue is that although much of the threat comes from IS fighters, human rights organisations have found that civilians are also vulnerable to mistreatment by the Iraqi army and the state-sponsored Popular Mobilisation Units (PMU). Reportedly, the PMU, comprised mostly of Shia militias but also including Sunni groups and others, was officially designated part of the Iraqi armed forces in February 2016, after it took centre stage in the fight against IS in 2014. The militias have been accused of abducting, killing, and torturing civilians in past operations to retake territory from IS. What happened on the 7th of June this year, clearly reveals the level of these attocities. Reportedly, that day more than 300 Sunni civilians from the Iraqi city of Fallujah were executed by Shia militias, according to local activist sources. Based on field sources, that day the paramilitary Popular Mobilisation Units (PMUs) had been killing civilians fleeing from the besieged city of Fallujah, which was under IS control. Later that day, the dead bodies of those 300 civilians were found in a school yard in Al-Nourain village while had been previously accused of supporting IS. The truth is that most of those civilians had been arrested by the pro-government Shia militiamen for being Sunni Muslims!

Another implication that could undermine the aid operation’s effectivensess is the funding. Reportedly, 

Of US$367 million (Dh1.35bn) that has been requested, significantly less than half has been received so far. The International Organisation for Migration has announced that it will build emergency sites to provide shelter and basic services for 200,000 people, but it still needs additional funding. 

The most important undermining factor though is time. Whilst 200,000 people being displaced “is a working scenario” for some in the UN, depending on how long the operation takes, it is likely that major displacement from the city could come, as the winter comes, leaving hundreds of thousands of people with limited shelter and protection. At the same time, the limited capacity of camps and shelters – along with the weather – leaves civilians with no support or protection under specific International law agreements. No UN camps – no official excuse to protect them. 
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Camp facilties Near Mosul (Source: Norwegian Refugee Council)

Further to this, the civilians of Mosul are being used by IS troops as human shields in order to contain the bombardments from the coalition and to slow down the Iraqi Army.  With this being the de facto situation just in the few days of the operation, tens of thousands of people fled the city and surrounding areas in an exodus that appeared to catch the aid community flat-footed, leaving displaced Iraqis in squalid, overcrowded camps. Although some optimistic voices have been raised – especially that of Ms Abdulla from the Norwegian Refugee Council, who argued that after people escaping Mosul,  the humanitarian society will be able to provide these people with the help they need, so that they don’t step from one hell into another hell – the ongoing humanitarian operation struggles not to be overwhelmed. 
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Areas of Access: Iraqi Camps and Data ( Source: Middle East Eye)
According to specific information coming from the field, about sixteen (27) Syrian refugee camps are now operating fully near Mosul. Reportedly, the principal refugee camps are situated in Qushtapa of Erbil Governorate, Hamdaniya of Nineveh Governorate, Arbat of Sulaymaniyah Governorate,  Al-Obaidi of Al-Anbar Governorate, Kawergosk of Erbil Governorate,  Darashakran

HYPERLINK "https://www.google.co.uk/maps/place/Shaqlawa,+Iraq/@36.4027329,44.302411,14z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x4006c1d4951007bd:0x348359fa3a5f991b!8m2!3d36.4096785!4d44.3202209"Shaqlawa of Erbil Governorate and in Akre town  of Nineveh Governorate, whilst two (2) refugee camps operate in Domiz area of Kirkuk Governoratea and Bashiqa – north of Mosul. On the other hand, there are quite less IDP ( Internal Displaced People) camps within Iraqi territory. Although being more than the UN Syrian refugee camps when the operation begun a month ago, the IDP camps are now being outnumbered.  Until now, one can find six (10) IDP camps in Dahuk Governorate - four (4) in Zakho district of Dahuk, one (1) in Amedi and five (5) near Sumel town - four (4) in Shikhan region north of Mosul, two (2) near Akre town north-easter of Mosul, three (3) in Erbil Governorate and two (2) in Makhmur region of Erbil Governorate. It has to be noted here, that this paper mentions the camps related to the operation in Mosul and those which are most likely to carry the weight of the first refugee waves. After all, one can find camps next to the Syrian borders – in Sinjar area – and southwestern near the borders to Jordan. The point here is to concentrate those camps that are reportedly struggling. The numbers below refer to people and cover just the amount of current refugees and those in need. The total number of current refugees on Iraqi soil is 225,455 people. 
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Erbil non-camp 76,856

Dahuk non-camp 32,941

Domiz 1 camp 31,091

Sulaymaniyah non-camp 21,309

Darashakran camp 11,394

Kawergosk camp 9,699

Domiz 2 camp 7,697

Gawilan camp 7,524

Arbat Permanent Camp 7,122

Qushtapa Camp 6,741

Basirma Camp 3,467

Anbar non-camp 2,975

Nineveh non-camp refugees 1,592

Al-Obaidi camp 1,512

Refugees disperded in Iraq 1,491

Akre settlement 1,143

Kirkuk non-camp refugees 906


The above numbers are just a page of the book. The consequences of the Syrian conflict that started in 2011 are incalculable and continue to cause displacement. More than 11.8 million Syrians families have been torn apart, with approximately seven million internally displaced and a further 4.8 million refugees in the neighbouring countries of Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey, Iraq and Egypt, as well as Europe. Simultaneously in Iraq, since June 2014, some 3.3 million persons have been forced to flee their homes. The Syria and Iraq crises combined have displaced over 15 million people and this number continues to rise with the escalation of armed conflict in many parts of the region. In Iraq, UNHCR has registered 246,589 Syrians, out of which 101,637 (41%) are under 18 years old. About 97% of the Syrian refugees in Iraq live in the Kurdistan Region (KR-I), 41.7% in 9 camps and 58.3% with host communities. The KR-I hosts also about 1.2 million IDPs: the total of both refugees and Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) makes up about 25 per cent of the KR-I population. 
To provide humanitarian assistance to the refugee population, some 90 partners including Government institutions, UN agencies, and international and national NGOs work jointly to implement the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP). Its implementation is coordinated by UNHCR through an Inter-sectoral system that includes: Protection;Food; Education; Shelter; Basic Needs; Health; Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH); Livelihoods; and, Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM). The funding requirements of the Syrian Refugee response have been estimated to be around $4,539,342,336 whilst only 40% of that amount has been delivered so far ($1,822,158,755) which leaves a $2,717,183,581 gap. Syrian Refugee Projects have been active for years. Thus, how is it possible to hope for a total amount to be invested – regarding the Iraqi refugee armageddon? There, the total appeal is $285,633,934 whilst only 37% of that amount ($105,740,014) has been offered so far – which leaves us again with a gap of $179,893,920. And if we talk about $367 million requested above – according to rival voices inside the Aid community – then the problem is much bigger. 
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ACF Iraq  | Action Contre la Faim [ Core Relief Items (CRIs), Nutrition, Water & Sanitation]

Danish Refugee Council (DRC Iraq) [Community Services, Information Manag, Protection]

French Red Cross / Croix Rouge Francaise (FRC) [Water & Sanitation]

Harikar|neutral NGHO [Child Prot., Comm.Services, Gender-Based Violence, Registration]

International Committee of the Red Cross - Iraq (ICRC Iraq) [Protection, Health]

International Medical Corps [Health]

INTERSOS Iraq [Community Services, Protection]

International Organization for Migration Iraq [Core Relief Items (CRIs), Shelter, Education]

International Rescue Committee - Iraq [Camp Managmt., CRIs, Protection, Health]

Islamic Relief Worldwide - Iraq [Logistics, CRIs, Shelter, Transportation, Registration]

Minsitry of Migration and Displacment (MODM) [Camp Managmt, CRIs, Food Sec., Protection]

Medecins Sans Frontieres France (MSF-F) [Nutrition, Water & Sanitation]

Qatar Red Crescent (QRCS) [Food Security, Shelter]

Iraqi Red Crescent Society (IRCS)

Rehablitation, Education And Community's Health (REACH ) [Environment, Education]

REACH-Initiative Iraq [Information Management, Protection]

Relief International (RI) [Water & Sanitation]

Save the Children - Iraq (SAVE Iraq) [Information Managmt., CRIs, Child Prot., Comm. Services]

The United Iraqi Medical Society for relief and development (UIMS) [ Health]

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) [ Livelihood, Nutrition]

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO Iraq) [Education]

United Nations Population Fund - Iraq (UNFPA Iraq) [Gender-Based Violence, Health]

UNICEF Iraq [Child Prot, CRIs, Education, Gender-Based Violence, Nutrition, Sanitation]

Un Ponte Per- Iraq [Logistics, CRIs, Protection, Coordination, Comm. Services]

World Food Programme Iraq (WFP Iraq) [Food Security, Logistics, Nutrition]


5. The Humanitarian Actors: Criticism and challenges

It is a common knowledge that Iraq is considered the “mecca” of NGO deployment. Considering the chaotic situation for years though, that should not surprise us. It is also a fact that the plight of Iraqi refugees is grave but is the tip of the iceberg of Iraq’s gathering humanitarian crisis. The (grossly under-reported) plight of those still in Iraq is even more worrying. Despite the insecure environment and numerous constraints, humanitarian intervention in Iraq is on-going, possible and greatly needed. However, what is also a fact is that a number of organisations are implementing other agendas under the cover of providing humanitarian aid. These are agendas that can be political, religious or military. There are bogus local and international NGOs. The fact that non-humanitarian actors – Coalition and Iraqi military forces, private companies and non-state armed groups – present some of their activities as ‘humanitarian’ blurs the line between the military and civilians, reinforcing misperceptions and compromising the security of legitimate humanitarian aid workers. 

Prior to 2003 the few INGOs operating in Iraq were labelled as spies by Saddam’s regime. The concept of NGOs and the culture of a free civil society were alien. In 2003 the arrival en masse of NGOs reinforced the popular perception that NGOs are inextricably linked to the Coalition Forces. In the current atmosphere of mistrust this misperception is still widespread. Thus, it must be challenged. NGOs that adhere to the Code of Conduct (CoC) for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief need to distinguish themselves from other types of agencies and to emphasise their neutrality and impartiality. Given the fact that  - in Iraq -  62 percent of refugees and 82 percent of IDPs living outside camps and in close proximity with vulnerable host communities, competition for jobs, housing, land, water and other basic services is fuelling tensions between local populations, refugees and IDPs. Thus the real challenge for the NGOs is to be able to fairly distribute the aid to those in need while maintaining their neutrality and – most importantly – while acquiring the minimum cultural awareness. 

In terms of cultural awareness though, it is impossible not to take account of Iraq’s demographic complexity. Between 75 and 80 percent of Iraq’s population are Arab, with Kurds accounting for the 15-20 percent, followed by Turkoman, Assyrian and other groups at 5 percent.  99% of the population is officially recognised as Muslims (Shia 60-65%, Sunni 32-37% and a small number of minorities such as the Kakai), 0.8% are Christians, and the remainder are Hindu, Buddhist, Jewish, unaffiliated and ‘other’. However, there is little reliable data on the breakdown of the population in Iraq, so these  figures are estimates only. This is happening due to the composition of the Iraqi population which has become difficult to ascertain, as people leave Iraq due to previous and current conflicts, and the Syrian refugees now seeking safety in Iraq. This movement of people is also likely to have affected the demographic composition. For example, the expansion of Kurdish control outwards from the autonomous area of KRI and into Kirkuk and Ninewa Governorates in the disputed areas and the rise of Shia militia groups have also created a shift in the demographics of particular areas. Having this in mind, NGO’s workers need to be constantly “re-developing” their cultural awareness in order to be able to deliver. 
6. Cultural Awareness: How INGOs & NGOs should address the challenges
The fundamental pillar of cultural awareness – regarding the provision of aid -  is the ability of NGOs to provide humanitarian services and development aid to the populations of Iraq (mostly actions contributing to economic and social development of Iraqis, particularly in health, education, basic social infrastructure, as well as the strengthening of institutions and promoting respect for human rights ) while projecting a wider dissemination of the principles of human rights and of the local historical values. It is indeed necessary that NGO workers in Iraq are familiar with the broader political, social and cultural mutation of Iraq as well as acknowledging the religious contemporary differences within Muslims. 

However, for some, the NGO’s presence in Iraq has been quite problematic as they have faced tranformations themselves. The same voices that criticize the NGOs and sometimes a couple of INGOs are embedding with Iraqi Civil society organizations. The reason for that criticism is coming due to the fact that local Iraqi organizations have divided into four main categories in terms of funding sources and size of expenditures. The first category consists of charitable organizations, which receive funds from religious institutions or political parties. The second category consists of anti-government leftist NGOs. These NGOs have organized dozens of demonstrations, mostly following the outbreak of the Arab Spring in 2010. Next, one can find forums, conferences, seminars and media outlets that appeal to the elite. Their attendance does not necessarily reflect to what extent they are rooted or represent genuine groups of Iraqi society, whilst one can also find those Iraqi officials that do the impossible amid a climate of violence and mistrust to achieve their stated objectives. Such organizations seek to receive money through donations or subscriptions, which means that they are often small organizations but the damage is done.

What is crystal clear, is that in any society – not only in post-War Iraq – there are fundamental pillars of influence and social structure which cannot be totally unknown to INGO’s and NGO’s aid providers. One good example of attempting to surpass the Iraqi Civil Organizations’ topographic structural anomaly – which again can be found anywhere – has come from Un Ponte Per (UPP – Iraq). That NGO -  which is a voluntary association established in 1991 and started its activities as Un Ponte per Baghdad, right after the end of bombings on Iraq, with the aim of organizing solidarity initiatives in favor of the Iraqi civil society that was undergoing the effects of the war – have already worked on some interesting projects on cultural awareness, based on cultural exchanges and international co-operation projects. Although being quite risky considering the Iraqi post-war mentality, surprisingly the UPP’s projects have been quite a success.

 Actions like that of twenty-two teachers, having received basic training to be able to identify among their children those that are more at risk and need psycho-social support – in Domiz 1 camp -  as well as the cultural program of “Books in Baghdad” promoted by skillful psychologists and social workers, are just a glimpse of the way to be followed.  In short, along with these initiatives, it is important that the NGOs and most importantly the INGO’s aid providers, are familiar with Iraqi history and heritage, the role of Islam within Iraqi localism, the Iraqi tribal’s function and the local language as well as its terms. While the battle of Mosul is on-going and while regional and international interests struggle to co-exist on Iraqi soil, the role of INGO’s and NGO’s should be adamant. Because, frankly, at the cornerstone and the aftermath of that conflict, they will have made a difference.
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