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The Devastation of Mosul 

 
 

 

By Patrick Cockburn  

July 12, 2017  

Iraq’s Prime Minister formally declared victory over Isis in the northern city of Mosul, saying 

their defeat marks the “collapse” of the self-proclaimed caliphate. 

“I announce from here the end and the failure and the collapse of the terrorist state of falsehood 

and terrorism which the terrorist Daesh announced from Mosul,” Haider al-abadi said in a speech 

shown on state television, using an Arabic acronym for Isis. 

His Iraqi government is greatly strengthened by its defeat of Isis which three years ago launched 

the Caliphate in the wake of its unexpected capture of Mosul, the second largest city in Iraq. 

Iraqi security services could not have succeeded militarily without being able call in air strikes at 

will to destroy any Isis defensive positions. This has led to very heavy civilian casualties and 

immense destruction. . 

Mr Abadi has hitherto refused to work on a political plan for Mosul after the defeat of Isis, 

probably calculating that his leverage would be much greater after victory than before and that of 

the Kurds will be much less. 

For several years after the US invasion of 2003, the Kurds were central players in 

controllingMosul where there was a substantial Kurdish minority. They also took advantage of 
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the Isis advance in June 2014 and the collapse of Baghdad government forces to seize territories 

long disputed between them and the Arabs. 

The offensive to recapture Mosul could only be launched in October last year after there was an 

agreement on what would happen between the Iraqi and Kurdish leaders, orchestrated by the US. 

This probably caught Isis by surprise because relations between Baghdad and Erbil had been 

very cool. The US was then expecting the battle to take the city would last two months rather 

than the nine months it has in fact taken. 

The Iraqi government, which is essentially Shia, must now decide how it will cope with the 

largest Sunni Arab city in Iraq which it has always seen as an obstacle to its rule. The fall of 

Mosul is not just a defeat for Isis but for the Sunni Arabs, who were the dominant community in 

Iraq before the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003, although they were only a fifth of the population. 

A large part of the officer corps of the Iraqi army came from Mosul and the Iraqi defence 

minister came from the city. 

The US says that the reconstruction of essential facilities in Mosul will cost at least $1bn 

(£780m) and there is no provision for this in the Iraqi budget, which is already under strain 

because of low oil prices. 

Much of the oil revenue is spent on paying salaries and pensions for seven million public 

employees and or paying for the war. Shia political leaders in Baghdad are unlikely to give 

priority to rebuilding a city they have always seen as being the heart of Sunni resistance. 

Overall, the fall and devastation of Mosul is only the latest and most calamitous event for the 

Sunni Arabs of Iraq. Their other main cities such as Ramadi, Fallujah, Tikrit and Baiji have all 

been badly damaged by war. 

At least 900,000 people from Mosul city are in camps, but those from the Nineveh Plain east of 

the city find that they are not being allowed back to their home villages, many of which are being 

bulldozed. The battle for Mosul has opened the door to ethnic and sectarian cleansing and 

counter-cleansing, as the winners in the war seek to create a new political landscape. 

 


