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How will military action against ISIS evolve?
Chris Scott looks at the possible next steps in the war against ISIS

Friday 12 September 2014
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Few images are likely to haunt any politician as much as George Bush’s appearance under a ban-ner
reading ‘Mission Accomplished’ on the USS Abraham Lincoln in May 2003. Supposed to mark the end of
the Iraq war, what followed instead was a long, drawn out conflict against militias in Iraq. Since then
people in Western countries have become increasingly isolationist in their outlook, and increasingly
hostile to the use of their country’s troops in conflicts abroad. For America in particular, when operations
in Iraq ended in 2011 it was largely greeted with relief, and considered a success for President Barack
Obama.

However following the beheadings of 2 US journalists by ISIS, the United States is looking to step up its
operations in Iraq in order to combat the threat which ISIS poses. Since August both America and
European Union countries have provided military arms and intelligence support to Kurds fighting the
militias. This went further when on Sunday the 7th of September the US carried out air strikes to support
Iraqi forces in the region, enabling them to remove IS militants around the Haditha dam, an important
water supply. Up until that point the US had refused to support Iraqi forces until a more inclusive
government was formed.

The UK government is also looking increasingly likely to step up its involvement in the region, with
Conservative party whips reported to be asking MPs if they would support airstrikes against ISIS, if a
motion was voted upon in the House of Commons.

Although this all suggests that greater intervention is highly probable over the coming months, how it
would be executed is still unclear. Due to a lack of public appetite in western countries for soldiers fighting
on Iraqi soil, coupled with the possible spillover effects of such a move, it remains likely that any Western
involvement would be limited to airstrikes on strategic targets.

To try and avoid the mistakes of the Iraq invasion, America is currently trying to gain international support
for action, in particular from other regional powers in the Middle East. Iran, which has pre-viously been
marginalised by the United States, is now seen by the international community as hav-ing an important
role in helping to counter the threat posed by ISIS. Since ISIS is made up predom-inantly of Sunni fighters,
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Iran, which has a Shia majority, sees its rapid expansion as a threat. So far the Iranian Revolutionary
Guard have been offering support to the Iraqi army, and has even been cooperating with American
airstrikes in the region.

However although there is a growing international coalition in support of action, there are still divi-sions
over whether this should extend to carrying out airstrikes on ISIS in Syria. While it would be necessary for
the international community to bomb ISIS targets in Syria in order to completely tackle the threat it
poses, there are concerns that it could violate international law if done without the permission of the
government. Furthermore Western nations are reluctant to take action that could aid Bashar al-Assad in
the Syrian civil war, given that his government has been accused of war crimes, and was itself considered
for airstrikes last year.

There are other logistical challenges to military intervention, in particular relating to Iraq’s domestic
politics. Although the former prime minister, Nuri al-Maliki, has been replaced by Haider al-Abadi, it will
remain difficult to convince the Sunnis who became disillusioned with the former Shia dominat-ed
government that Iraq’s political system can become more inclusive. This is made more difficult by the
fact that Mr Abadi is part of the same political party, the Islamic Dawa Party that Maliki had been part of.
Even though Mr Abadi’s new cabinet does contain representatives from the Sunni and Kurdish sects, in
addition to from the Shia majority, it will take time to show that it can rise above sectarian difficulties in
the country.

While the success of military intervention is largely dependent on Iraq’s politics, taking no action would
come at a great humanitarian cost to those inside the caliphate. Furthermore as ISIS in-creases its
foothold in the region, it could increasingly be able to threaten the West. It has already proved itself
capable of forming a sophisticated society, providing public services and collecting taxes. Eventually this
could lead to it becoming a safe haven to plan attacks on the West. As such it remains important to try
and combat the threat that it poses, while continuing to apply pressure to Iraq to continue building a
more inclusive government.
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