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Iraqi troops backed by air strikes launched a fresh assault on Islamic State-held Falluja on Tuesday to
try to unhinge the urban stronghold from the countryside, where fighting has been daily for over

eight months. In this image provided by the Falluja Media Centre, smoke rises in Falluja, Iraq, after
an airstrike, September 3, 2016. REUTERS/Falluja Media Centre/Handout via Reuters After a lightning
advance into the center of Falluja last year, the militants, who seized control of the city in June 2014,

shut all roads leading out in late January 2015, trapping the city’s residents inside. The air strike
campaign has devastated the urban center, which is mostly empty and whose water supply has been

cut off for more than a year, since a water plant was destroyed by a U.S. missile strike. Iraqi
commanders have said this is a diversionary tactic to try to unsettle a city of more than a million
people, which could fall to the government side in months unless a full-scale attack can halt the
offensive. No unit numbers were available in the city, but commanders said the offensive was

focused on the west of the city, where they have had the most success in the past. An air strike
destroyed a vehicle-borne improvised explosive device (VBIED) used by Islamic State suicide

bombers in the western suburbs, killing 15 people, a senior security source told Reuters. Fighting has
displaced more than 250,000 civilians, about half the total population of the city, including about
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50,000 who have fled the fighting between the militants and government forces. “Falluja will be
liberated, God willing,” said Karim Mohammed, 23, a farmer from nearby Saqlawiyah. “If the

government could have just come in, we would have accepted them as rulers.” Despite the setback,
Islamic State continues to enjoy support from local Sunni Muslim tribes, and many residents of

Falluja say they fear the government more than the militants. “We are with Daesh and will remain
with them until the end,” resident Ahmed Al Fadhl said, using the Arabic acronym for Islamic State.

“We are tired of the corruption of the government and of Saddam’s repressive measures.” LAST
WORDS In a message made public in June, Islamic State commander Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi urged

people in the West Bank city of Ramallah to fight the government, saying its soldiers would not enter
Falluja because of the heavy presence of Shi’ite Muslims there. Falluja has become Islamic State’s
last foothold in Iraq, with the group’s leaders there saying last month that they were able to launch

operations from “a very spacious city” there. This is the first time Islamic State has had a contiguous
urban base since the beginning of its insurgency in Iraq a decade ago. “Falluja will be the last city
under their control, God willing,” Falluja Governor Hussein Khayali said. “This is the last chapter of
the war against Daesh, and we will achieve victory soon.” The Falluja operation was launched from
the west, and advances meant the capital of the once-mighty province of Anbar, Ramadi, now lies

closer to Falluja than to Baghdad. 5ec8ef588b
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