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INTRODUCTION

Between 2003 and 2011, the terrorist group known as al-
Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) was among the most dangerous and brutal 
elements in the Iraqi insurgency that arose following the collapse 
of Saddam Hussein’s regime. Led by the Jordanian jihadist Abu 
Musab al-Zarqawi, AQI sought to provoke a sectarian conflict 
that would destroy the newly democratic Iraqi government and 
allow for the formation of a self-proclaimed “Islamic state.” Iraqi 
government forces, supported by a U.S.-led coalition, managed 
to suppress the civil unrest and brought AQI to the brink of 
total defeat by 2010. However, the U.S. withdrawal from Iraq 
the following year, combined with the outbreak of a civil war 
in neighboring Syria, enabled the terrorist group to stage a 
comeback. In the summer of 2014, AQI—rebranded as the 
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)—launched an offensive 
that brought around one-third of Iraq under its control. At the 
same time, it carved out a similarly large territory in Syria. 

The United States dubbed its military response to these 
events Operation Inherent Resolve. Rather than deploying large 
formations to fight ISIS directly, as the United States had done in 
Afghanistan and during the earlier stages of the conflict in Iraq, 
the Barack H. Obama and Donald J. Trump administrations 
eschewed a major ground combat mission against the Islamic 
State. Instead, they provided strong support to local proxies, 
who did most of the fighting. This approach proved successful, 
limiting American casualties and the financial cost of the 
conflict. The efforts of U.S. Army trainers, military advisers, and 
small combat elements, reinforced by coalition counterparts and 
backed by American airpower, enabled Iraqi and Syrian forces to 
liberate all of the territory held by ISIS by March 2019. 
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With this series of commemorative pamphlets, the U.S. Army 
Center of Military History aims to provide soldiers and civilians 
with an overview of operations in the wars after 11 September 
2001 and to remember the hundreds of thousands of U.S. Army 
personnel who served on behalf of their nation. These publications 
are dedicated to them.

JON T. HOFFMAN
Chief Historian
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Operation Inherent Resolve

JUNE 2014–JANUARY 2020 

Early in the morning of 18 December 2011, a convoy of 110 U.S. 
military vehicles and 500 soldiers from the 3d Brigade Combat 
Team, 1st Cavalry Division, crossed over the Iraqi border and 
entered Kuwait.1 The departure of these troops signaled the end 
of almost nine years of U.S. military operations in Iraq. President 
Barack H. Obama heralded the moment as the conclusion of “one 
of the most extraordinary chapters in the history of the American 
military.” The future of Iraq, he said, “will be in the hands of its 
people. America’s war in Iraq will be over.”2 Within three years, 
however, the fragile Iraqi state was fighting for its life. Taking 
advantage of the spiraling civil war in Syria and sectarian strife 
in Iraq, a militant group known as the Islamic State of Iraq and 
Syria (ISIS) mustered an irregular but well-organized military 
force and launched an offensive against the Iraqi government 
in January 2014.* By the end of June, the group controlled a 
territory roughly the size of Kentucky, spanning Iraq and Syria. 
Around eleven million people found themselves under the rule 

* The Islamic State has gone by several different names during its existence. Originally 
founded in 1999 as the Group of Monotheism and Jihad, the organization changed its name 
to “al-Qaeda in Iraq” (AQI) in 2004 when it became affiliated with al-Qaeda Central. In 
2006, the group renamed itself the Islamic State of Iraq. In 2013, following its expansion 
into Syria, it became the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham. As al-Sham is sometimes trans-
lated as “Levant,” an alternative acronym for the group during this period is ISIL. Also 
sometimes used is the Arabic abbreviation “Daesh,” equivalent to ISIL or ISIS. In 2014, 
the group dropped all regional designations, becoming simply the Islamic State. For clarity, 
this pamphlet follows U.S. military usage, referring to the group as “al-Qaeda in Iraq” or 
“AQI” between 1999 and 2013, and after as “ISIS” or “the Islamic State.”
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of this self-declared “Islamic State.”3 From their new base in the 
Iraqi city of Mosul, ISIS forces pushed south toward Baghdad, 
threatening not only the national integrity of Iraq but also the 
security and stability of the entire Middle East.

In mid-June 2014, President Obama ordered American 
troops to return to Iraq as the spearhead of what would become 
Operation Inherent Resolve (OIR)—the military campaign to 
degrade and destroy the Islamic State. They operated as part of a 
new command, Combined Joint Task Force–Operation Inherent 
Resolve (CJTF-OIR). By early 2019, Iraqi and Syrian forces—
supported by U.S. airpower, armed with U.S. equipment, and 
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trained and assisted by U.S. military advisers—had defeated 
ISIS forces on the battlefield and ended the group’s pretentions to 
statehood. American forces under CJTF-OIR then transitioned 
to supporting local partners in Iraq and Syria as they worked 
to stabilize liberated areas and combat the remnants of the 
ISIS insurgency.

Strategic Setting

Iraq is geographically, religiously, and ethnically diverse. The 
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, flowing southeast from Turkey 
and merging about 200 kilometers from the Persian Gulf, define 
the country’s terrain. Much of Iraq’s population and nearly all 
of its major cities lie along the two rivers. Baghdad, the capital, 
straddles the Tigris in the country’s central region. Other major 
urban centers include Mosul in the north and Al Basrah near the 
Persian Gulf. The sparsely populated Syrian Desert dominates 
western Iraq, the Al-Jazeera uplands cover the expanse between 
the Tigris and the Euphrates in the northwest, and the Zagros 
Mountains and their foothills dominate the northeast. Iraq 
borders Iran to the east, Turkey to the north, Syria to the 
northwest, Jordan to the west, and Saudi Arabia and Kuwait to 
the south (Map 1).

The majority of Iraq’s thirty-two million inhabitants adhere 
to one of the two major branches of Islam: around 30 percent are 
Sunni and around 60 percent are Shi’a. Linguistic, cultural, and 
ethnic differences distinguish Arab Iraqis of both sects—about 
80 percent of the population—from the largely Sunni Kurds, who 
live mainly in the autonomous Kurdistan region in the country’s 
northeast. Less than 1 percent of the population belongs to other 
minority groups—including Yazidis, Christians, Assyrians, and 
Turkomans—most of whom live in the northwest. Sunni Arabs 
constitute a majority of the population in the west, while Shi’as 
predominate in central and southern Iraq (Map 2).4

From Invasion to Withdrawal

Iraq has been in a state of almost continuous conflict since 
1980. After a bloody eight-year war against Iran, Iraqi dictator 
Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1990, precipitating the first 
Persian Gulf War. An international coalition led by the United 
States swiftly defeated the Iraqi military and liberated Kuwait in 
1991 but left Saddam in power. Throughout the following decade, 
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U.S. and coalition forces maintained a forward presence in the 
region to deter Iraq from further acts of aggression.5 In 2003, 
acting on intelligence that suggested that Iraq possessed—or 
was creating—weapons of mass destruction, the United States 
under President George W. Bush invaded Iraq and overthrew 
Saddam Hussein with the support of another international 
coalition. Designated Operation Iraqi Freedom, the campaign 
helped establish Iraq’s first democratic government in more than 
fifty years and empowered the country’s long-oppressed Shi’a 
majority. However, many Sunni Arabs felt that the U.S.-backed 
government had disenfranchised them, and their growing 
resentment fueled an insurgency against the American forces 
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and the new Iraqi leadership. Shi’a and Sunni Iraqis also engaged 
in a sectarian civil war that included the religious “cleansing” of 
large areas before ending in a de facto Shi’a victory. Estimates 
of the number of Iraqis who died in the violence from 2003 
through the U.S. withdrawal in 2011 range from 200,000 to 
more than a million.6 

By August 2010, however, coalition and Iraqi forces appeared 
to have defeated the insurgency. The most dangerous insurgent 
group threat—Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI)—
was in disarray. Al-Zarqawi himself was dead, killed by U.S. 
special operations forces in June 2006. His successor, Abu 
Ayyub al-Masri, died in a joint U.S. and Iraqi raid in April 2010. 
Membership in the organization dwindled to less than 1,000. 
Fighters who avoided death or detention at the hands of U.S. and 
Iraqi forces fled across the border into Syria. Some disillusioned 
insurgents even changed sides and joined forces with the Iraqi 
government to fight their former comrades. With insurgent forces 
demoralized and in disarray, violence declined to levels unseen 
since the invasion.7

Having helped to suppress the insurgent threat and lessen 
the likelihood of civil war in Iraq, the United States prepared 
to withdraw its forces. Operation Iraqi Freedom ended on 31 
August 2010. Its successor, Operation New Dawn, involved the 
final transition of security responsibility from the United States 
military to the U.S.-trained Iraqi Security Forces (ISF). After 
the last U.S. combat troops departed in December 2011, the 
United States took steps to normalize its relations with Iraq for 
the first time since the invasion of Kuwait in 1990. The American 
presence in the country was limited to the U.S. embassy and its 
associated entities, including a small security cooperation cell.8 

Without the continued support of U.S. military forces, howev-
er, it was not clear whether Iraq would remain stable. Violence 
began to increase in 2011, and the division between Sunni and 
Shi’a Iraqis remained acute. Unfortunately, the Shi’a-dominated 
government of Prime Minister Nouri Kamal al-Maliki showed 
little inclination to reach out to the Sunni population and make 
the kind of concessions that would promote reconciliation.9 Com-
pounding the country’s internal tensions, the 929,000-strong 
Iraqi military still had significant weaknesses. Built from 
scratch by the United States at the cost of $25  billion, Iraq’s 
armed forces depended on direct American assistance for es-
sential functions, including logistics support; maintenance; and 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance.10 Responsibility 
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for providing this support after 2011 devolved on the embassy’s 
Office of Security Cooperation–Iraq (OSC-I), commanded by Lt. 
Gen. Robert L. Caslen. Although coalition planners originally 
conceived of OSC-I as a division-sized command, the office expe-
rienced severe personnel and funding reductions when the Unit-
ed States and Iraq failed to negotiate a new Status of Forces 
Agreement in October 2011. On the date of the official American 
withdrawal, OSC-I consisted of just 157 military personnel and 
763 contractors. With limited resources, OSC-I confined itself 
to the activities typically performed by U.S. embassy security 
cooperation cells, including the management of foreign military 
sales and financing, senior leader engagements, and small-scale 
training exercises. The office also oversaw limited training of 
Iraqi units at outlying sites, mostly performed by contractors. 
These activities paled in comparison to the full-scale security 
force assistance program previously operated by the coalition 
military headquarters in Iraq.11 The long-term consequences of 
this sharp—and unanticipated—reduction in assistance were as 
yet unknown.

The Rise of the Islamic State

On 7 March 2012, the commander of U.S. Central Command 
(CENTCOM), General James N. Mattis, testified before Congress 
that he had “never witnessed it so tumultuous” in the Middle 

Arab Spring demonstration in Homs, Syria, April 2011 
(Bo yaser, Wikimedia Commons)
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East.12 The 2011 Arab Spring protest movement, which spurred 
the collapse of several long-established authoritarian regimes 
in Middle Eastern and North African countries such as Egypt 
and Tunisia, was a key cause of this regional instability. Iraq 
saw few Arab Spring protests, but demonstrations against the 
Ba’athist dictatorship of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad led to 
the outbreak of a civil war on Iraq’s northwestern border. 

About the size of Washington State, Syria is bounded by 
the Mediterranean Sea to the west, the countries of Lebanon, 
Israel, and Jordan in the south, Iraq in the east, and Turkey in 
the north. The Euphrates River, which cuts diagonally across 
Syria from northwest to southeast, separates the northeastern 
third of the country from the other two-thirds. Mountain ranges 
dominate northwestern and western Syria. Southeastern Syria 
along the Jordanian and Iraqi borders is mostly desert, and 
sparsely populated outside of the Euphrates River Valley (Map 3). 

Map 3
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No major geographic features divide Iraq from Syria, and local 
tribes count citizens of both countries among their members. 

As of 2011, Syria was home to approximately 21  million 
people. Around 80 percent of Syrians were ethnically Arab, and 
60 percent adhered to Sunni Islam. A range of minority religious 
groups accounted for the remaining 40 percent of the country’s 
population. Around 12  percent of Syrians were members of 
the Alawite sect—an ethno-religious group with loose ties to 
Shi’ism. Even though the Alawites were a minority group, the 
ruling Assad family and most senior members of the regime’s 
security apparatus came from this demographic. Other religious 
groups included the Christians and the Druze, which together 
made up about 15 percent of the population. Kurds accounted for 
7 to 15 percent of Syrians (Map 4).13

When civil war broke out in Syria in the wake of the 2011 Arab 
Spring protests against the corrupt, repressive Assad regime, 
long-suppressed religious and ethnic grievances came to the 
surface. The insurgent forces opposed to the Syrian government 
were largely Sunni and Arab, in keeping with the country’s 
demographics. As the Syrian military enjoyed extensive support 
from the Shi’a Iranian regime—and many of its personnel, 
especially in its officer corps, came from minority communities 
like the Alawites—the war took on a sectarian tinge. Would-be 
jihadists whose predecessors had gone to Iraq now traveled to 
Syria to take part in what they regarded as a new phase in a 
historical struggle between Sunnis and Shi’as.14 

Opposition forces in Syria never coalesced into a single 
monolithic group. Instead, they splintered into independent 
factions and militias, each with its own ideological, religious, and 
ethnic character—and, in many cases, its own foreign sponsors. 
One of the largest groups, established in 2011 by defectors 
from the Syrian armed forces, was the Free Syrian Army, a 
loose confederation of hundreds of opposition “brigades” and 
“battalions.” Though the group’s members nominally shared the 
goal of bringing down the Assad regime, they only occasionally 
coordinated their efforts in pursuit of larger objectives.15 Another 
notable faction, the Syrian Kurds, organized politically around 
the Democratic Union Party (Partiya Yekîtiya Demokrat; PYD) 
and formed militias called People’s Protection Units (Yekîneyên 
Parastina Gel; YPG). These Kurdish forces pursued a policy of 
armed neutrality, avoiding overt action against the regime. The 
PYD’s goals for greater Kurdish regional autonomy received a 
significant boost when the Syrian government withdrew most of 
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its forces from the east in order to concentrate on the defense of 
the regime’s heartland near the Mediterranean coast. Yet even 
as the PYD sought to establish an autonomous administration 
in the Kurdish areas of northern Syria, the lack of central 
state authority in the region left the border with Iraq largely 
unguarded and created a power vacuum that opposition groups 
could readily exploit.16

These developments gave new life to AQI. Following its near 
extinction in 2010, the group temporarily curtailed operations 
while it reconstituted under a new leader, the religious scholar 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. By early 2011, it had recovered 
sufficiently to launch a renewed insurgency.17 Recognizing the 
opportunity created by the chaos in Syria, AQI also dispatched 
several senior leaders across the border to organize a Syrian 
affiliate in August 2011.18 This new group, known as Jabhat al-
Nusra (the Support Front), was AQI’s first inroad into the Syrian 
conflict. Al-Nusra positioned itself to absorb many of the foreign 
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jihadists traveling to Syria to fight against the Assad regime. Its 
ranks also included several hundred veteran insurgents that the 
Syrian regime had released from its prisons after an amnesty in 
early 2011. By distancing itself from the indiscriminate violence 
characteristic of its parent organization and focusing on its 
opposition to the Syrian government, al-Nusra quickly became 
a popular and effective participant in Syria’s factionalized 
opposition movement.19

Building on its successes in Syria, AQI launched a major new 
offensive in Iraq in July 2012.20 Over the next year, it carried 
out waves of coordinated bombing attacks using vehicle-borne 
improvised explosive devices (VBIEDs). AQI also attacked Iraqi 
prisons, freeing hundreds of experienced insurgent fighters—
many of whom had been detained by U.S. forces years before. 
Large numbers of these liberated insurgents joined AQI’s ranks, 
adding to the group’s resources and expertise.21 By 2013, AQI 
had reclaimed its position as one of the most dangerous terrorist 
organizations in the world.

The spring of 2013 marked a new stage in AQI’s campaign. 
In March, al-Nusra fighters participated in the capture of the 

Deputy Secretary of Defense Ashton B. Carter meets with Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri 
al-Maliki during a visit to Baghdad, 18 October 2012. (Department of Defense)
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Syrian provincial capital of Ar Raqqah. This was one of the 
most important opposition victories up to that point, and it 
underscored the Assad regime’s weakness. The following month, 
AQI unilaterally announced that it was merging with Jabhat 
al-Nusra to form a new organization, the Islamic State of Iraq 
and Syria. Although al-Nusra’s leadership rejected the merger, 
instead pledging allegiance to the root al-Qaeda organization 
based in Pakistan, many of the group’s fighters flocked to join 
ISIS. By the summer, ISIS was an established and rapidly 
growing presence in Syria. Seizing ground mainly from other 
opposition groups, it carved out a territory that it could use as a 
secure base for its operations in Iraq—including a new offensive 
against the ISF, which it launched in July.22

The Iraqi government’s poor handling of intersectarian 
relations during the previous two years had created an ideal 
environment for the Islamic State’s expansion. After the U.S. 
withdrawal, al-Maliki’s treatment of Sunnis became increasingly 
heavy-handed. His government purged several leading Sunni 
politicians on spurious charges, culminating in the attempted 
arrest of Iraqi finance minister Rafi al-Issawi in December 
2012. A Sunni protest movement emerged almost overnight, 
with large protest camps springing up in Sunni-majority cities. 
The government’s decision to surround the camps with troops 
only made matters worse, and in January 2013 demonstrators 
fought Iraqi soldiers in the first of multiple clashes. In April, 
the ISF killed around forty Sunni protesters in Al Hawijah. As 
outraged Sunnis took up arms against the government, violence 
approached levels not seen since the height of the insurgency.23

The unrest created a combustible situation that ISIS turned 
to its advantage. In December 2013, Islamic State militants in 
western Al Anbar Province ambushed and killed the commander 
of the 7th Iraqi Army Division.24 Days later, Prime Minister al-
Maliki directed security forces to dismantle the Sunni protest 
camps in Ar Ramadi and Al Fallujah. The destruction of the 
camps, coupled with the arrest of a prominent Sunni lawmaker, 
Ahmed al-Alwani, set off a large-scale revolt. On 2 January 
2014, Sunni rebels attacked Al Fallujah and Ar Ramadi with 
assistance from ISIS.25 On the following day, ISIS announced the 
establishment of an “Islamic emirate” in Al Fallujah.26 Although 
Iraqi forces regained control of Ar Ramadi within weeks, 
Al Fallujah remained in rebel hands. ISIS quickly assumed 
leadership over the insurgency.27 
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At the same time, the Islamic State consolidated its position 
in Syria. On 13 January, ISIS seized full control of Ar Raqqah 
and made the city its capital. The border between Iraq and 
Syria effectively ceased to exist as eastern Syria and western 
Iraq became a unified territorial entity and theater of military 
operations, with ISIS forces traveling freely between the two 
countries.28 In an audio statement released on 21 January, al-
Baghdadi exhorted his fighters to continue their offensive against 
the Iraqi government, driving toward Baghdad and the Shi’a 
heartland in the south. He also looked farther afield, issuing a 
direct challenge to the United States: “Our last message is for 
the Americans. Soon we will be in direct confrontation, and the 
sons of Islam have prepared for such a day. So watch, for we are 
with you, watching.”29

The United States Intervenes

With Al Fallujah under the Islamic State’s control, the 
insurgency against the Iraqi government entered a new and more 
dangerous phase. The ISF’s failure to counter the lightly armed 
and outnumbered rebel militias raised questions about their 
military effectiveness, and forced the United States to reappraise 
its existing security assistance programs. It also raised the specter 
of a new “war in Iraq.” As of January 2014, American assistance 

 Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi in 2014 (Department of State)
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to the Iraqi military remained at a low level. Commanded since 
April 2013 by Lt. Gen. John M. Bednarek, OSC-I had undergone 
a series of personnel reductions that curtailed its already 
limited activities just as the security situation in Iraq reached 
a crisis point. Eliminated functions included support for Iraqi 
military leader development, professional military education, 
and senior staff training.30 OSC-I also reduced the number of 
U.S.-run training sites from ten to three—ostensibly because it 
needed fewer sites to train the Iraqi military for conventional, 
as opposed to counterinsurgency, operations.31 As the Sunni 
insurgency expanded, it became clear that this degree of support 
was insufficient. 

Beginning in late 2013, the Iraqi government requested 
expanded American aid in the form of intelligence sharing and 
military hardware.32 Prime Minister al-Maliki used a visit to 
Washington, D.C., in November 2013—his first since the U.S. 
withdrawal—to solicit additional U.S. military support. The 
United States agreed to provide limited aid, and an initial 
shipment of Hellfire air-to-ground missiles arrived on 19 
December.33 The Iraqis employed these munitions against ISIS 
camps and staging areas in Al Anbar Province.34 To enhance 
the Iraqi military’s surveillance capabilities, the United States 
also promised to supply ten Scan Eagle surveillance unmanned 
aerial vehicles (UAVs) and forty-eight Raven UAVs.35 Meanwhile, 
OSC-I personnel began to advise the Iraqis more directly.36 

Al-Maliki even suggested that Americans might resume training 
the ISF on a large scale, possibly using facilities in Jordan.37 

The prospect of a more extensive commitment of American 
ground forces nevertheless remained remote. For the Obama 
administration, the withdrawal in 2011 had been a key foreign 
policy achievement, marking the end of a long, bloody, and 
unpopular war. After the fall of Al Fallujah, Secretary of State 
John F. Kerry took pains to stress that the United States would 
not be returning to Iraq. Stating that the conflict in Iraq “belongs 
to the Iraqis,” he affirmed that “we’re not contemplating putting 
boots on the ground.”38 Meanwhile, al-Maliki was equally 
adamant that he saw no need for the United States to send troops 
because Iraq had “a strong army.”39 

By late spring of 2014, however, both sides’ objections to a 
renewed U.S. commitment seemed less compelling. The turning 
point came when ISIS launched a major assault on the city 
of Mosul in early June. The forces guarding the city included 
two Iraqi Army divisions with an official combined strength of 
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25,000 troops, while ISIS’s attack force consisted of about 1,500 
militants. Yet the disparity between the two forces was not as 
severe as it appeared to be on paper. Iraqi Army officers routinely 
overreported the actual number of troops in their units and 
pocketed the unclaimed pay for their nonexistent “ghost soldiers.” 
Because of this systemic corruption, one of the brigades defending 
Mosul contained only one-fifth of its reported personnel.40 The 
Iraqi divisions also dispersed their soldiers in small checkpoints 
throughout the city, limiting their ability to meet a conventional 
attack. These factors made it possible for ISIS to overrun Mosul 
in a matter of days. By 10 June, the two defending divisions had 
disintegrated as the Iraqi soldiers discarded their weapons and 
uniforms and fled. At a stroke, the Islamic State found itself in 
control of Iraq’s third-largest city.41

Three days later, President Obama publicly addressed the fall 
of Mosul and outlined an initial response. Though the United 
States would not undertake renewed combat operations in Iraq, 
American forces would step up their assistance to the Iraqi 
military to forestall a further collapse. He announced that around 
300 special operations soldiers would deploy to “assess how we 
can best train, advise, and support Iraqi security forces going 
forward.”42 Fighting ISIS was not to be part of their mission. The 
president imposed a strict limit on the total number of U.S. troops 
on the ground and mandated restrictive rules of engagement, 
forbidding American forces from engaging the enemy except 
in self-defense.43 At the same time, the White House also took 
steps to protect the numerous U.S. citizens already in Iraq. A 
275-person military contingent, consisting of CENTCOM’s Crisis 
Response Force and a U.S. Navy Fleet Antiterrorism Security 
Team platoon, deployed to Baghdad to bolster the defenses of the 
U.S. embassy, beginning on 14 June. These units would be the 
first American combat troops committed to Iraq in more than 
two years.44 

At that time, ISIS’s advance showed no sign of slowing. On 
11 June, its fighters pushed south into Salah ad Din Province, 
capturing Bayji and besieging the nearby oil refinery. By 
nightfall, militants had taken control of Tikrit—229 kilometers 
south of Mosul.45 The next day, ISIS forces massacred 1,700 
captured Iraqi military personnel—mostly Iraqi Air Force 
Academy cadets—at the nearby Camp Speicher, and clashed 
with Iraqi troops outside of Samarraʾ  just over an hour’s drive 
from Baghdad.46 The outlook in the Iraqi capital was dire. By 
the end of June, ISIS had rendered the equivalent of about 



21

five divisions combat ineffective, and defeatism plagued the 
Iraqi high command.47 As one U.S. officer later recalled, senior 
Iraqi leaders after the fall of Mosul “seemed to be lacking in 
confidence. Most of the Iraqi generals could not even look me 
in the eye. . . . ISIS seemed unstoppable to them.”48 In northern 
Iraq, the ISF had virtually ceased to exist, and the Peshmerga, 
the military forces of Iraq’s autonomous Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG), moved forward to fill the vacuum.49 Even 
with the Kurdish presence in the area, however, large parts of 
northern Iraq remained undefended. Flush with victory, ISIS 
proclaimed the establishment of a new “caliphate”—a theocratic 
state that encompassed, in theory, all Muslims throughout the 
world—at the end of June (Map 5).50 

Against this backdrop of military catastrophe for the Iraqi 
state, the White House hastily established a command-
and-control construct and legal framework for an American 
intervention in Iraq. On 23 June, the United States and the 
Iraqi Ministry of Foreign Affairs exchanged diplomatic notes 
guaranteeing legal immunity for American forces in the 
country, a necessary condition for the sustained deployment of  
U.S. troops.51 The next day, CENTCOM designated Lt.  Gen. 
James L. Terry’s U.S. Army Central (ARCENT) as Joint Forces 
Land Component Command–Iraq (JFLCC-I), assigning the 
South Carolina–based headquarters responsibility for directing 
American ground operations against ISIS.52 Along with its 
new mission, ARCENT would continue to perform its standing 
role as the administrative headquarters for U.S. Army units 
throughout the Middle East. CENTCOM designated Iraq and 
Syria as the joint operations area for JFLCC-I, part of a wider 
theater of operations encompassing Jordan and the nations of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council.53 

Although JFLCC-I provided overall direction for the U.S. 
ground forces in Iraq, General Terry delegated considerable 
authority to the ARCENT deputy commander, Maj. Gen. Dana 
J. H. Pittard, placing all of the conventional U.S. ground forces 
in Iraq under his direct command. Pittard arrived in Baghdad 
on 24 June at the head of a one-hundred-person headquarters 
element, which he used to establish a joint operations center in 
the U.S. embassy compound. The center served as a forward 
headquarters for the American ground forces in Iraq and enabled 
closer coordination with the Iraqi high command.54 

Pittard also attached a small team to the Iraqi Combined 
Joint Operations Command in the Ministry of Defense to serve 
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as permanent liaisons with ISF senior leadership. A second joint 
operations center later opened in Erbil, where it performed a 
similar function with the KRG and Peshmerga.55

Among General Pittard’s first tasks on his arrival in Baghdad 
was to support the 300 special operations troops that President 
Obama had dispatched to assess the ISF. Grouped into six teams, 
they fanned out from Baghdad beginning on 24 June and visited 
nearby Iraqi units down to the brigade level. Their findings—
which evaluated a range of factors, including equipment, morale, 
and leadership—were generally disappointing. The teams’ final 
report, completed in two weeks, concluded that the Iraqi military 
suffered from significant weaknesses and required extensive 
retraining and reorganization. It also noted that many Iraqi 
units had been infiltrated by Iranian-backed Shi’a militias and 
therefore were unreliable.56 

Fortunately, the threat to Baghdad itself subsided by early 
July. Days after the fall of Mosul, a prominent Iraqi Shi’a cleric, 
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, had called for volunteers to 
defend the capital and guard Shi’a holy sites. In response, almost 
100,000 fighters flocked to Baghdad, where the Iraqi government 
recognized them officially as the Popular Mobilization Forces 
(PMF). Arrayed alongside the remnants of the regular ISF, the 
PMF ensured that an attack on the capital would be unlikely 
to succeed.57 The American attitude toward these volunteers, 
however, was ambivalent at best. It quickly became apparent 
that the PMF drew most of its fighting force from Shi’a militia 
groups, some of which had committed atrocities against Sunnis 
during Iraq’s civil war. Moreover, the PMF aligned itself explicitly 
with Iran and its Shi’a leadership, and an Iranian military 
officer—Maj. Gen. Qassem Soleimani, the head of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps’ elite Quds Force—positioned himself 
as one of the PMF’s key backers.58 The PMF’s potential combat 
power was significant, but U.S. officials feared that it ultimately 
might be directed against Iraqi civilians, not just against ISIS.

In the short term, the combined forces of the PMF and the 
ISF protected the northern approaches to Baghdad, but ISIS’s 
offensive momentum was not yet spent. After defeating an Iraqi 
counterattack on Tikrit in July, the Islamic State resumed its 
advance at the beginning of August, moving on several objectives 
in the north.59 Included among these was the Mosul Dam, located 
on the Tigris River about 35 kilometers northwest of Mosul. 
Coming under attack early in the month, the troops defending 
the facility held out for about a week before withdrawing on  
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7 August, leaving it in ISIS’s hands.60 At the same time, the 
Islamic State began to approach the Kurdish capital at Erbil, 
reaching a point only 35 kilometers from the city by 6 August.61 
Finally, ISIS launched an offensive against the Yazidis—a 
minority group that lived in the countryside west of Mosul. 
Fleeing the Islamic State’s onslaught, tens of thousands of 
Yazidis sought refuge on Mount Sinjar, a cigar-shaped elevation 
near the Syrian border. For the Iraqis and the Americans, the 
situation was spiraling out of control.62 

These developments demanded a direct response. On the 
evening of 7 August, President Obama addressed the nation on 
the Iraq crisis once again—this time to announce that he had 
authorized U.S. forces to launch targeted airstrikes against 
the Islamic State. “When we have the unique capabilities to 
help avert a massacre,” he explained, “then I believe the United 
States of America cannot turn a blind eye. We can act, carefully 
and responsibly, to prevent a potential act of genocide.”63 

Operations

Around 1345 on 8 August 2014, a pair of American F/A–18 
Hornet fighter jets dropped multiple 500-pound GBU–54 laser-
guided bombs on an ISIS mobile artillery piece shelling Kurdish 
positions near Erbil. Several hours later, American F/A–18s and 
remotely piloted aircraft destroyed an ISIS convoy and mortar 
position. With these strikes, the United States entered into 
direct conflict with the Islamic State.64

Containing ISIS, August 2014

Over the following days, the air campaign intensified. On 9 
August, U.S. aircraft continued to bomb ISIS forces approaching 
the western outskirts of Erbil. At the same time, F–16C Fighting 
Falcon fighter jets hit several ISIS targets near Mount Sinjar, 
helping to relieve the pressure on the approximately 40,000 Yazidis 
besieged on the exposed mountaintop.65 Cargo planes also began 
to deliver humanitarian aid, including food, water, and medical 
supplies, to the refugees on Mount Sinjar.66 These measures had 
an immediate impact. The threat to Erbil disappeared within 
days, as ISIS realized that U.S. forces could easily detect—and 
destroy—any movement toward the Kurdish capital. Likewise, 
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airstrikes and humanitarian airdrops near Sinjar bought time 
for the Yazidis, who evacuated the Sinjar area at the rate of 
2,000 people per day, beginning on 8 August. By 14 August, the 
Sinjar crisis was under control. Although ISIS still occupied the 
surrounding area, the few thousand refugees remaining on the 
mountain were safe and adequately provisioned.67

With Erbil secure and the threat of massacre averted, the 
next American priority was the recapture of the Mosul Dam. The 
U.S. military leadership feared that ISIS planned to destroy the 
facility, which would send an 8- to 26-meter-tall wave down the 
Tigris. Many Iraqi population centers lay on the banks of that 
river, including Baghdad. More than six million people potentially 
would be affected by flooding, with more than 500,000 at risk of 
being killed within a matter of days.68 

On 16 August, American B–1B Lancer heavy bombers and 
F/A–18 Hornets carried out a series of airstrikes throughout 
northern Iraq in preparation for a counterattack to retake the 
Mosul Dam. The ground assault began the following morning, 
with an Iraqi Counter Terrorism Service (CTS) element attacking 
southwest toward the facility in concert with Kurdish forces. By 

Tech. Sgt. Lynn Morelly of the 816th Expeditionary Airlift Squadron 
delivers a humanitarian airdrop of food and water to displaced persons 

at Sinjar, Iraq, 9 August 2014. (U.S. Air Force)
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the end of the day, the Iraqis had advanced roughly 24 kilometers 
and partially encircled the dam. The operation resumed on 18 
August, with the Iraqi force assaulting and clearing the facility 
by nightfall with heavy U.S. air support.69

Another crisis arose less than a week later. On 23 August, 
the United Nations envoy in Iraq called for an international 
effort to relieve the Islamic State’s siege of Amirli, a farming 
town 100 kilometers west of the Iranian border. Blockaded since 
June, Amirli’s 15,000 inhabitants, most of whom were Shi’a 
Turkmen, were running out of supplies and required immediate 
support.70 By 27 August, U.S. forces had completed plans for relief 
operations, in which ground forces would assault ISIS positions 
around the town from three directions. Kurdish troops would 
attack from the north, while an ISF element attacked from the 
south. Finally, Iranian-advised Shi’a militias—accompanied by a 
separate, Iranian-aligned Kurdish element—would attack from 
the east. The operation kicked off on 30 August and proceeded 
almost exactly as planned. With American air support, Iraqi 
forces entered Amirli by nightfall on 31 August, ending the six-
week-long siege (Map 6).71

Establishing Operation Inherent Resolve, September–November 2014

By the end of August, the U.S. intervention had helped to 
contain the Islamic State’s offensive, but the terrorist group 
remained an active threat. ISIS still held a massive area 
stretching from the eastern outskirts of Aleppo, in north-central 
Syria, to eastern Al Anbar Province in Iraq. Nearly the entire 

U.S. Navy F–18E Super Hornets supporting operations against ISIS, 
4 October 2014. (U.S. Air Force)
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Euphrates River from the Turkish border to Baghdad fell under 
the Islamic State’s control. The group also controlled the Tigris 
River from Mosul to a point south of Tikrit. With between 20,000 
and 31,500 fighters—reinforced by a steady stream of foreign 
jihadists—and hundreds of millions of dollars in cash, the Islamic 
State was more than capable of defending its new conquests.72 

It was, as Secretary of Defense Charles T. Hagel commented, 
“beyond a terrorist group.” In Hagel’s estimation, ISIS posed 
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“an imminent threat to every interest we have, whether it’s in 
Iraq or anywhere else.”73 Although the airstrikes, humanitarian 
airdrops, and limited counterattacks that the United States had 
carried out or supported during the first month of operations in 
Iraq had been effective, they did not, on their own, constitute 
a strategy to defeat ISIS. Victory over the so-called caliphate 
would require a broader effort.

On 3 September, President Obama unveiled a campaign to 
“degrade and destroy” the Islamic State. He emphasized that 
this would be a long-term process. “Because of what’s happened 
in the vacuum of Syria, as well as the battle-hardened elements 
of ISIS that grew out of al Qaeda in Iraq during the course of the 
Iraq war,” he explained, “it’s going to take time for us to be able 
to roll them back.”74 As the president elaborated one week later, 
U.S. forces would pursue four overlapping missions: an expanded 
campaign of airstrikes in support of Iraqi offensives; increased 
support for the Iraqi military in the form of training, intelligence 
sharing, and equipment; strengthened counterterrorism 
operations; and humanitarian assistance.75 

The United States would also assemble an international 
coalition. On 13 September, President Obama appointed General 
(Ret.) John R. Allen, U.S. Marine Corps, as Special Presidential 
Envoy for the Global Coalition to Counter ISIL [ISIS].76 Within 
a week, more than fifty nations, plus several international 
organizations, had joined the alliance. France and Great Britain 
both began airstrikes in Iraq by the end of the month.77 

Underlying the move toward a greater commitment in Iraq 
was a major change in the country’s political landscape. Many 
in the U.S. government blamed Iraqi Prime Minister al-Maliki 
for ISIS’s expansion. As Secretary Kerry later observed, “Long-
boiling sectarian resentments between Sunni and Shia found a 
violent synergy with weak, divisive leadership. Prime Minister 
Nouri al-Maliki clumsily helped create the environment that 
allowed for the rise of Daesh [ISIS] by consolidating power among 
the Shia elite instead of uniting Iraq.” Convinced, in Kerry’s 
words, that “you couldn’t defeat Daesh [ISIS] with Maliki at the 
helm in Baghdad,” the Obama administration worked behind 
the scenes to promote a transfer of power after the fall of Mosul.78 
Amid mounting pressure, al-Maliki finally resigned on 14 August, 
after more than eight years in office. President Obama welcomed 
al-Maliki’s successor, Haider al-Abadi, as a more inclusive and 
nonsectarian alternative—a leader who would govern on behalf 
of all Iraqis, not just the country’s Shi’a majority.79
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As part of its new strategy, the Obama administration expanded 
operations against ISIS to encompass the group’s territories in 
Syria. In early September, the president requested congressional 
authorization to train and equip “appropriately vetted elements” 
of the Syrian opposition as a proxy against the Islamic State.80 
Congress approved this request on 19 September, and Special 
Operations Command Central (SOCCENT) established a 
dedicated headquarters—Combined Joint Interagency Task 
Force–Syria (CJIATF-S)—to oversee the creation of a Syrian 
proxy force in early 2015. The SOCCENT commander, Maj. 
Gen. Michael K. Nagata, assumed responsibility for this effort.81 
Meanwhile, the coalition also began airstrikes against the 
Islamic State in Syria. On 22 September 2014, U.S. aircraft 
executed several strikes against ISIS and the al-Qaeda–affiliated 
Khorasan Group.82 Five Arab states joined in the air campaign 
in Syria on the following day.83 

Coalition operations in Syria took place in a diplomatic gray 
area. The Syrian government did not request assistance, and 
the United States made no attempt to cooperate with the Assad 
regime. President Obama had called for Bashar al-Assad to “step 
aside” as leader of Syria in the aftermath of the 2011 Arab Spring 
protests. In 2012, the United States recognized the rebel Syrian 
Opposition Council as the legitimate representatives of the 
Syrian people, having closed the American embassy in Damascus 
earlier that year.84 Despite this breakdown in relations, al-Assad 
seemed to give tacit permission for the U.S. air campaign when 
he stated, after the first coalition airstrikes in Syria, that he 
welcomed “any international anti-terrorism effort.” However, 
Syria retained a large air defense network—a latent threat to 
U.S. assets if the Assad regime ever chose to reject American 
involvement in the region.85

As the campaign against the Islamic State evolved in 
September, the military commands tasked with fighting the 
terrorist group underwent a broad reorganization. With non-
U.S. forces engaged in ground operations, JFLCC-I became 
a multinational headquarters, the Combined Forces Land 
Component Command–Iraq (CFLCC-I), on 17 September. In 
October, a detachment from Maj. Gen. Paul E. Funk II’s 1st 
Infantry Division assumed responsibility for CFLCC-I and 
relieved General Pittard’s staff in Erbil and Baghdad.86 The 
U.S. Department of Defense also formalized the campaign 
against ISIS as an overseas contingency operation, designated 
Operation Inherent Resolve, on 17 October. The name, chosen 
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after some debate in the Pentagon, reflected the coalition’s “deep, 
unwavering commitment to permanently defeat ISIS through 
the integrated use of all instruments of national power.”87

To oversee operations against ISIS, CENTCOM directed 
General Terry to establish a dedicated joint and multinational 
task force, Combined Joint Task Force–Operation Inherent 
Resolve. Terry would be “dual hatted,” simultaneously heading 
both his original headquarters and CJTF-OIR—although he 
delegated the day-to-day leadership of ARCENT to his deputy, 
General Pittard. The staffs of both commands overlapped 
considerably, a dynamic that caused some strain for ARCENT’s 
overstretched personnel.88

Based out of Camp Arifjan, Kuwait, the new combined joint 
task force exercised operational or tactical control over two main 
entities: a land component command (CFLCC-I)—and a special 
operations command, Special Operations Joint Task Force–
Iraq (SOJTF-I). The 1st Theater Sustainment Command also 
fell under CJTF-OIR’s operational control, providing logistical 
support. At the same time, several U.S. and coalition elements 
supporting OIR remained independent of the new headquarters. 
The coalition’s air component command, a separate special 
operations task force based in northern Iraq, and CJIATF-S all 

Army Lt. Gen. James L. Terry, commander of Combined Joint Task Force–Operation 
Inherent Resolve (CJTF-OIR), briefs the press on operations in Iraq, 18 December 2014. 

(Department of Defense)
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reported directly to CENTCOM. Finally, OSC-I remained under 
the U.S. Department of State.89 

Many, but not all, of the military tasks associated with the 
conflict with the Islamic State fell under CJTF-OIR’s control. 
In the first place, CFLCC-I was primarily responsible for 
training and equipping the ISF (Map 7). Beginning in late 
2014, General Funk established four training sites where U.S. 
troops worked with nine ISF and three Peshmerga brigades. 
These units then served as the foundation of four reconstituted 
Iraqi Army divisions—the 6th, 7th, 15th, and 16th. At the 
same time, SOTJF-I also contributed to the training mission, 
instructing CTS forces and helping to organize Sunni tribal 
militias.90 Additionally, both CJTF-OIR’s ground forces and 
special operations commands advised ISF units engaged in 
combat operations. CFLCC-I embedded advisers with high-level 
Iraqi headquarters, and the U.S. contingents training Iraqi 
and Kurdish forces advised nearby ISF formations down to the 
division level. Meanwhile, SOJTF-I advised CTS brigades and 
battalions, and even accompanied Iraqi units on a limited basis.91

Responsibility for conducting the air campaign was more 
diffuse. All coalition aircraft in the Middle East fell under the 
control of U.S. Air Forces Central’s Combined Air Operations 
Center, located in Qatar. At the same time, several different 
strike cells—not all of which reported to General Terry’s 
headquarters—identified and approved targets for these aircraft. 
CJTF-OIR’s subordinate commands operated strike cells that 
coordinated close air support to Iraqi units. CENTCOM’s air 
component command also conducted its own bombing missions 
deep within ISIS territory, targeting the group’s infrastructure, 
resources, forces, and leaders.92 

Degrading ISIS, 2014–2015

Coalition planners conceived of OIR as a three-phase 
campaign. During the first phase, the Iraqis would remain on 
the strategic defensive as coalition air strikes degraded the 
Islamic State and halted its advance. At the same time, coalition 
ground forces would train and equip new ISF and Peshmerga 
brigades. With the terrorist group weakened and new Iraqi units 
taking the field, the campaign would then enter its second phase. 
This would involve a counteroffensive to isolate and liberate 
the caliphate’s main strategic assets in Iraq, most importantly 
Mosul. By the end of this stage of the operation, ISIS would be 
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expelled from all the major Iraqi population centers. The main 
effort during the third and final phase would then shift to Syria, 
where coalition-backed ground forces would destroy the last 
remnants of the Islamic State. During this period, CJTF-OIR 
would also work to stabilize liberated areas in order to forestall 
a renewed insurgency.93
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For its part, the Islamic State did not remain passively on 
the defensive. This became obvious in mid-September, when 
it launched a major assault on the Kurdish-majority town of 
Kobani (‘Ayn al ‘Arab) in northern Syria.94 ISIS committed 4,000 
militants to the operation—twice as many as had participated 
in the capture of Mosul in June—as well as numerous 
armored fighting vehicles, including multiple tanks. Its forces 
outnumbered and outgunned the YPG militia fighters defending 
the town. Thousands of civilians fled the area, seeking safety 
across the border in Turkey.95 

The coalition responded quickly. On 27 September, the air 
campaign in Syria expanded to include strikes in support of the 
YPG in Kobani.96 Although this effort diverted air power from 
the main effort in Iraq, it enabled the coalition to degrade ISIS’s 
most experienced forces. As the head of CENTCOM, General 
Lloyd J. Austin III, explained in October, “The more I attrite 
him [ISIS] there [in Kobani], the less I have to fight him on some 
other part of the battlefield.”97 For four months, coalition aircraft 
rained munitions on ISIS positions, bolstering the Kurdish 
defenders and inflicting hundreds of casualties. American B–1B 
Lancers routinely expended their entire ammunition payloads 
during sorties. Coalition C–130 Hercules cargo planes also 
airdropped tons of supplies to the YPG.98 This support enabled 
the Kurds to hold out against ISIS’s onslaught and eventually 
to counterattack and recapture parts of the town. With losses 
mounting, the Islamic State finally abandoned its offensive in 
January 2015.99 

The battle for Kobani was a major victory for both the 
coalition and the YPG. The Islamic State lost around 1,000 
fighters, including many veterans.100 Moreover, its bid to gain 
access to a key border crossing—a potential smuggling route for 
supplies and militants—ended in failure. Equally significant, 
the defeat dealt a blow to ISIS’s aura of invincibility, showing 
that the caliphate could be beaten.101 At the same time, the 
YPG demonstrated that it was capable of defeating the Islamic 
State—given sufficient U.S. air support. However, diplomatic 
considerations prevented the United States from providing 
more than minimal resources for the Syrian Kurds. The YPG 
had connections to Turkey’s Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partîya 
Karkerên Kurdistanê; PKK), a militant Kurdish political group 
designated as a terrorist organization by the U.S. Department 
of State.102 Open coalition alignment with the Kurdish militia, 
or even a deeper partnership, thus remained out of the question. 
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For the time being, the United States would continue its efforts 
to organize a new Syrian partner force from scratch. 

While the battle for Kobani raged in Syria, CJTF-OIR set to 
work rebuilding the ISF. Two training sites opened before the 
end of 2014, with detachments from Col. Jason Q. Bohm’s Special 
Purpose Marine Air Ground Task Force and the 2d Battalion, 
34th Armored Regiment, of the 1st Brigade Combat Team, 1st 
Infantry Division, moving into Al Asad Air Base and Camp 
Taji, respectively.103 A total of four Iraqi battalions reported for 
training at these facilities by January.104 The first full-strength 
rotation of U.S. trainers, approximately 1,000 soldiers from Col. 
Curtis A. Buzzard’s 3rd Brigade Combat Team, 82d Airborne 
Division, deployed early in the new year, taking over operations 
at Camp Taji and establishing a coalition presence at the 
Besmaya Range Complex.105 

During the first half of 2015, the initially substantial American 
involvement in training Iraqi and Kurdish forces gradually 
decreased as other coalition members assumed primary 

A U.S. Marine fires an MG42 medium machine gun while a Danish coalition member 
spots targets during live-fire training for CJTF-OIR forces at Al Asad Air Base, 

Iraq, 1 June 2015. (U.S. Marine Corps)
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responsibility for that mission.106 Early in the year, a 200-person 
Spanish military element arrived in Iraq and took the lead in 
training the ISF at the Besmaya Range Complex, relieving 
Colonel Buzzard’s paratroopers.107 In March, the French military 
established its own training site near Baghdad.108 Meanwhile, 
smaller international contingents formed partnerships with U.S. 
trainers—a Danish company, for example, teamed up with the 
marines at Al Asad.109

Throughout early 2015, the conflict in Iraq remained in 
balance. With coalition support, Iraqi and Kurdish forces made 
modest gains during the winter and early spring, but the Islamic 
State contested Salah ad Din Province and tightened its grip on 
Al Anbar.110 Clashes near Al Asad Air Base even threatened to 
draw coalition ground troops into direct confrontation with the 
terrorist group.111 After months of skirmishing, ISIS forces seized 
part of the village of Al Baghdadi on 12 February, approaching 
within 10 kilometers of the training facility.112 The following day, 
a squad of well-armed militants, clad in Iraqi uniforms, attacked 
the base. Although the Iraqis defeated this incursion without 
direct support, the 300-person coalition detachment on site 
came perilously close to engaging in ground combat. The Iraqis 
soon recaptured the village, but ISIS forces remained nearby, 
bombarding Al Asad intermittently with artillery and 122-mm. 
rockets. In March, CFLCC-I deployed a U.S. Army M109A6 
Paladin self-propelled howitzer platoon to the air base to provide 
counterbattery fire.113 

Despite these signs of resilience, U.S. leaders were confident 
that ISIS was on the run.114 On 3 March, General Austin 
testified before Congress that “our military campaign is having 
the desired effects,” stating that the coalition had “halted 
ISIL’s [ISIS’s] advance in Iraq,” and that “the enemy is now in 
a ‘defensive crouch,’ and is unable to conduct major operations 
and seize additional territory.”115 Apparent proof of this claim 
came just days later, when the Iraqi military and its supporting 
militias launched a major offensive to retake the city of Tikrit. 
Spearheaded by 20,000 Iranian-backed PMF fighters, the 
operation served as a test of the Iraqi government’s ability to 
defeat the Islamic State without U.S. assistance. In this sense, 
it was a disappointment. By mid-March, the fighting had 
degenerated into a bloody stalemate, with ISIS killing between 
forty and sixty ISF soldiers or PMF fighters every day.116 Hoping to 
regain momentum, Prime Minister al-Abadi formally requested 
U.S. air support, which President Obama promised to provide 
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on the condition that the Iranian-backed militias withdrew from 
the city. Once the Iraqis met this demand, coalition airstrikes 
began on 25 March.117 ISIS’s resistance rapidly collapsed, and 
the Iraqis took control of the majority of the city by early April. 
The liberation of Tikrit, with its prewar population of 160,000, 
was by far the coalition’s most significant victory over the Islamic 
State up to that point. 

Unfortunately, reverses in Al Anbar Province overshadowed 
the victory in Tikrit and belied optimistic assessments of the 
progress of the campaign. On 15 May, ISIS militants launched a 
surprise attack on the provincial capital of Ar Ramadi. Assaults on 
ISF positions using armor-plated suicide vehicle-borne improvised 
explosive devices (SVBIEDs), accompanied by swift and brutal 
reprisals against civilians and captured military personnel, drove 
the ISF from the city in company with thousands of refugees. 
By 18 May, Ar Ramadi was entirely in the hands of the Islamic 
State.118 ISIS followed up this success by advancing on Baghdad 
in the hopes of preempting an Iraqi counterattack.119 At the same 
time, it scored a second major victory in Syria, capturing the city 
of Palmyra from the Assad regime on 20 May.120 The terrorist 
group appeared to be on the brink of repeating—or surpassing—
its victorious June 2014 offensive. By the end of the month, 
however, airstrikes, combined with the rapid redeployment of 
Shi’a militias and ISF units, had halted ISIS’s advance toward 
Baghdad. In hindsight, the Islamic State’s advance in May 2015 
was the high-water mark of its war with the Iraqi government.121

The ISF’s defeat at Ar Ramadi prompted a reappraisal of 
the coalition’s efforts against the Islamic State. At President 
Obama’s instigation, the National Security Council reviewed 
the campaign in late May. Its assessment noted that while 
the overall strategic framework of the counter-ISIS effort 
was adequate, its execution on the ground “can and should be 
strengthened.”122 In the short term, this meant that CJTF-OIR 
would shift focus from the Mosul counterattack to supporting 
Iraqi efforts to liberate the parts of Al Anbar under ISIS control, 
beginning with the provincial capital. To assist with this 
mission, an additional 450 U.S. troops—mainly marines from 
the II Marine Expeditionary Force—deployed to Al Taqaddum 
Air Base, less than 30 kilometers east of Ar Ramadi, where they 
would train and advise the 8th Iraqi Army Division and the Al 
Anbar Operations Command.123 Overall command over U.S. 
ground forces fell to a 500-person element from the 82d Airborne 
Division, commanded by Maj. Gen. Richard D. Clarke, which 
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relieved General Funk’s 1st Infantry Division as Combined 
Joint Forces Land Component Command–Iraq (CJFLCC-I) 
headquarters—a modified designation for CFLCC-I, adopted 
earlier in the year—on 28 June.124

The campaign to liberate Ar Ramadi kicked off on 12 July. 
With heavy coalition air support, Iraqi forces made steady 
progress at first as they enveloped the provincial capital and 
demolished its surrounding obstacle belts. However, local ISIS 
counterattacks in late August blunted the offensive. With 
around 2,000 militants in the city, the Islamic State was able 
to conduct an active defense, launching frequent local attacks 
using SVBIEDs.125 These suicide vehicles, along with the city’s 
multilayered, explosives-laden defenses—not to mention the 
extreme temperatures, which often reached 120°F during the 
height of the summer—made forward movement difficult.126

With the offensive in Al Anbar Province temporarily stalled, 
both ARCENT and the 3d Brigade Combat Team, 82d Airborne 
Division, ended their OIR rotations in September. Col. Scott M. 
Naumann’s 1st Brigade Combat Team, 10th Mountain Division, 
assumed responsibility for advising and training Iraqi forces on 
17 September.127 Five days later, the III Corps relieved ARCENT 
as CJTF-OIR headquarters.128 Transitioning back to its standing 
role as CENTCOM’s Army Service Component Command, 
ARCENT continued to provide logistical and administrative 
support for CJTF-OIR even after the end of its rotation. 

In a little more than a year of active combat operations 
against the Islamic State, coalition forces had severely reduced 
the caliphate’s territory, liberating 15,000 to 20,000 square 
kilometers of land in Iraq and 2,000 to 4,000 square kilometers 
in Syria.129 CJTF-OIR had also inflicted heavy casualties on 
the terrorist group. In June 2015, the coalition estimated that 
at least 10,000 ISIS militants had been killed since the start 
of the campaign.130 By mid-October, that figure had more 
than doubled.131 Perhaps more significantly, the group’s senior 
leadership also suffered heavy casualties. From the start of the 
U.S. air campaign in August 2014, coalition forces eliminated 
more than one hundred “high value individuals” and dozens of 
local ISIS leaders.132 

The coalition’s more constructive efforts to increase the 
capacity of its Iraqi and Kurdish partners also had borne fruit. 
By mid-October 2015, nearly 15,000 ISF and CTS personnel 
had completed training at coalition facilities. This achievement 
fell short of the intended training target of 24,000 soldiers, but 
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it nevertheless substantially increased the combat strength 
of the Iraqi ground forces. Additionally, the Iraqi government 
mobilized almost 2,000 Sunni tribal fighters, with around 1,300 
receiving training and equipment by early July.133 Ultimately, 
ARCENT’s tenure as CJTF headquarters laid the foundation 
for the coalition’s victory over ISIS. It was, as the historian of a 
subsequent CJTF-OIR rotation noted, “a remarkable operational 
and [organizational] accomplishment.”134

From Ar Ramadi to Q-West, 2015–2016

The III Corps, under Lt. Gen. Sean B. MacFarland, was well 
positioned to build on this foundation. Identified as ARCENT’s 
relief in 2014, MacFarland’s headquarters had ample time to 
prepare for its new assignment, conducting a series of command 
post exercises and tailoring its structure to the OIR mission 
requirements.135 This advance planning was fortunate, as the 
III Corps’ arrival in theater in September 2015 coincided with 
two developments that added greatly to the difficulty of the 
campaign.

The first of these was the failure of the New Syrian Forces, the 
U.S.-trained militia intended to serve as the coalition’s partner 
in land operations in Syria. Interagency and special operations 
forces had begun training the militia’s initial cohort at facilities 
in Turkey and Jordan in May 2015, and CJIATF-S under General 
Nagata had hoped to field 3,000 fighters by the end of the year. 
By July, however, the entire New Syrian Forces consisted of only 
about sixty men.136 When the new militia deployed to Syria on 
14 July, ISIS kidnapped two of its leaders and attacked the base 
camp of the Free Syrian Army faction that served as the group’s 
recruiting pool. A second batch of seventy-one New Syrian 
Forces fighters proved little more effective when it entered Syria 
two months later. On 21 September, Jabhat al-Nusra militants 
forced the small contingent to surrender six pickup trucks and 
about one-quarter of its weapons and equipment.137 President 
Obama suspended the New Syrian Forces training program on 
9 October.138 

The second major development was Russia’s intervention in 
the Syrian civil war. Russia’s military ties to Syria dated back to 
the 1950s, when the Syrian government aligned itself with the 
former Soviet Union. These ties continued even after the end of 
the Cold War. Russian President Vladimir V. Putin consequently 
watched with concern as the Syrian government, his one 
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significant ally in the region, suffered a series of reverses that 
pushed it to the brink of outright defeat. He ultimately decided 
on a military response.139 The Russians built up forces in Syria 
over the summer of 2015, before launching an air campaign 
against opponents of the Assad regime on 30 September.140 

The Russian intervention made CJTF-OIR’s task of defeating 
the Islamic State more difficult. The Russian forces in Syria largely 
ignored the areas controlled by ISIS, concentrating instead on 
assisting the Syrian government’s efforts to reclaim the western 
part of the country, especially the city of Aleppo.141 Included 
among the targets of these operations were Syrian opposition 
groups backed by the U.S.-led coalition.142 On top of this direct 
threat to American interests, the presence of Russian aircraft in 
the airspace over Syria increased the possibility for accidental 
conflict between the two powers. By 2015, U.S.-Russian tensions 
were at dangerous levels. The United States had condemned the 
Russian annexation of the Crimean Peninsula in early 2014, as 
well as Putin’s role in fomenting civil war in eastern Ukraine. In 
this strained political environment, the Obama administration 
definitively ruled out direct cooperation with the Russian effort 
in Syria, despite repeated Russian overtures for joint operations. 
As Secretary of Defense Ashton B. Carter later explained, such 
cooperation would undercut the United States’ strategic position 
in the region, while “naively [granting] Russia an un-deserved 
leadership role in the Middle East.”143 Deteriorating relations 
with Russia continued to complicate the U.S. role in the region.

Within this context, the III Corps commenced a number of 
operational initiatives early in its rotation.144 The first of these 
was the development of a new Syrian proxy to replace the New 
Syrian Forces. The YPG had thousands of experienced fighters 
and a preexisting territorial base in the Kurdish cantons in 
northern Syria. It also had a track record of success against 
the Islamic State, exemplified by its victory at Kobani. But the 
militia’s connections to the PKK remained an obstacle. Moreover, 
as a Kurdish group, the YPG was far from an ideal choice to lead 
operations in ISIS’s Syrian territories, which were inhabited 
predominantly by Sunni Arabs. In light of the ethnic tensions 
in the region, Ar Raqqah’s population might see liberation by 
the Kurds as a kind of occupation. In early October, American 
special operations forces helped to resolve this dilemma by 
organizing several Arab militia groups into the Syrian Arab 
Coalition, which promptly affiliated itself with the YPG under 
the umbrella of another new group: the Syrian Democratic 
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Forces (SDF).145 The SDF issued a press release announcing 
its formation on 12 October. Less than twenty-four hours later, 
U.S. C–17 Globemaster cargo planes airdropped around fifty 
tons of ammunition to Syrian Arab Coalition units in northeast 
Syria.146 By the end of the year, fifty American special operations 
advisers had deployed to support the Syrian Arab Coalition and 
other U.S.-aligned militias—the first sustained commitment of 
U.S. troops to Syria.147 

The autumn also saw a major evolution in the coalition’s air 
campaign. One of the Islamic State’s primary sources of revenue 
was crude oil from Syria’s Dayr as Zawr Province and Iraq’s Ni-
nawa Province. ISIS shipped thousands of barrels to the Turkish 

Syrian President Bashar al-Assad meets with Russian President Vladimir Putin 
to discuss military operations in Syria, 21 October 2015. 

(Press Service of the President of Russia)
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border every day and netted about $40 million per month from 
sales to smugglers.148 Despite the importance of this trade to the 
caliphate’s economy, the coalition had conducted only sporadic 
strikes on the terrorist group’s oil infrastructure during the first 
fourteen months of combat operations. The coalition hesitated to 
attack oil-related targets because it lacked information on ISIS’s oil 
production and sales network. However, a special operations raid 
on the home of ISIS’s oil minister Abu Sayyaf in May 2015 provid-
ed the coalition with a detailed picture of how the Islamic State 
extracted, transported, and sold oil. This new intelligence enabled 
coalition planners to design an air campaign that could cripple a 
key pillar of ISIS’s economy while minimizing civilian losses.149 

After months of preparations, on 21 October CENTCOM’s air 
component command commenced Operation Tidal Wave II—a 
reference to the Allies’ strategic bombing campaign against 
Romanian oil refineries during World War II. Following a series 
of strikes on Syria’s Al-Omar oil field, the operation expanded to 
include attacks on ISIS’s fleet of tanker trucks, with four A–10 
Thunderbolt II fighters and two AC–130 gunships destroying a 
total of 116 trucks in Dayr as Zawr Province on 16 November. 
Leaflets dropped by two F–15E fighters warned the drivers—most 
of whom were civilians—to flee before the first bombs landed.150 
These and subsequent attacks, which continued until late 2017, 
dealt considerable damage to ISIS’s economic infrastructure. 
However, because the lion’s share of the Islamic State’s 
revenue came from taxes on the population of the areas it 
controlled, Tidal Wave II alone was not enough to destroy the 
caliphate’s economy.151

Finally, the coalition adopted a much more aggressive 
approach to direct action missions by special operations forces. 
Coalition forces had already carried out several such raids in 
support of Operation Inherent Resolve, including the Abu Sayyaf 
operation in May, but a new raiding policy unveiled in October 
2015 enabled U.S. special operations personnel to take additional 
risks. As Secretary Carter informed Congress, “We won’t hold 
back from supporting capable partners in opportunistic attacks 
against ISIL [ISIS] or conducting such missions directly.”152

A tangible sign of this approach came less than a month after 
the III Corps’ arrival. On 22 October, a group of thirty U.S. special 
operations troops accompanied a team of Kurdish commandos 
in an assault on an ISIS-operated prison in Al Hawijah. 
Militants had already killed eleven prisoners in the facility, 
and intelligence indicated that the terrorist group planned to 
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execute seventy more, including seventeen Peshmerga fighters. 
Drone footage confirmed that ISIS militants had dug several 
mass graves for their victims nearby. Flown in before dawn by 
five American helicopters, the Kurdish commandos came under 
heavy fire after breaching the walled compound. Despite orders 
to support and observe the attack from the rear, two Americans 
rushed out of cover to aid the Kurds, and one—M. Sgt. Joshua 
L. Wheeler—died in the firefight. The U.S.-Kurdish force killed 
about twenty ISIS militants and captured a further five. They 
freed all seventy-five hostages but did not locate the Peshmerga 
soldiers believed to be held on site.153 

Sergeant Wheeler was CJTF-OIR’s second combat death. 
The first had taken place in March 2015, when a member of the 
Canadian Special Operations Regiment, Sgt. Andrew J. Doiron, 
fell to friendly fire.154 These losses underscored the reality that 
coalition troops were in harm’s way, even if they were fighting 
mainly through Iraqi and Syrian proxies. 

While these new operational initiatives took effect, CJTF-
OIR worked to jump-start the Iraqi offensive in Al Anbar. With 
encouragement from General MacFarland, Iraqi forces returned 
to the offensive at the beginning of October.155 Within a week, 
the Iraqis had advanced 15 kilometers and completed their 
encirclement of Ar Ramadi, setting the conditions for the final 
assault on the city itself beginning on 25 November.156 Progress 
during this phase was relatively swift. By 8 December, the ISF 
had liberated several neighborhoods in the southern part of the 
city and regained control of the Al Anbar Operations Command’s 
headquarters. Iraqi forces also captured multiple Euphrates 
River bridges, which they used to reach ISIS’s last remaining 
stronghold in central Ar Ramadi.157 

After a third operational pause, during which airstrikes helped 
to defeat a major ISIS counterattack involving around fifteen 
SVBIEDs, Iraqi troops once again resumed their advance.158 On 
22 December, the ISF breached central Ar Ramadi, advancing 
from the south.159 The Al Anbar provincial government complex 
fell by the end of the year, and Iraqi forces cleared out the last 
pockets of ISIS fighters by the end of March.160 Sunni tribal 
fighters also deployed to the area to combat ISIS remnants 
and provide security.161 The liberation of Ar Ramadi ultimately 
cost the Iraqis around 1,100 casualties, including 100 soldiers 
killed in action.162 More than 600 ISIS fighters died during the 
campaign.163
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This victory came on the heels of other coalition successes. 
In October, Iraqi CTS and Federal Police forces operating north 
of Baghdad secured the city of Bayji and its nearby oil refinery, 
ending more than a year of back-and-forth fighting.164 Shortly 
after, the Peshmerga launched an assault to seize the city of 
Sinjar in concert with PKK and YPG militants, as well as local 
militias known as Sinjar Resistance Units. Kurdish fighters 
advancing to the south, down the slopes of Mount Sinjar, joined 
other elements moving in from the east and west along Highway 
47. Rather than fighting and dying in place, as in Ar Ramadi, 
ISIS forces rapidly evacuated the city, leaving it in Kurdish 
hands by 13 November. The Kurdish fighters then fanned out 
through the surrounding villages, liberating much of the Sinjar 
area in less than a week.165 

Finally, CJTF-OIR’s new Syrian proxy, the SDF, opened its 
own offensive southwest of Kobani on 23 December. Within three 
days, the Syrian militia took control of a key regional asset: the 
Tishrin Dam. This facility produced about two-fifths of Syria’s 
hydroelectric power, and also functioned as a bridge over the 
Euphrates.166 Islamists had occupied the dam since November 
2012, using it to transfer supplies between Ar Raqqah and 
Manbij, the only city on the Turkish-Syrian border still held 
by the Islamic State. Its loss left the ISIS contingent in Manbij 
isolated and open to attack.167

By the beginning of 2016, the campaign in Iraq was ready 
to proceed to its decisive phase—the liberation of Mosul.168 The 
first tentative steps took place in early February, when the ISF’s 
Ninawa Operations Command established a logistics base in 
the farming village of Makhmur, west of Erbil. Coalition forces 
arrived at the site beginning in February, with the 3d Battalion, 
6th Field Artillery Regiment, overseeing initial construction. 
Military advisory teams arrived soon after.169 These elements 
fell under the overall control of Maj. Gen. Gary J. Volesky’s 101st 
Airborne Division, which assumed responsibility as Combined 
Joint Force Land Component Command—Operation Inherent 
Resolve (CJFLCC-OIR) headquarters—the fourth and final 
designation for OIR’s land component command—on 8 March.170

Other coalition forces also deployed in support of the upcoming 
offensive. In March, a battery of four M777A2 155-mm. howitzers 
from the 26th Marine Expeditionary Unit established a small 
firebase outside of Makhmur. The outpost quickly attracted 
ISIS’s attention. On the morning of 19 March, Islamic State 
militants launched long-range Katyusha rockets against the 
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base. Two missiles hit the facility—one landing harmlessly 
and the other exploding, wounding eight marines and killing a 
ninth, S.  Sgt. Louis F. Cardin. Two days later, ISIS attacked 
the base with a squad-sized force. The marines easily defeated 
this ground assault, killing two of the enemy.171 Despite this 
harassment, the battery was fully operational by the beginning 
of April, carrying out fire missions in support of nearby Iraqi 
forces on a daily basis.172 

The first phase of the Mosul offensive, Operation Valley Wolf, 
began on 24 March.173 Before the Iraqi forces could begin an assault 
on Mosul, they first would need to seize the city of Al Qayyarah 
and its nearby military airfield, Qayyarah Air Base West (known 
as “Q-West”), a little more than an hour’s drive south of Mosul. 
Then, they would have to clear the 150-kilometer stretch of the 
Tigris River Valley between Al Qayyarah and Tikrit. Q-West 
Airfield was an elaborate facility that had served as a coalition 
forward operating base during Operation Iraqi Freedom, and the 
coalition intended to use it (rather than Makhmur) as the ISF’s 
main staging area and logistics hub in northern Iraq.174 Despite 
substantial coalition air support, the initial advance made only 
modest progress. Pushing west from Makhmur, the 15th Iraqi 
Army Division liberated several villages before ISIS snipers, 
improvised explosive devices (IEDs), and booby traps halted their 
advance. The Iraqi leadership paused Operation Valley Wolf in 
early April, with Q-West still out of reach.175 

The ISIS forces in Ninawa, although weakened, could still 
execute complex offensive operations on a local level. On 3 May, 
the terrorist group launched a counterattack against Peshmerga 
positions outside of the village of Tal Asqaf, 32 kilometers north 
of Mosul. With 120 fighters and twenty armored vehicles, the 
ISIS contingent broke through the Kurdish front lines and 
reached the village, assaulting the Peshmerga units and an 
accompanying U.S. advisory team. In response, a coalition 
quick reaction force deployed and engaged the ISIS militants 
in a firefight that lasted throughout most of the day. By the 
time ISIS retreated, coalition forces had carried out thirty-one 
airstrikes, destroying numerous vehicles and killing fifty-eight 
ISIS militants. Kurdish losses were light, but one member of the 
coalition quick reaction force—MCPO Charles H. Keating IV—
was mortally wounded in the battle.176

While the Iraqis clashed with ISIS in northern Iraq, the ISF 
continued its campaign to liberate Al Anbar. Having secured 
Ar Ramadi, the Iraqis pivoted east to Al Fallujah, which was 
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defended by an estimated 2,000 ISIS fighters.177 In February, the 
ISF completely isolated the city, placing it under siege.178 At the 
same time, the Iraqis massed troops northwest of Ar Ramadi for 
an assault on the city of Hit, liberating it by mid-April.179 Finally, 
CTS units operating alongside the Al Anbar Police Special Tactics 
Battalion seized the town of Ar Rutbah in May, clearing one of 
the last remaining obstacles on the Baghdad-Amman highway—
an overland trade route that was economically important for 
both Iraq and Jordan.180 

The ISF launched its assault on Al Fallujah on 23 May. ISIS 
had prepared elaborate defenses during its two-and-a-half-year 
occupation of the city. An abundance of booby traps and IEDs, 
arrayed in several obstacle belts, made any advance difficult. 
Additionally, around 50,000 civilians—approximately one-fifth 
of the city’s pre-ISIS population—remained in the area, raising 
concerns about collateral damage.181 Despite these challenges, the 
operation made rapid progress. Spearheaded by CTS elements, 
Iraqi forces reached the outskirts of the city and broke into its 
southeastern district by the end of May.182 Fighting during the 
following month was fierce, but the Iraqis cleared most of Al 
Fallujah’s neighborhoods by 20 June.183 One week later, around 
1,000 ISIS fighters attempted to escape in two large convoys. 
Coalition surveillance assets identified the vehicles as hostile, 
however, and bombing runs by Iraqi and coalition aircraft on 
28 and 29 June killed hundreds of militants.184 The resulting 
devastation prompted comparisons to the “Highway of Death” in 
the 1991 Persian Gulf War, in which coalition airstrikes heavily 
damaged Iraqi military convoys retreating from Kuwait.185 The 
Islamic State’s defeat at Al Fallujah brought large-scale combat 
operations in eastern Al Anbar to a close. Much work remained, 
however, as the Iraqi government began reconstructing the 
region—an effort complicated by credible reports of atrocities 
committed by the PMF against Sunni Arab civilians.186 

The Islamic State also tried to retaliate for its losses, albeit 
indirectly. Just days after the liberation of Al Fallujah, the 
terrorist group staged a suicide bombing that killed at least 
292 civilians in a Shi’a neighborhood in central Baghdad.187 The 
attack served as a reminder that the Islamic State could attack 
targets outside of its territory. ISIS also inspired terrorism 
farther afield. Unable to win on the battlefields of Iraq and Syria, 
it increasingly relied on terror attacks against civilians in Europe 
and the United States to boost its profile and entice new recruits. 
Throughout 2015 and 2016, attacks around the world—in Paris, 
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France; San Bernardino, California; Brussels, Belgium; Orlando, 
Florida; and Nice, France—inflicted hundreds of casualties and 
inspired widespread outrage.188 

While the ISF liberated Al Anbar Province, the SDF encroached 
on the Islamic State’s Syrian territory from multiple directions. 
In February, the Syrian militias captured Ash Shaddadah in 
eastern Syria, further constricting ISIS’s supply lines into Iraq.189 
Early 2016 also saw the reappearance of the New Syrian Forces—
rebranded by the coalition as the Vetted Syrian Opposition—
after the group’s disappointing debut in July and September 
2015. In March, coalition special operations forces helped Vetted 
Syrian Opposition fighters capture At Tanf, a village located at 
the juncture of the Iraqi and Jordanian borders in southeastern 
Syria. This outpost, previously occupied by ISIS, would serve 
as a train-and-equip facility for the coalition-aligned fighters.190 
Meanwhile, President Obama authorized the deployment of an 
additional 250 special operations personnel to Syria in April, 
raising the size of the U.S. contingent in that country to 300.191 
With this support, the SDF resumed its advance toward Manbij 
in June. Led by the Syrian Arab Coalition, the SDF offensive 
made rapid progress and liberated the city by 12 August.192 

Meanwhile, the summer saw the resumption of Operation 
Valley Wolf in northern Iraq (Map 8). On 18 June, two brigades 
from the Iraqi Army’s 9th Armored Division departed Camp 
Speicher, outside of Tikrit, and advanced northwest along 
Highway 1. Swinging across the desert, the column pivoted and 
assaulted Q-West Airfield from the west, capturing the facility 
on 9 July. Less than a week later, the 15th Iraqi Army Division 
pushed west from Makhmur and executed an opposed river 
crossing over the Tigris River near Al Qayyarah, establishing a 
lodgment on the west bank. The two forces then linked up west 
of the Tigris.193 In August, the Iraqi Army Bridge Regiment 
completed a pontoon bridge over the Tigris with support from the 
U.S. Army’s 39th Engineer Battalion, enabling the transfer of 
supplies from Makhmur to the ISF’s new logistics hub at Q-West. 
The 39th Engineer Battalion also cleared and reconstructed 
the airfield, which ISIS had laced with booby traps, and built 
a new headquarters facility for the ISF within forty-five days 
of the site’s liberation.194 Large numbers of coalition forces 
subsequently moved into Q-West, including a fresh deployment 
of 560 troops, drawn mainly from the 2d Brigade Combat Team, 
101st Airborne Division.195 The paratroopers joined a 1,239-person 
contingent from Col. Brett G. Sylvia’s 2d Brigade Combat Team,  
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101st Airborne Division, which had replaced Colonel Naumann’s 
1st Brigade Combat Team, 10th Mountain Division, as the 
primary U.S. training and advisory force in Iraq in May.196 

The capture of Q-West and the bridging of the Tigris were 
among the last major operations overseen by the III Corps during 
its tenure as CJTF-OIR headquarters. On 21 August, General 
MacFarland transferred authority to the XVIII Airborne Corps 
under Lt. Gen. Stephen J. Townsend.197 The campaign had 
progressed significantly during MacFarland's twelve months in 
command. The Iraqi military was much larger, better equipped, 
and more capable than it had been a year before. Around 6,000 
Peshmerga militiamen and women and 20,000 tribal fighters, 
along with 12,696 Iraqi Army soldiers, 4,602 Iraqi Federal Police, 
and 1,665 CTS troops, had received training from coalition forces 
between August 2015 and August 2016. At the same time, ISIS’s 
losses were significant, leaving the group without the capability 
to conduct major offensive operations in Iraq and Syria. During 
the same period, coalition forces and their Iraqi and Syrian 
partners had liberated around 14,000 square kilometers and 
had killed 24,345 ISIS militants.198 

Despite these successes, however, the conflict was far from 
over. The Islamic State remained a dangerous opponent on the 

Remotely piloted aircraft footage of the completed bridge over the Tigris River, summer 
2016. (Combined Joint Task Force–Operation Inherent Resolve)
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defensive, with substantial resources and control over much of 
northern Iraq and eastern Syria. Moreover, its position in Mosul 
was well fortified, and the coalition expected ISIS’s garrison of 
fanatical militants to defend their hold on the city to the bitter 
end. 

Operation Eagle Strike: The Liberation of Mosul, 2016–2017

During the first weeks of its rotation, the XVIII Airborne 
Corps supported the Iraqi and Kurdish forces as they conducted 
shaping operations along the southern and eastern approaches 
to Mosul. The city of Al Qayyarah fell to the Iraqi military on 25 
August, followed by Al Shirqat—the Islamic State’s last outpost in 
Salah ad Din Province—a little under a month later. Meanwhile, 
the Peshmerga expanded its control over the countryside east of 
Mosul, liberating a dozen villages in mid-August.199 For the most 
part, ISIS put up only token resistance as its fighters retreated 
to Mosul. In many villages, militants fled immediately after 
encountering Iraqi troops.200

Meanwhile, efforts to soften the Islamic State’s defenses in 
Mosul also continued, with airstrikes destroying numerous 
targets, including a suspected chemical weapons manufacturing 
facility. At the same time, precision strikes continued to 
eliminate ISIS’s high command. In July, coalition aircraft killed 
Abu Omar al-Shishani, one of the Islamic State’s most capable 
field commanders. Another airstrike killed the terrorist group’s 
chief spokesman, Abu Mohammad al-Adnani, in August.201 

The Iraqi government finished its preparations for the Mosul 
offensive in October. At the beginning of the month, Prime 
Minister al-Abadi appointed Staff Lt. Gen. Abdul-Amir Rasheed 
Yarallah to head the operation, assigning three Iraqi Army 
divisions, one Federal Police division, a division-strength CTS 
task force (Task Force CTS), and the Federal Police’s Emergency 
Response Division to his command. In total, the ISF massed 
approximately 65,000 military personnel to take part in the 
operation. General Yarallah also commanded more than 30,000 
Peshmerga and Shi’a PMF troops, who would provide security 
and assist with isolating Mosul but would not take part in the 
attack on the city itself. 

Opposing these 95,000 Iraqis and Kurds were between 3,000 
and 5,000 ISIS militants holed up in the city, and a further 
1,500 to 2,500 fighters within a ring of defensive outposts in the 
surrounding countryside. Split into three- to five-person teams 
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and equipped with an array of small arms and crew-served 
weapons, including heavy machine guns and mortars, these 
fighters constituted a skilled, well-armed, and highly motivated 
conventional force. But Mosul’s defenders were also poised to make 
extensive use of unconventional capabilities. Many ISIS fighters 
went into battle wearing suicide vests. Others were responsible 
for driving the Islamic State’s fleet of armored truck bombs.202

Mosul sprawled over a 227-square-kilometer area spanning 
both banks of the Tigris River. On the west bank was the densely 
packed Old City, whose historic structures included the twelfth-
century Grand al-Nouri Mosque—where the Islamic State’s 
leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, had proclaimed the establishment 
of his caliphate in 2014. Characterized by narrow, winding 
alleyways and towering, multistory stone buildings, many with 
walled courtyards, the Old City provided an ideal stronghold for 
the Islamic State’s defenders. Five bridges connected West Mosul 
to East Mosul, the latter of which encompassed an industrial 
district, the excavated ruins of the ancient Assyrian capital 
city of Nineveh, and the campus of the University of Mosul.203 

A U.S. Army M109A6 Paladin conducts a fire mission at Qayyarah West, Iraq, as the 
ISF push toward Mosul, 17 October 2016. (U.S. Army)
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Formerly the second-largest institution of higher education in 
Iraq, the university now served the Islamic State primarily as 
a barracks and weapons manufacturing plant. ISIS also took 
advantage of some of the university’s laboratory facilities to 
produce rudimentary chemical weapons.204 

As at Al Fallujah, the Islamic State had used its two-and-a-
half-year occupation of Mosul to prepare a defensive network for 
the city. However, the Mosul fortifications were far more elaborate, 
reflecting the Islamic State’s intention to hold the city at all 
costs. Underground tunnels ran throughout Mosul, connecting 
buildings, providing shelter from airstrikes, and concealing 
numerous supply and weapons caches. Obstacles, including 
disabled vehicles and concrete barriers, blocked roadways and 
channeled attackers into preselected “kill zones.” Booby traps 
and IEDs of all kinds were ubiquitous, and ISIS rigged many 
buildings with explosives. Even the hundreds of thousands of 
civilians trapped in the city served a purpose, providing fighters 
with human shields. In Mosul, the Islamic State hoped, if possible, 
to defeat the Iraqi offensive outright. If this proved impossible, it 
intended to inflict such heavy casualties on the Iraqis that they 
would be unable to conduct subsequent operations.205

In view of the city’s strong defenses, the ISF planned to approach 
the liberation of Mosul methodically (Map 9). The opening phase 
of the operation would involve an advance along two axes. While 
the Peshmerga cleared the approaches to East Mosul, proceeding 
from the northeast, PMF militia fighters would swing out to the 
west to cut ISIS’s ground lines of communications. Meanwhile, 
coalition forces would carry out airstrikes to damage the 
bridges connecting East and West Mosul, partially isolating the 
ISIS forces east of the Tigris. The assault on the city proper—
designated Operation Eagle Strike—would then begin, with ISF 
units leapfrogging through the Peshmerga’s lines and pushing 
into East Mosul. Once they secured the eastern part of the city, 
Iraqi forces would redeploy and execute the last stage of the 
offensive, the assault on West Mosul. Much like the liberation of 
Ar Ramadi the year before, the battle promised to be a months-
long effort.206 As President Obama stated on 18 October, “Mosul 
will be a difficult fight, and there will be advances and there will 
be setbacks. But I am confident that just as ISIL [ISIS] has been 
defeated in communities across Iraq, ISIL [ISIS] will be defeated 
in Mosul as well, and that will be another step towards their 
ultimate destruction.”207
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Prime Minister al-Abadi announced the opening of the Mosul 
offensive on 16 October, and the Peshmerga began its advance 
toward East Mosul on the following day. Within a week, ISF 
units passed through the Kurdish lines, with the 16th Iraqi 
Army Division, Task Force CTS, and the 9th Iraqi Army 
Armored Division pushing toward the eastern half of Mosul on 
three separate axes. Two counterattacks by Islamic State forces 
surprised Task Force CTS but failed to halt its advance. By the 
end of the month, Iraqi forces were positioned to breach the outer 
perimeter of East Mosul (Map 10). Meanwhile, a simultaneous 
advance west of the Tigris, involving elements of the 5th Federal 
Police Division, the Emergency Response Division, and the 15th 
Iraqi Army Division, reached a point 15 kilometers south of the 
city. During the first two weeks of fighting, the ISF suffered 
about 300 casualties, including 130 soldiers killed in action. Of 
the Peshmerga’s 200 casualties, 50 were killed in action.208

On 1 November, Iraqi forces entered the city limits of Mosul 
for the first time since June 2014, first reaching the eastern Al 
Karamah and Kukjali districts along the Erbil-Mosul highway.209  

ISIS quickly massed its forces to counter this threat, and 
resisted every fresh Iraqi advance, employing as many as sixty 
VBIEDs within the first month of combat. By mid-November, 
the 9th Iraqi Army Armored Division had halted, while Task 
Force CTS shifted its axis of advance toward the lightly defended 
neighborhoods to the northwest. The PMF units operating west 
of Mosul were more successful, capturing Tall ‘Afar Air Base on 
16 November with help from the 92d Brigade, 15th Iraqi Army 
Division, and tightening the ring around Mosul.210 Despite 
this success, the end of November found the offensive stalled 
on all fronts, with only 30 percent of the city restored to Iraqi 
government control.211

Concerned about the lack of progress, General Townsend 
made several suggestions to the Iraqi high command for 
maintaining the offensive’s momentum. Among these were that 
the ISF improve its management of logistics to ensure that 
frontline units received regular resupply, and that it implement 
countermeasures to limit the effectiveness of VBIEDs. Townsend 
also urged the ISF to use Iraqi Army and Federal Police units 
to hold liberated areas until local tribal and police units could 
be formed. For his part, he promised to deploy U.S. AH–64E 
Apache helicopters in direct support of Iraqi operations. On 1 
December, General Townsend reported to CENTCOM that the 
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Iraqi government had accepted his proposals and were in the 
process of implementing them.212 

Shortly afterward, Iraqi forces attempted to regain the 
initiative with a surprise attack on As Salam Hospital, a 
suspected ISIS headquarters in southeast Mosul. At 0730 
on 6 December, the 36th Brigade, 9th Iraqi Army Armored 
Division, began an advance toward the medical complex, located 
in a commercial district about 1.3 kilometers from the Tigris 
River. The brigade reached the facility and began to establish a 
defensive perimeter in the early afternoon. However, ISIS soon 
recovered and redeployed forces from East Mosul to meet this 
new threat. At 1800, a wave of SVBIEDs slammed into the 36th 
Brigade’s defenses, forcing the Iraqi soldiers to shelter in one of 
the hospital buildings. Undeterred by airstrikes, militants took 
up positions in a nearby high-rise building and engaged the 
defenders with small-arms fire. 

With the 36th Brigade effectively under siege, two CTS 
battalions redeployed overnight to spearhead a relief operation. 
Their attack kicked off at 1523 on the following day. Initial 
progress was swift, but heavy fire forced the CTS battalions 
to halt within 200 meters of the complex. Meanwhile, ISIS 
intensified its assault on the 36th Brigade. A barrage of rocket-
propelled grenades, accompanied by another SVBIED attack, 
set off an explosive chain reaction that destroyed many of the 
brigade’s vehicles and engulfed the hospital in flames. Unable 
to remain in position, the brigade’s remnants joined up with 
the CTS battalions on the streets. The Iraqis then conducted a 
fighting withdrawal back to the ISF’s front lines, reaching safety 
by 1838. Casualties during the engagement were heavy, with 
thirteen ISF soldiers killed and another forty-eight wounded. 
Additionally, thirteen Iraqi BMP–1 armored personnel carriers 
were destroyed or abandoned, along with five Humvees. ISIS 
suffered between seventy and one hundred casualties.213

The ISF immediately ceased offensive operations after the 
battle for As Salam Hospital, while significant reinforcements, 
including around 4,000 soldiers from the 5th Federal Police 
Division, flowed into southeast Mosul.214 At the same time, 
General Townsend issued a tactical directive loosening the 
restrictions governing coalition ground operations. Published on 
22 December, CJTF-OIR Tactical Directive 1 granted conventional 
coalition ground troops permission to accompany ISF units to the 
front lines—a privilege previously confined to special operations 
forces. The directive also granted coalition ground commanders 
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greater discretion in selecting and approving targets for close air 
support and artillery fire.215 

Responsibility for implementing these revised guidelines fell 
to a 500-person contingent from the 1st Infantry Division, which 
relieved General Volesky’s 101st Airborne Division as CJFLCC-
OIR headquarters on 17 November. Led by Maj. Gen. Joseph M. 
Martin, the 1st Infantry Division would direct coalition ground 
operations during the decisive phase of the battle for Mosul.216 
The 101st Airborne Division’s 2d Brigade Combat Team likewise 
ended its deployment to Iraq in January 2017, handing over 
responsibility to Task Force Falcon, built around Col. J. Patrick 
Work’s 2d Brigade Combat Team, 82d Airborne Division.217 

The ISF returned to the offensive on 29 December, just one 
day after repulsing a major counterattack against the 16th Iraqi 
Army Division in northeast Mosul.218 Attacking simultaneously 
along three axes, the Iraqis advanced at a rapid pace and surprised 
the Islamic State’s overstretched defenders. On 8 January 2017, 
elements of Task Force CTS broke through to the Tigris River, 
cutting the caliphate’s remaining territory in half.219 With their 
perimeter quickly collapsing, the ISIS militants still east of the 
Tigris made their last stand on the campus of the University of 
Mosul. Using the university facilities as a defensive strongpoint, 
the militants resisted attacks by Task Force CTS and the 16th 
Iraqi Army Division for almost three days before withdrawing 
on 14 January.220 On 24 January, Prime Minister al-Abadi 
announced that East Mosul was “fully liberated.”221

This victory came only days after the inauguration of Donald 
J. Trump as president of the United States. For the most part, 
the new commander in chief followed the counter-ISIS strategy 
initiated under the Obama administration. The incoming 
secretary of defense, General (Ret.) James N. Mattis, embraced 
a more aggressive rhetoric, emphasizing the annihilation of the 
Islamic State (rather than attrition), but the liberation of Mosul 
proceeded more or less as planned.222 

The Iraqi military took almost a month to prepare for the 
final phase of the offensive—the assault on West Mosul (Map 11). 
During this lull, an initial wave of 60,000 refugees returned to 
the city, as Mosul’s civilian government resumed operations after 
two-and-a-half-years in exile. The 16th Iraqi Army Division also 
assumed authority as the “hold force” tasked with stabilizing 
East Mosul. Meanwhile, the other two major ISF formations east 
of the Tigris, the 9th Iraqi Army Armored Division and Task 
Force CTS, prepared to redeploy to the west. Once there, the 9th 
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Iraqi Army Armored Division would drive northwest through the 
open countryside west of Mosul, cutting Highway 1—the city’s 
last significant ground line of communications—and seizing 
the town of Badush. The division would then join the assault on 
Mosul proper, advancing to the southeast. Following the same 
route, Task Force CTS would take up positions to attack along 
an east-west axis. Finally, the Emergency Response Division 
would continue its northward advance along the west bank of the 
Tigris. According to this plan, the ISIS garrison in West Mosul 
would face synchronized attacks on three fronts.223

The attack to clear West Mosul began on 19 February, with 
Federal Police units moving toward Mosul International Airport 
and the Ghazlani military base in the southwestern part of the 
city.224 Both facilities fell to the Iraqi advance on 24 February.225 
The Islamic State continued to hold its positions stubbornly. 
In addition to VBIEDs, ISIS deployed swarms of store-bought 
quadcopter drones, which dropped 40-mm. grenades on Iraqi 
troops—a novel technique that the terrorist group had first 
introduced during the battle for East Mosul.226 But while frequent 
conventional and unconventional counterattacks wore down the 
Iraqi forces, they did not stop the Iraqi advance. By the end of 
February, the Emergency Response Division was in possession 
of the southernmost of Mosul’s five bridges, as well as adjacent 
neighborhoods on the west bank of the Tigris. Although heavily 
damaged by airstrikes, the bridge was still intact, and the Iraqis 
immediately began using it to transfer supplies across the river. 
Close by, Iraqi forces constructed a pontoon bridge connecting 
both banks of the Tigris. With this effort underway, the 9th Iraqi 
Army Armored Division completed the first stage of its flanking 
maneuver by cutting the Mosul–Tall ‘Afar highway on 1 March. 
The division then drove on to Badush, capturing the riverfront 
town on 15 March.227

At the same time, the 16th Iraqi Army Division in East Mosul 
launched a limited operation aimed at clearing the countryside 
north of Mosul from Tallkayf to the Tigris River. Designated by 
the ISF as the “Sheik Muhammed Offensive,” the operation took 
place with the advice and support of Task Force Charger, a U.S. 
Army contingent from the 1st Battalion, 12th Cavalry Regiment. 
The offensive made rapid progress and seized its objectives—
although Iraqi forces failed to interdict the withdrawal of a large 
force of well-trained ISIS fighters, who escaped across the river 
to West Mosul, along with much of their equipment.228
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Despite these setbacks, ISIS’s resistance stiffened as 
the ISF pushed toward the terrorist group’s fortified main 
line of resistance on the outskirts of West Mosul’s Old City. 
Counterattacks, often featuring ISIS’s vast arsenal of VBIEDs, 
took a heavy toll. In an attack on 15 March, ISIS militants loaded 
an armored construction vehicle with explosives and drove it 
through the Emergency Response Division’s perimeter defenses. 
The ensuing explosion killed two soldiers and wounded twenty-
two others. It also destroyed numerous vehicles, including an 
Iraqi T–72 tank and four Humvees. On another occasion, ISIS 
militants captured the commander of an Iraqi Federal Police 
battalion, together with his entire security detail—all of whom 
were later executed.229 The ISF suffered nearly 3,500 casualties 
during the initial attacks on West Mosul, leading the Iraqis to 
suspend the offensive by the end of March.230

After pausing for more than a month to rest and refit, Iraqi 
forces resumed the offensive on 4 May, launching a major 
advance on Mosul from the northwest. The Emergency Response 
Division, which had relocated from its former area of operations 
south of Mosul, led the assault, supported on its right and left 
flanks by Task Force CTS and the 9th Iraqi Army Armored 
Division respectively. At the same time, Iraqi forces conducted 
subsidiary operations in the countryside to the west, with the 
PMF completing the encirclement of Tall ‘Afar and arriving at 
the border near Mount Sinjar by the end of May.231 

Fighting in Mosul during the following month centered on 
the outskirts of the Old City—the perimeter of the 5-square-
kilometer pocket still under the terrorist group’s control. Making 
use of the sewers and their own tunnel network, a company-sized 
force of ISIS fighters staged a last-ditch counterattack against the 
Federal Police units on the southern edge of the Old City on the 
morning of 14 June. The militants caught the Iraqis by surprise 
and killed around twenty policemen before the Iraqis managed 
to eliminate their assailants. The initiative then passed to the 
Iraqis, who devoted the remainder of the month to the capture 
of Al Jamouri Hospital—a modern medical complex, that served 
as an ISIS headquarters and fighting position north of the Old 
City. After several direct assaults on the hospital failed, Iraqi 
forces attempted to bypass it by pushing through to the Tigris 
River, reaching the waterway by 20 June. Iraqi forces then made 
another attempt to capture the facility by a direct assault on 25 
June, although this failed as well. Following several airstrikes, 
which reduced much of the complex to rubble, the Emergency 



61

Response Division made a final effort to clear the hospital on 30 
June, securing it within forty-eight hours.232 

With the hospital in Iraqi hands, the Islamic State held 
nothing except the battered ruins of the Old City itself. The last 
days of the battle for Mosul saw brutal street-by-street fighting 
in the district’s congested alleyways. Anticipating defeat, ISIS 
militants blew up one of the city’s most distinctive landmarks, 
the Grand al-Nouri Mosque, on 21 June. Elements of Task Force 
CTS reached the building’s still-smoking ruins on 28 June. 

With only a few pockets of ISIS holdouts remaining, Prime 
Minister al-Abadi publicly announced Mosul’s liberation on 
10 July. Hours after the prime minister’s statement, however, 
around 200 militants strapped on suicide vests and approached 
Iraqi forces in an attempt to kill as many soldiers as possible. 
Fortunately, alert ISF troops spotted the attack—despite the 
militants’ efforts to disguise themselves or feign surrender—and 
stopped most of the suicide bombers before they could reach Iraqi 
lines. The last ISIS strongpoint fell to Iraqi forces just under a 
week later, on 16 July, bringing the campaign to liberate Iraq’s 
third-largest city to a close. The final stage of the battle was 
particularly bloody, as ISIS militants fought desperately with 

The ruins of Grand al-Nouri Mosque, destroyed by ISIS fighters, in Mosul, Iraq, 
14 May 2018. (U.S. Army)
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little thought for personal preservation. The ISF suffered around 
3,710 casualties between 4 May and 16 July, including 610 soldiers 
killed in action. Iraqi losses during the entire nine-month battle 
amounted to 1,320 soldiers killed and 6,880 wounded.233 

Two members of CJTF-OIR also were killed in action during 
Operation Eagle Strike. CPO Jason C. Finan fell to an IED 
while serving with the U.S. Navy’s Explosive Ordnance Disposal 
Mobile Unit Three at Ba’shiqah, 16 kilometers north of Mosul, on 
20 October 2016.234 On 29 April 2017, 1st Lt. Weston C. Lee died 
as a result of an IED explosion while advising Kurdish forces 
near Mosul. He had deployed to Iraq as part of the 1st Battalion, 
325th Infantry Regiment.235 

These losses underscored the extent of the coalition’s support 
for the Iraqi offensive. In accordance with Tactical Directive 1, 
Task Force Falcon formed mobile advisory teams, equipped with 
their own security details and armored vehicles, and worked 
directly with Iraqi brigade headquarters in the field. Some 
coalition advisers partnered with ISF units down to the platoon 
level.236 During the battle for Mosul’s Old City in June and July, 
when the close proximity of the two sides limited the effectiveness 
of airstrikes, CJTF-OIR personnel even engaged in combat with 
ISIS forces directly, using standoff weapons like sniper rifles and 
antitank guided missiles.237 

Air support also played a crucial role in the Iraqi victory. Coali-
tion ground force commanders made extensive use of the author-
ity delegated to them by General Townsend, calling in numerous 
airstrikes on ISIS positions in support of their Iraqi partners. 
Of the 16,574 strikes carried out around Mosul between 17 Oc-
tober 2016 and 12 July 2017, approximately 90  percent were 
against targets of opportunity, requested by coalition or Iraqi 
officers in response to developing conditions on the battlefield, 
rather than preplanned missions.238 The coalition’s high degree 
of responsiveness to requests for fire support emboldened Iraqi 
commanders to maneuver against the enemy much more aggres-
sively. Indeed, coalition advisers found that the Iraqis benefited 
from “motivational fires”—indirect fire targeting “non-essential 
or benign targets” along the path of a planned ISF movement.239 

In this way, as in others, coalition forces adapted themselves 
to their host-nation partners, providing “assurance” as well 
as advice. As General Martin noted, “The philosophy was to 
quit trying to make them (Iraqis) us, they are not us. They are 
never going to be us. Their tactics are never going to be ours. 
They are Iraqis.”240 That realization represented an important 
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breakthrough. Rather than trying to “fix” the Iraqis by turning 
the ISF into a Middle Eastern version of the U.S. military, 
advisers altered their approaches to best suit the conditions at 
hand, regardless of the problems or frustrations they encountered 
along the way. The result was a major strategic victory over the 
Islamic State. 

Operation Eclipse: The Liberation of Ar Raqqah, 2016–2017

While the ISF fought through the streets of Mosul, a parallel 
campaign played out in the heart of the Islamic State’s caliphate, the 
Syrian city of Ar Raqqah. Captured by ISIS in early 2014, Ar Raqqah 
had languished under the terrorist group’s rule for the better part 
of three years. Liberating it would not be an easy task. The city lay 
deep within the Islamic State’s Syrian territory along the banks of 
the Euphrates. To reach it, the coalition’s proxies—the SDF—would 
have to cross at least 50 kilometers of desert and overcome between 
900 and 1,600 ISIS militants occupying various positions in the 
surrounding countryside. Once they reached Ar Raqqah, the SDF 
would then have to fight through a congested urban environment 
against a determined and well-prepared opponent. The 2,000 ISIS 
militants defending the city had stockpiles of small arms, IEDs, 
and chemical weapons.241 Ar Raqqah’s ancient multistory stone 
buildings and modern high-rises—buttressed by obstacle belts, 
earthen berms, and trenches—served as ideal fighting positions.242 

Finally, the central Old City, with its 11-meter-tall mud-brick walls, 
was a veritable fortress in its own right—nearly as formidable 
in the twenty-first century as it had been when it was originally 
constructed almost fourteen hundred years before.243 

To capture this objective, the SDF could call on some 45,000 
fighters. Around 13,000 were members of the Syrian Arab 
Coalition. The remaining 32,000 fighters belonged mainly to 
the Kurdish YPG.244 By the end of 2016, only fighters affiliated 
with various Syrian Arab Coalition groups—fewer than 3,000 
in total—had received training and equipment from the  
coalition.245 Neither faction possessed much heavy military 
equipment. The rank-and-file wielded small arms, rocket 
launchers, and simple crew-served weapons. Few had access to 
basic protective gear, like helmets and body armor. For mobility, 
they relied primarily on civilian vehicles, including pickup trucks 
with heavy machine guns mounted behind the cab. Nevertheless, 
the SDF was highly effective on the battlefield. Hardened by 
years of warfare, it employed a tactical approach characterized 
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by speed, stealth, and surprise. This formula proved consistently 
successful against the Islamic State.246

Within CJTF-OIR, responsibility for overseeing the liberation 
of Ar Raqqah fell to Special Operations Joint Task Force–
Operation Inherent Resolve (SOJTF-OIR), a division-level 
headquarters under the tactical control of General Townsend. 
Commanded by Maj.  Gen. James E. Kraft Jr., SOJTF-OIR 
fielded around 2,000 U.S. troops in Syria by the end of 2017. 
These forces assisted their partners in various ways as trainers, 
combat advisers, and forward air controllers. They also provided 
the SDF with access to cutting-edge communications technology 
that enhanced the militia’s ability to operate on the battlefield.247 

The coalition conceived of the campaign to liberate Ar Raqqah—
designated Operation Eclipse—as a methodical, multiphase 
offensive. The SDF would secure several intermediate objectives 
before encircling Ar Raqqah itself. It would then attack the city 

Female SDF trainees, both Arab and Kurdish volunteers, stand in formation at their 
graduation ceremony in northern Syria, 9 August 2017. (U.S. Army)
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from the north, east, and west.248 Coalition air support would 
play a crucial role throughout the operation, compensating for 
the militia’s lack of heavy weapons and equipment (Map 12).249

The offensive began on 5 November 2016.250 During the first 
month, the SDF advanced southward steadily toward Ar Raqqah, 
meeting only light resistance. By the end of the year, the SDF 
had covered roughly half the distance to the city, clearing almost 
1,300 square kilometers and freeing thousands of civilians from 
ISIS’s rule.251 Progress along the western axis of advance was 
especially significant. By 12 January 2017, the SDF had liberated 
almost the entire eastern shore of Lake Assad, approaching 
within 5 kilometers of the Tabqa Dam.252 Recapturing the dam 
itself was an immediate operational priority, as media reports 
suggested that it was close to collapse. This precarious situation 
added impetus to the coalition’s plans to secure the site before 
advancing on Ar Raqqah. The nearby town of Al Tabaqah (Ath 
Thawrah), a local ISIS headquarters and logistics hub, was also 
an important intermediate objective.253 

To provide further support, the Pentagon deployed an 
additional 400 military personnel to Syria in March. This 
deployment included an artillery detachment from the 11th 
Marine Expeditionary Unit, which would provide indirect 
fire support for the SDF, and elements from the 75th Ranger 
Regiment, which would help deter a threatened Turkish attack 
on Manbij.254 The latter move was in response to escalating 
Turkish-Kurdish tensions, which posed a significant threat 
to the campaign. Between August 2016 and February 2017, 
Turkish-backed Syrian rebels captured the Syrian cities of 
Jarabulus and Al Bab, with support from the Turkish armed 
forces. Although the Turkish government insisted that their 
operations were directed against the Islamic State, Turkish 
forces clashed with the SDF on several occasions. The assault 
on Al Bab, in particular, thwarted the PYD’s long-cherished 
objective of connecting the isolated Kurdish canton of ‘Afrin in 
western Syria with the autonomous Kurdish cantons to the east. 
Fearing an imminent Turkish attack on Manbij, just east of Al 
Bab, the SDF prepared to redeploy its forces from the Ar Raqqah 
offensive to defend its territory. The arrival of U.S. troops in 
Manbij mitigated these concerns, making it possible for the SDF 
to continue its offensive without fearing an attack on its western 
flank.255 

While the SDF and its accompanying coalition advisers 
prepared for the assault on Al Tabaqah, the militia’s forces 



M
4

M
4

La
ke

 A
ss

ad

Euphra
te

s R
.

Euphrates R.

M
an

bi
j

Ta
l A

by
ad

‘A
yn

 ‘Ī
sá

A
l T

ab
aq

ah

M
a‘

dā
n

A
sh

 S
ha

dd
ād

ah

Ta
ll 

Ta
m

r A
l Ḩ

as
ak

ah

A
r 
Ra

qq
ah

Ti
sh

rī
n 

D
am

T
U

R
K

E
Y

0

10
0 

    
M

ile
s

0

10
0 

    
Ki

lo
m

et
er

s

Sy
ria

n 
D

em
oc

ra
tic

 F
or

ce
s

Sy
ria

n 
D

em
oc

ra
tic

 F
or

ce
s 

Zo
ne

 o
f C

on
tr

ol

IS
IS

 Z
on

e 
of

 C
on

tr
ol

O
P

E
R

A
T

IO
N

 E
C

L
IP

S
E

: 
T

H
E

 P
L

A
N

SY
R

IA
N

ov
em

b
er

 2
01

6

Map 12



67

swept through the countryside north and east of Ar Raqqah. 
Between 4 and 24 February, the Islamic State lost control 
of nearly one hundred villages as the SDF elements closed to 
within 5 kilometers of Ar Raqqah. At the same time, the SDF 
cut the Ar Raqqah–Hasakah highway, isolating the terrorist 
group’s capital from its territory in Syria’s southeastern Dayr as  
Zawr Province.256 

Finally, following weeks of planning and rehearsals, the 
SDF launched their attack on Al Tabaqah on the evening of 21 
March. The coalition played a key role in the operation, with U.S. 
helicopters and Osprey tilt rotor aircraft transporting around 
400 SDF fighters across Lake Assad in a daring air assault. 
Accompanied by coalition advisers, the militia forces advanced 
on the city from the south, catching the Islamic State’s garrison 
in Al Tabaqah by surprise and cutting the Aleppo–Ar Raqqah 
highway. Other SDF fighters crossed Lake Assad on barges, 
bringing reinforcements, supplies, and equipment. Over the 
following days, the Islamic State’s forces regrouped and fought 
back with determination, leading to a protracted and bloody 
engagement that continued throughout the month of April. By 
the beginning of May, however, ISIS’s position in Al Tabaqah 
was no longer tenable. Rather than fighting to the death, the 
Islamist group negotiated a truce with the SDF and abandoned 
the city, leaving behind their heavy weapons and disabling their 
remaining IEDs. In accordance with this arrangement, ISIS 
forces formed a convoy and departed Al Tabaqah on 10 May. 
Although the negotiated settlement surprised the coalition, 
CJTF-OIR seized the opportunity to carry out several airstrikes 
on the convoy, destroying some equipment before it dispersed.257 

The victory at Al Tabaqah set the conditions for the SDF’s 
final advance on Ar Raqqah. In preparation for this attack, the 
United States expanded its support for the SDF to include the 
YPG as well as the Syrian Arab Coalition, despite the Turkish 
government’s objections.258 The first shipment of small arms, 
mortars, and armored vehicles reached the SDF in late May.259 
The initial assault on the Islamic State’s capital began only a 
few days later—just as Iraqi forces were closing in on the last 
pocket of ISIS resistance in West Mosul. Supported by coalition 
airstrikes and artillery fire, SDF elements pushed into Ar 
Raqqah on 5 June (Map 13). The SDF moved rapidly through the 
Al Mishlab neighborhood in eastern Ar Raqqah, reaching the 
ancient city walls.260 Progress on the western axis was almost 
as swift, as the coalition-backed fighters occupied the ruins of 
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the medieval Harqalah fortress.261 Meanwhile, a simultaneous 
advance along the southern bank of the Euphrates completed 
the isolation of the city, cutting off its last connection with the 
caliphate’s territory to the southeast.262 Within two weeks, the 
SDF had pushed the Islamic State’s forces back to the Old City.

Although fierce, ISIS’s resistance in Ar Raqqah was noticeably 
weaker than it had been during the opening phase of the battle 
for Mosul. Many ISIS militants had roots in Iraq, but the Islamic 
State’s connection with its so-called capital was more recent and 
arguably more superficial. Locals obeyed ISIS out of fear and 
opportunism, rather than loyalty. They consequently showed 
less determination to defend the city against the coalition than 
the die-hards in Mosul. Their tepid support left a smaller core of 
foreign fighters to carry the burden of defending Ar Raqqah—
and even these were less motivated than their counterparts in 
Iraq, as most of the Islamic State’s senior leaders had evacuated 
the area months before the SDF reached the city limits.263 

By the end of June, however, the Islamic State’s defenders in the 
Old City, taking maximum advantage of Ar Raqqah’s defensive 
walls, threatened to halt the SDF’s offensive. Breaks in the 
ancient fortifications channeled attacking troops into minefields 
and through kill zones overlooked by prepared fighting positions, 
and the SDF was unable to push into the Old City without taking 
excessive casualties. To clear a path, on 3 July coalition aircraft 
carried out targeted strikes on two 25-meter sections of the city 
walls. SDF elements immediately poured through the breaches, 
bypassing ISIS’s defenses and securing a lodgment 300 meters 
inside the outer walls.264 

This marked the beginning of a new phase of the battle. 
During the following weeks, the coalition-backed militia fought 
street by street through Ar Raqqah’s Old City against stiffening 
ISIS resistance. On 14 August, ISIS forces attempted a general 
counterattack, using multiple SVBIEDs to break the SDF’s lines. 
This response caused momentary confusion, but the SDF quickly 
regrouped and repulsed the assault with support from coalition 
airstrikes and artillery fire. ISIS suffered around 220 casualties 
before withdrawing.265

Afterward, the Islamic State remained on the defensive, 
falling back in the face of the SDF’s determined advance. 
Although the SDF announced the liberation of Ar Raqqah on 1 
September, fighting continued for weeks after, with the last ISIS 
stronghold in the northern part of the city falling to the SDF on 
14 September. In this phase, the Islamic State’s most effective 
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weapons were IEDs, which it used extensively to impede the 
SDF’s advance. Individual city blocks could contain as many as 
several thousand of the devices.266 But even though such obstacles 
enabled ISIS to hold out much longer than otherwise would 
have been possible, they could not turn the tide of battle. In late 
September and early October, the remaining ISIS holdouts made 
a last stand in the center of the city. They accepted the SDF’s 
offer of a conditional surrender on 15 October. As at Al Tabaqah, 
the SDF permitted the surviving ISIS militants to collect their 
families and evacuate the city with their weapons. The SDF took 
control on 17 October.267

The price of victory was high. The SDF lost more than 650 
fighters during the battle.268 Two coalition service members also 
were killed in action. On 24 November 2016, SCPO Scott C. Dayton, 
of the U.S. Navy’s Explosive Ordnance Disposal Mobile Unit Two, 
died when an IED exploded in Ayn Isa.269 On 23 September 2017, 
Adjudant-Chef Stéphane Grenier, a special operations soldier in 
France’s 13th Parachute Dragoon Regiment, fell in an operation 
on the Syrian-Iraqi border.270 Finally, Ar Raqqah’s inhabitants 
suffered worst of all. Around 1,000 civilians were killed in the 
battle, while a further 270,000 residents were displaced.271 Months 
of airstrikes and street fighting left the city utterly desolated. In 
the words of one eyewitness, “Every building seemed to have been 
struck by ordnance: either destroyed entirely, scorched black by 
fire, or in a state of mid-collapse. . . . Smoke and dust roiled over 
rooftops.”272 Reconstruction promised to be a mammoth endeavor.

The future of Ar Raqqah—like that of Syria as a whole—
was ambiguous. After crushing the strongest opposition groups 
in western Syria in 2016, Bashar al-Assad’s brutal Russian- 
and Iranian-backed government shifted its forces eastward. 
During the first half of 2017, the regime captured several ISIS 
strongholds, including Palmyra, and encroached on territory 
held by the coalition’s partners. On 17 May, a convoy of pro–
Assad regime military units entered the wide exclusion zone that 
CJTF-OIR had established around the Vetted Syrian Opposition 
training outpost at At Tanf in southeastern Syria. When these 
forces refused to withdraw after repeated warnings, coalition 
aircraft struck the convoy with precision guided munitions on 
18 May, destroying two vehicles. A second incursion on 5 June 
met with a similarly kinetic response. Two further clashes with 
progovernment forces took place before the end of June, as both 
sides refused to back down. Meanwhile, Syrian regime forces 
operating to the north reached the banks of the Euphrates River, 
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where they skirmished with SDF elements on the opposite shore. 
To head off a wider conflict, General Townsend and his Russian 
counterpart agreed to separate the SDF from the Syrian regime 
and its armed supporters with a line of demarcation that ran 
along the Euphrates from Al Tabaqah to Ar Raqqah.273 

The XVIII Airborne Corps departed the theater of operations 
on 5 September, handing over authority to the III Corps, 
commanded by now Lt. Gen. Paul E. Funk II.274 CJFLCC-OIR 
also changed hands during the summer, transitioning from the 
1st Infantry Division, under General Martin, to the 1st Armored 
Division, headed by Maj. Gen. Robert P. White.275 With the 
Islamic State’s forces in disarray, Operation Inherent Resolve 
entered its third phase on 8 August.276 This important step was a 
fitting conclusion to both tours. At Mosul, the ISF had prevailed 
in a grueling urban battle. The battle for Ar Raqqah, while on 
a smaller scale, had been an equally impressive triumph for the 
militia fighters of the SDF. 

The End of the Caliphate, 2017–2020

The strategic situation that confronted General Funk in 
September 2017 differed greatly from what he had found on 
his first deployment in support of Operation Inherent Resolve. 
During the three years since the initial American intervention, 
the U.S.-led coalition had reduced the Islamic State from a 
seemingly unstoppable force to a battered husk with only a 
fraction of its former territory and resources. But for General 
Funk, the most salient difference was the vast improvement in 
the ISF. As he noted, initially the Iraqis were “running away, 
abandoning their equipment; basically the army could not 
conduct any effective offensive or defensive operations. But three 
years later they are executing a division level attack [near the 
Syrian border].”277  

During the first part of the III Corps’ rotation, Iraqi forces 
put these hard-won skills to good use as they eliminated the 
last remaining ISIS enclaves on Iraqi soil. This process began 
before General Funk’s arrival, shortly after the fall of Mosul. 
On 20 August, the ISF launched an assault on Tall ‘Afar. Within 
a week, the city was in Iraqi hands.278 In September, the Iraqi 
military pivoted east to clear a pocket of ISIS territory around 
the city of Al Hawijah. In a sign that the Islamic State’s morale 
was crumbling—at least in Iraq—hundreds of ISIS fighters 
surrendered instead of fighting to the death. Iraqi forces secured 



72

the city on 5 October.279 The Iraqis then resumed the offensive 
in western Al Anbar Province, capturing the border crossing 
of Al Qa’im on 3 November. Rawah, the last ISIS-held town in 
Iraq, fell to the ISF on 17 November.280 Less than a month later, 
Prime Minister al-Abadi formally declared victory over the  
Islamic State.281 

The final victories in Iraq did not come without a cost. The 
ISF suffered almost 800 casualties, including 115 soldiers killed 
in action, during the battle for Tall ‘Afar alone.282 Coalition forces 
also suffered losses. Seven members of CJTF-OIR were injured—
two fatally—when a 155-mm. artillery round prematurely 
exploded on 13 August 2017, mortally wounding Sgt. Roshain 
E. Brooks and Sgt. Allen L. Stigler. Their unit, Battery C, 2d 
Battalion (Airborne), 319th Field Artillery Regiment, had been 
firing on an ISIS mortar position near Tall ‘Afar.283 Another 
death came on 1 October, when an IED struck a coalition convoy 
near Q-West Airfield, killing Spc. Alexander W. Missildine. A 
second soldier, Sfc. David Mathis, suffered serious injuries in the 
same blast, losing both of his legs.284

In early 2018, CJTF-OIR scaled back its tactical and 
operational support to the ISF. Rather than continuing to advise 
Iraqi formations on the battlefield, the command tailored its 
training and advisory mission to assist with the ISF’s efforts 
to hold newly liberated territory and to prevent the rise of an 
ISIS insurgency.285 Above all, the coalition sought to ensure that 
the Iraqi military could sustain the level of competence it had 
demonstrated during the battles for Mosul and Tall ‘Afar. 

The new phase of the campaign in Iraq, designated Operation 
Reliable Partnership, saw a diminished need for coalition ground 
troops.286 General Funk accordingly inactivated CJFLCC-OIR 
at the end of April—less than two months after the 1st Armored 
Division had transferred authority for the land component 
command to the 10th Mountain Division under Maj. Gen. Walter 
E. Piatt. This decision marked the end of the headquarters that 
had exercised continuous control over conventional coalition 
ground operations in Iraq for almost four years.287 

It was evident by the end of General Funk’s tour in September 
2018 that ISIS no longer posed an existential threat to the Iraqi 
government. The group’s territorial control in Iraq was minimal. 
Its fighters were reduced to operating entirely as insurgents, 
usually under cover of darkness. Rather than conquering cities 
and governing hundreds of thousands, they planted roadside 
bombs and assassinated village elders. These activities were 
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abhorrent, and required constant vigilance from the ISF, but 
they had only a limited strategic impact.288 Despite ISIS’s best 
efforts, Iraqi civilian casualties attributable to terrorism fell to 
record lows during 2018.289 Moreover, the Iraqi parliamentary 
elections in May—the first since the fall of Mosul in 2014—went 
relatively smoothly.290 After four years of war, Iraq seemed to be 
returning to some form of normalcy. 

Perhaps the main threat to Iraq’s stability at this juncture 
was the fraught relationship between the KRG and the Iraqi 
national government in Baghdad. In September 2017, disputes 
over territory that the Peshmerga had occupied since 2014 nearly 
led to open warfare between the two groups. Acting unilaterally, 
the KRG held an independence referendum on 25 September, 
tallying votes throughout the entire region under Kurdish 
control—including areas, like Kirkuk, that legally fell under 
the jurisdiction of the Iraqi central government.291 One month 
later, the Iraqi government responded with a brief and relatively 
bloodless military campaign that resulted in the recapture of 
all of the disputed territories by the beginning of November. 
Conflict between the Peshmerga and the ISF was a boon for the 

Maj. Gen. Walter Piatt, commander of Combined Joint Forces Land Component Command 
(CJFLCC), shakes hands with Iraqi staff Lt. Gen. Abdul Amir al-Lami, deputy commander 

of Iraq Joint Operations Command, during the CJFLCC deactivation ceremony in Baghdad, 
30 April 2018. (U.S. Army)
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Islamic State. In the following months, ISIS took advantage of 
the breakdown in cooperation between the two security forces to 
carry out a renewed insurgent campaign along the “green line” 
separating the KRG from the rest of Iraq. Kirkuk, in particular, 
became a center of ISIS activity.292 

The ongoing violence in Iraq, although concerning, paled in 
comparison to the turmoil in Syria. In early September 2017, 
Syrian regime forces reached the city of Dayr as Zawr, which 
had been held in part by the Islamic State for three years. 
They secured the city, most of which lay on the south bank 
of the Euphrates, by early November.293 Syrian government 
forces then swept to the southeast, occupying nearly the entire 
115-kilometer stretch of the Euphrates between the city of Dayr 
as Zawr and the Iraqi border by the end of the year. Supported 
by CJTF-OIR, the SDF rushed to occupy the opposite shore, as 
well as the triangle of largely uninhabited desert between the 
Euphrates and the Iraqi border. By January 2018, the Islamic 
State found its caliphate reduced to a few villages in Syria’s 
Middle Euphrates River Valley (Map 14).294

The Islamic State’s rapid collapse brought the SDF and the 
Syrian regime into contact along a wide front. For months, the 
two sides maintained an uneasy truce, punctuated by occasional 
skirmishes. On 7 February, however, this state of semipeaceful 
coexistence ended abruptly when a battalion-sized force of 
proregime mercenaries launched a surprise assault on an SDF 
headquarters near the Conoco gas field outside the city of Dayr 
as Zawr. Supported by twenty-seven vehicles, including several 
armored personnel carriers and at least three T–72 tanks, the 
detachment slowly maneuvered into position before opening 
fire and bombarding the U.S.-backed forces with artillery 
and tank rounds. The barrage pinned down the defenders, 
including around thirty U.S. special operations troops who 
were visiting the outpost. After several fruitless attempts to 
contact the assailants—and after receiving confirmation from 
the Russian headquarters in Syria that the mercenaries were 
not operating under their command—U.S. forces responded 
in kind, carrying out airstrikes using drones, stealth fighters, 
and attack helicopters. Meanwhile, a sixteen-person coalition 
quick reaction force rushed to assist from a nearby base. The 
proregime detachment withdrew early in the morning on 8 
February, leaving behind between 200 and 300 fighters killed in 
action. None of the U.S. soldiers was injured.295 
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The mercenaries’ attack came only weeks after the Turkish 
armed forces launched an offensive against the YPG-controlled 
‘Afrin District in northwestern Syria.296 Open conflict between 
the coalition’s Syrian proxy and Turkey, a NATO (North 
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Atlantic Treaty Organization) ally, placed the United States in 
an awkward diplomatic position. It also threatened to derail the 
SDF’s ground campaign against ISIS, as hundreds of Kurdish 
SDF fighters redeployed to ‘Afrin from Ar Raqqah and Dayr as 
Zawr.297 Despite these reinforcements, Turkish-backed forces 
took full control of the ‘Afrin District by the end of March, 
having killed around 1,500 Kurdish fighters and displaced 
approximately 200,000 civilians.298 

The incident at ‘Afrin provided a timely respite to the Islamic 
State.299 Taking advantage of the operational pause forced on 
the SDF, ISIS militants displaced from Iraq and elsewhere in 
Syria flocked to the Middle Euphrates River Valley with their 
families.300 From CJTF-OIR’s perspective, this concentration of 
ISIS forces was not entirely unwelcome, as it provided a tangible 
target for coalition airstrikes.301 But the situation in Dayr as Zawr 
was still far from ideal. In particular, the presence of Syrian 
government forces on the western banks of the Euphrates gave 
ISIS the freedom to move from one side of the river to the other to 
evade attacks. 

While the SDF curtailed operations against ISIS during the 
fight for ‘Afrin, coalition special operations forces continued to 
conduct smaller-scale missions in conjunction with their Syrian 
partners. In late March, one such operation—an attempt to 
kill or capture a high-profile ISIS member in Manbij—ended 
in tragedy when explosives carried by the coalition team 
detonated accidentally, killing M.  Sgt. Jonathan J. Dunbar of 
the U.S. Army Special Operations Command and Sgt. Matthew 
Tonroe from the British Army’s 3d Battalion, the Parachute 
Regiment.302 Sergeant Tonroe was the first British soldier killed 
in action during Operation Inherent Resolve. Five other soldiers 
were wounded in the incident.303 Similar direct-action missions 
by coalition special operations forces took a severe toll on the 
Islamic State’s senior leadership but did not receive significant 
media coverage—except in unusual cases, like the raid in Manbij, 
where CJTF-OIR personnel were killed.304

The SDF’s assault on ISIS’s redoubt in the Middle Euphrates 
River Valley, designated Operation Roundup, began in May. 
During the first stage of the offensive, the SDF consolidated 
control over the Syrian-Iraqi border and encircled ISIS’s 
remaining territory along the Euphrates River. Within two 
weeks, the militia controlled the border town of Baghuz.305 The 
SDF then pushed eastward from the town of Ash Shaddadah 
before turning south and sweeping across the desert to the 
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Euphrates.306 The coalition provided extensive air support to 
the SDF throughout these operations, executing more than 500 
strikes between 1 May and 3 August.307

The final phase of Operation Roundup—the attack on the 
last pocket of territory near the village of Hajin—began on 10 
September 2018.308 Three days later, General Funk transferred 
authority back to the XVIII Airborne Corps, now commanded 
by Lt. Gen. Paul J. LaCamera. Under Funk, CJTF-OIR had 
sustained the momentum generated by the Iraqi victory at 
the battle for Mosul, presiding over the end of the fight for Ar 
Raqqah, the clearance of the last ISIS strongholds in Iraq, and 
the liberation of all but a few square kilometers still under the 
rule of the Islamic State.309

The ISIS forces in the Hajin pocket put up unexpectedly fierce 
resistance. Around 5,000 militants, including roughly 2,000 
foreign fighters, fought bitterly for every square meter of the 
caliphate’s dwindling territory.310 The terrorist group even staged 
a local counterattack on 24 November, breaking out of Hajin and 
threatening SDF positions in the nearby village of Kharayij 
(Gharanij).311 To support the SDF’s advance, the coalition 
launched almost 1,300 airstrikes on targets in the Hajin pocket 
during the last quarter of 2018, transforming the town and its 
environs—at that point inhabited almost exclusively by ISIS 

General Funk (second from right) meets with SDF commander General 
Mazloum. (Combined Joint Task Force–Operation Inherent Resolve)
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militants and their families—into a shell-pocked wasteland.312 
Following a prolonged battle, Hajin finally fell to the SDF on 14 
December.

The caliphate proved resilient even in its death throes. After it 
helped capture Hajin, the YPG confidently predicted that it would 
be able to liberate the final areas of ISIS control “in the next day 
or two.”313 In fact, it took until March 2019 before the last ISIS 
enclave, a 4-square-kilometer area nestled along the Iraqi border, 
finally fell to the SDF—once again with extensive support from 
coalition airpower.314 In the midst of this fighting, moreover, the 
Islamic State carried out the deadliest single attack on CJTF-
OIR personnel since the beginning of the campaign. On 16 
January 2019, an ISIS suicide bomber approached a restaurant 
in Manbij, where several Americans were meeting with local 
defense forces, and detonated an explosive vest. Nineteen people 
died in the resulting blast, including four members of CJTF-
OIR: CWO2 Jonathan R. Farmer; SCPO Shannon M. Kent; 
Scott A. Wirtz, an employee of the Defense Intelligence Agency; 
and Ghadir Taher, an Arabic interpreter contracted with the 
Department of Defense.315 Taking place in a city that coalition 
forces had helped to liberate more than two years before, the 
bombing offered stark proof of the Islamic State’s ability to carry 
out attacks outside of its territorial base. 

The end of the caliphate as a territorial entity nevertheless 
marked a turning point in the coalition’s campaign. On 23 March, 
President Trump proclaimed that the United States and its al-
lies had “liberated all ISIS-controlled territory in Syria and Iraq, 
100 percent of the ‘caliphate.’”316 At that time, CJTF-OIR was al-
ready withdrawing troops and equipment from Syria. By July, only 
a residual U.S. presence remained in the country, split between At 
Tanf in the southeast and the SDF’s territory in the northeast.317

Events in late 2019 and early 2020 cast the future of Operation 
Inherent Resolve into doubt. In early October, President Trump 
directed CJTF-OIR—headed, since September, by now Lt. Gen. 
Robert P. White, commanding the III Corps—to withdraw fully 
from northeast Syria.318 However, the Trump administration 
quickly reversed course, citing the need to protect the Syrian oil 
fields. Additional American units, including elements of the 30th 
Armored Brigade Combat Team, North Carolina Army National 
Guard, deployed to the country by early November.319 Coalition 
special operations forces also continued to carry out direct action 
missions targeting ISIS’s leadership—including an operation in 
Idlib Province that resulted in the death of the Islamic State’s 
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self-styled caliph, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, on 26 October.320 In 
light of these events, it was unclear at the beginning of 2020 
when—or whether—the U.S. government would implement its 
plans for a complete withdrawal from Syria.321 

At the same time, the future of the American presence in Iraq 
was also uncertain. On 3 January 2020, U.S. forces carried out a 
drone strike on Baghdad International Airport, killing Iranian 
General Qassem Soleimani and the deputy head of the PMF, 
Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis. Days later, a majority in the Iraqi 
parliament, consisting mainly of Shi’a lawmakers, passed a 
nonbinding resolution requesting a total withdrawal of American 
troops from Iraq. Whether the Iraqi government would act on the 
resolution remained to be seen.322 In the meantime, Operation 
Inherent Resolve continued, as coalition forces in Iraq and Syria 
executed their ongoing mission to promote regional stability and 
ensure the lasting defeat of the Islamic State.

Analysis

On the surface, Operation Inherent Resolve appeared to be 
a continuation of the conflict that began with Operation Iraqi 
Freedom in 2003. The Islamic State was a successor to AQI. Many 
of the battlefields of Operation Inherent Resolve were the same 
as those of the last war. Even the personalities were the same. 
Generals Pittard, MacFarland, Townsend, Funk, LaCamera, 
and White had all served in Iraq at various times between 2003 
and 2011, as had many of their subordinates. Likewise, many 
ISIS combatants were former insurgents who had fought U.S. 
and Iraqi government forces before 2011. 

These superficial similarities belied more significant 
differences. Fundamentally, neither the United States nor the 
Islamic State approached the new conflict using the methods of 
the last war: ISIS did not fight primarily as an insurgency, and 
the United States did not wage a counterinsurgency campaign. 
The Islamic State’s early victories in the Sunni regions of Iraq 
and Syria won the group immense prestige and enabled it to 
proclaim that it had reestablished the caliphate. Paradoxically, 
these same victories also represented a serious liability. The 
very prestige that ISIS derived from its conquests compelled it 
to defend its territory, including urban centers like Mosul. This 
meant that it could not rely primarily on the insurgent tactics 
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that had propelled it to prominence in the first place. Instead, 
when U.S. forces intervened in Iraq in the summer of 2014, ISIS 
was well on its way toward transforming itself from an insurgent 
group into a conventional military force. The newly established 
caliphate fielded semiregular military formations and held 
fixed positions on the battlefield, usually to defend cities. ISIS 
therefore forfeited its ability to use its most-favored style of 
warfare and was forced to switch to one in which its opponents—
particularly the Iraqi government and the United States—held 
many advantages. 

The U.S. Army likewise approached the war in a new way. 
The Obama administration was adamant from the beginning 
that American combat troops would not deploy to Iraq to fight 
the Islamic State on the ground, and the Trump administration 
never really deviated from this principle. The U.S.-led campaign 
against ISIS consequently relied on an indirect approach, in 
which support for local partners or proxies—the ISF, the SDF, 
and the Peshmerga—was the main effort. This support came in 
three main forms: an air campaign, involving both bombing and 
reconnaissance; a train-and-equip mission intended to enhance 
existing partner force units and to generate new ones; and a 

A Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected Vehicle (MRAP) is loaded onto a C–17 Globemaster 
III during the U.S. forces’ withdrawal from Syria, 24 October 2019. (U.S. Army Reserve)
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military advisory effort focused on assisting all partner echelons 
from defense ministries down to brigades and battalions. Within 
the U.S. military, the general phrase used for this method, as 
it evolved during the campaign, was the “by-with-through” 
operational approach. This entailed operations “led by our [U.S.] 
partners, state or nonstate, with enabling support from the United 
States or U.S.-led coalitions, and through U.S. authorities and 
partner agreements.”323 The by-with-through approach applied 
mainly to ground operations; air support remained primarily 
under direct coalition control, with the Iraqi Air Force playing a 
relatively minor role.

Each dimension of the coalition effort contributed to the suc-
cessful outcome of the campaign. In the first place, airstrikes 
proved highly valuable in halting ISIS’s offensive momentum 
and creating space for the ISF to regroup. Aerial surveillance 
gave U.S. forces an unparalleled view of the battlefield, making it 
difficult for ISIS forces to operate in the open. Less than a month 
after the first U.S. airstrikes in Iraq, the Islamic State began 
to scale back its use of the kind of massed formations that had 
proved so successful against the ISF and Peshmerga during the 
summer of 2014. The assault on Kobani was the Islamic State’s 
last real attempt to launch a conventional attack on a ground 
force backed by coalition airpower. After its defeat in that bat-
tle, ISIS succeeded on the offensive only when it either targeted 
the Syrian regime or took advantage of adverse weather condi-
tions that limited the effectiveness of air support. Otherwise, it 
shifted over to the strategic defensive, undertaking only limited 
counterattacks.

While on the defensive, the Islamic State fought primarily in 
cities, where dense urban terrain and the presence of civilians 
afforded some protection from aerial attack. Even so, airpower 
continued to degrade ISIS’s effectiveness, killing thousands of 
militants and disrupting its lucrative oil production and smuggling 
operations. But airstrikes on their own were insufficient to ensure 
the Islamic State’s final defeat; it was still necessary for ground 
forces to attack and liberate the caliphate’s territory. In 2014, 
however, neither the ISF nor the Peshmerga were able to defeat 
ISIS on the battlefield. The only Iraqi military organizations that 
showed real offensive capability were the CTS—an elite force 
that was too small to fight ISIS on its own—and the PMF—a 
Shi’a-dominated organization that might do more harm than 
good in light of Iraq’s sectarian tensions. Training, equipping, 
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and advising the ISF, the SDF, and the Peshmerga consequently 
formed a key part of the coalition’s campaign.

The U.S. military had garnered extensive experience 
performing these missions in support of Iraqi forces between 
2003 and 2011, but this earlier involvement did not fully prepare 
American units for their task during Operation Inherent Resolve. 
As one U.S. brigade commander noted, his unit’s mission “proved 
infinitely different than the exhausting, firsthand combat that 
many of us experienced in Iraq from 2003 to 2008,” when the 
“typical American soldier’s experience . . . was that Americans 
did the deadliest work, as Iraqis observed.” In 2017, by contrast, 
“the entire effort always centered on our partners’ leadership 
and ownership of exceptionally nasty ground combat operations.” 
The absence of U.S. combat troops on the ground ensured that 
the ISF and SDF truly were in the lead. Coalition advisers could 
only propose courses of action and provide support.324 

At times, this hands-off arrangement could be frustrating, as 
partner forces did not always act in accordance with the U.S. 
military’s standard operating procedures. The Iraqi Army, 
for example, approached logistics in a way that struck some 
Americans as wrong-headed. Rather than anticipating shortages 
and planning supply shipments ahead of time, the Iraqis tended to 
operate until they ran out of an essential item—like ammunition 
or fuel—and then request resupply. Their forces would then halt 
while they rested and refitted. As one U.S. officer commented, 
“We’ve seen time and again where they’ll do that pause and that 
gives the enemy that time to reset. That makes the next phase 
harder again. Whereas we [Americans] would see our foot on 
the throat and [that] now is the time to take the advantage[,] but 
that’s not something they [the Iraqis] necessarily do.”325 Coalition 
forces only had so much leverage over their partners. As one report 
noted, CJTF-OIR “had no sticks, only carrots to offer or deny.”326 

The consequences of the coalition’s lack of control over its 
partners’ ground operations were mixed. The ISF’s idiosyncrasies, 
including its leaders’ habit of alternating between brief periods 
of aggressive maneuver and lengthy operational pauses, may 
have prolonged the campaign unnecessarily. The extreme 
duration of the battles for Ar Ramadi and Mosul—roughly 
nine months in each case—was the result, in part, of the ISF’s 
irregular operational tempo. Meanwhile, the Iraqis’ overreliance 
on certain elite formations to do most of the hard fighting also 
had adverse effects. In East Mosul, for example, the Iraqi Task 
Force CTS wore itself out leading attack after attack, suffering 
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roughly 50 percent casualties. This overuse led to a sustained 
drop in the skill level of the ISF’s most capable force and reduced 
the CTS, at least temporarily, to near combat-ineffectiveness.327 
Finally, the SDF’s willingness to negotiate with the Islamic 
State without informing the coalition created a distinct set 
of problems. By allowing defeated ISIS forces to escape from 
Al Tabaqah and Ar Raqqah, the SDF ensured that veteran 
militants would live to fight another day. Per one U.S. report, 
“‘Surrendering’ under arms with the intent to rejoin battle at a 
later date is not surrender, it is a force preservation measure.”328 

However, none of these practices precluded the coalition’s success 
on the battlefield.

More consequential, potentially, was CJTF-OIR’s inability to 
prevent its partners from carrying out reprisals against defeated 
populations. Reports of atrocities followed the coalition victories 
at Amirli, Tikrit, Al Fallujah, and elsewhere.329 Sectarian 
violence against Sunni Iraqis in particular threatened to 
undermine the entire campaign against ISIS. As the coalition 
leaders recognized from the beginning, victory over the Islamic 
State entailed more than just defeating the terrorist group on 
the battlefield. It was necessary to eliminate the kind of abuses 
that led ISIS to become popular in the first place. 

Ultimately, however, CJTF-OIR succeeded in its primary 
mission. As of September 2021, the Islamic State remains a 
shadow of its former self—at least in its heartland in Iraq and 
Syria. Although it continues to pose a threat and may rise again, 
its position now is comparable to that of AQI in 2010. The by-
with-through approach to fighting the Islamic State obviated 
the need for a deployment of U.S. combat troops, reduced the 
financial cost of the campaign, and kept coalition casualties to a 
minimum. But the sacrifices required to defeat ISIS, including 
the fifteen coalition servicemen and servicewomen killed in action 
during the period of active combat operations, were nonetheless 
real. Counting noncombat fatalities, seventy-six U.S. members 
of CJTF-OIR lost their lives between the initial intervention 
in June 2014 and the fall of the territorial caliphate in March 2019.330 
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Appendix 2



Abbreviations

CFACC	 Combined Forces Air Component Commander
CFLCC-I	 Combined Forces Land Component Command–

Iraq
CFSOCC	 Combined Forces Special Operations Component 

Command
CJFLCC-I	 Combined Joint Forces Land Component 		

Command–Iraq
CJFLCC-OIR	 Combined Joint Forces Land Component 	

Command–Operation Inherent Resolve

CJIATF-S	 Combined Joint Interagency Task Force–Syria
CJTF-OIR	 Combined Joint Task Force–Operation Inherent 

Resolve

SOJTF-I	 Special Operations Joint Task Force–Iraq
SOJTF-OIR	 Special Operations Joint Task Force–Operation 

Inherent Resolve
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