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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

®Our city is in ruins. They have treated us like we are 
absolutely nothing-¯ 
Ayman, west Mosul resident 

 

The battle for west Mosul has caused a civilian catastrophe. Civilians have been ruthlessly exploited by the 

armed group calling itself the Islamic State (IS), which has systematically moved them into zones of conflict, 

used them as human shields and prevented them from escaping to safety. They have also been subjected to 

relentless and unlawful attacks by Iraqi government forces and members of the US-led coalition. Residents 

of west Mosul count themselves lucky if they escape with their lives.  

In March and May 2017, Amnesty International visited northern Iraq to research violations of international 

humanitarian law and human rights abuses by all sides to the conflict in west Mosul. In visits to west and 

east Mosul, as well as to several camps in Ninewa and Erbil governorates hosting people who had fled the 

fighting, Amnesty International interviewed 151 west Mosul residents. All of these residents were civilians; 44 

were women, 105 were men, and two were under the age of 18. Amnesty International also interviewed 

doctors and other medical workers, international and national humanitarian workers, journalists, military and 

arms experts and United Nations officials.  

On 21 and 22 June 2017, Amnesty International communicated the key findings detailed in this report in 

two letters: one addressed to Iraqi Minister of Defence Irfan al-Hayali and the other addressed to US 

Secretary of Defense James Mattis. No responses had been received as of 1 July 2017, when this report was 

finalized. 

Based on its research, which covers events from January to mid-May 2017, Amnesty International 

concludes that IS committed serious violations of international humanitarian law, including war crimes. Iraqi 

government and US-led coalition forces appear to have committed repeated violations of international 

humanitarian law, some of which may amount to war crimes. 

 

VIOLATIONS COMMITTED BY IS  
During the battle for west Mosul, IS has flagrantly violated fundamental rules of international humanitarian 

k`v+ hmbktchmf ax cdkhadq`sdkx otsshmf bhuhkh`mr hm g`qlr v`x sn rghdkc sgdhq ehfgsdqr `mc hlodcd sgd `cu`mbd

of Iraqi and coalition forces. Beginning in October 2016, IS rounded up thousands of civilians in contested 

villages and neighbourhoods and forced them to move directly into zones of conflict in west Mosul. This 

systematic campaign of forced displacement allowed IS to use an ever-greater number of civilians as human 

shields as their territory contracted. The armed group then prevented civilians from evacuating, in some 

cases trapping them inside their homes by welding their doors shut or by rigging the entrances with booby 

traps. IS also summarily killed hundreds, if not thousands, of men, women and children as they attempted to 

flee and hanged their bodies in public areas. @bbnqchmf sn vdrs Lnrtk qdrhcdms ®G`r`m¯9 ®Vd chc mns g`ud
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any options. If you stayed, you would die in your house from the fighting. If you tried to run away, they would 

catch you and kill you, and hang your body from the electricity pylon as a warning. Four of my neighbours 

vdqd b`tfgs sqxhmf sn drb`od+ `mc H r`v sgdl g`mfhmf£ Sgdx vdqd kdes enq c`xr-¯ 

Consequently, as IS lost territory during the course of the battle for west Mosul, the areas it still controlled 

became increasingly crowded with civilians. In interviews with Amnesty International, Mosul residents 

regularly described sheltering in homes with relatives or neighbours in groups of between 15 and 100 

people. IS also regularly denied medical care to civilians and prevented their access to the stockpiles of food 

its fighters had gathered. Civilians under IS control were left with only one chance of escape: directly through 

the front lines of the battle. West Mosul residents described desperate flights from their homes to areas 

controlled by Iraqi forces, doing all they could to avoid the air strikes, mortars, artillery attacks and gunfire 

that surrounded them.  

 

VIOLATIONS COMMITTED BY PRO-GOVERNMENT FORCES 
IS tactics and violations created particular challenges for pro-government forces in terms of civilian 

protection in west Mosul. Iraqi government and US-led coalition forces failed to adequately adapt their 

tactics to these challenges ± as required by international humanitarian law ± with disastrous consequences 

for civilians. Starting in January 2017, Iraqi government and US-led coalition forces (referred to in this report 

collectively as pro-government forces) carried out a series of unlawful attacks in west Mosul. Pro-government 

forces relied heavily upon explosive weapons with wide area effects such as IRAMs (Improvised Rocket 

Assisted Munitions). With their crude targeting abilities, these weapons wreaked havoc in densely populated 

west Mosul, where large groups of civilians were trapped in homes or makeshift shelters. Even in attacks that 

seem to have struck their intended military target, the use of unsuitable weapons or failure to take other 

necessary precautions resulted in needless loss of civilian lives and in some cases appears to have 

bnmrshstsdc chroqnonqshnm`sd `ss`bjr- ®E`hr`k¯ eqnl `k-Msherfa, expressed outrage with pro-government 

enqbdr s`bshbr9 ®Chc sgdx Zoqn-government forces] try to hit IS targets? IS was with you, hm xntq gntrd-¯ 

The true death toll of the west Mosul battle may never be known. Firmly attributing responsibility for attacks 

has proved challenging for monitoring groups tracking civilian casualties in west Mosul. However, according 

to Airwars, one such monitoring group, between 19 February and 19 June 2017, attacks launched by Iraqi 

and coalition forces may have caused the deaths of as many as 5,805 civilians. Even this figure may be an 

underestimate, as it has been difficult for monitors to record deaths and injuries due to the intensity of the 

fighting and the fact that IS has banned the use of mobile phones in areas under its control. For this report, 

Amnesty International investigated and documented 45 attacks in west Mosul that it had reasonable grounds 

to attribute to Iraqi government or US-led coalition forces. These 45 attacks alone killed at least 426 civilians 

and injured more than 100. 

Pro-government forces failed to take feasible precautions to protect civilians during the battle for west Mosul. 

They did air-drop leaflets into IS-controlled areas of the city instructing civilians to stay away from IS. Yet 

these warnings were so difficult to heed that they were ridiculed by west Mosul residents. People had no 

control over where IS moved. Instead, they were often held hostage in their own homes or neighbourhoods. 

Moreover, IS threatened to kill those who read or even picked up these leaflets.  

If military planners were unaware of the likely civilian toll of the west Mosul operation before it began, it 

would have become evident after the first weeks of the operation. It was pro-government soldiers, after all, 

who assisted in countless front-line rescues, digging bodies out of collapsed buildings, separating the injured 

from the dead and arranging the transport of thousands to medical facilities nearby. Despite this, pro-

government forces failed to adequately adapt their tactics in order to effectively protect civilians. They 

continued to rely upon imprecise, explosive weapons, ignoring the ever-growing toll of civilian death and 

injuries. In such a densely populated urban environment, military planners should have taken extra care in 

targeting and their choice of weapons to ensure that attacks were not unlawful. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
In west Mosul, as IS escalated its campaign of abhorrent violations against civilians, pro-government forces 

failed to adequately protect civilians, carrying out attacks that appear to have been disproportionate or 

indiscriminate, killing and injuring thousands of civilians and destroying homes and infrastructure.  

Amnesty International calls on IS to end the practice of using civilians as human shields and to stop forcibly 

moving civilians into the battlefield and preventing their evacuation. Amnesty International calls on pro-

government forces to cease the use of explosive weapons with wide area effects ± including artillery, mortars 

and IRAMs ± in densely populated areas, in accordance with international humanitarian law which prohibits 

indiscriminate and disproportionate attacks and requires parties to a conflict to take all feasible precautions 

to minimize harm to civilians. Pro-government forces must do all they can to ensure the safe evacuation of 

civilians from the city. Members of the US-led coalition and the Iraqi government must conduct independent 

and transparent investigations where there is credible information that violations of international 

humanitarian law have taken place, prosecute those reasonably suspected of responsibility for war crimes in 

fair trials, and ensure that victims of violations and their families receive full reparation.  
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2. METHODOLOGY  

This report is based on field research in northern Iraq carried out between 14 and 19 March 2017 and 

between 2 and 16 May 2017. It covers events in west Mosul from January to mid-May 2017. Amnesty 

International conducted research in west and east Mosul and in camps hosting people who had fled violence 

in Mosul after February 2017. These camps, located in Ninewa and Erbil governorates and between 22km 

and 69km away from Mosul, included Chamkour, Jedaa, Haj Ali, Hamam al-Alil and Hasan Shami.  

Three Amnesty International researchers interviewed a total of 151 west Mosul residents for this report. All of 

these residents were civilians; 44 were women, 105 were men, and two were under the age of 18. Interviews 

were carried out on a one-to-one basis when possible and otherwise in small groups. Camp or local 

authorities were not present during interviews. Amnesty International sought out interviewees who had left 

west Mosul after February 2017. Within this pool it carried out interviews based on random selection. The 

majority of interviews were conducted in Arabic, with some conducted in English or using English-Arabic 

translation.  

Amnesty International interviewed seven doctors and other medical workers at three medical centres, 

including a field clinic in west Mosul, a field hospital in Ninewa governorate and a hospital in Erbil, in the 

Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KR-I). Amnesty International also interviewed international and national 

humanitarian workers, journalists, military and arms experts and United Nations officials operating in and 

around Mosul.  

Amnesty International reviewed reports from UN agencies, international NGOs, local monitoring groups and 

the media. Amnesty International also reviewed statements from the Iraqi government and the US-led 

coalition on the Mosul operation, including documents and oral statements made by government 

spokespeople. To corroborate the specific attacks and broader patterns documented in this report, the 

organization examined and analysed satellite imagery as well as photo and video material. Some of this photo 

and video material was provided to the organization on a confidential basis by sources within the 

humanitarian community and the UN and some was publicly available. Amnesty International also sought to 

verify all available audiovisual material uploaded onto open source media that captured events described in 

this report. Very little audiovisual material was available, however, because IS banned the possession of 

mobile phones in Mosul. 

Most of the interviewees in this report are referred to by their first name only, following requests by the 

interviewees. Several asked for their names to be withheld completely, either to protect their own safety or 

the safety of their family members. In these cases, Amnesty International has included their testimonies but 

their names have been changed. These names appear in quotation marks. To preserve the anonymity of the 

witnesses, the locations of the interviews are generally not specified.  

Iraqi government forces were assisted in their efforts to re-establish government control in Mosul by an 

international coalition led by the USA. In Mosul, it is extremely difficult for monitors to attribute individual 

actions to different elements within the Iraqi forces and the US-led coalition. For ease of reference, this 

qdonqs sgdqdenqd trdr sgd sdql ®oqn-fnudqmldms enqbdr¯ sn qdedq sn sgd u`qhntr aq`mbgdr ne sgd Hq`ph `qldc

forces and security forces and the multiple forces representing the US-led international coalition that were 

involved in the fighting.  
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On 21 and 22 June 2017, Amnesty International communicated the key findings detailed in this report in 

two letters: one addressed to Iraqi Minister of Defence Irfan al-Hayali and the other addressed to US 

Secretary of Defense James Mattis. No responses had been received as of 1 July 2017, when this report was 

finalized.  
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3. BACKGROUND 

3.1 LEAD-UP TO THE WEST MOSUL OPERATION  
The military operation by pro-government forces1 to retake the city of Mosul and its surrounding areas from 

the control of IS, dubbed operation Qadimun Ya Nainawa (We Are Coming, Ninewa), was announced on 16 

October 2016.2 Peshmerga forces of the Kurdistan Regional Government swept through the countryside 

from north-east of the city, retaking control of at least nine villages by 18 October 2016.3 Iraqi government 

forces advanced from south-east of the city, first recapturing outer areas like Gogjali on 2 November 2016, 

before the Ninth Division of the Iraqi army entered the city through al-Intisar neighbourhood on 3 November 

2016.4 On 24 January 2017, Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi pronounced east Mosul as fully recaptured 

from the control of IS.5 

On 19 February 2017, the military operation to retake west Mosul commenced.6 While Peshmerga forces 

maintained control in areas like Sheikhan and Sinjar, located north-west of Mosul in Ninewa governorate, 

they did not participate in the recapture of west Mosul.7 Pro-government forces recaptured areas south of 

west Mosul such as Albusaif on 20 February and eventually entered the city on 24 February 2017 through 

Mosul airport.8 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
1 Sghr qdonqs trdr sgd sdql ®oqn-fnudqmldms enqbdr¯ sn qdedq sn sgd u`qhntr aq`mbgdr ne sgd Hq`ph `qldc enqbdr `mc rdbtqhsx enqbdr `mc enqbdr

representing the US-led international coalition. Members of the coalition active in the Mosul battle include, in addition to the USA, Australia, 

Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. For a full list of coalition members, see Operation Inherent 

Resolve, ¬About us: Coalition, 2017, www.inherentresolve.mil/About-Us/Coalition/  
2 Office of the Prime Minister, Prime Minister and Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces Dr. Haider Al-Abadi announces the launch of 

the liberation of Mosul (in Arabic), 16 October 2016, bit.ly/2sX7efd  
3 Kurdistan Regional Government of Iraq Representation in the United States, Peshmerga liberate nine villages in first day of Mosul 

operation, 18 October 2016, www.krg.us/press-releases/press-releases-english/peshmerga-liberate-nine-villages-in-first-day-of-mosul-

operation/  
4 War Media Cell, ¬Bommander of the We Are Coming, Ninewa operations Lieutenant General Abdel-Ameer Rasheed Yarallah: Counter-

Terrorism Service units take control of the area of Gogjali and Mosul TV station after inflicting loss of life and equipment on the enemy and 

`qd bnmshmthmf sn `cu`mbd 'hm @q`ahb(, 1 November 2016, bit.ly/2r4O6GR; Kurdistan24, ¬Iraqi forces storm al-Intisar neighbourhood in east 

Mosul (in Arabic), 3 November 2016, bit.ly/2r4PRDN  
5 Office of the Prime Minister, The Council of Ministers holds its regular session chaired by Prime Minister Dr. Haider Abadi (in Arabic), 24 

January 2017, bit.ly/2tQTyyE; AlSumaria News, ¬@a`ch `mmntmbdr bnlokdsdliberation of east Mosul and calls for speeding up recapture of 

sgd vdrs 'hm @q`ahb(+ 13 I`mt`qx 1/06+ bit.ly/2qVKUhj 
6 UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Flash Update #4: Mosul Humanitarian Response, 19 February 2017, 

http://reliefweb.int/report/iraq/ocha-iraq-flash-update-4-mosul-humanitarian-response-19-february-2017-enarku  
7 Kurdistan24, ¬Peshmerga will not participate in western Mosul operation: Ministry, 22 February 2017, 

www.kurdistan24.net/en/news/2cb07c92-5349-43da-828a-e6cc08271c70/Peshmerga-will-not-participate-in-western-Mosul-operation--

Ministry  
8 War Media Cell / Joint Operations Command (in Arabic), 20 February 2017, bit.ly/2sRBdks: AAB Mdvr+ ¬Hq`ph enqbdr dmsdq HR-held 

mdhfgantqgnnc hm vdrs Lnrtk+ 13 Edaqt`qx 1/06+ aab-hm.1rQjDEk 

http://www.inherentresolve.mil/About-Us/Coalition/
http://bit.ly/2sX7efd
http://www.krg.us/press-releases/press-releases-english/peshmerga-liberate-nine-villages-in-first-day-of-mosul-operation/
http://www.krg.us/press-releases/press-releases-english/peshmerga-liberate-nine-villages-in-first-day-of-mosul-operation/
file://///lbbe0-vs-dc1ro/users$/nicolette.waldman/Downloads/bit.ly/2r4O6GR
file://///lbbe0-vs-dc1ro/users$/nicolette.waldman/Downloads/bit.ly/2r4PRDN
http://bit.ly/2tQTyyE
file://///lbbe0-vs-dc1ro/users$/nicolette.waldman/Downloads/bit.ly/2qVKUhj
http://reliefweb.int/report/iraq/ocha-iraq-flash-update-4-mosul-humanitarian-response-19-february-2017-enarku
http://www.kurdistan24.net/en/news/2cb07c92-5349-43da-828a-e6cc08271c70/Peshmerga-will-not-participate-in-western-Mosul-operation--Ministry
http://www.kurdistan24.net/en/news/2cb07c92-5349-43da-828a-e6cc08271c70/Peshmerga-will-not-participate-in-western-Mosul-operation--Ministry
http://bit.ly/2sRBdks
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3.2 THE WEST MOSUL OPERATION  
IS TACTICS 
Bhuhkh`mr vgn khudc tmcdq HR bnmsqnk hm Lnrtk cdrbqhadc sgd `qldc fqnto `r `m `fhkd `mc lnahkd ®ghost 

enqbd¯- HR bnmrsqtbsdc ` mdsvnqj ne stmmdkr `mc o`rr`fdv`xr adsvddm gntrdr `mc `o`qsldms athkchmfr+ `mc

they moved between military positions by foot, on motorbikes and in civilian cars. This enabled fighters to 

move quickly into advantageous fighting positions ± often on the roofs of houses ± before escaping just as 

quickly underground or into another house. Many west Mosul residents spoke about how IS tactics varied 

based on the particular layout and architectural character of each neighbourhood. For instance, residents of 

neighbourhoods such as Wadi Hajjar and Tel al-Rumman reported that IS fighters would move between 

gntrdr sgqntfg gnkdr sgdx g`c l`cd hm sgd v`kkr+ vghkd qdrhcdmsr ne Lnrtkr Nkc Bhsx r`hc sg`s HR oqhl`qhkx

moved underground in their neighbourhood, as most of the houses had cellars that IS had linked via 

tunnels.  

 

TACTICS OF PRO-GOVERNMENT FORCES 
The operation to recapture west Mosul from IS, which officially began on 19 February 2017, saw a marked 

change of tactics by pro-government forces from those used in east Mosul from October 2016 to January 

2017.9 Air strikes carried out in east Mosul were generally against pre-selected targets and not in support of 

front-line fighting. Under the orders of Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, the elite Counter-Terrorism 

Service (CTS) troops spearheading the east Mosul operation were expected to fight their way into IS-

controlled neighbourhoods without reliance on close air support.10 The CTS paid a heavy price for this tactic; 

estimates of CTS casualties, including deaths and injuries, in east Mosul range from 4,000 to 6,000 of a total 

fighting force of 8,000 troops, meaning the CTS was depleted by between 50% and 75%.11  

The use of artillery, mortars and particularly IRAMs (Improvised Rocket Assisted Munitions) did not feature 

as heavily in east Mosul as it did in the west Mosul operation. During the east Mosul operation, aerially 

deployed ordnance was largely limited to precision-guided munitions fired from fixed-wing aircraft.12 During 

the west Mosul operation, pro-government forces used an array of air-to-surface ordnance, including 

missiles, air-dropped bombs and cannon shells fired from fixed-wing planes and missiles, rockets, cannon 

shells and machine-gun ammunition fired from attack helicopters. They also used surface-to-surface 

ordnance such as projectiles launched from rocket artillery, cannons, howitzers and BM-10 ®Fq`c¯ ltkshokd

rocket launchers, as well as mortars and IRAMs. Pro-government troops used some of these resources prior 

to entering IS-controlled neighbourhoods to reduce the level of resistance they would encounter. CTS troops 

were permitted to call in air strikes by members of the US-led coalition in response to front-line challenges.  

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
9 Although the west Mosul operation officially began on 19 February 2017, preparatory strikes were carried out in January 2017.  
10 Interview with a confidential source with links to Iraqi and coalition forces on 13 May 2017.  
11 Interviews with confidential sources from within the humanitarian community, the UN and the diplomatic community on 15 February, 3 

May, 5 May, 13 May and 12 June 2017.  
12 Interviews with confidential sources from within the humanitarian community, the UN and the diplomatic community on 15 February, 3 

May, 5 May, 13 May and 12 June 2017. 
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WEAPON ACCURACY 

 
Coalition warplanes  
US-led coalition warplanes include gunship aircraft, armed drones, fighter aircraft and bomber aircraft. 
They are fitted with infrared sensors allowing the aircrew to see the ground during the day and night. They 
employ guided munitions ± rockets, missiles and bombs ± which direct themselves to their target. They 
use either laser-fthcdc vd`onmr vhsg ` ®bhqbtk`q dqqnq oqna`akd¯ ne `ants 0l+ nq FOR-guided bombs, with 
` ®bhqbtk`q dqqnq oqna`akd¯ ne `ants 0/l.13 The 500lb general purpose bombs used by the coalition in 
Mosul contain about 90kg of high explosive and are lethal within a radius of 230m. 

Mortars and howitzers  
Pro-government forces fired mortar and howitzer projectiles in west Mosul. IS also used mortars 
extensively but its use of howitzers was much more limited. Both mortars and howitzers are typically 
unguided. They are manually aimed by adjusting the elevation (up-down) and the deflection (left-right) of 
the gun. To take account of their lower level ne `bbtq`bx+ lnqs`q bqdvr nesdm `citrs sgdhq ehqd sn ®v`kj¯
projectiles closer and closer to their intended targets by means of trial and error. Mortars generally range 
from 60mm to 120mm in diameter and deliver explosive warheads to targets 100m to 7,000m away. 
Howitzers are generally larger, either 105mm or 155mm in diameter. They deliver explosive warheads to 
engage targets between several hundred metres and 40,000m away.  

The accuracy of such unguided projectiles tends to degrade with range. For example, when firing at 
s`qfdsr 04jl `v`x+ ` 044ll gnvhsydq g`r ` ®bhqbtk`q dqqnq oqna`akd¯ ne 84l+ ats vgdm ehqhmf `s s`qfdsr
2/jl `v`x sgd ®bhqbtk`q dqqnq oqna`akd¯ hmbqd`rdr sn 164l- Vgdm ` sxohb`k 044ll ghfg dwoknrhud
projectile detonates, it is lethal up to 40m away.14 

Rocket artillery  
The US-led coalition uses GPS-guided M31 GMLRS (Guided Multiple Launch Rocket System) rockets that 
can engage targets between 15,000m and 70,000m away. Iraqi forces use a makeshift weapon known as 
an IRAM (Improvised Rocket Assisted Munition), which is unguided and considered inherently 
hmchrbqhlhm`sd+ `r vdkk `r tmfthcdc 011ll ®Fq`c¯ qnbjdsr+ vghbg dmf`fd s`qfdsr adsvddm 0+4//l `mc
20,000m away.  
 
The M31 GMLRS rocket is accurate to within 10m of its intended target. With a warhead containing 90kg 
of high explosive, the M31 is lethal within 230m of impact. 
 
@ sxohb`k 011ll ®Fq`c¯ qnbjds hr mns md`qkx rn `bbtq`sd- Vgdm ehqdc `s ` s`qfds 1/jl `v`x+ ` ®Fq`c¯
rocket could fall anywhere in a space 600m long and 320m wide centred around the intended point of 
hlo`bs- Vgdm ` etkk r`kun ne 3/ ®Fq`c¯ qnbjdsr `qd ehqdc+ sgdx bqd`sd ` kdsg`k `qd` 5//l knmf `mc 5//l
wide.15 
 
Improvised explosive devices  
IS relied heavily upon improvised explosive devices (IEDs) in Mosul. The home-made nature of these 
devices means the amount and quality of explosive they contain is variable, from a few kilograms to 
several hundred kilograms in size, containing everything from reliable military-grade high explosives to 
poor quality fertilizer mixtures. It is impossible to estimate their lethal blast radius without knowing their 
size and composition. IEDs are often packed with fragmentation elements, such as nails or ball bearings to 
increase their anti-personnel effect. The forms they took also varied widely and included small improvised 
land mines, booby-trapped doors and houses, cars and trucks rigged with explosives and detonated by 
their drivers, and small remote-control quadcopter drones dropping munitions from the sky. The types of 
IEDs used by IS in Mosul should never be used in civilian areas. 
 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
13 Sgd ®bhqbtk`q dqqnq oqna`akd¯ qdedqr sn sgd `bbtq`bx ne ` vd`onm+ dwoqdrrdc `r ` bhqbkd ne ` fhudm q`chtr hm vghbg `ooqnwhl`sely half of the 

munitions will land inside and half will land outside of it. 
14 The Geneva International Centre for Humanitarian Demining, Explosive weapon effects: Final report, February 2017, 

www.gichd.org/fileadmin/GICHD-resources/rec-documents/Explosive_weapon_effects_web.pdf 
15 The Geneva International Centre for Humanitarian Demining, Explosive weapon effects: Final report, February 2017, 

www.gichd.org/fileadmin/GICHD-resources/rec-documents/Explosive_weapon_effects_web.pdf 
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The biggest factor affecting the tactical change from east to west Mosul appears to have been lack of 

available manpower. The best trained and equipped fighting force available for urban warfare in Mosul were 

Iraqi Special Operations Forces (ISOP) I and II. They are part of a wider formation of Counter-Terrorism 

Service (CTS) forces, other elements of which were not involved in the operation.16 According to sources with 

links to the Iraqi government, members of this mixed, multi-confessional force received one year of training 

prior to deployment. Having been so severely depleted by unexpected levels of IS resistance in east Mosul, 

the Iraqi military had to rely on other fighting forces in its rush to retake west Mosul in the first half of 2017. 

CTS remnants were joined by Federal Police, as well as Emergency Response Division troops and forces 

from the 9th and 16th brigades of the regular Iraqi army. US and French Special Operations Forces are also 

believed to have assisted on the ground.17 Each force was assigned separate geographic battle spaces, as 

well as areas to hold once the fighting was finished. Much of the shortfall was made up by the Federal 

Police, whose members are believed to have received between two and six weeks of pre-deployment 

training. Topography, or the physical difference between east and west Mosul, is also likely to have affected 

tactics in the west. West Mosul is a smaller physical area than east Mosul, but it contains the Old City with its 

tightly packed houses and other densely populated neighbourhoods, which are home to poorer sectors of the 

population. 

Another factor distinguishing the west Mosul operation from that in the east of the city was that in west Mosul 

IS fighters had fewer possibilities to escape. During the battle for east Mosul from October 2016 to January 

2017, many IS fighters are believed to have escaped east Mosul, preferring to avoid a final stand there. 

Although Iraqi security forces cordoned off escape routes to the east with support from Peshmerga forces of 

the Kurdistan Regional Government and the Popular Mobilization Units, Iraqi state-supported militias, fleeing 

fighters were able to access west Mosul, where they joined preparations for the forthcoming battle. Western 

escape routes were restricted in October 2016, although some IS fighters managed to reach Tel Afar, which 

lies around 65km north-west of Mosul and remained an IS stronghold. Escape routes were cut off fully by 

early 2017, when the west Mosul operation began in earnest.18 The only option left for IS fighters wishing to 

avoid combat was blending in with civilians leaving the city and taking their chances at government 

screening centres designed to weed them out. Many of them therefore opted to stay and fight.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
16 Interviews with confidential sources from within the humanitarian community, the UN and the diplomatic community on 15 February, 3 

May, 5 May, 13 May and 12 June 2017. 
17 Interviews with confidential sources from within the humanitarian community, the UN and the diplomatic community on 15 February, 3 

May, 5 May, 13 May and 12 June 2017. 
18 Interviews with confidential sources from within the humanitarian community, the UN and the diplomatic community on 15 February, 3 

May, 5 May, 13 May and 12 June 2017. 



 

®@S @MX BNRS¯  
THE CIVILIAN CATASTROPHE IN WEST MOSUL, IRAQ  

Amnesty International 14 

 

Imagery was used to analyse the damage caused during the Battle for Mosul. In east Mosul, imagery from 21 October 2016 and 19 January 2017 was compared over 27 
square kilometres. In west Mosul, imagery from 19 January 2017 and 15 April 2017 was compared over 29 square kilometres. With the assault to recapture west Mosul 
still in progress, the damage recorded to date far exceeds the damage seen in east Mosul. The map below illustrates the areas analysed and recorded damage over the 
respective timeframes. © Baseline Data: OpenStreetMaps 
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4. VIOLATIONS BY IS 

®We did not have any options. If you stayed, you would die in 
your house from the fighting. If you tried to run away, they 
would catch you and kill you, and hang your body from the 
dkdbsqhbhsx oxknm `r ` v`qmhmf-¯ 
®G`r`m¯ eqnl `k-Hermat, west Mosul19 

 

 

4.1 SUMMARY  
During the battle for west Mosul, IS committed serious human rights abuses and violations of international 

humanitarian law, some of which constitute war crimes. In several instances, IS has turned the imperative, 

under international humanitarian law, to protect civilians on its head, ruthlessly and unlawfully exploiting 

civilian immunity from attack in an attempt to shield its own forces.  

In October 2016, IS began rounding up civilians and forcing them to move directly into the zone of combat. 

Since then, IS has carried out a systematic campaign of forced displacement, moving thousands of civilians 

from contested villages or neighbourhoods into areas they still controlled. IS has then used these civilians 

and others already living in IS-controlled areas as human shields. The armed group also prevented these 

civilians from evacuating to safety, trapping them in their homes by welding their doors shut, rigging booby 

traps at exits, or summarily killing those attempting to escape.  

Consequently, as IS lost territory during the course of the battle, IS-controlled areas became increasingly 

crowded with civilians. Mosul residents routinely described to Amnesty International how they sheltered in 

homes with relatives or neighbours in groups of between 15 and 100 people.   

Effectively held captive by IS, many civilians had only one option to escape: directly through the front lines of 

the battle. Dozens of civilians told Amnesty International that they attempted to flee at exactly the point when 

the front line of the battle reached their neighbourhood or street. They described desperate flights from their 

homes to pro-fnudqmldms enqbdr onrhshnmr+ v`uhmf vghsd ek`fr nq ohdbdr ne e`aqhb+ xdkkhmf sgd vnqcr

®bhuhkh`mr¯ nq ®e`lhkhdr¯ `mc cnhmf vg`sdudq sgdx bntkc sn `unhc the air strikes, mortars, artillery attacks and 

gunfire that surrounded them.  

 

                                                                                                                                                       
19 Hmsdquhdv vhsg ®G`r`m¯ 'qd`k m`ld vhsggdkc( nm 03 L`x 1017.  
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Residents told Amnesty International that IS regularly denied medical care to civilians ± including both 

routine care and urgent care necessary to treat their injuries after ground or air attacks. Residents also 

reported that IS fighters had either confiscated their food or prevented them from accessing the food the 

armed group had stockpiled. 

They expressed outrage at the way they had been treated by IS. They deplored how IS had provided for the 

safety and welfare of its own fighters while forcing civilians onto the battlefield. Not only was IS subjecting 

civilians to horrific living conditions and barring their access to medical care and food, it was preventing 

thousands of families from escaping the fighting. The armed group summarily killed men, women and 

bghkcqdm vgnrd nmkx ®bqhld¯ v`r sn sqxto make it out of Mosul alive.  

4.2 FORCED DISPLACEMENT AND HUMAN SHIELDING  
IS has systematically moved civilians into the conflict in west Mosul, forcing civilians to stay in its territory as 

it contracted. In some cases, IS fighters directed the movement of civilians in buses, cars or by foot, even 

instructing young men to carry elderly and disabled relatives. In other cases, civilians moved themselves, 

believing they had no other option but to stay in IS-controlled territory after witnessing summary killings or 

seeing the bodies of those killed by IS for having tried to escape.  

Starting in October 2016, IS moved civilians from many of the villages surrounding the city into west Mosul.20 

Displaced people interviewed by Amnesty International explained how IS rounded up thousands of civilians 

from these vhkk`fdr- Enq hmrs`mbd+ ®@cha¯+21 a 42-year-old man, descqhadc ghr e`lhkxr dwodqhdmbd9 

We are from Mousa al-Harran, a village 15km south of Mosul. IS pushed us from our village into 

west Mosul in December 2016. IS said that we had to leave our houses. We heard that some 

odnokd sqhdc sn drb`od+ ats sgdx sgqd`sdmdc tr vhsg cd`sg he vd chc sg`s£ Rn vd vdms vhsg sgdl

into Wadi Hajjar, in west Mosul. Around 500 families were displaced from our village. They moved 

us in buses. We moved in cycles, so one group would leave, and then the bus would take the next 

group.22 

®@at G`hcdq¯23 described how he and his family were moved from Tel Arbeed, a small village south of 

Mosul, into west Mosul in October 2016. He said that IS used civilian cars to transport him, his wife and his 

two children from Tel Arbeed into Wadi Hajjar neighbourhood in west Mosul. He reported that IS moved 100 

other families ± roughly 1,500 people ± eqnl ghr uhkk`fd hmsn sgd bhsx- ®ZHR\ r`hc xnt ltrs kd`ud+ nq xnt vhkk ad

jhkkdc+¯ gd dwok`hmdc- ®Vd vdre brought as human shields. They brought us to stand between them and the 

lhrrhkdr- @kk ne sghr g`oodmdc itrs adenqd sgd nodq`shnm enq vdrs Lnrtk rs`qsdc£ Vgdm sgd Hq`ph enqbdr vdms

enqv`qc+ HR edkk a`bj+ `mc sgdx snnj lnrs ne sgd bhuhkh`mr vhsg sgdl-¯24 

Ar sgd a`sskd enq vdrs Lnrtk bnmshmtdc `mc HRr sdqqhsnqx etqsgdq chlhmhrgdc `esdq Edaqt`qx 1/06+ sgd `qldc

group forced civilians to move from contested areas of the city to areas the armed group still controlled. 

Dozens of west Mosul residents told Amnesty International that they were forced to move further into IS-

bnmsqnkkdc sdqqhsnqx vgdm sgd ehfgshmf `ooqn`bgdc sgdhq mdhfgantqgnncr- Enq hmrs`mbd+ ®Lngrdm¯+25 a farmer 

from Hamam al-Alil, described how he was forced to move from his village and then to three separate 

neighbourhoods in west Mosul as the front line of the battle moved back:  

HR enqbdc tr sn lnud vhsg sgdl£ Hm Mnudladq 1/05+ sgdx enqbdc ld sn lnud eqnl G`l`l `k-Alil, 

where we had our cattle and our sheep, to Wadi Hajjar, where we stayed for two months. Then they 

                                                                                                                                                       
20 According to displaced people interviewed by Amnesty International, these villages included Mousa al-Harran, Tel Arbeed, al-Jiran, 

Bakheera, Zummar and Hamam al-Alil. A staff member of an international humanitarian organization specialized in protection for displaced 

persons confirmed that the organization was told by civilians living in villages near Mosul that they had been displaced by IS into west 

Mosul. Email correspondence on 29 May 2017.  
21 Real name withheld.  
22 Interview with ®@cha¯on 4 May 2017.  

23 Real name withheld.  
24 Interview with ®Abu Haider̄  on 4 May 2017.  
25 Real name withheld.  
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forced us to walk to Tel al-Rumman, where we spent two days, and then on to al-Msherfa, where 

we were until we left three days ago.26 

West Mosul residents reported that when they arrived in a new area of the city, they usually gathered 

tnfdsgdq hm sgdhq qdk`shudr nq mdhfgantqr gnldr- Sgnrd vhsgnts qdk`shudr vntkc rd`qbg enq dlosx gntrdr+

seek refuge with strangers or find accommodation in makeshift shelters or public buildings such as schools.  

 

EVICTION FROM HOMES  
West Mosul residents also reported that they were displaced from their homes so that IS could use them as 

military bases or lodging for fighters. For instance, Ahmed, a 41-year-old man who lived in the area of 

Zummar before he was displaced into al-Hermat, west Mosul, told Ammdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k9 ®@ edv vddjr `fn+

IS came to our house and told us we had to go to another house. They told us they would use our house 

vgdmdudq sgdx v`msdc sn- Ntq e`lhkx hr 02 odnokd hmbktchmf ld£ Vd g`c sn kd`ud ntq gntrd hm sgd lhcckd

of the night-¯27 

Several residents told Amnesty International that IS had forced them or their neighbours to leave their homes 

rn sg`s ehfgsdqr bntkc qhf sgdl vhsg hloqnuhrdc dwoknrhud cduhbdr- Enq hmrs`mbd+ ®E`hr`k¯+28 a 36-year-old 

man, told Amnesty International that just before IS lost control of al-Islah al-Ziraee neighbourhood, the 

armed group planted improvised explosive devices inside all the homes near the front line and ordered the 

civilians living in these homes to move further into IS-bnmsqnkkdc sdqqhsnqx- ®Shey ordered people from their 

homes along Aswaq [Markets] Street and they rigged the homes with explosives, since they would be the 

first homes the Counter-Sdqqnqhrl Rdquhbd b`ld sn+¯ gd r`hc- ®Rnld ne sgd duhbsdc odnokd b`ld sn rs`x vhsg

tr `s lx e`lhkxr gnld-¯29 

4.3 SUMMARY KILLINGS AND PREVENTION OF 
EVACUATION  
IS routinely prevented the evacuation of civilians from west Mosul. In some cases IS used explosive devices 

to trap them in their homes or welded their doors shut. In other cases the armed group threatened or 

summarily killed those who attempted to flee.  

 

ENTRAPMENT IN HOMES OR NEIGHBOURHOODS  
Several residents told Amnesty International that IS had placed explosive devices on their streets or in their 

neighbourhoods, which prevented them from du`bt`shmf- Enq hmrs`mbd+ ®G`r`m¯+30 a 42-year-old man from 

al-Hermat, said:  

[IS] placed explosive booby traps at both ends of the street, so that nobody could leave. They put 

sgd dwoknrhudr tmcdq sgd fqntmc+ hm sd` jdsskdr+ rn sg`s xnt chcms jmnv vgdqd xou could step. You 

bntkcms rdd sgdl- Xnt bntkc nmkx rdd sg`s sgdqd vdqd vhqdr rshbjhmf nts Zne sgd fqntmc\+ rn odnokd

on our street could not leave. They think all of the people with them should die if they try to escape, 

so they placed these traps.31 

Mosuk qdrhcdmsr `krn snkc @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k sg`s HR g`c sq`oodc sgdl hmrhcd sgdhq gnldr- ®Lngrdm¯

shared his experience of this:  

In al-Lrgdqe`+ vd vdqd hm sgd a`rdldms ne ntq gntrd sgd k`rs 0/ c`xr£ Sgdqd vdqd 04 ne tr+

including both my uncles and their e`lhkhdr£ Vgdm sgd Hq`ph enqbdr b`ld+ sgd lnqs`qr `mc

                                                                                                                                                       
26 Interview with "Mohsen̄  on 10 May 2017.  
27 Interview with Ahmed on 8 May 2017.  
28 Real name withheld.  
29 Interview on with ®E`hr`k¯ on 14 May 2017.  
30 Real name withheld.  
31 Interview with ®G`r`m¯ on 14 May 2017.  
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lhrrhkdr b`ld vhsg sgdl- Vd sqhdc sn qtm+ ats HR vntkcms kds tr fn- Sgdx vdkcdc sgd eqnms cnnq ne

ntq gntrd rgts£ Sgdx b`ld sn tr hm ` ohbj-up truck, with a generator in the back, and then they 

welded rgts sgd f`o adsvddm sgd svn cnnqr£ Sgdx chc sghr sn ntq cnnq+ `mc dudm vnqrd+ sgdx chc hs

to another house in our neighbourhood where hundreds of people were staying.32 

®Gtrrdhm¯+33 a 47-year-old man from al-Hermat, told Amnesty International that IS had planted an explosive 

device in his home to prevent him and his family from fleeing:  

In the end IS came to the house where we were hiding. They warned us not to go to the Iraqi forces 

and forbade us from leaving the area. They booby-trapped the house so that vd bntkcms kd`ud£

The explosives were in a large box and they were connected to a very thin wire. IS strung the wire 

across the door of the room we were in to prevent us from leaving. We were trapped in the room, as 

we were afraid of setting off the explosives. What IS did not know was that the owner of the house 

had a pair of scissors. We were afraid to cut the wire in case IS came back but the following day, 

when we heard the Iraqi forces advance, we cut the wire, escaped from the house and went to 

them.34 

 

SUMMARY KILLINGS, DIRECT ATTACKS AND DEATH THREATS  
Dozens of residents told Amnesty International that they had either witnessed summary killings or seen the 

corpses of civilians who had attempted to escape IS-controlled areas of the city.35 ®@addq¯+36 a 20-year-old 

woman from al-Lrgdqe`+ vdrs Lnrtk+ rg`qdc ` sxohb`k dwodqhdmbd9 ®Sgdx snkc tr sg`s vgdm sgd Hq`ph enqbdr

came, we were not allowed to escape. If we tried to run away, they would break our legs so we would never 

v`kj `f`hm- Sgdx r`hc+ ¬Mnancx vhkk drb`od `khud-¯37 

®G`r`m¯+38 a 42-year-old man from al-Hermat, told Amnesty International:  

We did not have any options. If you stayed, you would die in your house from the fighting. If you 

tried to run away, they would catch you and kill you, and hang your body from the electricity pylon 

as a warning. Four of my neighbours were caught trying to escape, and I saw them hanging from 

the electricity pylon. They were left for days, just hanging there. They would hang between 15 and 

50 people from the pylons.39 

®G`ydl¯+40 a 42-year-old man from al-Tenak neighbourhood, described to Amnesty International the threats 

gd e`bdc eqnl HR- ®@s sgd adfhmmhmf @oqhk Z1/06\+ `m HR ehfgsdq v`kjdc `qntmc `kk ne ntq mdhfgantqgnnc `mc

sgd l`qjds+ `mc xdkkdc+ ¬H `l @at Rtk`hl`m Shjqhsh `mc+ he `mxnmd sqhdr sn drb`od+ H vhkk jhkk ghl lxrdke- Vgdm

vd gd`qc sghr+ vd jmdv sg`s vd lhfgs mdudq l`jd hs nts `khud+¯ gd raid. Regardless of the threat, Hazem 

attempted to escape that night with several of his neighbours, but was shot in the leg by an IS sniper and 

then took shelter in an abandoned house. An hour later, he decided to return to his house and, in the course 

ne cnhmf rn+ b`ld `bqnrr sgd bnqordr ne `qntmc 64 odnokd vgn g`c `krn sqhdc sn drb`od sg`s mhfgs- ®Sgdx

were my neighbourr `mc nsgdqr vgn rs`xdc hm lx mdhfgantqgnnc£ Sgdx vdqd itrs sgdqd nm rhcd ne sgd qn`c+

in the outskirts of al-Sdm`j mdhfgantqgnnc+ hm sgd Rhkn `qd`+¯ gd snkc @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k-41   

                                                                                                                                                       
32 Interview with ®Lngrdm¯ on 10 May 2017.  
33 Real name withheld.  
34 Interview with ®Gtrrdhm¯on 10 May 2017.  

35 On 8 June 2017, the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) stated that it had received credible reports 

indicating that IS had killed 231 civilians attempting to flee west Mosul between 26 May and 8 June, including at least 204 between 1 and 3 

June 2017. See OHCHR, Mosul: UN receives reports of mass killings of fleeing civilians by ISIL, 8 June 2017, 

www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=21701&LangID=E  
36 Real name withheld.  
37 Interview with ®@addq¯on 12 May 2017.  

38 Real name withheld.  
39 Interview with ®G`rdm¯ on 14 May 2017.  
40 Real name withheld.  
41 Amnesty International was told about a similar incident in al-Gdql`s- ®Haq`ghl¯(real name withheld) reported that he saw the corpse of 

his nephew, along with 70-64 nsgdq ldm vgn g`c sqhdc sn drb`od sgdhq mdhfgantqgnnc- ®H r`v Zlx mdogdvr\ ancx- Sgdxc rgnt him in the 

a`bj ne sgd gd`c£ Sgdx vdqd `kk ldm `mc sgdxc `kk addm rgns hm sgd r`ld v`x- Gd `mc sgd nsgdqr g`c fnmd sn sqx sn Zekdd sn\the Iraqi 

forces `mc HR g`c hmsdqbdosdc sgdl- Sgdx kdes adb`trd vd chcms g`ud ennc nq v`sdq hm `k-Gdql`s+¯ gd r`hc- Hnterview with ®Haq`ghl¯on 10 

May 2017.  

file://///intsec.amnesty.org/data/Users/pluther/Documents/Working%20files/www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx%3fNewsID=21701&LangID=E
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Just as Hazem described above, many residents told Amnesty International that they or others were directly 

targeted by IS fighters during their attempts to evacuate from IS-controlled territory. Mohamed, a 30-year-old 

l`m eqnl Lnrtkr Nkc Bhsx+ snkc @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k `ants svn cd`sgr gd vhsmdrrdc ctqhmf ghr drb`od

from al-Thawra neighbourhood, where he sheltered during the west Mosul battle:  

During our escape, an IS sniper shot the people behind me. The man they shot and killed was a 

top, UK-dctb`sdc cnbsnq£ adsvddm 4/ `mc 44 xd`qr ne `fd- Gd v`r drb`ohmf vhsg ghr rnm vgn

was either 19 or 20 years old. The son ran back to his father to try to save him and he too was shot. 

I went to try to save him but he was shot through the neck. There was blood everywhere.42 

Several residents also told Amnesty International that IS had embedded spies and informants among the 

civilian population whose job was to identify and punish those who were considering fleeing- ®G`r`m¯+43 a 

42-year-old man from al-Gdql`s+ dwok`hmdc9 ®ZHR\ vntkc chrfthrd sgdlrdkudr `r bhuhkh`mr£ `mc sgdx vntkc

ask you where you were going. If you said you were trying to escape, they would kill you. These spies were 

everywhere ± hm sgd rsqddsr `mc hm sgd l`qjds-¯44 ®Hrq``¯+45 a 25-year-old woman from al-Msherfa, west 

Lnrtk+ `ccdc9 ®Vgdm xnt kd`ud sn drb`od+ xnt g`ud sn jddohs ` rdbqds eqnl dudqxnmd- Xnt cnms jmnv

which of your neighbours to trust, and there was so much fear. There was one man who was planning to 

drb`od vhsg ghr e`lhkx+ `mc HR entmc nts- Sgdx b`tfgs ghl `mc rkhs ghr sgqn`s hm eqnms ne ghr e`lhkx-¯46  

None of the Mosul residents interviewed by Amnesty International evacuated with the consent of IS. Israa 

once believed she was given permission to escape by an IS fighter, but in the end she was turned back. She 

described the incident to Amnesty International:  

I had tried to escape four separate times ± twice with my family, and twice just with my two kids. In 

sgd lhcckd ne @oqhk Z1/06\£ `m HR ehfgsdq b`tfgs ld itrs `r H v`r bqnrrhmf nudq+ hmsn sgd sqdmbg `s

the front line. I was in al-Islah al-Ziraee. The trench was full of water, and it was very muddy. He 

said that I could go, and I made it into the trench. The water was up to my chest, and I was 

carrying my two children, trying to keep them above the water. Then the IS fighter started shooting 

at me, and told me to come back. I came back full of mud and soaked. He laughed and said that 

was my punishment for trying to escape.47 

Several residents told Amnesty International that, in order to avoid being forced by IS to relocate with them 

as the group lost territory, they would hide from the armed group- Enq hmrs`mbd+ ®Lns`rdl¯+48 a 20-year-old 

man from al-Msherfa, told Amnesty International:  

There were 17 people in our house including five children, staying in al-Lrgdqe`£ Vd vdqd ghchmf

from IS, because we were afraid they would force us to move to another neighbourhood. We 

vdqdms trhmf sgd v`sdq adb`trd hs vntkc g`ud eknvdc nts+ `mc sgdm HR vntkc g`ud jmnvm vd vdqd

there. The hardest thing was keeping the children quiet ± we were trying to keep them entertained, 

to provide anything they wanted. We had nothing to give them, so this was really difficult.49 

®G`r`m¯ cdrbqhadc ` rhlhk`q dwodqhdmbd9 ®Hm sgd gntrd+ sgdqd vdqd 14 odnokd± my wife, mum, nieces, 

nephews. We were from eight different families. We were hiding from IS so that we could escape when the 

Iraqi forces came, so when the kids cried, we would put our hands over their mousgr+¯ gd r`hc-50 

®Ghjl`s¯+51 a 69-year-old man from al-Hermat, described the extra precautions his family took during their 

escape from IS-held territory: 

After 10 days, the area was empty, and we said we should leave that day or the next ± so finally we 

decided to leave. There was no sound in the neighbourhood, so we asked a nurse in our area to 

                                                                                                                                                       
42 Interview with Mohamed on 10 May 2017.  
43 Real name withheld.  
44 Interview with ®G`r`m¯on 14 May 2017.  
45 Real name withheld.  
46 Interview with ®Hrq``¯on 12 May 2017.  
47 Interview with ®Hrq``¯on 12 May 2017.  
48 Real name withheld.  
49 Interview with ®Lns`rdl¯ on 14 May 2017.  
50 Interview with ®G`r`m¯on 14 May 2017.  
51 Real name withheld.  
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give us cough syrup for the kicr+ rn sg`s sgdx vntkcms l`jd `mx mnhrd `mc cq`v `ssdmshnm sn tr- He

sgdx g`c itrs xdkkdc nts ®ltl¯ nq ®c`c¯+ HR vntkc g`ud rgns tr-52 

4.4 CONSEQUENCES OF FORCED DISPLACEMENT, 
HUMAN SHIELDING AND PREVENTION OF EVACUATION  
ESCAPE THROUGH THE FRONT LINES 
Many west Mosul residents interviewed by Amnesty International reported that, because IS had prevented 

them from evacuating, they felt they had no other option but to attempt to escape IS-held territory directly 

through the front lines of the battle.53 These residents told Amnesty International that they made their escape 

attempts not when the fighting had subsided, but instead when it reached its peak.  

®@ac`kk`g¯+54 a 22-year-old man from al-Sdm`j mdhfgantqgnnc+ cdrbqhadc ghr e`lhkxr drb`odfrom their 

home in March 2017.  

Vd vdqd ok`mmhmf sn drb`od+ ats vd bntkcms s`jd ` cdbhrhnm tmshk vd jmdv gnv bknrd sgd Hq`ph

forces were. On 29 March [2017], the bombing was non-stop, so we knew they were coming. 

@qntmc 3ol+ sgd mtladq ne dwoknrhnmr hmbqd`rdc£ Vd vdqd tnder the stairway on the ground 

eknnq ne sgd gntrd£ Vd gd`qc ` b`q anla dwokncd md`qax- @ sqtbj v`r lnuhmf cnvm sgd rsqdds+

`mc vd jmdv sn dwodbs ` ahf dwoknrhnm eqnl sg`s- Sgdm sgd sqtbj dwokncdc 4/l eqnl ntq gntrd£

After 50 minutes, another car bomb exploded, and the fighting between the two sides was right in 

eqnms ne tr£ @ sghqc b`q anla dwokncdc+ `mc `m `hq rsqhjd s`qfdsdc ntq mdhfgantqr gntrd+ vghbg

was the highest in the neighbourhood. Another two houses behind us were hit a few minutes later.  

It w`r ` sdqqhakd lnldms- Vd chcms jmnv vg`s sn cn+ `mc vgdsgdq vd rgntkc kd`ud nq rs`x hm sgd

house. Finally, we decided it was better to leave ± better to leave than to let the roof fall on our 

heads. Our group of 11 ran out, and a family sheltering nearby ̀krn q`m nts `s sgd r`ld shld£

When we left the house, everyone just had to take care of themselves. We were running ± running 

as fast as we could. IS fighters were shooting at the Iraqi forces, and at us. I saw one woman who 

v`r jhkkdc ax sgd rmhodqr£ Oqnbably it was a short distance, but because of the fear, it felt so long. 

Finally we reached the Counter-Terrorism Service, but everything was chaos. We had got messages 

from other families who had crossed to the Iraqi forces, and so we knew what to do: we sat down in 

sgd lhcckd ne sgd rsqdds+ `mc vd ots ntq g`mcr to `mc xdkkdc+ ®Vd `qd e`lhkhdr+ vd `qd bhuhkh`mr ¯

Sgdx xdkkdc a`bj sg`s vd rgntkcms bnld `mx bknrdq- Sgdm sgdx ehm`kkx xdkkdc enq tr sn `ooqn`bg-55 

Mohamed, a 30-year-old man who sheltered in al-Thawra neighbourhood, shared a similar account:  

Vd rkdos hm sgd rbgnnk enq 04 mhfgsr- Ctqhmf sghr shld sgd ehfgshmf `qntmc sgd rbgnnk fns rsqnmfdq£

We waited for the battle to intensify so that both sides would be so busy shooting at each other they 

would not notice us. Eventually I put my head through the door and led my family out one by one. 

We crept along hiding behind one house then another. The other families in the school did the 

same and followed us. We headed for the front line of the Iraqi forces. As we approached it, we put 

ntq g`mcr hm sgd `hq+ v`udc ntq vghsd ek`f `mc rgntsdc+ ®Bhuhkh`mr+ bhuhkh`mr ¯56 

®Hrq``¯ snkc @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k sg`s vdrs Lnrtk qdrhcdmsr g`c f`sgdqdc hm mdhfgantqgnncr md`q sgd eqnms

khmd- ®Sgd e`lhkhdr vdqd f`sgdqhmf snfdsgdq hm d`bg nsgdqr gnldr rn sg`s sgdx bntkc drb`od snfdsgdq- Sgdx

vntkc bnld eqnl md`qax mdhfgantqgnncr+ khjd 06 S`llty Zmdhfgantqgnnc\£ Vgdm sgd odnokd gd`qc sg`s

sgd eqnms khmd v`r bnlhmf sn sgdl+ sgdx q`m sn hs- Sgdqd v`r mn nsgdq v`x sn drb`od-¯57 

                                                                                                                                                       
52 Interview with ®Ghjl`s¯on 14 May 2017.  
53 Some west Mosul residents told Amnesty International that civilians had only one other option apart from trying to escape through the 

front lines, which was to shelter in their homes and wait to be rescued by Iraqi forces after their neighbourhoods were retaken.  
54 Real name withheld.  
55 Interview with ®@ac`kk`g¯on 5 May 2017.  
56 Interview with Mohamed on 10 May 2017.  
57 Interview with ®Hrq``¯on 12 May 2017.  



 

®@S @MX BNRS¯  
THE CIVILIAN CATASTROPHE IN WEST MOSUL, IRAQ  

Amnesty International 21 

 

POPULATION DENSITY  
Before the battle for the western side of the city began, west Mosul was already densely populated with 

civilians.58 According to residents, homes and shelters became increasingly packed with large groups of 

civilians as the conflict raged on. Factors contributing to this trend included: IS moving civilians into the 

conflict zone, which meant that, for every neighbourhood lost to pro-government forces, thousands more 

civilians would be crowded into the territory IS still controlled; IS preventing civilians from escaping; and IS 

regularly evicting civilians from their homes. Additionally, many civilians moved themselves to areas near the 

front lines of the battle, as this was often their only route toward safety.  

As a result of the above, large groups of between 15 and 100 civilians often sheltered together in a single 

home or makeshift shelter in IS-controlled areas in west Mosul. As Alaa, a 32-year-old man from al-Hermat, 

dwok`hmdc+ ®Rn nesdm hm `k-Gdql`s+ sgdqd vntkc ad ehud nq rhw e`lhkhdr hm nmd gntrd-¯59 Musab, a 35-year-old 

man who took shelter in al-Thawra neighbourhood before he evacuated, gave a similar account:  

Dudqxnmd v`r fnhmf sn sgdhq qdk`shudr gntrdr `s sg`s shld Z@oqhk 1/06\- Qdk`shudr `mc e`lhkhdr vdqd

gdkohmf d`bg nsgdq- Hm lx tmbkdr gntrd+ vd vdqd `kk qdk`shudr- Sgdqd vdqd 0/3 ne tr hm sgd gntrd± 

nine families in total. We were all in hiding in the house, because, if IS saw us, they would take us 

to another area ± wherever the fight was ± so that we could shield them. They needed us to protect 

them.60 

@bbnqchmf sn ®L`glntc¯+61 a 43-year-old painter from al-Msherfa:  

Al-Msherfa was full of people. There were many, many more people in the neighbourhood than 

there normally would be. They had come from all over, from 17 Tammuz, from al-Hermat, from al-

Najjar, from al-Zinjili. In our house there were 75 people. There are usually no more than 10. All 

the houses vdqd khjd sg`s£ Sgd odnokd hm ntq gntrd vdqd ntq eqhdmcr ats vd vntkc qdbdhud sgnrd

vgn vdqdms eqhdmcr ne e`lhkx `r vdkk+ he sgdx chcms jmnv `mxnmd hm sgd `qd`- Sgd vnqrs sghmf `ants

g`uhmf `kk sgdrd odnokd v`r sgd gtmfdq: sgdqd v`rms dmntfg ennc sn fn around. 62 

Sermat, a 30-year-nkc l`m eqnl vdrs Lnrtk+ `ccdc9 ®@m HR ehfgsdq snkc tr sg`s gd vhrgdc sgdx g`c trdc sgd

gtl`m rghdkcr nm sgd d`rsdqm rhcd Zne Lnrtk\ snn+ adb`trd hs v`r vnqjhmf udqx vdkk nm sgd vdrsdqm rhcd-¯63 

 

4.5 DENIAL OF MEDICAL CARE, FOOD AND WATER  
DENIAL OF MEDICAL CARE  
According to west Mosul residents, IS routinely denied medical care to civilians. This denial of care escalated 

after the beginning of the west Mosul battle in February 2017. Civilians reported being denied both routine 

care and urgent care when they or their family members were injured as a result of ground or air attacks. 

@bbnqchmf sn ®L`ydm¯+ ` 2/-year-old man from al-Gdql`s9 ®Sgdx snnj nudq sgd gnrohs`kr+ `mc sgdx chcms

treat us any more. If there is a sick or woundec odqrnm+ sgdx lhfgs fhud xnt v`sdq he xnt `qd ktbjx-¯64 ®Hrq``¯

cdrbqhadc gdq dwodqhdmbd9 ®Lx mhdbd g`c rvdkkhmf hm gdq khudq adb`trd ne l`kmtsqhshnm- Vd snnj gdq sn sgd

gnrohs`k+ `mc HR r`hc sgdqd v`r mn sqd`sldms enq gdq- Sgdx r`hc hs chcms l`ssdq he rgd khudc nq chdc-¯65  

                                                                                                                                                       
58 See UN Habitat, City profile of Mosul, Iraq: Multi-sector assessment of a city under siege, October 2016, 

reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/UN-Habitat_MosulCityProfile_V5.pdf; UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 

Mosul humanitarian crisis, 4 April 2017, reliefweb.int/report/iraq/mosul-humanitarian-crisis-4-april-2017  
59 Interview with Alaa on 8 May 2017.  
60 Interview with Musab on 10 May 2017.  
61 Real name withheld.  
62 Interview with ®L`glntc¯ on 10 May 2017.  
63 Interview with Sermat on 10 May 2017.  
64 Interview with ®L`ydm¯on 14 May 2017.  
65 Interview with ®Hr`q``¯12 May 2017.  

file://///intsec.amnesty.org/data/Users/pluther/Documents/Working%20files/reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/UN-Habitat_MosulCityProfile_V5.pdf
file://///intsec.amnesty.org/data/Users/pluther/Documents/Working%20files/reliefweb.int/report/iraq/mosul-humanitarian-crisis-4-april-2017
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®L`kdj¯+66 a car mechanic from al-Tenak neighbourhood, was injured in a mortar attack in April 2017. He 

snkc @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`k9 ®Lx e`lhkx ots ld hm ` b`q `mc cqnud ld sn `k-Jamhouri hospital in west Mosul. 

There were two doctors stikk `s sgd gnrohs`k ats sgdx r`hc sgd gnrohs`k v`r nmkx enq HR- Sgdx rdms ld gnld-¯67 

Ghr e`sgdq `ccdc+ ®@esdq gd v`r stqmdc `v`x eqnl sgd gnrohs`k+ H chc lx adrs sn sqd`s ghl `s gnld- Sgd nmkx

sghmf H g`c v`r Cdssnk Z` aq`mc ne `mshrdoshb chrhmedbs`ms\-¯68 

®E`hr`k¯+ ` 25-year-old man from al-Msherfa, described his experience after he was shot in the leg by an IS 

sniper:  

There were no ambulances so someone went to fetch an old iron wheelbarrow. They put me in a 

wheelbarrow and took me to al-Jamhouri hospital- Sgd gnrohs`k v`r tmcdq HR bnmsqnk- H `qqhudc£

`mc ` l`m `rjdc ld+ ®@qd xnt ` aqnsgdq Z` edkknv HR ldladq\>¯ Vgdm H r`hc H v`r mns sgdx

refused to treat me. They left me there for around one hour. Then someone else came who was not 

HR- Gd snkc sgdl+ ®Sghr l`mr fnhmf sn chd-¯ @ cnbsnq b`ld `mc snkc ld sg`s lx kdf v`r aqnjdm-

He put half a plaster cast on me then they left me on the floor of the hospital.69 

 

DENIAL OF FOOD AND WATER  
Civilians in west Mosul have faced acute shortages of food and water. These shortages have led to starvation, 

malnutrition, dehydration and other diseases and illness.70  

According to several residents, IS was at least partially responsible for these shortages, as it routinely 

prevented civilians from accessing the food and water sgdx g`c rsnbjohkdc- ®K`hk`¯+71 a 35-year-old woman 

from Lnrtkr Nkc Bhsx+ dwok`hmdc9 ®Vd snnj v`sdq eqnl sgd q`hm+ `mc sgd HR ehfgsdqr r`hc vd chcms dudm

deserve this. IS was going around the houses ± they were free to choose any house, and to have a lunch and 

s`jd ` qdrs- Sgdx vntkc trt`kkx aqhmf sgdhq nvm ktmbg+ adb`trd vd chcms g`ud `mx ennc-¯72  

Several residents told Amnesty International that IS had confiscated the little food they had. Ali, a fruit and 

vegetable seller from al-Hermat, shared his expdqhdmbd ne sghr9 ®Sgdqd v`r v`sdq nmkx enq HR `mc sgdhq

e`lhkhdr- Sgd rhst`shnm v`r rn `vetk£ Sgd HR trdc sn rsd`k eqnl ntq gntrdr- Sgdx vntkc s`jd ntq ekntq+ rtf`q

`mc qhbd- Sgdx r`hc sn tr+ ¬Xnt `qd sgd bnllnm odnokd± xnt `qd vhsg sgd Hq`ph `qlx-¯73 

HRs denial and confiscation of food and water only compounded the atrocious conditions faced by civilians. 

According to residents, in the rare cases when food was available for purchase, it was prohibitively 

expensive. For example, in April 2017, 1kg of tea cost the equivalent of US$43, a can of vegetable oil cost 

US$20 and a small bag of dates cost US$42.74 Musab, a man who was sheltering in al-Thawra 

neighbourhood before he evacuated, told Amnesty International:  

We had some money, but there was nothing to buy. We would give the money to one of the boys in 

sgd gntrd+ `mc gd vntkc bnld a`bj vhsg dlosx g`mcr `mc sdkk tr gd bntkcms ehmc `mx ennc sn atx+

in the whole neighbourhood. We would put wheat in water and eat it, just to stay alive.75 

Some residents reported that they survived on unground spelt (a type of wheat) and grass during their final 

c`xr hm vdrs Lnrtk+ vhsg `kk rtookhdr bts nee `r sgd ehm`k a`sskd enq sgdhq mdhfgantqgnncr `ooqn`bgdc- Ltr`ar

                                                                                                                                                       
66 Real name withheld.  
67 Interview with ®L`kdj¯on 8 May 2017.  
68 Interview on 8 May 2017.  
69 Interview with ®E`hr`k¯on 14 May 2017.  
70 See World Food Programme, WFP concerned about malnutrition among hungry families ekddhmf Hq`pr vdrsdqm Lnrtk, 30 May 2017, 

www.wfp.org/news/news-release/wfp-concerned-about-malnutrition-among-hungry-families-fleeing-iraqs-western-mosu; UN High  

Commissioner for Refugees, Hunger and violence drive residents to flee west Mosul, 7 March 2017, 

www.unhcr.org/news/latest/2017/3/58be97ec4/hunger-violence-drive-residents-flee-west-mosul.html  
71 Real name withheld.  
72 Interview with ®K`hk`¯on 14 May 2017.  
73 Interview with Ali on 14 May 2017.  
74 Interviews with west Mosul residents on 10 and 14 May 2017.  
75 Interview with Musab on 10 May 2017.  

http://www.wfp.org/news/news-release/wfp-concerned-about-malnutrition-among-hungry-families-fleeing-iraqs-western-mosu
http://www.unhcr.org/news/latest/2017/3/58be97ec4/hunger-violence-drive-residents-flee-west-mosul.html
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aqnsgdq Rdql`s `ccdc+ ®Adenqd HR snnj bnmsqnk+ H vdhfgdc76kg. Under IS, I became 52kg. One of our 

mdhfgantqr bnllhssdc rthbhcd adb`trd gd bntkcms oqnuhcd enq ghr e`lhkx-¯76  

 
EXPLOITATION OF MEDICAL PROTECTION  
Several residents told Amnesty International that, during the battle, IS fighters took up residence in al-

Jamhouri hospital in west Mosul. Ayman, a service worker in al-I`lgntqh gnrohs`k+ qdonqsdc+ ®H r`v HR udqx

often ± many of the foreign fighters stayed in the hospital, with their families. They stayed there because it 

was safer there, because they kndv hs vntkcms ad s`qfdsdc ax sgd `hq rsqhjdr-¯77 In addition, residents 

reported that IS fighters were living in the Ibn Sina hospital in al-Shifa.   

                                                                                                                                                       
76 Interview with Sermat on 10 May 2017.  
77 Interviews with Ayman on 5 May 2017.  
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5. VIOLATIONS BY PRO-
GOVERNMENT FORCES  

 

®The strikes targeted the IS snipers. A strike would destroy 
an entire house of two storeys. They shelled during night and 
c`x- Sgdx ghs rn l`mx gntrdr- Sgdxc ghs nmd gntrd `mc `krn
destroy the two houses on either side. They killed a huge 
mtladq ne odnokd-¯ 
Mohamed from al-Tenak neighbourhood, west Mosul78 

 

 

5.1 SUMMARY 
During the operation to retake west Mosul from IS, pro-government forces appear to have committed 

repeated violations of international humanitarian law, some of which may amount to war crimes. As outlined 

above, IS systematically displaced civilians into combat zones, used civilians as human shields and 

prevented civilians from evacuating. Pro-government forces failed to adapt to the environment these 

violations created, with large groups of civilians crowded into homes and makeshift shelters. Instead, pro-

government forces launched barrages of indiscriminate or disproportionate attacks using explosive weapons 

unsuitable for such a densely populated urban area. The operation by pro-government forces to retake west 

Mosul has taken a terrible toll on civilians.  

The true death toll of the west Mosul battle may never be known. Firmly attributing responsibility for attacks 

has proved challenging for monitoring groups tracking civilian casualties in west Mosul. However, according 

to Airwars, one such monitoring group, between 19 February and 19 June 2017, attacks launched by Iraqi 

and coalition forces may have caused the deaths of as many as 5,805 civilians. Even this figure may be an 

underestimate, as it has been difficult for monitors to record deaths and injuries due to the intensity of the 

fighting and the fact that IS has banned the use of mobile phones in areas under its control. On 2 June 

2017, US Central Command stated that at least 484 civilians had been killed in both Iraq and Syria as a 

                                                                                                                                                       
78 Interview with Mohamed on 18 March 2017. 
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result of coalition air strikes since the beginning of Operation Inherent Resolve in June 2014.79 For this 

report, Amnesty International investigated and documented 45 attacks in west Mosul that it had reasonable 

grounds to attribute to Iraqi government or US-led coalition forces. These 45 attacks alone killed at least 426 

civilians and injured more than 100.  

Pro-fnudqmldms enqbdr qdkh`mbd tonm dwoknrhud vd`onmr vhsg vhcd `qd` deedbsr+ drodbh`kkx vgdm cdkhudqdc

by systems with crude targeting capabilities like IRAMs, made launching discriminate attacks in a densely 

populated urban environment virtually impossible. IRAMs are inherently indiscriminate, and their use in a 

densely populated area such as west Mosul invariably violates international humanitarian law. Elements 

within pro-government forces also relied heavily on mortars, the accuracy of which depends upon the skill 

level of the operating troops, but which in any event are not appropriate for use in the vicinity of 

concentrations of civilians.80 Delays in the targeting processes and IS mobility among civilians presented a 

particular problem; in many cases pro-government forces hit targets after IS fighters had left the location. 

Often the only people there when pro-fnudqmldms enqbdr vd`onmr dwokncdc vdqd bhuilians who had been 

forbidden from moving.  

Even in those attacks examined in this report in which pro-government forces appear to have struck their 

intended military target, their use of unsuitable weapons or failure to take other necessary precautions 

resulted in needless loss of civilian lives and in some cases appears to have constituted disproportionate 

attacks. The deadliest pro-government attack was the 17 March attack in Mosul al-Jadida neighbourhood in 

which at least 105 civilians were killed by an air strike that targeted two IS snipers.81 This attack was 

exceptional only in the sense that it had such a high civilian death toll and the fact that ± due to its high 

profile ± the US military investigated the incident and disclosed its findings. Similar failures have led to 

scores of civilians being killed in west Mosul. Pro-fnudqmldms enqbdr qdkh`mbd tonm dwoknrhud vd`onmr vhsg

wide area effects against targets in heavily populated civilian areas and failure to take account of the 

presence of civilians left a trail of deaths, injuries and destruction across west Mosul.  

Pro-government forces also failed to take effective precautions to protect civilians when launching attacks. 

Most people from west Mosul received some kind of warning prior to bombardments, usually in the form of 

leaflets dropped from planes before shelling began. People were instructed to stay at home, conserve food 

and stay away from IS. The warnings were ineffective, as staying away from IS was not possible for west 

Mosul residents. Although pro-government forces were aware of the extent of civilian death and injury, they 

failed to amend tactics significantly in order to reduce the toll. 

While not diminishing these broader concerns, Amnesty International acknowledges that some interviewees 

had positive accounts about the way they were treated by individual soldiers belonging to pro-government 

forces. Some west Mosul residents appeared genuinely thankful to pro-government forces, particularly the 

CTS, and praised the fact that they had attempted to spare them from violence during the heat of battle. In 

the words of one interviewee from al-Thawra neighbourhood:  

The same day, the Iraqi forces came to al-Thawra neighbourhood. When the army was on the next 

block, we ran to them. We put a white T-shirt in the air. The Iraqi forces fighter was a distance 

                                                                                                                                                       
79 US Central Command, Combined Joint Task Force - Operation Inherent Resolve monthly civilian casualty Report, June 2017, 

www.centcom.mil/MEDIA/PRESS-RELEASES/Press-Release-View/Article/1201013/combined-joint-task-force-operation-inherent-resolve-

monthly-civilian-casualty  

S`jdm snfdsgdq+ @lmdrsx Hmsdqm`shnm`kr drshl`sd ne 315 bhuhkh`mr jhkkdc `r ` qdrtks ne 34 Hq`ph `mc bn`khshnm `ss`bjr `mc @hqv`qr drshl`sdof 

5,805 civilians killed during only four months of the battle for west Mosul suggest that the US Central Command has significantly 

underestimated the number of civilian casualties caused by coalition forces, notwithstanding the fact that Central Command is accounting 

only for civilian deaths caused by coalition air strikes. 
80 Amnesty International has repeatedly called for mortars not to be used in the vicinity of concentrations of civilians over the last 10 years, 

notably in the context of conflicts in CĎsd cHunhqd+ F`y`+ Hq`p+ Khax`+ Rnl`kh`+ Rxqh`+ Tjq`hmd `mc Xdldm- Sgd Hmsdqm`shnm`k Bnllhssdd ne sgd

Red Cross (ICRC) also considers mortars to be in the category of explosive weapons that should not be used in populated areas9 ®Hm qdbdms

and ongoing hostilities, artillery, mortars, air-delivered general purpose bombs, rockets and multiple launch rocket systems, among other 

explosive weapons, have taken a terrible toll on civilians, causing death, injury, disability and trauma. The use of such weapons in 

populated areas ± where there is a strong likelihood of indiscriminate effects due to their imprecision or large blast and fragmentation range 

± hr tm`bbdos`akd-¯ HBQB+ICRC alarmed over unacceptable use of explosive weapons in urban areas, 13 October 2014, 

www.icrc.org/en/document/explosive-weapons-in-urban-area  
81 Operation Inherent Resolve, Executive summary of the investigation of the alleged civilian casualty incident in the al Jadidah district, 

Mosul, 25 May 2017, www.inherentresolve.mil/News/News-Releases/Article/1193707/executive-summary-of-the-investigation-of-the-

alleged-civilian-casualty-inciden/  

http://www.centcom.mil/MEDIA/PRESS-RELEASES/Press-Release-View/Article/1201013/combined-joint-task-force-operation-inherent-resolve-monthly-civilian-casualty
http://www.centcom.mil/MEDIA/PRESS-RELEASES/Press-Release-View/Article/1201013/combined-joint-task-force-operation-inherent-resolve-monthly-civilian-casualty
http://www.icrc.org/en/document/explosive-weapons-in-urban-area
http://www.inherentresolve.mil/News/News-Releases/Article/1193707/executive-summary-of-the-investigation-of-the-alleged-civilian-casualty-inciden/
http://www.inherentresolve.mil/News/News-Releases/Article/1193707/executive-summary-of-the-investigation-of-the-alleged-civilian-casualty-inciden/
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away from us, and he was giving us signals on whether we could cross the street. He signalled in 

sgd `hq vhsg ghr g`mc9 ®ehud+ entq+ sgqdd+ svn+ nmd¯± and then we ran. When we reached him, he 

had to sit down. He was good with us, and gave us water.82  

Interviewees also told Amnesty International that individual soldiers often showed kindness and respect to 

them once areas had been retaken or they had managed to cross frontlines. This behaviour was usually 

attributed to members of the CTS.  

The following sections analyse pro-government attacks during the west Mosul operation that appear to have 

violated international humanitarian law, including the prohibitions of indiscriminate and disproportionate 

attacks, as well as failure to take necessary precautions in planning and executing attacks. Amnesty 

International has chosen specific attacks as emblematic examples of wider patterns. With two exceptions, 

the examples chosen are not mass casualty incidents which attracted media attention.83 Instead, they are 

representative of the more mundane, everyday reality of the west Mosul operation and its daily toll upon 

civilian life and limb.  

 

 ®FQ@CR¯ @MC HQ@LR 

 
Pro-government forces have used two different sxodr ne `qshkkdqx qnbjdsr hm vdrs Lnrtk9 ®Fq`c¯ ltkshokd
qnbjds k`tmbgdqr '®Fq`cr¯( `mc Hloqnuhrdc Qnbket Assisted Munitions (IRAMs). 

®Fq`cr¯ 

Sgd 011ll ®Fq`c¯ hr ` udghbkd-mounted multiple-launch rocket system. Designed by the Soviet Union in 
the 1960s, this unguided artillery rocket is currently manufactured in several countries and is one of the 
lnrs bnllnm `qd` vd`onmr hm trd `qntmc sgd vnqkc- @ ®Fq`c¯ udghbkd b`qqhdr 3/ qnbjdsr+ `kk ne vghbg
b`m ad ehqdc hm tmcdq 2/ rdbnmcr- ®Fq`cr¯ b`m ad trdc sn ghstargets located 1,500m to 20,000m away. 
®Fq`c¯ v`qgd`cr bnms`hm `qntmc 07jf ne ghfg dwoknrhudr+ `mc oqnctbd eq`fldms`shnm vghbg hr onsdmsh`kkx
kdsg`k vhsghm ` 07/l q`chtr- ®Fq`c¯ qnbjdsr `qd mns cdrhfmdc enq oqdbhrhnm ehqd `s rodbhehb s`qfdsr- Hmrsd`c
they `qd trdc enq ®r`stq`shnm ehqd¯+ vgdqd ` k`qfd `qd` hr eknncdc vhsg l`mx qnbjdsr hlo`bshmf `mc
dwoknchmf- Ax cdrhfm+ ®Fq`cr¯ `qd hmchrbqhlhm`sd vd`onmr `mc sgdx ltrs mdudq ad trdc hm sgd uhbhmhsx ne
civilians.  

IRAMs 

Improvised Rocket Assisted Munitions (IRAMs) are crude, locally made and unguided artillery rocket-type 
weapons that combine military-fq`cd nqcm`mbd vhsg l`jdrghes nq gnldl`cd bnlonmdmsr- Tmkhjd ®Fq`c¯
rockets, which have a modest sized warhead and a long range, IRAMs have massive warheads and can 
nmkx ekx rgnqs chrs`mbdr- @s 8/jf sn 03/jf+ HQ@L v`qgd`cr `qd ehud shldr k`qfdq sg`m ®Fq`cr¯ `mc `qd
potentially lethal within a 245m radius. IRAMs typically are fitted with makeshift nose fuzes that often fail, 
so many of these rockets remain on the battlefield as hazardous duds. IRAMs are wildly inaccurate, 
unreliable, and indiscriminate weapons whose use should be prohibited. At a minimum they must never 
be used near civilians. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
82 Hmsdquhdv vhsg ®R`dc¯ 'qd`k m`ld vhsggdkc( nm 0/ L`x 1/06- 
83 These exceptions are the 17 March incident in Mosul al-Jadida and the 20 February attack on Khaled Ibn al-Waleed mosque in Wadi 

Hajjar, which are analysed below. 
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5.2 INDISCRIMINATE, DISPROPORTIONATE AND OTHER 
UNLAWFUL ATTACKS  
Amnesty International investigated and documented 45 attacks in west Mosul which appeared 

indiscriminate or disproportionate or otherwise unlawful and which it had reasonable grounds to attribute to 

Iraqi government or US-led coalition forces. Sometimes the weapons that appeared to have been used 

provided an indication as to who was responsible. Attacks by warplanes, helicopters, cannons, howitzers, 

®Fq`c¯ ltkshokd qnbjds k`tmbgdqr `mc HQ@Lr+ enq dw`lokd+ bntkc nnly have been carried out by Iraqi 

government or coalition forces as IS did not have access to this weaponry during the west Mosul operation. 

As both sides were using mortars, these attacks were more difficult to attribute. In respect of many attacks, 

Amnesty International could not be certain which weapon system was used, but was able to base attribution 

on the position of front lines and the likely targets for attacks.  

The 45 attacks documented by Amnesty International for this report killed at least 426 civilians and injured 

more than 100. The 45 attacks occurred in neighbourhoods across west Mosul, namely al-Abar, al-Hermat, 

al-Islah al-Ziraee, al-Manour, Mosul al-Jadida, al-Msherfa, al-Risala, al-Shifa, al-Shuhada, Tel Kheima, Tel al-

Rumman, al-Tenak, al-Thawra and Wadi al-Hajjar, as well as Qita al-Mrabba, an area which lies outside the 

city.  

This section of the report contains descriptions and analysis of nine of these 45 attacks. 
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ATTACKS IN WHICH LIKELY TARGETS WERE NOT STRUCK  
Amnesty International has documented a pattern of attacks in which pro-government forces appear not to 

have struck their intended military targets, instead killing and injuring civilians and destroying or damaging 

civilian objects. In some cases, the deaths and injuries appear to have resulted from a choice of weapons 

that were inappropriate for the circumstances or failure to take necessary precautions to verify the target was 

a military objective. The following four illustrative cases all appear to have been indiscriminate attacks or, in 

the case of two of them, direct attacks on civilian objects. 

 

AL-RISALA NEIGHBOURHOOD, EARLY-MID MARCH 2017 
Witnesses told Amnesty International that in early-mid March (they could not be certain of the exact date), a 

warplane hit two houses in al-Risala neighbourhood, near al-G`lchktkk`g lnrptd- ®J`qhl¯+84 a local 

resident, described being at home at 11am on the day in question, sheltering from shelling in the back room 

of his house. He heard an explosion nearby that was followed around 15 minutes later by a second one.  

I later found out that the first explosion had hit a house on a street behind mine, perhaps 100m 

away. It was an old house and it collapsed completely. Six people were killed, all civilians. They 

were a simple family. Abdel Rahman was the owner and head of the family. He worked as a grave 

digger. He was killed along with his wife and their four children. The children were aged four, five, 

six and seven. 

H chcms fn sn sgd rbdmd ne sgd ehqrs dwoknrhnm ats H q`m sn sgd rbdmd ne sgd rdbnmc nmd- Sghr nmd

cdrsqnxdc ` gntrd nm lx rsqdds+ kdrr sg`m 0//l cnvm- H chcms rdd sgdvictimsbodies; they were 

atqhdc hm sgd qtaakd `mc vd chcms l`m`fd sn chf sgdl nts- Ht was a rented house and the owner 

lived nearby. He had come to see the damage and was in the street shouting. He told us that three 

people had been living there and they had all been killed. They were ordinary civilians, two women 

and one man.85 

According to other witnesses, there had been an IS checkpoint on the corner of the street, around 25m from 

@acdk Q`gl`mr gntrd- Sgd HR onrhshnm v`r trt`kkx l`mmdc ax sgqdd ehfgsdqr+ vgn `bbnqchmf sn sgd

witnesses, were all killed in the attack. After the first strike, IS fighters were seen running from the 

neighbourhood. One witness saw two IS fighters running along his street, where the second explosion 

happened. They had run past the house that was destroyed in the second explosion 10 minutes before it 

was struck. They were not killed or injured in the explosion, as they had left the area by the time it 

happened. 

Amnesty International cannot be sure whether the delivery system for these explosions was a warplane, as 

some of the witnesses assumed, or another weapon system.86 Whatever delivery system was used, the 

incident illustrates the toll on civilians of using explosive weapons with wide area effects in west Mosul. Six 

civilians were killed in the first strike, which appears to have been aimed at an IS target that was stationary at 

the time of attack. The target for the second strike is less clear, although witnesses told Amnesty 

International they believe it was an attempt to hit mobile IS targets as they ran through the neighbourhood. 

Three civilians and no IS fighters were killed in the second strike. Based on the information available, the 

method of attack pro-government forces employed appears to have been indiscriminate.  

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
84 Real name withheld.  
85 Interview with ®J`qhl¯on 8 May 2017. 
86 According to the Combined Joint Task Force of Operation Inherent Resolve, on 26 and 27 February 2017 the US-led coalition launched 

ehud `hq rsqhjdr md`q Lnrtk vghbg ®dmf`fdc entq HRHR s`bshb`k tmhsr `mc `m HRHR rs`fhmf `qd`: Z`mc\ cdrsqnxdc rdudm lnqs`q rxrsdlr¯- @hqv`qr+

Military reports ± February 2017, airwars.org/daily-reports-feb17/ 

Amnesty International cannot confirm whether these strikes are related to this incident. 

file://///intsec.amnesty.org/data/Users/pluther/Documents/Working%20files/airwars.org/daily-reports-feb17/
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In al-Resala, west Mosul, images show the area around the possible al-Hamdilullah Mosque. Two areas, highlighted with yellow boxes, appear destroyed in imagery from 
15 April 2017.  Image: © 2017 DigitalGlobe, Inc. 
 
 
 

STREET 20, AL-TENAK NEIGHBOURHOOD, AROUND 20 MARCH 2017 
Amnesty International interviewed witnesses about an explosion in al-Tenak neighbourhood on 20 March 

which they attributed to an air strike. The explosion caused two houses to collapse just off Street 20, killing 

11 civilians. Witnesses told Amnesty International that the target was an IS flatbed truck with a mounted 

machine-gun, which had been parked outside the houses that were struck. It had driven off and moved to 

`mnsgdq `qd` `s kd`rs 3/ lhmtsdr adenqd sgd `ss`bj- Nmd ne sgd vhsmdrrdr+ ` knb`k qdrhcdms b`kkdc ®Hl`c¯+87 

went to the scene of the explosion. He told Amnesty International:  

I know the people killed in those houses. They were simple people. They were working in 

construction. A painter decorator was killed in one house with his three children and his 

                                                                                                                                                       
87 Real name withheld. 
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grandmother. In the other house a carpenter was killed along with his 30-year-old wife and their 

four children. All the children killed were between three and eight years old.88 

This was not the only strike in the area targeting the IS vehicle, according to people displaced from the area. 

The vehicle had been moving around the neighbourhood for around 20 days during the period between 5 

and 30 March 2017. Pro-government forces kept trying to hit it as it moved around, carrying out at least 

seven strikes on the neighbourhood and killing many more civilians ± men, women and children. They told 

Amnesty International that pro-government forces did not succeed in hitting the truck.  

Amnesty International was not able to verify whether the delivery system used in this series of attacks was a 

warplane or whether the same type of weapon was used in each attack.89 Whatever the weapons used in this 

case, it appears to be part of a pattern of attacks by pro-government forces using explosive weapons with 

wide area effects to try to strike highly mobile targets in densely populated areas of west Mosul. Such 

reckless tactics repeatedly claimed civilian lives and destroyed homes and civilian infrastructure. Based 

upon the information available, this attack appears to have been indiscriminate.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
88 Interview with ®Hl`c¯on 5 May 2017. 
89 According to the UK Ministry of Defence, on 20 March 2017 British forces carried out air strikes which ®bombed a strong-point in the 

vdrs ne sgd bhsx+ `mc£ rsqtbj svn C`drg onrhshnmr+ hmbktchmf nme from which heavy machine-ftm ehqd v`r adhmf chqdbsdc `s sgd Hq`phr-¯ 

Airwars, Military reports ± March 2017, airwars.org/daily-reports-mar17 

Amnesty International cannot confirm whether these strikes are related to this incident.  

file://///intsec.amnesty.org/data/Users/pluther/Documents/Working%20files/airwars.org/daily-reports-mar17
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Major damage is visible in the al-Sdm`j mdhfgantqgnnc md`q Rntp L`drg adsvddm 08 I`mt`qx 1/06 `mc 15 April 2017. Areas with significant damage are highlighted 
with yellow boxes. Image: © 2017 DigitalGlobe, Inc. 

 

 

AL-THAWRA NEIGHBOURHOOD, 20 APRIL 2017 
Accnqchmf sn ®Ltrs`e`¯+90 a young father displaced to al-Thawra neighbourhood from elsewhere in west 

Mosul, at around 8.30am on 20 April, an IS fighter entered the house where he had taken shelter in al-

Thawra neighbourhood via a hole in the wall. IS had made holes in the walls of adjoining houses so they 

could enter and exit at will and without being seen from above. The IS fighter walked through the house and 

exited into the street via the main gate. An hour later, at around 9.30am, there was a strike on the house. 

Mustafa told Amnesty International: 

I was sitting in the back room of the house, the one furthest away from the street. I was smoking a 

cigarette and drinking a cup of tea with some cake. My sister came into the room and I moved over 

                                                                                                                                                       
90 Real name withheld. 






























