
T 
here is a growing divide 
between Prime Minister 

Stephen Harper’s goals for Canada’s 
war against ISIS and the reality on 
the ground. If that gap widens, it 
will force Harper to do something 
he should have done months ago: 
develop a long-term strategy.

When the prime minister 
announced that Canada would 
join its allies by providing air strikes 
against ISIS, he said: “Let me be 
clear on the objectives of this 
intervention . . . We intend to signifi-
cantly degrade the capabilities of 
ISIS, specifically its ability to either 
engage in military movements of 
scale, or to operate bases in the 
open.” 

He went on to say it will be dif-
ficult to completely eliminate ISIS, 
but the risk it presents “will be 
significantly reduced.” 

By any measure these military 
objectives are not being met. The 
initial allied bombing campaign 
slowed the ISIS advance and helped 
Iraqi and Kurdish forces and Shiite 
militias to recapture some territory 
in western and northern Iraq. But 
over the last few months it’s become 
clear ISIS’s capabilities have not 
been “degraded”.

If anything, they now appear 
capable of large, successful military 
movements of considerable scale. 
And their new conquests in Iraq, 
Syria and Libya show they are able 
to operate bases in occupied ter-
ritories despite allied bombardment 
from the air.

Barely two weeks after Harper’s 
surprise visit to the front lines of the 
ISIS war zone in Iraq, the Islamic 
State fighters took the provincial 
capital city of Ramadi. It was the 
worst military defeat for the Iraq 
government since it lost large por-
tions of the north last year.

Iraq’s elite special forces unit, the 
Golden Division, was routed by a 
relatively small group of determined 
ISIS fighters. The Iraqis left behind 

a vast array of heavy military equip-
ment and thousands of fleeing 
locals.

This gave ISIS control over the 
major highway linking Iraq and 
Syria and puts considerable pres-
sure on the Iraqi capital of Baghdad, 
only 130 kilometres from Ramadi.

Iraq’s prime minister, Haider al-
Abadi, has stitched together a tem-
porary alliance of Sunni tribesmen, 
Iraqi security forces and a Shi’ite 
militia in an effort to retake Ramadi. 
But deeply rooted sectarian politics 
continues to hamper his ability to 
fashion a consistently effective war 
offensive.

The ISIS seizure of Ramadi raises 
serious questions about the allied 
strategy of rebuilding the Iraqi 
army while limiting direct military 
support to air cover and troop train-
ing. U.S. President Barack Obama 
called the Ramadi defeat a “tactical 
setback” and added, “I don’t think 
we are losing.”

As if to deliberately contradict 
him, within days Islamic State 
fighters overran Syrian government 
troops to capture the ancient city of 
Palmyra. Together these two victo-
ries mean ISIS now controls half of 
Syria, most of its oil and gas fields 
and large areas of northern and 
western Iraq.

ISIS has also seized control of the 
last border crossing between Syria 
and Iraq held by the Syrian govern-
ment. Shootings, beheadings and 
other brutal terror tactics are being 
carried throughout this recently 
won territory.

There is also the growing influ-
ence of ISIS in the failing state of 

Libya. Fighters loyal to the Islamic 
State have consolidated their control 
over the Libyan city of Sirte, home-
town of former leader Moammar 
Gadhafi. Even more troublesome, 
ISIS fighters are reported to be posing 
as refugees from North Africa and 
are being sumuggled into Europe on 
migrant boats.

None of this bodes well for the 
allied effort to degrade the capabili-
ties of ISIS. One can argue there are 
bound to be defeats in any military 
campaign and setbacks can be 
overcome. But many independent 
military experts agree defeating ISIS 
requires, at the very least, advance 
personnel on the ground to direct 
pilots to targets.

Others like U.S. Republican 
Senator John McCain go farther. He 
maintains allied ground forces (he 
estimates 10,000) supported by air 
cover is the only way to subdue an 
enemy as militarily advanced and 
well funded as ISIS.

If this war continues to go badly, 
the two-thirds of Canadians who 
support it will begin to hold Harper 
to his intervention promises. 
Those who oppose it will push for 
withdrawal.

These same pressures are grow-
ing in some of the other countries 
allied against ISIS, including the 
United States, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, 
the United Arab Republic and 
Qatar. The temptation to escalate 

their war efforts has the potential 
for a full scale Mideast war — some-
thing that ISIS seems determined to 
draw us into.

Meanwhile, the Harper govern-
ment lacks a discernible end-game 
strategy.

In mid-May the Canadian 
Defence and Foreign Affairs 
Institute released a critical assess-
ment of Canada’s war against ISIS. It 
says our limited commitment to air 
strikes and training of local security 
forces will not be enough to defeat 
the Islamic State, and more long-
term vision needs to be developed.

“Ottawa has not clearly articu-
lated its views on a long-term strat-
egy to defeat the (Islamic State), 

though officials have made a 
number of statements suggesting 
that Canada broadly endorses the 
U.S. strategy,” the report says.

The U.S. has a long history of 
mission creep to achieve its military 
goals. If the US and other allies 
begin to ramp up their military 
presence in Iraq and Syria, will 
Canada automatically follow? How 
far will Harper go to significantly 
reduce the growing risks that ISIS 
represents?

Canadians deserve to know.
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