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MENA refugees face acute health crisis
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Washington

V 

iolent conflicts in Arab 
countries are creat-
ing a humanitarian and 
health crisis of unprece-
dented magnitude. With 

millions of refugees and displaced 
people in need of the most basic 
services, the international support 
system is showing signs of fatigue. 
Many in besieged communities and 
refugee camps face a “slow death” 
from disease, which is becoming 
the number one killer.

The most important, if depress-
ing, message that emerged from a 
recent conference in Washington 
was that the health crisis will not 
end soon. Anne Patterson, US assis-
tant secretary of state for the Mid-
dle East, said that “the profound 
instability and violence gripping 
countries in the region over the past 
several years has done enormous 
damage to [health care] infrastruc-
ture and basic services that will take 
years to repair”.

Patterson said it was “dispiriting” 
and that “not too long ago, health 
care was something of a regional 
success story”. She noted that from 
1970-2010, the Middle East/North 
Africa region registered the fast-
est decline in infant mortality rates 
in the world and communicable 
diseases were no longer the high-
est causes of death. But now, “we 
are seeing serious structural defi-
ciencies across the board and this 
speaks to a larger breakdown in the 
Arab world”, Patterson said.

Former US ambassador to Syria 
Robert Ford said he was not hope-
ful that the humanitarian crisis 
would abate. Indeed, according to 
statistics from the UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 
on average 17 years go by before 

refugees make it home after fleeing 
their countries.

The refugee problem is com-
pounded by deteriorating economic 
conditions, lack of basic health 
services to begin with and poor in-
stitutions. The Washington confer-
ence, which was sponsored by the 
Middle East Institute, highlighted a 
number of challenges to health care 
services.

First and foremost are violence 
and war, which are directed at the 
population at large and at health 
care workers in particular. In Syria, 
for example, barrel bombs and dis-
eases are the main causes of death. 
Dr Zaher Sahloul, president of the 
Syrian American Medical Society 
(SAMS), said the most important 
necessity is to stop bombing civil-
ians and hospitals. “We have flight 
of doctors and nurses because they 
are targeted and cannot sustain 
their families,” he said.

Dr Ala Alwan, executive direc-
tor for the Eastern Mediterranean 
for the World Health Organisation 
(WHO), said 75% of global attacks 
on health workers occur in Syria. 
According to WHO, in Libya 2 mil-
lion people are in need of humani-
tarian assistance. And yet, Laila Bu-
gaighis, deputy director general of 
the Benghazi Medical Centre, said 
most residents of Benghazi are cut 
off from care because 60% of health 
care facilities have shut down.

Patterson pointed out that the 
United States is providing more 
than $1.6 billion to Jordan, Leba-
non and Turkey “to mitigate the 
multiple stresses — including health 
care”. And in Iraq, “the US will 
spend $17 million on health care 
programmes for people who have 
fled [the Islamic State] and other 
violence”, she added.

The United States also provided 
Iraq with $205 million in general 
humanitarian assistance. Ford said 
the United States spent $4 billion on 
humanitarian aid in Syria but when 
UNHCR launched an appeal for $4.5 
billion it raised only $1 billion.

But far more is needed. Alwan 
spoke of the effects the funding 
shortfall has on the work of interna-

tional organisations. Among other 
things, it has led to postponement 
of immunisations. Syria, for exam-
ple, had been free of polio for 50 
years but new cases are now being 
seen.

The donor money is not sufficient 
to handle the need. According to 
Thomas Staal of the US Agency for 
International Development, “We 
spend more money in the US buy-
ing Coca-Cola than the money that 
goes to Syria.”

Yet another problem impeding 
the work of health care organisa-
tions is access. In Syria, the UN 
Security Council had to pass a reso-
lution forcing the government to 
allow access for humanitarian aid 
and health care to besieged areas.

That desperate state led the Syr-
ian American Medical Society to 
issue a report titled Slow Death, 
documenting the plight of the more 
640,000 Syrians living under long-
term siege. The report says the sieg-
es have “caused the complete col-
lapse of local health care systems 
and forced the remaining doctors 
to practice in primitive conditions”.

Andrew Harper, the UNHCR rep-
resentative in Jordan, said there 
was not enough money to deal 
with the problem of Syrian refugees 
there and that Jordan was over-
whelmed by the needs of its own 

population. One heartening fact 
is that regional countries are be-
ing generous. Two years ago, said 
Alwan, 8% of WHO’s local funding 
came from the region. Now, most of 
it comes from the region. WHO also 
changed its way of working. Before, 
it was dealing with governments; 
now, it is dealing with non-gov-
ernmental organisations (NGOs). 
In Yemen, Alwan said, WHO relies 
completely on NGOs.

The speakers agreed that Russia, 
China and Iran have not been forth-
coming in providing aid to Syria, 
which is ironic, given that two of 
them are the main supporters of the 
Assad regime and the main supplier 
of its weapons.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

A child receives polio vaccination at a Syrian refugee settlement in the Bekaa valley.
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esidents of the Saudi Red 
Sea city of Jeddah are 
slowly returning to its 
historic centre, where a 
Ramadan cultural festi-

val and UN Heritage Site status are 
giving new life to the old quarter.

The United Nations added “His-
toric Jeddah” to its UNESCO World 
Heritage List in 2014, acknowledg-
ing the city’s distinctive architec-
ture, which evolved from the city’s 
centuries-old role as a global trad-
ing hub and the gateway for pil-
grims visiting Islam’s holiest sites.

The cultural festival, which be-
gan on the first day of the fasting 
month of Ramadan, coincides with 
a broader tourism drive in Saudi 
Arabia.

The kingdom is targeting its own 
citizens as well as the millions of 
Muslims from around the world 
who undertake religious visits.

“We wanted to bring life back to 
this area after its people had aban-
doned it, and we achieved that,” 
Jeddah’s Deputy Governor Moham-
med al-Wafi said among the festival 
crowds.

He said a number of homes in the 
old quarter had been renovated but 
much work needed to be done in 
the historic heart of the kingdom’s 
second-largest city.

Among old Jeddah’s most famous 
attractions is the Sharbatly House, 
made of coral, where legendary 
British intelligence officer T.E. 
Lawrence stayed in 1917. Like other 
buildings in the district, including 

centuries-old mosques, Sharbatly 
House fell into disrepair before rec-
ognition by the UN Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
(UNESCO) sparked a revival.

Sami Nawar, head of the his-
toric area known as al-Balad, said 
several prominent families have 
reconstructed homes at their own 
expense and more than 700 resto-
ration licences have been granted 

over the last five years.
Tourism and Finance Ministry 

officials are looking at how to help 
other owners fund renovations, 
possibly through loans, Nawar said.

UNESCO has noted the impor-
tance of the “reduction of the rate 
of decay of the historic houses, 
which are often abandoned and 
squatted (in) by poor immigrants”.

While warning “negative de-
velopment” could jeopardise the 
area’s character, it foresaw “a new 
virtuous circle”, thanks to renova-
tion projects and involvement of 
homeowners and merchants such 
as Maha Baeshn.

Baeshn, an artist and poet, said 
the Ramadan festival encouraged 
her and other homeowners to take 
better care of their properties.

“The Jeddah festival brought life 
to the houses and the area,” she 
said.

The homes, some of them rising 
multiple storeys, are built of rock 
and wood, with decorated façades 
and large bay windows to help air 
circulate. This has the added ben-
efit of creating cooling shadows 
outside the buildings.

UNESCO said the design and 
function of the homes reflects 
their adaptation to the humid cli-
mate and to Jeddah’s prominence 
as a trading and religious centre. 
They include ground-floor offices 
and commercial outlets and rooms 
rented to pilgrims.

Only “scant vestiges” of this Red 
Sea architectural tradition sur-
vive outside of Saudi Arabia, UN-
ESCO said. Along alleys between 
the houses, the Ramadan festival 
features about 80 shops and stalls 
and a dozen restaurants — usually 
staffed by locals — representing tra-
ditional trades and delicacies from 
the coastal Hejaz region around 
Jeddah.

“We have been running this busi-
ness as a family for almost 150 years 
and this is considered one of the 
oldest professions in the kingdom,” 
Samir Jastania said at his popular 
shop selling Hejazi sweets.

Another vendor offers appetisers, 
pickles and traditional spices that 
reflect the cosmopolitan history of 
Jeddah, a city considered relatively 

liberal in Saudi Arabia.
“What makes me happy is that 

the people of the area run it all. It’s 
amazing,” said festival visitor Ali 
Jazar, 39, sipping a popular Rama-
dan apricot drink known as Qamar-
deen.

Although 2015’s Ramadan cultur-
al festival in old Jeddah is not the 
first, the event has taken on added 
significance since the UNESCO des-
ignation.

Wafi said that in its first seven 
days almost 130,000 people flocked 
to the festival’s open-air markets, 
games, traditional rituals, foods 
and literary discussions.

One visitor, Osman al-Rosaini, 
45, said it is a chance to “teach my 
children about their roots”.

Mansour al-Zamil, who owns a 
gift and memorabilia shop, says 
Ramadan is just the start of his 
commitment to Jeddah’s old quar-
ter.

“Opening this shop has been my 
dream since I was a child. I opened 
it in the historical city and it will be 
here after the festival is over,” he 
said.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Saudi woman tries on a mask at a shop during Ramadan festival. 
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