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Opinion

N
ew barriers are rising between Muslims and the West, 
and too many of them are separating Europe from its 
neighbours south of the Mediterranean. Some of these 
barriers take the form of barbed wire, such as the 
175-kilometre fence being erected by the government 
of Prime Minister Viktor Orbán in Hungary. The 
Hungarians hope this barrier, which will be in place by 

the end of August, will stop illegal migrants, many of whom hail from 
war-stricken Middle East countries and are seeking to enter the 
Schengen zone from next-door Serbia.

Every country has the sovereign right to enforce its immigration 
policies. There is historic irony, however, in the fact that a country 
that was among the first to breach the Iron Curtain is now building 
one of its own in Central Europe. More damaging, however, are the 
statements recently made by Mr Orbán in justifying his decision.

The barrier, he warned, was intended to prevent “the disappear-
ance or, more precisely, the transformation beyond recognition of the 
European citizen’s lifestyle, European values and the European 
nations”.

A higher barrier he tries to build is fear. “It is clear,” says  Mr Orbán, 
“that we can’t filter out the hostile terrorists in the huge crowds.” He 
also alleged that there is a “drastic increase” in crime in places where 
illegal migrants live.

The discourse of the Hungarian leader has clear racist undertones. 
The Associated Press quotes him as saying: “The really serious threats 
are arriving not from the war zones … but from the depths of Africa. 
North Africa today can no longer defend Europe from the immense 
masses of people.” Who knew that North Africa’s role was to “defend” 
Europe from Africans?

Unfortunately, Mr Orbán’s views are shared by too many in Europe’s 
intolerant fringe and beyond. An opinion poll undertaken in July by 
the French polling company IFOP showed that 44% of the French 
believe that France’s Muslim community represents “a threat to the 
identity of the country”. Among followers of the extreme right wing 
National Front the response was 90%. About one-third of all French 
and 72% of National Front followers believe Islam itself poses a 
“threat” to France.

Intolerance easily becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Bigotry leads 
to disenfranchisement and marginalisation reinforces the religious 
extremists’ argument that they were right all along to refuse social 
integration in Western nations.

Europeans are right to try to shield themselves from the fallouts of 
war and terror. They cannot, however, eschew their responsibility 
towards migrants fleeing armed conflict, terror and hunger.

They cannot shield themselves from entire nations on the other side 
of  the Mediterranean. Europe’s neighbours to the south are suffering 
dire circumstances that, if not addressed, will eventually swell the 
ranks of  illegal immigrants and increase the popularity of radicals.

But much of the onus falls as well on the shoulders of Arab and 
Muslim nations, which  need to put their houses in order and weed 
out extremism in their midst. Western bigotry is ugly and, ultimately, 
self-defeating. But denouncing bigotry in the West alone is not 
enough.
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Bashar’s real problems 
start now

F
rederic C. Hof, a 
resident senior 
fellow at the Atlantic 
Council’s Rafik Hariri 
Center for the Middle 
East, recently wrote a 

column in which he asks 
whether Syria has been ‘’sold” 
to Iran. By that he means 
whether a deal was struck 
between Washington and 
Tehran where the Syrians are 
the losers. Hof then goes on to 
answer his own question, 
explaining why this is unlikely, 
giving a sundry list of reasons 
why.

I hate to say this but Presi-
dent Bashar Assad and the 
Syrian people have already lost. 
They lost in a big way. The fact 
that Assad is still sitting in a 
fortified palace, guarded by a 
brigade of loyal goons does not 
make him any more presiden-
tial. What is he president of ? 
Martyred cities such as Hama, 
Homs, Aleppo and Palmyra. 
Who is he a president of ? 
Three-point-something million 
refugees. Nearly 450,000 dead 
Syrians, probably twice that 
many injured. And tens of 
thousands scarred for life. 
Probably several million who 
have left, never to return. Syria 
has become a country without 
an intelligentsia.

Or is he proud to be the 
president of a “former” part of 
Syria now occupied by the 
so-called Islamic State (ISIS), 
where his people are tortured , 
killed and sold into slavery? Oh! 
He must be really proud of that. 
Or perhaps he is proud to be 
president of a country that is 
running out of men of fighting 
age to recruit for his army. Now 
it doesn’t take a brain surgeon 
or a mathematician to figure 
that one out. (Maybe an eye 
surgeon.)

With a population of 22 
million people, today 
Bashar is left with very 
few draftable men. 

When you deduct the 
three-something 
million refugees, the 
casualties of war, the 
women, children, the 
old and the young. They 
are really killing them 
faster than they can be 

replaced.
Oh yes, Assad can call on his 

Lebanese friends in Hezbollah 
and of course their masters in 
Iran to come and fight, kill and 

die for him. But he should be 
well aware that this comes at a 
price. It’s not free. Iran will 
demand retribution, which by 
the time the war is over Syria, 
or what’s left of it, may well 
become an Iranian colony. It is 
a sad fact but these are the 
facts. And that is only the 
beginning.  

Syria coming de facto under 
the Iranian boot will give Iran 
two very desirable assets:  first, 
access to the Mediterranean 
Sea,  and second,  access to 
Israel’s borders from Syria and 
from Lebanon. By then Iran, 
neck-deep in trading with Euro-
peans and Americans and 
having them believe that they 
are abiding by the Vienna 
agreement, will have devel-
oped its nuclear deterrence, 
and will have direct borders 
with Israel – as they say in 
Lebanon, now is when the film 
really starts.

Of course with a new presi-
dent expected in the White 
House in January 2017 the 
entire momentum can change. 
The US can get serious about  
regime change in Damascus 
and, with Turkey now commit-
ted, it may be that Assad’s days 
as president of Syria may be 
numbered.

But before any serious 
thought is given to regime 
change in Damascus the powers 
that be would have to address 
the issue of ISIS and remove it 
as a threat.

Rarely has the region been in 
such turmoil and with that 
much danger brewing. And it is 
sad to say it doesn’t look as 
though it’s going to get any 
better anytime soon.

Claude Salhani  is senior editor 
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editor of the Opinion pages of 
The Arab Weekly. You can 
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