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Opinion

O
n August 11th, the Turkish Coast Guard rescued dozens of 
Syrian refugees travelling in eight small boats. According 
to the Reuters news agency, the refugees included many 
children, newborns and visibly pregnant women. Accord-
ing to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 
124,000 refugees have so far in 2015 reached Greek islands 
in the Aegean Sea from Turkey.

There are 60 million refugees across the planet but a huge chapter of this 
unprecedented human displacement is played out in the Middle East, which 
is described by the UNHCR as “the world’s largest producer and host of 
forced displacement”.

This is a tragedy where a few countries bear a disproportionate burden. 
War and terror have made most countries of the Middle East and North 
Africa part of this drama. However, it is the Syrians who suffer most from 
displacement; 7.6 million of them are internally displaced and more than 4 
million others have sought refuge outside their country.

No countries bear as much of a burden as a result as Turkey, Lebanon and 
Jordan do. Turkey hosts more than 2 million Syrians. Lebanon and Jordan, 
two small countries with their own economic problems, are, respectively, 
host to more than 1 million and 500,000 refugees. One-in-five people in 
Lebanon today is a Syrian refugee. This disproportionate burden has been 
compounded in 2015 by the drastic reduction of international funding of the 
meagre food assistance received by refugees in Lebanon and Jordan.

Another chapter of the tragedy often unfolds in the Mediterranean as refu-
gees attempt to cross the sea in search of a better life. Whether from Turkish 
or Libyan shores, desperate populations from North Africa and the Middle 
East are taking their chances on a dangerous crossing. In 2015 alone, 1,865 
people have died trying to cross to Europe. Here, too, the number of would-
be migrants from Syria is particularly high. They constitute about 33% of 
those arriving on European shores.

The displacement of populations from the Levant should be factored in 
the war on the Islamic State (ISIS). If 2.7 million people continue to live un-
der the barbaric rule of ISIS, tens of thousands have been compelled to flee 
Raqqa, Tadmur, Mosul, Tikrit, Ramadi and other cities in Syria and Iraq.

Lebanon, Turkey and Jordan cannot continue assuming such a large share 
of the burden. Lack of international support is pushing countries of the 
region to consider restrictions despite the dire circumstances of refugees. In 
recent months, Lebanon has restricted the entry of Syrian refugees, lead-
ing to an 80% drop in the number of entries during the first three months of 
2015.

Western nations should stop looking at Middle Eastern refugees as just a 
security risk or an unbearable economic burden. Immigrants from the Arab 
world have historically enriched the social fabric in Europe and the United 
States.

The European Union should be more generous in its allocation of settle-
ment and relocation places and have a long-term vision of immigration.

As Judith Sunderland of Human Rights Watch said, “the EU should es-
tablish and expand safe and legal channels into the EU — ways in which mi-
grants, asylum seekers and refugees can apply to reach EU territory without 
having to risk their lives or resort to criminal networks”.

That advice applies to the United States and all other developed countries.
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What the United States 
should do to fight ISIS

F
or Saudi Arabia and the 
Gulf states, the security 
challenge of the coming 
year is clear: It will be to 
contain or adapt to the 
further expansion of the 

Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq and 
Syria and to the continued rise in 
power and influence of Iran in Iraq.

The prime dynamic behind both 
of these developments will continue 
to be the policies of the US govern-
ment: Washington will continue to 
feed the growth of ISIS and the rise 
of Iran even while US policymakers 
imagine they are doing the opposite.

The wisest things the US gov-
ernment could do to prevent the 
growth of ISIS would be:

First, end drone strikes that 
slaughter far more civilians than 
terrorists.

Second, support the existing gov-
ernments in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
Jordan, Turkey, Pakistan and the 
Gulf states as strongly as possible.

Third, the Obama administration 
and Congress should just shut up. 
They should quit endlessly lectur-
ing the traditionally US-friendly 
governments in the region to spread 
“freedom” and “democracy” the 
American way. That magic elixir 
has never succeeded in improving 
conditions in any country where it 
has been applied.

Fourth, the US government 
should fire its endless armies of 
Washington think-tankers and 
“consultants” who swarm over the 
Middle East like locusts, relentless 
in their energy, unbelievable in their 
arrogance, obvious in their igno-
rance and incompetence.

We have seen the results of their 
activities in Iraq, Libya, Yemen and 
elsewhere. Their efforts at nation-
building are risible wherever they 
have been applied.

Fifth, US policymakers should 
actually start taking the advice 
of officials who serve successful, 
stable governments throughout the 
Gulf, in Saudi Arabia and in Jordan. 
The Obama administration, like 
the catastrophic George W. Bush 

administration, has never 
done this.

However, it is certain that 
none of these modest, prac-
tical and essential policies 
will be applied. Instead, the 
infernal rhythm of US drone 
and manned air strikes in 
Iraq and Syria will continue, 
creating more recruits for 

ISIS with every attack.
The United States will continue to 

pour billions of dollars of state-of-
the-art equipment to the hollow 
Iraqi formations it insists on “train-

ing” from scratch, oblivious to the 
fact that it has failed to create any 
credible government or policies in 
Iraq to earn the respect and loyalty 
of the Sunni Arab population of the 
country.

As these policies continue to fail, 
as they certainly will, US President 
Barack Obama and Secretary of 
State John Kerry will reach out in 
desperation for the support of an 
enemy that despises them — the 
Shia rulers of Iran.

Iranian influence over Iraq will 
continue to grow, the military pow-
er of the Shia militias in Iraq will 
continue to expand and the United 
States will continue to foster these 
processes even though they are 
totally antithetical to US national 
interests.

  Policymakers in Riyadh, Am-
man, Cairo and Ankara should 
certainly use every diplomatic and 
military channel they still have to 
persuade Washington to advocate 
more sensible and potentially suc-
cessful courses of action. Unfortu-
nately, experience teaches us that 
they will, as usual, be ignored.

Successful Arab governments 
will have no choice but to coop-
erate as best they can with each 
other, ignore the siren songs of US 
recommendations that are bound 
to be catastrophic, keep their own 
security forces as strong, well-
financed and efficient as possible 
and seek to maintain constructive 
relations with Tehran insofar as this 
is possible. 

This bleak picture is very different 
from the childish displays of macho, 
can-do optimism that issue daily 
from the State Department, the 
White House and the Pentagon. But 
Arab leaders, pundits and policy-
makers live in the real world and do 
not need to rely on such ridiculous 
fantasies.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow of the 
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