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Nearly 1,000 cholera cases in Iraq

Amman

D 

eteriorating public ser-
vices for health, water 
and sanitation may al-
low the further spread of 
cholera and other infec-

tious diseases in war-stricken Iraq, 
especially in crowded areas where 
millions are displaced by sectarian 
conflicts and violence by the mili-
tant Islamic State (ISIS).

The World Health Organisation 
(WHO) warned that measles has 
been reported in all of Iraq’s 18 gov-
ernorates. Cholera is endemic and 
leishmaniasis is on the rise.

Particularly worrying is how mili-
tants will deal with cholera cases 
in areas under their control. They 
have little means to tackle the prob-
lem as they do not have enough 
doctors and medical supplies.

In the remainder of the country, 
where an estimated 7 million out 
of a population of nearly 34 million 
are displaced, unhygienic condi-
tions make fertile ground for the 

rapid spread of disease.
Nearly 1,000 cases of cholera have 

been reported across the country, 
including in ISIS-controlled areas. 
More than 40 people have died of 
the highly infectious disease.

The situation is a recurrence of 

outbreaks in 2007 and 2012. How-
ever, this outbreak is different con-
sidering that ISIS may simply turn 
its back on those stricken in its ar-
eas to avoid being seen as unable 
to handle an emergency heath dis-
aster.

Aware of the risks, the Iraqi gov-
ernment has allocated more than 
$8 million to fight cholera and 
launched a nationwide vaccination 
campaign. A state-run emergency 
committee is mapping out plans to 
isolate areas where cholera cases 
are suspected.

“It’s not out of control yet but 
the outbreak is certainly alarming 
and the recurrence of the epidemic 
underlines the failure of the state’s 
health care system,” said Yehya al-
Qubeisi, an adviser to the Iraq Cen-
tre for Research and Strategic Stud-
ies, a think-tank.

However, Qubeisi insisted in an 
interview with The Arab Weekly 
that he did not expect an increased 
wave of refugees from Iraq due to 
the disease.

“Generally, people aren’t as wor-

ried by the disease as much as 
for protecting their lives against 
Daesh’s violence,” he said, using 
the Arabic acronym for ISIS.

WHO Director-General Margaret 
Chan cited reasons that may con-
tribute to spreading the disease, 
including that nearly half of the 
health professionals have fled some 
areas.

Another factor is the state of Iraqi 
health facilities, which are over-
loaded and where medicine and 
supplies are running short. In four 
of the areas severely affected by 
cholera, 14 hospitals and more than 
160 health facilities have been dam-
aged or destroyed, Chan said.

That was a reference to sectarian-
ism between the country’s minority 
Sunni Muslims and the rival Shia, 
a majority of the population who 
dominate the government.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is the Levant section editor for The 
Arab Weekly and has covered the 
Middle East and North Africa for 
nearly three decades.

Jamal J. Halaby

Iraqi children are seen in a swamp with a herd of buffaloes in 
eastern Baghdad’s al-Futheliyah district, on September 20, 2015.

It’s not out of 
control yet but 
the outbreak is 
certainly alarming.
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Russia unleashes missiles on Syria 
targets; NATO warns of ‘escalation’

Beirut

R 

ussia unleashed a barrage 
of cruise missiles from 
warships in the Caspian 
Sea against rebel forces 
in Syria, sharply escalat-

ing Moscow’s armed intervention 
in an already complex, multisided 
war, and NATO warned that it was 
prepared to send troops, if needed, 
to defend Turkey after Russian war-
planes twice violated the member 
state’s airspace.

NATO Secretary-General Jens 
Stoltenberg declared on October 8th 
in Brussels where the 28-member 
alliance was holding an emergency 
meeting: “In Syria, we’ve seen a 
troubling escalation of Russian mili-
tary activities.” He branded Russia’s 
actions as “reasons for concern”.

The broadside of 26 Kalibr long-
range missiles, the equivalent of the 
Tomahawk cruise missiles that are 
the US weapon of choice in Ameri-
can interventions, flew 1,400 kilo-
metres — over Iran and Iraq — before 
hitting 11 Islamic State (ISIS) posi-
tions in Syria’s Raqqa and Aleppo 
provinces in the north and the Idlib 
governorate in the north-west, Rus-
sian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu 
said in Moscow.

The October 7th missile bombard-
ment, along with a wave of Russian 
air strikes, was clearly intended to 
soften rebel strong points amid a 
major offensive by the Syrian Army 
and Iranian-backed Shia militias 
and Hezbollah.

The push, one of the biggest re-
gime operations in months, was 
launched October 6th in central 
Hama province to regain territory 
conquered by the opposition in re-
cent months and which threaten 
the embattled regime of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad.

The Britain-based Syrian Obser-
vatory for Human Rights, which 

has a network of activists across 
Syria that monitors the four-and-a-
half-year-old conflict, reported “the 
most intense fighting in months” 
in Hama and Idlib provinces in the 
first coordinated government offen-
sive since the Russian air campaign 
began September 30th.

It is not clear why the Russians 
chose to unleash the cruise mis-
siles, which added a new complica-
tion to the swelling air war in Syrian 
skies. Several regional analysts told 
The Arab Weekly they suspect it 
was to demonstrate Russian power, 
not just to the Syrian rebels, but to 
the United States and Arab states 
backing Assad’s foes.

The alleged Russian incursions 
into Turkish airspace in the same 
region where Russian Sukhoi war-
planes have been hammering rebel 
groups underlined the growing dan-
gers that Turkey, along with other 
countries of the region which want 
to depose the Iranian-backed Assad, 
could be dragged into the war.

Stoltenberg denounced the “un-
acceptable violations of Turkish 
airspace” on October 5th and 6th 
and demanded Russia immediately 
cease such aerial incursions.

Speaking in Brussels, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
one of Assad’s most virulent foes, 
warned the incidents threaten to 
escalate regional tensions triggered 
by Russia’s air strikes from a base 
at Latakia, an Assad stronghold, to 
preventing the Damascus regime 

from collapsing.
“We cannot endure it,” Erdogan 
cautioned. This suggested Turkey 
could step up its support for 
Islamic rebel groups who are poised 
to push into Latakia province on 
Syria’s Mediterranean coast, the 

heartland of Assad’s minority 
Alawite sect. 

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. 

NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg pauses before speaking 
to the media at NATO headquarters in Brussels.
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