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I  

raq is registering a frightening rise in cholera cases. At least 1,000 
people have been affected by the epidemic. 

According to the Iraqi Health Ministry, lower water levels in the 
Euphrates are to blame for contamination of water reserves used 
for farming and drinking. 

Climate change, as reflected by unusually high temperatures of 
last summer, is likely to have been a factor.

But Iraqis, who complain of the steady deterioration of water and 
sewage systems, have taken to the streets to protest fraying public 
services. That includes lack of hygiene and inadequate medical care in a 
country where hospitals suffer shortages of medicine and personnel. 
There is, however, no shortage of security problems.

Despite emergency measures instituted by Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi, the country’s generally precarious health conditions will 
complicate the government effort. Through the years, regional wars and 
sectarian strife have adversely affected the state’s capacity to provide 
medical care and prevent and control diseases. Thousands of doctors 
have left the country and many others were killed. Migration is a tempt-
ing option for many Iraqis, including the remaining medical workers.

War is creating an even worse health crisis in Syria. Polio, eradicated in 
Syria in 1999, has made a comeback, especially among refugees. Accord-
ing to Save the Children, 60% of the country’s hospitals and 38% of 
primary health facilities have been destroyed.

Poor living conditions make the internally displaced populations in 
Syria and Iraq vulnerable to disease and epidemics. The International 
Committee of the Red Crescent is warning against the rise of typhoid and 
cholera cases in Yarmouk and Aleppo. The number of typhoid cases in 
the Yarmouk camp reached 90 in September, according to the Palestinian 
relief agency.

Medical experts warn of the risk of cholera, tuberculosis, the MERS 
coronavirus, polio and new strains of bird flu. There have been reports of 
leishmaniasis, the flesh-eating infection, in parts of Syria.

Medical facilities in Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey can hardly keep up 
with the mounting health needs of the refugee population they are 
hosting.

Making matters worse in Syria and Iraq is the use by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) of dams and water resources as a weapon of war. The brutal terror 
organisation is reportedly depriving populations outside its control of a 
fresh water supply. It is diverting water to such places as Raqqa to 
showcase the success of the “Islamic caliphate”. Reports point, however, 
to failure of ISIS to properly manage the health risks in areas under its 
control, further complicating the already complicated health crisis.

The health crisis is not limited to Syria and Iraq. War in Yemen is 
making the health situation there even more dire. The World Health 
Organisation (WHO) warned against the spread of disease in Yemen as a 
result of the deterioration of the water supply, waste disposal and 
sanitation systems. From March to September, more than 1,600 cases of 
dengue fever were reported in Taiz province, according to the WHO.

As war escalates in Syria and Iraq and grinds on in Yemen, the interna-
tional community should be aware of the rising risks of disease and 
epidemics in the Middle East. Greater regional and global solidarity is 
necessary.

Middle East is at risk of a 
major health crisis
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Russia’s Syrian 
intervention raises a 
storm of questions

R 

ussia’s unexpected 
military intervention 
intended to bail out 
Syrian President 
Bashar Assad will have 
far-reaching conse-

quences and raises a slew of 
questions for which there are no 
immediate answers.

One of the important questions 
that will certainly be asked of the 
intelligence community — the CIA, 
the National Security Agency and 
the 15 other services in the United 
States alone as well as agencies in 
other countries — is why it failed to 
predict such an important devel-
opment.

What use is it to spend billions of 
dollars every year on intelligence 
gathering when the community 
fails to even suspect something of 
this magnitude?

The Obama administration’s 
budget request for the fiscal year 
2016 included $53.9 billion for the 
National Intelligence Program. The 
US Department of Defense 
requested $17.9 billion for the 
Military Intelligence Program.

How that money is spent 
remains a closely guarded secret, 
along with most of the work 
carried out by these programmes. 
Unlike other US government 
departments and agencies, the 
budget details dedicated to 
intelligence gathering are not 
published and are known only to a 
select few.

But then again we don’t know 
that they didn’t know. In keeping 
with the tradition of operating in 
the shadows, the CIA may well 
have had intelligence on Russia’s 
intentions but chose to keep it 
away from public consumption.

Russia’s Syrian adventure indeed 
raises far more questions in other 
circles of government.

Though it may not be immedi-
ately apparent, sending 
Russian troops to the 
Levant will change the 
course of history and very 
possibly redraw some of 
the region’s geography.

Among this slew of 
questions that are likely to 
be asked in the days and 
weeks ahead is why Russia 
decided to commit itself 

militarily in a region of the world 
where the victories of outside 
forces can be counted on the 
fingers of one hand. Add to that the 

still-fresh memory of the great 
Soviet fiasco in Afghanistan and 
you begin to wonder why Russia, 
whose economy is stretched rather 
thin and has taken a big hit with the 
falling price of oil, commits to help 
a failing government, one that 
most world leaders want to see 
replaced.

One indication that something 
important may have been afoot and 
quite possibly missed by not only 
the intelligence community but by 
the media in general has been the 
constant flow of world leaders to 
Moscow over the past few months.

For the United States, if indeed it 
did miss the boat on this one, it 
means that the close relationship 
once enjoyed by succeeding US 
administrations with countries 
such as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and 
the United Arab Emirates is no 
longer. For the United States, that 
should be something worth 
worrying about.

 Russia’s motivation could have 
stemmed from a number of issues, 
not least the general lack of 
direction in foreign policy emanat-
ing from the White House. The 
generally accepted reasons include 
the need for the Russian Mediter-
ranean fleet to have access to 
warm-water ports and the Assad 
regime has been a guarantee of 
Russian continued use of Tartus 
and Latakia.

Another reason cited for Russia’s 
actions is that there is a long 
history between Moscow and 
Damascus and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin is simply being 
faithful to an old ally. That ration-
ale is not likely to have enough 
pull, although one can see why the 
Russians would want to push that 
angle over the others. It makes for 
great PR.

Still, Russia’s involvement in the 
Middle East comes with very 
high-risk returns. It raises the level 
of extending the conflict in the 
region, making the possibility of 
escalation quite real. It also 
increases the danger of introducing 
new weapons into the conflict.

And if history is anything to go 
by, it’s only a matter of time before 
today’s allies become tomorrow’s 
enemies.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
section editor of The Arab Weekly. 
Follow him on Twitter 
@Claudesalhani.
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