
13November 13, 2015

Special Focus Covering war in the Middle East
Snapshots from 
the war zone:
‘Grenades are bad 
for business’

Media activists are main news conduits in Syrian war

Northern Syria

T 

he Syrian war has been 
widely covered by a host 
of online media outlets, 
YouTube channels, Twit-
ter accounts and Facebook 

pages dedicated to monitoring the 
conflict around the clock.

However, behind the wide flow of 
information and visuals from Syria 
very few of those reporting are pro-
fessional media operators. The cov-
erage is mostly handled by young 
supporters of the revolution who 
have become media activists com-
mitted to communicating develop-
ments on the ground to the outside 
world.

The high risks of moving around 
in rebel-controlled territory and 
restrictions imposed on media in 
regime areas has left Arab and in-
ternational media with little option 
but to rely on activists as sources of 
information since anti-regime dem-
onstrations, which started in March 
2011, degenerated into a devastat-
ing and complex civil war.

While some have a little me-
dia background, many seemingly 
fell into the work, said Mowaffak 
Khodr, a Syrian journalist working 
with opposition media in Turkey.

“The restrictions imposed [by 
the regime] prevented coverage by 
professional journalists. Activists at 
the demonstrations had to rely on 

themselves by filming the protests 
and arrests of demonstrators and 
sending their video shoots to satel-
lite television.”

The lack of professionalism was 
obvious in the biased information 
transmitted by the activists. “But 
with time they learned from their 
mistakes, while some were coached 
and trained by satellite channels 
with which they collaborated, im-
proving the quality of their report-
ing,” Khodr added.

Mostafa Jomaa, a singer in rural 
Hama, was hired by Al Aan TV chan-
nel as their stringer in the area. Alaa 

al-Youssef worked in the mosaics 
industry but reported for Al Jazeera. 
Hadi Abdallah, a former assistant 
teacher at a nursing school, turned 
into a full-fledged reporter embed-
ded with opposition groups on the 
battle front.

Another professional journalist 
who operated in Raqqa province 
until he fled to Belgium when the 
Islamic State (ISIS) took over the 
northern city in 2014 underscored 
the manipulation of information by 
“media activists”.

“Media outlets opposed to the 
Syrian regime have sought the ser-

vices of activists reporting from the 
field but in reality these were asked 
to broadcast information serving 
the policies of the channels they 
worked for,” said the journalist who 
asked to be identified as Mohamad 
Hamid in a Skype interview with 
The Arab Weekly.

The inaccuracy of reporting 
events on the ground was acknowl-
edged by a media activist who 
worked for a news channel support-
ing the Syrian revolution. “Fifty 
percent of the war is a media war,” 
he said. “When the number of dem-
onstrators was in the hundreds we 
would say thousands and if one ci-
vilian is killed, we say it is two,” he 
added on condition of anonymity.

Nonetheless, the work of media 
activists has been vital in helping 
the world understand events in 
Syria.

The job can mean media activ-
ists risking their lives. Both regime 
forces and rebel groups have been 
intentionally targeting journalists 
and media activists, killing 463, in-
cluding several foreign journalists, 
since April 2011, according to the 
Syrian Network for Human Rights. 
The regime is responsible for killing 

399 and ISIS is believed to have de-
tained more than 62, among them 
13 foreign journalists, the UK-based 
organisation said.

On dealing with ISIS, a media ac-
tivist who identified himself as Abu 
Quds said: “The work of reporters 
is closely monitored by the mili-
tant group, which allows licensed 
media to operate on condition that 
no ISIS leader is offended, no ISIS 
bases, members or vehicles and no 
women who were not wearing hijab 
are filmed.”

Baran Masko, a Kurdish media 
activist who covered the battle of 
Kobane between the Kurdish Peo-
ple’s Protection Units and ISIS, said 
he was thrust into the world of re-
porting, which he had never con-
templated. “It was imposed on me. I 
had to inform about the situation in 
Kobane, which I did not leave dur-
ing the whole battle,” said Masko, a 
graduate in agricultural engineer-
ing.

As the conflict shows no signs of 
ending, many media activists are 
finding their work increasingly dif-
ficult. “All parties deal with us on 
the basis that ‘if you are not with 
me, you are against me’ in a seem-
ingly endless conflict,” noted Abu 
Ammar, who reports from the be-
sieged Palestinian refugee camp of 
Yarmouk.

Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is a 
reporter in northern Syria who 
contributes to The Arab Weekly.

T 

he 1978-79 Islamic revo-
lution in Iran was one 
of the most difficult and 
dangerous of the region’s 
conflicts to cover. Of-

ten, when assigned to cover a war, 
journalists are not given a choice of 
which side they will be on. Revo-
lutions are usually more compli-
cated than wars because, due to 
the nature of the conflict, the two 
sides battle at close quarters and 
usually in cities.

It is often difficult to differentiate 
between the “good guys” and the 
“bad guys” in conflicts but during 
the revolution in Tehran, the au-
tocratic regime was clearly the vil-
lain in that it used indiscriminate 
force, with horrific consequences, 
in a bid to maintain power.

The shah’s forces had the guns 
but, from all that I witnessed over 
a four-month period, it was obvi-
ous the people had all the guts.

Protesters were being shot in 
the hundreds at large gatherings, 
which usually took place at night. 
The military tried to keep journal-
ists in their hotels and were not 
averse to clubbing those intrepid 
souls who ventured out to witness 
the killings, then carting them off 
to jail for more beatings.

The casualty tolls from these 
nocturnal slaughters varied 
widely; the revolutionaries inflat-
ing them, the regime minimising 
them.

I found a way to assess the horror 

of these events with some accu-
racy: counting bodies in morgues. 
At the first one I visited, an orderly, 
clearly a sympathiser of the revolu-
tion, enthusiastically showed me 
the rows of bloodstained corpses 
of men, women and even children.

Because people were still dying 
of natural causes, I told him:  “I 
just want to see the ones with bul-
let holes.” He nodded, and said: 
“Do you want to see the babies?”

I demurred.
I did that for several weeks until 

I could no longer stomach the end-
less rows of dead.

One day in late December 1978, I 
had to talk to our local correspond-
ent whose office, which I used, was 
part of his large home in affluent 
pro-monarchy north Tehran. He 
was a die-hard shah loyalist and 
often tried to prevent my reports 
going out. I entered the residential 
part of the house unannounced 
and found the family rolling up 
their Persian carpets. They were 
getting out. I knew right there the 
revolution was won. The shah fled 
into exile a few weeks later.

There were moments of humour 
sometimes, dark and macabre, but 
humour nonetheless.

In 1985, during Lebanon’s civil 
war, a bewildering, many-sided af-
fair that was often several wars 
rolled into one — rather like the 
current war in Syria — many for-
eign journalists were based in the 
Commodore Hotel in the Hamra 
district of West Beirut.

There, pampered by the genial 
and indefatigable manager, the 
late and lamented Fouad Saleh, 
resident correspondents, (as op-
posed to the visiting “firemen” 
who flew in only when something 
big occurred) mingled nightly with 
a variety of Lebanese militia chief-

tains, who were a useful source of 
information and whose acquaint-
ance rescued many a correspond-
ent’s skin when things got hot and 
heavy in the streets.

I struck up a friendship with one 
of these warlords, a burly Druze 
we shall call Najib, a hard man who 
had killed many times. Over time, 
it became clear he was wearying 
of the bloodshed, like one of those 
ageing gunfighters in western 
movies who knows his time has 
passed and just wants to get out 
before he gets killed himself.

Najib drank heavily and was al-
ways watched over by his men. He 
had a sly humour about him and 
we became quite close. He even 
brought his wife and daughter to 
meet me.

One night, Najib was pretty 
sloshed. When I walked in he gave 

me a bear hug and slipped some-
thing into the pocket of my jacket. 
I put my hand in to feel what was 
there and found to my horror it 
was a hand grenade. The pin was 
still in its slot, so it was safe.

I handed the grenade back to 
Najib, saying “Here, you keep it, 
habibi. You need it more than I do.”

“No, you keep it,” he guffawed 
and unzipped his bulky bomber 

jacket to display half a dozen gre-
nades clipped on ringlets. “I’ve got 
plenty more!”

He took the grenade and lurched 
over to a Lebanese official sitting at 
the bar — and dropped the grenade 
in his lap. The poor fellow fell off 
his stool, ran out screaming, “Gre-
nade!” The bar emptied in seconds.

Najib and I were the only ones 
left but we knew the grenade was 
safe. Najib’s boys and I sat him at 
the bar and got him so drunk he 
could hardly walk, then his men 
took him home.

The Commodore crowd had 
gone off to other watering holes 
where there were no drunken 
gunmen with hand grenades. Mo-
hammad, the barman, closed up.  
“Grenades,” he grumbled with the 
wisdom of one who’s seen it all, 
“are bad for business.”

Ed Blanche has reported on most of the Middle East’s major wars 
and revolutions since 1967. Here he recalls episodes that illustrate 
the many facets of covering the  conflicts across the region:
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moments of humour 
sometimes, dark and 
macabre, but 
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nonetheless.

The casualty tolls 
from these 
nocturnal slaughters 
varied widely; the 
revolutionaries 
inflating them, the 
regime minimising 
them.

Award-winning American photographer Heidi Levine in Jerusalem.
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Media activists inside the Palestinian refugee camp of Yarmouk in 
Damascus.

The work of media 
activists has been 
vital in helping the 
world understand 
events in Syria.


