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Amman

J 

ordan has weathered the po-
litical storm that engulfed 
much of the Middle East 
since the “Arab spring” revo-
lutions in 2011 but porten-

tous challenges lie ahead.
While Jordan’s relatively moder-

ate political culture is a strong miti-
gating factor, the risk of domestic 
instability is far greater heading 
into 2016 than at any time since a 
bloody civil war in 1970.

The spark could come from a re-
newed influx of Syrian refugees 
— those already in Jordan have 
strained all resources — or a heavily 
indebted economy that came close 
to crashing in 2015 and is barely 
able to keep up with government 
overspending, especially on arma-
ment to bolster defences.

Regionally, instability could come 
from Islamic State (ISIS) militants, 
who are across Jordan’s eastern and 
northern borders in Iraq and Syria, 
or the Palestinian territories, where 

fading hopes for independence and 
statehood are vexing Jordan’s large 
Palestinian population.

Indeed, 2015 will be remembered 
by Jordanians for many years to 
come. It is when ISIS burned alive 
in a cage a Jordanian Royal Air Force 
pilot whose jet crashed in Syria. In 
response, Jordan has taken an ac-
tive part in US-led air strikes on 
ISIS and also joined another front, 
a Russian campaign that kicked off 
in September.

“It’s a bumpy path and it may get 
rougher as the Mideast as a whole is 
going through one of its most tur-
bulent times,” Jordanian political 
commentator Mohammed al-Adeeb 
told The Arab Weekly.

“Looking around us, it’s all trou-
ble spots from Libya to Yemen and 
from Iraq to Syria and Palestine,” he 
said. “We’re surrounded. We’re not 
living in a distant island.”

Mounting violence between Sun-
ni Muslims and the Shia-Alawite 
sect in Syria and Iraq ripped both 
countries apart and effectively di-
vided them along sectarian and 
ethnic lines. Trouble also looms 
elsewhere in the petroleum-rich 
Arab Gulf region in states with Shia 
communities, including Saudi Ara-
bia.

Riyadh is Jordan’s largest Arab 
aid donor. Both countries have sim-
ilar monarchical systems. Jordan’s 
Hashemite royal family members 
are said to be direct descendants of 
Prophet Mohammad.

Iran, which has the region’s larg-
est Shia population, is flexing its 
muscles to exert more influence in 
a region long dominated by Sunnis. 
And, Sunni governments, especial-
ly in the Gulf, have been resisting 
in an effort to maintain their tradi-
tional clout. They even went to war 
to support Yemen’s government 
against Iran-backed Houthi forces.

Jordan fears that it will be over-
taken by a tide of Shia Islam. Jor-
dan’s king was the first to warn in 
2004 of a “Shia crescent” stretching 
from Iraq to Lebanon through Syr-
ia, around his small country.

For the United States, instability-
driven political change that could 
end the Jordan’s pro-US monarchy 
or the spectre of an emerging anti-
Western or a hard-line Islamist gov-
ernment bordering Israel is out of 
the question.

Given Jordan’s commitment to 
peace with Israel and profound co-
operation on counterterrorism and 
security matters, Washington has a 
strong interest in helping the king-
dom get back on its feet.

“The United States has a vested 
interest in Jordan’s continued sta-
bility,” said Mussa Ishtwei, director 
of the Strategic Study Centre at the 
University of Jordan. He pointed to 

Jordan being a “proper buffer” be-
tween America’s key Israeli ally and 
the rest of the volatile Arab region 
to the east.

Observers insist that Jordan’s 
economic woes remain the biggest 
challenge in 2016 and beyond.

Tourism is nearly at a standstill, 
Jordan’s debt, spending and budget 
deficit have reached alarming lev-
els; services such as health care and 
education and meagre resources 
such as water and electricity are 
over-consumed by a 20% rise in 
population, mainly due to an influx 
of 1.4 million Syria refugees.

Jordan’s King Abdullah II has said 
the economy was his main worry: 
“It keeps me up at night.”

Despite the difficulties, falling 
oil prices, coupled with a projected 
increase in international aid to the 
refugees, are expected to slightly 
shore up the national economy in 
2016.

Economic expert Fahd Fanek said 
the real growth rate of gross domes-
tic product (GDP) is expected to be 
nearly 2.5% in 2015 and projected 
that “some economic growth” will 
take place in 2016 but declined to 
specify.

Jordan is hopeful that 2016 will 
bring the desired stability to a re-
gion free of ISIS, with trouble spots 
in Syria, Iraq and others pacified so 
that attention would be focused on 
resolving the lingering Palestinian-
Israeli conflict — a wish that may be 
hard to attain.
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T 

he New Year promises to 
be decisive for Iraq.

The battle with the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) picked 
up in the northern and 

western parts of the country. Low 
oil prices caused a squeeze na-
tionwide and threatened a crucial 
revenue sharing deal with the se-
cessionist Kurds. They also un-
dermined state efforts to tend for 
hundreds of thousands of Iraqis 
displaced by ISIS and sectarian 
violence.

The power of Shia militias, ru-
moured to have been responsible 
for scores of killings and kidnap-
pings among Sunnis, is worrisome. 
Little is being done to win back 
the piqued Sunnis. And, sectarian 
attacks continue to inflict a huge 
toll on both sects, threatening to 
plunge the country into further 
chaos.

The government is faced with 
the tough task of making good 
on its promise to fight corruption 
among officials, press ahead with 
reforms and improve services and 
infrastructure for its disgruntled 
subjects.

Neighbours Iran and Turkey con-
tinue to exhibit ambitions in Iraq, 
where provinces — or even neigh-
bourhoods — are split along sectar-
ian and ethnic lines. A Baghdad 
resident must have a visa to visit 
the northern Kurdish autonomous 
areas.

Those are the main issues that 
made 2015 a very challenging year 
in Iraq and observers predict the 
worst is yet to come.

“As ISIS loses more and more 
ground in Iraq and Syria, with for-

eign involvement rising — whether 
by the Russians or Americans — the 
jihadist group will increase its vio-
lence,” said Salem al-Saadoun, a 
political science lecturer at Bagh-
dad University.

“ISIS’s attacks will be more pain-
ful and invasive, with much more 
innovative tactics to be used,” 
Saadoun said, pointing out that 
militants’ techniques were fast 
evolving and now include hiding 
explosives in streets and buildings.

“It’s not going to be easy and 
winning over ISIS will be the make-
or-break factor in 2016.”

In the north, the Shia-dominat-
ed Iraqi army and Kurdish forces, 
backed by Iran and a US-led coali-
tion, have been gradually push-
ing ISIS back. One major victory 
was the recapture of two-thirds of 
Sinjar, where ISIS had committed 
massacres against the Yazidi mi-
nority.

Retaking Sinjar in November 
2015 after a 15-month ISIS rule cut 
a major supply route for the mili-
tants, who remain isolated in Iraq’s 
second largest city of Mosul, fur-
ther to the north-east.

However, government advances 
towards Mosul stalled because the 
army was overstretched, having 
been fighting another crucial bat-
tle that allowed it on December 8th 
to recapture a large part of Ramadi, 
the capital of the Sunni Muslim 
heartland of Anbar province to the 
west.

Underlining the significance of 
the battle over Ramadi, US Defense 
Secretary Ashton Carter offered 
to deploy attack helicopters to as-
sist with the advance into the city 
centre, where the government says 
ISIS has up to 1,000 jihadists among 
some 10,000 trapped civilians.

Perhaps, establishing security 
and rebuilding Ramadi will be a 
“much harder task than retrieving 
the area”, Anbar province council 
member Rajeh Barakat said.

“Mosul and other areas could see 
a replica of the operation in Ram-
adi, where support by some Sunni 
tribal residents made it a success,” 
Barakat said.

An agreement concluded late 
in 2014 allowed Russia to set a 
toehold in Baghdad, launching a 
centre for sharing and analysing 
intelligence data on ISIS with Iraq, 
Syria and Iran. The office has been 
active since October but Russia has 
not yet launched air strikes against 
ISIS in Iraq, as it did in Syria.

Winning back the Sunnis took 
a back seat amid a popular outcry 
over poor health care and edu-
cation services, lack of security, 
spread of cholera and persisting 
power cuts in a country of 35 mil-
lion people. Tens of thousands of 

Iraqis took to the streets, demand-
ing improved conditions and pun-
ishment for corrupt officials seen 
as having squandered the coun-
try’s oil wealth.

Many projects were put on hold 
because of low oil prices. The 
price drop forced a crunch on Iraq, 
which sits atop the world’s fifth 
largest proven oil reserves. As a 
result, Baghdad hiked output by 
13%, an unprecedented 500,000 
barrels per day (bpd), to 3.8 million 
bpd.

The increased production in-
tensified a battle for market share 
between members of the Organi-
sation of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) and non-OPEC 
rivals. Under such moves, Baghdad 
sold some crude grades for as little 

as $30 a barrel, about 57% less the 
average Brent crude oil price of $53 
per barrel.

Meanwhile, in Iraq’s north, the 
Kurdish Regional Government 
(KRG) retreated in June from the 
deal that gave Iraq’s central gov-
ernment access to revenue from 
Kurdish oil, which accounts for 
15% of the country’s total daily 
output.

In exchange, the Kurds were to 
get 17% of federal expenditure, an 
amount the KRG said hasn’t mate-
rialised. Therefore, KRG broke off 
the deal and opted to sell oil on its 
own.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Iraq.
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Iraq’s Prime Minister Haidar al-Abadi (C) tours the city of Tikrit after Iraq security forces regained 
control from ISIS militants, last April.
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 Staying above water. A 
Jordanian policeman inspects 
the flooded ancient Roman 
theatre in downtown Amman, 
last November.


