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W 

hen Jordan’s King 
Abdullah II visits 
the White House 
on February 24th, 
US President 

Barack Obama will hear several 
requests, primarily a plea to con-
tinue pounding Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants and to push harder for a 
solution to the Syrian crisis.

Equally important, Abdullah will 
seek additional US financial aid to 
support Jordanian programmes 
for hosting 1.6 million Syrian and 
Iraqi refugees and to solidify the 
cash-strapped country’s finances, 
dampened by spending on the ref-
ugees, a growing foreign debt and 
a record deficit.

A restart of Palestinian-Israeli 
peace talks, which stalled years 
ago with no sign they will soon re-
sume, will also figure high on the 
Jordanian agenda of talks, accord-
ing to a statement by the Royal 
Hashemite Court.

But Jordanian analyst Moham-
mad Abu-Rumman said the refu-
gees are Jordan’s top priority.

“Jordan’s strategy of deal-
ing with the Syrian refugees has 
changed,” he said. “Today, there’s 
a conviction by the decision-mak-
ers, based on international studies, 
that Jordan’s previous stance that 
the refugees are only here tempo-
rarily and they will soon return 
home was a big mistake.

“From previous global experi-
ences, the average stay of a refugee 
in a host country is 17 years and 

eventually only half of them end 
up returning home.

“Therefore, we’re now talking 
about absorbing, not settling, the 
refugees.”

That situation demands long-
term strategies and programmes to 
incorporate the refugees into the 
labour market, he said.

As a first step, Abu-Rumman 
suggested, Jordan must create job 
opportunities for the newcomers, 
which require new investment and 
assistance from the international 
community.

Jordan, situated in a precarious 
corner of the volatile Middle East, 
feels squeezed by hotspots Israel 
and the Palestinian territories to 
its West, Iraq to its east and Syria 
to its north.

An influx of 1.3 million Syrian 
refugees — half of them under the 
aegis of the UN refugee agency and 
the rest living off state funds and 
services — and more than 300,000 
Iraqis have strained Jordan’s mea-
gre resources and exhausted its 
health care and education services. 
Jordan says it has spent more than 
$6.6 billion on Syrian refugees.

Jordan’s energy costs hit unprec-
edented levels, eating up much of 
its foreign aid assistance, swell-
ing its international borrowing 
and increasing its budget deficit. 
Additionally, more is being spent 
on border control. Special radar 
equipment has been installed and 
more Jordanian patrols were de-
ployed to ensure that violence in 
Iraq and Syria would not expand 
across the borders and militants 
could not cross into Jordan.

Mounting Palestinian violence 
in the West Bank, lately over what 
is seen as Israeli provocation at a 
sacred Muslim shrine in tradition-
ally Arab East Jerusalem, is also 
of concern to Jordan. About half 
of Jordan’s 6.6 million population 
includes Palestinian families and 
their descendants who fled or were 
driven out of their homes in the 
1948 and 1967 Middle East wars.

The pro-US kingdom, one of two 
Arab countries after Egypt to have 
a signed peace treaty with Israel, 

is an arch-enemy of ISIS and other 
militants. The kingdom is an ac-
tive member of two coalitions, led 
by the United States and Russia, 
pounding militant strongholds in 
Syria and Iraq.

Political commentator Fahd 
Kheitan said Abdullah’s talks with 
Obama will not be limited to Syr-
ian refugees. “He will discuss the 
situation in Syria and the military 
and security options available as 
well as international efforts to fight 
Daesh and US financial aid to Jor-
dan,” Kheitan said, using the Ara-
bic acronym for ISIS.

The United States is the largest 
aid donor to Jordan, contributing 
more than $1 billion annually to 
Amman.

At a conference on assisting Syr-
ian refugees and countries hosting 
them earlier in February, donor 
countries pledged more than $10 
billion in aid for three years start-
ing in 2016. Jordan said it was 
promised billions of dollars in cash 
and soft loans to create jobs for ref-
ugees. It said Europe promised to 
ease restrictions on imports from 
Jordan to encourage job creation 
for refugees.

Nevertheless, Jordan said it 
hoped that donors will make good 
on their promises.

The palace statement said Ab-
dullah’s talks with Obama are ex-
pected to “cover the strategic part-
nership between Jordan and the 
United States, especially in light 
of the kingdom’s important role in 
the region, including its generosity 
in hosting Syrian refugees”.

Abdullah and Obama will also 
“tackle global efforts to combat 
terrorism and extremism across 
the Middle East, Africa, and the 
world”, the statement said. It said 
both leaders would review the lat-
est developments on efforts to “re-
solve the Syrian conflict through 

the political process”.
Discussions on how to “end the 

Israeli-Palestinian impasse and ad-
vance prospects for a two-state so-
lution will also be on the meeting’s 
agenda”, the statement concluded.

Last year, Abdullah visited the 
United States where he met with 

senior administration officials and 
congressional leaders.

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.
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A file picture shows US President Barack Obama (R), meeting with 
King Abdullah II of Jordan in the Oval Office of the White House in 
Washington, on February 3rd, 2015.
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T 

ough times lie ahead for 
the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Once Jordan’s largest po-
litical party and a fiery 
voice for reform, it has 

been discredited by the state and 
undermined by internal bickering.

Political, ideological and or-
ganisational schisms between the 
party’s hawks and doves, the hu-
miliating defeat of the parent party 
in Egypt and the failure of the Jor-
danian branch to find alternatives 
to the country’s political and eco-
nomic woes resulted in Jordan’s 
Muslim Brotherhood splitting into 
factions.

Traditionally, the Brotherhood 
had been loyal to Jordan’s Hashe-
mite dynasty despite policy differ-
ences, especially on relations with 
Israel. The group advocates Israel’s 
annihilation.

However, with the Brotherhood’s 
rise to power in Egypt in 2011, the 
Jordanian branch shifted positions, 
publicly criticising the government 
and daring to call for diminishing 
the king’s absolute power under 
the constitution.

The group’s popularity eroded 
due to public revulsion at crimes 
committed by fanatic Islamists, 
such as the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
al-Qaeda-linked al-Nusra Front in 
Iraq and Syria.

But what was particularly nig-
gling to many was the ambivalent 
Brotherhood reaction to the killing 
of a Jordanian Air Force lieutenant 
who was burned alive in a cage by 
ISIS militants in January 2015, days 

after his plane was downed over 
Syria.

Jordan’s pro-US government has 
been on the lookout for the fallout 
from the Brotherhood’s gradual 
disintegration, such as some of its 
younger members, frustrated by 
the lack of job opportunities, form-
ing more militant underground 
cells or joining ISIS.

Before its recent troubles, the 
Brotherhood was battered by its 
long-time organisational link to 
the Palestinian Hamas, which took 
over the Gaza Strip from the Jor-
dan-backed moderate Palestinian 
Authority in 2007.

Jordan banned Hamas and exiled 
its leaders in 1999 on grounds that 
the group used Jordanian territory 
for unspecified “illicit” activities, 
including stirring the Brotherhood 
to disrupt Jordan’s 1994 peace trea-

ty with Israel — one of the pillars of 
much-needed US aid to the cash-
strapped Arab kingdom.

Many Jordanians within the 
Brotherhood were also largely op-
posed to the proximity with Hamas 
in view of a local demographic con-
cern that hard-line Israeli politi-
cians would insist on moving the 
remaining Palestinians in the West 
Bank to Jordan.

The kingdom is home to 2.1 mil-
lion Palestinians and their descend-
ants — the largest Palestinian popu-
lation outside the West Bank — who 
fled or were forcibly removed from 
their West Bank homes in the 1967 
Arab-Israeli war. An influx of more 
Palestinians would make Jordani-
ans a minority in their own coun-
try.

“The shift towards Hamas raised 
questions about the Brotherhood’s 

priorities and agenda, creating 
another internal rift,” said politi-
cal analyst Oraib al-Rantawi, who 
heads the Amman-based al-Quds 
Centre for Political Studies. “The 
Brotherhood was clearly torn be-
tween focusing on Jordanian or 
Palestinian matters.”.

Jordan’s Brotherhood began to 
splinter in 2012, a year after the 
“Arab spring” revolutions, which 
have taken a heavy toll on Islam-
ist groups across the Middle East. 
That year, Rheil Gharaibeh, a 
leader of the Islamic Action Front 
(IAF), the Brotherhood’s political 
arm, established the Jordanian Ini-
tiative for Building, what he called 
Zamzam.

The plan was praised in many 
circles as a viable reform but the 
Brotherhood’s leadership react-
ed by expelling Gharaibeh and a 
handful of other top leaders, who 
are now vying to create a political 
party.

The Brotherhood, which thrived 
over the years by calling for sweep-
ing political, economic and social 
reforms, suffered another setback 
when prominent dove and former 
movement head Abdul Majeed Th-
neibat broke away to establish the 
Muslim Brotherhood Society.

Exploiting the rift, the govern-
ment licensed the society in March 
2015 and transferred the Brother-
hood’s assets to the splinter fac-

tion, indirectly declaring it the 
country’s authorised Brotherhood, 
moves that infuriated the group’s 
old guard.

“The way the society was en-
couraged, approved and promoted 
showed the Muslim Brotherhood 
was being targeted,” observed 
Brotherhood spokesman Muath al-
Khawaldeh. “Transferring the as-
sets to the society was illegal and 
unconstitutional. It set a danger-
ous precedent.”

Society leader Ibrahim Abu al-
Ezz rejected the accusations, say-
ing: “We’re not targeting anyone 
and we highly respect our Islamist 
brothers. We have simply legalised 
the Brotherhood’s status and we 
will continue to serve Islam and 
Jordan.”

In a more recent blow, 400 IAF 
leaders quit the party in December 
over policy “differences”, Khawal-
deh said. He said the resignations 
were rejected and reconciliation ef-
forts were under way.

Although Khawaldeh down-
played the issue, some observers 
said veterans among those who 
quit, dubbed the “Group of El-
ders”, might form a separate politi-
cal party, further complicating the 
situation for the Brotherhood.

Hassan Abu Hanieh, a Jordan-
based expert on Islamist groups, 
said the Brotherhood was facing its 
“most dangerous crisis”.

“The Brotherhood as we know 
has changed, and more divisions 
are expected in the future, deeply 
impacting the group,” he said.

Ahmad Khatib, a Jordan-based 
journalist, has written for Western 
media outlets on the Middle East 
and North Africa for two decades.
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A 2015 file picture shows a Jordanian demonstrator carrying the 
national f lag during a rally by the Muslim Brotherhood, in Amman.
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