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R 

ecent events should 
constitute a sobering 
wake-up call to anyone 
who had doubts about 
the extent of the Islamic 

State’s threat to Jordan.
Jordanian border patrols killed 

12 men and wounded others who 
were attempting to infiltrate from 
Syria on January 23rd. The casu-
alties were among 36 armed men 
hauling more than 2 million nar-
cotic pills into the kingdom.

Officials declined to say whether 
the men were Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants but pointed clearly in 
that direction, calling them “ter-
rorists”.

A month earlier, Jordanian 
patrols at the Syrian border ex-
changed gunfire with a group of in-
filtrators said to be affiliated with 
ISIS. In previous months, there 
were many similar attempts in 
which Jordanian troops detected, 
arrested or killed scores of infiltra-
tors, also said to be ISIS jihadists.

ISIS regards Jordan’s govern-
ment as an “unbeliever” and regu-

larly denounces it for its ties with 
Israel and the United States. The 
group has released several state-
ments threatening Jordan’s mod-
erate ruler, King Abdullah II, and 
vowed to topple the monarchy.

To prove it makes good on its 
threats, ISIS burned alive a Jorda-
nian Air Force lieutenant in a cage 
in January 2015, days after his jet-
fighter was downed over Syria and 
he was captured.

Over Jordan’s eastern border in 
Iraq, ISIS controls various cities in 
the vast desert province of Anbar. 
Jihadists, only about 70km east of 
the Jordanian border, have repeat-
edly attempted attacks on the Iraqi 
side of the border post.

In Syria to the north, a Jor-
dan-backed and US-trained and 
equipped force of “moderate” Syr-
ian tribesmen, called the Southern 
Front, forms a buffer between the 
kingdom and ISIS as well as other 
militants, such as al-Qaeda-linked 
Jabhat al-Nusra.

“ISIS exists everywhere,” Jorda-
nian political analyst Labib Kam-
hawi said. “It’s more like a myth 
that is entrenched in the hearts 
and minds of many young people, 
frustrated by the lack of opportu-
nities and have nothing to lose if 
they adopt the fanatics’ doctrine.”.

But the near future looks bleak.
Economically, Jordan is faced 

with dire economic conditions 
caused by overspending and for-
eign borrowing to cope with an 
influx of 1.3 million Syrian and 
300,000 Iraqi refugees. Unem-

ployment is already high and Jor-
dan is considering absorbing more 
Syrians into its labour force.

Tourism, Jordan’s largest source 
of hard currency, has come to a vir-
tual standstill. Investment, which 
cash-strapped Jordan banks on for 
currency reserves to shore up its 
finances, declined from $3.1 billion 
to $1.5 billion a year over the past 
few years. 

As poverty affects 20% of the 
population of 6.6 million, Jordan 
admits it spent nearly $7 billion 
on Syrian refugees. Billions more 
were spent on an estimated 2.2 
million Palestinians and their de-

scendants displaced in two wars 
with Israel since its creation in 
1948.

Politically, Jordan weathered 
the “Arab spring” by launching 
reforms that saw at least 30% of 
its constitution amended to give 
more powers to the legislature 
and reduce the powers of the king. 
Other reforms saw wider freedoms 
for women and greater govern-
ment tolerance to adversaries, the 
freedom of speech, expression and 
public assembly.

Still, the country is in political 
disarray having 23 splintered po-
litical parties with diverse ideolo-

gies ranging from Muslim funda-
mentalists to Marxists, which have 
failed to produce alternatives to 
government policies. The parties 
are also unable to compete for par-
liamentary elections, which large-
ly depend on tribal affiliation and 
family connections.

The Muslim Brotherhood, Jor-
dan’s largest and most organised 
political group, has lost much of its 
grass-roots appeal since the parent 
party in Egypt failed to improve 
living conditions.

Now, the brotherhood could 
split into smaller parties. Some 
officials fear the splintered and 
smaller groups may join ISIS or 
form militant sleeper cells.

Jordan is a key Arab ally of the 
United States, which has con-
tributed more than $10 billion to 
Jordan in the past decade. The 
country also maintains ties with 
Israel under a peace treaty signed 
in 1994, Israel’s second signed 
treaty with an Arab country after 
Egypt

Jordanian political analyst Oraib 
al-Rantawi said the ISIS threat to 
largely stable Jordan was “real and 
imminent”. 

“We can’t afford the luxury of 
just waiting and monitoring,” he 
said. “The danger is strategic and 
getting closer.”

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is Levant editor for The Arab 
Weekly and has covered the 
Middle East and North Africa for 
nearly three decades.
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A Jordanian soldier searches a Syrian refugee crossing into 
Jordanian territory near Ruwaished, east of Amman, last January.
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A 

diplomatic solution to 
the crisis in Syria and a 
focus on the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) 
are priorities for Jordan 

and its role as a regional ally of the 
United States, Jordan’s King Abdul-
lah II said after meeting with US 
President Barack Obama in Wash-
ington.

“We’re all supportive of what [US 
Secretary of State] John Kerry and 
[Russian Foreign Minister] Sergei 
Lavrov are doing as part of a po-
litical process but at the same time 
making sure that the second part of 
that dimension is the fight against 
ISIS… I think that both elements 
are complementary to each other,” 
King Abdullah said after a one-hour 
meeting with Obama on February 
24th.

He was referring to high-level 
negotiations between Moscow and 
Washington to broker a ceasefire in 
Syria, due to begin February 27th.

Obama sounded cautious in his 
remarks about the ceasefire, focus-
ing instead on what he described as 
small victories against ISIS.

“We have seen progress in push-
ing back against ISIS in territory 
both in Iraq and now in some por-
tions of Syria,” said Obama.

The United States has led a coali-
tion carrying out air strikes against 
ISIS positions in Syria, attacks that 
have forced some retreats by the 
terrorist organisation.

Jordan is home to more than 
600,000 UN-registered Syrian refu-
gees and tens of thousands of non-
refugee-status Syrians who fled the 
war. Jordan has been criticised for 
the harsh desert conditions in the 
Zaatari refugee camp, situated on 

Jordan’s border with Syria, where 
most of the registered refugees re-
side.

Jordanian authorities have eased 
restrictions on the movement of 
refugees, allowing many to inte-
grate into the country’s economy 
and leave the camp at will.

Jordan has also been strained by 
the spillover from Syria’s war as it 
struggles to share its overstretched 
medical and education resources 
with hundreds of thousands of des-
perate Syrians.

Critics of the kingdom say there 
is little evidence that the billions of 
dollars given to Amman since the 
Syria crisis began to cope with the 
spillover have been well spent.

“It seems the money disappears 
after it arrives in Jordan because 

we see very little infrastructure 
improvement for either Jordanian 
citizens or Syrian refugees,” said 
a scholar who has spent time in 
Amman since the Syria crisis. The 
scholar spoke to The Arab Weekly 
on condition of anonymity due to 
the sensitivity of the matter.

Critics also lament that the king-
dom may have been too relaxed 
early in the Syrian conflict when it 
was allegedly allowing jihadists to 
travel through to Syria from Gulf 
countries, an allegation Amman 
denies.

Abdullah has repeatedly said his 
country needs more international 
support to cope with the refugee 
crisis, which has worsened since 
Russian air strikes began in Sep-
tember. The European Union prom-

ised Jordan about $2 billion in aid 
but the United States remains the 
largest single country donor, with 
$1 billion per year designed to help 
Jordan deal with the humanitarian 
crisis and the fight against ISIS.

Jordan is among a handful of Arab 
countries joining the US-led air 
campaign against ISIS. In December 
2014, ISIS captured Jordanian pilot 
Muath al-Kasasbeh after his F-16 
crashed and later released footage 
of him being burned alive, sparking 
international outrage and leading 
Jordan to execute a female al-Qaeda 
operative who had been in Jordani-
an police custody for years.

Asked about immediate next 
steps for aiding in the diplomatic 
solution in Syria, Abdullah said he 
was pinning his hopes on Russia 

and the United States securing a 
ceasefire between Syrian troops and 
rebels in the areas closest to Jordan.

“Specifically, obviously to the 
southern part of Syria… can we get a 
ceasefire going into the south along-
side our border as part of a building 
block of the political process that 
helps move the politics of this issue 
forward between the regime and 
opposition forces?” he added.

“Because at the end of the day, 
Daesh is the enemy for all of us. 
And we’ll have to see how things 
are moving between the two foreign 
ministers,” said King Abdullah, re-
ferring to ISIS by its Arabic acronym.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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Jordan’s King Abdullah II (L) and US President Barack Obama during their meeting at the White House in Washington, on February 24th.

“We have seen 
progress in pushing 
back against ISIS in 
territory both in Iraq 
and now in some 
portions of Syria,” 
said Obama.


