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T
he 2016 edition of the Global Peace Index, released by 
the Australia-based Institute for Economics and Peace 
(IEP), offered no surprises.

The Middle East and North Africa region (MENA) 
looms large in the document. It points out that “Syria’s 
debilitating civil war” has caused the death of between 
250,000 and 470,000 people since 2011. Millions more 

were driven from their homes.
Between 2006 and 2015, the world witnessed an increase in the 

number of refugees and displaced persons from 9.8 million to 15 
million, with Syria accounting for most of the increase. “In 2007, 
just 0.1% of the Syrian population was classified as refugees or IDPs. 
This figure rose to an extraordinary 63.18% in 2015,” the Global Peace 
Index (GPI) noted. IDPs are internally displaced persons.

War and conflict have come with a serious economic cost. The GPI 
estimates that the global bill is $742 billion. The per capita cost in 
the MENA region was estimated to be $464 in 2015 and war and 
conflict in Syria and Iraq absorbed 54% of these countries’ gross 
domestic product (GDP).

The figures do not even consider the economic fallout of Syria’s 
conflict on the country’s neighbours, particularly Lebanon and 
Jordan.

According to the World Bank, the economic effect of the war in 
Syria on Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt has been $35 billion. 
More specifically, the flow of refugees costs Jordan about $2.5 
billion a year, about 6% of the country’s GDP and one-quarter of its 
revenues. Between 2012 and 2014, GPI said, Lebanon’s real GDP 
growth was cut 2.9% annually as more than $1 billion was spent by 
the state on hosting refugees.

As if the horrors of war were not enough, terrorism continues to 
plague the region.

Terrorism is a global phenomenon. The GPI said terrorism casual-
ties have increased 286% since 2008 and “the number of countries 
that recorded no terrorist incidents decreased from 49 in 2008 to 37 
in 2016 out of 163 countries”.

It is the Arab world and the wider community of Muslim nations 
that are particularly affected.

The majority of terrorist activity, according to the GPI, is highly 
concentrated in five countries: Iraq, Nigeria, Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and Syria. These nations accounted for 78% of deaths from terrorism 
in 2014.

Since 2015, terrorist incidents have had a direct catastrophic effect 
on tourism in Egypt, Tunisia and Turkey and indirect ripple effects 
have affected a relatively immune place such as Morocco.

Boko Haram and the Islamic State (ISIS), responsible for about 
50% of terror deaths, are widening their circles of mayhem.

Wars, terror and other forms of violence plaguing the MENA 
region are reflections of deep-rooted social, economic and cultural 
problems, including income disparities, sectarian and ethnic divides 
and inadequate policies. Even before the guns of war fall silent, 
long-term reforms must be implemented and, when conflict ebbs, 
international investment in new development policies will be 
needed.

If experience is any indication, arms purchases will be easier to 
finance than development projects. “The direct cost of violence in 
2015 is 30 times the amount spent on official development assis-
tance in 2014,” notes the Global Peace Index. That is a sad fact.

The heavy toll
of war in MENA

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

P u b l i s h e d  b y  A l  A r a b  P u b l i s h i n g  H o u s e

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Contact editor at: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

 

 
Subscription & Advertising:
Ads@alarab.co.uk
Tel 020 3667 7249

Mohamed Al Mufti
Marketing & Advertising 
Manager

Tel (Main) +44 20 6702 3999
Direct:        +44 20 8742 9262
www.alarab.co.uk

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Publisher 
and Group Executive Editor

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Editor-in-Chief
Oussama Romdhani

Deputy Editor-in-Chief 
Dalal Saoud

Senior Editor
John Hendel 

Chief Copy Editors
Jonathan Hemming

and Richard Pretorius

Analysis Section Editor
 Ed Blanche

Opinion Section Editor 
Claude Salhani 

East/West Section Editor 
Mark Habeeb

Levant Section Editor 
Jamal J. Halaby

Gulf Section Editor
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Society and Travel 
Sections Editor

 Samar Kadi

Correspondents
Mahmud el-Shafey (London), 

Dominique Roch (Beirut), 
Houda Ferjani (Paris), 

and Rasha Elass (Washington)

Editorial

Opinion

Despite misgivings, 
Yemen talks are 
advancing

T
he international 
community is trying to 
find political settle-
ments to the military 
conflicts in Yemen and 
Syria. The journey 

starts with the announcement of a 
“cessation of hostilities”, then 
proximity talks between the 
warring sides along with 
increased pressure for direct 
peace negotiations. While the 
Syrian peace talks may have 
stalled in Geneva, the Yemeni 
negotiations in Kuwait are going 
full speed ahead.

Despite the fact that talks are 
ongoing, Yemen’s rival parties 
are not optimistic. Statements 
coming from the talks in Kuwait 
are dominated by pessimism and 
mistrust. This goes beyond mere 
verbal sparring. There has also 
been an escalation in fighting on 
the ground, despite a truce that has 
been in place since April.

Given this state of affairs, why is 
there an impression that the talks 
are moving forward and will lead 
to a political settlement that will 
ultimately end the war?

The international desire to end 
the Yemeni war is clear. More 
importantly is Saudi Arabia’s desire 
to end the conflict. There can be no 
political settlement without Saudi 
Arabia’s support and agreement.

Saudi officials recently 
announced the interception of a 
ballistic missile fired from Yemeni 
territory. This was the second time 
in June that a missile has been fired 
into Saudi territory from Yemen. 
What is striking is that this breach 
of the ceasefire did not prompt 
Riyadh to escalate its rhetoric or 
military response in a manner 
that would undermine the truce 
or talks. In fact, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir said Riyadh 
was more committed to the talks 
than ever.

Most importantly, the opposing 
sides in the 
Yemeni talks are 
discussing the 
most difficult and 
vital issues, as 
opposed to what 
was happening in 
the Syrian peace 
talks.

The Yemeni 
talks discussed 
the establishment 
of a military 

or security committee that will 
bear responsibility for ending 
the war and taking control of the 

government. When peace talks 
reach the stage that both sides are 
discussing what transitional body 
will be in charge after the end of 
the conflict and how power will 
be shared between the two sides, 
it is clear that each party accepts 
that political compromise, not a 
military solution, will ultimately 
win the day.

Even at this advanced stage 
of negotiations, the situation is 
difficult and could break down, 
particularly as power-sharing is 
such a sensitive issue. In Yemen, 
the Houthis, who remain in control 
of the capital Sana’a and Yemeni 
ministries, are trying to make as 
few concessions as possible to 
ensure that their prospects are not 
harmed and that they do not return 
to their pre-2014 state.

In 2014, the Houthis took control 
of northern Yemen, marched on 
Sana’a and captured the capital and 
beyond, signifying a major shift in 
the balance of power in Yemen. The 
Houthis said they were facing an 
“historic opportunity” that must be 
seized. They may have seized their 
moment but ultimately found that 
it was more difficult to hold onto 
their gains than they might have 
imagined.

Even with the backing of a 
regional power such as Iran, a 
Saudi-led Gulf military coalition 
has slowly but steadily pushed 
the Houthis back. This military 
intervention checked the Houthis’ 
ambitions.

Until that intervention, the 
Houthis had been unwilling to 
engage with United Nations Envoy 
Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed and 
international efforts for peace. He 
recently declared: “The time has 
come for the various parties of the 
conflict to put forward solutions 
away from considerations of loss 
and gain.”

Salam al-Saadi is 
a Syrian-Palestinian writer.
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