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S
audi Arabia has introduced a total ban on smoking in 
public places and the United Arab Emirates is expected to 
do the same by the end of the year. These are welcome 
developments in an Arab world where tobacco consump-
tion should be a major concern.

According to the Tobacco Atlas, tobacco consumption in 
countries of the eastern Mediterranean has increased by 

more than a third since 2000.
The percentage of people who smoke in the Arab world varies from 

20% in Bahrain and Egypt to 31% in Tunisia, 34% in Kuwait and 35% in 
Lebanon. Egypt is by far the largest tobacco market in the region with 
19 billion cigarettes smoked annually.

Tobacco kills tens of thousands each year in the Arab world. A 
recent study in Tunisia blamed smoking for 90% of lung cancer cases, 
80% of acute respiratory illnesses, 75% of heart attacks and 25% of all 
cardiovascular-related deaths just in that North African country.

A particularly worrisome trend is the rise in smoking among 
children, teenagers and especially among young women. According to 
the World Health Organisation (WHO), the rate of tobacco consump-
tion among school-age girls is estimated at 26.8% in Syria, 27.7% in 
the Palestinian territories and 54% in Lebanon.

The increase in smoking among young people is related to the 
fraying family structure in much of the Arab world as conditions 
created by war and displacement as well as by generational change 
make parental supervision increasingly difficult.

For young smokers, the risks are compounded. Tobacco addiction 
can lead to juvenile delinquency for children who cannot afford the 
cost of their addiction and smoking from an early age seriously 
increases tobacco’s long-term health risks.

Smoking among school age children and young women is associated 
with the popularity of water pipes (also known as hookah or shisha).

According to the WHO, 14% of young male teenagers (13-15 years 
old) and 9% of young female teenagers in the Eastern Mediterranean 
region consume water pipe tobacco and smokeless cigarettes. The 
popularity of shisha among Arab women is closing the previous 
smoking gap between men and women: Female consumption of 
non-tobacco smoking products (shisha and smokeless tobacco) is 
more than 30% in Lebanon and 20% in the UAE. More young people 
and women are using water pipes under the assumption that water 
pipe smoking is less harmful than cigarettes.

In reality, water pipe tobacco has higher nicotine levels than 
cigarettes and contains toxins proven to cause lung and heart disease 
as well as cancer. Shisha also is blamed for the transmission of viruses 
and respiratory diseases.

A one-hour water pipe session results in inhaling 100-200 times the 
volume of smoke of one cigarette.

In war-stricken areas such as Syria, according to the WHO: “Many 
youths, women and school-age children have taken to shisha smoking 
believing that it is fashionable and less harmful than cigarettes.”

Many among the millions of Syrian refugees in neighbouring 
countries, often unable to find work, spend much of their day smok-
ing.

We can add to the many challenges facing the Arab world today the 
urgent need for smoking awareness campaigns, geared especially 
towards young people and including warnings over the use of water 
pipes to dispel the notion that it is harmless. Public health should not 
be ignored, even in times of war and upheaval.
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US uncertainties trigger 
power game in Syria

W
hat is happen-
ing in Syria and 
the region 
today? The 
situation in the 
Middle East is 

so complex, involving so many 
countries that are at cross 
purposes, that it is difficult to 
predict anything. The only thing 
that can be said with any cer-
tainty is that everyone is seeking 
to fill the vacuum caused by 
Washington’s disengagement 
from the region. This is a state of 
affairs that could lead to destruc-
tive division and fragmentation, 
particularly in Syria.

This division could take place at 
any time. Each side in the Syrian 
conflict is seeking to safeguard 
areas under its control, awaiting 
a new US administration that will 
decide whether to take a more 
proactive role in Syria. Will Demo-
cratic nominee Hillary Clinton fol-
low US President Barack Obama’s 
foreign policy towards the region 
or seek a new tack? What about 
Republican rival Donald Trump? 
Can anybody even guess what his 
policy towards the region would 
be?

Given this looming deadline, 
there is a state of regional adjust-
ment. Following signs of rap-
prochement between Turkey and 
Russia, Iran has sought to readjust 
its position and also move closer to 
Turkey. Iranian Foreign Minister 
Mohammad Javad Zarif visited 
Ankara and praised the Turkish 
government, highlighted Turkish-
Iranian ties and congratulated 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan on overcoming a recent 
failed military coup.

Zarif’s visit to Ankara took place 
after a historic meeting between 
Erdogan and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin. Those two leaders 
sought to draw a final line under 
the Turkish shooting down of a 
Russian jet — which Erdogan apol-
ogised for in June — and confirmed 
Moscow would “step-by-step” lift 

sanctions from Ankara. 
“The axis of friendship 
between Moscow and 
Ankara will be restored,” 
Erdogan said during a 
news conference with 
Putin.

As for the wider reper-
cussions of this restora-
tion, that remains to be 
seen, particularly on 
the Syrian crisis where 
Moscow and Ankara are 

on opposing sides.
The question of Syrian Presi-

dent Bashar Assad’s ultimate fate 

remains. Iran and Russia are well 
aware that the Assad regime has 
lost all legitimacy. It is not a ques-
tion of if Assad will go, but when. 
This is something that was con-
firmed by the latest developments 
in the battle for Aleppo. Moscow 
is waiting for the most opportune 
time to release its hand from the 
beleaguered Syrian president. It 
will only do so when the price is 
right.

Both Putin and Erdogan are un-
der pressure domestically. Erdogan 
survived a failed military coup but 
is continuing to wrestle with his 
former allies in the Gulen Move-
ment, which Erdogan claims was 
behind the July 15th failed coup 
attempt.

As for Putin, Russia’s economy 
is flagging and this was not helped 
by the diplomatic crisis with Tur-
key, a vital foreign market. Both 
countries, and leaders, are in need 
of each other, it seems.

As for any future Iranian-Turkish 
rapprochement, there is ample rea-
son to explain this. In particular 
there is the question of the Kurds. 
The rise of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
has proven to be an opportunity 
for the region’s Kurds, who have 
shown themselves to be an invalu-
able Western ally. Both Iran and 
Turkey are concerned about their 
countries’ Kurdish communities 
and the potential establishment of 
an independent Kurdish state.

In Syria and the wider region, 
each country is seeking to serve its 
own interests. Previously, Iran and 
Russia had somewhat disregarded 
Turkey’s involvement in Syria 
but the recent rebels’ advance — 
which can be traced to arms and 
equipment from across the nearby 
Turkish border — shows that this 
is misplaced. Aleppo is an issue of 
life or death for Erdogan’s Turkey. 
“Turkey’s security belt starts from 
Mosul to Aleppo and north to Su-
laimaniya,” former prime minister 
Ahmet Davutoglu famously said.

Still, Assad will remain, so long 
as Russia and Iran protect him and 
Russia and Iran will continue to 
protect him, so long as this serves 
their overall interests. All sides are 
therefore waiting for the new US 
administration, or any other factor, 
that could tip the balance one way 
or the other.

There is a division of influence 
in Syria that could lead to outright 
territorial division and fragmen-
tation. This might happen but 
it could also be averted. Syria’s 
future is in the balance.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.
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