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Amman

J 

ordan plans to implement a 
comprehensive programme 
to uproot violent extremism, 
the main cause of terrorism 
engulfing the region and be-

yond.
The programme, which envis-

ages unifying mosque messages to 
renounce violence and extremism 
and support tolerance and peace, is 
still in the planning stages.

It is to be implemented by the 
end of the year but it will take sev-
eral months to develop needed 
awareness, especially among the 
targeted segment: unemployed and 
desperate young male Jordanians, 
officials say.

However, some say it is doomed 
to failure if its implementation is 
not preceded by a stringent state 
crackdown on the country’s 6,200 
mosques to rid them of extremists, 
who preach sermons that depict 
adherents of other faiths — mainly 
Christians and Jews — as enemies 
of Islam.

“The preaching scene in Jordan 
is freewheeling and it must be re-
strained and monitored carefully,” 
said Muslim scholar Amjad Qour-
shah, who caused controversy in 
June over his remarks criticising 
the government for participating in 
the war against Islamic State (ISIS).

“All preachers must be vetted 
anew,” he said. “New preachers 
must be appointed according to 
a selective system based on their 
qualification, not family connec-
tions.”

The plan to counter extremism 
is supported jointly by Japan and 
the UN Development Programme 
(UNDP), agency country represent-
ative Zeina Ali Ahmed said.

She said a memorandum of un-
derstanding has been signed with 

Jordan’s Counter Extremism De-
partment. “We’re now working on 
designing a strategy, which should 
be ready later this year”.

The main highlight of the strat-
egy is to prevent extremism and 
combat the phenomenon socially 
and economically. Under the pro-
gramme, Jordan’s Ministry of Reli-
gious Affairs is to develop a curricu-
lum and train mosque preachers.

The programme will be launched 
in Zarqa, a mining city east of Am-
man and a known bastion for Mus-
lim extremists. Zarqa is the home-
town of the slain al-Qaeda in Iraq 
leader Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, who 
died in a June 2006 US drone attack.

UNDP will provide the expertise 
but will not interfere in the curricu-
lum. Japan will fund the plan.

Ahmed said UNDP would like to 
see an online platform established 
through which any person can con-
tact authorities to inquire about re-
ligious issues in confidentiality.

The Jordanian moves underline 
how serious the kingdom takes the 
threat of extremism. Jordan has 
come under militant attacks for its 
close ties with the United States 
and peace treaty with Israel.

One of the deadliest attacks was 
carried out by Zarqawi’s group in 
2005 against three Jordan-based 
Western hotels. Sixty people — all 
civilian Muslims — were killed.

In the past 17 years, Jordan broke 
up nearly 800 groups involving 
scores of militants said to be plot-
ting to undermine Jordan’s un-
matched record of stability in the 
region.

This year, about 1,122 militants 
were tried in Jordan’s military court 
in at least 39 separate cases involv-
ing terrorism and extremism.

The country’s borders with Iraq 
and Syria are also targets for ISIS’s 
attacks.

ISIS fighters on August 16th at-
tacked an Iraqi border guard base 
near the Jordanian border, killing 
nine people on the Iraqi side of the 

frontier. There was no immediate 
claim of responsibility.

In March, a similar attack on a 
Jordanian military installation on 
the Syrian border killed six Jorda-
nian security officials.

A recent incident pointing to 
Jordan’s cluttered preaching scene 
involved a renowned preacher ap-
pointed by the Ministry of Religious 
Affairs to deliver selective sermons 
on moderation in a grand mosque 
outside a Palestinian refugee camp 
north of Amman.

The original mosque preacher, 
who has two other jobs, had been 
absent from the mosque for more 

than seven months this year. He 
privately arranged with a friend to 
deliver the sermons in his place but 
the replacement preacher drew at-
tention with extremist views and 
fiery, anti-government speeches 
that praised ISIS jihadists and urged 
Jordanians and Palestinians in the 
camp to join the fight in Syria and 
Iraq.

Religious Affairs Minister Wael 
Arabiyat said sermons would be 
limited to selected mosques across 
the country.

“Friday prayers will only be held 
at selected mosques and this de-
cision is final,” Arabiyat said. He 

pointed out that he had top clergy 
issue a fatwa endorsing the move.

Arabiyat explained that of the 
6,200 mosques across the country, 
including 1,720 in Amman, only 
800 are under the ministry’s super-
vision.

“The Friday sermon is potentially 
a dangerous media channel,” he 
insisted. He noted that not all who 
deliver sermons are trained or qual-
ified to explain the Hadith, or the 
sayings of the Prophet Mohammad 
or verses from the Quran.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, is 
Levant editor for The Arab Weekly.

Zaatari

T 

housands of Syrians in 
four makeshift refugee 
camps in Jordan increas-
ingly appear as though 
they are there to stay as 

the multi-sided civil war in their 
homeland drags into its sixth year 
and President Bashar Assad has 
clawed back territory with the help 
of his Russian and Iranian allies.

Zaatari, the oldest of the Jordan-
based camps, is a flat expanse in an 
isolated corner of the Jordanian de-
sert, where inhabitants complain 
of whirling sand, scorpions and 
snakes. The camp has grown from 
a tented settlement sheltering four 
families in 2011 to a sprawling city 
of 80,000 inhabitants and tens of 
thousands more when there are 
delays handling refugee entries 
into Jordan.

“Turning Zaatari camp from a 
tented settlement into a vast city 
so quickly indicates that the refu-
gees will be there for a very long 
time, possibly forever,” camp social 
worker Jamil Barakat said.

“This is reminiscent of the Bekaa 
refugee camp for Palestinian refu-
gees which was a tented settle-
ment when it was inaugurated 
with an influx of Palestinian refu-
gees from the war with Israel in the 
West Bank in 1967,” he said. “It was 
quickly turned into mud-and-brick 
homes before it was rehabilitated 

into white limestone buildings 
which were integrated into Jordan 
and its inhabitants became Jorda-
nian citizens.”

Two main paved roads in Zaatari 
are dotted with more than 3,000 
shops, including convenience 
stores, money changers, pizza 
delivery services, electrical ap-
pliance, cell phone and computer 
shops, barbershops, women’s 
beauty parlours and food stands.

Residents are given coupons to 
exchange for food and other sup-
plies from the shops. However, 
plenty of cash changes hands in the 
local market, where refugees say it 

comes from back home.
For entertainment, a street named 

after Paris’s famous Champs-Élysées 
has coffee shops offering light sum-
mer drinks with water pipes. Else-
where in the camp, anything from 
drugs to alcohol is sold. There are 
two brothels, said to be frequented 
by single fighters who travel from 
Syria for a short respite to see fam-
ily and friends.

“There is a plan to settle us in 
Jordan because Bashar Assad is go-
ing nowhere and the conflict back 
home is likely to continue for ages,” 
lamented Nasser Azroui, who fled 
the Syrian border town of Daraa on 

the Jordanian frontier along with 
his wife and three children in 2011.

“It’s comfortable to live here,” 
added the mechanic, who works at 
a Jordanian car repair shop in near-
by Mafraq. He said he leaves for 
work every morning and returns 
before sunset.

But for Eyad Masri, 28, also from 
Daraa, living standards are below 
expectations.

“We came here in 2012, desperate 
and uncertain of what is waiting for 
us in this camp, which consisted 
of few tents, no electricity and re-
sembled a barren land but we had 
no choice. We had to escape, fear-
ing for our lives,” said Masri, who 
works as a teacher at one of the 
four official schools in the camp.

“We thank God for everything, 
especially for our safety, but still 
this is not what we had in mind. 
We are well-educated people and 
we deserve to live and have a nor-
mal life. The war in Syria seems 
like it will never end, which means 
violence and killings will remain,” 
added the father of two who lives 
in a pre-fabricated home called a 
caravan.

“We have everything from shops 
to cafés but still this is not our 
home. Many tried to travel back to 
Syria but could not return. For me 
and my family I cannot take this 
risk,” he said.

Masri, who is making enough to 
meet his family’s daily needs, said 
that sometimes they feel like Pales-
tinians who left their homes due to 
the Israeli occupation.

“Palestinians left their country 
and settled in camps and today they 
are living in camps and this idea is 
haunting us here,” he said. “I see 
myself returning home and back 
to my normal life soon but accord-
ing to what is happening I prefer to 
focus on my work and family here 
and hope things will change. Some-
times, I really find it hard to explain 
the situation to my children.”

He said the camp is more organ-
ised than before.

“There is a sharia court that han-
dles marriages in the camp as it was 
a chaotic and random matter with 
stories of little girls married to re-
ally old men but now there are reg-
ulations and laws to govern this,” 
he said.

According to the UN refugee 
agency, 80 children are born in 
the camp each week and 57% of 
the population is under the age of 
18. However, one in every three 
children in Zaatari does not go to 
school because parents do not see 
any use for them to enroll. Instead, 
parents put them to work to make 
money.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.
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Syrian refugees collect water at the Zaatari refugee camp in 
Mafraq, Jordan, near the border with Syria, last May.
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