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US and Russia agree
on ceasefire deal for Syria

Families come together around Muslim ‘feast of sacrifice’

Beirut

R 

eturning home for Eid 
al-Adha, one of the two 
most important feasts 
on the Muslim calendar, 
is a must for many in 

the Arab region.
Culminating with the end of 

the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, 
Eid al-Adha, which translates to 
“feast of sacrifice”, commemo-
rates the willingness of Abraham 
to sacrifice his son Ishmael as an 
act of obedience to God, symboli-
cally shown by the slaughtering of 
sheep, goats and cows and sharing 
the meat with relatives and the 
poor.

It is also an occasion for fami-
lies to get together, share special 
meals and distribute food to the 
poor.

Ayman Abdo said he is looking 
forward to being with his family 
during the four-day Eid holiday in 

his native Asyut in southern Egypt 
after several months away.

“I must go back (home) because 
there can be no joy in Eid away 
from my family. All my brothers 

who work away from Asyut also 
return home for the occasion,” 
said Abdo, who works in a grocery 
store in Cairo.

In Egypt, as in many other Mid-

dle East countries, Eid al-Adha 
celebrations have remained most-
ly unchanged but tough economic 
conditions are taking their toll on 
people’s abilities to be part of the 
festivities, Egyptian sociologist 
Samia Khedr said.

“People are less capable of buy-
ing new clothes, going out on ex-
pensive journeys or even buying 
animals for sacrifice,” Khedr said. 
“However, the festive mood on 
such occasions is always indomi-
table.”

For Magida Saleh, a Lebanese 
woman in her fifties, the holiday 
has lost its smells. “In my child-
hood, the smell of maamoul and 

other Arabic sweets made espe-
cially for Eid filled the house on 
the eve of the feast. I miss those 
smells. Today most people buy 
their sweets and have them deliv-
ered because they are too busy to 
make them at home.”

In Syria, war and inflation have 
forced residents to modify their 
customs, especially with Eid al-
Adha this year coinciding with the 
beginning of the school year.

“There will be no new clothes 
for the children and no Eid meal. 
We will serve coffee and some 
homemade sweets for visitors and 
well-wishers. I can hardly pay the 
school fees, everything has be-
come so expensive,” said Moham-
ad Salem, a government employee 
and father of three.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.
Amr Emam in Cairo and Khalil 
Hamlo in Damascus contributed 
to this report.

Washington

A 

fter the death of more 
than 400,000 people 
and the displacement 
of millions of others in 
more than five years of 

war, an unprecedented deal be-
tween the United States and Russia 
offered new hope for Syria, even if 
some fear the accord might be an-
other false dawn.

US Secretary of State John Kerry 
and Russian Foreign Minister Ser-
gei Lavrov announced an agree-
ment that foresees a ceasefire and 
the delivery of humanitarian aid 
over all of Syria, including the 
embattled city of Aleppo, starting 
September 12th. Speaking early 
September 10th after more than 12 
hours of talks in Geneva, Kerry said 
the deal could be a “turning point” 
for the Syrian conflict.

The two sides also agreed on 
coordinated military operations 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) and 

Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, formerly 
known as al-Nusra Front, the Syr-
ian affiliate of al-Qaeda. That new 
model of cooperation, which re-
ports said was highly controversial 
within the US government, is to 
start once the ceasefire has held for 
a week.

The Syrian Air Force, blamed 
for numerous attacks on civilian 
targets, is to be banned from fly-
ing combat missions in rebel-held 
areas. Lavrov, whose government 
is Syria’s main international ally, 
said the government in Damascus 
was prepared to comply with that 
provision.

He said that despite continuing 
distrust between the United States 

and Russia, the accord could form 
the basis for renewed efforts to get 
the “political process” for Syria go-
ing. Kerry and Lavrov did not say 
what would happen if a militia or 
the Syrian Army violated the agree-
ment.

UN Syria Envoy Staffan de Mistu-
ra welcomed the agreement as a 
“window of opportunity” but some 
experts voiced doubt about the 
deal because previous agreements 
to stop the fighting in Syria were ig-
nored by groups and countries bat-
tling on the ground.

Charles Lister, an analyst at the 
Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington, said it would be difficult 
to separate Jabhat Fateh al-Sham 
fighters from other opposition forc-
es that, according to Kerry, should 
distance themselves clearly from 
the group and ISIS.

Lister said armed groups in Syria 
would be reluctant to give up ter-
ritory to move away from Jabhat 
Fateh al-Sham. “Many opposition 
figures see the US-Russia talks and 
whatever comes from them as a 
conspiracy against their long and 

hard-fought-for revolution,” Lister 
wrote on Facebook. “It will be hard 
to change this mindset.”

Another possible irritant is Tur-
key’s intervention in northern 
Syria, aimed at pushing back ISIS 
and Kurdish militants. Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
has said his country was ready for 
a joint US-Turkish attack on the 
ISIS de facto capital of Raqqa. Only 
hours before Kerry and Lavrov an-
nounced their agreement, the US-
led anti-ISIS-coalition said Wash-
ington was working with Turkey 
and the Syrian Kurds on a possible 
advance on Raqqa.

Earlier talks between US Presi-
dent Barack Obama and Russian 
leader Vladimir Putin failed to 
produce an agreement to end the 
fighting. A ceasefire brokered by 
Washington and Moscow in Febru-
ary had also been unable to stop 
the war.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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Merchants near Khouribga in central Morocco wait for buyers 
looking for sheep to sacrifice during the Muslim feast of Eid 
al-Adha, on September 7th.

The Eid is an 
occasion for families 
to get together, share 
special meals and 
distribute food to 
the poor.
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The agreement 
foresees a ceasefire 
and the delivery of 
humanitarian aid 
over all of Syria.
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US Secretary of State 
John Kerry (L) and 
Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov talk at the 
conclusion of a joint press 
conference following their 
meeting to discuss the 
crisis in Syria, in Geneva, 
early on September 10th.


