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ays before Christmas, 
Damascus went dry due 
to an aerial attack on the 
Ain al-Fijah spring 18km 
north-west of the Syr-

ian capital, which feeds the Barada 
river that supplies 70% of the water 
for the city and its environs.

It was initially reported by pro-
regime websites on December 22nd 
that the rebels who have held Wadi 
Barada since mid-2012 had deliber-
ately polluted the waters of Ain al-
Fijah, which forced the authorities 
to cut off the water supply.

The sabotage story was used as 
a pretext to launch a major ground 
offensive against militants at the 
spring to seize control of the water 
supply despite a nationwide cease-
fire proclaimed on December 30th.

Hours later, the armed opposition 
in Wadi Barada produced a video 
on social media networks, show-
ing heavy damage to the water in-
frastructure at the spring, clearly 
caused by exploding missiles.

They explained that damage on 
that scale could only be caused by 
air attacks — and the only planes op-
erating over the Damascus country-
side were Russian and Syrian.

The regime had attacked the 
spring, they claimed, to force the 
rebels to surrender, which they did 
not.

This fell in line with similar tac-
tics used by the regime since 2011 
in a continuing battle for resources 
that has become a central aspect of 
the nearly 6-year-old Syrian war, all 
part of its starve or surrender strat-
egy in which it imposes sieges on 

rebel-held towns and cities.
The water crisis spread panic and 

anger among the war-swollen pop-
ulation of about 9 million people 
in Damascus and its surrounding 
countryside.

This is by far the worst humani-
tarian disaster to befall the Syrian 
capital in recent years, given that 
the ancient city has been relatively 
immune to the violence that has 
swept the country.

Even when the war began in 
March 2011, when the greater Da-
mascus population was closer to 5 
million, water was scarce. Now the 
populace has reached critical mass 
because of the huge numbers of ref-
ugees and displaced people from all 
over the war-wrecked country who 
have thronged the capital seeking 
safety and succour.

Private water vendors are selling 
water at black market prices of 2,500 
Syrian pounds — $5 a barrel — a crip-
pling price because the average Da-
mascus household consumes about 
100-150 barrels of water per month, 
for drinking, washing and sanita-
tion. Water costs ordinary Syrians 
$500-$750 a month, devastating for 
a city in which a senior post in the 
public sector, which employs mil-
lions of Syrians, pays no more than 
$150 monthly.

The nationwide ceasefire declared 
by Turkey and Russia prevented re-
gime forces from marching on Wadi 
Barada. The armed opposition tried 
negotiating a deal with government 
troops, saying that they would al-
low technicians to enter the Barada 
valley to repair the damage if the 
regime stopped bombarding the Da-
mascus countryside.

On January 9th, this deal went 
into effect but it may be temporary. 
The regime insists on retaking Wadi 

Barada, regardless of the ceasefire, 
claiming that the estimated 1,500 
fighters there are members of Jab-
hat Fateh al-Sham (JFS), al-Qaeda’s 
rebranded branch in Syria, which, 
along with the Islamic State (ISIS), 
was the only rebel group excluded 
from the ceasefire.

Despite the agreement, the crisis 
is far from over as it will take time 
and money to repair the damaged 
pumps, signalling difficult times 
ahead for the people of Damascus.

Similar crises are emerging else-
where in Syria, with equally disas-
trous outcomes and with jihadist 
forces employing the grim and bru-
tal tactics of the regime.

The Euphrates Dam, 40km up-
stream from Raqqa, de facto capital 
of the ISIS caliphate, was built by 

the Soviets in the 1970s. It has been 
held by the jihadists for two years.

ISIS recently shut down a major 
water flow into the battered city 
of Aleppo, a significant battlefield 
since mid-2016, from the Euphrates 
— an old tactic used by Zionist mi-
litias that blew up the main water 
pipelines to the port city of Haifa 
before the creation of the state of 
Israel in 1948.

If Kurdish forces get too close to 
the Euphrates Dam, ISIS has threat-
ened to destroy the huge structure. 
That would flood the entire region 
and inundate the nearby town of 
Tabqa to add to Syria’s already mas-
sive human catastrophe.

In neighbouring Iraq, the same 
applies in Mosul, where the cali-
phate was proclaimed in June 2014. 

US-backed Iraqi state forces are 
battling to retake the city from ISIS 
and red flags are already high about 
the fate of a 3.4km-long dam 60km 
north of Mosul on the Tigris river.

Built on unsuitable foundations 
as a prestige project by Saddam 
Hussein in the early 1980s, the dam 
has required regular repair and 
maintenance, something ISIS failed 
to provide for two years.

If the dam collapses, up to 11.11 
billion cubic metres of water, known 
as Lake Dahuk, will submerge Mo-
sul and lay waste to all the down-
stream towns and cities, shattering 
the lives of up to 7 million people.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of Under the 
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).
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Syrians fill plastic containers with water at a public fountain in Damascus, on January 3rd, 2017.   (AFP)
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yria’s dominant Kurdish 
group, the Democratic 
Union Party (PYD), has — 
unsurprisingly — been ex-
cluded from the ceasefire 

agreement announced by its Rus-
sian co-sponsor just before the turn 
of the year.

And, if and when peace talks 
open as anticipated on January 23rd 
in Kazakhstan, it will be no surprise 
if the Kurds are not represented.

Russia’s reliance on Turkey’s 
partnership in the joint ceasefire 
initiative made the exclusion of the 
Kurds inevitable.

On the day of the ceasefire an-
nouncement by Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, Turkish Prime Min-
ister Binali Yildirim said: “No group 
that we regard as a terror organisa-
tion will sit around the negotiating 
table and we regard the PYD as a 
terror organisation.”

Salih Muslim, co-chairman of the 
PYD, told Russia’s Sputnik network: 
“Nobody asked us to join the truce 
because countries in the region 
deny that there is a nation called 
Kurds.”

The Kurds are not alone in think-
ing that the latest manifestation of 
Turkey’s intervention in the Syrian 

conflict has less to do with combat-
ting the jihadists of Islamic State 
(ISIS) than with preventing the 
consolidation of Kurdish advances 
made during the Syrian war.

The Turks have certainly given 
the impression they were less con-
cerned about the continued pres-
ence of ISIS in Raqqa, de facto capi-
tal of the self-proclaimed jihadist 
caliphate, than with the PYD taking 
the credit for ousting them.

To the consternation of Wash-
ington, Yildirim declared publicly 
in 2016 that if the PYD’s People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) militia was 
involved in an operation to take 
Raqqa, Turkey would not take part.

US support for the YPG has been a 
major factor in the deterioration of 
relations between Washington and 
Ankara and in Turkey’s subsequent 
pivot towards the Russians.

The YPG has proven to be a cen-
tral player in the international coa-
lition confronting ISIS. Under the 
umbrella of the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), a Kurdish-dominated 
army in which Arab and minority 
community units are also involved, 
it has sought to cast itself as a non-
sectarian force.

Since the ceasefire was an-
nounced and subsequently en-
dorsed by the UN Security Council, 
Yildirim has demanded that the in-
coming US administration of Don-
ald Trump halt weapons supplies to 
the YPG if it wants improved rela-
tions with Ankara.

“The United States should not 
allow this strategic partnership to 
be overshadowed by a terrorist or-
ganisation,” Yildirim declared. Only 
Turkey was fighting ISIS, while the 
US and its allies “do nothing”, he 
said.

Washington last autumn said 
that small arms it has supplied 
have gone only to Arab units of the 
SDF.

In the face of persistent accusa-
tions by Turkish officials that it is 
airdropping weapons to the Kurds, 
the latest of which came from 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan a 
few days before the ceasefire an-
nouncement, the US embassy in 
Ankara issued a categorical denial.

Despite the denial and Yildirim’s 
“do nothing” comment, the reality 
is that the United States is continu-
ing to back the YPG indirectly with 
air strikes against ISIS. In the first 
week of 2017, US planes struck a 
range of ISIS targets, including five 
near Raqqa.

The SDF said these helped it 
move forward on that front as part 
of Operation Euphrates Wrath and 
to expel ISIS from villages west of 
the town.

Whether that cooperation con-
tinues will depend on how Trump 
responds to Turkey’s demands that 
he ditch the Syrian Kurds.

It is a delicate time for the Kurds, 
despite their battlefield successes. 
They have always been regarded 
with suspicion by most of the Syri-
an Arab opposition because of their 
ambivalent attitude towards the 
Damascus regime during the war.

Although Kurdish and regime 
forces have clashed during the con-
flict, for the most part there has 
been an effective truce in which the 

two sides have best been described 
as “frenemies”.

Turkish-backed rebels accused 
the YPG of coordinating with the 
Syrian Army during the assault on 
Aleppo in late 2016.

The Kurds’ overriding concern is 
to maintain the gains made since 
2011 in terms of establishing auton-
omy in the predominantly Kurdish 
regions bordering Turkey.

The announcement of a cease-
fire brokered by Russia and Tur-
key came the same day that Syrian 
Kurdish groups and their allies met 
to unilaterally declare a federal 
region in north-eastern Syria and 
even to promise early elections. 
The SDF would operate as the new 
federation’s military.

The move was intended to ce-
ment the de facto autonomy es-
tablished in the region since the 
war began by centralising the gov-
ernment of three majority Kurdish 
cantons. Logically, that might pro-
vide a model for a future federal 
Syria.

However, opposition to a fed-
eral model is one thing on which 
Turkey, Damascus and most of the 
Syrian opposition can agree. Rus-
sia even appears to have dropped 
its lukewarm support for a federal 
plan in the face of resistance from 
the Assad regime.

Given this unanimity among 
their enemies, it was no surprise 
the Kurds were not included in the 
ceasefire and it will be no surprise 
if they are not at Astana.

Harvey Morris has written several 
books on the Middle East, includ-
ing No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.

Syria’s long-shunned Kurds are on their own again
Harvey Morris

Fighters from the Kurdish-Arab alliance, known as the Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF), prepare for an assault on the Islamic 
State (ISIS) bastion of Raqqa, on December 10th, 2016.                (AFP)
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