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Khazir Camp

W 

azira rocks her tiny 
baby pleadingly but 
he is inconsolable, 
crying for the milk 
his mother can nei-

ther produce herself nor buy in a 
camp near the Iraqi battleground 
city of Mosul.

“He’s been crying since the mo-
ment he was born. He only stops 
when he’s so exhausted that he falls 
asleep,” the 24-year-old Iraqi moth-
er said, sheltering her baby Rakan 
from the scorching sun with a piece 
of white cloth.

“I cannot breastfeed him and I 
feel he’s never satisfied. There’s no 
good food to eat and no money to 
buy baby formula,” she said, sitting 
outside one of the clinics in Khazir 
camp.

The camp south-east of Mo-
sul, where Iraqi forces are into the 
eighth month of a massive opera-
tion against the Islamic State (ISIS), 
is crammed with approximately 
32,000 people displaced from the 
war-torn city.

Conditions in Khazir, one of the 
largest — but not the worst — dis-
placement camps near Mosul are 
difficult. Temperatures soaring past 
43 degrees Celsius add to Rakan’s 
discomfort.

“Sometimes I pound the biscuits 
they give us at the camp into pow-
der and mix them with water to try 
to feed him by force,” said the young 

mother, her face partly covered by a 
black veil.

A few metres down the queue, 
Marwa is also waiting for her turn 
to take her 8-month-old daughter 
to a doctor. The 25-year-old mother, 
who fled western Mosul with her 
family two weeks earlier, has not 
been able to produce maternal milk 
to give Maryam for five months.

“These past few months made 
me very tired. We kept moving 
from house to house until we finally 
managed to get out,” she said. “I 
was sick and couldn’t feed her any 
more.”

As elite forces retake the city one 
neighbourhood at a time, civil-
ians often used as human shields 
by the jihadists stay cooped up in 
their homes — at risk from shelling 

and dwindling food supplies — until 
their area is retaken.

The line of haggard-looking 
mothers holding wailing babies 
curled around the clinic run by the 
International Medical Corps, a US-
based charity. Neshmeel Diller, one 
of the doctors at the clinic, said she 
examined up to 80 women a day.

“Seventy percent of them com-
plain of their inability to breastfeed 
and of their children always being 
hungry and crying all the time,” she 
said.

“The psychological condition of 
these mothers and the hormonal 
changes caused by anxiety and de-
pression, the lack of privacy and 
physical comfort as well as of bal-
anced nutrition… all these factors 
converge to affect their ability to 

breastfeed,” Diller said.
She said the pressure of life in 

the camp often meant that mothers 
would lose the patience to repeat 
their attempts.

Doctors Without Borders (MSF), 
another medical charity, said it was 
also monitoring the effects of lacta-
tion failure rates on nutrition among 
the displaced child population.

More than 800,000 people have 
been forced from their homes since 
the start of the Mosul operation last 
October. Most experienced trau-
matising living conditions under 
the ruthless rule of ISIS for close to 
three years, risked their lives trying 
to flee and now face a very uncer-
tain future.

“Stress is a major factor affecting 
the mothers of our little patients. 

Stress affects breastfeeding more 
than a mother’s own nutritional sta-
tus or physical health,” MSF medi-
cal coordinator in Iraq Evgenia Ze-
likova said.

“We do notice an increase in 
malnutrition among babies whose 
mothers are no longer able to 
breastfeed,” she said. “This is be-
cause formula milk is often hard to 
come by or extremely expensive in 
besieged areas of Mosul and in the 
camps.”

The UN Children’s Fund said it 
had noticed a spike in malnutrition 
among the most recently displaced 
children and had begun distributing 
a peanut-based supplement among 
affected populations.

(Agence France-Presse)
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A 

major scientific research 
centre has opened in 
Jordan, a few kilometres 
outside Amman, in an 
unprecedented collabo-

ration between opposing Middle 
Eastern countries.

King Abdullah II of Jordan attend-
ed the May 16 opening ceremony 
of Sesame — Synchrotron-light for 
Experimental Science and Applica-
tions — which its operators hope 
will become the site for the region’s 
most significant scientific research 
projects.

“Sesame is the most important 
scientific event that has happened 
in the Middle East region,” said 
Mahmoud Tabrizchi, professor of 
chemistry at the Isfahan University 
of Technology in Iran.

The physicists behind UNESCO-
supported Sesame, whose name 
symbolises the opening of the insti-
tute’s doors to scientists worldwide, 
hale from countries that rarely en-
gage with one another — Iran, Is-
rael, Jordan, Turkey, Egypt, Cyprus, 
Pakistan and the Palestinian territo-
ries.

About $90 million has gone to-

wards funding the project, includ-
ing pledges of $5 million each from 
Israel, Iran, Jordan, Turkey and the 
European Union.

The facility’s crown jewel is its 
round tube-like synchrotron, a par-
ticle accelerator — one of about 60 in 
the world but the first in the Middle 
East — that can provide exception-
ally detailed views of everything 
from cancerous tissue to paintings.

“A synchrotron light source is es-
sentially a large flash lamp coupled 
to a number of super microscopes, 
which allows scientists to study 
matter on scales ranging from bio-
logical cells down to atoms,” Sir 
Chris Llewellyn Smith, British phys-
icist and chairman of the Sesame 
project said via e-mail.

Sesame is partially modelled on 
Geneva’s European Organisation 
for Nuclear Research, better known 
as Cern, home to the Large Hadron 
Collider, the world’s largest particle 
accelerator.

Unlike its Swiss brother, which 
specialises in smashing protons into 
each other to detect smaller debris 
particles — such as the Higgs boson, 
the so-called God particle — Sesa-
me functions by firing electrons in 
a constant loop near the speed of 
light.

Andrew Harrison, CEO of Dia-
mond Light Source, home to Brit-
ain’s synchrotron, in an e-mail con-
versation, said the machine has the 
capability to uncover an object’s 
most nuanced structural features.

“The fast-moving electrons pro-
duce bright beams of light — pre-
dominantly in the X-ray region,” 
he said. Scientists then use this 
bright “synchrotron light” to ex-
amine minute matter such as atoms 
and molecules, studying anything 
from viruses and vaccines to fossils  

and jet engines.
Applications of the technique are 

wide-ranging and potentially highly 
significant. At the SLAC National 
Accelerator Laboratory in Califor-
nia in April, scientists uncovered 
previously unknown atomic details 
of a hormone receptor associated 
with regulating blood pressure. Re-
searchers said the discovery could 
lead to new medicines targeting 
cardiovascular conditions, neuro-
pathic pain and tissue growth.

“Giant magneto-resistance, the 
phenomenon behind portable MP3 
players, was studied using synchro-
trons. The anti-flu drug Tamiflu was 
developed using synchrotron based 
research and the structures of many 
proteins, viruses and vaccines were 
successfully mapped using syn-
chrotron light,” Harrison said.

Sesame’s mission statement 
names two main goals: Fostering 
scientific excellence in the region by 
preventing brain drain and contrib-
uting to a culture of peace through 
international scientific cooperation.

“Sesame will strengthen science 
in the Middle East by opening many 
opportunities for research in fields 
ranging from biology and medicine, 
through physics, chemistry and 
materials science, to archaeology,” 
Llewellyn Smith said. “It will also 
facilitate and encourage collabora-
tion between scientists in different 
countries in the region, to their mu-
tual advantage.”

Professor Eliezer Rabinovici, 
theoretical physicist at the Hebrew 
University in Jerusalem and one 
of the founders of Sesame, said he 
hopes the project proves to be an 

attractive prospect for the region’s 
scientists.

“Indeed, one can hope that hav-
ing a first-class machine in the re-
gion will help attract first rate scien-
tists and engineers to remain in the 
region. There is nothing wrong with 
them acquiring knowledge abroad 
but it is good to have something to 
attract them back,” he said in an e-
mail message.

Political stumbling blocks have 
been rife since the project’s incep-
tion. Israel and Iran do not share 
diplomatic relations, nor do Turkey 
and Cyprus. In 2010, Iranian mem-
ber of Sesame Majid Shahriari was 
killed, with Iran subsequently ex-
ecuting a man who allegedly con-
fessed to be trained by Israel’s Mos-
sad to carry out the assassination.

“On the political front, it’s pre-
cisely because politics is barred 
from the agenda of Sesame Coun-
cil meetings that Sesame works. 
There have been many political 
tensions and flash points between 
Sesame members over the years but 
the Council sticks to the science. 
It will be essential to ensure that 
this remains true as Sesame moves 
into operation and beyond,” said 
Llewellyn Smith.

Despite the setbacks, Rabinovici 
said he was hopeful that science 
would take precedence in future 
collaborative efforts between citi-
zens of countries currently on op-
posite sides politically.

“Some they will like more and 
some less but they will be able to 
see each other directly and not with 
eyes covered with the veil of preju-
dice. Science does this to you,” he 
said.

Ibraheem Juburi is a London-based 
correspondent of The Arab Weekly.

Fostering excellence. Jordan’s King Abdullah II (L) attending the 
launch of the major scientific research centre Sesame in Balqa 
province, last May.                                                                                       (Jordanian Royal Court)
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Life at a thread. An Iraqi woman carries a child at Al-Khazir camp for internally displaced people, located between Erbil and Mosul, 
last June.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               (AFP)


