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or the third time in two 
months, the Iran-allied 
Houthi rebels launched a 
ballistic missile targeting 
Riyadh, an attack a senior 

US official said bore the hallmarks of 
Tehran.

Saudi air defences intercepted a 
ballistic missile fired December 19 
by the Houthis, an official statement 
from Riyadh said. The weapon was 
said to have targeted residential  
areas.

The statement said the attack 
proved the continued involvement 
of Iran in supporting the Houthis 
“with advanced capabilities in clear 
and stark defiance and breach of UN 
Security Council Resolutions 2216 
and 2231.”

The December 19 assault was 
preceded by a missile attack  
December 1 and an attempt target-
ing Riyadh’s King Khalid Interna-
tional Airport on November 4.

US Ambassador to the United Na-
tions Nikki Haley, also on December 
19, told the Security Council that 
evidence concerning Iran arming 
the Houthi militia was mounting 
and those actions violated the 2015 
nuclear agreement between Iran 
and China, France, Russia, the Unit-
ed Kingdom, the United States and 
Germany.

“This is the secretary-general’s 
fourth report on the Iranian regime’s 
lack of full compliance with Resolu-
tion 2231,” Haley said, “and it is the 
most damning report yet. This re-
port makes the case that Iran is ille-
gally transferring weapons.”

Saudi Colonel Turki bin Saleh al-
Maliki, official spokesman for the 

Saudi-led Arab coalition forces in 
Yemen, said during a December 
20 news conference: “The Houthi-
Iranian militias targeted the Saudi 
kingdom with 83 ballistic missiles,” 
adding that the Arab coalition had 
destroyed the rebels’ ballistic mis-
sile launch pads.

To pre-empt additional Houthi 
provocations, Saudi border troops 
were monitoring the kingdom’s bor-
der crossing with Yemen.

US President Donald Trump, Brit-
ish Prime Minister Theresa May and 

Russian President Vladimir Putin 
were among the many world leaders 
who condemned the Houthi missile 
attack.

During a phone call December 20, 
Trump and Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud “discussed the 
importance of engaging the United 
Nations to hold Iran accountable 
for its repeated violations of inter-
national law,” a White House state-
ment said. They were also said to 
have agreed on the necessity of re-
viving the political process towards 

ending the war.
Tehran has denied involvement 

with the Houthis but boastful state-
ments from Iranian officials indicat-
ed otherwise.

At a mid-December conference in 
Tehran, Iran’s Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps (IRGC) command-
er, Major-Gen eral Mohammad Ali 
Jafari, said he expected victory in 
Yemen soon.

“Over the past two years, we have 
been witnessing constant victories 
in Yemen as well as the defeat of the 

efforts of the Islamic Revolution en-
emies,” Jafari said. “We need to con-
solidate and expand such victories.”

Despite statements by Houthi 
leader Abdulmalik al-Houthi threat-
ening Saudi Arabia with more mis-
sile attacks and boasts that the range 
of his group’s rockets was expand-
ing, the Saudi-led coalition opened 
the Yemeni port of Hudaydah for 
humanitarian aid and announced 
that commercial ships, including 
those carrying food and fuel, would 
be allowed to enter for 30 days.

Saudi officials said that since the 
missile attack on Riyadh on No-
vember 4, the Arab coalition had 
delivered 435,067 tonnes of food 
supplies, 396 tonnes of medical sup-
plies and 332,988 tonnes of miscel-
laneous humanitarian aid.

The conflict in Yemen began when 
Shia Houthis and forces loy al to for-
mer President Ali Abdullah Saleh 
overran Sana’a in September 2014 
and seized most of the country. A 
Saudi-led Arab coalition, supported 
by the United States and the United 
Kingdom, began an air campaign 
against the rebels in March 2015.

Saleh was killed December 4 by 
the Houthis in an attack on his mo-
torcade two days after he said that 
he was willing to “turn a new page” 
with the Saudi-led coalition.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

P6

The influence 
of social 
media 

Bidding farewell to

2 0 1 7
Page 21 Pages 6, 10, 16 Pages 12-13

Christmas
in the 
Middle East

Iran further escalates tensions with 
Saudi Arabia through Yemen proxies

For Syrian refugees, a dire 
predicament unlikely to 
improve in the coming year

Beirut

T 

he intensity of the war in 
Syria may have subsided in 
2017 with the near defeat 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and agreement to establish 

“de-escalation zones” in parts of the 
country. However, a sustainable po-
litical settlement seems out of reach 
for now.

That means not much has changed 
for millions of Syrians who have 
lived in dire conditions in refugee 
camps in neighbouring countries, in-
cluding Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey, 
since the onset of the conflict nearly 
seven years ago. Though some refu-
gees returned to Syria this year, most 
have not budged as they await a final 
peace settlement that ensures their 
safe and sustainable repatriation.

International Organisation for Mi-
gration (IOM) said approximately 

600,000 Syrians returned home in 
the first seven months of 2017; nearly 
all of whom were displaced within 
Syria. The rest, more than 31,000, 
returned from Turkey, Lebanon, Jor-
dan and Iraq.

However, the rate of dis-
placement in 2017 was high-
er than the rate of returnees. 
More than 800,000 people were  
displaced during the first seven 
months — many for the second or third  
time — and more than 6 million are 
displaced within the country.

The number of asylum seekers 
hoping to be resettled permanently 
in third countries has generally been 
increasing, indicating that many ref-
ugees have little hope of returning to 
Syria safely anytime soon.

“The caseload is on the increasing 
side, though it has decreased slightly 
in the second half of 2017,” said Ah-
mad al-Iraqi, IOM’s communication 
officer in Beirut. “IOM has resettled 
80,000 refugees in Lebanon in the 
past three years, with 95% [of them] 

Syrians. The rest included Iraqis and 
Sudanese.”

Canada, the United States, Aus-
tralia and Germany have been the 
main recipients of asylum seekers 
although “new countries, mainly in 
Latin America, have come forward 
like Chile,” al-Iraqi added.

The resettlement process can take 
up to two years to be completed, 
except for in severe “humanitarian 
cases.”

In 2016, the IOM resettled 25,000 
Syrian refugees from the Middle East 
and Africa to Canada. An additional 
1,000 Syrians from Jordan were re-
settled in Europe and 600 — 47% of 
them children — from Egypt to Can-
ada.

Jordan is host to approximately 
657,000 registered Syrian refugees, 
the highest per person after Leba-
non, which is home to 1.1 million 
registered refugees. In addition to 
the Syrians, Jordan has 450,000-
500,000 Iraqi refugees. Turkey re-
mains the largest recipient with more 

than 3 million Syrian refugees.
Refugees overstaying and the pres-

sure they place on public services, 
infrastructure and the job market 
have sparked calls in Lebanon for 
them to be repatriated. Acknowledg-
ing the implications of the refugee 
crisis, Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri called on the international 
community to ensure their secure 
and voluntary return.

Lebanon hosts about 450,000 Pal-
estinian refugees who are registered 
with the United Nations. They began 
flowing into the country more than 
60 years ago.

“Any political process in Syria has 
to include a solution for the refugees. 
We cannot have peace in Syria with-
out bringing back between 5 million 
to 7 million refugees scattered around 
the world,” Hariri said at a conference 
hosted by the Carnegie Middle East 
Centre.

With no sustainable political set-
tlement in sight, the refugees’ suffer-
ing is not expected to end soon.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor. 
Roufan Nahhas in Amman 
contributed to this report.
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Unlikely odds. A Syrian refugee boy stands in front of his family tent 
at a makeshift camp for refugees and migrants on the island of Lesbos 
in Greece, on November 30.                                                                         (Reuters)

Extreme vigilance. Saudi border guards keep watch along the border with Yemen in al-Khubah area 
in the southern Jizan province.                                                            (AFP)

 Tehran has denied 
involvement with the 
Houthis but boastful 
statements from 
Iranian officials 
indicated otherwise.
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