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017 will be remembered as 
the year the Islamic State’s 
ultra-violent statehood 
experiment was termi-
nated but Iraq and Syria 

are left staring at ruined cities and 
daunting challenges.

The Islamic State (ISIS) lost its 
two main hubs — Mosul in Iraq 
and Raqqa in Syria — this year 
and is clinging to the dregs of 
a “caliphate” that, three years 
ago, spanned territory the size of  
Britain.

The proto-state shrank all year as 
air strikes conducted by Iraq with 
its US-led allies and Syria with its 
main Russian backer paved the 
way for an inexorable territorial 
reconquest. Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi has announced 
that, for the first time in four years, 
ISIS controlled no significant terri-
tory in Iraq.

In Syria, work remains to be 
done but ISIS holds only scattered 
and isolated pockets.

In Iraq, the West threw its weight 
behind Abadi, who defied the odds 
to keep his seat and gain internal 
credibility as he steered the coun-
try through three years of anti-ISIS 
war.

The costly military fight was also 
a chance to rebuild an army whose 
collapse in Mosul played a large 
part in the lightning expansion of 
the ISIS caliphate in 2014.

The US-led coalition has trained 
125,000 members of the security 
forces since then and the country’s 
elite counterterrorism units that 
spearheaded the fight against ISIS 
are arguably the world’s most bat-
tle-hardened regular force.

“[ISIS] is finished from a military 
point of view but not as a terrorist 
organisation… We must remain in 
a permanent state of alert,” said 
Ahmed al-Assadi, spokesman for 
the Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) paramilitary organisation 

that had a major role in the war.
The status of the PMF, which is 

dominated by Shia militia groups 
whose loyalty is more to Tehran 
than Baghdad, will be one of the 
greatest challenges ahead for Iraq.

The country will also have to 
inject life into Sunni cities that 
have been extensively destroyed, 
including the second city Mosul, 
Baiji, Ramadi, Sinjar and Falluja.

Failure to do so quickly, observ-
ers say, would give the remnants 
of ISIS — or its next incarnation — a 
chance to emerge from the desert 
canyons where they are hiding and 
thrive on the back of renewed sec-
tarian discord.

Syrian cities such as Aleppo, 
Raqqa, Homs and others also need 
extensive reconstruction.

Syrian President Bashar Assad 
is much less palatable to the inter-
national community than Abadi, 
who enjoys good relations with the 
West as well as with Iran and other 
neighbours.

During 2017, a peacetime feel re-
turned to parts of Damascus and 
areas elsewhere in the country 
where fighting ended two or three 
years ago. While ISIS’s military de-
feat in Syria is in no doubt, the war 
is not over and large-scale military 
operations against anti-regime 
forces are under way.

Several “de-escalation zones” 
across the country yielded mixed 
results and successive rounds 
of international negotiations to 
end a conflict in which approxi-
mately 350,000 people have died 
in less than seven years have  
yet to bear fruit.

Kurds pushing for more auton-
omy and supported by the United 
States control a large area of the 
country, a stand-off with Damas-
cus that risks sparking renewed 
fighting.

Indeed, Assad has referred to the 
Kurdish fighters who battled ISIS 
as “traitors.”

“A big problem might be if a new 
security vacuum emerges, for ex-
ample, if the regime and the (Kurd-
ish-dominated) Syrian Democratic 
Forces go to war against each oth-
er,” said Syria analyst Aymenn al-
Tamimi.

Since the end of the 9-month 
operation to retake Mosul — the 
largest urban battle since World  
War II — and the assault to wrest 
back Raqqa that ended in October, 
the scale of the fighting has tailed 
off.

2018 could be the year Syria’s 
deadly conflict is declared over but 
the humanitarian crisis in Iraq and 
Syria festers, prompting record ap-
peals for aid.

Approximately 3 million Iraqis 
are displaced and half of Syria’s 
22 million inhabitants have been 
forced from their homes by the 
conflict.

A growing number of Syrians 
are returning home but “while 
some areas have become safer 
this year, fighting has erupted in 
other places causing huge waves 
of displacement,” said Ingy Sedky, 
ICRC spokeswoman for Syria, add-
ing that 1 million people were dis-
placed this year.

In Iraq, 11 million people require 
humanitarian assistance and co-
lossal reconstruction needs are not 
the only challenges.

“Thousands are in detention fol-
lowing these rounds of conflict,” 
said Patrick Hamilton, ICRC depu-
ty regional director of the Near and 
Middle East. “How they are treated 
and how justice is carried out will 
have a critical impact on creating a 
sustainable peace or gestating the 
next round of violence.”

(Agence France-Presse)
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Extensive destruction. Iraqi children pose amid the rubble of a street in Mosul’s Nablus 
neighbourhood in front of a billboard bearing the logo of ISIS.                                                                      (AFP)

2017, the year the 
‘caliphate’ collapsed

Iraq will have to 
inject life into Sunni 
cities that have been 
extensively 
destroyed, including 
the second city 
Mosul, Baiji, 
Ramadi, Sinjar and 
Falluja.

Wrapping up a year 
of ups and downs 
in the Gulf region

T
he Arab Gulf region 
received unprec-
edented media 
attention in 2017 as it 
introduced landmark 
reforms and suffered 
a series of conflicts, 

crises and disputes.
To put it plainly, 2017 was a roll-

er-coaster year for the Gulf region, 
full of ups and downs that are sure 
to have far-reaching implications.

Among the year’s most signifi-
cant developments were the war 
in Yemen where rivalries led to the 
assassination of former Yemeni 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh, Iran’s 
meddling in Middle East conflicts 
and a rift between Qatar and its 
Gulf Arab neighbours that isolated 
Doha diplomatically and economi-
cally.

Saudi Arabia, the region’s main 
power, tried to cautiously navigate 
those turbulent events with the 
aim of maintaining its status as a 
leading actor in the Gulf and coun-
terbalancing Iran’s ambitions.

The Saudis have taken a legiti-
mate approach given Iran’s expan-
sionist designs, which are masked 
by a constellation of proxies. To 
understand the danger they pose, 
it is important to examine their 
underlying ideology: Most are Shia 
militias that adhere to the con-
cept of absolute wilayat al-faqih 
(Guardianship of the Jurist). It 
maintains that all issues, including 
state affairs, must be governed by 
the Jurisprudent Ruler, a leading 
Islamic jurist who provides politi-
cal guardianship over the people 
and nation.

Of the Iranian proxies, the 
Houthi rebels have made the most 
noise in the Arabian Peninsula. On 
December 19, they fired a ballistic 
missile towards Riyadh for the 
third time in two months, remind-
ing the world that Iran’s aggression 
has in no way diminished.

Washington, which has directly 
accused Tehran of supplying 
Houthi rebels with weapons in 
Yemen, shares Saudi Arabia’s con-
cerns and has pushed for an anti-
Iran alliance in the Middle East 
that could include Saudi Arabia 
and Israel.

The effects of the diplomatic 
crisis that 
broke June 
5 between 
Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia, the Unit-
ed Arab Emir-
ates, Egypt and 
Bahrain might be 
less serious than 
Iran’s nefarious activi-
ties. Still, the showdown 
continues without Doha 
showing serious signs of re-
examining its policies.

The four Arab countries 
severed ties with Doha over 
its alleged support for 
extremist groups, such 
as the Muslim Brother-
hood, and ties to Tehran, 
with which it shares 
the world’s largest gas 
field. Nearly seven 
months later, Qatar 
refused to comply 
with the quartet’s 
demands and has 
carried on with an ag-
gressive foreign policy.

Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir said in 

November that the Arab quartet 
would not resort to military force 
over the conflict, as it is a “very 
small problem.” Jubeir’s statement 
was an indication the diplomatic 
crisis was likely to continue into 
2018.

Arab countries set their sights 
on more pressing crises, such as 
terrorism, Syria’s reconstruction, 
the conflict in Libya, Iran’s threat 
to regional security, stability in 
Yemen and the implementation of 
financial and social reforms.

Despite the numerous conflicts 
and disputes, the Gulf achieved 
cultural and economic break-
throughs in 2017, as well as a wave 
of key reforms in the UAE and 
Saudi Arabia.

The UAE, in particular, made 
serious progress throughout the 
year. In line with its vision 2021, 
the country pressed ahead with 
far-reaching economic and social 
development projects, inaugurated 
the Louvre Abu Dhabi — a stunning 
museum of the world’s cultural 
history — and sought to play a 
more prominent role in regional 
policy. In doing so, the Emirati 
government remained focused 
on achieving its declared goal of 
making the UAE one of the best 
countries in the world by 2021, the 
country’s 50th  
anniversary.

Rapid changes were introduced 
in Saudi Arabia, particularly after 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz was named crown 
prince last June. He has overseen 
a comprehensive modernisa-
tion drive to open the country’s 
economy, reduce its dependence 
on oil and relax the country’s con-
servative social strictures.

This progressive vision has led 
to several landmark reforms. On 
September 26, a royal decree was 
issued lifting the country’s ban 
on women driving, effective next 
June. This was followed by the 
abolition of a 35-year ban on cin-
emas on December 11.

Crown Prince Mohammed also 
spearheaded an anti-corruption 
drive that saw dozens of high-level 
officials and members of the royal 
family detained. The goal was to 
rid Saudi society of a scourge that 
has undermined its progress and 
development for decades.

Going forward, Gulf countries 
must build on their achievements 
in 2017 and work towards ensuring 
security and stability in a troubled 
part of the world. Saudi Arabia, in 
particular, is expected to continue 
taking the lead in combating two 

of the world’s 
most serious 
threats: Iranian 
expansion and 
global 
terrorism.

Iman Zayat
is the Managing Editor of The Arab Weekly.

Dangerous proxy. A Houthi rebel holds 
his weapon as he chants slogans during 
a gathering in Sana’a.                   (AP)
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