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May 22, 2012 

In Focus: Al Qaeda in Syria-A Shift in the Conflict? 

By Linda Lavender 

  

  

In February 2012, al Qaeda leader Ayman al Zawahri called on Muslims to join the fight against 

Syrian President Bashar Assad, with the aspirations of establishing an Islamic state in Syria, ac-

cording to the Associated Press (AP). A Christian Science Monitor (CSM) article suggests that an 

exodus of al Qaeda-affiliated fighters from Iraq have recently joined the rebellion in Syria, 

fighting against the Assad regime. Further, a recent Reuters article reports that 26 Arab fighters 

captured in Syria “confessed to al Qaeda sympathies”. Nineteen of the 26 captives were from Tu-

nisia and indicated they left Tunisia to fight against the Assad regime, upset by the televised imag-

es of suffering Sunni Muslims. Meanwhile, the Daily Star reports that Lebanese and Palestinian 

security forces are working to confirm information that al Qaeda’s top operative in Lebanon, Taw-

fiq Taha, along with four members of Fatah al Islam, an extremist Sunni group, have left the Ain 

al-Hiweh refugee camp and are headed for Syria. US Secretary of Defence Leon Panetta says in-

telligence strongly suggests that al Qaeda has arrived in Syria but it is unclear what activities they 

are undertaking, according to the Guardian. 

  

In testimony given before the US Congress, Director of National Intelligence James Clapper warns 

that al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) has extended its reach into Syria, according to a 22 February 2012 US 

Public Broadcasting System (PBS) “Frontline” programme. Clapper further suggests that AQI was 

behind the high-profile suicide bomb attacks on state facilities in Damascus on 23 December 2011 

and in Aleppo on 10 February 2012. The most recent Damascus suicide bombing on 10 May was a 

twin attack that left 55 dead and hundreds wounded and was initially credited to a little-known 

militant group called al Nusra Front, according to The National.            (continued on page 10)  
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Eritrea 

The US Embassy in Asmara, Eritrea has suspended all non-emergency services, including the issuing of visas and passports due to 

limited staffing. According to Africa Review, the Eritrean government had denied the embassy’s request for more staff. In addition, 

“Eritrea has restricted the free movement of diplomats out of the capital city and no one is allowed to travel outside Asmara without 

prior permission from the government”. Over the last several months, Eritrea has accused the United States of backing Ethiopia and 

Africa Review states that suspension of the US Embassy’s services is the result of the “increasing hostility between Asmara and 

Washington”.   
 

Ethiopia 

Africa Report states that Ethiopia has charged 10 suspected al Qaeda members on 11 counts of espionage. According to the charges, 

“the defendants were involved in recruiting, training and weapons and arms possession for their activities using religion as a cover”. 

Based on e-mail exchanges obtained by police, the group was also in touch with al Qaeda cells in Kenya, Philippines, Saudi Arabia, 

South Africa and Sudan.  

 

Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles Zenawi was invited to attend the food security portion of the G8 Summit at Camp David, Maryland 

last weekend. Prior to the G8 Summit, US President Barack Obama received letters from the Solidarity Movement for a New Ethio-

pia (SMNE) and the Oakland Institute urging Obama in a joint letter to reassess the terms of US aid given to Ethiopia, reports the 

Washington Post. Activists have accused the Ethiopian government of forcefully removing and relocating people in order to lease 

land to foreign investors. Bloomberg writes that 24 companies, including 10 foreign investors, are currently leasing 350,096 hectares 

(865,106 acres) of land from the Ethiopian government. About 200 Ethiopian protesters took to the streets in Thurmont near Camp 

David on 19 May, holding signs reading “Zenawi: brutal dictator, pathological liar, mass murderer”, reports Associated Press (AP). 

Human Rights Watch also sent a letter to President Obama in regards to Zenawi’s invitation, urging the President to address the 

“current plight” of Ethiopian civil society, media, and political opposition, with the Ethiopian Prime Minister. According to Bloom-

berg, the “U.S. has provided aid worth more than $1 billion a year, since 2007”. 

 

Walta Information and Public Relations Center S.C. (WIC) states that Ethiopia is promoting foreign investment in its railways sys-

tem. Within the next decade, Ethiopia plans to build a railway network totalling approximately 6,000 kilometres. Ethiopia and France 

signed a USD 630,000 (ETB 11 million) agreement on 17 May for the construction of roads connecting to the Addis Ababa light 

railway project.  

 

An Indian horticulture farm is investing USD 100 million in Ethiopia, states WIC. Esimo Flower & Agro Industries Plc has acquired 

a 71-hectare farm and will produce flowers, fruits and vegetables. A pack house has been constructed to process the harvested flow-

ers for export to the European, Middle Eastern and Russian markets. The export of flowers is the third-largest export earner in the 

economy, after coffee and khat. 
 

Somalia 

World Concern, a Seattle-based Christian global relief and development organisation, 

reports that about 12,000 people living in makeshift camps are in need of immediate 

help in Dhobley, Somalia. The town is located close to the Kenyan-Somali border, 

along the route to Dadaab, the world’s largest refugee complex, located in Kenya. The 

recent influx of families arriving in Dhobley is attributed to the on-going drought and 

fragile security situation in regions of southern Somalia. Others are migrating from Da-

daab, where they face overcrowding, security issues and lack of humanitarian aid. Ac-

cording to the Integrated Regional Information Networks (IRIN), assistance to the refu-

gees was impaired because of security issues effecting relief efforts of non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) in the complex. On 15 May, Somalia Report states 

that three people were killed by a suicide bomber, who allegedly targeted a police vehi-

cle in Dagahaley, a sub-camp of Dadaab. 

  

BBC reports that 17 civilians confessed to an attack on a Somaliland military base and were sentenced to death by a military court in 

Hargeisa, the capital of the self-proclaimed region. The verdict comes one day after about three dozen civilians attacked a military 

installation over a land dispute. The attackers claim they had owned the land for generations prior to construction of the military 

base. Four civilians and three soldiers died during the attack. The United Nations envoy in Somalia, Augustine P. Mahiga, has ex-

pressed his concerns that “the trial of these civilians was conducted by a military [body] in contradiction of both applicable local stat-
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utes and customary norms of standards of international law”, reports the UN News Centre. Citizens have been protesting, demanding 

the release of the 17 individuals. Mahiga urges the government to transfer the case to a Somaliland criminal court and to initiate an 

independent and transparent investigation of the event. 
 

Shabelle Media Network (SMN) reports that, under the Somali Roadmap, the Somalia Transitional Federal Government’s (TFG) 

mandate is expiring in August 2012. As a result, representatives from the TFG, the breakaway Puntland region, the central Gal-

mudug region, and the pro-government militia Ahlu Sunna Wal Jamaa, are meeting on 21 May in Addis Ababa with international 

partners such as African organisations and the United Nations to begin the process of forming a permanent Somali government.  
 

The African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) handed over 26 military vehicles, one water tank, six water trailers and military 

uniforms to the Somali National Army (SNA). The items were donated by the US government as part of the United States’ on-going 

support to rebuilding of the Somali National Security Sector. The AU Deputy Special Representative Hon. Wafula Wamunyinyi 

said, “[t]he donation comes at a time when the Somali National Army with support of AMISOM is making tremendous gains in the 

drive to defeat Al‐Shabaab terrorists”. The vehicles will provide support to Somali forces as they continue to liberate new areas and 

improve security for the Somali people.  

 

Somali pirates ambushed two Land Cruisers, rented by the NGO Save the Children as it travelled in Puntland’s Bari region, states 

Somalia Report. The passengers were released but the pirates kept the drivers and vehicles. According to the article, the incident was 

a revenge attack by the pirate leader, Abshir Gardheere, over past ransom disputes and the carjacking of his four-wheel-drive vehicle 

by pirate crew members from the Osman Mohamud sub clan 10 months earlier. Osman Mohamud owned the vehicles rented by 

Save the Children. On 19 May, the vehicles and hostages were released after a ransom of at least USD 10,000 was paid, states So-

malia Report.  

 

Piracy 

On 15 May, European Union Naval Force (EU NAVFOR) Somalia - Operation ATALANTA forces struck a Somali pirate camp on 

land, reports EU business. “The helicopter lifted off from one of several ships in an EU armada offshore, blasting a stockpile of pi-

rate skiffs on a beach in Somalia’s central Galmudug region”. Pirates store their equipment, such as fuel barrels, boats and trucks on 

the coastline. No Somalis were hurt during the mission, according to the EU NAVFOR website. Operation ATALANTA was ex-

panded in March 2012 to include targets on land. Agence France-Presse (AFP) reports that since the attack, Somali fishermen have 

urged forces “to halt air strikes on coastal villages”, as some of the fishermen’s boats were destroyed during the raid. Somalia Re-

port states that Somali pirates have responded by threatening to kill hostages if there are any further attacks.  

 

The alleged Somali pirates involved in the attack of the Italian-flagged MV Montecristo and its 23 crewmembers, are standing trial 

in Rome, reports AFP. If convicted, they face 20 years in prison. The cargo ship was attacked by Somali pirates on 10 October 2011. 

The RFA Fort Victoria and USS De Wert, both supporting NATO’s Operation Ocean Shield, had spotted the MV Montecristo and 

successfully intervened. The “11 pirates who attacked the merchant vessel surrendered to the NATO boarding team with no re-

sistance” states Allied Maritime Command HQ Northwood. 

 
The NATO Shipping Centre (NSC) informs that in the reporting period from 10-16 May 2012, two vessels were attacked, one pirat-

ed and three disruptions took place in the High Risk Area.  

 

Mauritius, an island located in the southwest Indian Ocean and off Africa’s east coast, has reached an agreement with Puntland, So-

malia and Somaliland to start prosecuting suspected pirates, beginning in June, reports Reuters. For the trial and detention of piracy 

suspects, the island nation secured USD 3.82 million (EUR 3 million) from the European Union last year.  

 

SaveOurSeafarers, was honoured with the Seatrade Award 2012 for countering piracy. The award, established in 1989, is highly 

respected and recognises maritime excellence. It “rewards those who have demonstrated innovative solutions for safe, efficient and 

environmentally friendly shipping” within the International Maritime Organization (IMO) framework.  
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Algeria 

Algerian security officials say they have captured armed Algerian Islamists attempting to cross the country’s eastern border into Lib-

ya, reports Agence France-Presse (AFP). The militants had been attempting to flee from Khenchela, in the north-eastern Tebessa 

region, where they had been surrounded by Algerian security forces. According to the article, there are more than 800 armed Islam-

ists in Algeria, of which 210 are thought to be members of al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). Since March 2006, more than 

3,200 militants have disarmed as part of a nation-wide amnesty programme.    
 

AFP reports that women won almost a third of the national assembly seats in Algeria’s 10 May legislative election. Women account 

for 53% of the population of Algeria, and they now control close to 32% of the national assembly and 45% of the magistrates. UN 

Women Executive Director Michele Bachelet commended Algeria on surpassing the recommended 30% target of female parliamen-

tarians in the recent elections, according to a United Nations News article. The increase of women parliamentarians was hailed as “a 

welcome step in Algeria’s progress towards democratic reform and gender equity”.   
 

Libya 

The deputy head of the Libyan electoral commission, Taher Qraf, told AFP that the registration period has ended for candidates 

wishing to run in the 19 June parliamentary elections. Several government bodies will now begin the vetting process, excluding 

those persons with a criminal record, currently in the military or with “hard ties to the former regime”. At the time of reporting, there 

were an estimated 2,119 individual candidates and 517 candidates of political parties. In related election news, Al Jazeera reports 

that there is no quota for women to participate in Libya’s parliament and there is a low likelihood of women being elected to political 

parties or seats of the parliament in the coming elections due to the “deeply conservative society” in Libya and a lack of support for 

women’s participation in politics. The article informs that a total of 200 seats are available, 120 seats for individuals and 80 from 

party or coalition lists. Although half of each list must comprise female candidates, there is no requirement for women to sit in par-

liament. Women’s groups are holding seminars to educate the public on the role of women in politics, although activists 

acknowledge it could take some time before women see significant gains in representation. Meanwhile, on 19 May, residents of Ben-

ghazi participated in local council elections, says Reuters. The first election in the city since 1960 saw people queuing in lines for 

their turn to vote. More than 200,000 people or 20% of residents in Benghazi registered to vote in local council elections, reports Al 

Jazeera. For residents of Benghazi, it is the first “tangible result” from the Libyan revolution, which began in this city.             
 

According to CNN, there are increasing numbers of militant jihadist affiliated with al Qaeda and the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group 

in the eastern Libyan town of Derna. Tensions are growing between rival Islamist militias and residents of the town. Of note is the 

presence of Abdul Basit Azuz, an alleged senior al Qaeda member who has 300 men in his militia. However, Libyan officials deny 

the presence of al Qaeda militants suggesting there are only two militia camps in the area. Derna was the historic home of the Libyan 

Islamic Fighting Group under the Gaddafi regime.   
 

In other security news, AFP reports that the town of Ghadames, in western Libya near the Algerian border, was attacked on 16 May 

resulting in six deaths and injuring 20 others. According to local officials, the attackers belonged to the Tuareg ethnic group. Resi-

dents had expelled Tuareg people from the city during the civil war in Libya as they were seen to be supporters of Gaddafi. The Lib-

yan military ended the clashes and according to army spokesperson Ali al-Sheikhi, a reconciliation committee has been created to 

address tensions in the community. Meanwhile, tensions remain high in the town of Sebha in south-western Libya a month after trib-

al clashes, says the Integrated Regional Information Networks (IRIN). The last clash in March between the Tubu ethnic group and 

the Arab Awlad Sulayman and Awlad Abu Seif tribes ended when the NTC brought in military forces. The Tubu, a black African 

tribe, has long faced marginalisation and discrimination within Libya. International Crisis Group (ICG) North Africa Director Bill 

Lawerence, says that areas in and around Sebha fall under the control of one or more groups, with the Awlad Sulayman tribe having 

considerable influence. 
 

NATO issued a press statement outlining its efforts to minimise risks to civilians, in response to the recent report issued by Human 

Rights Watch regarding civilian casualties in Libya (see 15 May CFC Mediterranean Review). According to the release, NATO con-

ducted an estimated 9,700 strike sorties and dropped 7,700 precision bombs in what it describes as “the first air campaign in history 

where only precision-guided munitions were used”, noting that some 50 hours of video observation was often conducted before an 

operation was undertaken to avoid civilian casualties. Further, the Gaddafi regime forces began utilising civilian dress and infrastruc-

ture to disguise its operations. NATO says it operated in line with the United Nations mandate and maintains its willingness to sup-

port Libyan authorities in reviewing casualty incidents, noting that it has shared information which demonstrates that each target 

struck was a military target.     
 

Libya and the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) signed an agreement to cooperate in the areas of “animal 

health and production, pesticide management, seed development, natural resource management, capacity building and institutional 

strengthening”. Libyan officials have committed USD 71 million to fund the various projects to generate growth of the agricultural 

Page 4 22 May 2012 

mailto:erin.foster@cimicweb.org
http://uk.news.yahoo.com/algeria-arrests-qaeda-islamists-way-libya-140752785.html
http://english.alarabiya.net/articles/2012/05/16/214420.html
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=42021&Cr=algeria&Cr1
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=42021&Cr=algeria&Cr1
http://www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5ijjQlXoYkwwYHF39S5bNhUShgGWg?docId=CNG.737c34631ca379f2d8a2a5ef902157c8.991
http://www.aljazeera.com/video/middleeast/2012/05/2012517141118782169.html
http://af.reuters.com/article/libyaNews/idAFL5E8GJ1BJ20120519
http://blogs.aljazeera.net/africa/2012/05/19/benghazi-vote-inspires-hope-libya
http://www.cnn.com/2012/05/15/world/africa/libya-militants/index.html
http://english.alarabiya.net/articles/2012/05/16/214567.html
http://www.irinnews.org/Report/95446/LIBYA-Uneasy-calm-in-Sebha-after-clashes
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/news_87171.htm
https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/medbasin/Holder/Documents/n054%20CFC%20Weekly%20Sector%20Review%20-%20Med%20Basin%20(15-May-12).pdf
http://www.agrifeeds.org/node/77207


 

 Page 5 22 May 2012 

 Have a question on North Africa?  
Submit an RFI or recommend a topic for future In Focus coverage. 

Contact us at Mediterranean@cimicweb.org or visit us online at www.cimicweb.org. 

We look forward to hearing from you!  

sector and promote sustainability. In other economic news, Libya’s Ministry of Economy passed a new decree Resolution no. 103 

2012 on foreign business ownership and partnerships within the country, reports Libya Herald. The article indicates that there are 12 

areas of activity in which foreign partnerships are prohibited, but companies that have already legally established branches and oper-

ations in Libya at the time of decree signing may continue until their contracts expire.  
 

Abdel Basset al-Megrahi, the terrorist convicted in the 2001 bombing of Pan Am flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, died in Libya 

of prostate cancer on 20 May , reports Reuters. The explosion killed 270 people aboard the New York City-destined flight and in the 

village of Lockerbie, including 189 Americans. US and British officials denounced the 2009 release by Scottish officials of al-

Megrahi, who was diagnosed with terminal cancer, indicating there were too many unanswered questions regarding the bombing. 

Some believe he may have been a “scapegoat” and secured release as part of an oil exchange deal. Further, New York Times reports 

that al-Megrahi was an undercover Libyan intelligence officer working at Libya’s national airline. Upon his return to Libya in 2009, 

he was welcomed by Gaddafi’s regime, received care at Tripoli’s top cancer centre and his family lived in a villa in Tripoli paid for 

by the government. The National Transitional Council (NTC) maintains that they are committed to investigating “Gaddafi’s horrific 

acts” including the Lockerbie bombing. 
 

Mali 

Initial BBC reports indicate that on 21 May, Malian interim president Traore was injured during an attack by pro-coup demonstra-

tors in Bamako. He is said to have received head wounds and is unconscious at the hospital. Meanwhile, Mali’s coup leader, Cap-

tain Amadou Sanogo, has agreed to a 12-month extension of interim president Dioncounda Traore’s civilian administration, until 

elections can be established in the country.  This extension is in return for being considered an ex-head of state and appointed presi-

dent of the National Committee for the Re-establishment of Democracy and the Restoration of the State, reports Associated Press 

(AP). As part of the agreement brokered by Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), Sanogo will receive “all 

advantages given to ex-presidents of the republic by the law” including a lifelong salary, paid estate and security protection. The 

deal was signed by Sanogo, Traore, the interim Prime Minister and ECOWAS mediators on 20 May. All parties agreed to focus 

attention on solving the crisis in northern Mali. In related news, the Malian parliament has passed an amnesty law for all those who 

participated in the military coup that ousted former President Amadou Toumani Toures and counter-putschists, reports AFP. The 

law, which must still be signed into effect by interim president Traore, covers those who participated in acts between 21 March and 

12 April. 
 

Magharebia reports that a new, armed counter-movement called the Republican Movement for the Reconstruction of Azawad 

(MRRA) has emerged to fight armed Islamists groups and gain autonomy for the Azawad region in northern Mali. The MRRA has a 

reported 1,000 men and 250 military vehicles. The group is seeking members of the National Movement for the Liberation of 

Azawad (MNLA) and National Front for the Liberation of Azawad to joint forces in fighting armed Islamists. Meanwhile, militant 

Islamist group Ansar Dine announced it would allow an aid convoy into Timbuktu on 16 May, after preventing its entrance on 15 

May, reports Reuters. Ansar Dine’s spokesperson, Sanda Ould Boumana, says the group was not consulted about the aid distribution 

and would not allow women to take part in activities.     
 

Amnesty International researcher Gaetan Mootoo claims Mali is facing “its worst crisis” since gaining independence in 1960. Am-

nesty’s most recent report on Mali documents abuses by armed groups in the North, including the rape of women and girls, torture 

and execution of Malian soldiers caught by armed groups, as well as the use of child soldiers.  
 

Nigeria 

According to Vanguard, Nigerian Vice President Namadi Sambo read a government statement calling on Boko Haram to “drop 

[their] weapons and embrace dialogue”. Sambo, who only referred to Boko Haram as “the group”, says the government is focused 

on ending the Islamist insurgency either through dialogue or with force if necessary. Meanwhile, in the northern city of Maiduguri, a 

Boko Haram stronghold, residents remain fearful of attacks on schools, mosques and churches and gatherings, reports AFP. Nigeri-

an security forces instituted a night-time curfew, roadblocks and frequent patrols. An estimated 1,000 people have been killed in 

Maiduguri since violence started in mid-2009. In other security news, Nigerian security officials say they have uncovered weapons 

buried by terrorists in Kogi state, according to United Press International (UPI). The weapons discovered include “AK-47 assault 

rifles, pistols, hand grenades, anti-tank improvised explosive devices and ammunition”. 
 

Tunisia 

Tunisia Live reports that on 20 May an estimated 3,000 people participated in the second annual national congress for Ansar Ashari-

aa, a Salafist Islamist group, at the Great Mosque of Kairouan. Founder and suspected al Qaeda member Abou Iyadh addressed the 

crowd, calling for the institution of Sharia law in Tunisia. There are an estimated 10,000 Tunisian followers of the conservative 

Salafist sect, according to AFP. In a separate article, AFP reports that radical mosques in Tunisia, estimated at 400 of the 5,000 

mosques in the country, are encouraging young people to fight in Syria (see In Focus). 
 

Elsewhere, a group called “The Injured of the Tunisian Revolution” has staged a symbolic demonstration over what they call a lack 

of health assistance from the Tunisian government following the Arab Spring, says Al Jazeera. They formed a protest camp by the 

parliament building and some have chosen to sew their lips closed to draw attention to the fact that they are being ignored. 
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Egypt 

According to Reuters, Egypt’s economy fell into a deep crisis following the uprising that overthrew Hosni Mubarak in February 

2011. In the months following the uprising, banks closed, a breakdown in security impacted the investment climate, workers went 

on strike, and the ruling military’s Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) failed to secure emergency aid or launch big new 

investments to spur growth from overseas donors. Foreign direct investment fell to USD 440 million in July to September 2011 

from USD 1.6 billion a year earlier. As a result of these adverse economic events, the government must now borrow at very high 

interest rates. On 17 May, Egypt’s government submitted its final draft budget for 2012/2013 to the SCAF for approval, reports 

Reuters. Once approved, it will be sent to Egypt’s newly-elected parliament, where it is expected to face heated debate. In order to 

receive a much-needed loan of USD 3.2 billion from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), Egypt must pass a budget that “reins 

in” spending or finds new sources of revenue; requirements that have been difficult for Egypt’s politicians to meet.  

 

Following numerous interviews with victims and lawyers, Human Rights Watch (HRW) reported on 19 May that military soldiers 

had beat and tortured protestors arrested by police at a demonstration near the Defence Ministry in Cairo, on 04 May 2012, where 

up to 11 people were killed. During these protests, 350 were arrested, including 16 women and 10 children. Of the 350 arrested, 

military prosecutors ordered 256 protestors to be detained until trial. Agence France-Presse (AFP) reports that several hundred ac-

tivists took part in a one-day hunger strike in Cairo on 20 May as a symbolic show of solidarity with hundreds of prisoners facing 

trial in military courts. Organisers of the protests said hundreds of prisoners facing military trials throughout Egypt were engaging 

in an open-ended hunger strike.  

 

As the Egyptian presidential elections scheduled to begin 23 May draw near, Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood organised a rally stretch-

ing kilometres through Cairo on 17 May to support their candidate, Mohammed Mursi, reports AFP. The long line of supporters 

was composed of groups of men and women of all ages, holding posters reading, “Mohammed Mursi for president”. According to 

AFP, Mohammed Mursi leads in the polls among overseas voters. Egyptian missions in 33 countries released numbers that put Mur-

si in the lead, with 106,252 votes. Moderate Islamist Abdel Moneim Abul Fotouh is in second place with 77,499 votes. In other 

election news, Parliament’s Proposals and Complaints Committee passed a bill on 15 May that toughens the penalty to a felony and 

5-year prison term, for police and army officers voting in elections, reports al Masry al Youm.  

 

South Sudan 

Speaking during celebrations to mark the 29th anniversary of the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) on 16 May, South Suda-

nese President Salva Kiir called on citizens to cultivate more food “so that next year we should not beg for food from any person”, 

reports Miraya FM. Kiir further stated that the government’s goal was to stop importing food next year. The UN Office for the Co-

ordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said in its South Sudan Humanitarian Update report that “at least 1 million people will 

be severely food insecure, while an additional 3.7 million (1.5 million more than last year ) will be on the border line”.   

 

According to Reuters, the SPLA stated that they will soon obtain anti-aircraft missiles which will be used to defend against attacks 

carried out by Sudanese warplanes. A South Sudanese spokesman did not say where South Sudan would acquire these weapons nor 

what type they would be. Jonah Leff, project coordinator for the Small Arms Survey, an independent research organisation, was 

quoted as saying the he “wouldn’t expect for Khartoum to back down, but anti-aircraft missiles would give the SPLA an advantage 

that they didn’t previously have” and that the army would need to be trained on how to use the weapons effectively.  

 

The Sudan Tribune reports that South Sudanese Information Minister Barnaba Mariel Benjamin’s early statements that China had 

agreed to a USD 8 billion loan to South Sudan appear to have been exaggerated. A western diplomat said to the Financial Times 

that the USD 8 billion figure “seems to have referred to the potential worth of South Sudan and China’s relationship in 10 years’ 

time, should oil get going again”. In other economic news, international non-governmental organization (NGO) Global Witness has 

urged South Sudan to “exercise caution and total transparency in pursuing oil-backed financing” and that the “detailed publication 

of any loan agreement will be critical in preventing exploitative terms, corruption, and mismanagement from undermining immedi-

ate benefits”. In response to the statement by Global Witness, the Sudan Tribune reports that South Sudan has stated that it will al-

low full access to information involving deals with international financial institutions. On 19 May, South Sudan reported that it had 

received a USD 38 million grant from the World Bank to support road construction in rural areas, reports the Sudan Tribune. 

 

Sudan 

The Famine Early Warning Systems Network’s (FEWS) report “Sudan Food Security Outlook”, which covers April to September 

2012, states that food insecurity has increased in Sudan due to increased conflict, depletion of food stocks at the household level, 
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and atypically high prices across most key markets. Additionally, food insecurity is greater in areas controlled by the SPLM-N. A 

group of leading humanitarian agencies warned that anticipated seasonal rains in Sudan and South Sudan will “exacerbate already 

dire conditions” in refugee camps. It is expected that the rains will restrict travel and access to the area, heighten the risk of disease, 

trap people in unstable areas and deepen the current hunger crisis. Food insecurity in Darfur is also a growing concern due a poor 

2012 harvest that followed low and intermittent seasonal rainfall, reports the NGO ACTED. According to ACTED, “prices of sta-

ple foods such as sorghum and wheat have risen as much as 65% in conflict-affected areas”. 

 

Seasonal Calendar and Critical Events 

 

AFP reports that the Sudanese government has put new economic measures in place that allow official foreign exchange bureaus to 

buy and sell dollars based on the unofficial market rate. Previously, the government had stuck to its fixed exchange rate of 2.7 Su-

danese pounds per USD despite unofficial rates ranging between four to six pounds per USD. University of Khartoum economist 

Mohamed Eljack Ahmed stated that he doubted the new rules would increase the amount of dollars in the economy or bring down 

the black market rate. Additionally, Ahmed stated that the measures would increase the burden on the poor because the prices of 

imported goods would increase. According to Reuters, Sudan’s deputy central bank governor said that the central bank had re-

ceived “a large amount” of hard currency from “friendly” countries and that the money would be used to stabilise the Sudanese 

pound.  

 

Al Jazeera reports that Sudan released four foreigners (UK, Norway, South Africa and South Sudan) whom Sudan had accused of 

illegally entering an oil-producing border area to spy for South Sudan. South Sudan indicated that the men had been working with 

the United Nations and aid groups to clear mines from the area. In other news related to detentions, HRW reports that Sudan is in-

creasing its harassment of journalists and arrests of political opponents in the wake of recent fighting with South Sudan. In recent 

weeks, security officials have confiscated newspapers and cracked down on suspected political opponents. 

 

A US House of Representatives congressional committee voted to cut off aid to any country that hosts Sudanese President Omar al 

Bashir, reports the Sudan Tribune. The proposal must be approved by the Senate and has drawn concern given its implications on 

US foreign policy. Bashir has visited countries such as China, Chad, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iraq, Libya, Malawi, Qatar and Saudi Arabia.  

 

Recent Conflict between South Sudan and Sudan 

The Associated Press (AP) reports that the UN Security Council (UNSC) unanimously voted on a six-month extension of the nearly 

4,000-member UN peacekeeping force in the contested border region of Abyei. The UNSC also demanded that Sudan immediately 

withdraw its security forces from Abyei. Citing a new report by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s special envoy to Sudan, 

Haile Menkerios, US Ambassador to the UN Susan Rice said that aerial bombings had stopped and other violence had dropped 

significantly in the past week. African Union (AU) mediator Thabo Mbeki said in a statement following a meeting with Omar al 

Bashir on 19 May that “President Bashir confirmed that he believes the two nations…are in need of peace”, reports BBC. Speaking 

to reporters in Juba on 21 May, Thabo Mbeki further stated that he expects the two countries to agree on a date to resume negotia-

tions this week, reports Voice of America (VOA).  
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Governance 

According to BBC, the Syrian Election Commission reported a 51% voter turnout for the Parliamentary elections held on 07 May. 

The Syrian opposition labelled the Parliamentary elections a farce, while Syrian President Bashar Assad pointed to the strong voter 

turnout as proof of the Syrian peoples’ support of his government’s reforms. Chairman of the Higher Committee for Elections, Judge 

Khalal al Azzawi, confirmed the elections were successfully held in “an atmosphere of democracy, integrity and transparency”, re-

ports al Akhbar. Preliminary results show the ruling Ba’ath Party won the majority of Parliament seats, 183 out of 250, but Qadri 

Jamil, head of the main opposition, Popular Front for Change and Liberation party, called the elections “forged and manipulated”. 
 

BBC reports that the newly re-elected Syrian National Council (SNC) head Burhan Ghalioun will resign his post amid growing criti-

cism and divisions within the coalition group. His resignation comes as a key supporter called various Local Coordination Commit-

tees (LCC) and threatened to leave the SNC, according to Time. International diplomats believe the SNC is too divided at this time to 

effectively engage in negotiations with the Assad government, reports the Kuwait Times. 
 

On 15 May, in his first interview since December 2011, President Assad told Russian state news channel Rossiya 24 that his security 

forces were fighting back against foreign mercenaries who desired to topple his government, according to Associated Press (AP). 

Assad warned neighbouring countries, which he believes are serving as transit points for the smuggling of weapons to the opposi-

tion, that Syrian forces had placed landmines along numerous smuggling routes.  
 

Syria continues to be the main destination for Iranian weapons, according to a United Nations Security Council diplomat who spoke 

anonymously about an unreleased report submitted by experts monitoring UN sanctions on Iran, reports AP. According to the undis-

closed report, the findings identified three new shipments of weapons illegally leaving Iran, two of which were in transit to Syria.  
 

UK Prime Minister David Cameron told leaders at the G8 summit he would consider committing a “handful” of British officers to 

the UN monitoring mission in Syrian in order to turn up the international pressure on the Assad regime over human rights abuses, 

according to the Telegraph. With civilians being killed at a rate of more than 30 per day, the prime minister was prepared to increase 

the number of British troops if the crisis warranted such action. 
  
Agence France-Presse (AFP) reports that Saudi Arabia’s foreign minister warned on 14 May that confidence in the Annan mission 

was waning as a result of recent reports of bloodshed within the country. The United Nations has accused both sides in the on-going 

conflict of violating the ceasefire agreement. Meanwhile, Voice of America (VOA) reports that Qatar and the United Arab Emirates 

have called for citizens currently residing in Lebanon to return home and they cautioned against tourist travel in the country. 
 

At the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation’s (NATO) summit in Chicago, the United States and NATO officials stated the alliance 

has no plans of intervening militarily in the Syria conflict, according to AP. 
 

Security 

At least seven countries are collaborating to formulate plans in the event Syria’s government losses control of their chemical weap-

ons arsenals, reports the Washington Post. International concern over chemical weapons has prompted increased military training in 

the region and includes an “unusually large, multinational military exercise” that is currently underway in Jordan. Additionally, the 

report indicates Jordanian officials are considering permanent US bases in the country for small units of Marines or special forces 

troops who could be deployed quickly in the event of a crisis. 
 

United Press International (UPI) reports that the Damascus bombing which killed 55 on 10 May was initially credited to the Islamist 

group al Nusra. However, a 12 May video, that was alleged to have been created and released by al Nusra, has been called a forgery 

by its group leaders who say they did not release the video and were not responsible for the 10 May bombing. No other group has 

claimed responsibility for the incident.  
 

Syrian forces allegedly executed 15 civilians after security forces raided the neighbourhood of Shammas in central Homs, according 

to AFP. The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights called the incident a massacre. Meanwhile, security forces in the town of Khan 

Sheikhoun in north-western province of Idlib reportedly killed 20 people participating in a funeral procession. However, some rebel 

and opposition groups place the death toll in Khan Sheikhoun as high as 66 people, according to the article. Also, CNN reports that 

six UN observers were stranded in the same town when their convoy was struck by an explosive device. The observers said they 

found protection with the (rebel) Free Army who worked to secure a safe exit for the six UN workers, according to Reuters.  
 

Another Reuters article reports that a bomb damaged a main oil pipeline in the eastern Syrian province of Deir al Zor on 15 May. 

The attack occurred near the town of al Mayadeen, which has recently been the scene of a Syrian offensive to regain control of vil-
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lages in the region. According to SAPA, Syrian forces began a new offensive against rebel strongholds in Homs province on 17 

May. Rastan city was the focus of much of the violence where Free Syrian Army rebels reported heavy shelling of residential build-

ings by government forces and which resulted in at least five deaths, according to the article. Elsewhere, shelling attacks by Syrian 

forces targeted portions of Idlib province near the border shared with Turkey. 
 

Demonstrations against the Syrian government on 18 May in Aleppo, the largest since the beginning of the conflict, concluded with 

government forces shooting and wounding demonstrators, reports AFP. No casualties have been reported.  
 

Another suicide bombing on 19 May targeted military facilities in the eastern town of Deir el Zour, according to VOA. Nine people 

were killed and 100 wounded in the bomb attack. Syrian state television reported that the bombing was carried out by terrorists; 

however, no organisation has claimed responsibility for the incident. According to Turkish paper Todays Zaman, on 19 May, Syria 

briefly closed its Bab al Hawa border crossing with Turkey while Syrian forces carried out a military operation against a nearby 

Syrian village. 
 

The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights told AFP that over 21 people, three of which were children, were killed in fighting on 20 

May. The town of Souran in Hama province sustained heavy causalities, Hasrya village in in Homs province reported one casualty 

as did Basra al Shame in Daraa province and Jisr al Shughur in Idlib province. Other fighting occurred within various neighbour-

hoods of Damascus. In the Damascus suburb of Douma, a rocket propelled grenade (RPG) detonated near a UN monitoring team 

visiting the area, according to AFP. Finally, on 21 May Syrian forces killed nine army deserters as they attempted to escape from 

Jisr al Ab, reports AFP. 
 

Lebanon 

After three days of violent clashes between neighbourhoods in the northern Lebanese city of Tripoli, unrest continues, reports the 

Daily Star. On 16 May, four people residing in the Tripoli neighbourhood of Bab al Tabbaneh were injured by gunfire coming from 

adjacent Jabal Mohsen. Violence erupted in Beirut on 21 May, and left two people dead, according to the Washington Post. The 

clash appears to stem from the unrest in Tripoli, where many sympathise with the Sunni-dominated opposition, along with the kill-

ing of a Lebanese Sunni religious leader, Ahmed Abdul, by Lebanese security forces according to Reuters. 
 

Humanitarian 

The UN issued a press release that states, “Syria is very, very dangerous”. According to Edmond Mulet, assistant secretary general 

for UN peacekeeping, “[we] are unarmed and there is no ceasefire, there is no peace agreement, there is no dialogue between the 

parties and it’s an urban warfare”. The UN Supervision Mission in Syria (UNSMIS) has nearly 300 monitors; however, western 

countries are predicting the mission will not be renewed after its initial 90-day mandate expires on 20 July, according to Kuwait 

Times. 
 

Doctors Without Borders (MSF) reports healthcare providers in Syria are having great difficulties treating patients and face a daily 

risk of arrest or attack. Although currently unauthorised to practice in Syria, MSF has been able to provide medical aid in Homs and 

in the province of Idlib. MSF reports that they have seen militarised healthcare clinics, in which care is given based on pro-Assad or 

opposition loyalties. Several Syrian doctors have disappeared, discouraging others from continuing their practice. MSF continues to 

request that all armed groups respect the neutrality of medical clinics, to allow the injured to receive necessary medical attention.   
 

The most recent Syria Regional Refugee Response – Update No. 5, issued by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR), was released on 16 May 2012 and provides the most recent information on the humanitarian assistance provided to refu-

gees and displaced persons in Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq, Turkey . UNHCR estimates there are currently 70,027 Syrian refugees seeking 

protection in neighbouring countries. 

Page 9 22 May 2012 

 Have a question on Syria?  
Submit an RFI or recommend a topic for future In Focus coverage. 

Contact us at Mediterranean@cimicweb.org or visit us online at www.cimicweb.org. 

We look forward to hearing from you!  

 

 

 

Iraq: A Monthly Review Kosovo Monthly Submit a Request for Information Weekly Reviews  

http://www.iol.co.za/news/world/syrian-opposition-leader-quits-1.1299224
http://reliefweb.int/node/497607
http://www.voanews.com/content/syria-deir-el-zour-explosion/727331.html
http://www.todayszaman.com/news-280956-syria-briefly-shuts-down-border-gate-with-turkey-over-clashes.html
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/21-killed-in-syria-including-16-in-hama-ngo.aspx?pageID=238&nid=21180&NewsCatID=352
http://www.brecorder.com/world/middle-east/58230-rpg-rocket-lands-near-un-observers-in-damascus-suburb-afp-.html
http://www.thedailystar.net/newDesign/news-details.php?nid=235156
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Local-News/2012/May-16/173584-4-wounded-in-clashes-between-army-gunmen.ashx#axzz1v2VmU7ri
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/beirut-tense-after-clashes/2012/05/21/gIQAgQG0fU_story.html?wprss=rss_middle-east
http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/nation-world/sns-rt-us-lebanon-syria-shootingbre84j07j-20120520,0,897629.story
http://news.kuwaittimes.net/2012/05/18/syria-deaths-mount-but-no-alternative-to-annan-plan/
http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/press/release.cfm?id=6012&cat=press-release
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/download.php?id=271.pdf&name=Syria%20Regional%20Refugee%20Response%20-%20Update%20No.5x.pdf
mailto:mediterranean@cimicweb.org?subject=recommended%20report%20topic
http://www.cimicweb.org
https://km.cimicweb.org/cmo/ComplexCoverage/Pages/Iraq.aspx
https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/ComplexCoverage/Pages/Kosovo.aspx
https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/forms/_layouts/FormServer.aspx?XsnLocation=https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/forms/RFI/Forms/template.xsn&OpenIn=browser&SaveLocation=https%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Ecimicweb%2Eorg%2Fcmo%2Fforms%2FRFI&Source=https%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Ecimicweb%2Eorg%2Fc
https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/medbasin/Holder/Documents/CFC BiMonthly_Kosovo_January 2012.pdf
https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/medbasin/Holder/Pages/Reviewarchives.aspx
https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/medbasin/Holder/Pages/Reviewarchives.aspx
https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/forms/_layouts/FormServer.aspx?XsnLocation=https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/forms/RFI/Forms/template.xsn&OpenIn=browser&SaveLocation=https%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Ecimicweb%2Eorg%2Fcmo%2Fforms%2FRFI&Source=https%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Ecimicweb%2Eorg%252
https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/medbasin/Pages/Review.aspx


 

 Page 10 22  May 2012 

(continued from page one) 

 

The group has also claimed responsibility for other bombings in Syria including another twin bombing in Damascus earlier in May 

that killed 20 Syrian security personnel, but in recent days the group’s leaders have come forward to deny their involvement in the 

10 May bombings, reports BBC.  
  

The manner in which the recent Damascus bombings occurred, however, has convinced most intelligence officials that radical Is-

lamists have joined in the fight against the Syrian regime, reports the Guardian. In his PBS appearance, Brian Fishman, a counterter-

rorism expert at the New America Foundation asserts that al Qaeda franchises are eager to step into conflicts in order to advance 

their own agenda, which is to create Islamic states in the Middle East that follow Sharia law. He suggests that al Qaeda’s participa-

tion in violent rebellions like the one in Syria is to create propaganda, to demonstrate their strength and to create power vacuums 

that they can potentially fill later. Fishman believes this is what al Qaeda and AQI hope to do in Syria. However, Peter Harling, a 

Syria analyst from International Crisis Group (ICG), told Reuters that at this point in the Syrian conflict, “jihadis generally are still a 

sideshow. In a sense it is surprising that relatively few bomb attacks of the kind they may engage in have occurred”. 

  

President Assad has had dealings with al Qaeda in the past. Following the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 Syrian secret police assisted 

al Qaeda fighters in crossing the border into western Iraq where they fought against US forces, according to USA Today. At the time 

al Qaeda understood Syria to be off limits to recruitment as long as Assad’s intelligence agency and Ba’ath Party were strong, says 

Walid Phares, an advisor to the anti-terrorism caucus at the US House of Representatives, reports USA Today. Now that the regime 

is in a weakened state, al Qaeda may see an opportunity. At the same time, Syrian opposition members are committed to distancing 

themselves from militant groups, according to Reuters. Speaking from his base on the border of Turkey, Lieutenant Colonel Khaled 

Hammoud, a commander of the opposition Free Syrian Army stated, “I have received offers from Arabs and foreigners to send us 

fighters but we said “no”. We have fighters. We need guns. There is no al Qaeda here or any such group. It is all lies”. Although the 

Syrian Opposition maintains it is fighting for a multicultural, secular democratic country, Saleh al Hamwi of the General Commis-

sion of the Syrian Revolution in Hama told USA Today that if the West does not aid the rebels then they would need to look to al 

Qaeda for assistance in fighting Syrian forces. Senior national security advisor to former US President George W. Bush, Ellio 

Abrams suggests that withholding aid to the rebels is a dangerous tact to take by the international community, reports the LA Times. 

Some rebel factions, if desperate enough, may engage with extremist groups.  

  

At this time, analysts are divided about what effect adding al Qaeda to the Syrian “volatile mix” will ultimately create, as experts are 

unsure if al Qaeda’s presence will dissuade or encourage a more forceful international intervention to aid rebels, according to the LA 

Times article. A CSM article suggests that amidst this debate, the Pentagon is drawing up contingency plans for different interven-

tion scenarios including air cover for “humanitarian corridors” or for “safe zones” where the opposition could take refuge from Syri-

an forces. Some fear that al Qaeda’s presence in the Syrian crisis could mean a long and protracted bloody conflict, reports al Arabi-

ya.  

 

What remains unclear is whether Assad is using al Qaeda in efforts to undermine support for the rebellion, according to a USA To-

day interview with Thomas Joscelyn, of the Center for Law and Counterterrorism at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies. 

The Guardian maintains that Assad’s regime has promoted the “terrorist attacks” narrative within his country in order to justify con-

tinued violence against its people. Opposition forces and many “ordinary Syrians” believe that some suicide bombings have been 

staged by the regime to scapegoat and “radicalize its enemies”. According to Emile Hoayem of the International Institute for Strate-

gic Studies,“[t]his fits neatly with the regime’s attempt to ensure the loyalty of urban Sunnis and minorities fearful of Islamist rule 

by portraying all opposition as radical, violent and foreign-inspired”. Assad's security network may have staged attacks given their 

sponsorship of jihadi outfits operating in Lebanon and Iraq reports the Guardian. “Not only would this legitimate the regime’s reign 

of terror, it provides justification for its insistence that the west, along with Arab governments and Turkey, does not supply weapons 

to the rebels,” asserts regional experts Aaron Zelin and Andrew Tabler. 
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