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The leader of Al-Qaeda’s Syrian wing tried unsuccessfully at
a recent meeting to convince rival Islamist factions to
merge into one unit, several insurgency sources have told

Reuters. Abu Mohamad al-Golani, head of the Nusra Front, even
suggested he was willing to change the name of his group if the
others, including the powerful Ahrar al-Sham organization,
agreed to the deal, the sources said. But he made clear that Nusra
would not cut its ties with Al-Qaeda, and its allegiance would
remain to Ayman al-Zawahri, who took over as leader after US
Navy SEALS killed Osama bin Laden in 2011.

Much was riding on the outcome of the meeting, which the
sources said took place about 10 days ago. Nusra and Ahrar al-
Sham are the most powerful groups in northern Syria: When they
briefly teamed up with other Islamists last year in an alliance
called the Fatah Army, the rebels scored one of their biggest vic-
tories by seizing the city of Idlib. Some rebels believed a merger
would create a stronger rival to Islamic State and might attract
much-needed military support and recognition from regional
and international powers.

But the leaders left without an agreement, and the sources
said the atmosphere was tense, with Nusra blaming Ahrar al-
Sham for the failure. A few days later, members of the two groups
clashed in the towns of Salqin and Harem in Idlib province, near
the border with Turkey. Several fighters were killed on both sides,
but other insurgent groups brokered a quick ceasefire. Jihadi
sources, including some from Ahrar al-Sham, say it is only a mat-
ter of time before another battle between the two erupts. They
say the rift between them is getting deeper, although mediation
continues. One restraining factor has been an imminent assault
by the Syrian army and its allied forces in northwestern Syria.

“The situation is charged, the failure of initiatives could cause
an explosion,” said a jihadi in Idlib who is close to the two groups.
“What happened just avoided all-out conflict, all-out battle. But it
will be hard to tell what will happen in the future.” Outright war
between Nusra and Ahrar al-Sham would still further complicate
the five-year Syrian conflict, in which rebel groups are mush-
rooming under different slogans and sometimes fighting each
other.

A delegation from Syria’s main opposition group, the Saudi-
backed Higher Negotiation Committee (HNC), arrived in Geneva
on Saturday to join United Nations-mediated peace talks,
demanding President Bashar al-Assad’s government be made to
comply with a UN resolution on humanitarian aid and human
rights.

Nusra and Islamic State - designated as terrorists by the UN -
have been excluded from the Geneva talks, the first attempt in
two years to end a war that has killed a quarter of a million peo-
ple. Ahrar al-Sham, which presents itself as a Syrian nationalist
force in contrast to Al-Qaeda’s global jihadist ideology, recently
joined the HNC but Russia opposes its participation in the talks.

Lack of Trust
Distrust between Nusra and Ahrar is mutual. Nusra accuses its

Islamist rival of being a front for Turkey, addressing not the “inter-
ests of Muslims” but the agenda of Ankara in order to be part of a
future political deal to rule Syria. Ahrar and other groups are
pushing Nusra to cut its ties with Al-Qaeda as a step towards
becoming more fully engaged in the struggle against Assad. “The
problem is with the Qaeda link and its ideological implications.
Nusra insists on its agenda, it doesn’t want to manoeuvre at all,”
said a frustrated Ahrar commander, accusing it of “damaging the
revolution”.

In the first few weeks after last year’s capture of Idlib, the two
groups divided responsibilities and territory without problems.
But gradually divisions began to surface, as Ahrar and other
insurgents became wary of Nusra and accused it of trying to
seize power and sidelining them. “Nusra cannot work with oth-
ers, they have a dominating project, they do not accept the oth-
ers,“ said a fighter from Ahrar al-Sham in Idlib via the Internet.
Some insurgents are suspicious of Nusra’s long-term agenda in
the region and globally, distrusting its declaration that it has no
ambitions outside Lebanon and Syria. “This declared goal is an
interim one. After it wins and establishes itself in Syria, they will
move to the next step, which objects to the goal of the revolu-
tion,” said an Islamist rebel who is allied with Ahrar al-Sham. “They
will join the global jihad and this is against our revolution. Our
revolution is limited to Syria.”

No Jeans
On the ground, Nusra imposes strict Islamic rules in villages

and towns where it shares power. It has banned women from
wearing make-up, showing their hair or wearing tight clothes like
jeans, and applied a policy of segregation between the sexes. All
these moves have served to assert its dominance, while provok-
ing other groups. “There is no group on the ground that actually
objects to having an Islamic government but the implementa-
tion and methods are different,” said another Islamist fighter from
a group that is allied with Ahrar. —Reuters

Focus

Syrian rebel splits 
deepen after failed 
‘merger’ with Nusra

By Mariam Karouny

By Aaron Maasho and Edmund Blair

On a treeless plain in eastern Ethiopia, thousands of desti-
tute pastoralists have set up camp outside the tiny village
of Fedeto. Over the past six months the camp has swelled

as one of the worst droughts in decades has decimated herds,
dried up pasture and made even drinking water scarce. “We wan-
dered for three months, losing every single animal apart from two
donkeys,” said Saido Ahmed Keyat, a 29-year-old mother of five,
whose family had boasted 200 sheep and goats, 15 cattle, eight
camels and seven donkeys. “All my children are malnourished.
They need milk, they need many things.”

Ethiopia’s failed rains, which meteorologists blame on the El
Nino weather phenomenon, have created a drought in some
areas of the country worse than the 1984 crisis. Back then, water
shortages and conflict combined to cause a famine that killed an
estimated one million people. In the years since, Ethiopia has
transformed under a government that promotes rapid economic
development, although it is criticised for limiting many political
freedoms. One of its signature schemes is a rural support pro-
gramme designed to keep Ethiopians from starvation.

The new drought is putting that model to the test. More than
10 million people are now critically short of food, according to fig-
ures compiled by the government with its humanitarian partners.
That is putting a strain on the government as well as the budgets
of international aid groups and donors. “The scale of the need is
really huge and has outstripped the Ethiopian government’s abili-
ty to do this on their own,” Carolyn Wilson, chief executive of chari-
ty Save the Children told Reuters after touring some of the afflict-
ed regions in the country’s north and east.

In all, an estimated $1.4 billion is needed for food and other
resources in 2016, according to the government and aid partners.
The government said about 30 percent of that had been raised
from donors so far. The WFP said last week about $500 million was
needed by the end of February to extend the aid effort beyond
April. In a world facing the demands of the migrant crisis and con-
flicts in Syria, Iraq and Yemen, that won’t be easy. “It’s not that

donors have not responded,” said WFP Country Director John
Aylieff. “But they have not managed to keep pace.”

New Vision
Today’s needs would be far greater were it not for the massive

changes in Ethiopia over the past three decades. In 1984, the
then-communist government known as the Derg tried to hide the
famine, while conflict and social engineering projects like farm
collectivisation exacerbated the scale of hunger. Rebels toppled
the Derg in 1991 and the government that followed has delivered
stellar economic growth rates, hitting double digits in some years,
visible from endless construction in the capital and new highways
crossing the nation.

In 2005, Ethiopia started the Productive Safety Net
Programme, which was helping 7.9 million people facing chronic
food insecurity even before the latest drought. Those people
receive food or cash transfers in return for community work. To
deal with the drought, the government allocated $272 million
extra spending in 2015 and a further $109 million this year, Mikitu
Kassa, head of the National Disaster Risk Management
Commission, told Reuters. To put that extra spending in perspec-
tive, it is roughly equivalent to Ethiopia’s entire state budget two
decades ago, he said.

The government says no one has so far died from starvation.
Some of those in the worst affected area contradict this. One
woman in Fedeto said 20 had died in the past two months,
though it was not possible to verify this. Mikitu said the govern-
ment would spend what it takes if aid did not flow, although he
said it could mean cutbacks on other projects. But he said the
government’s “mega projects” - new national railways, roads and
dams - would go ahead.

Those projects are part of plans to industrialise Ethiopia.
Eighty percent of the nation still relies on agriculture, mostly rain-
fed pastures or subsistence smallholdings. The better transport
links have already proved vital, allowing easier access for relief
workers. “The nature of the government that we had in 1984 is
quite different from the current government,” Mikitu said in Addis

Ababa, where Sub-Saharan Africa’s first metro system opened last
year and now snakes its way above traffic-clogged streets.

Safety Nets
The architect of modern Ethiopia, rebel leader-turned-prime

minister Meles Zenawi, told a 1991 news conference in Addis
Ababa that his gauge of success would be “if Ethiopians were able
to eat three meals a day.” Ethiopia has not yet achieved that goal.
Critics of the government - Meles died in 2012 but many of his
policies continue under successor Hailemariam Desalegn - say it is
authoritarian and stifles opponents. No opposition party won a
seat in last year’s parliamentary election.

The US State Department said then that it remained “deeply
concerned by continued restrictions on civil society, media, oppo-
sition parties, and independent voices and views.” Ethiopian offi-
cials deny restricting freedoms. But in their determination not to
let fresh images of hunger overshadow the government’s devel-
opment credentials, some ministers sent conflicting signals early
in the crisis about how bad it was and how much help was need-
ed, aid workers say. “We have to walk on egg shells in terms of
what we can say,” said one international aid worker, who has fol-
lowed Ethiopia’s progress since the 1980s.

Disaster management chief Mikitu blamed any confusion on
the speed at which numbers of those facing critical food short-
ages grew. In January 2015 it was 2.9 million but swiftly rose -
often in increments of several million - to 10.2 million by
December. But even the government’s ability to gather such fig-
ures is testament to the way Ethiopia has changed. Fedeto, in a
remote area of the hard-hit Sitti region, has benefited from that
change. A tiny clinic, one of thousands built around the country
over the past two decades, doles out rations and treats the mal-
nourished. The village also has a water tower and a school.

That helps, though only up to a point. The administrator of the
village of 600 people said he was struggling to meet the needs of
7,500 exhausted arrivals who are now camped nearby.  “There is a
lot of pressure on us,” Dahir Omar Hosh said. “People are still com-
ing.”  —Reuters

Drought tests a changed Ethiopia

By Tim Hepher

In Dec 2012, aircraft trader James Kim
received a letter from a company
based in Cyprus offering to buy four

jetliners. It was brief and to the point. The
hitherto unknown firm was “ready, willing
and able” to buy four used Airbus A340
jets for which Kim was trying to broker a
sale. “I talked to them and when I got the
Letter of Intent with an Iranian name, I
informed them that a deal was not possi-
ble because of sanctions,” Kim, managing
director of British-based aircraft trading
company AvCon Worldwide, told Reuters.

The company that tried to buy them,
registered in a Nicosia apartment with
two directors with names that sounded
Iranian, vanished from the radar, Kim said
in a telephone interview. The planes, for
which there is little demand, remain with
their Asian owner but the suspected
approach typifies a shadowy trade in air-
planes and parts that spanned the globe
for decades. Suspected front firms sought
to trade in spare parts and even whole
aircraft, according to people involved in
the trade and other experts who mostly
spoke on condition of anonymity. “The
Iranians would set up companies to try to
do deals and then fold them up. They
didn’t stay around for long,” said Kim.

The methods used to evade sanctions
mirror those used in other countries that
are or have been under international
sanctions in recent decades, such as
South Africa, Cuba, Zimbabwe, Iraq and
North Korea. After the lifting of nuclear-
related sanctions on Jan. 16, Iran’s avia-
tion industry is coming out of the shad-
ows. With an order for 118 Airbus jets wit-
nessed in Paris by President Hassan
Rouhani, Iran moved swiftly to exchange
a collection of vintage jets held together
with smuggled parts for a new fleet capa-

ble of taking on rival Gulf carriers.
Like Cuba’s preserved 1950s automo-

biles, the aircraft they will replace sym-
bolize the ingenuity wrought by sanc-
tions but also the scale of the task need-
ed to reconnect the economy. “Our strat-
egy until now has just been to survive,”
Iranair chairman Farhad Parvaresh said.

Airline ‘Masterminds’
At Tehran’s airport, rows of mothballed

aircraft still sit with bright orange covers
on their engines, ready to give up their
parts for other old planes needing
repairs.  Through constant patching,
transplants from grounded donor jets
and discreet purchases, Iran’s fleet stayed
aloft although with an alarming safety
record. “It was state-of-the-art ‘Under the
Table’,” Heydar Vatankhah, deputy manag-
ing director for engineering and mainte-
nance at Iran’s Kish Air, said of the overall
effort. “Every airline has a mastermind on
this,” he said.

Vatankhah spent 31 years helping to
maintain an ancient fleet at state-owned
Iranair including the world’s oldest pas-
senger 747, built in 1976 before the
majority of Iranians were born, according
to aviation consultancy CAPA, which
organized an aviation summit in Iran in
January. One Iranian airline official, who
asked not to be identified, said he had
obtained a Western-built engine weeks
after it left the factory by passing it
through three countries.

While Iran says it can manufacture
parts, the preference was for genuine
components, but they came at a price.
“It’s simple. If this costs $10,000, I had to
pay $70,000,” the engineering chief of an
Iranian airline said, waving a can of soda
to illustrate his point. Others said they
paid four or five times over the odds. As
they did so, the middlemen prospered.

“After decades of doing this you see a lot.
Everyone takes their cut. It’s a dirty busi-
ness,” the engineering chief said.

As confidence grew, a smuggled jet
flew directly to Tehran Mehrabad airport,
a former senior I ranian official said.
However, Iran’s covert resupply operation
clashed increasingly with foreign law and
intelligence agencies. The United States
has targeted dozens of front companies
suspected by diplomats of links to Iran’s
elite Revolutionary Guards, widely seen
as a beneficiary of the sanctions trade.
“They (the West) listened to our calls and
read our emails; of course we knew that,”
said one airline employee. “But we are
commercial people, not military men,” he
said, adding the deals had been elusive
but not always complicated. “They know
where the wall is, but not where the hole
is,” he added.

New Ambitions, New Challenges
The United States last year imposed

sanctions on two firms in Iraq and the
United Arab Emirates for helping Iran’s
Mahan Air purchase second-hand aircraft.
The airline, Iran’s largest, was blacklisted
in 2011 for allegedly ferrying operatives,
arms and funds for the Revolutionary
Guards’ overseas unit. It remains under
sanctions. Iran says it has been forced to
use the black market to preserve safety
following fatal accidents and sanctions
that prevented it from gaining access to
parts and manuals. The West says the
sanctions were effective in convincing
Tehran to negotiate the recent deal on
curbing its nuclear activities.

“It was a great suffering for all of us, so
we haven’t been able to develop in this
field,” lawmaker Mahdi Hashemi, head of
the parliament ’s Development
Commission, told the CAPA event.

Now, Iran’s plans to absorb 500 new

aircraft in the next decade look set to
turn the well-worn system of improvised
repairs and clandestine purchases on its
head. As middlemen dissolve into the
post-sanctions landscape, with many of
them expected to reinvent themselves as
legitimate partners for investors, the air-
lines must contend with foreign regula-
tors and insurers whose mindset is com-
pliance. The can-do mentality which kept
Iran’s rotting fleet flying through sanc-
tions will be less welcome in future.

That means airlines must adapt to a
forest of norms required by manufactur-
ers, investors, lenders, lessors and regula-
tors,  said Mark Tierney, director of
Crabtree Capital, which provides strategic
advice and transaction execution services
for airlines, aircraft and engine-leasing
companies and financial institutions. The
problems of resuming normal operations
do not end there. A revolution in plane
design has taken place while Iran was off
the market. While mastering every nut
and bolt of the Boeing 747, its engineers
must get used to new types like the
A350. “The level of training and technolo-
gy in airlines to be able to bring those air-
craft in and operate without problems
doesn’t happen overnight,” Dick Forsberg,
strategy chief of leasing company Avolon,
told a panel of Iranian officials.

Even with sanctions lifted, airlines may
struggle to get some existing aircraft
repaired while waiting for the new
European jets, to which Iran hopes to add
over 100 Boeings. Many are so riddled
with contraband parts that they would
be unlikely to pass muster with repair
shops, an engineer said. In response,
Airbus has agreed to help Tehran comply
with foreign regulators and to provide
repairs and training: crucial steps as Iran
rebuilds its aviation industry from
scratch. —Reuters

How Iran kept flying under sanctions


