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Aleppo’s scattered 
business owners 
yet to return home

In the old khan, a stone courtyard off Aleppo’s
medieval souk, most of the 41 cloth shops are
deserted. Many of the owners moved elsewhere or

went abroad to escape fighting in the historic Syrian
city, a major economic centre before the war. “Some
started new work outside Syria and won’t return. Some
who stayed opened new shops in other parts of the
country,” said Mohammed Abu Zeid, one of two cloth
merchants still operating.

Syria’s economy has been upturned by eight years
of war that partitioned the country between rival forces
and displaced millions of people. Hundreds of thou-
sands of workers were conscripted into the army or
joined rebel groups and Western powers have imposed
sweeping sanctions. Any recovery will largely depend
on whether people return home, including local busi-
ness owners. The empty stores in Khan Khair Bek show
that most have stayed away and it may be some time
before business resumes. Although parts of western
Aleppo, which was held by the government through the
war, still have busy shopping areas, the city’s factories
and wholesale trading businesses have been devastated
by war damage and the departure of traders.

Textiles were a mainstay of Aleppo business until
the start of the war in 2011. The khan in the Souk al-
Zarb section of the battered Old City was a textile hub.
Merchants kept their wares and conducted wholesale
business in the shops. When Reuters first visited in
early 2017, weeks after the fighting ended, the khan
was closed and the domed entranceway was waist-
deep in debris including bullet casings and the tail fin
of a mortar bomb.

Thirteen shop owners moved abroad, mostly to Egypt
or Turkey. Of those still in Syria, six moved to Damascus
or other cities, and started new businesses. Another sev-
en who remained in Aleppo have also stopped dealing in
cloth, Abu Zeid said. Ten others are working in the cloth
trade from market stalls or rented shops in other parts of
Aleppo. Just two, Abu Zeid and Zakariya Azizeh,
reopened in the khan earlier this year. They did not know
the whereabouts of several other neighbours. About half
Syria’s pre-war population of 22 million were uprooted
during the conflict, with more than 5 million seeking
refuge abroad. Some refugees have started returning,
but most are unwilling to go back yet, citing a fear of
reprisals, the danger of renewed conflict, economic hard-
ship and problems with paperwork.

Economic troubles
Azizeh said he was trying to persuade his former

neighbors to come back. “We cannot export and we
have banking problems from sanctions. The system
depends on credit, but I haven’t any money,” he said.
President Bashar Al-Assad said Syria now faces an
economic war waged through Western sanctions. They
make any movement of money in or out of Syria very
difficult, paralysing trade even with close allies such as
Russia and Iran and making any return to Syria less
attractive for business owners.

Abu Zeid believes most of those who left the khan
will eventually return. Many still own their premises.
“This is the best khan for import-export. The others,
they tell us ‘one month, two months, we will come
back’,” he said. His cousin, Ahmed Abu Zeid, 63, a
cousin of Mohammed Abu Zeid, has continued doing
some business from home as it would cost several
thousand dollars to replace stock and repair his war-
damaged shop, near a mulberry tree. “We all worked
here from when we were children. I used to climb this
tree and so did my son,” he said. He hopes his grand-
son Ahmed, 8, will one day work there too.

Damage
The two main centres of Aleppan business - the Old

City souk and the industrial zones on the city’s out-
skirts - were on the front lines and suffered from heavy
shellfire and looting. Shops and warehouses were
stripped of their inventories, factories and workshops
of their equipment and machinery. Many are pocked
with bullet or shell holes and filled with rubble.
Aleppo’s power plant was destroyed and electricity
supplies from other parts of government-held Syria
are limited. Water provision is patchy. One of the main
industrial zones, Belleramoun, is near a front line and
has been repeatedly shelled by rebels.

In the souk outside the khan, a group had gathered
to chat on plastic chairs. They recited lists of friends
and neighbors who had left. “Some of them have come
back to see what the situation is like. When they see it,
they go away again,” said Mohammed Fadel, dressed in
a suit and waving a lit cigarette as he spoke. He had two
shops in the souk, both now closed, and a textile work-
shop with four machines and 400 workers running
round the clock and exporting across the Middle East,
Fadel said. He now plans to leave Syria and go to live in
the Netherlands, where his son is. “What can I do? I sit
here all day doing nothing,” he said. — Reuters 

Ronald, Don and John are living the good life in this
haven of Republican retirees in Florida, a city
designed for the ageing, with paths everywhere for

golf carts and where residents have plenty of time to cam-
paign for their president, Donald Trump. The Villages is a
pleasant, immaculately clean, fast-growing retirement
town in central Florida. The average age of its 75,000
inhabitants is 71. Some two-thirds are Republican.

One afternoon not long ago five retirees all wearing
Trump pins reviewed lists of recent arrivals in the city in
order to send them invitations to join Republican-affiliated
clubs. An hour’s drive to the south, in Orlando, the US
president will be formally launching his re-election cam-
paign today. “We’re very proud,” Ronald McMahan, vice
president of one of the clubs, told AFP. “We’re proud to be
Republicans, we’re proud to be with other Republicans
and very proud that Mr. Trump has chosen to open his
campaign here.” Trump’s choice of Florida was no acci-
dent. If he is to win a second term in the White House in
2020, he will have to win in Florida again. “The president
is coming here because he knows this state is a tipping
point,” said Dennis Baxley, a Florida state senator who
described himself to AFP as the legislature’s “most conser-
vative” member. 

Key swing state 
With 14 million voters, Florida is one of the country’s

most important swing states. It usually keeps the country
in suspense on election night with results often decided by
the thinnest of margins - so thin that, in last year’s midterm
elections, votes in three important state offices had to be
recounted. That provides a little extra incentive for
McMahan, sitting with friends John Black and Don Eaton,

as they address envelopes to send out dozens of invita-
tions. The men speak enthusiastically about life in the
Disney-like surroundings of The Villages - “the happiest
place on Earth” for Republicans who retire here from all
corners of the country. 

“When the campaign really starts and we know who the
opposition will be, the president will have a really great
group here that will assist him in winning Florida again,”
said Eaton, an Indiana native wearing a red T-shirt embla-
zoned with “Victory 2020”. His “Make America Great
Again” hat sat next to him on the table.

Religion, work and family
“They share some core values that I try to protect, and

that I share,” said Baxley, whose district includes this and
many other retirement communities in central Florida.
“That is to protect things such as faith, family, freedom,
opportunity and life itself.” “They still believe in American
exceptionalism,” he added, “...and they’re interested in
preserving that.” These retirees are impervious to the crit-
icism of Trump as sympathetic to white supremacists, or
for apparently obstructing the investigation of Russian
interference in the 2016 elections.

It’s all “fake news,” they say. “I know that some people
are a little bit taken aback by Mr Trump’s sometimes abra-
sive nature,” McMahan said. “But maybe we needed that,
maybe we needed somebody to stop being so polite, so
gentlemanly, and tell it the way it is.” In a tweet
Wednesday, the president bragged that 74,000 people
had requested tickets to see him launch his re-election
campaign from the Amway Center, the Orlando arena with
a capacity of 20,000.  Orlando, like Florida’s other big
cities, is a Democratic island in a sea of red - the color that

represents Trump’s Republican Party. Living in this same
part of the state are not only retirees but large numbers of
Puerto Rican migrants, who despise Trump for what they
saw as his insufficient response to Hurricane Maria.

‘We heard that last time’ 
But while Trump is unpopular among Hispanics nation-

wide for his handling of the migration crisis, those in South
Florida include some of his fiercest supporters. Most are
Cuban immigrants who will support the candidate who
promises the toughest line against any leftist governments
in Latin America. Trump has successfully courted this
group, which has grown to include many Venezuelans and
Nicaraguans since Trump toughened US sanctions against
the governments of Havana, Caracas and Managua.

Given the political landscape here, the Democrats face
an uphill battle in their bid to reverse the 2016 election
result. A leader in that battle is former candidate for gover-
nor Andrew Gillum, a rising Democratic star who lost to
his Republican rival by a mere 33,000 votes last year.
Gillum is leading an enormous campaign to recruit a mil-
lion voters in the state.

Bill Nelson, a former US senator from Florida who also
narrowly lost to a Republican in November, believes that
only Joe Biden can lead the Democrats to victory. “Joe
Biden will beat Trump in Florida,” he flatly predicted to
ABC News. “More than anything, (Democrats) want a can-
didate that can beat Trump.” A Quinnipiac opinion poll in
March had Biden defeating Trump in Florida by a substan-
tial 49-to-35 point margin. And this week, another survey
from the same group gave Biden a 13-point edge over
Trump nationwide. “Yeah, we heard that last time,” said
Eaton. “The polls were so wrong, so wrong.” — AFP 

Trump to launch campaign in retiree-friendly Florida 

Retiree Don Eaton poses in front of pro-Trump merchandise in the recreation center where leaders of several Republican clubs hold meetings in The Villages, a retirement town
in central Florida north of Orlando, on June 12, 2019. — AFP 

Rise of delivery
drones has cities
asking who owns 
airspace

Blacksburg was already well prepared
when the US government announced
in April that the Virginia town would

be home to the country’s first commercial
drone delivery service. Virginia Tech
University, based in Blacksburg, has for
years hosted a major drone development
program, which has carried out experimen-
tal deliveries of ice cream, fast food and
more. “I moved (to Blacksburg) last August,
and when I was telling people I was mov-
ing, they said, ‘I know somebody there had
their Chipotle (Mexican restaurant chain)
delivered by drone!’” said Megan Duncan, a
communications professor at Virginia Tech.

So, when Wing became the first drone
company to be approved as an air carrier
by the federal government, allowing the
Google parent Alphabet Inc company to
start drone deliveries in and around
Blacksburg, many of the locals were excit-
ed, Duncan said. “I think there’s super-
interesting possibilities for remote areas
that are underserved, particularly with
people who need prescriptions and can’t
make a 45-minute drive,” she told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation by phone.

But Duncan, who has done studies on
public perceptions of drones, also foresees
a looming problem: the potential for people
to see drones flying over their yards, en
route to filling a neighbor’s order, as tres-
passers on their property. She recalled a
recent talk she gave in Chicago in which
some audience members “were completely
convinced that if a drone flew over their
house, they had the absolute right to
destroy (it)”. “People really believe they own
everything above their property,” she said.

‘No clear answer’
In recent years, there have been several

cases of outraged US landowners shooting
down privately owned drones - and the
response from courts has been mixed.
Concerns about drones - among the pub-
lic, event planners, security officials and
others - has given rise to an industry of
anti-drone technology designed to take

down the devices. Most of those tools are
not legal for purchase by the general con-
sumer in the United States, according to a
report from the Center for the Study of the
Drone at Bard College in New York.

But that has not diminished demand:
The maker of the DroneDefender, which
blocks a drone’s signals and forces it to
land, said in emailed comments that the
company receives “many, many inquiries”
from people in the United States wanting
to buy one. A Wing spokeswoman said
the company currently had nothing to
share about the new Virginia operations,
which are yet to begin, but noted it would
“act in compliance with all applicable
rules and regulations needed to conduct
our operations”.

But some of those rules are unclear,
property experts warn - in part because
the traditional airline industry has never
had to address the issue of flying through
someone’s garden. Under US law, the fed-
eral government claims “exclusive sover-
eignty of airspace” in the country, but
where that line starts has always been
fuzzy, said Stuart Banner, law professor
and property expert at the University of
California, Los Angeles. “Landowners also
own the airspace above their land.
Otherwise it wouldn’t be possible to build
houses or anything else above the ground,”
he said. At the same time, “there’s no clear
answer as to how high a landowner’s air-
space rights extend,” Banner added. “It’s
basically a reasonableness standard.”

According to the agency in charge of
these issues, the Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA), drones “shouldn’t be
operated over people or in a way that
endangers property on the ground”,
spokeswoman Lynn Lunsford said by
email. But it does not distinguish between
airspace over private property and other
types, nor does it specify minimum alti-
tudes that drones can fly, she said. Further,
another FAA spokesman said, as an avia-
tion safety agency, “our regulations do not
address privacy.”

Defining trespass
But it is in the areas of privacy and

property rights that tensions between the
public and drone technology are rising.
“Here’s the biggest problem: The law is just
not clear,” said Stephen Rice, an associate
professor at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical
University in Florida, as he urged a
“nationwide set of regulations that makes it
very clear what you can and can’t do”. Rice

and another researcher at Embry-Riddle,
Mattie Milner, found that “people in gener-
al aren’t very happy about the idea of a
drone ... flying over their home”. “Their
biggest fear is that their privacy will be
invaded,” Milner added.

This summer, an independent group of
experts plans to finalize a “model law” that
states could adopt to clarify and harmonize
some of the issues around drones and pri-
vate property - but its efforts have been
controversial. Early versions by the Illinois-
based non-profit Uniform Law Commission
would have required permission for a
drone to operate within 60 m over any pri-
vate property, said Steve Willborn, the
group’s interim executive director.

That idea created a firestorm of push-
back from the drone industry, with compa-
nies saying that in some parts of the coun-
try those restrictions would cut in half the
amount of airspace they could use. Instead,
the group came up with a two-tiered
approach, said Willborn. A drone touching
private land or anything on it without per-
mission would be a trespass, but otherwise
a landowner would need to show that the
drone had interfered with the use and
enjoyment of the property. That could
include factors such as how high the drone
was flying, how loud it was, and if it had
cameras on board, he said.

But critics say there is no need for a
new law. The Uniform Law Commission is
trying to change property law “as we know

it” to deal with concerns that already fall
under existing laws on privacy and other
issues, said Diana Marina Cooper of
PrecisionHawk, a drone and data company.
“We need to address the underlying con-
cerns for property owners, but that doesn’t
need to be done by changing rights to air-
space,” she said.

Public buy-in
The question of how to balance the

rights of the public with the needs of the
drone industry is already a concern for
cities such as San Diego, one of 10 juris-
dictions taking part in a federal program to
speed up the development of drone tech-
nology. Without public buy-in, new drone
programs “won’t be operational”, Tiffany
Vinson, who is leading the drone program
in San Diego, told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “What’s not clear is where
property rights end as far as national air-
space starts. And that’s been our big issue,”
Vinson said.

Still, the city has experience dealing
with the intersection of new technology
and property considerations, she added.
She pointed to recent conflicts stemming
from bike-sharing and e-scooter programs,
with vehicles blocking sidewalks and
wheelchair accessibility, or being left on
private property. “Now we have to add this
new component, and we need to think
about where these drones fit into the pic-
ture,” Vinson said.  — AFP 

A Uber Eats drone is on exhibit at the Uber Elevate Summit 2019 in Washington on June
12, 2019. — AFP 


