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KHARTOUM: Among the simmering pots
and sizzling grills of a Khartoum kitchen,
Umm Mohammed has escaped from the
thunderous shelling that forced her to flee
Aleppo, joining a growing number of
Syrians finding an unlikely shelter in Sudan.
The 50-year-old now cooks Middle Eastern
dishes in the Hawa Kitchen in Khartoum
along with 24 others on a project to sup-
port Syrians who have arrived since 2011.
While many Syrians fleeing the conflict still
aim for Europe or neighbouring Turkey, a
shared language and similarities in culture
has made Sudan an alternative for some,
the United Nations says.

With an ailing economy and millions dis-
placed by civil war, Sudan is an improbable
first choice, but Umm Mohammed - not her
real name - remembers the day last year she
decided to escape her Aleppo neighbor-
hood at all costs. “In the morning we heard
the sound of shelling and my son, a young
man of 25, was sleeping on his bed when a
shell hit,” she said quietly. The blast smashed
nearby windows, sending shards of glass
flying and cutting him badly. “He almost
died,” she said quietly.

She planned to join hundreds of thou-
sands of refugees in Jordan, but one of her
adult sons who had travelled to Sudan for
work told her Syrians didn’t need visas to
enter. She immediately booked tickets for
Khartoum with her four other sons and

soon after started working in the kitchen. In
the quiet courtyard where she works
preparing traditional Syrian stuffed vine
leaves, syrupy sweets and chicken with
flavoured rice, she has found safety. “People
here are very good,” she said, smiling.

The Sudanese have not just been wel-
coming to the arrivals, she said, but have
taken to the business. Many of the 35-50
meals they sell daily are bought by
Sudanese customers now instead of the
homesick Syrians who bought the dishes
initially. The women hope to expand the
kitchen, possibly to include a restaurant, as
more Syrians arrive.

‘Opportunity to Escape’ 
The kitchen was launched last

November by the Committee to Support
Syrian Families, one of several groups run
by Khartoum’s Syrian diaspora to help the
40,000 to 45,000 the government estimates
have arrived since 2011. Its head, Mazin
Samih, a lightly bearded businessman in his
40s, arrived from Damascus in 2002 to run a
food produce company and admits sanc-
tions-hit Sudan is an unlikely shelter. “If any-
one who has been hit with barrel bombs
and shelled with rockets and artillery finds
an opportunity to escape, whatever the
opportunity, they will escape,” he said.

Established in 2012, his committee regis-
ters families, asking they find work but giv-

ing them the extra financial or food support
they need to make ends meet. Many of
those who have come to Sudan did so
because they knew members of the diaspo-
ra, but this number has increased drastically
with the deteriorating situation in Syria.
“The work started with 20 Syrian families in
2012 and the number of Syrians settled in
Sudan has increased so that today we have
more than 500,” he said.

Those fleeing war have opted for Sudan
instead of Europe because of language and
culture, UNHCR Sudan deputy head Angela
Li Rosi said. “Their preference is to be in a
country where there are similarities and the
language they speak is the same,” she said.
The government doesn’t consider Syrians as
refugees but allows them access to state
healthcare and education. Nonetheless
some 1,400 have registered with the UN for
help. The UN says it expects a steady num-
ber to arrive, putting the diaspora under
greater strain to care for the most vulnera-
ble.

‘I Would Go Back’
Hawa Kitchen provides livelihoods for such
families, Samih said, with the women
receiving a monthly wage of about 1,500
Sudanese pounds ($246), with profits going
to help other families. The kitchen’s admin-
istrator, Nuseiba Ayoubi, a 43-year-old
native of Damascus, came to Khartoum two

years ago after her son-in-law moved to
Sudan for work. She was glad to escape the
tense atmosphere and worsening financial
situation in Damascus but was worried
about Sudan after seeing news reports
about the country. “They give you the
image of Sudan as a country in conflict,” she
said. She said that it took her some time to
settle in, but found the Sudanese kind and
helpful. However, with high unemployment

and living costs in Sudan she struggled
financially to start with, and is proud of her
work helping other women at the kitchen.
“We don’t just give them a fish. We teach
them how to fish,” she said. Umm
Mohammed is grateful for the work and
happy have found safety. But she still
dreams of home. “If the situation returned
to normal, I would go back to Syria. It is our
homeland.” — AFP 

War-weary Syrians find unlikely shelter in Sudan 

KHARTOUM: Syrian women cook at the Eve Kitchen (Hawa in Arabic) on Nov 25, 2015
as part of a project to support Syrians who have taken refuge in the Sudanese capital
since 2011. —AFP 

DAMASCUS: Syrians walk in the Midhat Pasha Souq in old Damascus yesterday. — AFP 

THE HAGUE: Syria yesterday denied ever using
chemical weapons in its four-year-old civil war,
telling a global watchdog it was cooperating ful-
ly with the destruction of its toxic stockpile.
Damascus’s rebuttal comes amid growing accu-
sations it is not being transparent with the
world’s chemical watchdog and as United
Nations efforts are stepped up to track down the
perpetrators of deadly chlorine gas attacks in
the war-torn country last year. 

“We wish here to state categorically that we
have never used chlorine or any other toxic
chemicals during any incidents or any other
operations in the Syrian Arab Republic since the
beginning of the crisis and up to this very day,”
Deputy Foreign Minister Faisal Moqdad told the
annual meeting of the Organisation for the
Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW).

Damascus rejected “the false accusations
against Syria with respect to its supposed use of
chlorine as a weapon in military operations,” he
added, speaking in Arabic through an inter-
preter. The accusations “only serve political
agendas, which also aim at diverting our suc-
cesses in eliminating our chemical weapons,”
Moqdad said.

‘Many Uncertainties’ 
But Western countries including the United

States and Canada, as well as the European
Union, have lambasted Syria, raising doubts
about whether President Bashar Al-Assad’s
regime is truly committed to ridding his country
of all chemical arms. There are “many uncertain-
ties regarding the dismantling of Syria’s chemical
weapons program, notably the gaps and contra-
dictions contained in Syria’s declarations,” EU
representative Jacek Bylica told the meeting in
The Hague, attended by delegates from the
OPCW’s 192 states. “These uncertainties lead to
doubts as to compliance by Syria with its obliga-
tions under the Convention,” Bylica said at the
opening of the five-day assembly.  Last week the
OPCW itself voiced “grave concern” at the contin-
ued use of toxic arms in Syria, despite the
regime’s ratification of the UN Convention ban-
ning chemical weapons. The OPCW investiga-
tions did not directly blame any of the parties in
the four-year civil war, aimed at ousting Assad
and in which civil groups say more than 250,000
people have been killed.

French ambassador Laurent Pic told dele-
gates some reports indicated the presence of
helicopters at the time of chemical attacks. “We
all know what that means: The pursuit of relent-

less oppression by any means, including the
most abominable, by a criminal regime against
its own people.”

Mustard Gas Attack 
Accusations have also mounted that extrem-

ists with the Islamic State group, which has cap-
tured a swathe of territory in both Syria and Iraq,
have resorted to such tactics. The OPCW - which
won the 2013 Nobel Peace Prize - confirmed ear-
lier in November with “utmost confidence” that
mustard gas was used in Syria in August during
fighting between rebels and jihadists, and “like-
ly” killed a child. OPCW experts also concluded
that chlorine gas was likely used in an attack in
Idlib province in March.

OPCW director general Ahmet Uzumcu said a
joint UN task team, approved by the Security
Council in August to probe chlorine attacks in
Syrian villages last year, was up and running in
New York and in The Hague “with plans to set up

in Damascus”. The panel, which comprises 24
experts, is expected to deliver its first report to
the Security Council in February, Uzumcu said.

The watchdog’s top official told yesterday’s
meeting “significant progress” had been made in
destroying Syria’s declared chemical weapons
stockpile. Under a deal hammered out in 2013
between Russia and the United States following
a sarin gas attack on the outskirts of Damascus
in which hundreds died, the regime joined the
UN Convention against chemical weapons and
pledged to hand over all such arms to the OPCW
for destruction. Some 1,300 tonnes of chemical
weapons were handed over by Syria, including
mustard and sarin gas. The last of the stockpile
will be destroyed in the United States by the end
of the year, Uzumcu said. But Canadian ambassa-
dor Sabine Nolke said: “More than two years
after acceding to this treaty, Syria has failed to
demonstrate that it deserves treatment similar
to that of any other ordinary member.” —AFP 

Syria denies using 

chemical weapons
Damascus insists it’s cooperating 

Climate change threatens 

olive farming in Tunisia 
MORNAG, Tunisia: Tunisia’s 3,000-year his-
tory of olive farming is under threat with
warnings that production is at risk of halv-
ing by 2030 because of the extremes of cli-
mate change, from floods to droughts.
“Before it used to rain regularly and the
harvest was good. Today, everything is dif-
ferent,” said 65-year-old olive farmer Amor
Slama. This year at least, his country’s bat-
tered economy can count on record olive
oil exports. But climate change can wreak
havoc in the North African state, where
only a few hundred kilometres separate the
fertile lands on the shore from the first
dunes of the Sahara desert.

The Slama family has for generations
cultivated tens of thousands of olive trees
on 230 hectares in Mornag, south of Tunis,
where the fields are parched in the summer
and turn green in the springtime. “When I
started olive farming 30 years ago, I never
thought that one day I would have to water
the trees,” Slama said. Extreme weather can
add to the perils, with heavy rains inundat-
ing the land, sweeping away the earth and
damaging trees.

In the short term, Tunisia’s olive oil sec-
tor, which accounts for more than 40 per-
cent of revenues from agricultural exports
and five percent of total exports, has cause
to celebrate. Official figures project a
record output of 340,000 tonnes in 2015,
with 312,000 tonnes for export, making
Tunisia - for the first time - the world’s lead-
ing exporter of the prized product.

In a rare spot of good news for an econ-
omy rattled by jihadist violence and politi-
cal instability since Tunisia’s 2011 revolu-
tion, the sector has brought in almost one
billion euros ($1.07 billion) this year, said
Anis Rayani, an adviser at the agriculture
ministry.

Frequent Droughts 
But farmer Slama remains pessimistic.

“It’s been more than 20 years now that I’ve
been noticing the impact of climate
change, especially rising temperatures, on
the crop,” he said. “From one year to the
next, olive oil production can go from 300
tonnes to 30 tonnes.” Chokri Bayoudh of
the agriculture ministry said olive crops
have always been at the mercy of the ele-
ments. “But before we used to have severe
drought one year out of five. Now it’s an
average of two in five.”

Climate change affects the entire olive
oil sector that employs 390,000 of the
country’s 560,000 agricultural workers and
provides a source of revenue for one mil-
lion Tunisians. As things stand, out of
Tunisia’s 80 million olive trees, 80 percent
are not irrigated and depend entirely on
rainwater. Moreover, a high percentage of
them are to be found in central and south-
ern Tunisia which has the most arid soil.

A joint study by the agriculture ministry
and the German cooperation agency warns
production could be cut in half by 2030,
leaving many farmers in ruin. “To water the
trees we’ve had to spend a lot of money:
digging a deep well and constructing
basins to retain rainwater,” Slama said. “But
with the drought the well water turned
salty and then dried up,” said the farmer,
whose basins on a land of cracked earth
today stand empty.

The ministry’s Bayoudh said Tunisia has
been taking action to face the challenge of
climate change. “We’ve started to imple-
ment a plan to stabilise production within
the next few years,” he said. Tunisian author-
ities are encouraging farmers to plant local
species of olive trees that are more resistant
to drought and plan themselves to plant up
to five million in the north of the country
where average rainfall is the highest. The
Ä18 million project has been officially
launched and runs until 2020. “We have to
adapt,” said Bayoudh. — AFP 

BEN AROUS, Tunisia: A picture taken on Nov 6, 2015 shows a woman harvesting
olives in the village of Mornag near the capital Tunis. — AFP 

Less to Turkey-EU deal 

than meets the eye

BRUSSELS: An EU-Turkey deal struck at a
summit in Brussels is unlikely to signifi-
cantly s low the f low of  migrants to
Europe or bring Ankara much closer to
joining the bloc, analysts said yesterday.
European Union leaders pledged Sunday
to give Turkey three billion euros ($3.2 bil-
lion) in aid for Syrian refugees and kick
start its stalled membership bid in return
for Ankara’s cooperation in tackling the
worst migrant crisis since World War II.

Turk ish Pr ime Minister  Ahmet
Davutoglu said the first such summit in 11
years was a “historic day” and vowed that
his country would keep its promises, in
the face of skepticism from some coun-
tries in the 28-member EU. “What the
Europeans are asking of Turkey is unrealis-
tic and unrealizable,” said Cengiz Aktar, a
polit ical  scientist  from Istanbul ’s
Bahcesehir University.  “ They must be
dreaming. Nobody can prevent these
migrants from heading to Greece or

Bulgaria because they have no future in
their own country or in Turkey,” Aktar said.

Turkey hosts more than two million
refugees from the Syrian conflict and is
the main launching point for migrants
coming to Europe, via Greece. EU presi-
dent Donald Tusk said 1.5 million people
have illegally come to Europe this year.
Davutoglu conceded Turkey’s efforts were
likely to end in failure even while promis-
ing to fulfill all the terms of the deal. “I
wish to say to you that ‘yes, the number of
the migrants will decline,’ but we cannot
say this because we don’t know what will
be going on in Syria,” the premier told a
press conference late Sunday.

Meanwhile Turkey’s EU membership
bid is likely to remain in the doldrums
despite the deal, analysts said. At the
summit the EU agreed to open a new
“chapter” of Turkey’s accession bid next
month and look at opening others in
2016.—AFP 

BAGHDAD: A mass of Iranian pilgrims head-
ing to I raq for religious rites broke down
fences and injured border guards in a stam-
pede, the interior ministry said yesterday,
blaming Tehran. Iranian officials said meas-
ures were taken to control the flow of pil-
grims at the border while the security forces
sa id  they  fo i led  t wo suic ide  attacks  in
Baghdad against  the Shi ite pi lgrims.  The
Zurbattiyah border point has seen heavy traf-
fic as the pilgrims cross from Iran to take part
in mourning rituals for Imam Hussein, the
grandson of the Prophet Mohammed (PBUH),
who is buried in Iraq.

On Sunday, it was discovered that tens of
thousands of people attempting to cross had
not obtained visas, causing confusion, crowd-
ing and a stampede, the ministry said in a
statement. This led to the “smashing of the
gates and fences and caused property losses
and injured some of the border guards”, it
said. “We hold the Iranian side responsible,”
the ministry said, adding that the breach of
the border was meant “to put pressure on the
crossing officials to open the border illegally”.

A fence was broken by a crowd of pilgrims

at the same crossing last year. “Two million
Iranian pilgrims have already entered Iraq,”
Iran’s ambassador to Iraq, Hassan Danifar, told
Iranian television yesterday. “We have asked
for the flow of pilgrims to be slowed” on the
Iranian side, he said. Iran’s official IRNA news
agency said some roads leading to Iraq had
been closed to pilgrims. Millions of people
take part in Arbaeen commemorations each
year. Huge numbers walk to the shrine city of
Karbala, leading to the closure of major roads
in Baghdad and elsewhere in the country.

The rituals will culminate on Thursday, 40
days after the anniversary of the death of
Imam Hussein, who was killed at Karbala in
680 AD. What is sometimes described as the
biggest annual religious gathering in the
world is a security headache for Iraq, which is
still battling the Islamic State jihadist group
on several fronts. Tens of thousands of securi-
ty forces are mobilized for weeks across the
country to enable the pilgrims to walk to
Karbala.

Yesterday, security officials said two sui-
cide attacks targeting Shiite faithful marching
down the road in Baghdad were foiled.—AFP 

Iranian pilgrims break 

through Iraq border


