
Syria rehab
centre seeking
to tame 
‘caliphate cubs’

Thirteen-year-old Hassan may have
committed atrocities for the
Islamic State group, but instead of

jailing him immediately, the Kurdish
authorities in northeastern Syria enrolled
him in a rehabilitation centre. He was one
of around 80 teenagers sporting trainers
and tracksuits as they filled their lungs
with chilly morning air in the courtyard
of the Hori Centre in Tal Maarouf.

Aged 12 to 17, they had all  been
detained by Kurdish fighters or the US-
led Western forces who supported them
during the battle to destroy the jihadists’
self-styled “caliphate”. Some are children
of IS families, whose parents may be in
jail, while others were directly recruited-
forcibly or voluntarily-by the jihadist
group. After their capture, they were
selected for “rehabilitation” in line with
the “second chance policy” of the
Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD)
which controls the region. Local officials
admit their prisons are full and say they
are hoping a constructive approach can
help mend ties with local tribes that once
backed the jihadists.

It was early 2018 when Hassan
checked into the Hori Centre, months
after the opening of the sprawling com-
plex of red-brick rooms and dorms fram-
ing a rectangular lawn. As the son of a
senior IS commander in the Syrian city of
Raqa, once the de facto capital of the
jihadists’ proto-state, he regularly wit-
nessed beheadings. The Kurdish forces
who captured him found a picture that
shows him proudly holding a severed
head, but whether the boy ever killed

anyone himself isn’t clear. “When he
arrived, like many of them, he didn’t say
hi, didn’t shake our hands and didn’t look
us in the eye,” said Roka Khalil, one of
the centre’s two directors.

‘Easily fixed’  
The centre is run by two secular

women and its boarders are asked to
shave and give up their traditional gar-
ments for Western-style clothes. Moving
there was a culture shock for Hassan. Like
other teenagers IS called the “cubs of the
caliphate”, he had been subjected to the
group’s efforts to impose its brand of vio-
lence and religious conservatism on an
entire generation. Now, some of those
youngsters are housed in dormitories
where they have no access to phones or
the internet but where staff are available
day and night, said Abir Khaled, the cen-
tre’s co-director. “We consider them as
humans, as victims of the war,” she said.
While most of the children are Syrian, the
centre also hosts former “cubs” from
countries including Turkey and Indonesia.

Their days follow a strict routine that
includes a lot of sport, particularly volley-
ball, various chores on the compound and
workshops training them to become bar-
bers and tailors. Also central to the reha-
bilitation process is a curriculum that
includes history, geography, Arabic and
Kurdish classes, as well as a “morality”
class. Many have experienced poverty,
received very little education and grew
up in tough family environments. Four of
them were dispatched by IS to carry out
a suicide operation but surrendered
instead, according to the centre’s staff. “It
shows that their ideology is not that deep,
and can be easily fixed,” said Khalil.

Music replaces ‘paradise’  
A third of the Hori Centre’s “guests”

have been sentenced to prison terms
ranging from six months to seven years,
but Kurdish authorities believe they can
be rehabilitated if they are given a sup-
portive environment. If their conduct is

good at Hori, their sentences may be
reduced and they could be released to
their families within months. Hassan is
now awaiting trial and Khalil said he may
be given a term of up to three years,
although that could be reduced.

The Hori Centre’s egalitarian and
social values are directly inspired by
those of the jailed leader of the outlawed
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK),
Abdullah Ocalan. The charismatic leader,
who has been imprisoned by Turkey
since 1999, is the main ideological refer-
ence of the PYD, whose armed branch
controls swathes of northern and eastern
Syria. Ocalan’s portrait is plastered all
over the region, where supporters see
him as a visionary leader but his critics
denounce him as a Marxist autocrat-or
even a terrorist. The self-proclaimed

Kurdish administration insists the Hori
Centre is not designed to implant PYD
ideology in the heads of its young
boarders, replacing one brainwashing
with another.

Yet at Qamishli’s Alaya prison, which
AFP was allowed to visit and where
some of Hori’s “patients” were previous-
ly detained, the wooden models carved
by inmates were often in the image of
Ocalan. Khalil said it was too early to
describe the centre’s activities as a suc-
cess, but stressed that results were
already tangible. “Today, lots of them
come to talk to us by themselves,” she
said. “Hassan doesn’t insult his class-
mates any more when there is a dispute,
he doesn’t believe in paradise and the
virgins any more, he even listens to
music.” —AFP

An adolescent boy shows prayer beads he made at the ‘Hori’ rehabilitation centre for former
Islamic State (IS) group child fighters run by Kurds in Tal Maarouf, in Syria’s northeastern
Hassekeh province. —AFP

Thirty-six hours after several class-
mates were gunned down in a mas-
sacre, Santa Fe High School athletes

took the field Saturday to partake in a long-
standing and, for at least one evening, healing
Texas pastime: baseball. The setting spring
sun cast a golden glow as umpires dusted
red dirt off the home plate and the crowd
settled in the bleachers, all in preparation for
a game that until Friday’s killings was never
expected to attract much attention.

Ten people, mostly students, were killed
and 13 wounded when a teenage classmate
armed with a shotgun and a revolver opened
fire in the Santa Fe High School on Friday.
When the announcer introduced the Santa Fe
Indians-whose pitcher was shot in the back of
the head by the gunman, miraculously survived
and joined his team for the opening line-up-
the crowd of about 1,000 erupted in cheers.

Despite their star Rome Shubert’s near
death, and Santa Fe families preparing to
bury loved ones, the team voted to play its
Saturday playoff game as a show of strength
and a means of catharsis in the face of
tragedy. “This is very, very important,” Andie
Martinez, a 16-year-old Santa Fe junior, told
AFP of the game before the crowd rose for a
moment of silence. “You can just see how the
community came together in this,” she said.
The shooter, identified as a 17-year old stu-

dent, “tried to break us apart but the com-
munity stands strong.”

God spared me   
Shubert was among 13 people wounded

in the school shooting. “I’m so greatful (sic)
and blessed that god spared me life today,”
Shubert wrote on Twitter, barely five hours
after he was shot.  “Today I was shot in the
back of the head but I am completely okay
and stable.” Trent Beazley, a catcher on the
team, was also injured when a bullet grazed
his side. Neither teen played, but both suited
up and sat in the dugout to cheer on their
teammates. “We Are With You,” read one
sign taped to the bleachers. The Indians held
their own in the first inning, but by the sec-
ond, they found themselves down 5-0, and
the starting pitcher was pulled. As he shuffled
dejectedly off the mound, his Santa Fe team-
mates showered him with hugs. “The town
needed this right here,” said one player’s
father, who watched from behind home plate.

Emma Clark, a Santa Fe senior who is set
to graduate in just two weeks, chalked up the
tentative play to jitters and the emotional
weight of the tragedy. “It’s the day after the
shooting and everybody’s here and they get
a chance to see how amazing they are and
how humble they are at the same time,” she
said. “At the end of the day, they’re going to

do what they love,” she said of the team,
many of whom are her close friends. “These
boys sleep, eat and breath baseball,” she

added. “So I feel like yeah, it probably has
affected them some, but it’s made them
stronger.”—AFP
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Week of horrors and 
changing perceptions
By James J Zogby

This has been a week of horrors in Palestine. On Monday, 63
mostly young Palestinians were shot dead by Israeli
snipers. Another 2,700 were injured, mostly by live fire or

tear gas. Adding insult to this injury, on the same day, the US
opened its embassy in Jerusalem, pounding what may be the final
nail in the coffin of the hopes for just Israeli/Palestinian peace. For
hours on Monday, we sat glued to our televisions, watching these
two events playing out, on split screen, in real time. The juxtaposi-
tion of the scenes from Jerusalem and Gaza couldn’t have been
more stark and revealing.

In Jerusalem, the mood was celebratory, almost gloating. A
very white and wealthy crowd of Israeli and American dignitaries
and their guests, dressed in their finest, attended the Embassy
dedication event. They were on the left side of the screen. On the
right side, we saw young Palestinians, their haggard faces show-
ing a range of emotions from anger to fear. Most often, they were
running, choking on tear gas or dodging bullets. Periodically, the
camera would catch one of them suddenly dropping to the
ground clutching a leg or an arm, or a side that had been hit by an
Israeli sniper.

At the Jerusalem event and later at a White House briefing, we
were told that the Embassy opening was making a contribution
to peace and the violence occurring less than 50 miles away at
the Gaza border was the fault of the Palestinians. The images that
we saw playing out before us, however, laid bare that horrible lie.
It was as if the participants in the two events inhabited very sepa-
rate worlds. I was reminded of the way the British lived in colonial
India or scenes of life on Southern plantations where the “cul-
tured ways” of the white gentility coexisted alongside slavery.
Closer to home, I thought of the disparate realities that define so
many American cities - one of moneyed, self-satisfied, white elites
and the other of poor and struggling people of color. Part of me
(a very small part, to be sure) could almost feel bad for Jared
Kushner and Ivanka Trump. Having grown up in the rarefied
world of wealth and privilege, looking down from their 50th story
plush penthouses, what could they understand of life in Gaza -
with its open sewage, its 70% youth employment, its two
decades-long closure and now a full blockade.

But then I ask
“Why, without that awareness or the sensitivity it would bring,

would Kushner even attempt to sit in judgment of these
Palestinians or feel even the slightest bit qualified to construct ‘the
ultimate deal’ that will bring peace between one group of people
whom he knows and the other about whom he knows so very lit-
tle?” The day’s casualty toll was devastating and will leave long-
lasting scars on the consciousness of a generation of Palestinians.
But the cruelty of the disconnect, the juxtaposition of gloating
and arrogance with despair and suffering took another toll. It too
will last for a generation. In polling we have long noted a growing
partisan divide on issues involving the Israeli/Palestinian conflict.
To be sure, Israel continues to have an upper hand in US public
opinion - the result of two generations of effective propaganda in
which they have presented their story and humanized their image
while discrediting the Palestinian narrative, dehumanizing and
reducing them to a threatening and dangerous caricature. As a
result of this sustained propaganda effort, Americans are still
inclined to support Israelis over Palestinians. But, increasingly,
Americans, especially Democrats, question Israeli behaviors. This
partisan split is, in fact, a demographic split with white, middle
age, middle class, male, “born-again” Christians more strongly
supporting Israel,  and younger and more educated Americans
and black, Hispanic, and Asian Americans more inclined toward
Palestinians and more likely to oppose Israeli policies.

This gap began to develop 30 years ago when right-wing
Christians evangelicals, with their ideological attachment to Israel,
started their takeover of the Republican party. When Bill Clinton
took ownership the Oslo peace process and brought Yitzak
Rabin and Yasser Arafat under his wing, Democrats embraced his
stance. Republicans countered by embracing the Likud’s anti-
peace agenda and passing legislation designed to impede
Clinton’s efforts. The gap widened under Obama, as he found
himself stymied by both Republicans and Netanyahu’s obstruc-
tionism. Now with Trump and Netanyahu in full accord, the parti-
san divide has deepened. I’ve been at this too long and therefore
have learned to be cautious before suggesting that the changes in
attitudes created by the events of this week will be decisive. But
from the initial responses I have seen, I feel confident enough to
say that an they will have an unsettling impact. Trump,
Republicans, and their right-wing Christian support base have
become wedded to Netanyahu. This is deeply alienating to
Democrats and the constituencies that make up the Democratic
party. It’s worth noting that there were no Democratic officials
present in Jerusalem and, despite being invited, no Congressional
Democrats attended the Washington celebration hosted by the
Israeli Embassy.

A cautionary note
Democrats in Congress may be repulsed by the

Trump/Netanyahu embrace, but they will, nevertheless, face pres-
sures from the Israel lobby to demonstrate their commitment to
Israeli policies - most likely by passing extreme legislative meas-
ures and/or issuing bizarre testimonials to the Israeli cause. But
many Democratic elected officials will be concerned about getting
too out of sync with their party’s core constituencies. They will
need to pay attention to the growth of alternative voices in the
progressive Jewish community, the increased involvement of
young black Americans in support of Palestinian rights, and the
movement launched by Bernie Sanders and the House of
Representatives’ Progressive Caucus. Change will not come
overnight. But when it does come, the horrific events of this week
will be seen as having played a role in further shifting attitudes
toward Israeli policies.

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute

US students take solace in baseball after shooting
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A makeshift memorial is seen outside Santa Fe High School after a mass shooting in
Santa Fe, Texas.  —AFP


