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haunts millions of marginalized and
vulnerable people. Over time, the cities
of the Arab world have suffered from
overpopulation, the deterioration of
environmental conditions, inadequate
or damaged housing, a declining
infrastructure, poor public services,
social malaise, violence and the
consequences of inadequate urban
planning.
In 2011, when unrest erupted in
the Arab world, the urban areas of
Syria, Yemen and Libya became
the main battlefields in the conflicts.
The humanitarian ramifications of
these conflicts were disastrous,
unprecedented in modern Arab history.
Conflict has led to a terrible toll of
civilians Killed in fighting within densely
populated urban areas, as fighting
parties have mingled with and hidden
among civilian populations, shunning
confrontations in more open areas.
At the same time, weapon systems
have been used inside cities that
were originally designed for use in
open battlefields. In the cities of Syria,
Yemen and Iraq, as well as in Gaza,
the ICRC has witnessed the terrible
humanitarian impact of explosive
weapons in urban districts. These
weapons subject civilian populations
to the danger of being killed, severely
wounded or disabled for life. In
addition, they have a devastating
impact on infrastructure and essential
services. Millions of people have had
to flee their homes for years, with no
likely end to the conflict on the horizon.
Due to the exceptional impact of war
fought within urban areas, Al Insani
has decided to devote a special issue
to urban war, to explore the different
dimensions of the humanitarian tragedy
of these conlflicts. In this issue, we
examine images of urban war and
visit cities to witness the devastation
that has befallen them. In Aleppo,
Damascus and Homs we approach
residents to find out how they are
resisting war and creating ways to
survive it, and we journey to Yemen
to observe the devastating effects of
war on its historic cities. The issue also
presents different accounts from cities
that have suffered from war, such as a
lament for a changing Khartoum, Beirut
in wartime as narrated by Lebanese
writers, and the songs associated with
war and resistance that come from the
cities of the Suez Canal.
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Urban warfare: The heavy price Arab cities pay
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* Shocking yet revealing views uncovered by ICRC survey Report By Ahmed Zaki Osman, Managing Editor, Al-Insani

A global survey conducted by the ICRC on people’s respect for the laws of war, at the core of which lies protecting civilians, shows
that an increasing number of people are resigned to the targeting of civilians as an inevitable cost of warfare, with some even
accepting the torture of captured enemy combatants. However, the results were not all so shocking, with a vast majority of the people
surveyed believing that the laws of war matter and must be duly respected.

* File: Arab cities ravaged by violence By Ahmed Zaki Osman, Managing Editor, Al-Insani

Arab cities have long suffered due to low levels of development, high rates of poverty and an absence of economic and social justice. The
‘Arab Spring’ revolutions that erupted in the region, marked an uprising of desperate city dwellers who have, for decades, been marginalized
and subject to forms of violence. This article sheds light on the economic and social background of the urban violence we see today.

* There is no one to weep over Yemen By Nashwan Mohammed al-Samiri, Yemeni writer
In Yemen, war has no laws. Scores of civilians can, overnight, find themselves buried under the debris of once-vibrant neighbourhoods.
As the fighting continues, war is taking a heavy toll on civilians and the infrastructure of most Yemeni cities is being destroyed.

* This is Aleppo or the ‘Culture of Life’ By Sanaa Aly, Syrian journalist

The war in Aleppo has claimed the lives of so many that death has become a tragic way of life that the city’s residents have seemingly
learned to cope with. Without warning, showers of missiles and shells pour down upon the city; then, when the guns have gone quiet,
the streets are once again busy with people going about their daily business, as if nothing had happened

* Hoping of deliverance in besieged al-Waer By Sanaa Aly, Syrian journalist
Due to the protracted armed conflict, over half a million people are besieged within Syria. Among these are residents of the al-Waer neighbourhood
in Homs. This article provides a glimpse at the way people in the neighborhood are living as they face acute shortages of food supplies.

* A diary of shell-devastated Syrian cities By Maher al-Mo’nes, Syrian journalist

Mortar shells have become a feature of life in the Syrian capital Damascus, becoming part of the daily routine of its inhabitants.
Wherever you go in the city, you can hear bomb blasts rocking entire neighborhoods. The use of explosive weapons with a wide area
effect in populated areas is a tragic story that is retold in rural Damascus, Aleppo, Homs and many other Syrian cities.

+ Khartoum, the riverside capital lamenting its fate By Faisal Mohamed Saleh, Sudanese journalist and writer

Located at one of the bends of the Nile, at the confluence of the White and Blue Niles, Khartoum is a unique African urban space.
Having been transformed into a modern city with new roads and buildings, the capital’s historic urban character is deteriorating due to
a number of factors, including protracted armed conflict.

* The lives of cities as reflected in the photographs of their destruction By Sahar Mandour, Lebanese journalist

Many archival newspaper and television images capture life behind the barricades of the Lebanese Civil War (1975-1990). Yet these
photos are seldom called on to tell the everyday story of war. Only those images that reflect the actions or presence of leaders during
wartime are highlighted, to serve a particular present day purpose, whether to praise one leader or criticize another.

* The desolation of a place as told by Lebanese fiction By Youssef Bazzi, Lebanese journalist and writer

War has never been absent from the lives of generations of Lebanese, even with the end of the Civil War. This explains its constant
and predominant presence in Lebanese literature up to today. Those Arab readers who sometimes criticize the overwhelming
absorption in the atmosphere of war and its repeated retelling by Lebanese novelists are unaware that the war in Lebanon has not
come to an end. It persists in Lebanese politics, on the streets and even within people’s minds.

* How the film lens has captured the ruination of cities By Magda Morris, Egyptian film critic

World and Arab cinema is rich in films that speak of war and its effects when urban areas become battlegrounds. Countless films have
recorded the damage inflicted on cities and their populations due to armed conflict; from the wars in the former Yugoslavia, through
the Lebanese Civil War, right up to the current urban battlegrounds of the Middle East.

* Resisting war with songs in Egypt’s Suez Canal cities By Fayrouz Karawya, Egyptian singer and songwriter
Acity living in a state of war cannot withstand such difficult times without the support of art. This article explores the role of music,
singing and group dancing in periods of popular revolution and war through the experience of the cities of the Suez Canal.

* The human cost of the wars in the Middle East By Omar Mekki, Regional Legal Advisor, ICRC Cairo

In today’s ongoing conflicts in the Middle East, many of the warring parties disregard international humanitarian law (IHL). Sometimes
the rules of IHL are applied in an opportunistic way, while often there is no clear distinction between combatants and civilians.
Moreover, some view IHL as a tool of imperialism imposed by the West to exercise control over Muslim countries.

* The use of chemical weapons is the biggest challenge we are confronted with in the Middle East: Interview with Dr Marco
Baldan, ICRC’s Chief War Surgeon By Ahmed Zaki Osman, Managing Editor, Al-Insani

Al-Insani interviews Dr Marco Baldan, an eminent war surgeon with long-standing experience in treating war-wounded patients. We discuss
with Dr Baldan the nature of the challenges faced when assisting the wounded and providing health care to civilians in those areas of the
Middle East witnessing fierce conflict, where weapons that cause severe damage to civilians are used, such as chemical and other weapons.

» Somalia: Fresh scents at the market amidst financial difficulties By Rita Nyaga, Communication Assistant, ICRC Somalia
Somalia is plagued by the adverse effects of climate fluctuation on the river Shabelle, which flows through many areas in the central

and southern regions of the country. There are times when the river runs dry amid intense drought, before flooding back into life causing
tremendous damage. In the face of these harsh conditions, the women of the town of Beletweyne are finding ways to survive and move on.

* Millions around Lake Chad suffer a severe humanitarian crisis

The Lake Chad basin area is witnessing a massive humanitarian crisis, considered to be one of the worst in the world today. More
than two and a half million people have fled their homes due to the bloody conflict in the region. According to the ICRC, over 9 million
people are in dire need of assistance.

* A day in the life of the ICRC By Adnan Hizam, Communication and Publication Officer, ICRC Yemen

Ali al-Halili from Yemen speaks about his work. “A day in the life of the ICRC” is a series of interviews conducted with ICRC staff from
delegations around the world. Through these interviews we get a closer look at the conditions of humanitarian work in different areas
worldwide, as well as the challenges faced by ICRC staff.

* Book review: International Humanitarian Law: A Comprehensive Introduction by Nils Melzer

The ICRC has issued a reference handbook on international humanitarian law (IHL). It represents a paradigm shift in publications
tackling the laws of war, their application and the challenges facing them. The book, in 360 pages, covers the various aspects of IHL in
an accessible, attractive and practical style, and is written in a concise and clear language and in line with the ICRC's reading of the law.
* Without retouches: Houses redolent of living memories By Zeinab Ghosn

* Poetry: Jeremiad poem with Abu Firas al-Hamdani Poem By Mohammad Ibrahim Abu Senna

Editorial

Metropolises ravaged Ancient
Arab cities in wartime

ndoubtedly, there were
signs. Maybe most people
were taken unaware. But
the spectre was definitely
there. Suddenly, war took
many peaceful Arab cities by storm,
leading to the slaughter of hundreds
of thousands, the displacement of
millions, the break-up of many families,
and the destruction of countless
houses. So many dreams forever
shattered.
Many Arab cities were plunged into
the abyss of bloody armed conflict
and had their faces appallingly
changed: public squares becoming
army barracks, gardens and parks
turned into wasteland, cinemas and
theatres reduced to rubble. The
streets of Aleppo and Homs, once
crowded with pedestrians, are now
completely deserted, people have
abandoned the old houses in the
ancient neighborhoods of Tripoli,
Taiz and Sirte, while historical sites
and landmarks in Sanaa and Mosel
have been destroyed. Six years have
gone by and the war machine is still
ravaging those Arab cities that were
once the epitome of beauty and
liveliness, praised by poets and vividly
depicted by some of the best Arab
novelists.
Even before the advent of what has
come to be known as the Arab Spring,
with all the forms of urban violence and
bitter armed conflict that accompanied
it, Arab cities were unprepared for
the magnitude of the challenges
posed by the accelerating process
of urbanization. Successive waves
of immigration from the countryside
to urban areas had turned half the
population of the Arab world, most
of whom were originally villagers or
nomads, into urban dwellers. In some
countries, such as Libya, the urban
population was close to 80% of the
total population, while in Syria it was
almost 60% before civil war broke out.
The poor sought opportunities in urban
areas. For many of them, moving
to the city opened up the possibility
of upward social mobility, getting a
decent job and obtaining a better
life in general. However, for many
others, immigration to the cities meant
experiencing the severity of urban life
and facing the spectre of poverty that
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