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It is mid-afternoon in the small town of Polykastro in the Macedonian 
region of Northern Greece.  We have just finished our mobile health 
clinic at Idomeni camp.  We are resting before gearing up for the 
evening clinic at EKO gas station camp.  Dr. Anas Nader, a Syrian-
Canadian who practices Emergency Medicine in London, and I sit 
while taking our afternoon lunch.  We sit and we talk:  What needs to 
be done to end the civil war in Syria and the endless wars in the 
Middle East?  

These wars have created this massive crisis of human suffering that 
we see right in front of us . . . The worst refugee crisis since the end of 
World War II:  guaranteed to haunt both Europe and the Middle East 
for years and perhaps generations to come.  The people whom we 
care for did not choose this mess, or leave their homelands by 
preference.  They chose what they thought would be their least bad 
option . . . in many cases, fleeing for their lives.  And now they find 
themselves stranded indefinitely in this hellhole.  

How do we get out of this mess?  How do we put all these fragmented 
pieces of humanity back together again and make things whole?  The 
answers are clear as mud.  But we can learn from equally horrific 
conflicts throughout the world which have been put to rest:  South 
Africa under Apartheid, El Salvador and Rwanda.   Even Lebanon, 
Syria’s neighbor to the West was considered a hopeless “failed state” 
back in the 1980s.  But after 15 years of Civil War, Lebanon put itself 
back together again.  Lebanon is now overrun with refugees.  It is far 
from a perfect society, but much better than it was.  There is still hope 
for Syria too even Iraq, Afghanistan and Palestine.  But for this to 
happen, world leaders need to start thinking more creatively and get 
out of their boxes.  



First we must ask, how did this all start?  We must go back and 
summarize. It’s arbitrary, but World War I and the decline of the 
Ottoman empire is a good place to start.  The British and French 
foreign ministers, Sykes and Picot, drew the borders of the modern 
Middle East in 1917.  They tried to impose nation-states in a region 
which before had none.   But the borders that they drew were based 
more on French and British imperial designs, not on the natural order 
of people who lived in the region.  

For example, the area where the Kurds live was split among 4 nations: 
Iraq, Turkey, Syria and Iran.  Kuwait, which was already known then to 
have a lot of oil, was carved out of what became Iraq.  Lebanon was 
carved from Syria, intended to become a Christian enclave aligned 
with Christian imperial Europe.  And then there was the Balfour 
declaration advocating a Jewish homeland in Palestine.  Never mind 
the concerns of Palestinian Arabs who live there.  

Manipulating Sacrificial Pawns on a Multi-
Dimensional Chessboard of Bigger Proxy Wars
Monarchs designed to become quislings of the West were put in 
power in these client states.  Later on, some of these monarchs were 
overthrown, while others still remain, like in Saudi Arabia.  Fast 
forward to the end of World War II and the Holocaust: the foundation 
of the Jewish State of Israel, the systematic displacement of ¾ of a 
million Palestinian refugees to the West
Bank, Gaza, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria, where they and their 
descendants languish today.  

In 1953, the democratically elected President of Iran was overthrown 
by the CIA when he tried to nationalize his country's oil reserves.  The 
Shah was put in his place to act as a quisling for the West.  This went 
well for Western oil interests, until the Islamic revolution in 1979.  In 
Iraq and Syria, the monarchies were overthrown.  After brief 
experimentations in democratic processes, manipulated by both the 
West and the Soviet empire, Ba’ath Party tyrants came to power in 
both Iraq and Syria during the early 70’s and became entrenched.



Both Ba’ath parties were secular, but in each, there were privileged 
ethnicities within the greater population.  In Syria prior to the Assad 
regime, the Sunni Muslim majority had been the privileged population 
and the Alawite minority was disadvantaged.   This situation became 
reversed after Hafez Al Assad came to power.  Over time, Hafez, and 
later his son Bashar became clients of the Soviets and later on the 
Russians.   Subsequently, they also aligned themselves with Shi’ite 
entities, including Iran and Lebanon’s Hezbollah, a Shi’ite militia which 
came into being during the 1980s.  Hezbollah had been instrumental 
in forcing the Israelis back from an 18 year occupation of Southern 
Lebanon.  

Saddam Hussein’s Iraq was also Ba’ath party, but that regime favored 
minority Sunni over majority Shia; this was opposite of the situation in 
Syria.  Iraq had been an opportunistic ally of the Americans in the 
1980s when it launched a war against Iran (the enemy of our enemy is 
our friend).  Saddam Hussein used chemical warfare against the 
Iranians and the Kurds, while the Americans continued to support him 
before, during and afterward.   

But when Saddam invaded Kuwait in 1991 and threatened Western oil 
interests, the tables were turned.  All of a sudden Saddam’s Iraq 
became the enemy.  Successive hardships followed: Gulf War I, the 
crippling embargo during the 1930’s and then Gulf War.  Iraq went 
from a secular country which was the most technologically advanced 
in the Arab world to a sectarian fragmented failed state, heavily 
manipulated by American and other Western interests.  Now Shi’a 
elements have most of the power, and they align themselves with Iran. 
 Among the refugees we see today at Idomeni, the largest numbers 
are Syrian, and the second largest numbers are from Iraq.  

During Saddam Hussein’s reign in Iraq, one had to be a Ba’ath party 
member to have any status or professional role in society.  But after 
the American invasion in 2003, Ba’ath party members were outcasts 
and deliberately excluded from any future role.  After revelations about 
widespread torture following the Abu Ghraib prison scandal, more and 
more disenfranchised military members of the former Ba’ath Party 
began joining the Iraqi resistance against the American occupation. 



  Groups like “Al Qaida in Iraq” developed where Al Qaida had never 
existed before.   

Later on, Da’ish (ISIS) formed and spilled over into Syria.  Many of its 
commanders are former military men from Saddam Hussein’s Ba’ath 
party.  While under captivity by ISIS, Vincent (not his real name, 
described before in Vincent’s story) met ISIS soldiers who had been 
Mujahedeen in Afghanistan supported by American’s while fighting the 
Soviets back in the 1980s.  They have become lifetime professional 
soldiers, with no other skill set.   So there is something to be said to 
the argument that Western military actions have, directly or indirectly 
created the current crisis with ISIS today.

Divided and Conquered With No Place in the Middle
The Syrian experiment with the Arab spring was crushed violently by 
the Assad regime.  Western elements covertly supported a military 
response: the Free Syrian Army.  Some of these elements later joined 
Al Nusra front (loosely affiliated with Al Qaeda).  These elements 
crumbled further and American weaponry made its way into the hands 
of ISIS, both in Iraq and in Syria.  

Now, if you are living in Syria and want to be protected, you either 
need to be with the Assad regime, which favors Alawite, Christian and 
other minorities, or with ISIS, which supports extremist Wahhabi 
elements of the Sunni population.  The Syrian, Iraqi, Kurdish and 
Yazidi refugees we see in Eko and Idomeni camp are largely those 
who just want a stable life and refuse to take sides.  They are those 
caught in the middle.  Their current stalemate being stranded in 
Northern Greece is their least bad option.  But as the stalemate and 
uncertainty continue, more and more are telling us they want to go 
back to Syria and meet their fate, even if it means death.

Ending the Refugee Stalemate Ultimately Means 
Reconciliation in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan and 
Israel-Palestine



So how do we finally put an end to all this mess?  The short answer is: 
 STOP POURING MORE GASOLINE ONTO THE FIRE!!!

As those in the recovery business like to ask:  How’s it working for ya? 
 World politicians need to enroll in 12 step programs for war addiction. 
 Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting 
different results.  Every time there is a bomb blast in Paris or Brussels, 
Western politicians act astonished, as if their previous actions in the 
Middle East, which have led to widespread death, destruction, chaos, 
heartbreak Islamophobia, alienation and disillusionment, had nothing 
to do with the attacks.  They remain indifferent to the widespread 
human suffering, which are happening with much greater degrees of 
magnitude in the Middle East.  

Then politicians take more knee-jerk reactions like ill-fated regime 
changes in Iraq and Libya, and bombing more ISIS targets in Iraq and 
Syria.  These attacks hit some intended targets, but also many more 
civilians are caught in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Then a 
bomb goes off on a Russian airliner climbing out of Sharm El Sheikh, 
Egypt or another one, returning to Egypt from Paris.  More civilians in 
Iraq and Syria get killed and maimed “in retaliation.”  And few in the 
West or in Russia even care.  

The survivors of these Middle Eastern martyrs demand more and 
more revenge for Western and Russian attacks.  This polarizes the 
situation further.  More Western and Russian targets are hit.  Around 
and around we go; Deja Vu all over again.  

Have we had enough yet?  When does it stop? What about the huge 
refugee crisis we are creating?  Should we all react like Donald 
Trump, put our heads in the sand and just try and build more walls? 
Or should we show more compassion?  Is this what Western 
Democracy is supposed to be about?  Or is there a different way?

There is a different way.  We need a UN sponsored moratorium on 
weapons to the Middle East.  More weapons are not making anyone 
safer; quite the opposite.  Our leaders, like Secretary of



State John Kerry have said as much: That there are no military 
solutions to the problems in Syria; the same goes for countries like 
Yemen and Iraq. 

Dropping bombs on ISIS targets or covert military actions against the 
Syrian regime have had counterproductive polarizing effects.  Invading 
Syria with ground troops and imposing another military occupation is 
unlikely to improve matters, especially when American credibility in the 
region is at an all-time low. Ground troops and military occupations 
have not improved matters in Afghanistan or Iraq; they are unlikely to 
improve matters in Israel/Palestine, or in Syria.  The only people 
benefiting are weapons manufacturers: the merchants of death.  

We need truth and reconciliation commissions in the various countries 
involved.  These were very helpful in resolving conflicts at the end of 
Apartheid in South Africa and at the end of the genocide in Rwanda 
and the civil war in El Salvador.  

As a superpower, the United States needs to end American and Israeli 
exceptionalism and get back to standing for what we say we are 
about: Liberty and Justice for All, Freedom of Religion for All and 
Separation of Religion and State.  No more factionalism and 
sectarianism.  No more dividing and conquering.  We should not be 
supporting the concept of a Jewish State any more than we should be 
supporting an Islamic Republic or a Christian nation.  

We need to partner with other nations, including the Russians, the 
Chinese the Iranians and our partners in Europe and others 
emphasizing diplomatic interventions and de-emphasizing military 
ones.  Refusing to negotiate only brings on more endless wars, which 
are easy to initiate, but very difficult to resolve.  But when the warring 
factions in the region are no longer being backed into corners, things 
can cool down as they did in Lebanon, and extremist positions will 
gradually be abandoned. 

In Israel-Palestine, there are only 4 possible futures: 1) The Ending of 
the World (which I am categorically against).  2) Keeping the situation 
as it is now, with endless Apartheid and endless war.  3) The Two 
State solution, with Israel limited to its pre-1967 borders and Palestine 



in the West Bank, Gaza and East Jerusalem and 4) The one state 
solution:  A democratic, secular government in Israel/Palestine with 
equal rights for all.  

The one state solution is now the most long term viable answer for 
Israel and Palestine.  Continuous settlement expansion of the West 
Bank and the imprisonment of the 1.8 million people in Gaza have 
made the 2 state solution, which might have been possible 20 years 
ago, no longer viable.

As things cool down across the region, and societies have a chance to 
heal and rebuild, other possibilities may gradually emerge:  Economic 
cooperation like what happened in Europe after World War II in 
entities like the European Union can also happen in the Middle East.
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