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DAMIEN MCELROY 

As thousands of Britain’s 
Kurdish community gather 
for a mass protest today in 

central London, an assembly of Nato 
officials will be convening within 
earshot of their march.

Pro-Kurdish protesters uniting 
under the umbrella #RiseUp4Roja-
va are determined to highlight the 
plight of Kurds in Syria as Turkey 
advances across the border to carve 
out a so-called safe zone, where it 
plans to send the majority of its3.6 
million Syrian refugees.

Some of Nato’s most crippling 
challenges have amalgamated in 
one crisis. How to handle Turkey 
is now a make-or-break issue for 
the alliance.

London’s weekend meeting is 
being held in advance of a 70th 
anniversary Nato summit in the 
British capital in December. A cloud 
hangs over the celebrations for the 
29-country alliance. Attempts to 
mark a record of impressive cohe-
sion throughout its history seem 
moot.

The challenges have shifted so 
much throughout that time – yet 
Nato has somehow endured. In-
deed, Turkey’s role in Nato has long 
been the subject of commentary and 
questioning. In recent months these 
debates have increased markedly. 
The Syrian operation has moved the 
conundrum to a whole new phase.

The think tank Carnegie Europe 
has described Turkey as a function-
al ally within Nato. The chief at-
tributes are its crucial geostrategic 
location and its large armed forces, 

which made a powerful contribu-
tion to missions in the Balkans and 
Afghanistan.

Turkey’s neighbourhood raises a 
thicket of issues for Nato that open-
ly conflict with the core interests of 
the alliance.

European countries dominate 
Nato’s membership. At least one – 
Sweden – has responded to the Syr-
ian offensive by suspending arms 

exports to Turkey.
Britain, France, Germany, Bel-

gium and Poland issued a state-
ment on Thursday that made clear 
their fears that Turkey was about 
to violate international law on forc-
ing refugee returns. It cautioned 
against engineering demographic 
change in that part of Syria and 
said they would boycott any situa-
tion that resulted from the Turkish 

action if these were the outcomes.
Among European diplomats 

there is serious discussion of poten-
tial sanctions on Turkey. Fears over 
the resurgence of ISIS as a result of 
the weakening and dispersal of the 
Syrian Democratic Forces have put 
Europe on high alert. The disloca-
tion of 100,000 people since the of-
fensive began and Turkey’s threats 
to unleash a new migrant crisis has 
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crippling challenges

KAREEM SHAHEEN

The nightmares don’t come 
often – perhaps once every 
month or two. In them, 

I find myself in the midst of a 
terror-stricken wave of humani-
ty, fleeing the scene of a suicide 
bombing or an impending assault 
by faceless men.

When I started working as a 
journalist, I was based in Abu 
Dhabi. Then, after a subsequent 
two-year stint in Europe, I re-
turned to the Middle East to work 
as a reporter in Lebanon. I ar-
rived in June 2013, just in time 
for a wave of suicide bombings in 
Beirut and clashes between the 
army and fundamentalist groups 
in Sidon, as well as inter-commu-
nal fighting between Sunnis and 
Alawites in Tripoli. The violence 
was linked to the war in Syria, 
which spilled over into multi-con-
fessional Lebanon as the conflict 
took on sectarian overtones.

I covered so many of these vio-
lent incidents that, with the dark 
sense of humour journalists so 
often develop to cope with the 
trauma they regularly cover, a col-
league once joked that I was the 
suicide bombing correspondent of 
the paper where I worked. I cov-
ered many stories of beauty, hope 
and resilience as well. But the 
images that lodged in my mind, 
the ones that stayed with me, were 
often the bloodier ones.

There was the twin suicide 
bombing in southern Beirut in 
February 2014, in which eight 
people were killed and more 
than 120 injured. One of the ex-
plosive-laden vehicles used in 

the attack blew up next to an or-
phanage. I remember the children 
there, all of whom miraculously 
survived, marching out of the or-
phanage in tears, still wearing 
face paint.

I remember the human remains 
and streaks of blood on the pave-
ment next to a cafe in an Alawite 
neighbourhood in Tripoli that had 
been hit the previous night in a 
double suicide attack. A grand-
father, Abu Ali Issa, had tackled 
the second bomber, sacrificing 
his life to save dozens of civilians 
who had gathered to help those 
wounded in the first attack. As 
women on balconies simultane-
ously wept, ululated and tossed 
rice at the funeral processions, 
a man embraced me around my 
waist, then walked away – I think 
to make sure that I, a stranger, did 
not have explosives strapped to 
my body.

I remember rushing to the 
scene of the car bombing that 
killed the former economy min-
ister Mohammed Chatah in 2013. 
The row of trees closest to the 
burnt-out husk of his car had been 
stripped of leaves. The row of 
trees leading away from the site 
of the assassination were still a 
verdant green.

My own human experience is 
a collection of memories, some 
faded like old photographs in an 
album buried in the back of an at-
tic. Others resurface with greater 
clarity, in high definition. Often, 
those images are of death.

I have now left the Middle East 
and resettled in Canada. When 
I scroll back through old photos 
of our life in the region to find 

snapshots that were taken with 
my wife, our friends and our cats, 
they are interspersed with pic-

tures of the dead, the weeping, the 
wounded and the bombed, from 
Aleppo to Eastern Ghouta.

A lot of colleagues in the field – 
friends, family and Syrians I have 
come to know over the years as I 

As a 
journalist 

covering war 
zones in the 

Middle East, 
I know I 

am lucky to 
escape with 

only bad 
dreams

The nightmares of the dead, the weeping and the wounded still haunt me 
The appointment 
of the PDPA is 
only a first step 
in the ongoing 
campaign for data 
protection.  
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Very smart not to be 
involved in the in-

tense fighting along the 
Turkish Border, for a 
change. Those that mis-
takenly got us into the 
Middle East Wars are still 
pushing to fight. They 
have no idea what a bad 
decision they have made. 
Why are they not asking 
for a Declaration of War?

@realDonaldTrump

Well done @IamSan-
juSamson on a dou-

ble hundred in a domestic 
one-day game!!! This man 
is bursting at seams with 
talent and talent must 
meet opportunity very 
soon @BCCI @StarSport-
sIndia #VijayHazareTro-
phy #VijayHazare

@GautamGambhir

Since yesterday, many of 
you have been asking - 

what is it that I was car-
rying in my hands when I 
went plogging at a beach 
in Mamallapuram. It is an 
acupressure roller that I 
often use. I have found it 
to be very helpful.

@narendramodi

Around 100 wives and 
children of #ISIS 

family members have es-
caped from a Kurdish-run 
camp in Ain Issa amid the 
chaos of Turkish offen-
sive, according to @syri-
ahr. Kurds warn the West 
that resurgent jihadists 
“will come knocking on 
your doors” if Turkey’s 
attack is not stopped.

@rafsanchez

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

action if these were the outcomes.
Among European diplomats 

there is serious discussion of poten-
tial sanctions on Turkey. Fears over 
the resurgence of ISIS as a result of 
the weakening and dispersal of the 
Syrian Democratic Forces have put 
Europe on high alert. The disloca-
tion of 100,000 people since the of-
fensive began and Turkey’s threats 
to unleash a new migrant crisis has 

hit at the Europeans’ greatest vul-
nerability.

The US Pentagon has also con-
ceded that Turkey has put it in a 
“tough situation” with its actions. 
Mark Esper, the defence secretary, 
told a briefing last week that the 
US opposes and was “greatly dis-
appointed” by the Turkish action. 
He said Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan needed to de-es-

calate before the situation became 
irreparable.

US President Donald Trump is 
under fire for appearing to green 
light the operation and for aban-
doning the Kurds. Even he has is-
sued threats to Turkey. The presi-
dent tweeted that he could deploy 
the military against his Nato ally, 
destroy its economy with sanctions 
or mediate between the Turks and 
Kurds. US treasury officials were 
ordered to draw up punishing sanc-
tions but these will not be imple-
mented until the White House says 
so.

The conflagration comes just 
weeks after Turkey turned to Rus-
sia to provide the S-400 air de-
fence system. With its coastline 
on the Black Sea, Turkey is also on 
the frontline of the competition 
between powers on the fringes of 
Europe. 

It is another flashpoint where 
there has been a clunking blow to 

the cohesion of the alliance.
Nato constantly faces questions 

over its raison d’etre. A member 
of Nato’s parliamentary assembly 
recently recounted the difficulty of 
explaining to schoolchildren just 
what Nato is and how it safeguards 
their future. Explaining the rela-
tionship with Turkey certainly can-
not be condensed into simple terms. 

It is undeniable that the Turkish 
campaign brings Nato into a new 
relationship with the Middle East.

For decades, the alliance has held 
the region at arm’s length from its 
inner circle. It has been willing to 
offer dialogue, training initiatives 
and conferences but these remain 
limited tangible interactions. The 
post-9/11 involvement of Nato in 
Afghanistan has turned out to be 
a self-contained operation, in part 
because the US always chose to lead 
by itself there rather than working 
primarily through alliance struc-
tures.

A policy of cautious engagement 
with the Middle East was made 
possible by Turkey acting as both a 
member of the alliance and a buffer. 
Now the western alliance has an 
open dispute inside the borders of 
an Arab state. There is a difference 
with the earlier examples of Iraq 
and Libya. Turkey regards it as a 
matter of domestic security and ap-
pears ready to incur international 
penalties to pursue its goals. 

The Europeans are set on a track 
to deter Turkey. Much of Washing-
ton is gearing up for battle too. Once 
again, the very purpose of Nato is 
on the line as the venerable insti-
tution turns 70. 

2012
Felix Baumgartner successfully 
jumps to Earth from a balloon 
in the stratosphere.

2014
The Serbia vs. Albania UEFA qualifying 
match is canceled after 42 minutes due 
to several incidents on and off the pitch. 
Albania is eventually awarded a win.

2015
A suicide bomb attack in 
Pakistan kills at least seven 
people and injures 13 others.

2017
A massive truck bombing in 
Somalia kills 358 people and 
injures more than 400 others.
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First step in 
personal data 

protection 

SRIKANT RANGANATHAN

The appointment of the Minis-
try of Justice, Islamic Affairs 
and Endowments to monitor 

and regulate compliance with Bah-
rain’s Personal Data Protection Law 
(PDPL) finally puts to bed the sus-
pense on who would take on the role 
of regulatory watchdog for this law,  
which came into effect on 1 August, 
2019. 

The move to introduce a strong pri-
vacy and monitoring framework will 
significantly strengthen Bahrain’s 
efforts to be at the forefront of digital 
adoption and growth through initi-
atives like its cloud first policy, the 
open banking framework, the digital 
sandbox and eKYC (and many others). 
A stable, secure and reliable data pri-
vacy platform will give people sharing 
their information more comfort. 

The law provides residents and 
entities in Bahrain with a means and 
mechanism to ensure the privacy of 
the data they share with various ser-
vice providers. Some direct outcomes 
of the law include restrictions on 
direct marketing activities, sharing 
of information and the retention of 
information beyond acceptable time-
lines. Providing a framework that 
clearly defines scenarios,  where use 
of personal data will be considered an 
invasion of privacy, the PDPL creates 

a mechanism for data 
owners to express 
their displeasure at 
how their data is be-
ing processed and – 
where their concerns 
are inadequately ad-
dressed - to report 
data managers to the 
data protection au-

thority. Any entity or person that 
acquires and processes data - either 
directly or through a network – now 
will be held accountable for how that 
data is processed.  

Compliance with the law means 
entities and people need to define, 
implement and monitor technical 
and organisational controls to pro-
tect the personal (and sensitive) data 
that they manage.  A closer analysis 
of the law suggests that organisa-
tions in Bahrain should already have 
implemented these controls and be 
protecting the data they hold. In fact, 
rather than increasing controls, the 
law clarifies responsibilities, pro-
tecting data owners. In the future, it 
should be easier and quicker to assign 
responsibility and accountability for 
privacy violations.  Interestingly, in 
Europe, organisations have been able 
to prove that they had implement-
ed privacy controls required by the 
GDPR and so were not liable even 
where data leaks or privacy viola-
tions occurred.

The appointment of the PDPA is 
only a first step in the ongoing cam-
paign for data protection.  While it is 
right to look to the authority to pro-
vide oversight, adoption of the spirit 
of the law by all stakeholders should 
usher in an era of better transparency, 
trust and sharing all round. 

(Srikant Ranganathan is a senior director at 
Keypoint where he leads the IT consulting 

function.) 

US President Donald Trump 
is under fire for appearing 

to green light the operation 
and for abandoning the 

Kurds despite issuing 
threats to Turkey. 

A lot of colleagues in the field – 
friends, family and Syrians I have 
come to know over the years as I 

covered the eight-year war – have 
witnessed horrors beyond imagi-
nation. I am lucky I escaped with 

only bad dreams. I feel extremely 
self-conscious, even guilty, about 
sharing my nightmares and writ-
ing these words. It is a luxury, 
a privilege, to be removed far 
enough from tragedy to be able 
to reflect.

Often I was asked, after a par-
ticularly awful story, how I was 
taking care of myself. I would 
brush off the questions with a 
joke but I struggled with crippling 
anxiety and burnout. Perhaps de-
pression as well – I don’t know 
because I never bothered to go 
to a therapist or to get diagnosed. 
Partly, I didn’t see it as a major 
problem. I was high-functioning 
and this came with the territory of 
the work I did. What kind of jour-
nalist complains about his men-
tal health when people are dying 
from sieges and barrel bombs, 
when paramedics are killed do-
ing their duty, when children are 
suffocating to death by poison 
gas, and people risk their lives in 
choppy Mediterranean waters to 

escape certain death and totali-
tarian states?

But I realised I needed help 
when the stories stopped coming 
to me.

The biggest culture shock I had 
when we moved to Canada was 
the fact that the last eight years 
there had been relatively normal 
for citizens, compared to the lives 
of those in the Middle East. The 
mundanity of the problems I now 
faced from day to day struck me as 
almost frivolous, a betrayal even, 
of the people whose stories I had 
helped tell.

I could no longer empathise 
with other forms of suffering. I 
felt I no longer knew how to tell 
other stories, stories of different 
kinds of heroism, of the struggle 
to lead dignified lives, to put food 
on the table, to raise children and 
turn them into decent adults, to 
fight against systemic injustice 
and discrimination, to combat 
environmental devastation.

I knew I needed help, that 
something was broken, when I 
realised that I could no longer 
tell stories. Or, perhaps, that I no 
longer wanted to.

I never did ask for help, because 
we always muddle through these 
things, never quite putting them 
back together.

I  think my son saved me, 
though. He is now five months 
old. As I rock him back to sleep, 
enveloped by night, I can almost 
feel the cynicism melting away, 
the emotional armour unrave-
ling with every smile he proffers. 
My mind is slowly rousing from 
slumber. Maybe it’s time to tell a 
new story. 

The nightmares of the dead, the weeping and the wounded still haunt me 
I think my son saved me, 

though. He is now five 
months old. As I rock him 
back to sleep, enveloped 

by night, I can almost feel 
the cynicism melting away, 

the emotional armour 
unraveling with every smile 

he proffers.  


