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Tell Me How This Ends 

By THOMAS L. FRIEDMAN  -  Published: May 21, 2013  -The New York Times 

SANLIURFA, Turkey —  I’ve been traveling to Yemen, Syria and Turkey to film a 

documentary on how environmental stresses contributed to the Arab awakening. As 

I looked back on the trip, it occurred to me that three of our main characters — the 

leaders of the two Yemeni villages that have been fighting over a single water well 

and the leader of the Free Syrian Army in Raqqa Province, whose cotton farm was 

wiped out by drought — have 36 children among them: 10, 10 and 16.  

It is why you can’t come away from a journey like this without wondering not just 

who will rule in these countries but how will anyone rule in these countries?  

Of course, we should hope for those with sincere democratic aspirations to prevail, 

but clearly theirs is not the only vision being put on the table. These aspiring 

democrats are having to compete with Islamist, sectarian and tribal opposition 

groups, which also have deep roots in these societies. But no matter which trend 

triumphs, the real issue here is whether 50 years of population explosion, 

environmental mismanagement and educational stagnation have made some of these 

countries ungovernable by any group or ideology.  

In Egypt, Yemen or Syria, it is common to see primary-school classes of 60 to 70 

kids with one undertrained teacher, no computers and no science instruction. How 

are the 36 kids whose three fathers I met going to have a chance in a world where 

not only are robots replacing manual blue-collar workers but software is 

increasingly replacing routine white-collar jobs — and where some of them can’t go 

back to the family farm because the water and topsoil have been depleted?  

And then I go across the Turkish border to Tel Abyad, in northeastern Syria, and I 

see broken buildings, electricity lines on the ground, half-finished homes and a 

gaping hole in a grain storage tower, and I think: Not only are they behind, but this 

war is still destroying what little they have left. They are in a hole and still digging.  

The only way for these countries to catch up is by people uniting to mobilize all their 

strength. It is for Sunnis, Christians and Alawites in Syria to work together; for the 

tribes in Yemen and Libya to work together; for the Muslim Brotherhood, Salafists 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/opinion/editorialsandoped/oped/columnists/thomaslfriedman/index.html


2 
 

and liberals in Egypt to do so as well, particularly in implementing the proposed 

International Monetary Fund economic reforms. In today’s globalized world, you 

fall behind faster than ever if you are not building the education, infrastructure and 

economic foundation to take advantage of this world — but you catch up faster if 

you do.  

But to pull together requires trust — that intangible thing that says you can rule 

over me even though you come from a different tribe, sect or political party — and 

that is what is missing here. In the absence of any Nelson Mandela-like leaders able 

and eager to build trust, I don’t see how any of these awakenings succeed. I keep 

thinking about the Free Syrian Army commander, whom I quoted on Sunday, 

introducing me to his leadership team: “My nephew, my cousin, my brother, my 

cousin, my nephew, my son, my cousin ...” What does that tell you?  

We can only properly answer the question — should we be arming the Syrian 

rebels? — if we first answer what kind of Syria do we want to see emerge and what 

will it take, beyond arms, to get there?  

If we want Bashar al-Assad’s regime to be toppled and pluralistic democracy to 

emerge in Syria, then we not only need to arm the rebels but we need to organize an 

international peacekeeping force to enter Syria as soon as the regime falls to help 

manage the transition. Otherwise, when Assad is toppled, there will be at least two 

more wars in Syria. First will be a war between Sunnis and Alawites, the sect that 

Assad represents. The Alawites will fight to defend their perks and turf. After that, 

there will be a war within the opposition — between the Islamists and more secular 

fighting forces that have very different visions of a future Syria. Only an outside 

peacekeeping force could make up for the lack of trust and shared vision and try to 

forge a new Syria. And it would be a very, very long haul.  

If our goal is to arm the rebels just to serve our strategic interests — which are to 

topple the Assad regime and end the influence of Iran and Hezbollah in Damascus 

and not care what comes next — then we need to be ready for the likely 

fragmentation of Syria into three zones: one Sunni, one Alawite and one Kurdish.  

That might eventually solve the trust and civil war problems, as everyone would be 

living “with their own,” but I am not sure it would better enable Syrians to address 

their development challenges.    

A third option would be to arm the rebels just to ensure a stalemate — in the hope 

that the parties might eventually get exhausted enough to strike a deal on their own. 

But, again, I find it hard to see how any deal that might set Syria on the long, 

difficult path to a decent, inclusive political system could be implemented without 

outside help on the ground to referee.  
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So let’s do something new: think two steps ahead. Before we start sending guns to 

more people, let’s ask ourselves for what exact ends we want those guns used and 

what else would be required of them and us to realize those ends?  

Postcard From Yemen 
By THOMAS L. FRIEDMAN  - Published: May 7, 2013  - The New York Times 

I am in the Yemen International Hospital in Taiz, the Yemeni city in the central 

highlands that is suffering from such an acute water shortage that people get to run 

their taps for only 36 hours every 30 days or so. They have to fill up as much as they 

can and then rely on water trucks that come through neighborhoods and sell water 

like a precious commodity. I am visiting Mohamed Qaid, a 25-year-old laborer from 

the nearby village of Qaradh who was struck the night before in the hand and chest 

by three bullets fired by a sniper from Marzouh, the village next door. The two 

villages have been fighting over the rapidly dwindling water supply from their 

shared mountain springs. Six people have been killed and many more wounded in 

clashes since 2000 that have heated up of late. One was killed a night ago. Qaid is in 

pain, but he wanted to tell people about what is happening here. I have one 

question: “Were you really shot in a fight over water?” He winces out his answer: 

“It wasn’t about politics. It wasn’t about the Muslim Brotherhood. It was about 

water.”  

There is a message in this bottle. Yemen, a country of breathtaking beauty, with 

wonderful people, is a human development disaster. You see here what a half-

century of political mismanagement, coupled with natural resource 

mismanagement, oil distortions and a population explosion has led to. But Yemen is 

just a decade or so ahead of Syria and Egypt in terms of the kind of human 

development crisis this whole region will face.  

The great American environmentalist Dana Meadows, when asked if it was too late 

to do anything about climate change, used to say, “We have exactly enough time — 

starting now.” The Arab world has exactly enough time — starting now. If people 

do not stop fighting with each other over dead ideologies and sectarian differences 

and focus instead on overcoming their deficits of knowledge, freedom and women’s 

empowerment — as the U.N. Arab Human Development Report urged — there is 

no hope. As Qaid suggested, in Yemen those old ideologies are luxuries now. It is 

just about water.  

I came to Taiz to write my column and film a Showtime documentary on climate 

and the Arab awakening. We flew down on a Yemeni Air Force helicopter with 

Abdul Rahman al-Eryani, Yemen’s former minister of water and environment, who 

minces no words. “In Sana, the capital, in the 1980s, you had to drill about 60 

meters to find water. Today, you have to drill 850 to 1,000 meters to find water. 
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Yemen has 15 aquifers, and only two today are self-sustaining; all the others are 

being steadily depleted. And wherever in Yemen you see aquifers depleting, you 

have the worst conflicts.”  

One of the most threatened aquifers in Yemen is the Radaa Basin, he added, “and it 

is one of the strongholds of Al Qaeda.” In the north, on the border with Saudi 

Arabia, the Sadah region used to be one of the richest areas for growing grapes, 

pomegranates and oranges. “But they depleted their aquifer so badly that many 

farms went dry,” said Eryani, and this created the environment for the pro-Iranian 

Houthi sect to recruit young, unemployed farm laborers to start a separatist 

movement.  

This environmental disaster was born in the 1970s when the oil/construction boom 

exploded in the Persian Gulf, and some two million to three million unskilled 

Yemeni men left their villages to build Saudi Arabia. “As a result,” said Eryani, 

“the countryside was depopulated of manpower.” Women resorted to cutting trees 

for fuel and the terraces eroded because of lack of maintenance. That led to 

widespread erosion of hillsides and the massive silting of the wadis — seasonal 

riverbeds — whose rich soil used to support three crops a year, including Yemen’s 

famed coffee. The silting up of the wadis crushed the coffee business and led 

Yemenis to grow other cash crops that needed less fertile soil. The best was qat, the 

narcotic leaf to which this country is addicted. But qat requires a lot of water, and 

that led to overdrafting of groundwater.  

I interviewed the leaders of the two warring villages: Abdul Moimen of Qaradh, 42, 

and Ahmed Qaid of Marzouh, 40. They had two things in common: both had 10 

children, and when I asked both what would happen to the water supply when their 

10 children each had 10 children, they each first said some version of “Allah will 

provide for us,” and then they each said “desalination.” But that costs much more 

money than Yemen can afford now.  

“Yemen suffered from two drugs: qat and easy oil money,” says Eryani. Qat drank 

all the water, and the easy oil money seduced the rural manpower into leaving for 

unskilled jobs. But now that most of the Yemeni workers have been sent home from 

Saudi Arabia, they are finding a country running out of water, with few jobs, and a 

broken public school system that teaches more religion than science. As a result, 

what Yemen needs most — an educated class not tied to an increasingly water-

deprived agriculture — it cannot get, not without much better leadership and a new 

political consensus.  

There is a ray of hope, though. Yemenis are engaged in a unique and peaceful 

national dialogue — very different from Syria and Egypt and with about a third of 

the input coming from women — to produce a new leadership. They may be starting 

at the bottom. But, of all the Arab awakening states, they do have the best chance to 

start over — now — if they seize it.  


