
 

                            
 

 

 

 

 
To the judges: 

 

“Battoul makes her way around the smashed bus full of sandbags and steps into sniper 

territory.” 

 

With these words, Raja Abdulrahim makes the Syrian war real. You are there in the 

crossing with her, a bull’s-eye on your head or heart as you hurry with your groceries to 

the other side, hoping that on this day the sniper’s bullet isn’t meant for you. 

 

Abdulrahim’s story of the deadly crossing between rebel- and government-held Aleppo 

manages to be both visceral and allegorical: Like the war itself, it is a blood-soaked 

standoff between the opposing sides. 

 

As the conflict has grown more politically complex and morally murky, covering the war 

has grown dangerously difficult. No one reporter can get the whole story. But 

Abdulrahim and fellow correspondent Patrick McDonnell teamed up to provide a 

ground’s-eye view of the conflict from rebel bastions and Bashar Assad’s center of 

power, offering countering perspectives of a multidimensional story. 

 

Abdulrahim and McDonnell have chronicled the war for the Los Angeles Times almost 

since its inception. Their brave and canny reporting in extremely perilous conditions, 

coupled with deep experience of the region’s complicated ethnic, religious and political 

cleavages, gave readers exceptional insight in 2013 into the many sides of a conflict 

whose outcome will have global repercussions. 

 

With an eye for telling details, Abdulrahim illuminated the terrible toll the war has taken 

on ordinary Syrians, like the mother who has refused to join the exodus of refugees just 

so she can ensure that her son, imprisoned by Assad’s government, has a home to return 

to — if he is still alive. 

 

Abdulrahim reports and writes with authority. At personal risk, she has spent months 

with the rebels who are trying to topple a repressive government, but is well aware that 

they, too, have committed horrific acts, sometimes against one another out of mounting 

divisions of ideology, national origin and class. A commander with the Syrian Free Army 

recounted a deadly attack by Al Qaeda-linked militants on his men. “They are not coming 

to fight the regime,” he said to Abdulrahim. “They are coming to fight us.” 

 

As the rebels grew more fractious (including an increasing number of Islamists), Assad’s 

forces scored striking gains. He succeeded in recapturing lost ground, averted a U.S. 

strike by agreeing to give up his chemical weapons and settled grimly into a war of 

attrition. As the war’s momentum changed, McDonnell made multiple reporting trips to 

Damascus to measure the mood. 

 

McDonnell is The Times’ former Baghdad bureau chief, a Middle East veteran intimately 

acquainted with the dangers of a nation’s descent into sectarian anarchy and with the 

realities of urban warfare. His striking account of a “street-by-street, building-by-building 

conflict” in the Damascus suburb of Yarmouk showed just how finely gains and losses 

are measured between a government determined to maintain its redoubt and rebels bent 

on breaching it. The battle was, at times, up close and personal. “We are fighting our 

neighbors, people we know by name,” a pro-government militia member told McDonnell. 

 

The pro-Assad paramilitaries, better organized and armed than ever, have become a vital 

backup force for the government, freeing up crack troops for deployment elsewhere. 



Arming loyalist groups is a classic counterinsurgency stratagem and could prove 

decisive, McDonnell reported. In Syria, the pro-Assad militias are disproportionately 

populated with minorities such as Alawites, Shiites, Christians and Druze, further 

confusing the web of alliances and enmities. McDonnell’s masterful grasp of such fault 

lines, and his analysis of Assad’s newly strengthened position militarily and 

diplomatically, painted a grim picture of a war with many protagonists but few clear 

winners. 

 

The Los Angeles Times is proud to have published such vivid, richly textured portrayals 

of a conflict that is of global import but often poorly understood by outsiders. We gladly 

submit the outstanding work of Raja Abdulrahim and Patrick McDonnell for your 

consideration. 

 

Sincerely, 

       

                                                                     
Davan Maharaj 

Editor 

 


