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No new US strategy in sight to deal with ISIS
Washington

P 

oor American foreign 
policy: It is on crutches at 
a time when the world is 
looking to Washington to 
sprint into action against 

the Islamic State (ISIS), which re-
cently scored big victories in Rama-
di in Iraq and Palmyra in Syria.

The 60-country, US-led coalition 
to defeat ISIS is being called a fail-
ure and Washington is under strong 
pressure to change course. US Sec-
retary of State John Kerry’s May 
31st bicycle accident in Geneva left 
him with a broken leg and did not 
make things better for the coalition 
or the administration.

Kerry’s accident came two days 
before a scheduled meeting of the 
anti-ISIS coalition in Paris. In his 
place, US Deputy Secretary of State 
Antony Blinken was to represent 
the United States at the talks, which 
were intended to take stock of what 
happened in Ramadi and Palmyra 
“with the idea of taking those ac-
tions necessary for the implemen-
tation of the strategy so it will be 
successful”, according to US Marine 
Corps General John Allen, special 
presidential envoy for the coalition, 
who spoke with France 24.

Influential voices in Washington 
are calling on the administration 
to adopt a new strategy, especially 
in Syria. Jeffrey White, defence fel-
low at the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy, wrote that the 
Assad “regime’s short- and even 
long-term prospects seem dim”. He 
disagrees with the administration’s 
contention that there is no military 
solution in Syria. “In fact,” White 
said, “such a solution is emerging.”

White, who worked for more than 
30 years for the US Defense Intelli-

gence Agency, predicted that “some 
combination of the regime’s armed 
opponents will likely win — that is, 
drive the regime out of existence or 
perhaps into a Hezbollah-protected 
rump state on the Mediterranean 
coast”. But, he added, “eventually, 
the regime’s opponents could move 
to destroy this rump state, which 
would likely be unstable and unvi-
able.”

Another report by the Washing-
ton Institute, written by former 
US officials from both Democratic 
and Republican administrations, 
warned that the Middle East state 
system risks collapse and that it is 
in the US interest to prevent this. 
The report cites two principal ex-
ternal threats to the system — ISIS 
and Iran — and calls for a compre-
hensive strategy to confront both.

The former officials counselled 
that the military option alone can-
not defeat ISIS and that the United 
States needs to push back against 
Iran, whose “strategic view of the 
region is fundamentally at odds 
with ours”.

The authors — former national 
security adviser Stephen Hadley, 
former deputy secretary of state 
Samuel Berger, former US ambas-
sador to Iraq James Jeffrey, former 
presidential envoy Dennis Ross and 
Washington Institute executive-
director Robert Satloff — called for 
a “change in American policy to-
wards Syria” and proposed creation 
of “a different kind of a safe haven 
inside Syria” to shelter refugees 
and give the opposition political 
and military credibility inside the 
country.

Others, however, like New York 
Times columnist Tom Friedman, 
see “only two ways to control the 
downward spiral” of the region. 
The first is “if an outside power to-
tally occupies them”, and the sec-
ond is “just wait for the fires to burn 
themselves out”.

Since the United States “cannot 
effectively intervene in a region 
where so few share our goals”, 
Friedman prescribed a policy of 
“containment plus amplification”, 

combining help to “those who 
manifest the will to contain ISIS, 
like Jordan, Lebanon, UAE and the 
Iraqi Kurds” with amplifying “any 
constructive things that groups in 
Yemen, Libya or Syria are ready to 
do with their power”. But Friedman 
warns: “We must not substitute 
our power for theirs. This has to be 
their fight for their future.”

The White House is not showing 
signs that it will change course and 
downplayed the recent defeats. US 
President Barack Obama called 
them a “tactical setback” and said, 
“if the Iraqis are not willing or capa-
ble to arrive at the political accom-
modations necessary to govern, if 
they are not willing to fight for the 
security of their country, we cannot 
do it for them.”

Allen, however, told French TV 
that Ramadi was “in fact, a de-

feat”. But he added, “Strategies are 
about long-term objectives, [and] 
the question is whether we need to 
change the ultimate objectives of 
the strategy and we are not there 
now”.

Allen counselled patience: “We 
need to take this in stride… This is 
a long strategy and we’re still rela-
tively early in this strategy.”

This echoed what Obama said in 
an interview in April: “We are eight 
months into what we’ve always 
anticipated to be a multi-year cam-
paign.”

While the US administration sees 
a process that may go on for years, 
people in the region are reeling 
from the extremist groups’ brutal-
ity and their threat to the basic fab-
ric of Arab society.

But Obama has been clear from 
the beginning that he will not fight 

other people’s battles and that his 
priorities are ending America’s wars 
and halting proliferation in the re-
gion.

In the April interview, Obama ex-
plicitly tied his legacy to the Iran 
deal and not to winning the war 
against ISIS.

“Look,” he said, “20 years from 
now, I am still going to be around, 
God willing. If Iran has a nuclear 
weapon, it’s my name on this.”

The president has never spoken 
like this on issues related to the 
Arab world or the upheavals that 
are engulfing it. So the adminis-
tration’s strategy is on track: It is 
a long trip and all that is needed is 
patience.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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After Ramadi debacle, will US troops return to Iraq?
Karim Sharabasy

Baghdad

T 

he black flags of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) are rip-
pling over the rooftops 
of government buildings 
in Ramadi, the capital of 

Iraq’s largest province of Anbar. It 
is a grim reminder of a humiliating 
defeat of Iraqi Army troops and se-
curity forces after a stunning attack 
by ISIS jihadists on the heart of the 
sprawling city, about 110 kilometres 
west of Baghdad.

The Iraqi government says it is 
committed to liberating the strategic 
and symbolic city, launching a new 
campaign, with the support of the 
powerful Shia militias, to win back 
the city and more than half of Anbar 
from the grip of the militants of the 
extremist Sunni Islamist group.

The campaign, which is designed 
to rectify the faltering military strat-
egy, is apparently blowing up in the 
faces of its architects as they realise 
that they need the support of a re-
luctant Sunni Arab tribal force in the 
Sunni-majority region.

The Iraqi Army’s defeat in Ram-
adi and ISIS dominance in Anbar 
come as a reminder of US success 
in dislodging al-Qaeda militants 
from Anbar in 2007 with the crucial 
help of Sunni militias known as the 
“Awakening” (Sahwa) movement. 
The Iraqi military failure in Anbar 
raised the uncomfortable question 
of whether the American military 
needs to return in substantial num-
bers.

In public, there is a strong feeling 
of disgust among Iraqis of the pain-
ful eight-year US-led occupation of 

their country. But in private, Iraqis 
do not hold their military in high 
esteem. Much of Iraq’s military col-
lapsed last June when soldiers aban-
doned their posts as ISIS advanced 
and asserted control over several 
cities.

Recent comments from US De-
fense Secretary Ashton Carter ruf-
fled feathers in Baghdad. “What 
apparently happened was that the 
Iraqi forces just showed no will to 
fight. They were not outnumbered 
but in fact they vastly outnumbered 
the opposing force and yet they 
failed to fight,” Carter told CNN.

The US presence in Iraq after the 
occupation formally ended in 2011 
is confined to hundreds of advisers 
to the Iraqi government and sol-
diers deployed in the Green Zone 
and some undisclosed locations 
in Baghdad as well as in Erbil, the 
capital of the autonomous region 
of Kurdistan. They are a small force 

compared with the approximately 
170,000 US troops stationed in the 
country during the occupation.

But even as US President Barack 
Obama has pledged that US op-
erations will not involve American 
troops fighting “on foreign soil”, top 
Pentagon officials have suggested 
the US mission in Iraq will eventu-
ally expand. They gave no details on 
the nature of potential future tasks.

That indicates the US administra-
tion has become open to new pos-
sibilities, but the return of a mas-
sive American force to Iraq is highly 
unlikely, said Sajad Jiyad, research 
fellow at Al-Bayan Center for Stud-
ies and Planning think-tank in Bagh-
dad.

There are not many incentives for 
an American return to Iraq as “the 
Iraqi government is against the re-
turn of occupation and President 
Obama himself is proud of a legacy 
of ending the occupation of Iraq and 

bringing troops back home,” Jiyad 
told The Arab Weekly.

“That was an election promise in 
2008. He does not want to be equat-
ed with his predecessor (George 
W. Bush) by redeploying American 
troops once again to Iraq.”

The Bush administration ap-
proved the invasion of Iraq in 2003, 
suggesting a link between Saddam 
Hussein and al-Qaeda and claiming 
that the former dictator was hid-
ing weapons of mass destruction 
(WMDs). Exhaustive and extensive 
research by UN and anti-terror ex-
perts neither found an al-Qaeda 
connection nor WMDs. The occupa-
tion did however lead to the emer-
gence of a ruthless al-Qaeda branch 
in Iraq, which morphed into ISIS.

But will sending US ground troops 
again to Iraq make any difference? 
The answer is, ‘No’, Jiyad said.

“This is not a traditional war. 
Even at the time of the Sahwa move-
ment, it was not a battle. What the 
Americans did was they paid Sunni 
tribal fighters in Anbar province and 
elsewhere to be on their side rather 
than al-Qaeda side. They provided 
them with salaries, equipment as if 
they were telling them, ‘Instead of 
fighting us, why don’t you fight al-
Qaeda?’” said Jiyad.

“So it doesn’t matter how many 
troops you are going to deploy. 
It’s an asymmetrical battle as ISIS 
doesn’t have columns of tanks. Its 
militants are sneaky, resorting heav-
ily to car bombs and suicide bomb-
ers.”

The centre of gravity in the fight 
against ISIS lies in the Sunni tribal 
heartland. Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi needs to make fresh 
efforts to reunite his country as the 
Sunni Arab community feels alien-

ated. Sunni tribal leaders complain 
that the central Shia-led govern-
ment has not done enough to sup-
port their fight against ISIS as weap-
ons deliveries and training have 
fallen short of what is needed.

The campaign to retake Anbar is 
critical in regaining momentum in 
the fight against ISIS. The United 
States and its allies have sought to 
counter that threat with air strikes in 
support of the government-led Iraqi 
forces, but not of Shia militias oper-
ating outside government control.

The current air strike ratio is not 
enough to destroy ISIS, said Jiyad, 
who said he is puzzled as to why 
the Obama administration is deter-
mined to only degrade and not wipe 
out the structure and leadership of 
the extremist group.

“Compared to the start of the 2003 
war when the US-led coalition used 
to carry out about 800 air strikes per 
day, the US and its allies are carrying 
out some 50 sorties per day both in 
Iraq and Syria,” he said.

“ISIS is stronger in Syria and act-
ing loosely, being capable of mov-
ing freely between Syria and Iraq. 
But it’s very important to highlight 
the fact that ISIS has proved capa-
ble of evading the US-led air strikes 
whether by using underground tun-
nels or moving among civilians. 
They can indeed manoeuvre around 
the air strikes,” he concluded.

Karim Sharabasy is a freelance 
Middle East reporter moving 
between Baghdad and Cairo.A US soldier participates in a training mission with Iraqi army.
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