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US Republican candidates vague about ISIS

F
or all their criticism over 
US President Barack 
Obama’s alleged failure 
to craft a comprehensive 
strategy to defeat the 

Islamic State (ISIS), the ever-
more-crowded field of Republi-
can contenders is also struggling 
for a winning formula — one that 
will appeal the party’s hawkish 
base but not frighten away 
independent and moderate voters 
in the 2016 general election.

What course of action the 
Republicans decide will be 
critical for the Middle East. 
Following May’s humiliating 
defeat in Ramadi, the United 
States may make a few tactical 
adjustments in the way it con-
ducts airstrikes and speed the 
delivery of weapons to Iraqi 
forces.

But it is also clear that the 
Obama administration has no 
intention to produce a new 
game-changing — much less 
game-winning — strategy to 
defeat ISIS. Basically, Washington 
is in a holding pattern, playing for 
time until Obama leaves the 
White House in January 2017.

So bring on the GOP. Absent a 
divine miracle in Baghdad or 
Damascus, the Republicans may 
well end up guiding — or strongly 

influencing — the course of the 
war after the November 2016 

election. And there’s no doubt 
that ISIS will still be around, and 
quite possibly an even greater 
threat if Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s government collapses.

When it comes to dealing with 
ISIS, however, the Republican 
presidential field, which numbers 
at least 15, is proving more adept 
on the “babblefield” than the 
“battlefield”. For the most part 
their message is clichéd, muddled 
and carefully parsed to make it 
seem like they are saying more 
than they are.

With few exceptions, no 
Republican White House con-
tender has offered anything like a 
detailed proposal on how to 
defeat ISIS that a) is distinctive 
enough from Obama’s, b) can win 
over a war-weary American public 
and c) has even the remotest 
possibility of success if imple-
mented.

Take, for example, remarks by 
George Pataki, among the latest to 
join the race. Pataki, who was 
governor of New York during 9/11 
attacks, called for a more robust 
US military presence in the 
Middle East. Then, however, 
Pataki quickly added he was not 
talking about sending “a million 
soldiers” and spending “a trillion 
dollars” on democracy projects. 
Instead, he would “send in the 
troops, destroy their recruitment 
centres, destroy the area where 
they are looking to plan to attack 
us here and then get out.”

Presumably he was not refer-
ring to ISIS “recruitment centres” 
in Britain, France or Belgium or, 
for that matter, in Minnesota.

On the hawkish end of the 
spectrum are Senator Lindsey 
Graham of South Carolina and 

former Sen. Rick Santorum. Each 
wants to send 10,000 US soldiers 
to Iraq and accelerate the bomb-
ing campaign. Santorum went so 
far as to tell a conservative 
gathering in February that if ISIS 
wants to establish a seventh-cen-
tury caliphate, “let’s oblige them 
by bombing them back to the 
seventh century”.

Bombing has made American 
wartime politicians feel good 
about their manhood since the 
Vietnam War because it makes 
them think they are doing 
something without risking big 
casualties of a ground war. So it’s 
no surprise that Senator Marco 
Rubio of Florida, Senator Ted 
Cruz of Texas and former Arkan-
sas Governor Mike Huckabee have 

all called for intensified air 
strikes. Never mind that generals 
in the Pentagon have said publicly 
air strikes alone will not beat ISIS.

Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky 
and others want more weapons 
sent to the Kurds and Sunnis, 
even though that could worsen 
the sectarian and ethnic tensions 
that in turn fuel ISIS. Wisconsin 
Governor Scott Walker, a foreign 
policy novice, and New Jersey 
Governor Chris Christie talk 
about how the United States must 
appear strong — with few specif-
ics how or even what that means.

Talking about Iraq has proven 
especially challenging for Jeb 
Bush, who is saddled with the 
legacy of his brother.

 The decision by president 
George W. Bush to invade Iraq is 
widely seen as the biggest US 
foreign policy blunder since the 
Vietnam War. So for Jeb Bush, the 
less said the better when it comes 
to Iraq.

Last month the former Florida 
governor tied himself in rhetori-
cal knots for days trying to defend 
his brother’s decision to invade 
Iraq, finally concluding it was a 
bad idea. He recently said the 
United States should embed 
troops with Iraqi units to train 
them and help identify targets. 
That is not much different from 
what US troops in Iraq are doing 
already.
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In Paris, a renewed determination to fight ISIS
Paris

B 

ehind closed doors there 
was clearly a feeling 
of frustration in Paris 
among members of the 
international coalition 

gathered to review their so far un-
successful strategy to defeat the 
jihadists of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Iraq.

The foreign ministers of 20 or so 
members of the coalition tried to 
assess what went wrong recently 
when ISIS claimed major victories 
in Ramadi, the capital of the Iraqi 
province of Anbar, and in the an-
tique city of Palmyra in Syria.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi took the opening shot. To 
those who were critical of the poor 
performance of the Iraqi Army, he 
replied saying that the defeat in 
Ramadi was a collective failure of 
the international community. He 
complained that the coalition was 
not doing much to help, notably 
by not sharing enough intelligence 
on its air strikes. Abadi also said 
the Iraqi Army needed more weap-
onry.

The anti-ISIS coalition renewed 
its commitment to support Iraqi 
troops with air strikes, training and 
equipment.

US Deputy Secretary of State An-
tony Blinken said Iraqi forces will 
receive anti-tank weapons. These 
should come in handy as one of 
the main problems facing the Iraqi 
forces is how to fend off suicide 
bombers, a tactic used by ISIS to 
wreck government defences.

“In a given month there are 400 
suicide bombers entering Iraq with 
their vehicles,” said Abadi, who 
asked that the coalition prevent 
the flow of foreign jihadists into 
Iraq and to disrupt ISIS sources 
of financing and revenues. Every 
drop of oil that is sold by ISIS, la-
mented Abadi, means more spill-
ing of Iraqi blood.

For its part, the coalition stressed 
that for its military strategy to be 
successful, a political and national 
reconciliation in Iraq between Sun-
nis and Shias should take place. 
Sunnis have been ostracised since 
the collapse of Saddam Hussein’s 
regime in 2003 and have no say in 
political or security matters.

The coalition endorsed an ambi-
tious “action plan” to regain Anbar. 
The plan was put forward by Abadi 
and had been approved by Bagh-
dad following the loss of Ramadi.

Key elements of the plan include 
the recruitment, training and 
equipping of Sunni tribal fighters 
in Anbar alongside Iraqi troops; the 
beefing up of Iraqi Army divisions 
in the province that have been de-
pleted over 18 months of fighting; 
the recalling and restructuring of 
the police force to hold territory 
that will eventually be regained; 
and ensuring that all forces taking 
part in the offensive to regain the 
area will operate under the con-
trol of the Iraqi prime minister and 
Iraq’s chain of command.

This plan will obviously need 
time and lot of money to be imple-
mented. French Minister of For-
eign Affairs Laurent Fabius, as well 
as Blinken, warned this would be a 
“long campaign”.

The situation in Syria was dis-
cussed but apparently only be-
cause ISIS, as Fabius stated, “is 
present in Syria and Iraq”. The 
French foreign minister said for 
success to be achieved in Iraq “a 
political transition was needed 
in Syria”. That transition he said 
should include “elements of the 

Syrian regime — but not (President 
Bashar) Assad — and members of 
the opposition”.

Participants addressed the suf-
fering of the civilian population, 
the protection of minorities and 
the cultural heritage of Syria and 
Iraq and a high-level meeting on 
key questions might convene in 

Paris next fall.
One key player in Iraq was ab-

sent at the Paris meeting, and that 
was Iran.

As for the Russians, one of As-
sad’s main allies, they have a role 
to play in the political transition in 
Syria, Fabius said.

In any case, political observers 

suspect that many more meetings 
of the coalition to review its strat-
egy will probably be needed in the 
course of the international coali-
tion fight against ISIS.

Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.

Frustration in the air. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (L) and French Foreign Affairs Minister 
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