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One dove and a cast of hawks

Gregory Aftandilian

W
ith the exception US 
Senator Rand Paul of 
Kentucky, all of the 
Republican presi-
dential contenders 

for the 2016 election hold positions 
on Iraq and Syria considerably more 
hawkish than that of the Obama ad-
ministration. However, only one 
such contender has specified the 
number of US troops he would in-
troduce to the battle; the rest speak 
in generalities, avoiding specifics 
as they assess the winds of public 
opinion.

Most of the Republican candi-
dates have pounced on US Presi-
dent Barack Obama for being “inef-
fective” in addressing the threat 
from the Islamic State (ISIS). They 
have generally adopted a common 
position: Obama should have kept 
a residual US military force in Iraq; 
he underestimated the ISIS threat; 
continued instability in Iraq is al-
lowing Iran to exert even greater 
influence in Iraq; the US training 
mission of moderate rebels in Syria 
is inadequate; and Obama lacks a 
real strategy.

The challenge for the Republican 
candidates is to offer more than 
criticism of Obama’s policies and 
distinguish themselves from their 
competitors for the party’s nomina-
tion.

Although former Florida gov-
ernor Jeb Bush has been scoring 
rather low in opinion polls, he has 
raised substantial donations from 
the Republican establishment and 
is considered by many pundits 
to be the front runner. It is thus 
no surprise that Bush’s Republi-
can competitors were happy to 

see him fumble when asked about 
his brother’s 2003 Iraq war. In the 
course of one week, Bush enunci-
ated at least three different posi-
tions on that war, providing fodder 
to his competitors to show that he 
was out of his league when it came 
to foreign policy. 

After shaking up his campaign 
staff, Bush is now trying to stay on a 
consistent message

The most hawkish of the candi-
dates is Senator Lindsey Graham 
of South Carolina, who regularly 
calls for US military intervention in 
world crises. 

On May 18th, he said he would 
send 10,000 US troops to Iraq, add-
ing ominously that the longer ISIS is 
“allowed to survive in Iraq and Syr-
ia, the more likely they are to attack 
us here at home”. In June he said he 
didn’t blame the Iraqi army for “not 
joining us after we cut and ran on 
them” — a clear swipe at Obama for 
withdrawing troops from Iraq and 
at US Secretary of Defense Ashton 
Carter’s position that the Iraqi army 
lacks the will to fight.

The most flamboyant Republi-
can contender, businessman Don-
ald Trump, avoided the issue of 
US “boots on the ground”, saying 
instead that he would use US air 
power to “blast the hell out of that 
oil” that ISIS is selling.

Other Republican candidates are 
short on specifics. Governor Scott 
Walker of Wisconsin stated in early 
June that it was not necessary to 
send US combat troops to Iraq now, 
but he “would not rule out boots on 
the ground” — even in Syria — in the 
future.

Rick Perry, former governor of 
Texas, says US troops on the ground 
are needed to defeat ISIS, but he 
hedges on the numbers. He also 
claims that the United States “could 

have stopped ISIS before they got 
out of Syria” — another criticism 
of Obama. Meanwhile, New Jersey 
Governor Chris Christie backs a “co-
alition of the willing” to fight ISIS, 
saying US allies in the region should 
do more. Like Walker, Christie said 
he did not think US combat troops 
were needed at this time, but “you 
can never rule anything out”.

Marco Rubio, the young sena-
tor from Florida, echoes this view, 
saying he would keep all options, 
including the use of US ground 
troops, on the table.

Standing alone on these issues is 
Paul, who long has been critical of 
US military intervention abroad, a 
reflection of his libertarian views. 
On ISIS, he argues that there should 
be “Arab boots on the ground” as 
opposed to US troops because vi-
tal US national interests are not at 
stake.

Paul’s comments drew a sharp 
rebuke from Perry, who described 
Paul as “ignoring the chaos that has 
engulfed Iraq” and criticised him 
for “drawing his own red line along 
the water’s edge, creating a giant 
moat where superpowers can retire 
from the world”.

Republican presidential contend-
ers certainly are reading opinion 
polls, some of which suggest that 
a slight majority of Americans now 
favour US military intervention to 
fight ISIS. But Paul is counting on 
other polls that suggest a majority 
of Americans are fearful of being 
dragged into another quagmire.

Although Paul is likely to win a 
significant share of Republican pri-
mary voters, it seems unlikely that 
he will win the nomination. The 
majority of Republican voters are 
more in tune with the hawks — even 
if the hawks are vague on specifics.
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US Congress could cut funds for Syrian rebels
Amal Mudallali

Washington

A Syrian rebel who goes 
by the name of Abu 
Qays recently called the 
US programme to train 
Syrian rebels “a drop in 

the ocean” that would not make a 
“mark on the ground in Syria”.

But even this drop in the ocean 
could shrink if the US Congress ap-
proves a House intelligence com-
mittee proposal to cut funding 
for the covert CIA programme in 
southern Syria. The scepticism that 
many Syrian rebels have about the 
programme is shared by some in 
Congress who question the admin-
istration’s overall strategy.

The timing of the proposed cuts 
could not be worse for the Syrian 
rebels, as the tide seems to be turn-
ing against the regime’s forces in 
the south.

This was demonstrated when the 
Southern Front’s 1st Army overran 
a major regime position, Brigade 
52, “the most important brigade in 
Deraa”, according to Faysal Itani 
of the Rafik Hariri Center at the At-
lantic Council. “The rebels are now 
well-placed to advance on Sweida 
province to the east,” said Itani, and 
“threaten the regime’s supply lines 
to its remaining southern outposts 
and eventually attempt to capture 
Deraa and advance on Damascus.”

The proposed cuts were revealed 
when the Washington Post re-
ported that the House intelligence 
committee, whose hearings and 

actions are strictly classified, “vot-
ed unanimously to cut as much as 
20% of the classified funds flowing 
into a CIA programme that US of-
ficials said had become one of the 
agency’s largest covert operations, 
with a budget approaching $1 bil-
lion a year”.

Itani considered the CIA pro-
gramme to be “successful strat-
egy” compared to the “ill-con-
ceived train-and-equip programme 
against the Islamic State” and 
advised that the United States in-
crease support for a “coherent and 
effective southern insurgency”. 
But Congress, at least, is not buying 
that argument.

US Representative Adam Schiff, 
D-Calif., told the Post “there is a 
great deal of concern on a very bi-

partisan basis with our strategy in 
Syria”, adding that there is growing 
doubt the United States will be able 
to “help shape the aftermath” of 
Syria’s civil war.

Oubab Khalil, chief of staff for the 
opposition’s Syrian Foreign Mission 
to the United States, told The Arab 
Weekly “instead of cutting fund-
ing we need to double down and 
increase the training portion. It 
is working very well and it keeps 
Daesh (ISIS) and al-Nusra out”. He 
said that his office will try to per-
suade Congress not to reduce fund-
ing.

Jeff White of the Washington In-
stitute for Near East Policy, who 
closely follows the Syrian civil war, 
said that funding would have an 
operational effect, with less money 

for weapons, salaries, training and 
operations. But most importantly, 
he said, “it will have effect on the 
psychology of the rebels. It will 
send a message to the rebels about 
the US as a reliable partner.”

This is not the first controversial 
issue related to the US training pro-
gramme. At the end of May, the Dai-
ly Beast reported that about 1,000 
Syrian rebels threatened to with-
draw from the programme because 
of US demands that their training 
and weapons be used against ISIS 
and not against the regime or its 
ally, Hezbollah.

On June 17th, the University of 
Birmingham’s EA Worldview re-
ported that “foreign officials” in 
Amman asked the Southern Front 
Coalition to halt the assault on al-
Thala airport because “of the possi-
ble sensitivity of the Druze commu-
nity to a rebel entry into Sweida”. 
The rebels reportedly complied.

White said the incident “reinforc-
es the previous message that the US 
is not a reliable partner”.

The House bill, which advanced 
on a 247-178 vote, has been sent to 
the Senate, which must approve it 
before it is sent to the White House 
for the president’s signature. Even 
then, the cuts would not go into ef-

fect until the fiscal year that begins 
on October 1st.

The often-mentioned concern 
that the weapons might fall into 
the wrong hands is overblown, 
a congressional source told The 
Arab Weekly. The more legitimate 
concern, he said, is that the CIA 
programme is incompatible with 
the US Defense Department’s train-
and-equip programme.

“We are funding two incompat-
ible programmes,” he said. “We 
have to reconcile these two pro-
grammes. We need to figure out a 
way to do it. Our goal is not to cut 
the programme itself but to make it 
compatible.”

But the Defense Department’s 
programme also has been subject to 
harsh criticism for being slow, hav-
ing difficulty getting recruits and 
then graduating only a handful.

At least one member of Congress 
has spoken out against the cuts. El-
iot Engel, D-N.Y., said, “I am afraid 
we might be making a big mistake.”

Engel added, “This bill is not the 
right place for us to be making deci-
sions that have a major impact on 
our Syria strategy.”

During the Group of Seven sum-
mit in June, US President Barack 
Obama said, “We don’t have, yet, a 
complete strategy” for confronting 
ISIS.

For the CIA’s programme or any 
other one to succeed, it needs to be 
part of a comprehensive strategy. 
That elusive goal seems far away.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington-
based contributor to The Arab 
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