
5July 10, 2015

Russian asylum for Assad?

B
y any measure, the 
strife in Syria has 
produced misery and 
political upheaval on 
an epic scale. Most 
ominously for the 

region, opposition to Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s regime 
has produced the extremist 
Islamic State (ISIS), whose 
militancy and cruelty in Syria 
and Iraq has triggered alarms in 
the region and beyond.

While Western and regional 
governments, including the 
United States, Turkey, Saudi 
Arabia and the Gulf states, have 
surreptitiously sought the 
overthrow of the Assad adminis-
tration, it has survived, in part, 
because Russia has supported it 
in the diplomatic arena.

In the year since the establish-
ment of ISIS’s caliphate, many are 
coming to regard it as a greater 
evil than the Assad regime and, 
behind the diplomatic scenes, 
there are intriguing hints that 
Russia may be willing to use its 
clout in Damascus, initially to 
offer asylum to Assad’s family 
and, later, Assad himself.

Such an option would open 
political space to kick-start a 
reconciliation process that could 
lead to a coalition government 
that nations opposing the Assad 
regime could support. That, in 
turn, could allow them to 
collaborate openly with it to 
battle ISIS, regarded as a far 
greater threat to regional secu-
rity than the Syrian government.

The change in Western policy 
towards Assad and Russia 
became evident during the June 
Group of Seven summit in 
Germany. Discussion topics 
included climate change, global 
economy, energy security, 
human rights, democracy and 
the rule of law.

According to the prime minis-
ter’s press office, the main focus 
of an hour-long talk between US 
President Barack Obama and 
British Prime Minister David 
Cameron was Syria and Iraq, 
where they tentatively agreed 
that a viable political solution 
was both possible and desirable.

The office added: “The idea is 
that it might be possible to work 
with the Russians on a transition 
with a different leadership in 
Syria. 

“The prime minister has 
spoken to President [Vladimir] 
Putin about this, and it was also 
discussed by the American 
Secretary of State John Kerry 
when he visited Russia recently.”

At the end of the summit, 
German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel said it would be “highly 
desirable” that Western countries 

worked to resolve this issue “in 
tandem” with Russia.

The Russian-Western rap-
prochement is being driven by 
the successes of ISIS against 
Syrian government troops, 
compounded by the growing 
realisation of the failure of the 
Western-backed “moderate” 
opposition. Russia, unlike the 
United States, sees ISIS as an 
existential threat; on April 22nd 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov said, “I consider (ISIS) to 
be our main enemy right now.”

The failure of Washington’s 
policy of supporting “moderate” 
opposition seeking to overthrow 
Assad’s regime, combined with 
the rise of ISIS, led Russia and the 
United States to conclude that the 
best option for combating ISIS in 

the long term is with the creation 
of a new Syrian government that 
is broadly acceptable to both 
countries along with other 
nations supporting the opposi-
tion, which subsequently could 
receive direct military support in 
its fight against extremism.

Adding to the speculation that 
a deal over Assad is farther along, 
on June 29th the London-based 
Saudi-owned Elaph website 
reported that Russia has agreed 
to grant asylum to Assad’s wife 
and children, while the Russian 
Foreign Ministry announced that 
Syrian Deputy Prime Minister 
and Foreign Minister Walid 
Muallem would arrive in Moscow 
on a three-day visit. The next day 
Muallem said during a televised 
news conference after meeting 
Putin, “I got a promise of aid to 
Syria — politically, economically 
and militarily.”

Reading the diplomatic tea 
leaves, Russia’s view that 
extremism in Syria and neigh-
bouring Iraq is a greater threat 
than the Assad regime has been 
broadly accepted, and despite 
Western-Russian disputes over 
Ukraine, Europe and the United 
States are seeking a way to work 
with Moscow to defeat ISIS. The 
decision should have been taken 
a year ago, before establishment 
of the caliphate — but the West 
was busy punishing Russia for 
annexing Crimea.

John C.K. Daly is a 
Washington-based specialist on 
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.
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Seeing a new course in Syria
Former US envoy to Damascus sees possible route to a solution

Washington

H
ave recent 
developments 
on Syria’s 
battlefields 
brought the 
civil war any 
closer to a 
political 

solution?
That is the question The Arab 

Weekly posed to Frederic Hof, for-
mer US State Department special 
representative on Syria and cur-
rent resident senior fellow at the 
Atlantic Council. He acknowledged 
that the Bashar Assad regime “has 
suffered some tactical reverses on 
the battlefield over the last couple 
of months, both in north-western 
Syria and south-western Syria and 
at the loss of Tadmur to Daesh”, 
using an Arabic acronym for the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

But for Hof the most important 
development involves Iran and 
Hezbollah. “They are discussing 
in some detail the actual dimen-
sions of an Assad mini-state. I do 
not think there is a real prospect 
of Iranian forces or Hezbollah and 
Iraqi militias trying to reconquer 
Sunni areas that have been lost. 
What is important to the Iranians 
and Hezbollah is the Qalamoun 
area and major parts of Latakia 
and the Tartus provinces that front 
the Mediterranean,” Hof said.

Hof said both Iran and Hezbol-
lah want to keep Assad in power 
but “their resources are such that 
they want to limit the amount 
of territory they must defend; at 
a minimum Latakia, Tartus and 
Qalamoun. At most, it would 
include Damascus, Hama and 
Homs,” he said.

In the absence of realistic pros-
pects for a political solution, talk 
about mini-states in Syria can be 
heard in Washington and Europe. 
Hof agreed that “there is no rec-
ognisable political horizon at the 
moment. [UN Special Envoy] Staf-
fan de Mistura is making a very 
conscientious effort but he has no 
real leverage and no cooperation 
from key parties including the 
regime, Iran and Russia”.

The Obama administration’s 
reluctance to get involved in Syria 
has given the impression that 
Washington is not interested in 
finding a solution. Hof said he 
disagrees, “There is permanent 
interest on the part of the Obama 
administration in a political transi-
tion process and scenario that 
would move the Assad family off 
the stage and have it replaced by a 
national unity structure according 
to the Geneva final communiqué.”

What is lacking, he said, is “a 
strategy to bring this about. What 
is being pursued so far is a contin-
ued dialogue with Russia, [but] 
nothing is likely to come of this.”

Moreover, Hof said, even if 
Russian President Vladimir 
Putin were willing to have 
Assad replaced by a national 
unity government, “the 
external party that has real 
leverage over the Assad 
regime is Iran, not Russia”.

Hof said the US pro-
gramme to train and 
equip the Syrian mod-
erate opposition to be 
“too small and too slow 
to have any significant 
impact on the situation”.  
He said the programme’s 
“main purpose is to 
create a ground combat 
component against ISIS”, 
even though “the popula-
tion from which [the US] 
wishes to recruit is under 
severe military pressure 

from the Assad regime. Trying to 
recruit people by telling them your 
main target is ISIS is a problematic 
recruiting theme.”

The Obama administration 
would like to believe that a nuclear 
deal with Iran will change Iran’s 
behaviour in the region, including 
its role in Syria. But Hof said he 
doubts that “the administration 
is so naïve as to believe that there 
will be 180-degree turn in Iran’s 
policy.

“I do think the president and 
his advisers think that a success-
fully concluded and implemented 
nuclear deal will over time modify 
Iranian behaviour in the region. 
This may well be correct,” he said.

“The key phrase is ‘over time.’ 
If we are looking at additional 
months or years in which Iran con-
tinues to facilitate mass murder 
in Syria, then we are looking at 
enormously bad consequences for 
the region, increasing number of 
Syrians will probably look to ISIS 
for protection against the regime 

and Syria will continue to 
haemorrhage human beings 

into all the neighbouring 
countries.”

Hof said he feared 
that “in the end, we 
could have a situa-
tion in which Syria is 
informally partitioned 
between two sets of 
mass murderers: ISIS 
and the Assad re-
gime. This would be 
the worst possible 
outcome.”

Is there hope for 
a new American 
course in Syria?

“I have some hope 
that sometime in the 

20 months remain-
ing to it the Obama 

administration will 
change course in Syria,” 

Hof said. He mentioned 

in particular reconciliation with 
Turkey, “The main objective of the 
US is the military defeat of ISIS, 
while the main objective of Turkey 
is the removal of Assad.”

Hof said these objectives can be 
reconciled if each side made con-
cessions. “For example,” he said, 
“the US needs an effective ground 
force against ISIS. The Turkish 
Army could provide that force in 
the near term, perhaps joined by 
other regional elements. Working 
with the US Air Force, they could 
defeat ISIS in Syria, and this will 
have major positive effects on 
fighting ISIS in Iraq.”

In return, Hof said, “The US 
would recognise a new Syrian gov-
ernment in areas liberated from 
ISIS, establish a security assistance 
relationship with it and urge oth-
ers to recognise it.”

With the new political reality in 
Turkey, however, things are not 
simple for Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan. Major Turkish 
opposition parties are opposed 
to Turkish intervention in Syria 
against the Assad regime. But Hof 
said the scenario that he has in 
mind would have a potentially 
decisive but indirect effect against 
the regime. The immediate combat 
emphasis would be against ISIS.

But, he said, “if a new govern-
ment is established in… Raqqa or 
Deir ez-Zor, you could have the 
basis for national unity negotia-
tions. You would have a regime in 
Damascus and a new government 
of Syria in the newly liberated 
areas. If the regime refused to ne-
gotiate, then the new government 
could build a new stabilisation 
force, with the assistance of the 
US and regional powers and would 
in the fullness of time be able to 
pacify the entire country.”

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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