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T 

he Syrian regime of Presi-
dent Bashar Assad is 
reeling after a series of 
battlefield setbacks in a 
nightmarish, multi-sided 

war that is no longer civil but bla-
tantly sectarian. Assad, the lanky 
former London eye doctor who 
inherited the Arab world’s first dy-
nastic republic 15 years ago, admit-
ted the crisis in a recent television 
address, his first public speech in a 
year.

The Syrian Army, weakened by 
combat losses but probably more so 
by desertions, defections and draft-
dodging, is suffering a critical man-
power shortage, Assad conceded in 
his July 26th speech. This means 
he is increasingly reliant on Iran to 
avoid total defeat.

But even though the minority-
Alawite regime he took over from 
his late father in 2000 (though it 
seems not the elder Assad’s serpen-
tine skills) is in deep trouble, and 
may have to relinquish more terri-
tory, he declared: “We are not col-
lapsing. 

“We are steadfast, and we will 
achieve victory. Defeat does not 
exist in the dictionary of the Syrian 
Arab Army.”

But the harsh reality is that the re-
gime currently only controls about 
one-third of Syria and there are 
growing indications that, pressured 
by its increasingly domineering ally 
Iran, it is now circling the wagons 
around those defensible sectors that 
are deemed vital to the regime’s sur-
vival.

This envisaged rump state em-
braces Damascus and its environs, 
the Alawite heartland in the north-
west that includes the coastal region 
around the Mediterranean port of 

Latakia, the regime’s only mari-
time link and essential for arms 
supplies from Russia, and the cen-
tral sector in Homs province that 

links them.
The hand of Iran is seen in this 

strategy, giving weight to a growing 
perception that the Iranians, whose 
support on the ground with money, 
supplies and fighting men drawn 
from Hezbollah and other Shia prox-
ies has been critical in keeping Assad 
in power through four-and-a-half 
years of carnage, are increasingly 
taking charge of military operations 
from his enfeebled army.

This essentially leaves Assad little 
more than an Alawite warlord in a 
land ravaged by warlords beholden 

to one outside power or another.
Neighbouring Iraq is going the 

same way. Both countries, once 
Arab powerhouses held together by 
Machiavellian dictators, are disin-
tegrating in the sectarian cataclysm 
gripping the Middle East.

The emerging plan for the Da-
mascus regime to hold onto only 
what has become known as “useful 
Syria” is seen as generated by Teh-
ran’s strategic interests, primarily to 
maintain a land corridor to Hezbol-
lah in Lebanon to the west through 
which it can be supplied with arms 
against Israel.

“If the Assad regime falls, Ira-
nian arms shipments to Hezbollah 
are likely to cease, and Hezbollah 
would no longer be the deterrence 
against Israel that is now,” said Syr-
ian analysts Fouad Hamdan and Shi-
ar Youssef, founders of the activist 
group Naame Shaam.

“It is no longer accurate to de-
scribe the war in Syria as a conflict 
between Syrian rebels … and As-
sad’s regime forces ‘supported’ by 
the Iranian Revolutionary Guards, 
Hezbollah and Iraqi militias,” they 
wrote in a recent Middle East In-
stitute analysis entitled “Iran as an 
Occupying Force in Syria”.

“Most major battles … are now 
being directed and fought by the 
Revolutionary Guards and Hezbol-
lah, along with other non-Syrian 
Shia militias, with Assad forces  
in a supportive or secondary  
role.”

Ed Blanche is the Analysis 
section editor of the Arab Weekly. 
He has covered Middle East 
affairs since 1967. He lives in 
Beirut.
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T 

he Lebanese have kept 
their humour and strong 
joie de vivre despite many 
problems: economic slow-
down, a deadlocked gov-

ernment, poor public services and 
the spillover of the four year-old 
Syrian conflict in the form of a huge 
refugee influx and growing insecu-
rity.

However, the garbage crisis grip-
ping Beirut and Mount Lebanon’s 
district for the second week was the 
“straw” that broke the camel’s back.

“This is more than one can take,” 
said a pedestrian wearing a mask in 
Hamra street, a main shopping hub 
in the city. The stench emanating 
from piling garbage blocking pave-
ments in Beirut’s streets has driven 

the residents over the edge.
Although they have mastered 

the art of survival by adapting to 
decades of poor public services, 
including power outages, water 
shortages and occasional commu-
nication breakdown, residents 
of the Lebanese capital were 
suffocating under fetid trash 
putrefying in the scorching 
summer heat.

Anger fuelled by the crisis 
sent thousands of protesters 
into the streets, where they 
set garbage piles alight and 
overturned dumpsters, block-
ing main arteries and adding 
the acrid smell of smoke 
to the air already filled 
with the odour of 
putrid waste.

Motorists were 
forced to test 
their driv-
ing skills by 

zigzagging between trash piles en-
croaching onto the streets.

Under a national campaign brand-
ed “You stink like trash”, hundreds 
of angry residents and activ-

ists rallied outside the government 
headquarters in downtown Beirut, 
calling for sustainable long-term so-
lutions to the country’s waste man-
agement problem.

Many residents have fled Bei-
rut’s stench to villages and towns 
in the mountains or to the south 

and north. Those who remained 
in the city prefer to stay 

indoors in an air-
conditioned envi-
ronment.

“I closed all the 
windows and put 

on the air condition-
ing. I am not going 

out unless I have to, 
and even if I do, I have 

my mask with me,”  said 
33-year-old Lyn Soubra, 

who has the option of 
working from home.
The crisis started on July 

17 when activists forced the 

closure of the country’s main land-
fill in Naameh, south of Beirut, 
preventing trucks operated by Suk-
leen, the private company in charge 
of garbage collection in Lebanon, 
from dumping waste.

With the government failing to 
select an alternative dump site and 
Sukleen’s contract expiring at the 
same time, garbage collection was 
suspended in Beirut and Mount 
Lebanon, which collectively pro-
duce 3,000 to 4,000 tons of waste 
daily.

The cabinet of Prime Minister 
Tamam Salam, which has been 
grounded by deep political divi-
sions, is unable to agree on a myr-
iad of issues, garbage being one of 
them.

Samar Kadi is the Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor.
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A Syrian man sits on the rubble of a house after a reported attack by Syrian government forces in 
Aleppo on July 27, 2015.
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