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Cover story Developments in Syria

Crunch time for Assad as Iran cracks the whip
Beirut

I 

t has been mooted for some 
time that the Syrian regime 
of President Bashar Assad, 
under considerable pressure 
from Iran, is moving towards 

retrenching in the Latakia coast 
and the Alawite mountains in the 
north-west, in Damascus and its 
environs and the central region 
around Homs that links the capital 
to the Alawite heartland.

The current Hezbollah-Syrian 
Army offensive to take Zabadani 
on the Lebanese border is part of 
the Qalamoun operation, which is 
aimed at holding a land corridor 
from Damascus westward into Leb-
anon, Hezbollah’s key supply route 
for arms.

Tehran’s strategic objective in 
Syria is to keep that corridor open 
to supply Hezbollah with missiles 
and rockets intended to block an 
Israeli pre-emptive attack on Iran’s 
nuclear facilities or to hammer the 
Jewish state with an unprecedent-
ed bombardment if that strike is 
carried out.

After nearly four-and-a-half years 
of war, severe manpower problems 
are also behind Assad’s current 
moves. These days he has to for-
cibly recruit fellow Alawites who 
have ducked the draft and who 
have little stomach for a fight any-
way.

Hezbollah and the Iraqi Shia mili-
tias, highly capable forces brought 
in by Iran, are at full stretch now, 
and taking losses. The Iranians are 
recruiting a new force known as 
the Maghaweer (Commandos) in 

northern Syria to make up for mili-
tary losses.

The focus is on militias rather 
than recruiting for the Syrian army 
because of deep-rooted corruption 
and a growing distrust by the Ira-
nians of the reliability of Assad’s 
military forces. Two new militias 
in the Homs-Latakia region are the 
Shield of the Coast and the Shield 
of Homs.

The militias are paying much 
more than what a Syrian soldier 
gets – $200 a month against $60 – 
one indication of how the windfall 
from unfrozen assets could be used 
to finance Tehran’s armed proxies 
around the Arab world.

But it also buttresses the indi-
cations that the Iranians are now 
exercising greater control over mi-
litia forces, underlining concerns 
that with the July 14th nuclear deal 
with Tehran, the US has in effect 
ceded Iraq and Syria to Tehran.

For some time, Iranian officials 
and businessmen have been re-
ported to be buying up real estate 
and businesses in Syria, some with 
an eye on lucrative reconstruction 
contracts, deepening concerns in 
the country that the Iranians are 

there to stay. Assad admitted in a 
July 26th television appearance – 
his first in a year – that the regime 
forces suffer from a severe short-
age of men through combat losses 
– though he did not, of course, in-
clude desertions and defections, 
as well as the reluctance of Syrian 
men to join up to fill the gaps.

He gave no indication he plans to 
throw in the towel. But he admit-
ted the regime had relinquished 
territory because of diminished 
military capabilities.

“It was necessary to specify criti-
cal areas for our armed forces to 
hang on to,” he explained. “The 
problem facing the military is not 
related to planning, but to fatigue. 
It’s normal that an army gets tired, 
but there’s a difference between fa-
tigue and defeat.”

That may be so, but he went on 
to suggest the regime may have to 
give up more positions so it can 
hold onto areas of strategic value. 
This is unprecedented and sug-
gests that the problem is greater 
than Assad cares to admit.

The pro-Assad Syria Steps news 
outlet reported on July 21st that 
the regime has sentenced to death 

in absentia five leading opponents, 
including veteran dissident and 
human rights activist Michel Kilo 
and firebrand Hama cleric Adnan 
al-Arour. All are out of the coun-
try, so the announcement appears 
to be an empty gesture, the act of 
a  ruler desperate to show he is still 
in control.

On July 22nd, Ad-Diyar, a pro-
regime daily in Lebanon, reported 
that Assad had ordered the arrest 
of his chief of security, Major Gen-
eral Dhu al-Himma Shalish, for an 
$800,000 embezzlement involv-
ing a prominent Lebanese political 
family. Shalish is only the latest of 
several senior officials who have 
died in mysterious circumstances 
or been publicly disgraced.

“This shows the president’s de-
termination to fight corruption,” 
Ad-Diyar asserted. Whether that is 
true or not, a move such as this sug-

gests he feels the need to be seen 
to be cracking down on corruption 
within the regime – reported to be 
immense – at a time when he needs 
to rally the people behind him.

The day before the TV appear-
ance, Assad issued an amnesty for 
deserters, underlining the severity 
of the manpower problem. In re-
gime-speak, that is a major admis-
sion things are going badly.

It has always been difficult to dis-
cern what the Syrians will do, but 
the regional map is changing at a 
bewildering pace. Iran’s priorities 
are shifting, too, accelerated by the 
July 14th nuclear agreement with 
the US and global powers.

Assad’s regime, if such it still 
is, has recently lost control of the 
north-western province of Idlib 
and taken heavy losses in the 
south where the Islamic Republi-
can Guards Corps and Hezbollah 
mounted an offensive, although it 
made no substantial gains.

These days, the regime only con-
trols the major population centres 
of western Syria, including most of 
Damascus, Homs, Hama and the 
Latakia coastal region. Meet the 
new Syria.

Residents walk past damaged buildings in a rebel-controlled area of Aleppo.
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Obama administration lays out plans for ousting Assad

Washington

T 
he rise of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and its brutality 
have so dominated the 
world’s attention over 
the past year that the 
atrocities of Bashar Assad’s 

regime in Syria have become an after-
thought.

But the US Senate Armed Services 
Committee in July brought atten-
tion back to effecting change in Da-
mascus as a way to defeat ISIS and 
bring about a credible political tran-
sition without Assad, whose pres-
ence, in the words of US Secretary 
of Defense Ashton Carter, is “fuel 
for ISIS”.

The media focused on Carter’s 
revelation that only 60 Syrian op-
position fighters have been trained 
and equipped. Some senators shook 
their heads in disbelief. The chair-
man of the committee, Senator John 
McCain, R-Ariz., said “after four 
years, this is not impressive”. Under 
questioning from McCain, Carter 
confirmed that the US-trained re-
cruits were being told they must 
fight ISIS, not Assad’s troops.

But Carter also laid out the ad-
ministration’s strategy for a politi-
cal transition in Syria. Although this 
part of the hearing received less at-
tention than the news about how 
shockingly few fighters have been 
trained, it is worth examining, for if 
the administration’s plan succeeds, 
Syrians could see an end to a tragic 
period of history.

Carter said the US goal was to re-
move Assad and he offered a road 
map for doing that.

“Our strategy,” he said, “is to 
encourage the moderate opposi-
tion to partner with the structure 

of the government in Damascus, 
with those not directly associated 
with Assad and his deplorable be-
haviour. Then unify the moderate 
opposition and create a new gov-
ernment which is more reflective 
of the aspirations of the populace 
than Assad.”

In turn, Carter added, “They need 
to reclaim territory from ISIS, [and] 
the international coalition would be 
pleased to support them in that.”

The Pentagon is planning for the 
post-Assad era, including meeting 
with Syria’s neighbours, includ-
ing Israel. US Army General Martin 
Dempsey, chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, told the Senate com-
mittee: “Our Israeli and Jordanian 
counterparts believe that the pos-
sibility of the regime collapsing or 
having an enclave in Latakia, Homs 
and Hama is a possibility. They are 
having conversations with us about 
what that would precipitate.”

Both Israel and Jordan are wor-
ried about a post-Assad scenario in 

which ISIS and al-Nusra Front “con-
verge on Damascus,” Dempsey said, 
adding,  “We are talking to the Israe-
lis, Jordanians and the Turks about 
this scenario.”

While Washington prefers the 
exit of Assad to be “sooner rather 
than later”, Carter said the Obama 
administration’s approach is “to 
try to find a political exit for Bashar 
Assad rather than a US-led military 
exit”. He said that a political, rather 
than a military, transition would be 
“less sectarian, less disruptive, less 
destructive” and that the danger 
of toppling Assad is that “we know 
what happens when countries dis-
integrate”.

The Iraq experience — and espe-
cially the dismantling of the Iraqi 
Army — is fresh in the American 
mind.

Joshua Landis, a leading expert 
on Syria and professor at the Uni-
versity of Oklahoma, dismisses the 
strategy laid out by Carter as merely 
“the talking points of the adminis-

tration from day one. They created 
them because they do not want to 
repeat the mistakes made in Iraq”.

Landis called the strategy “com-
pletely unrealistic”.

“We know Assad is not going to 
leave. No one will tell him to leave 
and it is not clear that the people 
around him want him to leave. The 
idea is based on the failure to un-
derstand the Syrian government,” 
he said.

While Washington’s policymakers 
may hope that the Syrian Army can 
be preserved, Landis says this is not 
possible “because the army is domi-
nated by the Alawites. The state 
in Syria is ruled largely by the Ala-
wites, and no one in the opposition 
wants the Alawites to continue rul-
ing the country”. He said opposition 
leaders “do not want the minorities 
ruling Syria anymore”.

Landis says the Obama admin-
istration has largely given up on 
finding a solution in Syria. “They 
pursue a narrow policy of counter-
terrorism,” he said, predicting con-
tinued fragmentation of Syria.

But whether or not the adminis-
tration understands the intricacies 
of Syrian politics, the strategy de-
scribed by Carter contains the seeds 
of its own demise.

The administration’s “train-and-
equip” programme offers no assur-
ances that once these fighters are 
introduced into the Syrian theatre 
they will receive coalition protec-
tion from Assad’s barrel bombs. 
The administration insists that it 
will make that decision when the 

time comes. McCain, however, told 
Carter that it is “shameful” to send 
fighters to Syria without “assuring 
them we will defend them from bar-
rel bombs”.

The second problem is the ad-
ministration’s insistence that the 
priority is to fight ISIS, not Assad. 
If Assad refuses to step down, how 
will Washington enforce its politi-
cal approach? US Secretary of State 
John Kerry once spoke about the 
importance of convincing Assad to 
leave by changing the reality on the 
ground. But no one in the adminis-
tration has been making this argu-
ment of late.

If the strategy is still based on 
waiting for Russian President 
Vladimir Putin to convince Assad 
to leave, good luck: Putin is in no 
mood to offer the United States and 
the West any gifts.

Some in Washington believe that 
Iran will abandon Assad and force 
him out as a result of the nuclear 
deal with the Tehran and the P5+1. 
This is worse than wishful thinking: 
It is delusional.

Just listen to Hassan Nasrallah, 
leader of Lebanon’s Hezbollah, 
who proclaims that the road to Je-
rusalem passes through Zabadani, 
Qalamoun and other parts of Syria.

Senator Lindsey Graham, R-S.C. 
who is seeking the Republican Party 
nomination for president, asked 
Carter who he thinks will leave of-
fice first, US President Barack 
Obama, whose second term ends in 
January 2017, or Assad?

Carter would only reply: “I hope it 
is Assad.” Graham responded: “Yes, 
I do, too, but I do not think it will 
be.”

That is a sobering thought for 
Syria.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.
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