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A 

ugust has been a busy 
month for Russian For-
eign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov, who has trav-
elled throughout the 

Middle East for high-level meet-
ings on Syria. Russia’s intentions 
for Lavrov’s diplomacy and his 
effort to renew the political nego-
tiations between the Assad regime 
and the opposition, however, are 
not clear.

During a recent visit to Mos-
cow, head of the Syrian opposi-
tion Khaled Khoja said that Rus-
sian leadership is “not clinging” 
to Syrian President Bashar Assad. 
Khoja added that Russia expressed 
an “understanding” of the opposi-
tion’s vision for a political solution 
to the crisis in Syria.

The opposition, however, has 
been sceptical of Moscow’s inten-
tions for diplomacy between Assad 
and his opponents.

“The Russians are not attached 
to the figure of the regime, Assad 
himself,” said Mario Abou Zeid, a 
research analyst at the Carnegie 
Middle East Center in Beirut. “They 
are more attached to preserving 
their interests and the structure of 

the regime that they have been in-
vesting in since the 1950s.”

After meeting Iranian Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif 
on August 17th, Lavrov affirmed, 
however, that both Tehran and 
Moscow reject any calls for Assad 
to step down.

Russia and Iran — Assad’s most 
reliable allies — are heavily en-
gaged in the multi-proxy war in 
Syria and this high-level meeting 
between the two diplomats could 
conceivably shape Moscow and 
Tehran’s ad hoc policy towards the 
conflict in Syria and events in the 
surrounding region.

“The Russians have a lot of inter-
ests across the region and definite-
ly they do not want the Iranians to 
proceed them in terms of having 
access to all of the region,” notes 
Abou Zeid.

In recent months, Moscow be-
came a hub for talks regarding 
Syria. Along with regional officials, 
representatives of the opposition 
and the government made multiple 
visits to Russia, singling its appar-
ent determination to have peace 
negotiations in its capital. Two 
rounds of such talks have failed.

All discussions among the Syrian 
parties and international players 
for a solution to the crisis ended 
unsuccessfully, largely due to disa-
greement over Assad’s role in any 
potential transitional government.

Faysal Itani, a resident fellow at 
the Atlantic Council’s Rafik Hariri 
Center for the Middle East in Wash-
ington, said that a key component 
of Russian policy throughout the 
crisis in Syria has been to position 
itself as a major international me-
diator and great power player. For 
Russia, Itani said, “any Russian-

sponsored negotiation process that 
attracts international attention is in 
itself an achievement”.

“Russia has interests in Syria, 
foremost of which is preventing 
the United States and its allies from 
dictating the character of the re-
gime that would replace what is, 
after all, a long-time Russian ally,” 
he added.

Russia has benefited from the 
conflict in Syria through trading 
weapons and ammunition to gov-
ernment forces. Damascus recently 

received a shipment of six Mikoyan 
MiG-31 fighter jets from Russia as 
part of a 2012 deal.

In light of the nuclear deal be-
tween Iran and world powers, the 
Kremlin plans to extend its weap-
ons sales to Tehran. 

As sanctions against Iran are 
gradually lifted, Russia will be able 
to complete delivery of S-300 mis-
siles — a powerful air defence sys-
tem — to Tehran.

Historically, Russia has managed 
to maintain a strong relationship 

with the Ba’ath Party in the region. 
In recent years, ties with the Assad 
regime have strengthened and Rus-
sia has become Syria’s main source 
of arms and ammunition.

Russia has supported Syria diplo-
matically as well, as it, along with 
China, used the right to veto in the 
UN Security Council on four con-
secutive occasions to protect the 
Assad government from interna-
tional intervention.

Russia has recently tried to reach 
out to Gulf states that back the 
Syrian opposition.  Moscow’s gov-
ernment called for coordination 
between the Syrian regime and 
members of an international coa-
lition, including Saudi Arabia, to 
fight the Islamic State (ISIS).

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir responded that there would 
be no cooperation with Assad’s 
government, insisting that there is 
no place for Assad in the future of 
Syria.

Khalid al-Naser, a member of the 
political opposition Syrian Nation-
al Coalition, told The Arab Weekly 
that Russia has tried to represent 
the Assad regime as an option to 
counter terrorism since the begin-
ning of the Syrian crisis.

Naser said that, by pulling back 
from political engagement in Syria, 
the United States has encouraged 
Russia to take a diplomatic role 
in Syria. Russia has taken advan-
tage of the opportunity to display 
its strategies on the international 
stage, he noted.

Abdulrahman al-Masri covers 
politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. He can 
be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov during his meeting with 
Syrian Opposition Council President Khaled Khoja in Moscow, on 
August 13, 2015.
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T 

he US Department of De-
fense’s plan to train and 
equip Sunni Syrian rebels 
to fight the Islamic State 
(ISIS) has met the fate of 

all plans whose military objectives 
did not match political realities. 
The nearly 60 rebels who under-
went extensive vetting and a three-
month training programme were ef-
fectively routed on the battlefield.

Worse, despite assurances that 
US firepower would come to their 
aid, their ambush by al-Nusra Front 
caught American military planners 
by surprise. By the time air cover 
arrived for the Division 30 fighters 
— men who had spent years fight-
ing Assad militias and ISIS — it was 
too little too late.

In 2014, when US President 
Barack Obama presented to the 
US Congress an unprecedented 
plan that would have the Pentagon 
overtly train and equip Syrian Sun-
ni rebels, many doubted he would 
receive requisite approval.

 Sceptics pointed to the lack of 
political resolve on the part of a 
White House that seemed to want 
to court Iran while simultaneous-

ly arming Syrian rebels fighting a 
three-way battle with ISIS, Iranian 
advisers and fighters and Assad re-
gime militias.

The Obama administration cor-
rectly came to the conclusion that 
an expanded military train-and-
equip programme could lay the 
foundation for long-term institu-
tionalised support for Sunni rebels 
who have been battling ISIS since 
early 2014. But the administration 
wrongfully assumed that it could 
somehow adopt a half-measure 
approach to this mission. The au-
thorisation for the programme 
strictly stipulated that trained re-
bels could only target ISIS. It was 
a policy decision wholly detached 
from the most basic rudimentary 
understanding of on-the-ground 
dynamics.

Sunni rebels had long come to as-
sociate ISIS with the Assad regime, 
claiming that ISIS has reserved 
most of its offensives for rebel-held 
territory. Defending their territory 
against Assad militia’s onslaught 
and fighting ISIS were viewed as 
complementary. In Washington, 
White House lawyers warned that 
an overt military effort to support 
the rebels would be tantamount to 
a declaration of war against Syrian 
President Bashar Assad — and, by 
extension, Iran.

Administration insiders be-
gan leaking to US media that they 
feared a potential blowback of 
ratcheting up the heat against Iran 
in Syria at a time when al-Quds 
Force commander Major-General 
Qassem Soleimani was spending a 

considerable amount of time in the 
field.

The programme’s initial objec-
tive of training and equipping 
thousands of fighters by year’s end 
seems laughable. And the delay by 
the White House to authorise pro-
vision of close air support to what 
the Pentagon was calling “the New 
Syrian force” proved deadly for 
the Division 30 rebels as they were 
haphazardly moved into northern 
Syria without adequate coordina-
tion with larger rebel coalitions.

A cursory check of Arabic so-
cial media ought to have triggered 
alarms as threats were being made 
against Division 30 once it was pub-
licly revealed that the unit would 
inaugurate the “New Syrian Force” 
experiment. Sadly, no one in the US 
Central Command took notice.

A better approach would have 
been to work with Gulf allies and 
the Turks to have Division 30 in-
cluded in the mutual defence pact 
among powerful rebel factions that 
could have deterred an al-Nusra 
Front assault. 

But US policy was mired in a 
quixotic legalistic tangle as it 
sought to place a firewall between 
the train-and-equip programme 

from alleged US covert efforts with 
the jointly run Military Operations 
Centre overseeing logistical sup-
port for rebels.

Just a few days after the Divi-
sion 30 debacle, al-Nusra Front 
was forced to vacate its positions in 
northern Aleppo province as part 
of a Turkish-facilitated deal to lay 
the groundwork for establishing 
an ISIS-free “safe zone”. In short, 
from inception to implementation 
of the programme, the glaring mis-
calculations by the Obama admin-
istration’s National Security Coun-
cil and US Department of Defense 
could have been avoided with a 
modicum of common sense.

For starters, the joint operations 
group tasked with providing rapid 
close air support ought to have 
been established prior to the intro-
duction of any force on the ground. 
The Syrian Kurdish Democratic 
Union Party (PYD) has the power to 
coordinate and call in close air sup-

port on short notice.
Sunni rebels ought to have the 

same level of close operational co-
operation with the United States 
and the anti-ISIS coalition.

The Americans could have also 
gleaned lessons learned from the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
coalition train-and-equip effort of 
Yemeni loyalist forces: Namely, 
when you train and equip an asym-
metric local force, you do so with 
the intent of winning and not sim-
ply hoping for a draw.

US Senator John McCain, R-Ariz., 
rightly — and presciently — re-
marked in a Senate hearing in May 
that “refusing support to the forces 
we train is not only ineffective, it is 
immoral.” Gaining local Sunni trust 
and support in the fight against ISIS 
in Syria must be reprioritised.

Accordingly, the US train-and-
equip programme must be wholly 
revamped to avoid a repeat of the 
tragedy that befell the men of Divi-
sion 30, whose trust in a reluctant 
and fickle superpower cost them 
dearly.
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Defense Department analyst. He is 
a private strategic consultant.
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A May 2015 photo of al-Nusra Front members riding on a pick-up truck mounted with an anti-aircraft 
weapon in the Syrian city of Ariha.
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