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Assad reels from rebel blows 
as Russia steps up aid
Beirut

T 

he pressure on President 
Bashar Assad’s regime in 
Damascus is growing by 
the day as diplomatic ef-
forts to end the long Syri-

an war appear to be faltering. Sunni 
rebel forces have the momentum, 
even as Russia, Assad’s ally, steps 
up military aid to his loyalists.

In the north-west, the heartland 
of Assad’s Alawite sect, the Army of 
Conquest, one of the main rebel al-
liances, has secured Idlib province 
and is pushing towards the strategic 
Sahl al-Ghab plain in neighbouring 
Hama province that is the gateway 
to Assad’s stronghold in Latakia.

The rebels face a substantial re-
gime force with tanks and heavy 
artillery, but they are maintaining 
their advance. In the north-east, 
the Kurdish People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) have taken control of 
most of Hasakah city.

Al-Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian 
wing, and other rebels belonging 
to the Army of Conquest overran 
the regime’s last air base in Idlib at 
Abu Duhour on September 9th, af-
ter a two-year siege. Idlib becomes 
the second of Syria’s 14 provinces 
to be seized by rebels. Raqqa prov-
ince fell to the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
2014.

In the south, ISIS is threatening 
the M5 highway, the main artery be-
tween Damascus and loyalist forces 
in the north-west and the strategic 
ports of Latakia and Tartus.

The government has never relin-
quished this key link, considered 
the “spinal column of the regime”, 
since the war began in March 2011. If 
it is lost, Damascus will be isolated, 
its supply lines cut. Meantime, ISIS 
is inching forward into Damascus 
from the south and is reported to be 
to within 5 km of the city centre.

“This is the closest ISIS has ever 
been to the heart of Damascus,” 
said Rami Abdurrahman, head of 

the Britain-based Syrian Observa-
tory for Human Rights.

On September 7th, ISIS was re-
ported to be overrunning the last 
oilfield still in state hands, the Jazal 
field which is north-west of Palmy-
ra, seized by the jihadists in May, 
and close to Syria’s main gas fields.

In the west, the Syrian army, 
backed by a large Hezbollah force, 
has been battling for two months to 
seize the rebel-held city of Zabadani 
on the Lebanon border. The rebels 
are holding out, but Tehran needs 
Syria to control the corridor into 
Lebanon to supply Hezbollah with 
weapons to challenge Israel.

Russia’s military support cannot 
come too soon for the regime, which 
can be expected to retaliate for rebel 
advances with its scorched-earth 
strategy of indiscriminate bombing 
and starving rebel-held areas.

The Russian intervention appar-
ently involves deploying military 
advisers and boosting arms ship-
ments. Although it does not include 
combat troops, it still represents a 
significant intervention by Moscow.

This may prevent Assad’s regime, 
plagued by worsening manpower 
shortages, from collapsing. But it 
will not necessarily end the war and 
could drag Moscow into a messy 
conflict while provoking jihadist at-
tacks inside Russia.

For Western powers, Assad’s re-
gime is not the primary problem. 
Their enemy is ISIS. In recent days, 
Britain, France and Australia have 
all stepped up their limited air op-
erations against ISIS or are moving 
in that direction.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has 
covered Middle Eastern affairs 
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.
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Aylan tragedy only boosts Syrians’ German dream

London

F 

ar from discouraging Syr-
ian dreams of making 
Germany their new home, 
the tragic picture of tod-
dler Aylan Kurdi dead face 

down on a Turkish beach intensi-
fied the flow of refugees attempting 
the dangerous crossing to Greece in 
search of a better life in Europe. It 
also stirred the reflexes of welcome 
and solidarity among Germans and 
other Europeans.

“We took this horrific, dangerous 
journey because we wanted to make 
our children’s lives easier, safer and 
better. There is no future in Syria for 
our children,” a 25-year-old Syrian 
refugee, the mother of two young 
children, told Doctors without Bor-
ders on her arrival at the Greek is-
land of Kos from Turkey. This was 
a crossing that Aylan and his family 
did not survive.

Aylan’s picture encapsulated 
the drama of the Syrian refugees’ 
journey and has had strong reper-
cussions on Europe’s migrant pol-
icy, with France, Britain and other 
countries announcing they would 

accept more refugees.
Germany, which has said it expects 

to receive 800,000 migrants in 2015, 
announced that it was prepared to 
accept more in the long term.

“I believe we could certainly 

deal with something in the order of 
500,000 for a few years. I have no 
doubt about it — maybe even more,” 
said German Vice-Chancellor Sigmar 
Gabriel in a September 8th interview 
with Germany’s ZDF television.

Europe’s doors have opened a lit-
tle wider as daily more migrants con-
tinue to reach Greek shores. About 
30,000 refugees are estimated to be 
in Greece, with 20,000 on Lesbos — 
an island that has a resident popula-
tion of 85,000.

About 230,000 refugees have ar-
rived in Greece this year, most of 
whom will only stay in the country 
for a matter of weeks before begin-
ning the arduous journey through 
Macedonia and Serbia to reach Hun-

gary, gateway to the European Un-
ion’s border-free Schengen zone.

From there, they will travel to 
Central and Western Europe, with 
many Syrian refugees looking for-
ward to a new life in Germany, 
which has been welcoming them 
with open arms.

In addition to the official policy in 
Berlin, German citizens have been 
largely welcoming of the migrants, 
including organising reception com-
mittees at train stations.

Even German football clubs are 
getting in on the act, with Bundes-
liga champions FC Bayern Munich 
announcing it will set up a “training 
camp” for refugees and donate $1.2 
million to refugee projects.

“Bayern sees it as its social respon-
sibility to help the refugees,” club 
Chief Executive Officer Karl-Heinz 
Rummenigge said.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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A military jet and other equipment seized by rebels when they captured the Syrian government’s Abu 
Duhour air base, on September 9th.

Syrian refugees at the train station in Saalfeld, central Germany.
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