
2 October 2, 2015

Cover Story Putin on the warpath in Syria

Putin rescues Assad for now but may   escalate war
Beirut

R 

ussian President Vladimir 
Putin has rescued Presi-
dent Bashar Assad, at least 
for now, from a last-ditch 
battle the Syrian dictator 

was unlikely to win but the Russian 
intervention, which Arab sources in 
Beirut say Moscow began planning 
as long ago as June, may escalate the 
Syrian war and bring about a show-
down with the Islamic State (ISIS).

Putin’s deployment of a combat 
air wing to Assad’s main strong-
hold in the Latakia region of north-
western Syria, along with advanced 
air-defence missiles and elite troops 
with tanks, will no doubt ensure 
that Assad’s minority Alawite re-
gime will not fall.

It had looked to be on its last legs 
after a series of major battlefield 
defeats to rebel forces, despite the 
support of Iran’s Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps and about 12,000-
15,000 Shia fighters from Lebanon, 
Iraq, Pakistan and Afghanistan.

The bold and apparently unex-
pected Russian move, which Mos-
cow declared was intended to tackle 
ISIS head-on, incensed the admin-
istration of US President Barack 
Obama, who has long sought to get 
rid of Assad but whose reluctance to 
get involved in another Middle East-
ern war left the door open to Rus-

sian intervention.
Putin and Obama met for 90 min-

utes on September 28th on the side-
lines of the UN General Assembly in 
New York but they settled nothing — 
although they grudgingly conceded 
that they may have no choice but 
to work together to end a war that’s 
well into its fifth year of massacres 
and massive humanitarian upheaval 
in which the United Nations says 
more than 240,000 people have 
died. The most divisive issue re-
mains the ceaseless slaughter in 
Syria, largely by ISIS and the regime, 
the Islamic State’s growing power 
and the mushrooming humanitarian 
catastrophe.

At the centre of the crisis is the 
power struggle between Moscow 
and Washington over what happens 
to Assad and whether he is the cause 
of the problem or part of a solu-
tion. It is this point that determines 
whether the crisis intensifies or di-
minishes in the weeks ahead.

Obama declared the United States 
was willing to work with Moscow 
and Tehran to end the killing in Syr-
ia but that, “after so much carnage”, 
there cannot be “a return to the pre-
war status quo”, meaning no Assad 
in power.

Putin lashed out against the Unit-
ed States. He declared the 2003 US 
invasion of Iraq and the fatal deci-
sion to disband its army of some 
200,000 men who became the gen-
esis of al-Qaeda in Iraq and subse-
quently ISIS, followed by the West-

ern-backed toppling of Muammar 
Qaddafi in Libya in October 2011, 
were the root causes of the ISIS phe-
nomenon.

But Putin has taken a calculated 
gamble with his military interven-
tion in Syria. For one thing, he is 
seeking to divert the world’s atten-
tion from Russia’s controversial 2014 
takeover of Crimea and intervention 
in Ukraine as well as draw his own 
people’s attention from a shrinking 
economy worsened by international 
sanctions over Crimea.

He also wants to exploit the West’s 
failure to restore order in a Middle 
East that has undergone dramatic 
changes since late 2010 or to even 
fully comprehend the consequences 
of those changes.

Putin wants to crush ISIS because 
he faces the prospect that the jihad-
ist caliphate that covers half of Syria 
and one-third of Iraq is reigniting 
the Chechen wars of the 1990s on 
Russia’s southern periphery — not a 
problem the United States faces.

US and NATO officials say the Rus-
sian intervention, which primarily 
involves basing combat jets and at-
tack helicopters at Latakia to sup-

port Syrian regime operations, is 
clearly intended as a long-term de-
ployment to restore Moscow’s influ-
ence in the Middle East and the east-
ern Mediterranean that ended with 
the 1991 Soviet collapse.

The Russian Navy has a depot 
base at Tartus, south of Latakia, 
Russia’s only military facility out-
side the Russian Federation. But 
Moscow has also stepped up its sup-
ply of arms and ammunition for As-
sad’s forces, boosting their firepow-
er at a critical time. The Americans 
predicted the Russians would soon 
launch air strikes against the rebels.

This military lifeline will go a 
long way to countering the regime’s 
chronic lack of manpower — largely 
due to combat losses, desertions and 
widespread draft-dodging — against 
rebel forces that have no shortage 
of jihadist volunteers, most of them 
from outside Syria.

So one consequence will be that 
whatever chance there may have 
been for toppling Assad has evapo-
rated, increasing the prospect that 
Syria will be partitioned, with Assad 
holding Damascus, the Alawite re-
gion and the all-important M5 high-
way linking them.

Russia’s taking a big risk,” warned 
Fawaz Gerges, a Middle East special-
ist at the London School of Econom-
ics. “Syria is a quagmire in which 
everyone’s drowning. Everyone’s 
losing and Syria could prove to be a 
graveyard for Russia’s influence in 
the Middle East.”

Ed Blanche

Everyone’s losing 
and Syria could 
prove to be a 
graveyard for 
Russia’s influence in 
the Middle East

Parsing Putin on Syria

T
he war of words 
between US President 
Barack Obama and 
Russian President 
Vladimir Putin leaves 
little optimism that 

the United States and Russia can 
soon cooperate to de-escalate the 
horrendous civil war in Syria. 
Their differences on the causes 
and nature of the conflict are 
profound, as are their prescrip-
tions for resolving it.

Neither country has the answer 
to Syria’s misery but if a solution 
to Syria is ultimately to be found, 
they are doomed to eventually 
work together.

Speculation has run wild about 
Putin’s motives in deploying 
additional weapons and military 
personnel to Syria. Was he throw-
ing a life jacket to the drowning 
Syrian President Bashar Assad? 
Trying to back foot the United 
States? Changing the subject from 
Ukraine? Shoring up his domestic 
standing? On a multiple-choice 
quiz, the correct answer would be 
“all of the above”.

We can dispense with the more 
alarmist explanations for Putin’s 
motives. The notion that Rus-
sia is establishing a new regional 
dominance is nonsense. Russia’s 
moves in Syria are less a sign of 
Putin’s strength than of Assad’s 
weakness. The vast majority of the 
region’s inhabitants despise As-
sad; if hegemony is Putin’s game, 
he’s playing it in a curious way.

A massive US military footprint 
covers the region. Russia’s region-
al military presence is confined 
to a tiny parcel of land on Syria’s 
western coast. This may be prime 
real estate for protecting Russia’s 
small naval facility at Tartus and 
Assad’s ancestral homeland but it 
is not a platform for regional force 

projection, certainly not with 
the military assets the Russians 
have so far deployed.

Putin’s immediate goal is clearly 
preventing the collapse of the 
Assad regime. Russia’s escala-
tory moves can also be seen as a 
strategic hedge, creating what the 
Soviets called a “correlation of 
forces” allowing Russia to adjust 
to a variety of military and politi-
cal circumstances. Recent Russian 
military moves might therefore be 
explained as a way to shape a more 
favourable outcome for Russian 
interests for whatever diplomatic 
process eventually gets going.

The problem with this logic is 
that the extremism of the Assad 
regime and the Islamic State (ISIS) 
feed on each other. Indeed, nei-
ther would survive long without 
the other. Assad has too much 
blood on his hands to be reha-
bilitated. If Putin is determined to 
prop up a “dead man walking” in 
Damascus at all costs, there is little 
basis for a diplomatic solution in 
Syria.

This scenario would prolong the 
disaster for the Syrian people but 
it’s hardly a slam dunk for Russia, 
either. Russian air power, while it 
can certainly extend the life of the 
Assad regime, cannot ultimately 
save it. And the introduction of 
Russian ground forces into the 
fight risks an Afghanistan-like 
quagmire. In short, there is no 
unilateral solution that Russia can 
impose to end the conflict.

Some Russian diplomats have 
hinted that Putin will ultimately 
be more concerned with prevent-
ing ISIS from further infecting 
the Caucases and Central Asia 
than in saving Assad. To this 
end, Washington should work to 
persuade Moscow that its equi-
ties in Syria would take a haircut 
if it continues to cling to Assad. 
This means continuing to work 
to contain Iran’s role inside Syria, 
highlighting Russia’s increasingly 
direct role in facilitating Assad’s 
indiscriminate killings of his own 
civilian population and increasing 
the tempo of coalition air strikes 
against ISIS.

If Putin does eventually see the 
need to show a degree of flexibil-
ity, it then becomes possible to im-
agine the contours of an eventual 
agreement, although getting there 
will be devilishly difficult: The 

United States would compromise 
on the timing of Assad’s depar-
ture and his ultimate disposition 
so long as he is no longer ruling 
Syria after a short transition, while 
Russia would agree to an outcome 
that removes Assad from power 
through a Syrian-led political pro-
cess rather than by military force.

But while Assad’s disposition is 
certainly critical to Syria’s future, 
the conflict has become much 
bigger than one man. It is time 
for both the United States and 
Russia to admit that the more 
urgent need is to initiate a regional 
process aimed at de-escalating and 
containing the violence in Syria. 
For all their differences, the West, 
the Arab states, Turkey, Russia and 
Iran have a common interest in 
defeating ISIS, maintaining Syria’s 
territorial integrity, reducing the 
flow of refugees and preventing a 
regional conflagration.

At the United Nations, both 
presidents seemed to agree on the 
need for a transition to a new gov-
erning structure in Syria to avoid 
chaos. Obama spoke of negotiating 
a “managed transition” to a post-
Assad government. US Secretary 
of State John Kerry has reasserted 
that Assad must go but suggested 
flexibility on the timing of his 
departure while this transition is 
being negotiated.

But if a great power moment is 
needed to open the door to the 
next round of international diplo-
macy on Syria, it did not happen 
in New York. This highlights the 
conundrum: It is difficult to see 
how Washington and Moscow can 
arrive at a solution on Syria but it 
is nearly impossible to imagine a 
solution without such coopera-
tion. A negotiated outcome would 
give neither Russia nor the United 
States everything it wants but it 
would give the Syrian people and 
their neighbours a light at the end 
of the tunnel that they so desper-
ately need.
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associate and Perry Cammack 
an associate at the Carnegie 
Endowment for International 
Peace.  From 2013-15, they worked 
on the policy-planning staff at the 
US Department of State.
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