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GCC analysts see spectre of Afghanistan in Syria

London

A 

s Russian air strikes en-
tered a second week 
in Syria and Moscow 
announced that “vol-
unteer” ground forces 

would soon join the fight, observ-
ers in Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) states perceive the escalation 
as a last-ditch effort to preserve the 
regime of a long-time Kremlin ally, 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

Russian jets have pounded ar-
eas controlled by the Islamic State 
(ISIS). However, moderate mem-
bers of the Syrian opposition and 
civilians have also been hit during 
Moscow’s bombardments, much 
to the annoyance of Saudi Arabia, 
Turkey and Qatar, the main backers 
of the moderate opposition in Syria.

Speaking at the UN General As-
sembly, Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir said the situation in 
Syria is the worst humanitarian dis-
aster of the current era.

“Yet, the international com-
munity continues to be unable to 
save the Syrian people from the 
killing machine that is being oper-
ated by Bashar al-Assad,” he said, 
underscoring that the conflict has 
claimed more than 240,000 lives 
and driven millions of Syrians from 
the country.

Jubeir called for collective action 
to end the suffering of the Syrian 
people, based on a political solu-
tion as set out in the 2012 Geneva 
communiqué.

He also emphasised that Assad 
and “other perpetrators of crimes” 
should not be part of that process, 

saying: “Those whose hands are 
stained with the blood of the Syr-
ian people” have no place in a “new 
Syria”.

Gulf analysts for the most part 
have been critical of the Russian 
incursion. In a recent column Saudi 
analyst Nawaf Obaid warned: “The 
recent Russian military moves — far 
from leading to the defeat of the 
militant group — have increased the 
risk that the Syrian conflict and the 
fight against ISIS will escalate into a 
full-blown proxy war.”

Jamal Khashoggi, a well-known 
Saudi journalist who covered the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 
(1979-89), cautioned that Russia’s 
involvement in Syria would make 
Assad’s crimes pale in comparison.

“The Russians are ugly in their 
wars,” Khashoggi wrote. “They 
destroy the land and its people 
in order to kill one fighter. This is 
what they did in Afghanistan. They 
displaced 5 million Afghanis from 
their country in one year, making 
them the largest number of refu-
gees from one country.”

However, retired Saudi general 
and military strategist Anwar Es-
hki sees benefits to the Russian in-
tervention in Syria. “The Russian 
operation is complicated because 
of the reality on the ground,” Eshki 
said.

According to Eshki, Russian 
authorities are aware that ISIS’s 
equivalent of minister of defence 
— what they refer to as the “Emir of 
Jihad” — is one of the former Soviet 
Union’s biggest enemies, known as 
Abu Omar al-Shishani.

“Moreover, there are thousands 
of Chechnya fighters in Syria and 
Moscow knows that when the war 
is over these fighters are going to 
go home and turn their attention 

there,” he said.
With regards to the targeting of 

civilians and the moderate oppo-
sition, Eshki said this was due to 
faulty intelligence from pro-Assad 
supporters, including Iran and Hez-
bollah.

“I think it’s important to support 
Russia in removing these terrorists 
from Syria but the concerned Gulf 
states need to be involved in the 
aftermath and work with Russia, 
so not alienating Moscow is impor-
tant,” he added.

However, the prospects of a GCC 
military response is highly unlikely 
according to Fahad Nazer, a politi-
cal analyst at JTG Inc. “Given that 
the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen 
is yet to achieve its objective of re-

storing President [Abd Rabbo Man-
sour] Hadi’s government in Sana’a, 
it seems unlikely that the Saudis 
would become militarily involved 
in Syria in the near future,” Nazer 
said.

“It is one thing for Saudi Arabia 
to fight the Houthis and their allies 
across the border in Yemen. It is 
something very different to project 
its military power into Syria where 
Russia, Iran and Hezbollah are ac-
tively supporting Assad,” he added.

Nazer pointed out that while 
there is wide support in Saudi 
Arabia for diplomatic outreach to 
Russia, Moscow’s recent military 
involvement in Syria has been met 
by dismay by officials and Saudis at 
large.

A consortium of Saudi clerics not 
affiliated with the government is-
sued a religious decree calling for 
jihad against the Assad regime, 
Russia and Iran. The online state-
ment, which echoed the calls for ji-
had during the Soviet Union’s inva-
sion of Afghanistan, was signed by 
a number of scholars with a history 
of opposing the Saudi government.

In October 2013, Saudi Arabia’s 
grand mufti, the kingdom’s high-
est religious authority, urged Sau-
dis to refrain from fighting in Syria. 
Sheikh Abdulaziz al-Sheikh issued 
a fatwa emphasising that jihad in 
Syria was “not obligatory”.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

US Secretary of State John Kerry (R) meets with Adel al-Jubeir, Minister of Foreign Affairs of Saudi 
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Fear of ISIS, emboldened Israel, shape Egypt’s stance on Syria

Cairo

F 

ear of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) seeping out of Syria 
and into Jordan and conse-
quently near Egypt’s bor-
ders has pushed Cairo to 

lobby for restoring Syrian statehood 
and shoring up the legitimate gov-
ernment in Damascus, analysts say.

There are also fears in Cairo that 
the collapse of Syria’s army will 
create a much weaker Arab front 
against Israel.

“The collapse of the Syrian Army 
and the destruction of Syria’s state 
institutions just mean that an im-
portant regional player is totally out 
of the power game in this region,” 
Egypt’s former foreign minister 
Mohamed al-Orabi said. “This will 
leave the Egyptian Army with the 
burden of defending Arab interests 
alone.”

Egypt has viewed the Syrian Army 
as an integral part of its power. 
When it launched a military offen-
sive against Israel in 1973 to recap-
ture the Sinai peninsula, occupied 
by Israel in 1967, Cairo acted in co-
ordination with Syria, which staged 
an offensive to recapture the Golan 
Heights, occupied by Israel six years 
earlier. The countries also used to 
have a common defence pact.

Egypt signed a peace treaty with 
Israel in 1978 and has maintained 
the peace with the Jewish state, 
even though in a cold manner. How-
ever, there are few illusions in Egypt 
about the peace. Some Egyptians 
say the peace treaty can falter any 
time, especially if Israel tries to re-
occupy Sinai.

By bucking a general anti-Syri-
an President Bashar Assad trend, 

though, Egypt may be jeopardising 
its ties with important Arab allies, 
including Saudi Arabia, which gave 
Egypt billions of dollars in aid, keep-
ing it afloat during its political and 
economic turmoil in the past two 
years.

Saudi Arabia and regional allies 
Qatar and Turkey have been arming 
and training the Syrian opposition 
since the beginning of the Syrian 
civil war. The three countries con-
sider Shia Iran-backed Assad to be at 
the centre of a Sunni-Shia regional 

struggle for supremacy.
The three countries have called 

for Assad’s removal from power but 
that is not the view generally held in 
decision-making centres in Cairo.

Orabi says Egypt is least con-
cerned about whether Assad stays 
in power or leaves.

“Egypt only works to protect Syria 
as a state, whose collapse will cause 
many problems to Egypt,” he said.

Political science Professor Walid 
Kazziha, of the American University 
in Cairo, says a power vacuum in 
Syria would allow the country to fall 
into the hands of terrorist organisa-
tions.

“Libya provides us with a strong 
example about how countries turn 
to chaos when the central govern-
ment falls down,” said Kazziha.

To prevent this vacuum, Egypt 
talks to regional players, tries to 
convince the Syrian opposition to 
have a unified stance and also ap-
parently is in communication with 
the government in Damascus.

Syrian intelligence chief Ali Mam-
louk was in Cairo in September. In 
an interview a few weeks ago, Assad 
referred to the presence of security 
coordination between his regime 
and Egypt.

There have also been media re-
ports about shipments of Egyptian 
missiles and ammunition sent to As-
sad by sea. Cairo has not confirmed 
such reports. If they prove to be 
true, they would mark a clear policy 
shift on Syria.

The Muslim Brotherhood whole-
heartedly backed the Syrian opposi-
tion against Assad. In October 2012, 
Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood-affil-
iated president Muhammad Morsi 
severed diplomatic ties with Damas-
cus and announced full support for 
the anti-Assad opposition.

That Morsi’s regime and his Mus-
lim Brotherhood movement sent ji-
hadists and arms to the opposition 
was confirmed in 2012 by Safwat 
Hegazi, a preacher and a strong sup-
porter of Morsi, who is now in jail.

The change of mind in Cairo, 
meanwhile, is based on national 
fears that, with Assad’s army wiped 
out, ISIS may have an easy ride 
through the heart of Jordan and into 
Egypt’s Sinai through the Gulf of 
Aqaba.

Egypt fights against an ISIS sur-
rogate in Sinai already. Called Sinai 
Province, the militant group has at-
tacked army troops and police in the 
north-eastern peninsula for almost 
two years. It wants to create an Is-
lamic caliphate in Sinai.

“With ISIS taking root and grow-
ing in neighbouring Libya, Egypt 
has reasons to fear from more ISIS 
terrorists arriving in from Jordan in 
case Syria falls down,” security ex-
pert Khaled Okasha said.

This might explain repeated meet-
ings between Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi and King Abdul-
lah II of Jordan since the Egyptian 
leader came to power in June 2014. 
They met ten times from June 2014 
through May 2015.

A few months ago, Egypt’s former 
foreign minister Ahmed Aboul Gheit 
called for the deployment of the 
Egyptian Army in Jordan if ISIS at-
tacked the Hashemite kingdom.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (C), Defence Minister 
Sedki Sobhi and Chief of Staff Mahmoud Hegazy visit the 
Unknown Soldier Memorial, in commemoration of the 1973 
October War, in Cairo, on October 4, 2015.
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