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In Syria, US and 
Russia edge closer 
to collision

Beirut

A 

s a government offensive 
escalates across north-
ern and central Syria, the 
United States and Russia 
appear to be edging closer 

to confrontation in the complex con-
flict as US aircraft dropped 50 tonnes 
of ammunition to rebel groups bat-
tling forces loyal to Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad with tank-killing 
missiles while Russian warplanes 
stepped up anti-rebel air strikes.

US officials stressed that Octo-
ber 12th airdrops to the rebels were 
not in areas where Russian jets are 
launching air strikes that are helping 
to save Assad’s beleaguered regime 
from collapse after four-and-a-half 
years of fighting.

Military sources told The Arab 
Weekly that large quantities of US-
made TOW anti-tank missiles, main-
ly taken from Saudi Arabia’s vast 
stocks, provided to the northern re-
bels have been responsible for halt-
ing regime armoured forces.

The US action to bolster the rebels 
fighting the Islamic State (ISIS) group 
in northern Syrian puts American 
aircraft squarely in the war zone, as 
Washington shifts its strategy to sup-
port so-called moderate rebel forces 
to directly arming these fighters 
inside Syria after scrapping a $500 
million programme to train a rebel 
army. That effort was undermined 
by a series of humiliating setbacks.

The United States, which heads 
a coalition conducting air strikes 
against ISIS in Syria, says some of its 
aircraft have had close encounters 
with Russian Sukhoi jets as the skies 
above Syria become increasingly 
crowded.

If nothing else, the Americans 
have been increasingly pressured 
into taking direct action in a war in 
which US President Barack Obama 
has sought to avoid entanglement 
but must now counter Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin’s bold inter-

vention that led to basing Russian 
warplanes and attack helicopters in 
north-western Syria to provide close 
air support to Assad’s forces.

On the diplomatic front, Putin has 
sought to reach out to Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates, key 
backers of the “moderate” rebels, 
Assad’s virulent foes, being pounded 
by Russian jets. Not surprisingly, Pu-
tin’s approaches have received the 
cold shoulder.

The Russian blitz began on Sep-
tember 30th, largely targeting re-
bel forces supported by the United 
States, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and its 
Gulf partners. It included 26 cruise 
missiles fired from warships in Cas-
pian Sea on October 7th.

“The strikes demonstrate that 
Russia’s naval assets give it power to 
hit targets in Iraq,” observed the US-
based global security consultancy 
Stratfor. Russian inroads in Iraq are 
also challenging US influence there.

The US airdrops in Syria began on 
October 11th, nearly two weeks after 
Putin abruptly raised the stakes in 
the confusing, multi-sided conflict 
by launching the Russian air assault, 
the first time Russia has been in-
volved in combat outside the former 
Soviet Union since the Red Army’s 
disastrous 1979-89 foray into Af-
ghanistan.

Obama, seemingly anxious to 
adjust his controversial hands-off 
strategy in Syria to avoid yet another 
Middle Eastern entanglement as the 
US withdraws from the region after 
calamitous wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, now seeks to achieve some suc-
cess in northern Syria.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly.
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On the diplomatic 
front, Putin has 
sought to reach out 
to Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE.

Tunisia after the Nobel Peace Prize

Tunis

F 

or many Tunisians, the 
first reaction after learn-
ing, on October 9th, that 
four of their fellow citizens 
were to receive the Nobel 

Peace Prize was disbelief. Two of 
the prize recipients, Tunisian Bar 
Association President Mohamed 
Fadhel Mahfoudh and Tunisian Hu-
man Rights League President Ab-
dessattar Ben Moussa, interviewed 
by The Arab Weekly, admitted to 
reacting the same way.

Past the element of surprise, they 
started to deal with their unexpect-
ed vantage point. Even if Tunisia 
has gained a lot of world attention 
since the 2011 uprising, its current 
stature is unprecedented. It is today 
in the global spotlight. The views 
of its laureates are widely coveted. 
Ben Moussa disclosed that the prize 

recipients have been approached 
for advice by many, including Lib-
ya’s new transitional government.

The newly gained attention is re-
kindling national pride with Tuni-
sians remembering that their coun-
try, heir to ancient Carthage, is no 
stranger to glory. The prize was “in-
tended for all of Tunisia, a country 
which may be small in geographic 
size but has a great history and deep-
rooted civilisation”, Mahfoudh said.

Many are hoping that amid an 
economic slump and terrorist peril, 
the Nobel Peace Prize could be a 
game changer. Mahfoudh says the 
prize has already given Tunisians 
a “dose of optimism”. But beyond 
that, Ben Moussa wants both the 
government and civilian society “to 
seek dividends for the country from 
this prize”.

Many of these dividends depend 
on the West. The Tunisian story 
with the West is complicated.

It at times sounds like unrequited 
love. The country’s first president, 

Habib Bourguiba, a staunchly pro-
Western leader, even had day-
dreams about Tunisia sliding across 
the sea towards Switzerland.

During the last few years Tuni-
sians have been expecting more 

from the West than symbolic ges-
tures and gap-fill loans. The Nobel 
Peace Prize has reinforced such ex-
pectations.

Ben Moussa says the West “is not 
doing enough” to assist Tunisia. 

It could, for instance, he says, do 
more to help the country bring back 
tourists and attract investors and 
provide more technical assistance 
for it to meet its security challenge.

While it intends to carry that 
message to the outside world, the 
National Dialogue Quartet is deter-
mined to continue assuming its his-
toric role at home. Ben Moussa said 
he expects the National Dialogue to 
remain “a force of suggestion” and 
“moral pressure” but not transform 
into an institution. “Civil society 
protects democracy and curtails the 
deviations of politicians,” he said.

Oussama Romdhani is 
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab Weekly.

Oussama Romdhani

On a rainy autumn day, a Syrian rides a bicycle with 
his two daughters sitting in a plastic container behind 
him in Kafr Batna in the rebel-held Eastern Ghouta 
on October 9th. With the Syrian war in its fifth year, 
Ghouta, once an agricultural belt around Damascus, has 
been devastated, like other Syrian cities. Garbage litters 
the streets, which are flooded by sewage, and many 
districts remain without power, fuel, food, medicine or 
water. They are often deserted as inhabitants have fled. 
For those remaining, life does go on.
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