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Syria is low on Obama’s priority list

U 

S President Barack 
Obama has a blunt 
message for the 
people of Syria: 
Your plight is 
“heartbreaking” but 

climate change and a nuclear-free 
Iran are higher on my priority list.

Long criticised for indecisive-
ness and lack of leadership on the 
most bloody and complex war in 
recent history, the US president 
explained his rationale for not 
getting involved more closely in 
an unusually testy television 
interview two weeks after Russia 
changed the geopolitical balance 
in Syria with an intervention 
reminiscent of the Cold War.

Obama reacted with obvious 
irritation to a remark by his 
interviewer, Steve Kroft of CBS, 
that his leadership role in the 
Middle East was being challenged 
by Russian President Vladimir 
Putin. “My definition of leader-
ship would be leading on climate 
change,” Obama responded. “My 
definition of leadership is 
mobilising the entire world 
community to make sure that Iran 
doesn’t get a nuclear weapon.”

In contrast, he said, Putin had 
shown his leadership at home by 
running Russia’s economy into 
the ground and abroad by having 
to send troops to Syria to prop up 
his only ally in the Middle East, 
Bashar Assad. The argument that 
Putin made his move in Syria to 
deflect attention from Russia’s 

economic problems is part of 

administration talking points 
predicting that Putin’s venture 
could end as badly as his Soviet 
predecessors’ long war in Afghan-
istan. Perhaps.

But Washington predictions on 
the course of events in Syria must 
be taken with more than a pinch 
of salt — there is a long trail of 
misjudgments and wrong fore-
casts that have prompted critics 
to say the Obama administration’s 
Syria policies have been based on 
fantasy and wishful thinking. 
That began even before peaceful 
pro-democracy protests morphed 
into an armed uprising and later 
into a multisided war. In March, 
2011, Obama’s then secretary of 
state, Hillary Clinton, described 
Assad as a reformer.

Later that year, conventional 
wisdom in Washington held that 
the Syrian leader’s days were 
numbered. One senior official 
handling Syrian affairs, Frederic 
Hof, called Assad a “dead man 
walking”.

Team Obama did no better in its 

assessment of the Islamic State 
(ISIS), a group the president 
dismissively likened to a junior 
varsity basketball team in January 
2014, just a few days after the 
militants overran the Iraqi city of 
Falluja at the beginning of a 
lightning campaign to seize large 
parts of Iraq and Syria, where 
they established a de facto capital 
in the city of Raqqa.

The administration vastly 
underestimated the strength and 
appeal of ISIS and overestimated 
the prospects of identifying, 
arming and training “moderate” 
fighters who could put enough 
military pressure on the Assad 
regime to bring it to the negotiat-
ing table. Obama pulled the plug 
on the $500 million programme 
on October 9th, after the military 
conceded it had resulted in 
training just a handful of fighters.

In an interview aired two days 
after the end of the programme 
was announced, Obama said he 
had been sceptical “from the 
get-go” about the notion of 

raising a proxy army but gave the 
green light anyway as an experi-
ment.

Was the long string of misjudg-
ment on Syria the result of 
“magical thinking,” as some 
critics insist, or flawed intelli-
gence from a complicated 
battlefield where 7,000 different 
groups are active? (The number 
comes from the Carter Center, a 
think-tank). The Pentagon and 
lawmakers have begun looking for 
an answer to this question.

The Pentagon investigation is 
being conducted by its inspector 
general and was prompted by 
complaints from 50 intelligence 
analysts working for the US 
military’s Central Command. 
They claim that senior officers 
manipulated assessment of the 
fight against ISIS and the Syrian 
al-Qaeda affiliate, Jabhat al-
Nusra, to fit the administration’s 
reports of progress in the fight 
against them.

Meanwhile, lawmakers on the 
intelligence committees of the 
House of Representatives and the 
Senate — both Republican-led — 
are looking at reports that the 
United States’ vast intelligence 
apparatus had been taken by 
surprise by the speed and magni-
tude of the Russian intervention. 
According to one account, 
America’s spies had predicted 
more Russian training and arms 
rather than direct intervention.

How and when the Syrian 
nightmare will end is anyone’s 
guess but it seems like a safe bet 
that the Syrian tragedy will leave 
a dark stain on Obama’s foreign 
policy legacy.

Bernd Debusmann is a writer 
on foreign affairs based in 
Washington. He has reported from 
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civil war in Lebanon.
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T 

he US Defense Depart-
ment is scrapping a con-
troversial $500 million 
programme to create a 
5,000-strong rebel force 

to fight in Syria’s increasingly 
complex civil war after a series of 
humiliating blunders led to the ad-
mission that the ambitious opera-
tion was a dismal failure, reflecting 
the Americans’ confused policy in 
a bewildering conflict that epito-
mises the chaos in the region.

US generals have admitted that 
only “four or five” of the first batch 
of 54 fighters actually saw com-
bat and were killed or captured by 
al-Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian 
wing, in July. The second 70-per-
son group handed over its US-sup-
plied weapons to a-Nusra to avoid 
capture.

The Americans now say that 
instead of building their own re-
bel army, the putative New Syrian 
Forces (NSF), they will focus on 
a far more modest undertaking: 
training a cadre of leaders to em-
bed with Arab and Kurdish organi-
sations that have succeeded in giv-
ing the jihadists of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) a bloody nose.

The US move reflects the disarray 
among Western and Arab powers in 
their fractious involvement in the 
complex Syrian war, particularly 
since the Russians launched a mili-
tary intervention to save Assad’s 
battered and beleaguered regime.

It also underlines how badly the 
United States was wrong-footed by 
Russia’s military intervention in 
September and its campaign of air 
strikes against rebel forces and is 

now scrambling to stitch an effec-
tive strategy in Syria, something it 
has consistently failed to do since 
the conflict erupted in March 2011.

The train-and-equip programme, 
the most visible aspect of US sup-
port for the Syrian rebels, was 
launched by the Pentagon in De-
cember 2014. The operation, which 
began in May, was to produce 
5,400 fighters, which would mean 
it would cost nearly $10 million for 
every trained fighter. In the end it 
only produced a handful of bum-
bling rebels.

“I don’t think at all that this was 
a case of poor execution,” Christine 
E. Wormuth, the undersecretary of 

defence for policy at the Pentagon, 
said October 9th. “It was inherently 
a very, very complex mission.”

So what went wrong? Partly it 
was because the programme was 
mandated to produce rebels to fight 
the Islamic State (ISIS) group that 
is virulently anti-American, rather 
than topple Assad — underlining 
one of the most basic flaws in the 
Obama administration’s confused 
and hyper-cautious policy on Syria.

“It was doomed to fail with these 
restrictions,” said US Senator Lind-
sey Graham, R-S.C., one of the most 
vociferous critics of Obama’s risk-
averse Syria policy.

Critics argue that the programme 

was doomed because the process of 
vetting candidates for training was 
concentrated on building up forces 
to fight ISIS only, rather than As-
sad’s regime, which most Syrians 
consider to be the greater enemy. 
In that sense, the train-and-equip 
programme was also an intelligence 
failure.

The new US plan to focus on aid-
ing a small number of Arab and 
Kurdish rebel groups that have 
proven their combat capabilities 
against ISIS, is likely to be burdened 
with the same problems.

The United States’ refusal to 
provide rebel groups with surface-
to-air missiles, for fear they would 

end up in jihadist hands, has alien-
ated many insurgents with little 
defence against Syrian air raids. 
With the Russians now hammering 
rebel forces from the air as well, the 
United States’ standing is likely to 
fall even further if it sticks to that 
decision.

The CIA began its own covert 
programme in 2013 to train, fund 
and arm the Free Syrian Army fight-
ing Assad’s regime, with no special 
focus on ISIS. Some 10,000 rebels 
have been trained, although the 
scale of the operation, based in Jor-
dan, is not clear.

“Though it is a less ambitious 
programme than the one involving 
the NSF… the CIA operation has had 
considerable success generating 
pressure on Assad’s forces,” the US-
based global security consultancy 
Stratfor observed.

“This programme, with its large 
supply of TOW anti-tank guided 
munitions, is a key tool the US can 
use to pressure the Assad govern-
ment, and even discourage a more 
active Russian ground deployment 
in Syria.”

It, too, has been plagued by prob-
lems, although none as catastroph-
ic as those that beset the army’s 
training programme. Some CIA-
trained rebels defected to jihadist 
groups and others have been cap-
tured. “Probably 60% to 80% of the 
arms that America has shovelled in 
have gone to al-Qaeda and its affili-
ate,” observed Joshua Landis, an 
expert on Syria with the University 
of Oklahoma.
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