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Moscow has only
a bombing strategy

R
ussia’s putative war 
on the Islamic State 
(ISIS) was revealed 
as a charade as soon 
as the first bombs 
were dropped. At 

least 80% of the air strikes have 
targeted anti-regime targets 
other than ISIS, by some esti-
mates, paving the way for Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s forces 
to retake territory.

The Russian line about fight-
ing “terrorists” is disconcertingly 
reminiscent of former president 
George W. Bush’s “war on terror”, 
a term so vague as to be applied 
to any enemy of convenience. 
In this case, all opposition to the 
Assad regime, including main-
stream groups which are fight-
ing ISIS, qualify simply by being 
Sunni Muslims.

For the Gulf Arab states, Rus-
sia’s military offensive and diplo-
matic overtures reflect a strength-
ened alliance involving not just 
Syria but Iran as well. In recent 
days, Saudi commentators have 
repeated warnings about a “Farsi 
crescent” encompassing Yemen, 
Iran, Iraq and Syria. For many 
of the Gulf monarchies, Russia’s 
muscle has been thrown behind 
a potentially existential threat to 
regional stability.

Under those circumstances, 
the recent meetings among Saudi 
Arabian, US and Russian envoys 
fit the same 4-year-old pattern 
of talking for talking’s sake, with 
little prospect of a multilateral 
accord on Syria’s plight. In Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia’s Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir reiterated that no 
diplomatic solution is possible as 
long as Assad remains in power.

As Russia boasts of more than 
280 air strikes within three days, 
the Saudi refusal of diplomatic 
overtures is in part strategic and 
also stems from an unwilling-
ness to compromise while the 
Russian-backed regime is tem-
porarily at an advantage. For 

most of the Gulf, a peace 
settlement in Syria while 
Iran and its allies are in 
the ascendant is simply 
untenable.

The demand that 
Assad depart office is 
not simply a procedural 
point. There is a deep 
personal animosity be-
tween the Saudi monar-
chy and the embattled 
Syrian president. That 

rift was on full display in 2008 
as Damascus and Riyadh sparred 
over influence in Beirut, and 

Assad’s derogatory comments 
about other Arab leaders, includ-
ing Saudi Arabia’s now-deceased 
King Abdullah, were uncharac-
teristically made public. Well 
before the revolution, Assad had 
marginalised himself from the 
ranks of other Arab autocrats.

The irony is that there is a real 
shared interest in opposing ISIS. 
Syria and, to an extent, Iraq are 
broken states that cannot control 
their own territory; Russia, like 
many European countries, faces 
a domestic threat from a radical 
fringe and ISIS’s rabid anti-Shia 
ideology threatens Iran’s allies 
across the region.

Yet arguably the Gulf Arab 
states face the most dangerous 
threat as ISIS tries to challenge 
the governing legitimacy of the 
monarchs. The recent suicide 
bombing at a mosque in south-
east Saudi Arabia, claimed by 
ISIS, is only the latest punc-
tuation mark. States across the 
MENA region, including Tunisia, 
must contend with a radicalised 
fringe drawn to a spurious cali-
phate.

Russia’s heavy-handed entry 
into the fray has, for the time 
being, ruined chances of effective 
coordination. Along with the air 
strikes targeting Syria’s opposi-
tion forces — many of which the 
Gulf states led by Saudi Arabia 
and Qatar have supported with 
funds and materiel — Moscow has 
conducted a misinformation cam-
paign that continues to insist this 
is a war against ISIS.

Credibility is sorely lacking. 
The proposal, endorsed by Assad, 
of fresh elections is a farce in a 
country divided by battle fronts 
rather than voting districts. Im-
probably, Russia has blamed the 
United States for its inability to 
support Free Syrian Army groups, 
even as it bombs them.

The timidity of US Middle East 
policy opened a door for Russia 
to overreach in Syria. The Gulf 
states may see Moscow as a new 
foe in the regional contest for 
power with Iran, yet caution is 
warranted. Neither Russia nor As-
sad’s Syria has a strategy for win-
ning, only a strategy for bombing, 
with all of the consequent civilian 
deaths that entails.

Jeremy Walden-Schertz is the 
former comment editor for The 
National in Abu Dhabi and a 
recent graduate of the School 
of Global Policy and Strategy at 
the University of California, San 
Diego.
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M 

ore than 670,000 refugees have made the danger-
ous journey across the Mediterranean in 2015 and 
at least 2,800 have died in the process, according 
to the UN refugee agency (UNHCR).

As winter approaches, temperatures are drop-
ping in Europe and conditions for migration are 

becoming even more treacherous. However, the flow of desperate 
refugees is relentless. Fears over impending winter weather might be 
spurring even more Syrians, Iraqis and others to undertake the 
arduous journey from Turkey to Greece and then across the Balkans 
to Austria and Germany before temperatures dramatically fall.

The initial factors that forced refugees to flee their homes — war 
and escalating bloodshed — continue unabated. The new Russian 
bombing campaign could force tens of thousands more refugees to 
flee Syria, especially from hard-hit Aleppo province.

The predicament of the migrants as winter approaches is further 
complicated by the inability of the European Union to agree on an 
efficient system that allows for the quick relocation of refugees.

European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker warned that 
urgent, coordinated measures needed to be taken to cope with the 
escalating crisis, the worst of its kind since the second world war. 
“Every day counts,” he said. “Otherwise we will soon see families in 
cold rivers in the Balkans perish miserably.”

Each week seems to bring a new episode of European squabbling, 
finger-pointing and attempts to block the flow of migrants. Slovenia 
recently said it was considering erecting a fence on its border with 
Croatia to stem the flow of migrants; Hungary already has erected one 
blocking access to its territory for refugees.

Many European countries that are better disposed to welcome 
migrants seem overwhelmed by the flow of refugees and are not able 
to provide adequate housing before the onset of winter. Authorities 
in Germany and Austria have been struggling to find permanent 
housing even for those who have been granted asylum.

Some refugees are still in tents — some not heated — despite falling 
temperatures. And colder weather is yet to come. Reuters reports that 
refugees took to the streets to protest against sleeping in unheated 
tents.

“As winter looms, the sight of thousands of refugees sleeping rough 
as they make their way through Europe represents a damning 
indictment of the EU’s failure to offer a coordinated response to the 
refugee crisis,” said John Dalhuisen of Amnesty International.

The task of many European governments is complicated by 
xenophobic movements trying to stir up feelings of intolerance in 
host communities.

In Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Jordan, millions of displaced people 
will again experience rain, cold and snow in inadequate shelter. The 
UNHCR already warns that its winter programmes are underfunded. 
Thousands run the risk of spending the winter without heating or 
cooking fuel and warm housing. Tens of thousands of vulnerable 
refugees may not survive the winter without the necessary help.

Middle East refugees need 
help facing harsh winter


