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Opinion

A  

chain of poor 
decisions that 
alienated Russia is 
backfiring on 
Washington.

Russia’s boots-on-
the-ground intervention in Syria 
shouldn’t have been a surprise to 
the West. Washington surely must 
be questioning its own wisdom 
over striking an agreement with 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, which gave the Ameri-
cans a key Turkish airbase, as few 
geopolitical experts disagree that 
this was the spark that ignited 
Russian President Vladimir 
Putin’s wrath.

US President Barack Obama, a 
man parodied by his own comical 
red lines in Syria, which he didn’t 
even respect himself, had crossed 
a red line of Putin’s. That decision 
will grow like an ugly wart on 
Obama’s legacy and be soon 
etched into the history books of 
why the United States failed in 
Syria.

In reality there were many 
mistakes. One could go as far back 
as Afghanistan, which may have 
been a “victory” of sorts for the 
hardliners in Washington at the 
time but was always going to be a 
short-term one in terms of cold 
war battles.

More recently, Putin was 
enraged by what he felt was a 
betrayal by the West, which 
managed to wrangle a UN deci-
sion in Libya to enforce a no-fly 
zone. That move ended up being a 
free-for-all for France, the United 
Kingdom and the United States to 
plough ahead with an ill-con-
ceived plan to back rebels and 
oust Muammar Qaddafi, who 
remarkably became the buddy of 
the United Kingdom and the 

European Union a few 
years earlier when it 
suited them to bring 
him in from the cold.

But will the West ever 
bring Putin closer to its 
fold?

It’s often projected by 
Western media that 
Putin is a sort of bully 
who likes being on the 
fringe. Few could forget 
his gung-ho comments 

in August 2008 when the Euro-
pean Union had the temerity to 

question his legitimacy in 
invading Georgia. “I have no 
problem with restarting a cold 
war,” he calmly replied, knowing 
this would swiftly silence the 
foreign policy lapdogs in the 
European Commission. Like 
puppies kicked by a new owner, 
they quietened and sulked.

In many respects this is what we 
have unfolding in Syria. Remark-
ably though it seems to be getting 
personal. Putin has shown that he 
is going to support Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad no matter what 
and will not allow US foreign 
policy to ridicule him once again 
after Libya. Even though Iran is a 
major supporter of Syria in terms 
of proxy militias, it is Russia that 
holds the real power — both in 
military might and an important 
veto at the UN Security Council.

It is early days and many 
questions arise about the Russian 
intervention, with the United 
States allegedly arming the Kurds 
and Russia playing the ace card 
with reports of Cubans about to 

arrive in Syria.
Are the Russians spreading 

their wings in the Middle East and 
using Syria to showcase them-
selves as a regional superpower 
that Arab regimes might want to 
align themselves with? You bet.

Does it mean that as a pure act 
of petulance, Assad will stay in 
power for decades just to prove a 
point? Possibly.

Are the Gulf Arabs likely to arm 
their opposition fighters in Syria 
with upgraded weapons? Likely.

What about on the ground? 
After only a couple of weeks, the 
victories are not so easy to gauge 
in the fog of war. Remarkably, 
despite many advances the Syrian 
regime has made with the support 
of Russian air power, it has also 
incurred considerable losses.

But even with all that, Assad’s 
campaign does not seem to be 
working, according to a report by 
the Institute for the Study of War 
(ISW).

“The Syrian regime has not 
gained much terrain in the first 

week of its large-scale ground 
offensive against rebel forces, 
despite support from intensified 
Russian air strikes and hundreds 
of Iranian proxy reinforcements,” 
said Chris Kozak, a Syria research 
analyst at the ISW in Washington. 
“Operations against the Syrian 
opposition will likely prove 
harder and slower than antici-
pated by either Russia or Iran.”

Either way, it’s clear we are in 
for a longer war than anticipated 
and all that has happened by 
Washington’s policy decisions is 
that Assad’s reign has been 
enforced. Perhaps soon the 
Americans will realise that Assad 
should never been the prism of 
hatred in Washington and that 
Putin is the cowboy in the black 
hat who has nothing to lose and is 
the real danger.

Martin Jay is a senior writer and 
associate editor at Newsweek 
Middle East and is based in 
Beirut. Follow him on Twitter: 
@MartinRJay.
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Russian air force crew stand next to a fighter jet in preparation for a combat mission at Hamim 
airbase, Syria, on October 22nd.
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S 

yrian President Bashar 
Assad has finally 
discovered that Iran is 
not a charity. He only 
realised this after 
Tehran demanded 

financial compensation for every 
dollar it had spent on his regime 
after he had been under the 
impression that what he has done 
to further Iran’s expansionist 
ambitions was priceless.

Tehran used Assad after 
realising that he was the best tool 
to turn Syria into an Iranian 
colony. Syria was a bridge for 
Iranian support of Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah, a group that Assad 
appears to be in awe of, to the 
point of claiming that the Shia 
militia secured “strategic parity” 
with Israel, even if this came at 
the expense of Lebanon and the 
Lebanese people. Assad failed to 

see that Hezbollah is 
nothing more than a 
sectarian militia that is 
serving a project to turn 
Lebanon into an Iranian 
protectorate.

Assad failed to learn 
from the experiences of 
his father. Hafez Assad 
thought he could use 
Iran to serve his regime 

in particular and Syria’s Alawite 
community in general. He was 
careful to ensure that he did not 
become too dependent on 
Tehran.

Hafez Assad sought a delicate 
balance, strengthening Damas-
cus’s relations with Iran in its war 
with Iraq, while not cutting 
Syria’s relations with its other 
Arab neighbours. For him, 
Tehran was a card that he could 
play against the Arabs. As for 
Bashar Assad, he is a card in the 
hands of the Iranians, which they 
are playing against the Arabs.

However, Bashar Assad began 
to wake up to the threat posed by 
the Iranians about a year ago, 
particularly after Tehran began 
to demand specific guarantees, 
including Syrian real estate, to 
continue its support.

At the beginning of the Syrian 
revolution, in March 2011, Iran’s 
support and assistance to Syria 
was unlimited and uncondi-
tional. But with the emergence of 
a costly sectarian civil war in the 
country, Tehran had to rethink 
things, particularly given the 
almost limitless requirements of 
the Assad regime in terms of 
arms, finances and even fighters.

So it is the unfolding reality on 
the ground that is causing Iran to 
reconsider its strategy as the 
Syrian war is a protracted conflict 
that Assad is unable to fight on 
his own. This is a war on the 
Syrian people no less, the 
majority of whom oppose Assad. 
Syria’s Sunni majority no longer 
accepts Assad’s Alawite rule, 
which has served narrow sectar-

ian interests for 45 years.
Most importantly, Iran is a 

third-world country and simply 
cannot afford to finance costly 
wars such as this indefinitely. 
This is what prompted it to sign 
the nuclear deal with the P5+1 to 
lift international economic 
sanctions. But even the lifting of 
sanctions will not be enough to 
save Assad.

Iran is facing major domestic 
problems, so how can it afford to 
keep pumping money to Assad to 
keep the war going?

At the same time, many 
Alawites prefer the Russians to 
the Iranians, particularly follow-
ing Iran’s Shiaisation campaigns 
in the country and following the 
realisation that Moscow is the 
stronger protector.

The turning point for Assad 
came when Tehran demanded 
guarantees in return for new aid, 
with Iran seeking to directly take 
control of significant Syrian real 
estate. With both sides appearing 
to reconsider their respective 
positions, Russia is emerging as 
the main player.

Assad wants to show that he 
has other cards in his hand, 
particularly amid tensions 
between Alawite military officers 
and Iranian and Hezbollah 
commanders. The death of 
high-ranking Syrian intelligence 
officer Rustum Ghazali, at the 
hands of the bodyguards of an 

Iranian commander, cannot be 
downplayed.

So how does Assad benefit 
from Russia? Does his recent 
meeting with Russian President 
Vladimir Putin in Moscow 
actually mean anything?

Iran has used up its Syrian 
cards, including Assad. Now it’s 
Russia’s turn. When he took 
office, Assad did not know that 
he would end up being nothing 
more than a card traded between 
stronger powers. Hafez Assad 
was the one who manipulated 
and used others; his son Bashar is 
simply being used.

Will Assad’s luck with the 
Russians be any better than it 
was with the Iranians? That is 
unclear but what is certain is that 
there is a new phase in Syria in 
which Russia is in the ascend-
ancy.

So, yes, Assad now realises that 
Iran is not a charity, giving out 
funds for nothing. But will he, in 
time, understand that he is 
nothing more than a card that 
Russia will play to serve its own 
political interests, regardless of 
what happens to him?

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer. The 
commentary was translated and 
adapted from the Arabic. It was 
originally published in the 
London-based Al Arab 
newspaper.
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