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News & Analysis The war in Syria

Damascus

A 

s eyes turn to Vienna 
where regional and in-
ternational stakeholders 
in the Syrian conflict are 
set to meet, the military 

competition between the Syrian re-
gime and the opposition to improve 
the negotiating positions of their 
big-power patrons has been inten-
sifying on the ground.

The meeting, the third in less 
than a month aimed at finding a 
political solution to the war, will go 
one once again without any of the 
Syrian adversaries in attendance.

Russia’s intervention in 
September by establishing an 
airbase in Syria from which to 
mount air strikes against rebel 
forces — supposedly the Islamic 
State (ISIS) but mostly against 
groups backed by the United States 
and Saudi Arabia — has thrust the 
war to the negotiating table.

This has brought Iran, a key sup-
porter of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, into the talks for the first 
time, with its arch-rival, Saudi Ara-
bia, an implacable Assad foe.

Syrian military analyst Hassan 
Hassan attributes “the acceleration 
in the military struggle to clashes in 

diplomacy” between regional and 
international players who have pre-
viously met in Vienna.

“The two — war and diplomacy — 
are going hand in hand, especially 
after ‘countries hostile to the Syr-
ian people’ announced that they’ve 
supplied the opposition with mod-
ern and sophisticated weapons in 
rural Hama and Idlib,” he said.

For Hassan, the Russian air strikes 
which began on September 30th, 
were decisive in rekindling falter-
ing diplomatic efforts. “Russia’s 
air force compelled Washington to 
go to Vienna to discuss a political 
solution, otherwise the Americans 
would have continued to resist ne-
gotiations,” he said.

In the run-up to the November 
14th meeting, which will include 
China in addition to 19 stakehold-
ers, the battlefield has changed dra-
matically with rebels recapturing 
territory in the Hama countryside 
that had been seized by Assad’s reg-
ular army in the first weeks of the 
Russian air campaign.

A military source played down 
the regime’s setbacks in the race to 
control as much ground as possible 
ahead of the Vienna talks, arguing 
that the army was advancing on 
the Kweyris military airport near 
Aleppo, which he said is the main 
strategic objective of the Russian 
operation in Syria.

Jihad Makdissi, an independent 
Syrian politician based in Dubai, 
said military operations are ulti-
mately aimed at bolstering negoti-
ating positions. “All parties, without 
exception, stress that there cannot 
be a military solution to the Syrian 
conflict,” said Makdissi, a former 
Syrian Foreign Ministry spokesman 
who defected in 2012.

“As such, any military escalation 
should be interpreted as an attempt 
by the various stakeholders to im-
prove their terms at the negotiating 
table which everyone is waiting for, 
be it in Vienna or Geneva.”

Moscow-based Syrian journal-
ist Taha Abdel Wahed pointed to 
Russia’s announcement that it was 
about reinforcing its air defence 
systems to protect its bases in Syria, 
a move that followed the apparent 
bombing of a Russian passenger 
plane over Egypt’s Sinai peninsula 
on October 31st. The attack was 
claimed by ISIS as retaliation for 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 
foray into Syria.

“Moscow is definitely worried 
about the rebels being supplied 
with anti-aircraft weapons, because 
the downing of a Russian war plane 
will be bad news for Putin and any 
casualties would trigger an outcry 
at home for an end to the Syria op-
eration,” Abdel Wahed said.

He stressed that the Russian lead-
ership knows this and did not plan 
to fight a protracted war in Syria. 
“Moscow wants to secure military 
air, naval and missile bases in Syria, 
in return for beefing up Assad’s posi-
tion in future negotiations,” he said. 
“It’s basically betting on achieving 
resounding military gains, which 
would be followed by an escalation 
of diplomacy and a gradual easing 
of military operations.”

However, renewed US military 
support for the opposition fol-
lowing the Russian intervention 
has further complicated matters. 
“What’s happening on the ground 
today is a feverish race by antago-
nists to reinforce the positions of 
their regional and global patrons 
at the upcoming talks,” said Abou 
Hassan al-Ali, a rebel field com-
mander in northern Syria.

“The regime and its Russian and 
Iranian allies have accelerated the 
ground battles in a desperate at-
tempt to achieve last-minute gains 
ahead of Vienna but fortunately 
we’ve been able to withstand the 
first strikes.”

As the stakeholders prepared for 

the talks, there has been little pro-
gress on one of the main sticking 
points, that of the fate of Assad. 
While Russia and Iran insist that 
Assad must have a role in any tran-
sitional period following a cease-
fire, Saudi Arabia is adamant that 
he must go.

The worst-case scenario would 
be a large-scale military escala-
tion that might not be matched by 
political progress in Vienna if the 
United States and Russia decide to 
go head-to-head in Syria.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
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Syria rivals seek battlefield 
gains before Vienna peace talks
Khalil Hamlo

The worst-case 
scenario would be a 
large-scale military 
escalation that 
might not be 
matched by political 
progress.

Moscow is definitely 
worried about the 
rebels being 
supplied with
anti-aircraft 
weapons.

US strategy for Syria more hopeful than realistic

T 

he Obama administra-
tion, at least for now, 
has adopted a two-
pronged approach to 
the Syrian crisis: 1) a 
slightly ramped up 

military campaign against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) that involves 
assisting Syrian Kurds and some 
Arab tribes in eastern Syria to take 
the city of Raqqa, with the 
advising support of 50 US Special 
Forces; and 2) a diplomatic 
approach in Vienna with a broad 
array of countries that aims to 
achieve a ceasefire between the 
regime and non-jihadist rebel 
groups and, eventually, a political 
solution.

Both of these approaches have 
merit but the negatives outweigh 
the positives.

On the military side, the United 
States has abandoned its expen-
sive military training programme 
of carefully vetted anti-ISIS rebel 
forces, with the death or capture 
of the small number of them who 
were infiltrated back to Syria. It has 
instead settled on a policy of work-
ing directly with Syrian Kurds and 
some Arab tribes in eastern Syria 
who have proven to be effective 
fighters against ISIS.

An unnamed White House of-
ficial told the Washington Post: 
“We learned that some of our local 
partners did well and others didn’t. 
So we are doubling down on those 

who did well.”
US President Barack Obama’s 

decision to send 50 members of 
the US Special Forces into Syria to 
help these Kurdish and Arab forces 
reflects a perception in the White 
House that the combination of 
ramped up US air strikes and the 
willingness of these forces to take 
the fight to ISIS might succeed in 
kicking the group out of Raqqa, 
the capital of the so-called Islamic 
State, and break the logistical con-
nection between ISIS forces in 
eastern Syria and western Iraq.

The problem is that there is 
growing distrust between Kurds 
and Arabs in Syria, with the latter 
believing the former wants to 
carve out territory in northern and 
eastern Syria for a state of their 
own. This perception among ethnic 
Arabs of eastern Syria might hinder 
the effort to take Raqqa because 
many of the inhabitants in that 
area, who are chafing under ISIS 
rule, might not see the Kurds as 
their saviours even if some Arab 
tribes join them in this effort.

In addition, Syrian rebel groups 
outside of eastern Syria are gener-
ally opposed to a Kurdish autono-
mous region in Syria. Hence, even 
if ISIS is driven out of Syria, a new 
conflict might emerge between 
these rebels and the Kurds. Some 
Syrian rebels have charged that the 
Kurds are acting at the behest of 
the Assad regime.

Moreover, Turkey is not likely 
to countenance a Kurdish autono-
mous zone in eastern and northern 
Syria, because it sees the Syrian 
Kurds as linked to the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party — “PKK terrorists” 
in the parlance of Ankara — of 
south-eastern Turkey. It is possi-
ble that the Erdogan government, 
fresh off its electoral victory, might 
mount an offensive in northern 
and eastern Syria against the Syrian 

Kurdish militias.
On the diplomatic side, the late 

October meeting in Vienna that 
brought together foreign ministers 
from 16 countries, plus representa-
tives from the European Union and 
the United Nations, revealed agree-
ment on some issues but sharp 
differences on others.

The diplomats agreed on the 
need for a ceasefire between the 
Assad government and non-jihadist 
rebel groups and issued a state-
ment declaring their support for 

an independent and secular Syria 
where the rights of religious and 
ethnic minorities will be protected.

But on the tricky issue of 
whether Syrian President Bashar 
Assad should stay or go, there was 
no agreement. Russia and Iran are 
clearly not in favour of abandon-
ing Assad, while others want him 
to leave “the sooner the better”, 
in the words of the Saudi foreign 
minister.

The US position remains that As-
sad should go but US Secretary of 
State John Kerry has indicated flex-
ibility on this issue because, as a 
practical matter, the Assad govern-
ment needs to be part of a ceasefire 
as well as a transition period lead-
ing to a new government.

There are many problems with 
this diplomatic strategy. First, it 
is not clear whether the Assad 
government or the rebels will agree 
to a ceasefire. It will take heavy 
persuasion by both Russia and Iran 
to compel Assad to do so, and nei-
ther of these countries is showing 
any inclination in that direction. 
Second, the rebels might not sup-
port a ceasefire if it leaves Assad in 
place, even temporarily. And third, 
there appears to be no agreement 
on what a political solution would 
look like.

Despite these problems, the 
United States is likely to press on 
with the Vienna process because 
it believes that only a political 
solution between the regime and 
the non-jihadist rebels will end the 
violence. But that depends on the 
goodwill of many political actors 
that is absent right now.
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US Secretary of State John Kerry (L), Saudi 
Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir (R), and 
Turkish Foreign Minister Feridun Sinirlioglu, 
in Vienna, last October.


