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Opinion

Russia’s dramatic re-emergence

Please leave our terrorists alone!

R
ussia’s stalwart 
support for Syrian 
President Bashar 
Assad has perplexed 
and angered a number 
of governments, 

including the United States, EU 
members and a number of Middle 
Eastern Sunni-dominated states, 
including Turkey, United Arab 
Emirates and Saudi Arabia, which 
would like to see regime change in 
Syria.

Stripped of the overblown 
Western and Middle Eastern 
critical rhetoric, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin has repeatedly 
stated his philosophy for providing 
such support — “colour revolu-
tions” in the post-Soviet space 
and “Arab spring” uprisings are 
underwritten by outside countries 
seeking to expand their influence 
in the targeted nations.

But the destruction of state 
structures has led to chaos and 
extremism. As proof, the Rus-
sian government cites Ukraine, 
Libya, Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria. 
In the case of the latter, Putin’s 
belief is that those who take up 
arms against the Assad regime 
are de facto terrorists and that the 
resulting political power vacuum 
in “liberated” areas has allowed ex-
tremism, from the al-Qaeda-allied 
al-Nusra Front to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) to flourish.

This view stands in stark con-
trast to Western governments, 
led by the United States, and the 
aforementioned Middle Eastern 
governments that maintain there 
are “pro-democratic” elements in 

the Syrian resistance that 
deserve both financial sup-
port and armaments.

Despite these policy 
polar opposites, in an ex-
traordinarily adroit display 
of diplomacy, Putin’s Rus-
sia has not only managed 
to bridge the Middle East’s 
deepening Sunni-Shia 
sectarian divide, maintain-
ing good relations not only 
with the UAE, Saudi Arabia 

and Egypt and Shia Iran and, per-
haps most extraordinarily, Israel as 
well, a performance unmatched by 

any other nation.
To give an idea of the depth of 

Putin’s relations with Middle East 
leaders, in the past five weeks 
Putin met Iran Supreme Leader 
Ali Khamenei, King Abdullah II 
of Jordan, Saudi Arabia’s King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and 
Kuwait’s Emir Sabah al-Sabah and 
had telephone conversations with 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi and Abu Dhabi’s Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan.

This otherwise singular diplo-
matic accomplishment has been 
marred by the sudden dramatic 
worsening of Russia’s relations 
with its Black Sea neighbour 
Turkey following the latter’s No-
vember 24th shooting down of a 
Russian Su-24 bomber operating in 
Syria after Turkish authorities said 
it had violated Turkish airspace.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan has made no secret of his 
desire to see Assad replaced; in the 

worsening diplomatic situation 
Russia has accused Ankara of aid-
ing and abetting the Syrian opposi-
tion, including the Islamic State 
(ISIS). Since the aircraft’s downing 
Russia has imposed sanctions on 
Turkey and the diplomatic stale-
mate shows no signs of abating any 
time soon.

Russia’s interest in assisting 
Middle East allies combat ter-
rorism is not totally altruistic as 
a significant number of Russian 
citizens are fighting in the ranks 
of ISIS and Moscow is understand-
ably nervous about them returning 
home with combat skills honed on 
Syrian, Iraqi and Libyan battle-
fields.

Since the 1991 collapse of the 
USSR, Russia has fought two brutal 
wars in the Caucasus against its 
Chechen citizens and the northern 
Caucasus still remains turbulent. 
About 10% of Russia’s citizenry is 
Muslim, whose ranks swell every 

year with guest workers from 
Central Asian nations, primarily 
Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbeki-
stan.

Russia’s policies are accordingly 
far more in tune with many Middle 
Eastern governments than those of 
the West, which deliver lectures on 
human rights and democracy even 
as they undercut uncooperative 
regimes. Small wonder then at the 
queue of Middle Eastern leaders 
wanting to meet with Putin.

In the Middle East cauldron, 
stability trumps both Western 
democracy and jihadi extremism, 
leading to perceptions there that 
Russia’s presence helps guarantee 
stability. It is a simple truth that 
Ankara, Brussels and Washington 
have yet to acknowledge but one 
that they ignore at their peril.

John C.K. Daly is a
Washington-based specialist on 
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.

P
lease leave our terror-
ists alone!

My concern is simply 
this: Does the West, led 
by the United States, 
have any reasonable 

workable plan to solve the terror 
puzzle?

The United States has been lead-
ing the so-called war on terror since 
2001, right after the 9/11 attacks on 
New York and the Pentagon.

In October 2001, it invaded 
Afghanistan, toppled the Taliban 
government and killed an unknown 
number of people. After each 
drone strike we are told that some 
big terrorist leader was targeted 
and killed. No news is given about 
“collateral” damage, which often 
includes civilians killed, animals 
obliterated, weddings turned into 
funerals and homes destroyed.

In 2003, the United States ganged 
up with the United Kingdom to 
invade and occupy Iraq because, 
among other reasons, Saddam Hus-
sein was evil and eliminating him 
contributed to the war on terror ef-

forts, making America and 
the world a better place.

In that war, the United 
States lost more than 
4,000 people, including 
those who were offered US 
citizenship in return for 
fighting in Iraq. During the 
subsequent occupation, 
US soldiers committed hei-
nous crimes against Iraqis 

in the infamous Abu Ghraib 
prison. It is from Camp Bucca, an-
other notorious prison, that Islamic 
State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi 
was graduated after four years in 

confinement.
In 2011 America, France, the 

United Kingdom and other major 
Western powers were busy plan-
ning and helping the “Arab spring” 
to bring us, in the Middle East, 
from Yemen to Tunisia, freedom 
and liberation. It turned out to be 
a metaphor for more terror, death, 
destruction, insecurity and dis-
placement.

Despite all the efforts, billions of 
dollars wasted, thousands killed 
and even more displaced, terror is 
increasing and widening its reach 
from Beirut to Paris and forcing 
major powers not only to panic 
but to also take unprecedented 
measures including imposing, as 
France did, a state of emergency 
and passing new laws further limit-
ing freedoms.

Between 2001 and now, we have 

been cursed with more terror 
organisations whose scope and 
brutality have not been witnessed 
since World War II.

The Islamic State (ISIS) never 
existed before the US-led invasion 
of Iraq just as al-Qaeda never ap-
peared before the Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan in 1979 and Ansar 
al-Sharia was never heard of in my 
country, Libya, let alone in Yemen 
and Tunisia, before the “Arab 
spring” of 2011.

It was France, the United King-
dom and the United States that 
kept preaching about the “Arab 
spring” but it is us living in the re-
gion who have been paying a heavy 
price every day since then.

With each drone they send to kill 
someone in our part of the world, 
they radicalise more of us and send 
them right into the arms of ISIS and 

whatever will inherit its position if 
they ever destroy it.

So please leave our terrorists 
alone.

We know them, we know who 
supports them and who funds 
them. The West, the United States 
in particular, has long been part of 
the problem and can only be part of 
the solution if they listen to us first.

If ISIS and terrorism in general is 
an idea or a belief stepped in some 
kind of dogma then defeating it re-
quires more of the same and fewer 
bombs, wars and drones. Since 
2001 and after the great sacrifices 
made and expenditures, there is no 
return on such a huge investment 
in fighting terror.

So far nothing has worked and 
nothing proved to be anywhere 
near being a good remedy against 
terrorism. All possible solutions at 
this stage are costly and all of them 
will take a very long time to be ef-
fective in a world in which seconds 
matter.

I am a Muslim from the region, 
which gives me some advantage 
to better understand the puzzle, 
maybe a little better than most of 
you readers. Yet if you ask me what 
is the solution, I can hardly answer 
your question. I can only say it’s 
too late, too costly, too long, too 
difficult and too demanding. Yet I 
believe it’s better than all solutions 
being applied so far.

Leave our terrorists alone.
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Enhanced stature. Russian President Vladimir Putin gives his annual state of the nation address in 
the Kremlin in Moscow, Russia, on December 3rd.

The Islamic State 
(ISIS) never existed 
before the US-led 
invasion of Iraq.
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