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Opinion

S
yrian President Bashar 
Assad may feel in 
control. His press 
department grants 
interviews and access 
to Damascus when he 

wants and to whom he pleases. 
He has Russian warplanes 
bombing rebel groups, his 
regime’s primary long-term 
threat, in northern Syria.

The world’s gaze — and fire-
power — is zeroed in on Islamic 
State (ISIS) jihadists. Assad has 
Hezbollah and Iranian militias 
fighting in his stead on the ground 
and perhaps most importantly, 
he remains tightly in control of 
Damascus and the coastal regions.

Yet arguably his tenure has 
never been so fragile.

When Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and Ira-
nian Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei met weeks ago, 
Assad’s role going forward 
was surely a topic of seri-
ous discussion. They see 
Assad as a pivotal link to 
the Syrian people and a 
bulwark against pro-West-

ern elements in the Levant but 
you could hardly imagine them 
asking each other: “How can we 
help President Assad?” More likely 
the conversation went: “How can 

Assad be of use to us?”
Residents of Damascus say 

it has become a city of women 
because all able-bodied men of 
fighting age are in hiding for fear 
of being forced into the military. 
Iranian and Russian military offic-
ers see this and it hardly inspires 
confidence in Assad’s actual 
popularity. What is more, the idea 
that Assad is telling Russia where, 
when and how many warplanes 
to unleash is so unlikely as to be 
borderline preposterous.

A lot of this is Assad’s own fault. 
His responsibility for how events 
in Syria have turned out over the 
past four-and-a-half years centres 
on his position as the leader of the 
state, and like any state anywhere 
else in the world, the protection of 
a country’s people and territories 
begins and ends with the presi-
dent.

As such, responsibility for the 
physical destruction of Syria, 
making millions of people home-
less and the rise of extremists 
must lie at his and his govern-
ment’s door. Legitimate leaders 
resign in the face of popular dis-
sent of the scale of the 2011 upris-
ing; Assad instead chose to resort 
to shootings, torture, massacres 
and air strikes against civilians. 
Had Assad called for and allowed 

free elections as the uprising 
unfolded he would have won 
handsomely and the narrative of 
today’s war would have been very 
different indeed.

It is important to remember 
that, in the end, Iran and Russia 
are not fighting in Syria to protect 
Assad; they are in Syria to further 
their own, realpolitik-tinted posi-
tion in the world. For the Iranian 
regime, the existential threat it 
sees posed by Israel means that 
securing Syria and Hezbollah 
is vital; for Russia, in order to 
maintain its relevance in the Mid-
dle East it must keep hold of its 
naval base in the Syrian port city 
of Tartus.

Furthermore, when the chips 
are down, Iran still has Hezbollah 
while Russia’s attachment to the 

Tartus naval port is tenuous for 
the reasons that it is leased from 
the Syrian government, is very 
small and is manned by just four 
servicemen.

All this means that though 
Assad may appear defiant and 
confident when speaking with 
the Times of London, his spon-
sors may be less inclined to keep 
him in power than rhetoric from 
Moscow and Tehran suggests. 
The coming 12 months should tell 
much about what regard Rus-
sia and Iran hold for Assad and 
perhaps the bigger question going 
forward is what Iran and Russia 
will exact from the West in order 
to part with Assad.

Can there be any future for 
Assad? One thing the history of 
the Assad dynasty tells us is that 
when the international commu-
nity thinks it is dead and buried, 
such as after Syria’s military 
withdrawal of Lebanon in 2005, 
it held on and rebuilt its contact 
base and web of influence across 
the region.

Assad may have become the 
press attaché rolled out to speak 
to Chinese, Russian or Western 
media as Iran and Russia do their 
thing on the ground but he re-
mains a formidable figure for pro-
regime Syrians to rally around.

The future of Assad
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A solution for Libya is urgently needed

T
he only commendable 
point about the 
international focus on 
Libya is that it was 
there at all. The Rome 
talks, called by the 

Americans and the Italians, to 
corral the fractious Libyan parties 
into a deal of no return, under-
lined the world’s anxiety about 
letting Libya continue as it has for 
14 months — with two govern-
ments but not enough govern-
ance, leaderless, lawless and 
liable to be controlled by one or 
more terrorist groups.

However, anxiety cannot substi-
tute for an astute plan. The Rome 
deliberations revolve around a UN 
deal for a unity government, which 
would incorporate the opposing 
parliaments in Tripoli and Tobruk.

Even though members of the ri-
val administrations agreed in Tunis 
on December 11th that the accord 
would be signed, it is by no means 
a done deal, leaving the interna-
tional interlocutors in a situation 
rather like Sisyphus, the mythic 
king who was condemned to end-
lessly push an immense boulder up 
a hill and helplessly watch it roll 
back down.

Part of the reason is the sheer 
chutzpah of forcing the leaders 
of the General National Congress 
(GNC) in Tripoli and the House of 
Representatives (HoR) in Tobruk 
to agree to something they have al-
ready rejected. Add to that the UN 
and Western powers’ high-handed 
dismissal of the alternative peace 
plan proposed by delegates of both 
bodies.

Finally, there is the impertinence 
of proposing that Libya’s new unity 
government be headed by the rela-
tively little known Faiez al-Serraj, 
a name floated by outsiders and 
eliciting not even the two-and-a-
half cheers that might suggest he 
would pass muster.

Even if all were to go as the Unit-
ed Nations planned, 
it’s thought highly un-
likely that Serraj and 
others in the proposed 
nine-member presi-
dential council would 
be able to take charge 
from, in and of Tripoli 
or, indeed, of much of 
the rest of the country.

The implications 
are chilling and their 

arc of influence extends 
much beyond Libya. Not least in 
neighbouring Tunisia, from where 
hundreds of jihadis have answered 

the call to arms in Libya. It must 
be expected that they are planning 
on crossing back to destabilise the 
only success story of the “Arab 
spring”.

But developments in Libya 
threaten the wider world. Rewind 
to 1996 and the pressure on Osama 
bin Laden by Hassan al-Turabi to 
leave Sudan. Bin Laden made a 
tactical alliance with the newly 
resurgent Taliban in Afghanistan, 
receiving permission to set up 
training camps in the east and, 
even more crucially, a safe haven 
for his men to rest between mis-
sions.

In his book Denial of Sanctu-
ary: Understanding Terrorist Safe 
Havens, Michael A. Innes offers 
the following telling quote from 
military analyst James Dunnigan: 
“Bin Laden understood how effec-
tive a base was to the success of 
a worldwide terrorism campaign 
against the West.”

By 1998, bin Laden had organ-
ised a Muslim Foreign Legion of 
sorts, made up of fighters from 
around the world to help the 
Taliban’s struggle in Afghanistan. 
Innes writes that, by 2000, the 
Taliban’s reclusive leader Mul-
lah Omar increasingly listened to 
bin Laden’s advice on the need to 
extend the “revolution” beyond 
Afghanistan. “Al-Qaeda ‘parasite’ 
was increasingly controlling the 
actions of its ‘host’. Far from being 
a state sponsor of terrorism, the 
Taliban had become a state spon-
sored by terrorism,” Innes wrote

At the time, it was a first. Today, 
there is a sense of déjà vu because 
the world is already watching — 
appalled but unable decisively to 
act — something similar is happen-
ing in Syria and Iraq. Conflict and 
a political vacuum in each country 
have given the Islamic State (ISIS) 
the space — and sanctuary — to es-
tablish not only a state sponsored 
by terrorism but for terrorism.

However, this so-called cali-
phate may be only the beginning. 
There are signs that ISIS is zoom-
ing in on Libya now that the skies 
over Syria have filled with bomb-

ers from disparate countries.
Increasingly under pressure, 

the extremist group is said to be 
slowly moving its leaders and 
foot soldiers to Libya. They go by 
sea. ISIS’s Libyan wing, which is 
close to the leadership, controls 
Sirte, just 600 km from the Italian 
island of Lampedusa. The Times 
of London recently reported that 
ISIS had seized control of Sabra-
tha, a UNESCO World Heritage site 
famed for its Roman treasures, 
thereby moving within 80 km of 
Tripoli.

Unlike bin Laden’s al-Qaeda in 
Taliban-ruled Afghanistan, ISIS 
would not need permission from 
a “host” in Libya. There is no one 
host and everyone has their price.

The Syrian question is undoubt-
edly urgent but the Libyan one 
is arguably more so. Faux UN-
brokered deals cannot dispel the 
sense of a profound darkness just 
over the horizon.
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Twitter: @rashmeerl.sa.
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UN special envoy for Libya Martin Kobler (L), and European Union High Representative for Foreign 
Affairs Federica Mogherini take part in an international conference on Libya, in Rome, on December 
13th.  
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