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T 

he end of 2015 offered the 
Assad regime much hope 
for the year ahead as it 
looked to capitalise on the 
game-changing entry of 

Russia into the Syrian civil war and 
a milestone UN endorsement for a 
peace process.

Re-establishing authority is, how-
ever, different than re-establishing 
legitimacy and recent experiences 
in Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya sug-
gest that pushing militants out of 
towns and villages is different than 
defeating insurgencies.

Cascading military victories at 
the tactical levels into a strategic 
victory at the political level is a far 
more complex process — and, in 
Syria, when the limits of hard power 
become apparent to the regime, the 
decisive test will come at the po-
litical level with its mastery of soft 
power.

The UN plan, which calls on 
a “credible, inclusive and non-
sectarian government” within six 
months, before elections under UN 
supervision a year later, will be a 
big test for the Assad regime. The 
Syrian civil war has produced deep-
rooted apathy and large reaches of 
ungoverned territories as govern-
ment forces focused attention on 
retaining control of major cities and 
Mediterranean coastal regions.

Syria’s interior was left with a 
power vacuum that the Islamic 
State (ISIS) has increasingly filled 
by overpowering moderate rebel 
groups, while Kurds in the north 
reacted to pre-empt the expansive 
threat posed by ISIS.

Even before its descent into civil 
war, Syria had become outcast in a 
polarised neighbourhood dominat-
ed by Sunni-majority, pro-Western 

states that looked upon the Iranian-
led regional alliance with suspicion 
and disdain. Since Hafez Assad 
wrestled control of the Ba’ath Party, 
which had taken power through 
a coup, in 1970, the Assad family 
has accumulated total control and 
effectively subdued the Sunni ma-
jority through sponsoring Alawite 
socio-political dominance.

Until Russia deployed its military 
assets, the Assad regime was bank-
ing on Iran for its survival. The Ira-
nian dispatch of military advisers 
and special forces and commission-
ing of the Lebanese Hezbollah and 
other Shia groups into Syria had re-
inforced the civil war along sectar-
ian lines.

With an isolated Sunni majority 
unable to contend with the military 
prowess of government forces and 
its international allies, Syria had be-
come a fertile operating ground for 
extremist groups. The timing of the 
Russian entry into Syria on the pre-
text of defeating ISIS Syria, riled the 
West, Turkey and Gulf Arab states, 
as the gridlocked civil war did not 

offer hope for much longer to a tir-
ing and demoralised Assad regime 
whose perpetuation had effectively 
created ISIS.

The dichotomy of Moscow’s pri-
orities in stabilising the Assad re-
gime has become more obvious as 
Russian warplanes controversially 
hit Western-backed rebel groups 
rather than focusing on ISIS. How-
ever, for better or worse, Moscow 
has changed the equation in the 
Syrian civil war — effectively, no 
major development can occur with-
out Russian consent.

Moreover, recent reports of Iran 
scaling down its presence in Syria 
may be the strongest sign since anti-
government protests began in 2011 
that government forces are regain-
ing momentum against the myriad 
of rebel and armed groups threaten-
ing its collapse.

The emergence of ISIS from its 
Raqqa headquarters as a global 
threat has been helpful for Syria in 
framing its narrative and dividing 
opinion on what the endgame in the 
civil war should be.

If the perpetuation of the Assad 
regime has been the driving force in 
the radicalisation of its Sunni pop-
ulace and the emergence of ISIS, 
which has been more successful 
until now in drawing non-Syrians 
to its ranks, then the local politics 
of the Syrian civil war remain fun-
damentally the same. As such, the 
targeting of moderate groups runs 
contrary to the needs of establish-
ing a peace process to end the civil 
war and that is precisely the most 
favourable scenario in 2016 for ISIS.

The Assad regime may become 
keen for Russia to send ground forc-
es to reinforce its own in 2016 and 
Moscow may well oblige but would 
be wise to do so only under politi-
cal guarantees in support of a peace 
process within which Bashar Assad 
becomes politically irrelevant.

The “minus Assad” formula pre-
serves the Ba’ath Party as a pri-
mary stakeholder, provides Russia 
a viable option to preserve its own 
strategic interests and forces Iran to 
face up to the eventuality of a post-
Assad Syria, which it has surely fac-

tored into its strategic calculus by 
now.

If Syria is critical to the long-term 
international interests of Russia, 
Moscow must be able to convince 
ordinary Syrians it is a friend to 
the people of Syria and not only to 
the Assad family. Russia will need 
to look beyond simply assisting a 
delegitimised regime re-establish 
authority among a populace where 
Assad has become a symbol of mis-
trust and tyranny.

Failure to couple reversible suc-
cess in re-establishing state au-
thority with implementing the UN-
endorsed peace process will leave 
Syrian-Iranian-Russian efforts with 
no promise of success to either end 
the civil war or decisively halt the 
rise of ISIS.
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Prospects for peace in Syria are dim

T 

he recent break in 
diplomatic relations 
between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran comes during 
a major escalation in 
the proxy war between 

the two countries and their 
respective allies that is reshaping 
the Middle East.

Syria is the nexus of duelling 
world views as Iran struggles to 
expand its network of proxies from 
Baghdad to Beirut while Saudi 
Arabia and its allies work to stem 
Tehran’s extraterritorial ambitions.

Peace talks are scheduled for 
Vienna, with the Syrian opposi-
tion — both political and armed
factions — to negotiate with 
Bashar Assad’s representatives 
for the first time since previ-
ous attempts collapsed in 2014.

Riyadh has publicly signalled 
that its support for a political solu-
tion to the war in Syria will not 
waver in light of Tehran’s latest 
provocations. Contrast this with 
Iranian and Russian efforts to 
undercut negotiations by purpose-
fully targeting Syrian opposition 

figures in the field.
The recent assassination of Zah-

ran Alloush, the most prominent 
Syrian rebel commander in the 
Damascus area, in what was likely a 
Russian-directed air strike was part 
of a systemic effort to eliminate the 
most effective and popular opposi-
tion figures.

For any peace process to hold 
hope of success, it would neces-
sitate the buy-in of men such as 
Alloush who maintain the credibil-
ity and command of fighters on the 
ground. Implementing ceasefires, 
isolating extremists who profit 
from state failure and building the 
requisite conditions for a sustain-
able and just peace entail bringing 
together all parties to the conflict. 
Killing Alloush sent a signal to the 
international community and all 
of Syria: No opposition to Assad’s 
reign will be brooked.

But the strike against Alloush 
and his deputies is also part of a 
wider underlying sectarian para-
digm at the heart of Iran’s military 
strategy in Syria — one that is 
shared by many pro-regime militia 
leaders. It is a pattern that refuses 
to acknowledge that a political 
transition from Assad’s rule as 
the means to ending the horrific 
violence, starvation campaigns and 
barrel bombs inflicted upon the 
Syrian people on a daily basis.

At its core, it is a paradigm that 
views unbowed Sunni communi-
ties and effective Sunni opposition 
commanders — even those who 
had stated support to the Vienna 

peace process as had Alloush — as 
an inherently existential threat.

When Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir stated that Assad has 
a choice — “Either leave through 
negotiations or be forcibly removed 
from power” — Tehran and Moscow 
immediately reiterated their sup-
port for Assad. Iran and Russia 
adamantly condemned a confer-
ence in Riyadh convened to unite 
the Syrian opposition to effectively 
participate in peace talks.

The Russians claim the Syr-
ian uprising against Assad was a 
Western-orchestrated affair. The 
Iranian regime is convinced that 
the civil war was a product of a 
Sunni conspiracy to weaken Iran 
and Hezbollah’s influence rather 
than an end product of Assad’s 
incompetency and naked brutality. 
Until the core designs of Iranian 
and Russian policy shift from these 
sectarian and myopic world views, 
it is difficult to see how the talks in 
Vienna can progress.

Peace in Syria remains elusive 
because Iran prioritises its ability to 
maintain control over the security 
and military apparatus of what’s 
left of the Syrian state, rather than 
supporting a process that can end 
the violence. In short, Iran defines 
“peace” in Syria as submission to 
Assad — a zero sum game that will 
bring neither peace nor a resolution 
to nearly five years of unrelenting 
slaughter.

Hundreds of Sunni opposition 
fighters die every month fighting 
the Islamic State (ISIS). In the Da-

mascus suburbs, it was rebel forces 
led by Alloush that prevented ISIS 
from establishing a foothold, while 
regime forces were content shelling 
civilian neighbourhoods on the 
outskirts of the capital.

In that light, the killing of Alloush 
exposes the contradictory nature 
of Russian and Iranian claims that 
their involvement and escalation of 
military support to Assad is meant 
merely to battle extremism.

Russian air strikes across Syria 
are primarily intended to shape the 
military and political conditions 
ahead of the Vienna negotiations. 
Iranian and Russian diplomats 
continue to peddle the notion that 
there is no workable alternative 
to Bashar Assad as they diligently 
work to eliminate all possible 
alternatives. A sectarian maximal-
ist policy underlies the carefully 
crafted narrative that Iran, Assad 
and Russia are fighting the rise of 
extremists fuelled by Sunni Arab 
states.

The peace talks in Vienna are 
highly unlikely to prove produc-
tive until the balance of power in 
Syria decisively shifts one way 
or another. Meanwhile, another 
bitter winter sets in as millions of 
displaced Syrians and their families 
suffer the consequences of politi-
cians unwilling to set aside their 
paranoia and pettiness for the sake 
of humanity.

Oubai Shahbandar is a former US 
Defense Department analyst. He is 
a private strategic consultant.

Oubai
Shahbandar

View point
Riyadh has 
publicly 
signalled that 
its support 
for a political 
solution to 
the war in 
Syria will not 
waver in light 
of Tehran’s 
latest 
provocations.

Syria is the nexus of 
duelling world views as 
Iran struggles to expand 
its network of proxies.


