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T 

he savage and complex 
Syrian war, approaching 
its sixth year, shows no 
sign of abating despite a 
UN-led diplomatic push 

for a negotiated settlement, and, 
if anything, seems to be even more 
complicated by the increased in-
volvement of outside powers such 
as Saudi Arabia, Iran, Turkey and 
Russia.

The stakes are becoming increas-
ingly high, in large part because 
of the worsening regional power 
struggle between Saudi Arabia, 
leader of the Sunni Muslim world, 
which seeks the downfall of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, and Shia 
Iran, one of the staunchest allies 
of Assad’s quasi-Shia regime in Da-
mascus.

All have their own strategic im-
peratives and seem prepared to 
sacrifice Syria to further those de-
signs and ensure their survival.

The battlefield is growing in-
creasingly confused, with rebel 
groups fighting each other in fero-
cious turf wars as well as the apoc-
alyptic Islamic State (ISIS), which 
terrifies not just Iran and Saudi 
Arabia but Americans, Russians, 
Turks (who once lorded over this 
turbulent region) and the monar-
chies of the Arabian Gulf.

On the ground, alliances and 
truces between the diffuse eth-
nic and religious groups — Sunnis, 
Shias, Kurds, Turkmen, Druse, Af-
ghans, Iraqis, Iranians, jihadists 
and Salafists to name but a few — 
are in a constant and bewildering 
state of flux. The escalating power 
struggle for dominance of the Ara-
bian Gulf and the wider region be-
tween Saudi Arabia and Iran that is 
being played out in Syria is another 
factor that dims prospects of a dip-
lomatic breakthrough.

This ebb and flow hamper the 
quest for an end to a war in which 
an estimated 260,000 people have 
been killed and more than half the 
pre-conflict population of 23 mil-
lion has been driven from their 
homes. The flood of refugees is 
the worst since World War II and is 
threatening to engulf Europe.

“There is no longer a single war 
taking place” in Syria, says Mid-
dle East analyst Jonathan Spyer, 
who recently visited the war zone. 
“Rather, as Syria physically di-
vides into separate entities, so the 
conflict, too, further subdivides, 
spawning new conflicts.”

There are at least five: the origi-
nal conflict triggered by a Sunni 
Arab rebellion against the minor-
ity Alawite Assad regime backed 
by Iran and Hezbollah; the Syrian 
Kurds’ battle with the Islamic State; 
the Sunni Arabs’ war with ISIS; the 
power struggle between ISIS and 
Assad; and, most recently, the re-
surgence of Turkey’s internal war 
with its large autonomy-seeking 
Kurdish minority that is danger-
ously spilling over into the Syrian 
maelstrom.

In recent weeks, even as the 
push for peace talks gathered mo-
mentum, Syria seemed about to be 
wracked by another spasm of inter-
ference by outside powers in a war 
that seems to keep pulling in more 
military forces even as it produces 
a never-ending stream of refugees.

The Americans are widely re-

ported to be building an air base 
in the north-east near the Euphra-
tes for their special forces troops 
to step up the fight against ISIS. It 
is their first military base in Syria 
after five years of US reluctance 
to get dragged into this bruis-
ing brawl and comes as President 
Barack Obama, unshackled in the 
final year of his presidency, looks 
like he’s finally unleashing the US 
military’s “snake-eaters” to get to 
grips with ISIS’s apocalyptic army 
while stepping up air strikes by a 
US-led coalition. This could signal 
the deployment of wider US “boots 
on the ground” as Russia expands 
its campaign to save Assad.

The Russians have set up two 
new air bases inland from their La-
takia stronghold and are providing 
direct artillery support — including 
multiple rocket launchers for the 
first time — for Assad’s army and its 
myriad militias as they batter Syr-
ian towns and cities with bombs 
and cruise missiles, indifferent to 
the rising toll of civilian casualties.

These days, Moscow is even 
sending in elite infantry units to 
replace conscripts deployed in Sep-

tember, supposedly for “force pro-
tection” but which look like getting 
into the shooting war. 

And now Turkey, which has gone 
to great lengths to stay out of the 
Syrian imbroglio, looks like it’s 
about to send forces into northern 
Syria to ensure the Kurds, Ankara’s 
bête noire, do not establish an in-
dependent state along Turkey’s 
southern border that will support 
the battle by Turkey’s own Kurdish 
minority for autonomy.

To make matters even worse, the 
Turkish government, which fer-
vently wants Assad gone, and the 
Russians, who don’t, are at each 
other’s throats, particularly since 
Turkish F-16s shot down a Russian 
fighter on the Syrian border after it 
apparently strayed into Turkish air 

space on November 24th.
Ankara is incensed that the Rus-

sians are actively arming the Kurds. 
Turkish analyst Soner Cagaptay of 
the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy, says this will stir up 
Turkey’s internal war against its 
own rebellious Kurds of the out-
lawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK).

“It’s not a matter of if, it’s a mat-
ter of when some of these weap-
ons will end up in the hands of the 
PKK,” he observed. This presages 
dark days ahead that will add an-
other layer of complexity to the 
Syrian carnage.

With the war intensifying be-
cause of the ever-increasing par-
ticipation of outside powers, the 
prospect of a negotiated settlement 
seems more remote than ever.

Spyer cautions that, even if Assad 
were to disappear from the equa-
tion, a prospect for the time being 
curtailed by the firepower Russia is 
deploying to save the Damascus re-
gime, “The war for Syria’s succes-
sion and the suffering of its inhabit-
ants would almost certainly not be 
at an end.”
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A fighter from Jaysh al-Islam (Islam Army) walks through a hole in the wall in Harasta Qantara, near Marj al-Sultan on the eastern 
outskirts of Damascus, on January 23rd.
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T 

he United Nations and US 
Secretary of State John 
Kerry insist that the par-
ties gathering in Geneva 
begin the process of put-

ting Syria back together again. But 
fierce disagreement exists over 
many core issues, including who 
should not be at the negotiating 
table.

While Kerry has been confidently 
asserting that the talks will con-
vene — the most recent target date 
was January 29th — the Syrian gov-
ernment has made it clear it will 
make no concessions in the talks.

This is hardly an auspicious be-
ginning to the Syrian “peace pro-
cess” and raises the question: What 
exactly should diplomats be trying 
to achieve in Geneva, assuming the 
most important actors show up?

The situation on the ground, as 
well as the conflicting views among 
the outside actors — two of whom, 
Iran and Saudi Arabia, have been on 
the verge of conflict themselves — 
suggest that the Geneva talks should 
have as their objective the most ba-
sic of goals: An end to the fighting.

That is what three US analysts 
suggest in a policy briefing written 
for the RAND Corporation, a ven-
erable California-based think-tank 
with deep ties to the Pentagon and 
the State Department. The briefing 
was written by James Dobbins, who 

served as US ambassador to the 
European Union under President 
George W. Bush and as President 
Barack Obama’s special representa-
tive for Afghanistan and Pakistan; 
Philip Gordon, who served as spe-
cial assistant to the president and 
White House coordinator for the 
Middle East, North Africa and the 
Gulf Region from 2013-15; and Jef-
frey Martini, a Middle East analyst 
in RAND’s Washington office.

The briefing argues that the im-
mediate objective of talks should 
be to determine “the most practical 
way to end the fighting”. More con-
tentious issues, such as the future 

of Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
should be delayed.

“At this point,” the analysts 
write, “whether President As-
sad stays or goes in the near term 
should be regarded as a matter of 
pure expediency; the United States 
should pursue whichever outcome 
will more quickly stop the fight-
ing.”

The RAND briefing in effect de-
clares that the objectives outlined 
in the nine-point plan regarding 
Syria agreed to in October put the 
cart well ahead of the horse: “There 
seems to be no prospect that the 
contending Syrian parties can 

agree on detailed arrangements for 
a new Syrian state, let alone on its 
leadership, anytime soon.”

Instead, Dobbins, Gordon and 
Martini propose that the talks in 
Geneva focus on “securing an im-
mediate ceasefire, accompanied 
by internationally agreed arrange-
ments for its enforcement.”

As difficult to achieve as even 
this will minimal goal is, “it is a 
more realistic goal and its achieve-
ment would be hugely preferable to 
its main alternative — the indefinite 
continuation or even escalation of 
a devastating war. A ceasefire may 
not be a sufficient condition for an 
eventual political settlement but it 
is likely to be a necessary one.”

The briefing proposes that Syria 
be divided into four zones: areas 
controlled by the Kurdish fighters; 
areas held by the Damascus re-
gime; the broad swath of territory 
controlled by opposition forces; 
and territory under the control of 
the Islamic State (ISIS). The cease-
fire would apply to the first three 
zones only; the war against ISIS, 
the authors say, should continue.

They go on to say that external 
actors — the United States, Russia, 
Turkey and Jordan — should be 
responsible for guaranteeing the 
ceasefire in their respective areas 
of influence. For the United States, 
this would be the Kurdish areas; for 
Russia, the government-controlled 
area; and for Jordan and Turkey, ar-
eas held by opposition forces.

As modest as the RAND pro-
posal is compared to Vienna’s nine 

points, it still would require inten-
sive negotiations and compromises 
and a considerable amount of polit-
ical risk-taking by outside actors. It 
would need to include a side agree-
ment between the United States 
and Russia, for example, to ensure 
that there are no “accidents”.

The Saudis would have to be 
convinced to accept an agreement 
that recognises the Assad regime as 
the legitimate administrator, if not 
government, in the parts of Syria it 
holds. The prospect of the Kurds 
being in charge of a zone, would be 
anathema to Turkey, lest the zone 
transform into a state at some fu-
ture point.

Some will argue that by estab-
lishing zones the proposal works 
against the professed desire for 
an eventual reunification of Syria. 
However, the reality is that Syria 
will not be unified any time soon 
and may never be. And unification 
certainly will not happen while 
Syrians are killing each other.

Mark Habeeb is the East-West 
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and Security at Georgetown 
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Just hold the bullets. Fighters from rebel factions and Jaysh 
al-Islam, prepare their ammunition near Marj al-Sultan on the  
outskirts of Damascus, on January 23rd.

Dobbins, Gordon and 
Martini propose that 
the talks in Geneva 
focus on “securing 
an immediate 
ceasefire”.


