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yrian President Bashar 
Assad has reportedly dis-
missed the regional Pan-
Arab command of the Arab 
Ba’ath Socialist Party, a 

move that points to his frustration 
with the body’s lack of support 
during Syria’s lengthy civil strife.

Dissolving the Pan-Arab com-
mand underlines the divisions 
within the Ba’ath Party over the 
way Assad handled the Syrian rev-
olution, which began in March 2011 
with peaceful demonstrations but 
developed into all-out civil war. 
More than 250,000 people have 
died and millions have been dis-
placed in the conflict since then.

It indicates that Assad is aban-
doning those who once staunchly 
backed his regime and that of his 
predecessor, his late father Hafez 
Assad. The Assad regime is made 
of the Alawite minority ruling a 
majority Sunni Muslim popula-
tion through the socialist system 
of Ba’ath. The Alawites are an off-
shoot of Shia Islam, spearheaded 
by Iran.

According to well-informed 
sources in Damascus, Assad’s Jan-
uary 14th decision was made ver-
bally to the Pan-Arab command. 
Assad is the Ba’ath Party’s secre-
tary-general.

The regional command main-
tains followers in Lebanon, Jordan, 
the West Bank, Iraq, Yemen, Tu-
nisia, Sudan and Mauritania, ac-
cording to an official at the Jordan 
branch of the Ba’ath Party.

“Under President Assad’s instruc-
tions, all Syrian Ba’ath branches 

across the Arab world were asked 
to dissolve themselves,” the official 
told The Arab Weekly in Jordan. He 
declined to be identified, citing the 
sensitivity of his information.

“We were told that authority will 
be in the hands of the Ba’ath com-
mand in Syria, which will take over 
all our tasks,” he added.

In Syria, a source close to the 
Ba’ath command confirmed the 
move. The source said Assad’s 
request was relayed to Abdullah 
al-Ahmar, an Arab Ba’ath Party as-
sistant secretary-general, who con-
vened an emergency meeting of 
the Ba’ath command to discuss the 
president’s decision.

“The command members agreed 
on rejecting the decision, argu-
ing that dissolving the Arab Ba’ath 
command needs an approval from 
the general assembly and cannot 
be done through a verbal request,” 
the source told The Arab Weekly, 
also insisting on anonymity.

The source said Presidency Min-
ister Mansour Azzam visited Ba’ath 
headquarters and informed Ahmar 
in person of Assad’s decision.

Inventory committees followed 
on January 17th to take command 
of property, including buildings, 
vehicles, furniture and all other 
possessions.

Well-informed sources linked 
Assad’s decision to the failure of 
the Ba’ath Party command to sup-
port him during the country’s war, 
with some Ba’ath officials opposing 
Assad’s handling of the crisis. They 

also cited “financial and adminis-
trative corruption in regional com-
mand offices as well as financial 
privileges some regional command 
members are enjoying”.

The Ba’ath Party command was 
one of the strongest supporters of 
the Assad regime. It garnered sup-
port for the regime in Damascus 
through members across the Arab 
world. The Ba’ath has lured Arabs 
through, among other things, uni-

versity scholarships to study in 
Syria for free.

The Arab Ba’ath Socialist Party 
was established in Syria in 1947 
under the slogan of One Arab Na-
tion with freedom as its objective 
through unity among Arabs and 
their liberation of colonialism to 
establish the Arab socialist system.

On October 16, 1970, Hafez As-
sad, acting as defence minister, 
led a group of officers in what was 

known then as the “corrective 
movement”. Ahmed Khatib be-
came president temporarily, as As-
sad took over the party secretariat 
and also became head of the party 
leadership in Syria. On February 22, 
1971, Assad was proclaimed presi-
dent.

After Hafez Assad’s death in June 
2000, Bashar Assad was elected 
president and Ba’ath secretary-
general.
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US Secretary of State John Kerry (R) with Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov before talks on the Syria peace process in 
Zurich, on January 20th.

In Syria’s complex war, US and Russia are partners

S
audi anxiety appeared 
to hit another high just 
before the row with Iran 
over the January 2nd 
execution of Shia cleric 
Nimr al-Nimr. That is 

not surprising. As the Saudis look 
around at the Middle East, they 
can see that they are increasingly 
on the defensive.

Nowhere is this truer than 
in Syria. The Russian military 
intervention reversed a trend 
that had seemed to favour Saudi 
Arabia and Turkey in their efforts 
to overthrow Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

Rebel groups, led by Jaysh 
al-Fatah, had made major gains 
in Idlib province and were 
threatening the Alawite heartland. 
There were signs the United 
States was shifting towards the 
establishment of a security zone 
along the Turkish border. And a 
firm principle of the international 
community was that Assad had 
to leave office before a political 
process could begin.

However, everything changed 
after Moscow entered the fray. 
The attacks in Paris by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in November only 
hardened positions in the West, 
so that the focal point in Syria 
became far less about getting 
rid of Assad than eliminating 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and his 
followers.

Worse, there was a growing 
perception that the Saudis and 
Turks were backing extremists 
in Syria, so that in the Western 

imagination jihadists, the 
Syrian opposition and Saudi 
Arabia and Turkey were all, 

simplistically, bunched into one.
At the same time, President 

Barack Obama’s administration, 
while condemning Russian 
actions, quickly began 
coordinating with Russia to avoid 
accidental confrontations between 
their militaries. Washington 
was careful to portray this as a 
necessary practical measure, not a 
sign of shared purpose.

However, in recent weeks, de 
facto cooperation seems to have 
increased. Media reports suggest 
Russian aircraft have assisted the 
advance of the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), a coalition of the 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) and Arab and non-Arab 
groups seeking to expel ISIS from 
Raqqa province. Yet the SDF is 
primarily backed by the United 
States and mistrusted by Turkey, 
which fears the PYD seeks to link 
Kurdish areas in north-eastern 
Syria with those around Afrin, 
north-west of Aleppo.

The SDF is also regarded as a 
threat by the Saudi- and Turkish-
backed Jaysh al-Fatah, one of 
whose main components is, or 

was, the al-Qaeda-linked Jabhat 
al-Nusra. Jaysh al-Fatah and other 
Syrian rebel groups worry that 
if the SDF, or anyone else, cut 
their Azaz supply line to Turkey, 
they could be surrounded in the 
Aleppo area. Russia is mainly 
helping the Syrian Army and the 
Americans are helping the SDF but 
the priorities of both leave Saudi-
backed rebels vulnerable.

To the Saudis, this is a sign of 
a worrying American shift. Bad 
news often comes in pairs: In 
December, US Secretary of State 
John Kerry signalled another 
concession when the United 
States said Assad could remain in 
power for a time during a Syrian 
transition, no longer conditioning 
peace talks on his departure.

According to a UN plan reached 
in November in Vienna, talks 
between the Syrian regime and 
recognised opposition groups 
are to begin on January 29th, 
leading towards the formation of a 
transitional governing body. This 
body would organise presidential 
and parliamentary elections by 
August 2017. A leaked internal 

Obama administration timeline 
indicates that Assad may be gone 
by March 2017.

The Saudis have no faith in such 
deadlines. All they can see is that 
the United States and Russia are 
in agreement to let Assad stay for 
now to prevent a void in Syria and 
that US President Barack Obama 
has done nothing to prevent 
Russian bombing of their Syrian 
allies. Riyadh and Ankara have 
moved closer but increasingly 
seem to be alone.

Nor is Arab solidarity 
heartening. Among the Arab 
states, Iraq, Jordan, Egypt, Algeria 
and Lebanon are either supportive 
of Assad or profoundly worried 
about a victory by extremists 
in Syria. This has restricted the 
kingdom’s ability to persevere, all 
the more so as this dominant Arab 
view reflects similar unease in 
Washington.

With Riyadh’s Yemen policy in 
a shambles and its Syria policy 
gradually being dismantled 
by Russia and the complicated 
calculations and maneuverings of 
all parties in Syria, no wonder the 
Saudis are nervous.

They see their main regional foe, 
Iran, gaining in both countries. 
In that context, Nimr’s execution 
could have been a way of 
tightening Sunni ranks and trying 
to place the kingdom once again at 
their forefront. But the Syrian war 
has caused too much damage and 
everyone is eager for a settlement. 
If keeping Assad for a time is the 
price to pay, so be it, seems to be 
the message from the outside. The 
Saudi and Turkish desire to fight 
on until Assad is forced out pleases 
nobody. Riyadh’s increasingly 
frantic behaviour betrays that they 
sense this.
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