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US increasing
presence in 
Syria, Iraq

Russia’s scorched earth tactics change Syria war

Beirut

T 

hree US Air Force trans-
port planes carrying small 
arms and ammunition 
touched down February 
4th at a newly established 

US special forces base at Rmeilan 
near the Euphrates river in north-
eastern Syria, the first American 
military planes to land in Syria 
since war erupted there nearly five 
years ago.

The arrival of the lumbering 
C-130 Hercules aircraft marked a 
new phase in the United States’ 
participation in the bewildering 
Syrian conflict, in which US Presi-
dent Barack Obama seems ready, 
after years of working to avoid be-
ing dragged into another Middle 
Eastern fight, to turn up the heat 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Syria and Iraq.

Obama was pressured to be-
come more aggressive largely by 
ferocious ISIS terrorist attacks 
in France, Turkey, North Africa, 
Egypt and elsewhere since August 
in which hundreds of people were 
killed.

US Army engineers extended the 
runway of a disused crop-dusters’ 
airstrip at Rmeilan for the four-en-
gine C-130s to deliver arms to the 
US-allied Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF), a 30,000-strong coalition 
dominated by the Kurdish People’s 
Protection Units (YPG).

Fifty US operatives are at Rmei-
lan, a modest start for what Wash-
ington hails as a more aggressive 
phase in the war on ISIS, even 
though there have been several 

small escalations in recent months.
Counter-insurgency experts, 

however, do not believe that beef-
ing up US special forces and ex-
panding a 17-month-old, US-led air 
campaign will be enough to cripple 
the jihadists or the Islamic caliphate 
they proclaimed in June 2014.

The Pentagon has not disclosed 
the number of troops destined for 
Syria and Iraq but US sources say 
that these will probably number 
only a few hundred.

What is needed though, analysts 
say, is a full-blown military ground 
offensive against ISIS citadels in the 
north-eastern Syrian city of Raqqa, 
the caliphate’s de facto capital, and 
Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, 
with intense air attacks.

ISIS’s efforts to expand its cali-
phate have been checked but the 
Institute for the Study of War in 
Washington concluded recently 
that ISIS remains “unchallenged 
in its core terrain across Iraq and 
Syria. The organisation will likely 
retain this safe haven for the fore-
seeable future, allowing it to con-
tinue to resource and direct attacks 
on the West.”

Republican hardliners have de-
manded 20,000 US troops be de-
ployed in Syria and Iraq; presiden-
tial hopeful US Senator Ted Cruz, 
R-Texas, is pressing for a World 
War II-style “carpet bombing” cam-

paign against ISIS strongholds, par-
ticularly Raqqa.

Support for such operations is 
limited — for now anyway — largely 
because they would cause heavy ci-
vilian casualties. The Russians have 
done this since they intervened on 
September 30th to save the regime 
of President Bashar Assad from col-
lapse — and they have turned the 
tables on their foes

The United States has about 
3,700 troops in Iraq. These include 

200 special forces operatives but 
most are there to train and advise 
the Iraqi military as it rebuilds to 
move against ISIS-held cities.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He 
lives in Beirut.

Damascus

R 

ussian air strikes and ar-
tillery bombardments 
have pulverised rebel 
forces entrenched in 
northern Syria, opening 

the way for the Syrian Army and its 
allies to recapture large reaches of 
territory that President Bashar As-
sad’s regime lost three years ago.

This fast-moving offensive 
sweeping across the Latakia and 
Aleppo governorates has turned the 
5-year-old war on its head, greatly 
strengthening Assad’s position 
and shooting down any prospect 
of a UN-backed peace settlement 
in which the Syrian leader’s future 
was in considerable doubt.

Amid the regime’s victories, 
conditions for hundreds of thou-
sands of civilians have deteriorated 
sharply, with 60,000-70,000 flee-
ing Aleppo and camping out along 
the Turkish border seeking sanc-
tuary from the Russian-led mael-
strom, according to the UN and re-
lief agencies.

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu, addressing a fund-
raising conference in London, said 
that, due to increasingly intensive 
Russian air strikes, “300,0000 peo-
ple living in Aleppo are ready to 

move towards Turkey”.
The Netherlands-based PAX aid 

group reported on February 9th 
that more than 1 million Syrians 
are trapped in besieged cities and 
towns, a worsening humanitar-

ian crisis that was at the heart of 
UN-brokered peace negotiations in 
Geneva, which collapsed with the 
Russian blitzkrieg in northern Syria 
launched just as the talks began on 
January 29th.

The regime’s northern offensive, 
which has cut many of the rebels’ 
vital supply lines from Turkey and 
kept them from getting reinforce-
ments, and a smaller offensive in 
the south towards the Jordanian 
and Israeli borders, have changed 
the complexion of a conflict in 
which rebels backed by the United 
States and Saudi Arabia were mak-
ing steady gains against the regime.

The turnaround has been entirely 
due to merciless Russian air strikes, 

including cruise missiles and at-
tacks by strategic bombers flying 
out of northern Ossetia, and highly 
effective long-range artillery bom-
bardments that have smashed rebel 
positions.

The recent regime advances have 
underlined the explosive power of 
the Russian intervention initiated 
in September to prevent the down-
fall of Assad, Moscow’s key Arab 
ally, as part of President Vladimir 
Putin’s ambition to restore Mos-
cow’s strategic reach.

The regime’s advances have coin-
cided with a half-hearted US effort 
to boost its forces in Syria and Iraq 
in the war against the Islamic State. 
They have also spurred Saudi Ara-
bia and other Arab powers opposed 
to Assad to state that they would 
send combat troops to Syria, a step 
that, if taken, would add another 
layer of complexity to an already 
perplexing conflict.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.
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A US-led coalition instructor stands in front of a Shia religious
banner at Besmaya military base south of Baghdad, on January 27th.

ISIS remains 
“unchallenged 
in its core terrain 
across Iraq and 
Syria”.
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Syrians ride a motorbike past a collapsed building on which 
a graffiti reads “Russia kills us” in the central Syrian town of 
Talbisseh in the Homs province.

The turnaround has 
been entirely due to 
merciless Russian 
air strikes, including 
cruise missiles and 
attacks by strategic 
bombers.
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