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T 

he international response 
to the prospect of Saudi 
Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates sending 
ground troops to Syria 

to fight the Islamic State (ISIS) has 
been polarising, with reactions 
ranging from officials and pundits 
lauding the announcement to oth-
ers declaring it the start of a wider 
regional war.

“The kingdom is ready to par-
ticipate in any ground operations 
that the coalition (against ISIS) 
may agree to carry out in Syria,” 
Saudi Defence Ministry spokesman 
Brigadier-General Ahmed Asiri told 
Al-Arabiya TV. That sparked specu-
lation and questions regarding the 
mechanics of such a deployment 
and the geopolitical gains and risks 
that could come with it.

Just days after the Saudi rev-
elation, UAE Minister of State for 
Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash 
announced that the United Arab 
Emirates was prepared to send 
ground troops to fight ISIS in Syria. 
He stressed that any deployment 
would be relatively small.

“We are talking about troops on 
the ground that will lead the way, 
that will train, that will support 
and so forth. And I think our posi-
tion remains the same and we will 
have to see how this progresses,” 
Gargash said, adding that US lead-
ership would be a prerequisite.

Reiterating the need for US par-
ticipation in leading the ground 
effort was Saudi Foreign Minister 

Adel al-Jubeir, who earlier said: 
“The coalition will operate the way 
it has operated in the past, as an 
international coalition, even when 
there is a ground-force contingent 
in Syria.”

He added there would be no in-
ternational coalition against ISIS 
in Syria if the United States did not 
lead the effort.

The Saudi declaration was wel-
comed by US Secretary of Defense 
Ashton Carter and the White House, 
where spokesman Josh Earnest 
said the ground troops announce-
ment was a response to Carter’s 
plea for coalition partners to step 
up efforts in the fight against ISIS.

“So we certainly welcome the 
announcement from our partners 
in Saudi Arabia that they would 
be prepared to ramp up their com-
mitment militarily to this effort,” 
Earnest said. During a visit to Nel-
lis Air Force Base in Nevada, Carter 
echoed the sentiment and stressed 
that “it’ll be easier to sustain the 
defeat and it’ll be also easier to 
accomplish all the non-military 
aspects of the defeat if other coun-
tries that are part of the coalition 
accelerate their efforts at the same 
time”.

Regarding the possible motiva-
tions behind the announcement 
Jamal Khashoggi, a Saudi journalist 
and former adviser to Saudi Prince 
Turki al-Faisal, says is meant to gal-
vanise US support.

“I think it’s a statement and a 
reply to US accusations and the 
blame game that the Saudis are not 
doing enough to fight ISIS, so we 
are saying ‘OK, we are prepared to 
send in ground troops, what about 

you?’” Khashoggi said.
Khashoggi stressed that an up-

coming visit by Saudi Defence Min-
ister Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz to Brussels to 
engage with the anti-ISIS coalition 
is an indicator of how serious the 
moment is.

The timing of the ground troops 
proposal comes after efforts to 
kick-start UN peace talks in Geneva 
between warring factions involved 
in the more than 5-year civil war 
failed. The United States and Saudi 
Arabia support Syrian rebels at war 
with the Assad regime, which is 
supported by Russia, Iran and dif-
ferent offshoots of Hezbollah.

The Saudi ground troops pro-
posal was met with unusual vitriol 
from Assad supporters, particular-
ly from Iran’s Islamic Revolution-

ary Guards Corps (IRGC).
“(The Saudis) have made such 

a claim but I don’t think they are 
brave enough to do so… Even if 
they send troops, they would be 
definitely defeated… it would be 
suicide,” the head of the IRGC Ma-
jor-General Mohammad Ali Jafari 
was quoted as saying.

However, according to Khashog-
gi, Saudi Arabia will never accept 
an Iranian victory in Syria, describ-
ing it as a “Saudi strategic condi-
tion” while also highlighting that 
the kingdom has excused all efforts 
to resolve the crisis in Syria, includ-
ing withdrawal of support from the 
rebels.

“When the Saudis met with Syr-
ian intelligence chief Ali Mamlouk, 
which was considered unorthodox, 
they offered to stop backing the 

Syrian rebels under the condition 
that Iran and Hezbollah also with-
draw, and, of course, we know that 
did not happen.” he added.

Saudi Arabia and the UAE were 
two of the first Arab countries to 
join the US-led anti-ISIS coalition 
conducting air strikes on the terror-
ist group in Syria. At the end of 2015 
Riyadh announced the formation 
of a military alliance made up of 
34 Muslim countries to combat re-
gional terrorism. The coalition will 
tackle “the Islamic world’s problem 
with terrorism and will be a partner 
in the worldwide fight against this 
scourge”, Prince Mohammed said 
at the time.
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Gulf section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.
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Why the Saudis offered to send ground forces to Syria

T
he revelation that 
Saudi Arabia has 
offered ground forces 
to participate in an 
international force to 
fight in Syria signals 

once more the abandonment by 
Riyadh of an 82-year Saudi policy 
to steer clear of  regional military 
conflicts.

That policy has proven for a 
while of inestimable value to the 
desert kingdom.

In the 1950s, Egypt’s charis-
matic leader Gamal Abdel Nasser 
seemed destined to sweep all 
before him in a Soviet-supported 
revolutionary tide across the Mid-
dle East. But then Nasser made 
the mistake of sending ground 
forces into Yemen to back a so-
cialist regime against traditional 
tribal rebels. The Egyptians got 
sidetracked and exhausted in that 
long, futile struggle.

Saddam Hussein seized full 
power in Iraq in 1978. Within a 
year he plunged into an 8-year-
long, bloody war with Iran. Only 
three years after that conflict end-
ed, Saddam even more recklessly 
invaded neighbouring Kuwait in 
1990 and menaced Saudi Arabia. 
This led to the destruction of 
Iraq’s army by a US- and Saudi-led 
coalition.

Why then has Riyadh aban-

doned such a venerable policy 
that has served it so well for so 
long?

Saudi comments about possibly 
intervening in Syria reflect the 
clear recognition that Riyadh has 
no confidence whatsoever in the 
fatuous US “training” programmes 
to create yet more worthless forc-
es that melt away on first contact 
and cannot stand by themselves.

This pattern has repeated 
itself across the Middle East, the 
Maghreb and vast regions of Eura-
sia so often over the past 14 years 
that it seems to reflect a long-last-
ing psychosis or irrational compul-
sion to mindlessly repeat the same 

fatuous and futile mistakes.
US President Barack Obama has 

admitted that the United States 
cannot withdraw its air force and 
military “advisers” from Af-
ghanistan: If it did, that country’s 
national army, created and trained 
by US experts, would collapse in 
the face of the revived Taliban.

The much vaunted Free Syrian 
Army and other US-trained forces 
in Syria, on whom hundreds 
of millions more dollars were 
lavished, never even got off the 
ground.

Iraq’s National Army, the pride 
and joy of Pentagon planners, dis-
integrated in the summer of 2014 

against Islamic State (ISIS) forces 
vastly inferior to it in numbers and 
equipment.

Yet US policymakers have 
learned nothing. They remain de-
termined to repeat the failed and 
discredited policies of George W. 
Bush, Donald Rumsfeld and Paul 
Wolfowitz. New forces in Iraq are 
now being trained. It is clear that 
Libya’s turn will come next.

Why have all these efforts failed 
so miserably?

First, neo-colonialist foreigners 
of a different culture and religion 
cannot motivate any force they 
recruit with discipline, morale and 
the willingness to fight and die. 
Only well-established govern-
ments in the region that have not 
been imposed by foreign powers 
far across the oceans can do that.

Second, the corruption and 
incompetence of US army-building 
exercises have been repeatedly 
documented since the Vietnam 
war. But this lesson has never 
been learned.

That is why Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and his ad-
visers have — reluctantly but with 
clear eyes — concluded that the 
next US efforts to build “the best 
armed forces ever” will utterly fail 
in Syria, just as they have done in 
so many other places.

Sending ground forces into Syria 
has many dangers of its own but 
relying on American “expertise” 
to do the job of restoring stability 
and order would be far worse.
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