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T 

he United States is re-
launching a multifac-
eted initiative to counter 
online propaganda and 
recruitment efforts by 

violent extremists. The initiative 
comes amid mounting frustration 
in Washington that the Islamic State 
(ISIS), al-Qaeda and other groups 
continue to radicalise young people 
around the world through the use 
of publicly available technology, 
often evading the most advanced 
intelligence operations.

But the ambitious move, which 
involves the US State Department 
and several other government 
agencies as well as high-tech pri-
vate sector partners, comes with 
its own challenges, including cor-
porate and international clashes of 
culture.

US President Barack Obama al-
luded to the plan in an address at 
the United Nations last September, 
saying it was not enough to fight 
ISIS on the ground.

“Ideologies are not defeated with 
guns. They’re defeated by better 
ideas, a more attractive and com-
pelling vision,” Obama said.

Soon after, the White House an-
nounced the programme by reach-
ing out to top tech firms, including 
Twitter, Facebook, Google and Ap-
ple, which have remained secretive 
about the exact workings.

The most visible aspect is the 
State Department’s Global Engage-

ment Center, which began opera-
tions in mid-January. The head of 
the centre, Michael Lumpkin, also 
serves as assistant secretary of de-
fence for special operations/low-
intensity conflict and his resume 
includes working on the Ebola epi-
demic in Africa.

The centre’s objective is to sup-
port organisations worldwide that 
create an alternative and positive 
message to challenge extremist 
narratives. Lumpkin spent a good 
part of his first week on the job in 
Rome discussing global partner-
ships with the anti-ISIS coalition 
countries.

A spokesman for the State De-
partment explained to The Arab 
Weekly how the partnerships 
would work.

“We want to help credible, local 
organisations and civil society lead-
ers create their own content, and to 
support them and make sure they 
have the ability and resources to 
lead on their own,” said the official. 
“Some examples range from help-
ing tech-savvy students create their 
own online content to empowering 
girls who have been targeted by 
extremists to inform their peers by 
saying, ‘This is what happened to 
me and this is what you should look 
out for,’” the official said, referring 
to stories by former ISIS captives.

The State Department has been 
criticised for failing to effectively 
combat online extremist propa-
ganda. Critics said it has been un-
able to compete with the volume 
of tweets by ISIS or even with the 
quality and allure of its recruitment 
videos. State Department officials 

insist these are the wrong aspects 
to focus on and that the main les-
son learned is a need to adapt fast 
to dynamic changes. One way of 
doing this is to employ the scien-
tific method of constant feedback 
through data.

“As our efforts evolve, we are put-
ting more emphasis on data analyt-
ics and expanding our analytics 
efforts, so when we employ a new 
messaging strategy, we’ll be able to 
see quickly how the messages are 
resonating and ultimately how ef-
fective it is,” said the State Depart-
ment official. “The effort to coun-
ter Daesh [an Arabic term for ISIS] 
propaganda is every bit as impor-

tant as the kinetic battlefield on the 
ground… so we have to be patient 
and flexible.”

For this approach to succeed, 
the State Department must work 
closely with high-tech firms that 
generate such analytics, a not so 
easy feat.

Ronald Marks served as a CIA of-
ficer and intelligence counsel to 
the US Senate, and sits on the board 
of directors at George Washington 
University’s Center for Cyber & 
Homeland Security. He says that, 
as good as it sounds, the new initia-
tive has major challenges to over-
come. For instance, the cultural 
differences between bureaucratic 

Washington and dynamic, tech-
savvy Silicon Valley are enormous 
and they have clashed in the past, 
seemingly unable to work produc-
tively together.

But the State Department says 
high-tech experts have enthusias-
tically signed on to work with the 
government at “a fraction of the 
pay” they might earn in Silicon Val-
ley.

Perhaps a larger challenge for the 
government is dealing with foreign 
partners.

For example, what happens 
when the best group to combat the 
extremists’ allure happens to be too 
liberal and subversive to regimes 
allied with the United States in its 
fight against extremism? State De-
partment officials say the United 
States cannot support groups seen 
as breaking local laws, including 
those related to blasphemy or for-
bidden dissent against the authori-
ties. It is here major challenges may 
lie.

“[The State Department] really 
needs to focus on what is going to 
appeal to young men and women 
who are looking for something 
in their lives, the young men and 
women who feel oppressed where 
they are… They’re stuck in their 
parents’ homes unable to support 
themselves and attract a partner,” 
said Marks.

“And we are going to offend a lot 
of status quo partners when and if 
we do”.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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A 3D representation of the Twitter and YouTube logos against the 
background of ISIS flag in Zenica, Bosnia and Herzegovina, on 
February 3rd.
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W 

ith the United States 
engaged in its 15th 
year of war against 
militant Islam, US 
Defense Secretary 

Ashton Carter says he’s hoping to 
expel the Islamic State (ISIS) from 
the Syrian city of Raqqa and the 
Iraqi city of Mosul, the key centres 
of its self-proclaimed caliphate, this 
year.

Given ISIS’s resilience, even after 
losing some territory it seized in a 
2014-15 blitzkrieg, Carter’s expecta-
tions could be described as optimis-
tic. 

US President Barack Obama is 
clearly seeking to step up the fight 
against the jihadists, the successors 
of the 19 suicide attackers respon-
sible for the deaths of about 3,000 
people in the United States on Sep-
tember 11, 2001.

But military analysts and coun-
terinsurgency specialists say he is 
refusing to order a major US-led 
ground offensive that they believe, 
after years of the United States try-
ing to avoid yet another messy Mid-
dle East war is the only way to crush 
ISIS.

The Russians have been rolling up 
rebel groups seeking to topple their 
ally, Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
with merciless and indiscriminate 
firepower. They have been seem-
ingly heedless of civilian casual-
ties, using a minimal deployment of 
air assets and ground forces armed 
with artillery and rocket launchers.

In the coming weeks, the Rus-
sian-led offensive looks likely to 
produce a victory for Assad, even if 
it means shrinking the territory his 
regime will control, relinquishing 
regions dominated by the majority 
Sunnis and building a new Shia-Ala-
wite state that will probably include 
Lebanon, where Hezbollah, staunch 

ally of Shia Iran and Assad’s quasi-
Shia regime, is the dominant force.

The main weapon Obama will 
use in the stepped-up war on ISIS 
is air power, which has been ham-
mering ISIS in Syria and Iraq since 
mid-2014 without decisive effect. 
Says David Deptula, a retired US Air 
Force general who masterminded 
the crippling 40-day bombardment 
of Iraq during the 1990-91 Gulf war, 
that will continue unless Obama fol-
lows the Russians, who are using 
cruise missiles and strategic bomb-
ers against ISIS, and declares open 
season on the caliphate.

“We’re not giving air power a 
chance,” Deptula says. “We could do 
it in a matter of weeks, not years.” 
Seeking to minimise civilian casual-
ties “is yielding an advantage to our 
adversaries that I find difficult to un-
derstand”. 

Obama has shown a penchant for 
secret wars, in which his administra-
tion has rarely been held accounta-
ble, and it is the US secretive Special 
Operations Command, massively 
expanded over the last few years as 
a covert arm of the country’s policy, 
that he is supposedly unleashing 
against ISIS.

To support the special opera-
tions, the Americans have built an 
air base — their first military instal-
lation inside Syria — by expanding a 
disused airstrip south-east of Rmei-
lan on the eastern side of the Eu-
phrates that was, until 2010, used by 
crop dusters. A 50-man US Special 
Forces unit is based there.

The area in eastern Hasakah 
province is controlled by the Kurd-
ish Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), 
which, supported by intense US air 
strikes, seized the region from ISIS 
in December.

US support for the SDF, which the 
Turks say is an offshoot of their own 
Kurdish separatists, the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), has incensed 
Ankara. It fears the emergence of an 
independent Kurdish entity in Syria 
will encourage their separatist cous-
ins in the Anatolia region of south-
eastern Turkey.

So the Americans, who rely on 
the use of the Turkish air base at 
Incirlik, west of the war zone, may 
find themselves with one hand tied 
behind their backs in northern Syria 
because of the rift with NATO ally 

Turkey.
The US moves in Syria are re-

flected in similar troop increases in 
Iraq and the Americans are seeking 
to form a new coalition to intervene 
in oil-rich Libya, where ISIS seeks to 
extend its caliphate. Europe is only 
400km away, so decisive action in 
Libya may take precedence over Syr-
ia and Iraq, which are less of a threat 
to the West.

In Iraq, the United States wants 
to intensify pressure on ISIS, which 
has suffered several setbacks of late 
— the Americans claim to have killed 
20,000 ISIS fighters, the equivalent 
of two army divisions — in their 
air campaign that began in August 
2014. However, ISIS remains resil-
ient and deadly.

There are about 3,700 US troops 
in Iraq, mostly on training and ad-
visory missions. But they include 
200 special operations troops who 
recently got the green light to go 
after ISIS leaders there and in Syria, 
the most wide-ranging mandate US 
forces have had since the 2011 with-
drawal from Iraq. 

The special forces deployed in 
Syria and Iraq, possibly with more 
to follow, comprise what US military 
officials in Washington are rather 
grandiosely calling a new “expedi-
tionary force” in response to con-

gressional leaders’ demands for 
tougher action against ISIS.

The Americans want other pow-
ers to provide combat forces to sup-
port them in Syria. The problem is 
that the key US objective is to crush 
ISIS rather than topple Assad, which 
is what the Saudis and Turks want.

Even so, on February 4th, the 
Saudis offered to send ground 
troops. Bahrain and the United 
Arab Emirates are likely to follow 
suit. Arab diplomats report that the 
Saudis, who have so far aided rebel 
groups, could agree to send sev-
eral thousand special forces troops 
to Syria, possibly in concert with 
Turkey. The bottom line seems to 
be that the Americans are finally 
admitting that air power alone will 
not win this war against apocalyp-
tic Muslim jihadists in a region that 
gives every appearance of falling 
apart and that other options must 
now be explored — and fast.

It’s not clear how far the Ameri-
cans are prepared to go in building 
up their forces in Iraq and Syria. The 
prospect of the kind of all-arms op-
erations the Americans and British 
mounted against al-Qaeda during 
the eight-year occupation of Iraq, 
such as the 2004 assault on Falluja 
— ironically, once again in jihadist 
hands — that took months of street 

battles by 13,500 troops to crush 500 
jihadists is no longer contemplated. 
The Iraqi military’s stumbling ef-
forts to retake territory seized by 
ISIS in 2014 underline the problem 
of fighting without a substantial US 
ground force.

In Washington, there is more 
bluster than broadsides. Carter de-
clared on December 1st that the US 
military will deploy a specialised 
expeditionary targeting force to Iraq 
to “put even more pressure” on ISIS 
and “conduct unilateral operations 
into Syria”. 

Carter boasted before the House 
Armed Services Committee: “We’re 
at war. We’re using the might of the 
finest fighting force the world has 
ever known. Tens of thousands of 
US personnel are operating in the 
broader Middle East region, and 
more are on the way.”

Some senior US officials say that 
“this cracks open the door” for US 
combat operations in Iraq and Syria. 
On the evidence of what is under 
way now, however, the US military 
strategy remains highly limited and 
will probably fail.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has 
covered Middle Eastern affairs since 
1967 and lives in Beirut.
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Combined Joint Task Force Commander Army Lieutenant-General Sean MacFarland speaks via tele-
conference from Baghdad, during a media briefing at the Pentagon, on February 1st.

The Americans want 
other powers to 
provide combat 
forces to support 
them in Syria.


