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audi Arabia’s readiness to 
commit ground troops to 
Syria has provoked what 
seem to be contradictory 
responses from senior com-

manders of the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps (IRGC).

The kingdom was ready to “par-
ticipate in any ground operations 
that the coalition may agree to carry 
out in Syria”, Saudi military spokes-
man Brigadier-General Ahmed al-
Asiri told Al Arabiya News Channel 
on February 4th.

Addressing the funeral service of 
several guardsmen killed in combat 
in Syria, IRGC commander Major-
General Mohammad Ali Jafari said 
on February 5th: “There is fierce 
competition among the units of 
the ground forces of the Guard” to 
volunteer for missions in Syria. But 
he emphasised that the guard is 
“restrained” when it comes to de-
ploying “military advisers” — read 
“combat troops” — into Syria.

And that, Jafari maintained, “sad-
dens” the IRGC’s commanders, with 
the clear implication that the corps 
is champing at the bit to get into 
the Syrian war in which Iranians are 
playing an increasingly important 
part.

Saudi Arabia’s declared intent to 
step in with military forces to sup-
port rebels opposed to the regime of 

Syrian President Bashar Assad — a 
key ally of Iran and, with neigh-
bouring Lebanon, Tehran’s forward 
base in the Levant against Israel — 
would greatly complicate the al-
ready complex Syrian war. It would 
also sharply escalate the long-time 
rivalry between Iran and the king-
dom by pitting their military forces 
directly against each other on the 
battlefield.

Brigadier-General Hossein Sa-
lami, Jafari’s deputy, chose a dif-
ferent approach in a February 7th 
interview with Iranian television, 
saying: “Saudi Arabia, even as the 
lead force in a coalition and engaged 
in an imbalanced war, is a failure in 
facing the people of Yemen… What 
capabilities has such a regime to 
deploy forces to as fierce a battle-
ground as Syria?”

Concluding the interview, Salami 
huffed: “More than anything, this is 
a political joke.”

However, if Jafari and his deputy 
consider the threat of deployment 
of Saudi ground forces in Syria a 
“joke”, why did Jafari feel com-
pelled to emphasise that Iran exer-
cises “restraint” in deployment of 
IRGC forces in Syria, while simul-
taneously issuing the veiled threat 
of the willingness of guard units to 
rush to combat in Syria?

Was this Jafari attempting to 
warn Saudi Arabia against dispatch-
ing ground forces to Syria? Is Jafari 
threatening Riyadh with deploying 
jihad and martyrdom ready IRGC 
ground force units in Syria even-
tually to engage in direct battle 
against Saudi forces?

Perhaps, but to judge by funeral 
services in Iran and Lebanon for 
Shia combatants killed in combat in 
Syria, the IRGC is already increasing 
its military presence in that country.

That increase is not only visible in 
the growing number of IRGC casual-
ties in Syria but also reflected in the 
burial of martyrs from provincial-

based guard units that have little or 
no history of such funerals.

Since the death in battle of Major 
Moharram Tork of the IRGC’s elite 
and secretive expeditionary arm, al-
Quds Force, on January 19, 2012, at 
least 318 IRGC members have died 
in the Syrian maelstrom.

The IRGC’s allies have also paid 
a high price. According to Iranian 
records, at the very least, 829 Leb-
anese Hezbollah fighters, 229 Af-
ghan Shias and 45 Pakistani Shias 
have died in combat in Syria. Iraqi 
Shia militias, trained, armed and 
controlled by Tehran, have also suf-
fered heavy losses but there is lit-
tle reliable statistical information 
about this available.

While the number of Hezbollah 
combat fatalities peaked during in-
tense fighting in May 2013 and No-
vember 2014, the majority of non-
Lebanese Shia losses in Syria have 
been incurred since Russia, Assad’s 
other key ally, intervened in the war 
in September 2015 and launched 
major offensives that have reversed 
Assad’s crumbling fortunes and 
transformed the Syrian war.

To be specific, as of early Feb-
ruary, 192 IRGC members, 92 Af-
ghani Shias and 22 Pakistani Shias 
have lost their lives since Russia’s 
launched air strikes against Syr-
ian rebel forces on September 30. 
Most of those were killed in fighting 
around the northern city of Aleppo 
where rebels and the regime both 
hold territory.

And there is another indicator 

that the IRGC has stepped up its 
deployment in Syria: The corps’ lat-
est combat fatalities belong to units 
with no record of participation in 
the fighting in Syria or only minor 
involvement in combat operations 
there.

This includes IRGC units based in 
Iranian provinces such as Sistan and 
Baluchestan, West Azerbaijan, Koh-
giluyeh and Boyer Ahmad, and Fars.

Seen from this perspective, the 
reactions of the IRGC to Saudi plans 

of military deployment in Syria 
should be a major source of concern 
in a region that is consumed by con-
flict and threatened with upheaval.
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Iranian soldiers carry the coffin of Amin Karimi, a member of 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps who was killed in Syria, 
during Karimi’s funeral in Tehran, last October.
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declared intent to 
step in with military 
forces would greatly 
complicate the 
already complex 
Syrian war.

What would deploying Saudi ground forces in Syria achieve?

S 

audi Arabia has said it 
could send ground 
troops to fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS), 
something that the 
US-led, anti-ISIS coali-

tion desperately needs if it truly 
wants to be successful in eradicat-
ing the group. Until now, fighting 
terrorism in Syria has been a fig 
leaf to cover the real intentions of 
nations that have intervened in 
the country’s civil war.

Syria’s skies are crowded with 
warplanes from the United States, 
France, United Kingdom, Russia, 
Turkey and Arab states, while its 
territory is filled with gunmen from 
all corners of the Earth, with many 
holding different beliefs and objec-
tives.

So what would deploying Saudi 
ground forces to Syria achieve? 
Would a Saudi intervention be 
aimed at combating terrorism, as 
the statement announcing this 
claimed? Or will this actually seek 
to protect the Syrian opposition 
from being bombed by Russia? 
Or impose safe zones for Syrian 

refugees? Or secure territory that 
has been liberated from terrorist 
groups? Or even fight the Assad 
regime directly and seek to impose 
a new reality on the ground that 
could lead to a political solution?

On the other hand, where is 
Russia in all this? Will the Syrian 
regime’s closest ally accept such 
a profound shift in the balance of 
power on the ground and the impo-
sition of new rules of engagement?

Saudi Arabia does not deny the 
risk posed by ISIS and other terror-
ist groups but Riyadh has always 
stressed that Syrian President 
Bashar Assad and his forces, which 
have killed hundreds of thousands 
of Syrians, bear the ultimate re-
sponsibility for all that has hap-
pened, including the rise of ISIS. 
This is all the result of the Assad 
regime’s poor decision-making and 
administration.

That is purportedly why Saudi 
Arabia is so insistent that As-
sad must leave; so long as Assad 
remains, so too will the terrorists. 
Whether one agrees or disagrees 
with this, Saudi Arabia’s indication 
that it could send ground troops to 
Syria is based on a number of points 
that date to the beginning of the 
conflict.

Saudi Arabia has publicly called 
for Assad’s departure, whatever 
happens; Riyadh has provided 
significant support to the Syrian op-
position, politically, militarily and 
financially; Saudi Arabia is already a 
member of the anti-ISIS global coa-
lition; US President Barack Obama 

has requested Arab troops be sent 
to Syria; Russia’s strong military 
intervention to back Assad changed 
the balance of power in the country; 
there has been a subsequent change 
in the West’s agenda with Assad’s 
departure no longer a priority as 
can be seen in UN Security Council 
Resolution 2254; Saudi Arabia has 
become increasingly active politi-
cally, including the establishment 
of the Islamic Military Alliance.

The most important, and most dif-
ficult question, is how will Russia 
view this intervention? Can Saudi 
Arabia risk conducting military 
operations in the country without 
coordinating with Russia and the 
Syrian regime? What role would 
the armed Syrian opposition play? 
What about Iran and Hezbollah?

There are more questions than 
answers at the moment and a pes-
simistic reading of the situation 
abounds. Even if it is assumed that 
all parties are acting in good faith 
and that they are all seeking to 
fight terrorism and eradicate ISIS 
from Syria, then questions remain: 
Would ISIS’s defeat in Syria end the 
group or merely transform it into a 
cross-border terrorist organisation 
like al-Qaeda? Will ISIS be eradi-
cated in Syria, then only to rear 
its head in Libya, Yemen, Tunisia, 
Egypt and other regional states?

What is clear from the situation 
in Syria today is that this is part of 
a wider global struggle between 
superpowers and regional forces. 
The United States and its allies are 
locked in conflict with Russia, while 

Saudi Arabia, Iran and Turkey are 
involved in a regional conflict with 
sectarian overtones. So, all in all, 
the Saudi statement that it would 
be prepared to send troops to Syria 
can perhaps be viewed as a political 
move more than a military one.

Saudi Arabia’s willingness to send 
troops to fight ISIS is a response to 
accusations that it supports terror-
ism in Syria. It can also be seen as 
an attempt to deflect the false view 
that Arab and Muslim countries 
are turning a blind eye to Sunni 
terrorists, dissipate criticism of its 
support for Sunni Muslims and en-
sure that Syria is not devoid of Arab 
and Islamic troops at a time when 
non-Arab troops are being deployed 
there.

Finally, Saudi Arabia has been 
actively fighting terrorism since 
1980. It does not need to mobilise 
Arab and Islamic forces and deploy 
them to Turkey to fight ISIS in Syria. 
Saudi Arabia’s forces are focused on 
combating terrorism domestically, 
while ISIS is just a stone throw’s 
away in Yemen.

Riyadh has the legal and moral 
justification and military capabil-
ity to defeat ISIS in Yemen before it 
seeks to target the group elsewhere 
but if it deploys ground troops to 
Syria, anything could happen. Most 
frightening of all is that this could 
lead to a broader international con-
flict, a third world war on the 100th 
anniversary of the first.
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called for Assad’s 
departure, whatever 
happens.


