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Opinion

T
he civil war in Syria 
has unleashed a 
Pandora’s box of 
problems for the 
region and well 
beyond, drawing 

major powers into the conflict 
and escalating tensions to 
unprecedented danger levels, or 
at least to those not seen since 
the coldest days of the Cold War.

The Syrian conflict has spread 
well beyond its borders, affecting 
all of its neighbours in one manner 
or another. The unprecedented 
refugee crisis has troubled 
European countries, raising 
spectres of past regimes that some 
hoped would remain forgotten.

The dangers facing the region 
have many people worried about 
where this could lead if left 
unchecked.

Amr Moussa, the former 
secretary-general of the Arab 
League, classified the situation in 
the Middle East and North Africa 
as one of “immense danger”.

What does the future hold for 
Syria given the level of violence 
and destruction that has prevailed 
throughout this terrible war?

There is no doubt the Syria of 
tomorrow will be a very different 
than today’s. Will a post-war Syria 
continue under the current regime 
after all that has transpired? 

That is unlikely. In all 
probability, once the 
Russians have secured 
their naval bases on the 
Mediterranean, Syrian 
President Bashar Assad 
may very quickly be seen 
as a liability for them. But 
his presence or departure 
may not be Moscow’s 
biggest problem once the 
guns fall silent.

Iran and Russia may 
be allies today but their interests 
are bound to change once the 
conflict subsides. If Moscow’s 

preoccupation is to maintain its 
naval bases on the Mediterranean, 
Iran has far more ambiguous 
ambitions.

Unlike Russia, which has 
limited its participation in the 
war to providing air support, Iran, 
having invested a good number 
on lives and many dollars, views 
Syria as a logical extension of its 
Islamic revolution. How will this 
affect the Russians’ position? 
Is the Kremlin simply going to 
allow Iran to swallow Syria or the 
several countries that may emerge 
from the post-war Syria? Or will 
Russia be willing to engage in yet 
another far-away bloodier war?

On the other side of the region 

is North Africa, particularly in 
Libya, where the Islamic State 
(ISIS) has invested heavily, 
hoping to extend its caliphate 
from Baghdad to Tripoli. That is 
another major flashpoint yet to 
reach its climax.

A number of officials who 
monitor the region have voiced 
concern about Libya. The 
Europeans particularly are 
keeping a very close eye on the 
situation there as it directly 
affects developments in their 
countries.

Such is the flow of refugees 
inundating European countries 
in recent years that there is, of 
course, the potential of sleeper 

terrorists infiltrating along with 
refugees, with senior US officials 
warning that they are entering 
Europe every day. The Islamists 
have been going about it quite 
shrewdly, investing heavily 
in getting their supporters to 
Belgium, one of the smallest 
European countries. That is why 
the Belgium question was asked 
at a recent NATO conference held 
in Rome.

The answer may be quite 
obvious to some. Belgium, 
divided between its two principal 
communities, the Flemish and the 
Walloons, offers a certain level of 
ambiguity that the terrorists have 
used to their advantage.
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A barber cuts the hair of a customer outside his damaged salon, in Deraa province, Syria.

A number of observers 
— including US 
President Barack 
Obama — have said 
Russian actions in 
Syria is leading 

Moscow into a quagmire. How-
ever, as Michael Kofman of 
Washington’s Woodrow Wilson 
Centre recently argued, Moscow’s 
intervention has succeeded in 
protecting Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s regime and 
reclaiming territory it had lost to 
the opposition. Russia appears to 
be in position for further success.

There are many factors to 
explain this state of affairs but 
one of the most important is 
that the Obama administration 
has pursued disparate, even 
conflicting, goals in Syria while 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 
policies have been focused on one 
specific end.

The Obama administration has 
three goals in Syria: 1) Assad’s 
downfall; 2) the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and; 3) 
the avoidance of major direct 
American military involvement.

The Obama administration’s 
actions have revealed how it 
prioritises these three goals: 
The highest priority has been to 
avoid becoming bogged down in a 
military quagmire. The emphasis 
that the administration has placed 

on this goal has severely 
limited the extent to 
which it can pursue the 
other two goals.

After this, Obama 
has prioritised the fight 
against ISIS over the 
downfall of Assad, as 
demonstrated by the 
administration’s allocation 

of military resources to the 
fight against ISIS but virtually 
none to dealing with Assad.

Some of Washington’s Middle 
East allies are far more serious 

about the downfall of the Assad 
regime. Saudi Arabia, though, has 
been distracted from pursuing this 
goal by its military intervention 
in Yemen, which clearly must be 
a higher priority to Riyadh than is 
Syria. Indeed, the problems that 
Riyadh is experiencing with its 
military intervention in Riyadh 
raise doubts about its ability to 
effectively intervene in Syria 
simultaneously.  Similarly, while 
Turkey also seeks the downfall of 
Assad, it is increasingly prioritising 
its conflict with the Kurds, both in 
Syria and in Turkey.

Putin, by contrast, has focused 
on protecting the Assad regime 
against its most immediate 
threat: the non-ISIS opposition 
forces, including those receiving 
(relatively little) support from the 
United States and (relatively more) 
from regional allies.

But protecting the Assad 
regime (if not necessarily Assad 
himself) is not Putin’s only goal. 
He undoubtedly wants to avoid 
getting militarily bogged down 
in Syria. His ability to support 
Assad while avoiding a quagmire 
has been greatly enhanced by 

the Obama administration’s 
making avoidance of a quagmire 
its foremost goal and by the 
unwillingness of US allies to 
become further involved in 
Syria independent of larger US 
involvement.

Putin has stated repeatedly 
that ISIS is a threat, not just to the 
Assad regime but to Russia as well. 
That the United States and its allies 
are devoting their limited military 
efforts in Syria to combating ISIS 
has meant that Moscow has not 
had to focus on targeting ISIS to 
defend the Assad regime. In any 
event, ISIS is less of an immediate 
threat to Assad’s survival than are 
his non-ISIS opponents.

Moscow, then, succeeded in 
defending the Assad regime 
because the United States and its 
allies have pursued diffuse goals 
in Syria.

Nevertheless, while Russia has 
taken advantage of Washington’s 
lack of focus, it remains to be seen 
how far Putin can go with this 
strategy.

If, for example, Russian and 
Assad regime forces (along with 
those from Iran and Hezbollah) 

succeed in defeating the non-
ISIS opposition, will Moscow be 
willing to fight ISIS, which, like 
Assad, benefits from Moscow’s 
focus on targeting the non-ISIS 
opposition? Or will Moscow make 
an ignominious, even if tacit, deal 
with the devil and allow ISIS to 
have free rein in eastern Syria in 
return for not challenging Assad 
regime rule over western Syria?

Even if Moscow stabilises 
Assad’s rule over all or part 
of Syria, will control by an 
oppressive, unpopular minority 
Alawite regime mean that Russian 
forces must remain in Syria 
indefinitely to prevent the Sunni 
Arab majority and other opponents 
from rising up again after they 
depart?

How will Russian intervention 
in Syria, no matter how successful 
it is, affect Russia’s relations with 
predominantly Sunni countries 
that see Moscow’s actions as 
not just supporting an anti-
Sunni regime in Syria but also 
strengthening Shia Iran? And 
what will be the consequences 
for Moscow of continued hostile 
relations with Turkey, which need 
not have deteriorated had Moscow 
not allowed its aircraft to fly so 
near the Turkish-Syrian border?

Finally, the extent to which 
Russia has been militarily 
successful in Syria, and may 
continue to be, has not improved 
Russia’s dire economic straits 
resulting from low oil prices and 
Western sanctions. Ultimately, 
Putin’s success in Syria may 
well result in significant costs 
and relatively limited long-term 
benefits for Russia.
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Russian fighter jets on the tarmac at the Russian Hamim military 
base in Latakia province, in the north-west of Syria, on February 16th.
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