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R 

ussia’s much-hailed par-
tial military withdrawal 
from Syria after a with-
ering five-and-a-half-
month air blitz that saved 

the regime of Bashar Assad masks 
a winning strategic stroke of Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin by which he re-
established Moscow’s power in the 
Middle East.

Recalling most of the 40 combat 
aircraft that formed the core of Rus-
sia’s expeditionary force to Syria in 
September does not mean Moscow 
is pulling out. On the contrary, Rus-
sia is in the Middle East to stay, add-
ing a new layer of volatility to a re-
gion gutted by conflict.

Moscow now has the infrastruc-
ture in place for maintaining a mili-
tary presence in the Middle East in 
the waning days of Pax Americana 
and the violent geopolitical trans-
formation under way in the region. 
It can redeploy its forces in Syria 
swiftly any time it wants.

With the Russian intervention in 
Syria, which may have edged that 
benighted country closer to a peace 
settlement but has not crushed the 
Islamic State (ISIS), Putin has re-
established Moscow as a formida-
ble player in a region where it was a 
major power before the collapse of 
the Soviet Union a quarter-century 
ago.

The Russians are expected to 
maintain a long-term military 
foothold in Syria, including vari-
ous intelligence-gathering facili-
ties similar to the ones Moscow 
had there before the war erupted 
in March 2011. These were primar-
ily designed to monitor Israel, to 
the south, and NATO naval opera-
tions in the eastern Mediterranean, 
long a target for Russian expansion. 
With Moscow calling the shots, 
these are likely to multiply.

Even without the combat jets, 
Russia has significant military mus-
cle in Syria, namely the S-400 ad-
vanced air-defence system, capable 
of countering ballistic missiles as 
well as aircraft, at its airbase out-

side the coastal city of Latakia.
This is a trump card for Putin. 

Its installation in Syria was one of 
the most important outcomes of 
his bold stroke in sending military 
forces into Syria. The deployment’s 
objectives were not just to rescue 
Assad, Russia’s sole remaining Arab 
ally, from the jaws of defeat, but to 
unilaterally install strategic weap-
ons in the heart of the region that 
Putin could not have inserted with-
out risking a confrontation with the 
United States and Israel.

The S-400 is one of the most 
formidable air defence systems 
in the world and one that worries 
the United States and Israel. Assad 
wanted to buy the S-400 but Mos-
cow could not have sold it to him 
without provoking an international 
outcry.

As it turned out, Putin cannily 
slipped in an S-400 battery with-
out opposition, justifying its pres-
ence after he provoked Turkey into 
shooting down a Russian jet that 
supposedly strayed into Turkish 
airspace on November 24th, 2015. 
Indeed, NATO Secretary-General 
Jens Stoltenberg declared bluntly: 
“This does not look like an acci-
dent.”

There is much more to the S-400 
than defending Syria’s forces in 
the country. Although defined as 
a defensive system, it is a strategic 
offensive weapon with an extraor-
dinary reach, capable of tracking 
hundreds of targets simultaneous-
ly.

It has a killing range of 400km.  
This means it can reach deep into 
Israeli airspace, most of southern 
Turkey, northern Jordan and all of 
the eastern Mediterranean, includ-
ing Cyprus, where Britain has an 
airbase, and shoot down aircraft 
or missiles without warning — in ef-
fect creating a Russian no-fly zone 
that encompasses two airbases 
where US jets are based — Incirlik 
in southern Turkey and Al-Shaheed 
Muwaffaq Salti in Jordan.

Compared to US President Barack 
Obama’s reluctance to get dragged 
into another Middle Eastern dog-
fight, Putin is demonstrating to Iran 
and the Arab world that Moscow 
puts its money where its mouth is. 

At the very least, the United States 
and its allies must now include the 
Russian factor into their regional 
planning.

Stoltenberg told the BBC that the 
S-400 deployment is part of a wider 
Russian strategy to inhibit Western 
military operations from the Baltic, 
through Ukraine and Crimea to the 
eastern Mediterranean — what is 
known in military-speak as “anti-
access capabilities”.

But it is at sea, in the Mediter-
ranean, where the Russians are 
reasserting themselves most vis-
ibly. They currently have a substan-
tial naval squadron in the eastern 
Mediterranean, largely deployed to 
support the intervention in Syria, 
which it did with two barrages of 
Kalibr cruise missiles in conjunc-
tion with raids by long-range Rus-
sian strategic bombers based in 
North Ossetia.

The naval group is expected to 
remain while the small Russian na-
val facility at Tartus, which has long 
been little more than a supply de-
pot, is expanded into a full-blown 
logistics base operating alongside 
the Russian airbase established 
outside Latakia in September. Da-

mascus has given Moscow free rein 
to upgrade Tartus, through which 
Moscow had secretly delivered 
arms to Assad over the years.

The missile cruiser Moskva, 
which was the Russian flagship in 
the Mediterranean during air op-
erations in Syria, has been replaced 
with the Varyag, from the Pacific 
Fleet. Russian reports indicate the 
flotilla totals 12-15 ships, led by 
the Kalibr-armed missile cruiser 
Varyag and includes missile-armed 
corvettes along with patrol, anti-
submarine and amphibious land-
ing ships cruising between Cyprus, 
Rhodes and Crete and the Turkish 
coast.

Analyst Stephen Blank of the 
Jamestown Foundation, a Washing-
ton think-tank, cites Admiral Alek-
sandr Vitko, commander of Russia’s 
Black Sea Fleet (BSF), as saying 
that Russian warships armed with 
cruise missiles will be a “perpetual 
presence” in the Mediterranean as 
Moscow seeks to restore its influ-
ence in the region as the United 
States disengages.

“If Russia is successful in this en-
deavour, it would represent a strong 
challenge to the US and its regional 

and NATO allies in the Mediterra-
nean — not least Israel and Turkey 
as well as the Balkans and the Cau-
casus,” Blank said.

There is a downside to the Krem-
lin’s muscle-flexing and that could 
inhibit further Russian adventures 
in the region. Russia is no longer 
the great power it was during the 
Cold War, although Putin seeks to 
reclaim that status, and it cannot 
afford a prolonged confrontation 
with the United States.

Russia “is facing a number of 
critical domestic problems: cata-
strophic population decline, eco-
nomic recession, unsustainable 
military spending at the expense 
of much-needed infrastructure im-
provement and many other issues,” 
observed Anna Borshchevskaya of 
the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy.

“Russia is also losing the domes-
tic battle with radical Islam, a situ-
ation that will only likely be wors-
ened by its Syria involvement.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly. He has covered 
Middle Eastern affairs since 1967 
and lives in Beirut.

Despite pullback, Putin’s ‘Fortress Syria’ is a regional threat
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Russian S-400 air defence missile systems at the Hmeimim airbase in Syria, about 50km south of the 
border with Turkey.
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Putin, the strongman in Syria

D
onald Trump’s new 
ad shows Russian 
President Vladimir 
Putin laughing while 
Hillary Clinton barks 
like a dog. It also 

lumps Putin with the Islamic 
State (ISIS) as a threat to the 
United States and the world. Just 
a couple of frames earlier, Putin is 
seen throwing a judo opponent.

Forget the Clinton bit for a 
moment. Forget the Kremlin 
spokesman’s disapproval of 
the negative way that Russia is 
repeatedly featured in the United 
States’ election season. Shouldn’t 
Putin at least be pleased about 
being portrayed as a strongman, 
considering his claims that Russia 
won a remarkable victory in Syria 
and that it should be given credit 
for a ceasefire and the start of 
peace talks?

Did it? Did Russian intervention 
in September — and the abrupt 

March 14th announcement of a 
pullout — concentrate minds all 
around the table at the UN talks 
on Syria? More particularly, has it 
changed the private calculations 
and the public comportment of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad?

Yes, in the sense that Putin 
delivered for Assad’s embattled 
regime. Russian air strikes helped 
to partially rehabilitate it. The 
regime and affiliated militias have 
been enabled to recapture more 
than 400 “populated areas” and 
about roughly 10,000 sq. km of 
territory.

Yes, too, because Putin cannily 
declared — at a crucial moment 
in the Geneva peace talks — that 
he was partially pulling back 
from the Syrian adventure. It was 
just enough to make nonsense 
of Assad’s claim that he aimed to 
retake the whole of the country 
and was profoundly uninterested 
in the UN plan to establish 
“credible, inclusive and non-
sectarian governance” within six 
months, set a schedule for drafting 
a new constitution, to be followed 
by UN-monitored elections.

That was then.
What a difference a week — and 

the loss of Putin’s airpower — 
makes. In the newest round of 
talks, after Russia’s surprise 

announcement of a withdrawal, 
Syria’s UN Ambassador Bashar 
Ja’afari has been forced at least to 
acknowledge the UN negotiating 
team’s laundry list of demands. 
Though UN Special Envoy Staffan 
de Mistura has been unable so far 
to get Ja’afari to address what he 
calls “the mother of all issues”, 
political transition in Syria, there is 
a growing sense that it may be only 
a matter of time.

It has to be said that this is 
mostly the result of Putin’s 
indication that Russian support 
has its limits.

Aron Lund of the Carnegie 
Endowment for International 
Peace recently pointed out that 
Putin had probably correctly 
judged that “a complete 
nationwide military victory for 
Assad remains unlikely” and that 
a peace deal on Assad’s terms 
was equally improbable. And 
Randa Slim of the Middle East 
Institute has said that Moscow’s 
announcement of a pullout, which 
coincided with the start of the 
Geneva talks, may have been a 
nudge to Assad to get talking and 
get serious about doing a peace 
deal.

Clearly, Putin had no intention 
of pushing Russian forces into a 
lengthy, expensive and dangerous 

overstretch. He was evidently keen 
to send a message — he would not 
help keep Assad in power at all 
costs.

This has changed the dynamic 
of the UN talks, which sputtered 
when they began off the back of a 
fragile truce on February 22nd. A 
peace plan is not in prospect right 
now — it is too soon for that — but 
for the first time in the war, there 
is at least a vague sense of what a 
settlement might look like. There 
is talk of a loose federal structure 
with an Alawite enclave from 
Latakia to Damascus, territory for 
the Kurds and the rest of Syria for 
the Sunnis once they are helped 
to purge Raqqa and the east of the 
country of ISIS.

Can this happen? Yes, if Russia 
were seen to be willing to work in 
a constructive way with the United 
States and other countries to get 
to the next stage of the tentative 
process towards a post-conflict 
Syria.

Unfortunately, such strength in 
solidarity may not come naturally 
to Putin.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on Twitter: 
@rashmeerl.
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