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Russia’s commitment in Syria includes boots on the ground

I 

f there is universal condem-
nation of the Islamic State’s 
barbarism, there is an equal 
reluctance to confront it 
militarily, except via air 
strikes.

While the US-led coalition 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) is 
investing heavily in arming and 
training Syrian, Kurdish, Yazidi,  
Turkmen and other militant groups 
and both the United States and 
Britain have sent a handful of 
“advisers”, there is an exception to 
this reluctance to deploy boots on 
the ground.

One country, Russia, has battled 
ISIS in Syria by deploying, not 
only air strikes, but cruise missile 
launches from its warships and 
elite special forces on the ground to 
confront ISIS jihadists directly.

On March 23rd, Russia for the 
first time said it had special forces 
in combat roles in Syria, suggesting 
that Moscow has been more deeply 
engaged in the Syrian conflict 
than it had previously acknowl-
edged. The same day the Russian 
Defence Ministry said that in five 
days ending March 23rd, its aircraft 
carried out 146 strikes on “terrorist 
targets” in the Palmyra area.

Not unexpectedly, there have 
been casualties. The day after the 
Kremlin acknowledged the pres-
ence of its special forces in the 

Syrian front lines, the Interfax 
news agency reported that a source 
at Russia’s Hmeimim air base in 
Syria’s Latakia province briefed the 
media that an officer of Russian 
special operations forces had been 
killed near Palmyra while carrying 
out a special task to direct Russian 
air strikes at ISIS targets.

“The officer was carrying out a 
combat task in Palmyra area for 
a week, identifying crucial ISIS 
targets and passing exact coordi-
nates for strikes by Russian planes,” 
the source said. “The officer died 
as a hero. He drew fire onto himself 
after being located and surrounded 
by terrorists.”

ISIS-linked media recently said 
that five Russian special forces 
were killed near Palmyra, publish-
ing pictures from their cellphones 
and a video showing a bloodied 
corpse. The deaths would bring 
to seven the number of Russian 

servicemen known to have been 
killed in Syria since Moscow’s 
campaign began last September. 
The acknowledgement that Russian 
special forces have been in ground 
combat in Syria means that Russia 
has committed all three elements 
of its armed forces — land, air and 
naval — to its campaign to sup-
port the Syrian government, while 
Western efforts have been mostly 
limited to air attacks on selected 
insurgent groups, primarily ISIS 
combat units.

Why has Russia’s military 
engagement been so much more ro-
bust than that of Middle Eastern or 
Western governments, which have 
limited themselves until recently to 
largely desultory air strikes?

Russia is assisting long-term 
ally Syria combat myriad militant 
groups seeking to overthrow Presi-
dent Bashar Assad. Unlike the West, 
which for years has funded and 

equipped various “democratic” Syr-
ia opposition groups in the belief 
that Assad’s overthrow will usher in 
a democratic Syria, Vladimir Putin’s 
government has concluded that 
Western interventions in the Mid-
dle East, beginning with the US-led 
March 2003 invasion of Iraq, far 
from leading to democracy, instead 
created political chaos in which 
extremism flourished. 

The West subsequently pursued 
similar “regime change” policies in 
Libya and Syria, which have led to 
further political turmoil as indig-
enous and foreign jihadis battle for 
control.

In the Kremlin’s view, there is no 
democratic opposition, only mili-
tant jihadis, who include a number 
of their citizens. When briefing 
reporters last October at the United 
Nations, Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov was asked which 
specific groups in Syria, apart from 
ISIS, Russia regards as terrorists. He 
replied: “Well, if it looks like a ter-
rorist, if it acts like a terrorist, if it 
walks like a terrorist, if it fights like 
a terrorist — it’s a terrorist.”

A second consideration for the 
Kremlin is that many of its own citi-
zens from its turbulent Caucasus 
region have flocked to ISIS, acquir-
ing expertise that could be repatri-
ated, spreading terrorism across 
the Russian Federation with the 
potential to radicalise the country’s 
population, which is 10% Muslim.

By confronting jihadis in Syria, 
Russia is protecting not only itself 
but the rest of the world from the 
export of radical Islam, for which 
the Russians deserve the world’s 
gratitude.
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yria’s Director-General of 
Antiquities Maamoun Ab-
dul Karim sighed with re-
lief after the liberation of 
the ancient city of Palmyra 

from the Islamic State (ISIS) by Syr-
ian forces and their allies. How-
ever, his confidence that the dam-
aged site could be restored was not 
shared by international experts.

“I am filled with joy. We were 
expecting the worst, but the land-
scape of Palmyra is still very beau-
tiful, and I can say that more than 
80% of the city is still in good 
shape,” Abdul Karim said.

“What we have seen [from im-
ages taken after liberation] gives 
us a big hope that restoration and 
rehabilitation of the archaeological 
sites will be possible and not very 
complicated, though it might take 
several years.”

Although drone footage and im-
ages of the city showed appalling 
devastation, Abdul Karim insisted 
that the damage sustained by the 
UNESCO World Heritage site was 
“under control and could be rem-
edied”.

“They were mostly known to 
the directorate already, as they 
were inflicted by ISIS during its 
10-month occupation, while no 
harm was caused in the fierce fight-
ing to recapture the city, except for 
the 13th-century Fakhr-al-Din al-
Maani castle,” he said.

ISIS destruction of Palmyra’s 
iconic antiquities, including the 
2,000-year-old temples of Baal-
shamin and Bel, the intricately 
carved Arch of Triumph — the most 
famous of its ruins — in addition to 
a series of tombs and artefacts in 
the city’s museum, caused outrage, 
with UNESCO blasting ISIS’s action 
as “a war crime”.

The monumental stone blocks of 
the Roman Arch of Triumph appear 
to be intact and it may well be pos-
sible for conservators to eventually 
re-erect it, Abdul Karim said. The 
biggest challenge remains the re-
construction of the two major tem-
ples and the tombs’ tower.

Spared from ISIS’s wrath were 
large parts of the Great Colonnade 
that links the Temple of Bel to the 
city’s West Gate, along with the 
amphitheatre, which was used by 
ISIS as a site of public executions.

Abdul Karim said a team of the 
directorate’s archaeologists had 
been dispatched to Palmyra to as-
sess and document the extent of 
ISIS’s actions. 

A full evaluation would not be 
completed until land mines and 
explosives planted around the site 
were cleared.

The scope of the damage ap-
peared to be much bigger at the 
city’s museum than at the archae-
ological sites. The Lion of Al-lat, 
a 15-ton limestone statue at the 
museum’s entrance, was among 
the first victims of ISIS’s occupa-
tion. Although the directorate’s 
staff had moved many artefacts to 
Damascus for safe-keeping before 
ISIS arrived, the floor was littered 
with smashed statues and arte-
facts.

But Abdul Karim stressed that 
“the broken and defaced statues 
could also undergo restoration be-
cause they were not completely 
destroyed and turned into powder, 
like the statue of the lion”.

The liberation of the World Herit-
age site was hailed worldwide, with 
UNESCO and several countries vol-

unteering expertise and money to 
return the city known as the “bride 
of the desert” to its former glory.

Russia’s State Hermitage Muse-
um said it would aid Palmyra’s res-
toration work in cooperation with 
UNESCO. The museum is recog-
nised for its expertise in the resto-
ration of St Petersburg’s landmark 
buildings damaged during World 
War II.

Abdul Karim said the UN agency 
would have a conference in Paris 
in April on the restoration of Pal-
myra’s antiquities. “We need to 
discuss with our international part-
ners how we are going to do it” he 
said “UNESCO has to authenticate 
the documentation [of damage 

assessment] because the site is a 
World Heritage. I believe that if we 
agree on a vision and budgets are 
there, we will be able to restore 
matters to what they were and in 
excellent shape within five years.”

However, his optimism was not 
echoed by UNESCO expert on Syr-
ia, Annie Sartre-Fauriat. “I am very 
doubtful about the capacity, even 
with international aid, of rebuild-
ing the site at Palmyra. When I hear 
that we are going to reconstruct 
the temple of Bel, that seems illu-
sory… We are not going to rebuild 
something that has been reduced 
to dust,” Sartre-Fauriat told Agence 
France-Presse.

Syria’s former director of antiq-

uities, Bassam Jamous, bemoaned 
illegal excavations and the wide-
scale looting of artefacts by gangs. 
“We have photos of artefacts that 
were looted from Palmyra and hope 
international treaties protecting 
cultural heritage in time of conflict 
will help return all the artefacts to 
their original place,” he said.

“Throughout history Palmyra ex-
perienced many conquests and in-
vasions only to return to life after-
wards. What ISIS did is no different 
from the action of past invaders,” 
Jamous said. “We are confident 
that Palmyra will rise again with 
everybody’s help because it is not a 
Syrian heritage only but belongs to 
the whole humanity.”
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