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Assad’s Russia-won gains create US dilemma

Beirut

T 

he Syrian regime’s offen-
sive against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) along the 
country’s northern border 
with Turkey and the east-

ern frontier with Iraq has put the 
Americans in a geopolitical quan-
dary: whether to join the Russians, 
whose air force has given the Da-
mascus regime its powerful military 
edge or focus on forcing Moscow’s 
tyrannical ally, Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, out of power.

The Americans have wanted As-
sad to go pretty much since the 
March 2011 protests for political re-
forms to which the Syrian leader so 
ferociously responded by gunning 
down his own people in the streets 
and triggering the war that has left 
Syria in ruins, with at least 260,000 
dead and half the population home-
less.

But Russia, for its own strategic 
imperatives that include reviving 
Moscow’s power in the Middle East, 
has thwarted every effort to unseat 
him in the United Nations along 
with Assad’s other foreign ally, Iran. 
Both have supported him with mili-
tary forces and arms.

There are signs that despite 
US dismay at Russian President 
Vladimir Putin’s no-holds-barred 
military intervention on September 
30th, 2015, to save Assad as he ap-
peared to be going under, that the 
two powers are cooperating in a 
pragmatic manner to crush ISIS.

They appear to be focused partic-
ularly on driving the jihadists out of 
Raqqa, the northern Syrian city that 
is the de facto capital of the Islamic 
caliphate proclaimed in July 2014 
by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.

On March 30th, Russia’s Interfax 
news agency quoted Deputy For-
eign Minister Oleg Syromolotov as 
saying the Kremlin and the White 
House are discussing “concrete” 
military coordination to liberate 

Raqqa, which has been heavily 
bombed by US, French and Russian 
air forces in recent months, albeit in 
largely separate Russian and US-led 
coalition campaigns.

Raqqa has been under ISIS con-
trol since January 2014 after heavy 
fighting between the jihadists and 
Syrian rebel groups that had driven 
out Assad’s forces in March 2013, 
the first Syrian city the anti-Assad 
rebels had captured.

The noose tightened around 
Raqqa on March 27th when Assad’s 
army, heavily supported by Russian 
air strikes, recaptured the impor-
tant northern city of Palmyra, the 
jihadists’ first major strategic loss of 
territory to Russian-backed govern-
ment forces since the Kremlin inter-
vened in the Syrian war.

The Russians, the true architects 
of Assad’s recent string of battlefield 
successes, want to capitalise on the 
strategic gains they have notched 
since their intervention. These have 
thrust Moscow back onto the global 
stage, forcing Washington to make 
common cause with the Kremlin 
and Damascus against ISIS.

The constant Russian air strikes 
and the withering weight of fire-
power Moscow has brought to bear 
on those opposed to Assad easily 
surpass the US-led air campaign in 
Syria, which is primarily directed at 
ISIS.

While the Americans dither about 
committing ground troops to sup-
port Syrian and Iraqi state forces 
fight the jihadists, Russia’s Spetsnaz 
special forces were reported to have 
been heavily involved in the battle 
for Palmyra. Russian reports have 
bolstered the belief that Spetsnaz 
units are operating in Syria along-
side Assad’s forces.

The Russians sought to draw the 
Americans closer to a partnership 
by inviting US troops to help clear 
Palmyra of thousands of landmines 
and booby-trap bombs left by ISIS. 

But that would mean Americans 
would have to deploy in territory 
held by the Damascus regime.

The Americans have sent in spe-
cial forces groups, largely to aid 
Kurdish fighters, and in recent 
weeks established an airbase in 
Kurdish-controlled territory on the 
east bank of the Euphrates, their 
first in Syria.

 But, in terms of firepower and 
ability to dictate events on the bat-
tlefield, Russia leaves the Ameri-
cans standing flat even though their 
diplomatic cooperation is increas-
ing.

“Both the Syrian government and 
the Kremlin used Palmyra’s symbol-
ic significance to amplify the mes-
sage to Washington and the world: 
The Assad government is part of the 
solution against the Islamic State,” 
the US-based global security con-
sultancy Stratfor observed.

So far, the Americans have re-
buffed Moscow’s offer, in large part 
because they know that accepting 
the Russian proposals would threat-
en its fragile links with Turkey and 
Arabian Gulf monarchies, led by 
Saudi Arabia, which fervently want 
Assad out of the way to impede Ira-
nian ambitions.

“Washington is aware that… out-
right collaboration with the Syrian 
government would further strain 
the relationship between the US and 
its regional allies,” Stratfor noted. 
“Even more pressing for the United 
States, however, is to ensure pro-
gress in negotiations before loyalist 
advances force Washington to coop-
erate with Assad’s fighters against 
the Islamic State, conferring legiti-
macy onto his government.”

Moscow has gone to great lengths 
to stress that Assad’s army, de-
spite its serious shortcomings and 
poor combat record, is its primary 
partner in what it deems “the war 
against terrorism” and the Russian 
military has said it will use Palmyra 
as the springboard for a wider as-
sault on ISIS strongholds in the 
north and east, particularly Raqqa 
and the oil and gas field of Deir ez-
Zor to the east.

The Americans are worried that 
if Assad’s Russian-backed forces 
can push into ISIS’s last holdings 
in Syria before US-supported Arab 
and Kurdish rebel forces can, Mos-
cow will be able to call the shots at 
the Geneva III peace negotiations, 
due to resume April 9th, that were a 
consequence of Russia’s earlier suc-

cesses in Syria that left the Ameri-
cans in the shade.

A victory by Assad’s army, en-
gineered by Russian air power, in 
Raqqa “will most likely melt the 
glue holding the fragile anti-ISIS 
coalition together”, observed Mi-
chael Stephens of the Royal United 
Services Institute, a London think-
tank.

“With the current political nego-
tiations about the future of broken 
politics making slow headway in 
Geneva, President Assad will no 
doubt use the advance in Palmyra 
to strengthen the argument that 
he is the only player in Syria that is 
truly ‘fighting terrorism’ and that he 
must be allowed to stay to finish the 
job properly…,” he said.

“The galvanising effect the re-
conquest of Palmyra will have on 
the beleaguered Assad regime will 
be significant and unfortunately we 
should expect no significant pro-
gress in peace talks as the regime 
looks to cement its legitimacy, po-
litically and militarily.”

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

Ed Blanche

Russian soldiers walk in the ancient Syrian city of Palmyra on March 31st.

Russia’s Spetsnaz 
special forces were 
reported to have been 
heavily involved in the 
battle for Palmyra.

“President Assad will 
no doubt use the 
advance in Palmyra to 
strengthen the 
argument that he is the 
only player in Syria.”

Michael Stephens of the Royal 
United Services Institute.

Is Russia in collusion with US against Assad?

L
ondon-based Al-Hayat 
reported in late March 
that US Secretary of 
State John Kerry 
informed several Arab 
countries of an agree-

ment with Russia to have Syrian 
President Bashar Assad depart to 
another country as part of a 
future peace agreement.

Russian response was swift. 
The following day Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov told a news 
conference in Moscow that Kerry’s 
remarks were US “disinformation” 
and “wishful thinking”.

That Russian intervention has 
proved critical in allowing Assad 
to remain in power has been 
ruefully acknowledged by US 
Marine General Joseph Dunford, 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, who told an audience in 
Washington on March 29th: “Let 
me be honest. I think the Syrian 
regime was reeling last July or 
August and is stabilised right 
now and Assad and the regime 

is certainly in much better shape 
than they were before the Russian 
intervention.”

Dunford’s remarks acknowledge 
the value of Russian military 
assistance, which began 
September 30th, to ensuring the 
survival of the Assad regime. 
Beyond propping up a long-time, 
valued ally, intervention in Syria 
has provided many benefits to 
the Kremlin, the most notable 
of which use of an airbase and a 
naval base at Latakia.

The Russian use of these 
facilities raises the question: Why 
would they be facilitating Assad’s 
departure behind the scenes as the 
installation of a new government 
could put both facilities at risk of 
cancellation?

Second, the Syrian campaign 
has boosted Russian arms exports. 
Many countries have indicated 
an interest in purchasing Russian 
equipment after seeing their 
performance in the campaign, 
particularly the Sukhoi Su-34 
bomber. 

According to Russia’s state 
arms exporter Rosoboronexport’s 
deputy chief executive officer, 
Sergei Goreslavski, negotiations 
are going on with countries in 
Africa, Asia, the Middle East and 
Latin America. 

The firm expects a $6 billion-$7 
billion uptick in sales.

One aspect of the Syrian civil 
war that remains little commented 

on beyond illicit Islamic State 
(ISIS) oil sales is the country’s 
immense reserves of oil and 
natural gas. The country’s energy 
infrastructure, in the event peace 
is secured, will need massive 
reconstruction and Russia, having 
provided support critical to the 
Assad regime’s survival, would be 
in a prime position to benefit from 
lucrative post-civil war energy 
deals.

In the wake of its success in 
Syria, Russia sees itself emerging 
in the Middle East as a re-
energised diplomatic player, an 
“honest broker”, in comparison 
with the United States and 
European Union, both of which 
are heavily influenced by Israeli 
policies.

Accordingly, Russia will not 
press Assad to step down but will 
grant political concessions as 
regards the composition of any 
upcoming coalition government. 
Evidence of this is Assad’s recent 
enthusiasm, stated in numerous 
interviews, of his willingness to 
form a coalition government.

Russia is pursuing its own 
national self-interest in Syria, 
being engaged in a tenacious 
struggle with its own Muslim 
extremists. The Kremlin remains 
profoundly concerned about the 
possible effects of Middle East 
extremism radicalising its own 
Muslim population. The Russian 
Foreign Ministry estimates that 

5,000-7,000 Russians are currently 
fighting in Syria and Iraq, training 
with ISIS militants and preparing 
to return to Russia.

The same day Kerry spoke, RIA 
news agency announced that 
security services in Moscow had 
arrested 20 ISIS members and 
sympathisers who were attempting 
to recruit people into the extremist 
group. ISIS, which is outlawed in 
Russia, has claimed responsibility 
for several attacks in the nation, 
mostly in the country’s troubled 
Caucasus region.

Kerry’s assertions run counter to 
Russia’s well-known distance and 
dislike of Washington’s fondness 
for “colour” revolutions and 
“regime change”, having instead a 
pragmatic view that regime change 
in the violent Middle East brought 
about by armed insurrection leads 
to a power vacuum that is filled by 
extremists, as in Iraq and Libya 
following their liberation from 
authoritarianism with weaponry 
supplied by the West.

The idea of US-Russian collusion 
on Assad extending to his forced 
removal is wishful thinking and 
far beyond what has actually been 
agreed in principle and is yet 
another example of Washington 
spin, “disinformation” and 
“wishful thinking”.

John C.K. Daly is a 
Washington-based specialist on 
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.
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removal is wishful 
thinking.


