May 1, 2016

Cover Story

Syria

3

Military escalation pushes Syria back to square one
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

S

yria is facing an alarming
military escalation between government troops
and opposition forces on
various fronts, but especially in the northern city of Aleppo, threatening the fragile twomonth truce and the stumbling
peace talks in Geneva.
More than 230 people have been
killed and 1,000 injured in recent
days in Aleppo as a result of intense government air strikes and
opposition shelling that did not
spare hospitals and mosques.
The “catastrophic” situation in
the city prompted Russian and US
officials in Geneva to agree on a
“freeze” in fighting along two major fronts in Syria, a move seen as
an attempt to avert the collapse of
the February 27th truce.
The new truce declared by the
Syrian Army unilaterally on April
29th for 24 hours in Damascus and
72 hours in Latakia did not include
Aleppo, which had emerged as a
main battlefield in the country’s
devastating war.
Skipping Aleppo revealed the
extent of differences among the
main players in the war, including
Iran, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Russia
and the United States. Each party

Both Washington and
Moscow “have no
interest in a total
collapse of the truce.”

Middle East analyst
Hassan Hassan

is betting on the Aleppo battle to
achieve the biggest possible gains
and impose its own terms, whether
on the battlefield or at the Geneva
negotiations.
It was clear that the limited truce
was not meant to end the bloodshed but rather to give Washington
and Moscow time to negotiate a
halt of a looming battle over Aleppo and prevent the collapse of the
fourth round of peace talks.

De Mistura said he
intends to schedule
additional talks for
May.
US Special Envoy for Syria Michael Ratney said the agreement
was a “general recommitment” to
that truce, “not a new set of local
ceasefires”.
Staffan de Mistura, the UN special envoy to Syria, urged the United States and Russia to work to
save the “barely alive” peace talks
and a ceasefire that “hangs by a
thread”.
The most recent round of talks,
which ended April 27th, was beset
by problems. The Riyadh-based
High Negotiations Committee
(HNC), the main Syrian opposition
delegation, walked out, citing the
government’s failure to abide by
the ceasefire.
De Mistura said he intends to
schedule additional talks for May.
Observers said it would be difficult for Moscow and Washington
to work together to preserve the
Syrian talks and truce, given the
direct role that Russia is playing on
the battlefield.
“The complicated military situation on the ground and the fighting
that resumed in Aleppo, Latakia,
Damascus, Deraa and elsewhere
reflect the nature of the differences among the players, particularly
Washington and Moscow, which
for two months now have failed to
agree on a joint plan to monitor the
truce,” said military analyst Hassan Hassan.
Hassan said both countries

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon (R) speaks with the UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan de Mistura
prior to a bilateral meeting about the Syrian crisis in Geneva, on April 29th.
“have no interest in a total collapse
of the truce and will exert great efforts to prevent that”.
Turki Sakr, Syria’s former ambassador to Iran, linked the failure
of the peace negotiations to the
shaky truce, which was “not based
on correct bases… True it was clear
concerning ISIS but not as such regarding al-Nusra Front.”
“There are local, foreign and
international parties who do not
want the peace negotiations to
succeed but rather the conflict to
continue,” Sakr said. “Alongside
the meetings in Geneva, there
were military preparations on the
ground by all the parties. The coming three months will be the toughest.”
The tension in US-Saudi rela-

tions had affected the Syrian truce,
with armed groups affiliated to Riyadh such as Ahrar al-Sham and
Jaysh al-Islam violating the ceasefire in various regions and the HNC
pulling out from the Geneva talks.
What probably fuelled the latest
round of military escalation were
statements made by Syrian Prime
Minister Wael Nader al-Halqi on
April 10th about a joint Syrian-Russian plan being under preparation
to liberate Aleppo, although the
claim was denied by the Russian
Army.
It has become clear that preventing the collapse of the truce as well
as the peace negotiations would
require an understanding among
the international parties to implement all resolutions adopted at

previous talks and put pressure
on the Syrian warring factions to
avoid a deterioration.
“The upcoming round of the Geneva talks requires US and Russian
efforts to pressure all the parties
into consolidating the truce and
focusing on that the political transition provides for a regime change
and not reproducing the same one
because otherwise the war won’t
stop,” said Jihad Makdissi, a Syrian
activist at the talks.
Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based
journalist and regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly. He has been
reporting on Syria since 1995.
Mahmud el-Shafey, an Arab
weekly correspondent in London,
contributed to this report.

Obama’s move raises stakes with stealthy ‘boots on the ground’
James Bruce

Beirut

U

S
President
Barack
Obama’s deployment of
more special forces to
Syria and Iraq to fight
the Islamic State (ISIS) is
deepening the US military involvement in its undeclared wars in the
Middle East, a step seen by many as
“mission creep”, the incremental
commitment of troops that revives
the bitter and humiliating memories of the American nightmare in
Vietnam.
Obama, who pledged to wind
down the wars in the Middle East
when he was elected in 2008, announced on April 25th that he
was sending an additional 250 US
special operations forces to Syria,
boosting the 50-man task force deployed in the north-east in 2015,
to bolster the myriad Syrian rebel
forces fighting ISIS.

Officially the Marines
are “off the books” in
Iraq because they are
on “temporary duty”.
The US military contingent in
neighbouring Iraq is steadily growing despite Obama’s insistence that
there would be “no boots on the
ground” in these war zones, the
key battlefront against ISIS. Current
strength is around 5,000.
In Iraq, at least, it is evident
that Obama’s build-up is largely
stealthy. The US force limit in Iraq
is just less than 4,000 but in recent
weeks the Pentagon has moved in
200 US Marines to provide artillery

support for the Iraqi Army’s efforts
to mount an offensive to recapture
the northern city of Mosul, seized
by ISIS in June 2014.
Officially the Marines are “off the
books” because they are in Iraq on
“temporary duty”, which means
they are not listed among forces
formally assigned to Iraq. This, of
course, raises speculation about
just how many US military personnel are really in Iraq and Syria.
On top of this, the Obama administration is reported to have loosened the rules of engagement in
Syria, giving US forces more leeway
in operations against ISIS — something congressional Republicans
have been pressing for — even
though it increases the risk of civilian casualties.
These new rules are reported
to have been in effect for some
months and has meant a significant
escalation in the US air campaign,
particularly against ISIS in Mosul
— a city of 1.5 million people where
ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi
proclaimed the Islamic caliphate in
2014 — and its environs.
Obama declared recently in
London that “there’s no plans for
ground troops” in Libya but ISIS
has become a major player in the
chaos that has gripped that country
since NATO forces toppled Muammar Qaddafi in 2011.
US and Arab intelligence services
report that ISIS is streaming new recruits to Libya, which some say ISIS
sees as its new target for expansion
as its territory in the Levant shrinks
under mounting military pressure.
These reports note that several ISIS commanders have been
deployed in Libya to oversee the
growth of the ISIS holdings around

US Vice-President Joe Biden steps off a C-17 military transport plane
upon his arrival in Baghdad, on April 28th.
the city of Sirte and 200km of Mediterranean coastline, exploiting the
chaos within the pivotal oil-rich
Maghreb state.
Whether this points to a possible
ISIS withdrawal from the Levant is
hard to say but it is unlikely the jihadists would surrender their main
citadels in Mosul and Raqqa in
north-eastern Syria without a fierce
fight.
The Iraqi Army launched an offensive to recapture Mosul in late
March but it quickly bogged down
and the US reinforcements Obama
is now sending are clearly intended to bolster that push, primarily
through intelligence-gathering and
tactical strikes to knock out ISIS
command centres.
So far, there has been no concerted push on Raqqa, the de facto capital of the ISIS caliphate, although

the city has been hammered by
US and Russian air strikes, which
clearly entail some coordination,
for months.

US President Barack
Obama’s deployment
of more special forces
to Syria and Iraq is
deepening the US
military involvement.
But the deployment of more US
special forces in northern Syria,
where a US task force has a base on
the Euphrates, indicates that if the
warring anti-regime factions can
ever manage to cooperate, a major
push to recapture Raqqa might be
possible.
US forces in Syria have so far concentrated on working with Kurdish
People’s Protection Units (YPG),

military arm of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), which have
taken much of the northern border
with Turkey.
But the Kurds have made no advances since February because
Ankara does not want the Kurds
to control the Syrian borderlands,
which they see as the embryo of a
Kurdish state, and the Americans
are holding them back to avoid alienating Turkey, a NATO ally.
These political constraints and
the incredibly complex nature of
the multisided Syrian war have severely limited US options and will
continue to do so. These conditions
could inhibit the commitment of
more US troops, for now at least.
But the bottom line is that Washington cannot afford a stalemate in
the Levant.
The current surge of large-scale
fighting around the strategic city of
Aleppo in central Syria amid stalled
UN-sponsored peace talks in Geneva indicates that this region, including ISIS-held territory between
Aleppo and the Euphrates, is likely
to be the centre of renewed hostilities that could wreck a cessation
of hostilities that began February
27th.
This, observed analyst Fabrice
Balanche of the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, will shift
attention away from the Raqqa,
“further delaying the Obama administration’s goal of pushing ISIS
out of its ‘capital’.”
James Bruce has written
extensively on Middle Eastern
security issues for publications
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He
lives in Beirut.

