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Special Focus Russia, Iran and Turkey in Syria’s war

London

T 

he revelation of the pres-
ence of Russian bombers 
at Iran’s Nojeh Airbase 
in Hamadan touched off 
a flurry of analysis on 

increasing Russo-Iranian military 
cooperation in the context of the 
Syrian conflict and its longer-term 
ramifications.

Inside Iran, news of the Rus-
sians’ use of the base to attack tar-
gets in Syria provoked a surprising 
level of controversy with lawmak-
ers in the parliament claiming the 
development violates Article 146 of 
the country’s constitution.

This unexpectedly strong oppo-
sition prompted Alaeddin Borou-
jerdi, the head of the parliamenta-
ry committee for national security 
and foreign policy, to rush to the 
defence of the Russo-Iranian coop-
eration by claiming it had been ap-
proved by Iran’s Supreme National 
Security Council.

A mainstay of the Iranian security 
establishment for decades, Borou-
jerdi’s robust defence of the legal 
foundations of the cooperation did 
not fully suppress concerns about 
the potential unconstitutional na-
ture of the development

Legal issues aside, it is important 
not to read too much into the de-
velopment. An increase in Russo-
Iranian military cooperation is to 
be expected as the Syrian conflict 

approaches the endgame. Intensi-
fying defence ties notwithstand-
ing, for historical, political and 
strategic reasons, Iran and Russia 
cannot forge a formal alliance.

In recent days even Iranian ana-
lysts supportive of closer military 
ties with Russia have been at pains 
to underline the difficult historical 
context, notably powerful Iranian 
memories of Russian blows to ter-
ritorial integrity and national pres-
tige stretching back 200 years.

In modern times the former So-
viet Union’s support to Iraq dur-
ing the long running Iran-Iraq war 
of the 1980s was a major barrier 
to normalising ties. However, in 
practical terms, and strong rheto-
ric notwithstanding, Tehran was 
keen to exploit the latter stages of 
the Cold War by adopting a more 
favourable attitude towards the 
Soviets by way of compensating for 
the loss of ties to the United States.

The demise of the Soviet Union in 
1991 removed historical, emotional 
and strategic barriers to closer ties 
with Russia. In the Iranian psyche 
Russia was long conflated with the 
concept of empire as embodied by 
the tsarist regime and subsequent-
ly the Soviet Union.

Therefore, the emergence of 
Russia as a nation-state, and cru-
cially one lacking common borders 
with Iran, had an ameliorative ef-
fect on the psychology of Iranian 
strategists. In practical terms, this 
led to steadily improving relations 
and even cooperation on difficult 
issues such as conflict resolution 
in Nagorno-Karabakh and devising 
a legal regime for the Caspian Sea.

Two factors have significantly 
contributed to much stronger 
ties in the past decade. First, the 
rise of Russia as a potential world 
power under the strong leadership 
of President Vladimir Putin is at-

tractive to Iran in so far as Russian 
power can be leveraged against US 
and Western influence. Second, 
Iran’s elevated geopolitical profile 
and the resulting self-confidence of 
Iranian decision makers and strate-
gists lean towards closer ties to the 
Russian Federation.

Despite these developments and 
Iran’s and Russia’s clear interests in 
working together to counter West-
ern influence in the region and be-

yond, the historical context cannot 
be expunged. It is for this reason 
perhaps that Russian Ambassa-
dor to Iran Levan Dzhagaryan is 
at pains to reassure Iranian public 
opinion that Russia is not intend-
ing to establish a permanent mili-
tary base in Iran.

Despite the political controversy 
in Tehran and the Iranian Foreign 
Ministry’s hasty announcement on 
the withdrawal of Russian bombers 

notwithstanding, Iran is likely to 
allow Russia to continue using the 
Nojeh Airbase.

This decision is essentially tac-
tical and operational in nature 
and should not be conflated with 
broader strategic calculations. It 
stems from the belief inside the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
and the broader Iranian defence 
establishment that victory in the 
Syrian conflict is in sight.

Critical to this calculus is the bat-
tle for Aleppo, where, despite re-
cent rebel gains, an elaborate siege 
is taking shape that should subdue 
the remnants of resistance in the 
critically important city.

The fall of Aleppo would de-
liver a massive psychological blow 
to Syrian rebels and their foreign 
backers. In practical terms it would 
improve the Syrian Army and allied 
militias’ positioning vis-à-vis other 
actors in the multifaceted Syrian 
conflict, notably the Kurds and the 
Islamic State.

To deliver mortal blows on the 
rebels, Syria and Iran need Russian 
air power. While Iran was initially 
lukewarm to the forceful Russian 
entry into the war last October, 
the remarkable achievements of 
the Russian Air Force, which have 
transformed the key battlefields in 
the Hama, Homs and Aleppo prov-
inces, have not gone unnoticed in 
Tehran.

In the final analysis, there is 
growing recognition in Iranian 
policymaking circles that intense 
Russian involvement is required 
in the latter stages of the Syrian 
conflict to balance and contain the 
ambitions of American diplomacy 
in Syria.

Mahan Abedin, director of the 
research group Dysart Consulting, 
is an analyst of Iranian politics.
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Inside Iran, news of 
the Russians’ use of 
the base to attack 
targets in Syria 
provoked a surprising 
level of controversy.
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T 

he sudden flare-up of 
fighting in the previously 
obscure north-eastern 
city of Hasaka between 
US-backed Kurdish 

fighters and the Syrian Army was 
prompted by a thaw in relations be-
tween Russia and Turkey, accord-
ing to Syrian analysts and military 
experts.

They argued that a Russian-me-
diated agreement that stopped the 
fighting has merely adjourned the 
opening of this new front in the Syr-
ian conflict.

The agreement to halt fighting 
reportedly went into effect August 
23rd after a massive effort by the 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) to seize the last regime-con-
trolled areas of the city.

The terms of the agreement clear-
ly showed YPG supremacy over 
government forces. Eight days of 
fierce fighting left dozens of civil-
ians dead while other fled to the 
countryside.

“The high-level negotiating 
teams indicated how dangerous and 
sensitive is the crisis in Hasaka and 
the Syrian government’s keenness 
to contain it by any means,” Syrian 
analyst Bassam Abu Abdallah said. 
“By dispatching Chief of Staff Ali 
Ayyoub and General Ali Mamlouk, 
head of the country’s National Se-
curity Bureau, to Hmeimim (for the 
talks), the government acknowl-
edged the gravity of the issue.”

The fighting erupted and escalat-
ed following Turkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan’s meeting with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin in 

St Petersburg.
“Making the connection with re-

gional dynamics and alliances shift 
is 100% correct, said Youssef al-
Khatib, a retired army general. “The 
Kurds could sense the danger aris-
ing from the Russian-Turkish rap-
prochement and feared that they 
might lose a vital pressure card in 
the conflict, especially in light of 
rumours about a possible deal be-
tween the Russians and the Turks 
at the Kurds’ expense.”

“The Kurds escalated the situa-
tion in Hasaka abruptly to gain the 
total control of the city, the same 
way as the Islamic State did in 
Raqqa and al-Nusra Front in Idlib — 
so they would hold powerful cards 
in any future peace negotiations,” 
he added.

Sihanouk Dibo, presidential ad-
viser of the Kurdish Democratic 
Union Party (PYD), downplayed the 
possibility of agreements or con-
cluding deals in the time of war.

“Tens if not hundreds of accords 
were arranged in the Syrian war, 
be it on the international, regional 
or local levels, but they all proved 
to be futile. It is just impossible to 
reach a comprehensive agreement 
in the absence of a clear road map 
with clear, rightful and tangible ob-
jectives,” Dibo said.

He stressed that the future of 
Hasaka will be decided by its own 
people and their social/ethnic com-
ponents, arguing that the Syrian re-
gime had bet — wrongly — on Arab 
tribes opposing the Kurds.

“The tribes have opted for na-
tional coexistence achieved under 
the system of (Kurdish) self-auton-
omous administration and know 
that the YPG blood spilled in the 
fight against ISIS was meant also to 
protect them,” Dibo said.

The PYD official emphasised 
that his party, one of the dominant 
Kurdish parties in Syria, was eager 
to have the Kurds as an important 
part of the Syrian nation on condi-
tion the regime stick to its security 

zones and limit its role to matters 
of official services and paper work 
between Damascus and al-Jazira, 
the largest of four cantons of the de 
facto autonomous Kurdish region 
in north Syria.

Abu Abdallah observed that the 
Kurdish issue has long preoccupied 
successive Syrian governments, 
even during peace time, and that 
past efforts to reach a final settle-
ment have been unsuccessful.

“As such, the Kurdish issue will 
remain a pressure card that inter-
national and regional players from 
Russia to the US, Turkey, Saudi Ara-
bia and Iran will continue to manip-
ulate,” Abu Abdallah said.

He argued that media reports 
about an offer by Riyadh to arm the 
Asayish, the police force linked to 

the YPG, and Russia’s opening of 
a Kurdish representative office in 
Moscow in retaliation to Turkey’s 
downing of a Russian jet are exam-
ples of such manipulation.

Abu Abdallah’s argument was 
backed by Khatib, who contended 
that the ceasefire agreement in Ha-
saka was meant to postpone the 
Kurdish crisis.

“The Syrian government does not 
want to add a new front to the tens 
of front lines in which it is already 
engaged, especially the vital Aleppo 
front but I am certain that the Kurd-
ish crisis will rise to the forefront 
once again, when the government 
sees it convenient, taking into ac-
count the demographic distribution 
in the eastern provinces and the 
chronic animosity between Arabs 

and Kurds,” Khatib said.
Under the ceasefire, Syrian forces 

were allowed to leave Hasaka to 
the outskirts of the city and Kurd-
ish fighters were to pull out and 
hand security responsibilities to 
the Asayish. The deal included ex-
changing prisoners, handing over 
the wounded as well as dead bod-
ies and opening roads inside and 
outside the city. Before the latest 
round of fighting began, the Kurds 
controlled 70% of Hasaka.

“The day will come when all the 
terms of the Hmeimim accord to 
halt fighting in Hasaka will be to-
tally overturned,” Khatib said.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
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to The Arab Weekly.

A Kurdish fighter from the People’s Protection Units (YPG) rides on a pick-up truck mounted with an 
anti-aircraft weapon in the Ghwairan neighbourhood of Hasaka, Syria, on August 22nd.

Before the latest round 
of fighting began, the 
Kurds controlled 70% 
of Hasaka.


