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Russia intensifies air strikes
one year after Syria intervention
Beirut

R 

ussia has begun the sec-
ond year of its armed in-
tervention in the Syrian 
war with the heaviest 
air assault of the con-

flict, targeting rebel-held eastern 
Aleppo, now the strategic core of 
the conflict. The attacks had all the 
appearances of a make-or-break, 
scorched-earth offensive by Mos-
cow and the Damascus regime. One 
resident described the onslaught as 
“hell itself”.

US Ambassador to the United Na-
tions Samantha Power said an esti-
mated 1,000 people, most of them 
civilians, were killed in about 1,700 
air strikes over an eight-day period. 
Russian aircraft have been accused 
of using high-explosive, bunker-
buster bombs designed to knock 
out heavily fortified underground 
military installations.

Western powers have branded 
this a war crime. Moscow has not 
admitted using bunker bombs or 
incendiaries in the blitz but the 
United States accused it of doing so 
and the descriptions provided by 
activists in the war zone since Sep-
tember 23rd strongly indicate that 
these weapons are being dropped.

Branding the around-the-clock 
air strikes as “soul-shattering”, 
Power declared: “We’re at a turning 
point.” French analyst Fabrice Bal-
anche of the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy observed: “It’s 
total war because Moscow doesn’t 
believe that [the United States] is 
capable of doing anything.”

Syrian President Bashar Assad 
unleashed an all-out ground of-
fensive, backed by heavy artillery 
bombardment, on September 27th 
aimed at recapturing rebel-held 
eastern Aleppo, the last major ur-
ban centre held by non-jihadist 
forces.

About 250,000 people, includ-
ing more than 100,000 children, 
are trapped in eastern Aleppo, 

with dwindling supplies of water 
and food. UN officials said the two 
main hospitals were closed after 
being hit in pre-dawn air and artil-
lery strikes on September 28th. The 
World Health Organisation report-
ed there are only 35 doctors left in 
eastern Aleppo.

“Aleppo is to Syria what Sarajevo 
was to Bosnia or what Guernica 
was to the Spanish war,” French 
Ambassador to the United Nations 
François Delattre declared during 

a fiery UN Security Council session 
on September 25th in which Russia 
was denounced for “barbarism”.

The Russian intervention of Sep-
tember 30th, 2015, saved Assad’s 
regime from imminent defeat but, 
a year later, after tortuous diplo-
matic efforts by the United States 
and Russia nosedived on Sep-
tember 19th with the collapse of a 
ceasefire, Moscow and Assad have 
sharply escalated a war already no-
torious for its indiscriminate sav-
agery.

Amid a global outcry over the 
systematic obliteration of much of 
Aleppo, once Syria’s largest city, 
US Secretary of State John Kerry 
threatened on September 28th to 
halt diplomacy with Russia if the 
bombing continued.

US officials said Washington is 

considering harsh responses, in-
cluding military options held in 
abeyance by US President Barack 
Obama’s reluctance to get dragged 
into the complex, multisided Syr-
ian conflict.

US sources admitted these would 
fall well short of a major military 
deployment. Nonetheless, this was 
the toughest US warning to Mos-
cow since the ceasefire collapsed.

Russia has dismissed the US 
threat. The Syria war has forced 
the West to negotiate with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and he 
has little incentive to abandon his 
military intervention.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

A July 2016 file picture shows Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu watching a military 
competition outside Moscow, Russia.
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OPEC reaches surprise agreement in Algiers

Tunis

T 

he Organisation of the Pe-
troleum Exporting Coun-
tries (OPEC) oil producers 
cartel reached a surprise 
agreement in Algiers to 

trim production to bolster prices 
despite the chronic disagreement 
between Saudi Arabia and its re-
gional rival Iran.

Before Algeria influenced the 
two countries to endorse the deal, 
almost nobody expected the group 
to come close to an agreement at 
the informal gathering, convened 
during the International Energy 
Forum, a feeling that had been re-
inforced over previous weeks by 
OPEC ministers and officials.

“What occurred in Algiers was 
a dramatic turn of events. It is the 
first deal to cut output by OPEC in 
eight years,” said Algerian energy 
analyst Ali Titouche.

OPEC had attempted to forge a 
deal for more than two years. Dur-
ing a meeting hosted by Qatar in 

April, the cartel came close to an 
agreement but prospects for an 
accord fell apart on the rivalry be-

tween Saudi Arabia and Iran.
Under the terms of the Algiers 

deal, OPEC agreed to set up a com-
mittee to look at reducing pro-
duction to 32.5 million-33 million 
barrels a day (bpd) down from an 
estimated August output of 33.2 
million bpd, a cut of about 2% of 
total output.

The tentative deal still needs to 
be confirmed by OPEC members 
at their planned November 30th 
meeting in Vienna.

Algeria’s oil diplomacy had dem-
onstrated its prowess in the past, in-
cluding hosting a successful OPEC 
summit in 1975 but divisions and 
challenges in the cartel have been 
more numerous over the years.

Crude oil was worth $100 a bar-
rel in the summer of 2014 before 
slumping to less than $30 a barrel in 
January of this year mainly because 
of a boom in US shale oil and lead-
ing producers such as Saudi Ara-
bia prioritising market share over 
prices.

As Iran aims to increase its out-
put from 3.6 million bpd at pre-
sent to around 4 million bpd, this 
means to have an overall OPEC cut 
of 740,000 bpd, more than 1.1 mil-
lion bpd would have to be cut else-
where.

Libya and Nigeria are allowed 
to produce at maximum levels be-
cause of unrest and political insta-
bility.

Analysts at Goldman Sachs said 
higher crude prices would prompt 
the rise of non-OPEC output, par-
ticularly of US shale oil. The US oil 
drilling rig count has risen in 12 of 
the past 13 weeks.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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It is the first deal to 
cut output by OPEC 
in eight years.”Algerian energy analyst 

Ali Titouche

Participants gather in the lobby ahead of an informal meeting 
between members of the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries, OPEC, in the Algerian capital Algiers, on September 28th.
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