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S
yria’s main 
opposition group 
has called for 
foreign allies to 
supply rebel forces 
with ground-to-air 
missiles to counter 
deadly air raids on 
rebel-held sections 

of Aleppo. With Russia backing 
one side in this never-ending civil 
war and the United States backing 
another, it is easy to see a repeti-
tion of the Afghanistan crisis and 
its dire consequences in Syria.

As a brief reminder, when the 
Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan 
in December 1979, the Cold War 
was at a peak. So as not to ap-
pear that the United States was 
directly involved in the crisis, US 
involvement in Afghanistan was 
channelled through the CIA. The 
US spy agency, according to some 
records, supplied the anti-Soviet 
mujahideen some 500 Stinger 
missiles. Other sources say a more 
accurate figure would be closer to 
1,500-2,000 missiles along with 
250 launchers.

The Stinger is a man-portable 
air-defence system (MANPAD). It 
operates as an infrared surface-to-
air missile. It is shoulder-held and 
requires a single operator.

A report published in a 1993 US 
Air Defense Artillery publication 
states that Afghan mujahideen 
succeeded in scoring 269 kills with 
a 79% kill ratio. If these figures 
are accurate it would make the 
Stinger responsible for more than 
half of the Soviet Union’s losses in 
Afghanistan.

The Soviets claimed the figures 
were grossly exaggerated and 
that they only lost 35 fixed-wing 
aircrafts and 63 helicopters.

By the end of the war, a con-
siderable number of Stingers 
remained unaccounted for. This 
raised fears that some of the 
hundreds of missiles, which cost 
$183,300 each, made their way to 
al-Qaeda.

Armed with a $55 million budg-
et, the United States attempted 
to buy back missiles it could and 
what was floating around on the 
black market. The US government 
claims it recouped most of the 
Stingers. However, some estimates 
claim there were about 600 mis-
siles unaccounted for and in the 
hands of yesterday’s allies, who 
have become today’s adversaries.

Syria offers the ideal ground 
for testing new weapons whose 
makers are eager to show in com-

bat situations. Thus the urge to 
provide those weapons to various 
factions in the field.

However, given the complexity 
of the crisis and flip-flopping of 
loyalties and alliances, Russia and 
the United States should be very 
careful whom they arm and what 
they arm them with as, without a 
doubt, these weapons will eventu-
ally be turned against those who 
provided them.

Instead of escalating the con-
flict to dangerous heights, both 
Moscow and Washington should 
endeavour to find solutions and 
resolutions to the conflict.

The danger in escalating an arms 
race in Syria lies in the instability 
and lack of long-term dependabil-
ity found in the vast majority of 
the groups involved in the fighting 
in Syria.

The anti-government coalition 
fighting to overthrow the regime 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad is 
made up of several dozen factions. 
Many owe their existence to those 
who pay their salaries and provide 
them weapons and resources. 
From the United States to Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab 
Emirates, Turkey and Iran, many 
of the rebels, again depending on 
their financial backers du jour, 
find it necessary to switch their 
allegiance and alliance to survive. 
Many of these rebel groups owe 
their existence to al-Qaeda or the 

Islamic State (ISIS).
With several thousand anti-

American fighters and an equal 
number of combatants opposed 
to Russia’s support of the Syrian 
regime, introducing more sophis-
ticated weaponry into the theatre 
of operations would be a grave 
mistake.

Given the growing numbers of 
loose cannons among opposition 
groups in the country, having 
Stinger missiles, or the equivalent, 
in their possession is tempting the 
devil. While the Stinger does not 
represent a threat to high-altitude 
commercial airliners, it does have 
a killing ability up to 7,000 metres, 
good enough to hit planes on ap-
proach or departure from commer-
cial airports. Of course, it can hit 
military aircraft within its target 
range.

Rather than contribute to the 
creation of a future problem and 
set the stage for a disaster, it would 
be highly beneficial if the major 
powers involved in the Syrian con-
flict could accentuate their efforts 
at finding a negotiated end to the 
conflict and to renew their efforts 
at peace-building.

Raising the stakes by arming the 
antagonists with more sophisticat-
ed weaponry simply prolongs the 
agony of the Syrian people.
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T
he growing 
humanitarian 
crisis in the 
northern Syrian 
city of Aleppo 
and elsewhere in 
the country, 
fuelled in large 
part by Syrian 

and Russian air strikes, has led to 
consternation and condemnation 
in the United States but neither 
US policymakers, nor the major-
party candidates are offering 
much in the way of practical ideas 
to solve it.

Even US Secretary of State John 
Kerry, who has spent many hours 
meeting with his Russian coun-
terpart to try to end the violence 
and start a political process, has 
expressed deep frustration and 
anger over the course of events. 
All of these efforts, including a 
negotiated ceasefire, have come 
to naught. Kerry on October 7th 
said that the Syrian regime and 
the Russian government should 
be investigated for war crimes.

In a candid moment with a 
group of Syrian exiles a few days 
earlier, Kerry revealed that he had 
been long in favour of US military 
action in Syria but had lost that 
argument with the White House 
several years ago.

Other members of the adminis-
tration of US President Barack 
Obama have expressed frustra-
tion over the Syrian crisis. 
According to the Washington 
Post, when Kerry’s recent 
cease-fire deal with Russia fell 
apart, Obama ordered his subor-
dinates to come up with new 
policy ideas.

One of these ideas, proposed by 
some Pentagon officials, was to 
use cruise missiles against Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s forces in 
Aleppo. This position was 
supported by many State Depart-
ment officials who had argued for 
a more robust policy.

When a meeting was convened 
at the White House, however, top 
Defense Department officials 
reportedly backed off from the 
idea and instead proposed giving 
more arms to rebel fighters and 

ramping up the fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS). Apparently, 
they did not want to risk a 
confrontation with Russia over 
Aleppo.

All of this is consistent with 
Obama’s often-repeated assertion 
that there is “no military solu-
tion” to the Syrian conflict. 
Obama presumably wants to keep 
the focus on ISIS by relying on air 
strikes and US special forces to 
bolster Syrian Kurdish forces and 
select Arab fighters.

The US candidates for president 
also seem bereft of new ideas for 
dealing with the Syria crisis.

During the October 9th presi-
dential debate, Democratic Party 
nominee Hillary Clinton said she 
was opposed to deploying US 
ground troops in Syria and that, if 
elected president, she would 
provide more arms to Syrian 
Kurds and Arabs fighting ISIS, as 
well as target ISIS leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi.

This position is nothing new. It 
is essentially what the Obama 
administration already is doing 
even if Clinton’s rhetoric sounds 
more hawkish.

Clinton did say that she sup-
ported a no-fly zone and a “safe 
zone” for Syrian refugees in the 
area but she did not elaborate on 
how it would be created and 

defended.
Republican Party nominee 

Donald Trump was even less 
forthcoming. He listed a series of 
atrocities perpetrated by ISIS as a 
way of emphasising the threat 
posed by terrorism — and perhaps 
to detract viewers from the 
recently leaked tape of his lewd 
comments about women.

Later in the debate Trump said 
that while he does not like Assad, 
he underscored that Assad, 
Russia and Iran “are killing ISIS 
and they have lined up because of 
[our] weak foreign policy”. 
Trump conveniently avoided the 
question about what to do about 
the mounting humanitarian crisis 
in Aleppo and openly disagreed 
with his running mate, Mike 
Pence, on this issue.

During the vice-presidential 
debate on October 4th, Pence said 
that “provocations by Russia 
should be met with American 
strength and if Russia [continues] 
to be involved… in this barbaric 
attack on civilians in Aleppo, the 
United States of America should 
be prepared to use military force 
to strike military targets of the 
Assad regime.”

When asked during the October 
9th debate to comment on Pence’s 
remarks, Trump said: “He and I 
haven’t spoken, and I disagree.”

This is the first time in recent 
memory that a presidential 
candidate and his running mate 
have had an open disagreement 
about a major foreign policy 
issue, though Pence later 
attempted to finesse the issue by 
claiming that the presidential 
debate moderator had misrepre-
sented his comments on Syria.

Sadly, it is likely that nothing 
new will happen in terms of a new 
US policy approach towards Syria 
over the next few months — and 
maybe beyond.

The Obama administration, 
worried about a military entan-
glement and a possible clash with 
Russia, seems unable and unwill-
ing to deal with the grave situa-
tion in Aleppo, while neither of 
the presidential candidates is 
offering any new ideas that could 
mitigate the Syrian crisis.

Future historians will undoubt-
edly write that, besides condem-
natory statements, the US 
political establishment did 
nothing to stop one of the worst 
humanitarian crises of the early 
21st century.
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The Obama administration seems 
unable and unwilling to deal with 
the grave situation in Aleppo.
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Smoke rises from buildings following air strikes on Damascus' rebel-held eastern suburb of Zamalka, 
on October 12th.                                               (AFP)


