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s civilians in the Syr-
ian city of Aleppo are 
battered by air strikes, 
ground offensives and 
shelling, what has hap-

pened to the world’s responsibil-
ity to protect populations under 
threat? The Geneva Conventions 
and the UN Security Council were 
established after World War II to 
maintain peace and protect people 
in conflict zones.

But a 21st-century UN doctrine 
called Responsibility to Protect 
(R2P), set up by the world body’s 
members to prevent mass killings, 
has had limited success.

Although formalised in 2005, 
R2P came about largely in response 
to the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, in 
which extremist Hutu militiamen 
slaughtered 800,000 minority Tut-
sis and moderate Hutus. The doc-
trine also stemmed from a desire to 
prevent a recurrence of atrocities 
such as the 1995 massacre of 8,000 
Bosnian Muslim men and boys by 
Serb forces in Srebrenica.

It placed the onus on the inter-
national community to “use ap-
propriate diplomatic, humanitar-
ian and other means” to protect 
populations from crimes against 
humanity and ethnic cleansing.

Examples include NATO’s bomb-
ing of Serbia in 1999 to protect the 
people of Kosovo and the United 
Nations’ administration of East 
Timor as Indonesian troops depart-
ed, experts say.

But now, R2P is a merely a “high 
moral aspiration” that has found-
ered on the complex realities of 
warfare today, according to Paddy 
Ashdown, a British lawmaker who 
served as high representative to 
Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2002-
06.

Ashdown, who was among West-
ern politicians to call for military 
intervention in Bosnia in the 1990s, 
said the world had become reluc-
tant to get involved in messy, pro-
tracted conflicts.

“R2P has diminished from a high 
hope into an interesting collection 
of words lying on the table,” Ash-
down said.

Ashdown, a former leader of the 
British opposition Liberal Demo-
crats Party, was speaking to the 
Thomson Reuters Foundation for 
a short film titled Responsibility to 
Protect?

Conflict situations since the US-
led invasion of Iraq in 2003 have 
shown the West to be incapable 
of developing sound intervention 
strategies that protect civilians, 
Ashdown said.

In Libya, eight years later, the 
United States, Britain and their al-
lies were criticised for failing to fos-
ter peace after the removal of Mua-
mmar Qaddafi from power. The 
Islamic State (ISIS) took over the 
former leader’s home city of Sirte a 
year ago as militants profited from 
the chaos that followed his death in 
2011.

A deepening rift between Rus-
sia and the West, made worse by 
the Ukraine crisis in 2014, has left 
the Security Council deadlocked 
in efforts to foster peace in Syria, 
where Russia backs the govern-
ment of President Bashar Assad.

“Whenever the world has been 
challenged to enact for instance 
in Libya, or particularly in Syria, 
we’ve failed to come up to the 
mark,” Ashdown said.

“Syria is a case that’s begging for 
Responsibility to Protect and no 
one is showing any responsibility 
whatever,” said Michael Ignatieff, 
an academic and specialist on hu-

manitarian intervention.
“So it’s as relevant as ever, nor-

matively, morally, in terms of our 
conscience, but it is a dead letter 
internationally,” Ignatieff said.

One problem is that R2P stems 
from a 19th-century concept of 
international relations in which 
states should intervene “when a 
country is unable or unwilling to 
protect its own population”, said 
Ghassan Salame, a former senior 
adviser to the UN secretary-gener-
al.

“But R2P has also suffered from 
a general decline of the ideological 
impact of the West on the rest of 
the world,” Salame said.

Trust in the West’s ability to re-
solve conflicts and build peace took 
a nose dive after R2P was invoked 
in Libya in 2011 to stop Qaddafi kill-

ing his own people, Salame and 
other experts said.

In March 2011, the Security Coun-
cil passed a resolution endorsing 
military action to protect civilians 
against Qaddafi’s forces but after 
the Libyan leader’s overthrow and 
death, the country became mired in 
a slow-burn civil war between two 
rival governments, one in Tripoli 
and one in the east.

“In Libya we went in, we did 
the job… (then) we walked away 
instead of creating a network in-
cluding for instance Turkey which 
would have helped to reconstruct a 
peace in Libya. It’s a bloody mess,” 
Ashdown said.

“By the way, so is Iraq,” he said.
Moves by the United States to 

depose governments or leaders in 
Afghanistan and Iraq during the 
presidency of George W. Bush, and, 
under President Barack Obama in 
Libya, are highly problematic for 
Responsibility to Protect, Salame 
said.

“This idea of regime change 
that can be done clinically with-
out touching the state structure or 
without deconstruction of state so-
ciety is, I hope, buried once and for 
all,” Salame said.

After two failed ceasefire agree-
ments between the United States 
and Russia to end the fighting in 
Aleppo, a new round of talks was 
set up in Geneva to include Saudi 
Arabia and Qatar, which support 
Syrian opposition groups.

The Syria conflict highlights just 
how complex conflicts have be-
come.

“We do not live in a world in 
which killing and dying remain 
safely confined within a sovereign 
state,” Ignatieff said, pointing to the 
refugee crisis in Europe stemming 
from war and instability in the Mid-
dle East.

“Look at Syria, it’s not just a lot 
of Syrians dying. It’s decisively af-
fected the stability and cohesion of 
Europe,” he said.

But when it comes to establishing 
lasting peace, prevention is better 
than cure, the three experts said, 
which might prove important ad-
vice for the incoming UN secretary-
general, Antonio Guterres.

“I think he has to persuade the 
world that diplomacy has a bigger 
part to play in peace as high explo-
sive does,” Ashdown said.
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s US-backed Iraqi forces 
battle to capture Mosul, 
the Islamic State’s last 
urban stronghold in Iraq, 
the United States and 

its key allies are accelerating plans 
for a major military operation to 
liberate the capital of the jihadists’ 
self-proclaimed caliphate, Raqqa in 
northern Syria.

The United States has stepped 
up coalition air strikes on Raqqa, 
Syria’s sixth largest city, apparently 
driven by concerns that ISIS is plan-
ning another wave of large-scale 
terrorist attacks on the West in re-
taliation for recent military defeats 
that are steadily shrinking the cali-
phate it proclaimed in June 2014.

Destroying the caliphate, which 
at its height in 2014 covered an area 
across Syria and Iraq the size of 
Britain, has been the United States’ 
central objective because it repre-
sents jihadist power and for some 
Muslims cloaks ISIS with religious 
legitimacy.

US Defense Secretary Ashton 
Carter said the offensive against 
Raqqa, held by ISIS since January 
2014, will begin in the “next few 

weeks” and “overlap” with the push 
against Mosul, which began Octo-
ber 17th.

“We want to see an isolation oper-
ation begin around Raqqa as soon as 
possible,” Carter said during a visit 
to Iraq’s semi-autonomous Kurdish 
region on October 23rd.

Two days later, at a meeting with 
defence chiefs of 12 key allies in 
Paris, Carter said: “We’ve already 
begun laying the groundwork with 
our partners to commence the isola-
tion of Raqqa.”

This is the most elaborate and 
complex military operation that the 
Americans and their allies have un-
dertaken since the height of the war 
in Iraq in 2007 against the same ji-
hadist enemy they face today.

Coalition sources say the plan-
ning for a push on Raqqa began in 
January, when Carter set the objec-
tive of taking both the Syrian city 
and Mosul by the end of 2016, al-
though some US intelligence chiefs 
doubted that could be achieved giv-
en the competing agendas among 
anti-ISIS powers.

However, it is clear there is a new 
sense of urgency over concerns 
that ISIS leaders in Raqqa, alarmed 
by the group’s continuing military 
setbacks, are plotting terrorist at-
tacks, possibly including chemical 
weapons, across western Europe 

and maybe even the United States 
to show that it has not been elimi-
nated.

This has always been the Achil-
les heel of any military solution to 
the ISIS phenomenon: The jihadists 
simply go underground and revert 
to being a terrorist threat, as they 
have done more than once since 
al-Qaeda’s emergence two decades 
ago.

US Army Lieutenant-General Ste-
phen Townsend, the officer who 
commands anti-ISIS coalition forces 
in Syria and Iraq, said at his Bagh-
dad headquarters on October 26th: 
“We know this plot and planning is 
emanating from Raqqa”.

He provided few specifics but it 

seems the United States and its al-
lies fear the jihadists are seeking 
to carry out attacks on the scale of 
the November 13th, 2015, carnage 
in Paris in which 130 people were 
killed.

Townsend stressed the impera-
tive for the planned offensive was 
the terrorist threat, saying: “Intel-
ligence feeds tell us there is signifi-
cant external operations planning 
taking place, centralised in Raqqa.”

There was no indication how im-
minent these attacks might be but 
Carter stressed that preventing ISIS 
“external operations” is “our high-
est priority”.

“As they get squeezed down in 
their territory, they get more con-
cerned about their own security and 
are less free to orchestrate complex 
attacks against either this country 
(France) or externally, including… 
the United States.”

One reason no details of the com-
ponents of the Raqqa push have 
been disclosed is the fierce geopo-
litical differences concerning which 
forces will be employed in the oper-
ation — arguably the most worrying 
element within the US-led coalition 
because it impedes the coherency 
of the joint actions needed to effec-
tively combat ISIS and threatens 
further violence.

The internal political landscape in 

Syria is far more complicated than 
in Iraq, where the coalition at least 
has a legitimate government to deal 
with.

The most critical factor is the in-
volvement of Turkey, which seeks 
to exploit the anarchy besetting its 
neighbours to expand its influence, 
but adamantly opposes Kurdish 
forces in Syria, currently the Ameri-
cans’ most reliable military ally 
there.

The United States wants the 
largely Kurdish Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), which has scored sev-
eral battlefield successes in recent 
months, to head the push on Raqqa, 
but cannot afford to alienate NATO-
member Turkey, which invaded 
northern Syria in August to counter 
SDF advances.

Ankara, which fears the emer-
gence of a Kurdish state on its 
southern border, insists it should 
be militarily involved in the Raqqa 
operation.

“The only force capable of any 
near-term gains are the Syrian 
Democratic Forces,” Townsend ob-
served. “So we’re negotiating, we’re 
planning, we’re having talks with 
Turkey and we’re going to take this 
in steps.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

As Syrian 
deaths mount, 
‘responsibility to 
protect’ takes a hit

Big push on Raqqa anticipated — but dangers lurk

Tom Esslemont

Members of the Syria Civil Defence rescue children after what activists said was an air strike by 
forces loyal to Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad in al-Shaar neighbourhood of Aleppo, last June. 
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A 21st-century UN 
doctrine called 
Responsibility to 
Protect (R2P) was set 
up by the world 
body’s members to 
prevent mass 
killings.

A deepening rift 
between Russia and 
the West has left the 
Security Council 
deadlocked in efforts 
to foster peace in 
Syria.
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We want to see an 
isolation operation 
begin around 
Raqqa as soon as 
possible.”

US Defense Secretary
Ashton Carter


