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T 

he Kurdish-led Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF) 
has announced the begin-
ning of a campaign that 
aims to capture Raqqa, 

the Islamic State’s Syrian strong-
hold and de facto capital.

The SDF General Command said 
in a statement that the anti-Islamic 
State (ISIS) coalition was support-
ing the operation and it called on 
world powers to provide needed 
military equipment.

This announcement came two 
weeks after US Defense Secretary 
Ashton Carter told NBC News of 
the need for the Raqqa operation to 
be conducted simultaneously with 
the battle for Mosul in Iraq. The 
same day, a US general said the SDF 
would be selected to carry out the 
assault for Raqqa, adding that the 
decision was made despite Turkish 
government objections.

Turkey opposes to the SDF be-
cause the Kurdish People’s Protec-
tion Units (YGP), an offshoot of the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
constitutes most of the forces in the 

SDF coalition.
With the Turkish Army’s grow-

ing involvement in northern Syria, 
Ankara has reportedly targeted 
positions belonging to the SDF as 
it fights ISIS. There has been about 
the participation of Turkey-backed 
Free Syrian Army groups and the 
Turkish Army in the Raqqa opera-
tion. Ankara has stressed, however, 
that if the United States wants Turk-
ish coordination, the YPG should 
not be involved in the operation.

ISIS has lost significant terri-
tory since Turkey intervened in 
northern Syria, although the move 
strained alliances and increased 
tensions between Arab and Kurd-
ish groups. The Ankara interven-
tion campaign, as much as it aims 
to attack ISIS positions, seeks to 
counter Kurdish expansion west of 
the Euphrates river. The Kurdish-
dominated SDF launching of the 
Raqqa operation indicates an early 
resistance to possible aspiration for 
Turkey to operate militarily east of 
the river.

ISIS has controlled more than 
half of the Raqqa governorate since 
January 2014. Raqqa city, as well as 
the southern portion of the gover-
norate, are primarily inhabited by 
Arabs. The notion that a majority 
Kurdish force will operate in an Ar-
ab-populated region is problematic, 
even for the Kurds.

The Kurdish self-rule authority 
has an aim for autonomy over what 
it calls Rojava. The southern Raqqa 
region, which includes Raqqa city 
and other parts held by ISIS, is not 
part of the projected Rojava region. 
It stretches from the west of the Ti-

gris river along the Turkish border 
and the northern parts of Raqqa 
governorate to northern Aleppo 
and the other end of Syria’s north-
ern border.

In May, the SDF announced an 
operation to capture the northern 
countryside of Raqqa. Many Kurd-
ish youths protested and dodged 
mandatory conscription into YPG 
ranks, saying a Raqqa battle is not 
theirs to carry out. One young per-
son told news outlet Syria Direct: 
“The Kurds have no need for this 
[Raqqa] battle… Our blood will be 
spent for a battle that is not ours to 
fight.”

To some extent, it seems that the 

YPG intends to trade its help in the 
Raqqa operation for a US promise 
to protect Kurdish autonomy in the 
north, likely a response to Ankara’s 
intervention in northern Syria.

The SDF announcement of the 
Raqqa operation coincided with 
Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs 
of Staff General Joseph Dunford’s 
meeting with Turkish General Hu-
lusi Akar in Turkey. A statement 
by the Turkish Army said Akar and 
Dunford discussed the Raqqa op-
eration. Despite Ankara’s concerns, 
the United States views the YPG as 
the only reliable guerrilla force to 
combat ISIS in Syria.

Brett McGurk, US President 

Barack Obama’s special envoy to 
the anti-ISIS global coalition, has 
said there is an effort by the United 
States to talk with the Syrian op-
position about the idea of “force 
make-up”, which will be needed for 
the Raqqa operation.

McGurk noted that the opera-
tion had to be conducted “in a way 
that is ultimately stabilising”. His 
remarks demonstrate mindfulness 
of the complexities and challenges 
of liberating Raqqa as well as to the 
governance and occupation issues 
that may arise afterward.

However, he said the United 
States wanted to unify the Syrian 
parties’ focus towards countering 
ISIS, something that many Syria an-
alysts and observers have identified 
as the main problem with the US 
policy. The United States, through 
this lens, is only looking at the op-
tions of fighting ISIS and disregard-
ing the broader conflict in Syria.

The Mosul operation against 
ISIS in Iraq will likely continue for 
months and the controversy sur-
rounding the Raqqa campaign ap-
pears to be an obstruction to any 
effective operation.

At this point, the United States 
aims to only cut off Raqqa from Mo-
sul and prevent it from being ISIS’s 
planning centre. The coming weeks 
will be of a strategic importance 
and will determine the environ-
ment around Raqqa.
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Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) commanders attend a news 
conference in Ain Issa, Raqqa Governorate, Syria, 
on November 6th.       (AP)
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Russia’s naval build-up off Syria grows alarmingly
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T 

he Russian naval build-up 
in the eastern Mediterra-
nean off Syria has reached 
disturbing proportions 
and threatens to intensify 

the war in Syria, a clear challenge to 
the United States and NATO made 
more pointed because it is taking 
place as Donald Trump prepares 
to become the United States’ com-
mander-in-chief.

Some military experts said they 
suspect the naval force that Russia 
has assembled in the eastern Medi-
terranean presages a significant 
intensification of Russia’s air and 
missile strikes against rebel forces 
battling its ally, Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

Others see it as a glorified train-
ing exercise in long-distance power 
projection by the Kremlin to show 
off its new and untested naval air 
arm and to demonstrate that Russia 
can do whatever the United States 
can — all to consolidate Russian 
President Vladimir Putin’s push to 
reinstate Moscow’s Cold War influ-
ence in the region.

Whatever its purpose, the Rus-
sian task force by all accounts now 
totals some 20 warships and sub-
marines, with others on standby in 
the Gulf of Aden.

NATO sources said it is Russia’s 
largest foreign naval deployment 
since the collapse of the Soviet Un-
ion 25 years ago. “They’re deploy-
ing all of the Northern Fleet and 
much of the Baltic Fleet in the larg-
est surface deployment since the 
end of the Cold War,” one said.

“This is not a friendly port call. 
In two weeks we’ll see a crescendo 
of air attacks on Aleppo as part of 

Russia’s strategy to declare victory 
there.”

Igor Sutyagin, a Russian stud-
ies analyst with the Royal United 
Services Institute in London, takes 
the opposite view. “This is not the 
beginning of world war three,” he 
said in October. “It’s more a public 
relations exercise, a show of force… 
This fleet is not capable of high-
intensity warfare for more than 50 
minutes.”

If all Putin wanted to do was 
boost Moscow’s firepower in Syria, 
however, he could simply reinforce 
the land-based air wing of 50-plus 
strike jets and attack helicopters al-
ready there.

Sending in a naval task force is a 
much more expensive undertak-
ing and it is more provocative since 
the weapons systems these ships 
carry are capable of countering any 
air and naval operations against 
Russian forces the United States or 
NATO — or Israel, for that matter — 
might unleash to curb Russian am-
bitions in the region.

Many observers say Trump’s rela-
tionship with Putin will define his 
presidency, which is expected to 
upend US foreign policy and take 
the West into unchartered territory.

Throughout his election cam-
paign, Trump refused to criticise 
Putin’s expansion ambitions for 
Russia and has portrayed Russian 
air and missile bombardments 
in Syria as part of the campaign 
against terrorism. In return, Putin 
has heaped praise on the new US 
president.

The task force is led by Russia’s 
only aircraft carrier, the problem-
plagued, 30-year-old Admiral 
Kuznetsov and the nuclear-pow-
ered battlecruiser Peter the Great, 
flagship of Russia’s Navy.

The squadron includes the 
Udaloy-class destroyers, the 
Severomorsk and the Vice-Admiral 
Kulakov, and four support vessels.

In October, it joined ten other 
Russian Navy ships deployed off 
Syria in what is clearly intended 
to be a permanent Russian naval 
presence in the Mediterranean, a 
significant challenge to the United 
States and NATO, which have dom-
inated the region since the Soviet 
Union’s collapse in 1991.

Russia’s state news agency Tass 
reported in July that the 55,000-
ton Kuznetsov, which carries 15 Su-
33 and MiG-29 fighter jets and two 
dozen helicopters, would remain off 
Syria until January and would par-
ticipate in Russian operations there.

It would seem Moscow wants to 
up the ante in a conflict that, if it 
comes out on top — and it seems to 
be doing just that right now — could 
do much to restore the global pow-
er status it lost in 1991.

Indeed, one way or another the 
Kuznetsov and its escorts look to 
be heading for their baptism of fire 

off Syria since the Americans, who 
want Syrian President Bashar Assad 
gone while Moscow is fighting to 
keep him in power, may soon be left 
with no strategic option but to brace 
the Russians and their Iranian allies.

Western military sources say 
at least three submarines armed 
with cruise missiles are also to be 
deployed off Syria. Britain’s Royal 
Navy tracked the subs — two nucle-
ar-powered Akula-class boats and a 
diesel-powered Kilo-class boat — as 
they cruised through the North Sea 
from Russia to the Mediterranean.

Moscow has not confirmed this 
but there are concerns that the 
submarines could be deployed 
to launch Kalibr cruise missiles 
against Syrian rebel forces holding 
eastern Aleppo despite heavy as-
saults by regime forces.

“The Russians now have subma-
rines in the Med,” a senior British 
naval source told the Sunday Times 

of London.
Further, the recently commis-

sioned frigate Admiral Grigorovich, 
serving with the Russian Black Sea 
Fleet, reportedly arrived in the east-
ern Mediterranean on November 
4th. The state-of-the-art warship 
carries land-attack versions of the 
Kalibr.

On top of this, the missile-armed 
destroyers Bystry and the Admiral 
Tributs left Vladivostok, headquar-
ters of Russia’s Pacific Fleet, the 
same day as the Kuznetsov sailed 
from Severomorsk and are reported 
to be in the Gulf of Aden, possibly 
to back the task force in the eastern 
Mediterranean.
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Russian warship Grisha class Corvette 617 Mirazh passes through the Bosporus on its way to Syria 
on October 7th.                                                                                                                                                               (AP)

The Russian naval 
build-up in the 
eastern 
Mediterranean off 
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Trump refused to 
criticise Putin’s 
expansion ambitions.


