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T 

he Islamic State (ISIS), 
the Syrian civil war and 
rising tensions between 
the West and Russia are 
amongst the most press-

ing global security challenges US 
President-elect Donald Trump will 
need to begin managing on assum-
ing office.

With Trump’s declared priority of 
defeating ISIS, the Syria quagmire 
takes centre stage and will require 
his administration to work out a 
formula to accommodate Russian 
and Turkish agendas, which their 
respective leaderships are pursuing 
obdurately.

However, with unprecedented 
NATO-Russia tensions following 
Russian moves in Ukraine and Syria 
and a failed coup attempt in Turkey 
that Ankara says was orchestrated 
by US-based Fethullah Gulen, US-
Russia and US-Turkey relations 
are important challenges awaiting 
Trump.

Trump will need to find a way 
of exploiting the emerging geopo-
litical landscape to remove the ISIS 
threat and de-escalating the inten-
sity and risks of the Syrian conflict 

in part by restoring confidence with 
Moscow and Ankara. Some expect 
a hard line from the new White 
House against its strategic competi-
tors. However, Trump’s publicly de-
clared admiration for Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin and Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s 
no-nonsense approaches provide a 
useful platform for the Trump ad-
ministration to manage overseas 
hotspots, in particular Syria.

For regional partners of the 
United States, President Barack 
Obama’s administration struggled 
to enforce its leadership in Syria in 
the way that is consummate with its 
superpower status, leaving Russia 
and Iran to effectively take control. 
With weak American leadership in 
the Syria crisis, Turkey was forced 
to first dangerously confront Rus-
sia and then to re-court Russia after 
which it has effectively realigned 
its Syria policy around Moscow’s 
red lines.

Without Turkey, however, US 
involvement in Syria lacks much-
needed depth but Ankara now owes 
more politically to Moscow for its 
role in Syria. Without being able to 
effectively influence developments 
in Syria, as was the case when An-
kara was compliantly following the 
US lead, intolerable security chal-
lenges were taking form for Turkey 
right on its border.

The Obama administration stuck 
with an approach of pursuing a se-
ries of overlapping efforts in Syria — 
surveillance and air strikes against 
ISIS, training and operational sup-
port for separatist Kurdish militias 
and unsuccessfully attempting to 
put into motion a peace plan — rath-

er than pursuing a clear end goal 
with purpose and a meaningful ap-
plication of military power.

The United States lost out to Rus-
sia and allowed Iran and Hezbollah 
to claim what smells like victory 
in Syria. In the process it alienated 
Turkish counterparts and dealt a 
further blow to the confidence of its 
Arab Gulf partners that the United 
States can be an effective and reli-
able regional security guarantor.

So the Syrian crisis is a quagmire 
that Trump inherits without a clear-
cut prevailing policy and with many 
vital regional relationships under 
strain.

Despite his Republican member-
ship, Trump does not represent the 
party’s neo-conservative stream, 
the tea party movement or even 
its anti-interventionist libertarians. 

He does not religiously subscribe 
to any ideological worldview. As a 
results-oriented leader Trump is 
much less inclined to frame his pol-
icies around conservative or liberal 
values than outcomes that can be 
achieved with swiftness.

Trump, if he had his way, would 
probably gladly settle for a trade 
over Syria where he could claim 
credit for defeating ISIS quickly 
and decisively and partnering with 
Russia. Partnering with Russia in 
Syria could offer Trump a window 
to reframe US-Russia relations more 
broadly too — an objective that also 
appears to be on his foreign policy 
agenda.

If the Kremlin was willing to re-
ciprocate Trump’s proposed part-
nerships against ISIS with a peace 
plan that it forces the Assad regime 

to work with, the Trump adminis-
tration could score a massive vic-
tory.

Turkey will be able to work with 
the Trump administration in Syria 
because the few feasible options 
available to the next White House 
all not only work for Turkey but 
actually need the strategic depth 
only it can provide. In contrast to 
18 months ago, Turkey’s position 
against ISIS and Kurdish separatists 
and its wider role in Syria are more 
secure and firm footed following 
successful reconciliation with Mos-
cow.

Trump has exhibited Machiavel-
lian traits throughout his election 
campaign and he is comfortable 
with making about-turns on policy 
positions, so while the mainstream 
media are anticipating positive per-
sonal relationships between Trump 
and his Russian and Turkish coun-
terparts, these expectations are still 
premature.

Syria, however, represents a pe-
culiar crisis. It is now clear the mod-
erate Syrian rebels cannot win and 
Assad is not finished but he cannot 
survive in the long term. However, 
there is unanimous agreement to 
finish ISIS. All of the respective red 
lines for the United States, Russia 
and Turkey in Syria considered, ISIS 
provides the only common agenda 
around which the Trump admin-
istration can build its new Syria 
policy.
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Trump to face multiple challenges in Syria

Battle to the death in Aleppo can end only one way   

Sabahat Khan

An image grab taken from a video footage made available by the 
Russian Defence Ministry on November 15th shows a jet taking 
off from the Admiral Kuznetsov aircraft carrier in the eastern 
Mediterranean off the Syrian coast.                                              (AFP)
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The US lost out to 
Russia and allowed 
Iran and Hezbollah 
to claim what smells 
like victory in Syria.
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I 

n Russia’s most concentrated 
bombardment since it inter-
vened in Syria’s war in Sep-
tember 2015, rebel-held east-
ern Aleppo is being reduced to 

rubble, driving its heavily outnum-
bered defenders underground in 
a fight likely to determine the out-
come of the savage and bewildering 
war.

The Damascus regime ground of-
fensive, spearheaded by Hezbollah 
and other recently reinforced Ira-
nian-backed Shia militias, now ap-
pears to be trying to split in two the 
sector of the city held by the rebels.

This is exposing the rebels to at-
tacks on new fronts, in which they 
face being systematically overrun.

The Russians, supported by Irani-
an-backed Shia militias, are pulling 
out all the stops to obliterate east-
ern Aleppo to crush the diehard re-
bels besieged there.

In what appears to be the biggest 
battle of the war, the regime and 
the Russian and Iranian generals 
who now determine Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad’s military strat-
egy have resorted to a brutal tried 
and tested tactic: Besieging their 
enemies and pounding them into 
submission.

East Aleppo is undoubtedly the 
most ferocious of these opera-
tions. But UN officials say that more 
than 1.25 million Syrians across 
the country are trapped in similar 
“starve and surrender” offensives.

An estimated 275,000 people, ex-
hausted and weak from severe food 
shortages, are trapped in east Alep-
po. The UN says 100,000 of them 
are children.

The current escalation began on 
November 15th, when a recently 
strengthened Russian naval task 
force in the eastern Mediterranean 
unleashed its most concentrated at-
tacks on eastern Aleppo, with vol-
leys of Kalibr cruise missiles and 
air strikes by Sukhoi Su-33 fighters 
operating off Russia’s only aircraft 
carrier, the Admiral Kuztensov.

These were the Russians’ first-
ever combat strikes by their infant 
naval air wing. They were backed 
up on November 17th by Tupolev 
Tu-95s of Russia’s strategic bomber 
force, which flew an 11,000km mis-
sion from northern Russia to launch 
cruise missiles on the besieged city.

Heavily outnumbered and out-
gunned by Iranian and Hezbollah 
forces, the rebels have long had the 
odds stacked against them. Short 
of food and ammunition, they face 
constant Russian air and missile 
strikes and regime shelling that 
have reduced large sections of their 
sector to rubble.

All hospitals in the sector have 
been systematically targeted, de-
stroyed or put out of action. The 
rebels have no surface-to-air mis-
siles to combat the air raids, so, like 
the Islamic State (ISIS), they have 
adopted tunnel warfare.

For months, the rebels have been 
digging a network of tunnels that 
include medical centres and have 
burrowed under regime positions 
and blown them up.

Conquering the last of the re-
bels, who have held eastern Aleppo 
since mid-2012, would dramatically 
change the situation on the ground 
as Moscow presses for a meeting 
in Damascus in the coming weeks 
with the opposition’s political lead-
ers.

The Russians intend this to re-
place the moribund UN peace pro-
cess centred on Geneva, cutting 
out the Security Council and the 
Americans at a stroke. Russia, Iran 
and Turkey, Syria’s northern neigh-
bour, are expanding their military 
intervention, emboldened by the 
political uncertainty in Washington 
while they wait and see what US 
policy will be under President-elect 
Donald Trump.

A regime victory in eastern Alep-
po would be a major triumph for 
Assad and his foreign backers, Rus-
sia and Iran.

Russia is in Syria to restore Mos-
cow’s influence in the Middle East 
as part of President Vladimir Pu-
tin’s quest to revive the country’s 
global power status. Iran has in-
vested heavily in Syria, financially 
and ideologically, to keep Assad in 
power as part of its strategic, and 
accelerating, drive to expand its in-
fluence across the region.

Iran’s constantly expanding 
proxy forces, modelled on Hezbol-
lah, have been a major factor in 
ensuring Assad’s survival, but for 
Tehran these battle-hardened Shia 
militias from Iraq, Afghanistan 
and Pakistan represent its growing 
power projection capabilities in the 
Gulf, the Levant and eastwards into 

Afghanistan and Pakistan.
The situation in Aleppo has been 

nothing less than the shaping of a 
Shia jihad against Sunnis in Syria, 
largely masked by the brutal rise 
of ISIS, that is intended to alter by 
force the geopolitical landscape of 
the region in the years ahead.

The intensification of Russian, 
Iranian and regime military opera-
tions threatens to collide with Tur-
key’s invasion of northern Syria in 
August.

This was ostensibly aimed at pre-
venting the emergence of a Kurdish 
state on Turkey’s southern border, 
but it also underlined the grow-
ing ambitions of President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan to restore the pow-
er Turkey lost in the break-up of 
its Ottoman Empire after the first 
world war.

With Turkey and its rebel allies, 

with US connivance, pushing south 
against ISIS and the Kurds in Op-
eration Euphrates Shield launched 
in August, northern Aleppo prov-
ince has become “one of the most 
crucial theatres of the Syrian civil 
war”, the US-based global security 
consultancy Stratfor observed.

“The rebel advance is not only 
hurting the Islamic State and ham-
stringing the Kurds, but it is also 
impeding US efforts to seize Raqqa 
and loyalists’ attempts to retake 
Aleppo city.

“Perhaps most important 
though, Operation Euphrates 
Shield carries the risk of starting a 
brawl with Turkey and the United 
States on one side and Russia and 
Iran on the other — a fight whose 
consequences would reach well 
beyond Syria’s borders,” Stratfor 
concluded.
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A regime victory in 
eastern Aleppo 
would be a major 
triumph for Assad 
and his foreign 
backers.

A fighter from the Syrian pro-government forces mans a rifle inside a damaged house in the recently 
recaptured village of Joubah during an offensive towards the area of Al-Bab in Aleppo province, on 
November 25th.               (AFP)


