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Fall of Aleppo a
major victory for
Assad but it has
a hollow ring
Ed Blanche

Beirut
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he Syrian regime’s impending conquest of Aleppo will be a major victory
for Bashar Assad but one
that was secured for him
by Russian air power and Iranianled militias to whom he is now beholden.
With much of the historic city
in ruins after months of relentless
bombardment, the Syrian president’s triumph has a hollow ring to
it.
Although it will give Assad control of Syria’s five main cities, it will
not bring stability to a country ravaged by nearly six years of internecine battles or signal the end of the
often-barbaric conflict in which a
ruling dynasty has made war on its
own people.
What the fall of Aleppo does
mean is that Russia and Iran have
tightened their grip on a country
that once portrayed itself as the
defender of the Arab world. Assad
cannot survive without them.
It also means that the Islamic Republic has moved one step closer to
its strategic objective of expanding
Shia power throughout the region
and that Russia has secured military bases in the Middle East that
advance President Vladimir Putin’s
quest to restore Moscow’s global
influence, which collapsed with the
dissolution of the Soviet Union in
1991.
Without doubt, the rebels’ loss of
the eastern sector of the city, which

they have held since mid-2012, is
a major defeat but those opposed
to Assad still hold large areas of
northern Syria, where an estimated
150,000 fighters are dug in. They are
supported by regional powers Saudi
Arabia, Qatar and Turkey, which
seek the downfall of the Assad regime and will continue to resist the
efforts of Russia and Iran to keep
him in power.
The war will go on. Already, Russian warplanes are pounding rebel
positions in Idlib province, which
neighbours Aleppo province.
“Idlib can no longer be considered
as a safe area,” rebel groups in Aleppo said in a statement on December
7th. “It is no longer able to contain
any more displaced people.”
With Assad’s forces, largely Iranian-backed militias led by Hezbollah’s elite Radwan Brigade, holding
an estimated 75% of eastern Aleppo
and tightening the noose around
the last pockets of rebel resistance,
it is only a matter of time before the
rebels’ last major urban stronghold
will be overrun.
Even so, opposition groups
launched a surprise offensive in
Syria’s eastern desert, with jihadist fighters reported within a few
kilometres of the ancient and much
abused city of Palmyra from which
they were ejected in March.
This underlined the capacity of
the jihadists and other anti-Assad
forces to continue the war.
The fall of the rebel bastion in
Aleppo will also have international
effects.
Since the war began in March
2011, triggered by the Damascus
regime’s brutal crackdown on

Syrian pro-government forces patrol an abandoned building in the newly retaken area of Sahat
al-Melh and Qasr al-Adly in Aleppo’s Old City, on December 8th.
protesters demanding political
and economic reforms, the United
States and the West have failed to
act to stop the slaughter.

The fall of Aleppo
means that Russia
and Iran have
tightened their grip
on Syria.
US President Barack Obama
was particularly averse to being
dragged into another Middle Eastern conflict, while Russia’s veto
power in the UN Security Council
effectively blocked any outside effort to end the bloodletting in
which an estimated 400,000 people have been killed and 10 million,
about half Syria’s pre-war population, have been displaced.
The massive wave of refugees
from the Syrian war and other Mid-

dle Eastern conflicts has swept towards Europe, instigating a sharp
political shift to the right that has
raised fears that the European Union could break up, long a strategic
objective of Russia.
Whether US President-elect Donald Trump will embrace a more active policy towards Syria remains
to be seen.
However, if the views of the
hard-line figures, including several
former generals, he is assembling
to run his administration are any
guide, US policy on Syria could
well take a sharp turn towards bolstering rebel forces or making new
moves to impede the expansionist
ambitions of Russia and Iran.
“Trump’s
determination
to
weaken Iran, which cannot be
done without reducing its influence in the Middle East, and especially in Syria, could also be used as
leverage to increase US support to
the rebels,” observed Beirut-based
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analyst Haid Haid.
A pointer towards what may be
coming was a defence bill passed
by the Republican-majority US
Congress on December 2nd. It contains language that could authorise
the Trump administration to supply some Syrian rebel groups with
surface-to-air missiles. This would
give them, for the first time, weapons that could effectively counter
Russian and Syrian control of the
skies.
The Americans have shied away
from providing such potent weapons because of fears they could
fall into the hands of terrorists and
threaten commercial airliners.
“This provision could be the first
step towards a profound shift in
US policy,” Matt Schroeder of the
Geneva-based Small Arms Survey
warned.
Ed Blanche is the Analysis editor
of The Arab Weekly.

Assad retaking Syria would be an unbridled catastrophe
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redicting any outcome
to the conflict in Syria
is a tricky pursuit but,
with the tide turning
for the Syrian government, how would the
country and wider region look in
ten years if Damascus were to
retake all territory it lost to rebel
groups and the Islamic State
(ISIS)?
The signs of this happening are
already there. The regime is
recapturing Aleppo street by
bloody street, having previously
ousted rebel forces from towns
around the capital such as Daraa
and Khan al-Shih in addition to
Tadmur in the east earlier this
year. Government forces are
pushing slowly if relentlessly
into eastern Ghouta outside
Damascus. A full sweep of
opposition-held areas in the
coming months must now be a
major consideration.
So, what might Syria, a Syria in
which President Bashar Assad
has regained territorial control,
look like a decade from now?
First, a win for Assad would
rule out a return of the 6 million
people who have fled since 2011.
The wealthiest Syrians left early
on as the revolution unfolded but
the middle-class brainpower and
labour force required to run a
post-war country disappeared
during the great migration to
Europe in 2015. Assad remaining
in power would ensure they
remain in Germany, Sweden,

A win for Assad would rule out a
return of the 6 million people
who have fled since 2011.

Austria and elsewhere
It would also mean that
international investors and
donor organisations, such as the
World Bank and International
Monetary Fund, would stay away
because of the regime’s abject
human rights record and
ingrained corruption. Many
post-conflict countries rely
heavily on injections of vast
amounts of foreign finance.
Reports suggest the cost of the
Syrian war — thus far — comes to
about $300 billion. For Assad’s
Syria, that essential financial aid
would not come — think presentday Somalia, not Bosnia.
And having backed from the
start the various rebel groups
that took on the Syrian government, traditional sources of
capital such as Qatari, Saudi and
other Gulf investment funds and
contractors would play no part in
financing the rebuilding of Syria.

That would mean no building
of new homes, water supply or
electricity systems and no new
hospitals or medical centres for
the millions of physically and
psychologically maimed Syrians.
With the economy gutted,
shabiha gangsters would rule the
street, extracting bribes from the
business owners who remain.
Damascus, once a leading centre
of Arab culture and thought,
would be gutted by hyperinflation.
The country’s great cities and
sites — Aleppo’s Old City, Palmyra
and Krak des Chevaliers — would
remain in ruins and subject to
low-level pillaging as the government would have no funds to
embark on reconstruction efforts
or to provide adequate security.
True, some small-scale UN-sponsored reconstruction efforts such
as the souq in Homs’ old city have
begun but the possibility of

Syrian residents of eastern rebel-held parts of Aleppo
walk through the Kadi Askar district as they leave their
homes for a safer place on November 30th.
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A Syria
under Assad
would
remain a
breeding
ground for
extremists.

revenue from international or
local tourism would never
materialise.
Critically, a Syria under Assad
would remain a breeding ground
for extremists who could easily
expect to take up space at the
physical verges of the country.
For example, major centres of
opposition where the post-war
regime could not or would not
fully stamp its authority, places
such as Deir ez-Zor, Raqqa or
Idlib may simply be blasted to
pieces and left, leaving space for
jihadists to congregate and
scheme attacks on Iraqi, Syrian
and European populations.
For neighbouring Lebanon, a
failed Syrian state ruled by Assad
would be catastrophic. Freed
from the constraints of fighting
domestic rebel groups, Damascus
would once again turn its
attention to taking back political
control of its smaller neighbour
as it attempted for decades until
2005, only this time a battlehardened Hezbollah and Iran
both operating openly out of
Damascus would swamp all and
any opposition.
There is no crystal ball to tell
exactly how Syria will turn out
but it seems, tragically, that the
ideals — dignity and freedom —
called for in new Syria by the
brave protesters who took to the
streets of Daraa, Damascus and
elsewhere in 2011 may never be
realised.
Stephen Starr is an Irish
journalist who lived in Syria
from 2007-12. He is the author
of Revolt in Syria:
Eye-Witness to the Uprising
(Hurst, 2015).

