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B 

y all accounts, the Syrian 
Army and its Russian al-
lies will retake the dwin-
dling rebel-held eastern 
sector of Aleppo before 

Donald Trump is sworn in as US 
president on January 20th.

However, the Kremlin is look-
ing for an endgame that will avoid 
veto by the international commu-
nity, one that involves saving what 
remains of the historic city while 
simultaneously empowering the 
position of its allies in Damascus.

From Russia’s perspective, the 
outcome of its relentless aerial 
bombardment of eastern Aleppo 
is to return to the negotiating table 
and not to overrun the rebel bas-
tion with a high-casualty ground 
offensive for which the Syrians and 
Iranians have been pressing since 
mid-summer.

Moscow believes that reaching 
an agreement with Syria’s armed 
opposition in eastern Aleppo is 
more beneficial than wiping them 
out.

The reasons behind this logic are 
many. First, while interested in re-
storing calm to most of Syria, Mos-
cow implicitly wants two pockets 
of the country to remain ablaze but 
for only three players to stay on the 
battlefield: the Syrian Army, the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and the Jabhat 
Fateh al-Sham, formerly known as 
Jabhat al Nusra, al-Qaeda’s Syrian 
wing.

To achieve that, Russia needs to 
destroy most military groups and 
to push those it allows to remain 
into joining ISIS.

A prolonged war against terror-
ism will achieve many things; it 
means the continuation of a Rus-
sian military presence in the Levant 
and fits in with Russian President 
Vladimir Putin’s logic that if Assad 

goes, ISIS will overrun Damascus. 
The counter logic means that if ISIS 
stays, then so will the regime.

This explains why, instead of kill-
ing these forces, the Russians have 
been transporting all opposition 
fighters to Idlib in north-western 
Syria.

Moscow’s game plan is Machi-
avellian in concept and envisages 
something like perpetual conflict 
but under controlled conditions 
that will justify a muscular Russian 
presence in the Levant.

It wants a lawless commune to 
emerge in Idlib, unlike ISIS’s gov-
ernment in Raqqa which has a 
functioning bureaucracy, intelli-
gence service, media department 
and a treasury oozing with oil 
money.

Idlib city is ruled by an assort-
ment of radical Islamic groups, 
headed by Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, 
and Moscow wants to make sure 
that they get even more radical.

This is because the Russians be-
lieve that the more Islamist fanat-
ics are shoved into Idlib, the more 
a Taliban-like government will 
emerge, sending shivers down the 
spine of the international commu-
nity.

Already, medieval-like schools 
have mushroomed in the forsaken 
town, offering elementary and sec-
ondary students nothing but hard-
line Salafist ideology.

Moscow will make sure that this 
miserable mini-state will get plen-
ty of media attention, with Assad’s 
government lauded for standing up 
to it — with Russian help, of course.

Under the plan, one day, when 
relations between Washington and 
Moscow are ripe, a joint alliance 
will be created to defeat Jabhat 
Fateh al-Sham in Idlib and ISIS in 
Raqqa.

This will not be like the US-led 
coalition that launched air strikes 
against ISIS in September 2014 or 
the Russian bombing campaign 
that was triggered a year later, 
whose objective at that time was to 

save the regime rather than destroy 
ISIS.

The Russians want to monopo-
lise the future of Aleppo but want 
it to be acknowledged by the inter-
national community as a Russian-
made and world-approved end-
game to the Syria war.

To do that they need time — at 
least until next May — for François 
Fillon to reach the Elysee Palace, 
when he is expected to turn a new 
page in Franco-Russian relations 
with Syria at the epicentre. By 
then Trump would have served his 
first 100 days as US president and 
will have the tools to negotiate on 
Aleppo.

The Russians hope they can talk 
Saudi Arabia into backing off from 
supporting the rebels in exchange 
for winning the war in Yemen on 

their own doorstep and are already 
talking business with Turkey’s Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan.

In addition to letting him invade 
Jarabulus on the Syrian border in 
August, the Russians are talking to 
Erdogan’s proxies in Syria. In early 
December, top Russian officers 
met with ten Syrian armed groups 
in Ankara, including the Turkish-
backed Islamists of Ahrar al-Sham.

For more than a year Moscow has 
refused to even recognise Ahrar al-
Sham as a credible player, writing 
it off as another face of ISIS. Rus-
sian diplomats worked feverishly 
to prevent Ahrar al-Sham from at-
tending the UN-mandated peace 
talks in Geneva in January, with 
little success.

In a clear message of appease-
ment to the Turks, they are offering 

de facto recognition to the group, 
possibly allowing it some kind of 
role in administering local councils 
of eastern Aleppo when the bomb-
ing stops.

Putin realises that the world has 
changed dramatically since the 
“Arab spring” of 2011. Supporting 
regime change by outside force is 
out; tolerating autocracies is in — 
especially if it means keeping ISIS 
at bay.

For better or worse, it is a com-
pletely new world out there and 
Putin is ready for it. Once alone in 
his unorthodox views, he now has 
enthusiasts in the United States 
and France rooting for him.
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A Russian soldier inspects the damage at a field hospital that was reportedly destroyed by rebel 
shelling on December 5th, in the Furqan neighbourhood of the government-held side of west Aleppo. 
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Syria, Trump and shoulder-fired missiles

O
n December 2nd, as 
government forces 
advanced on rebel-
held districts of 
Aleppo, the US House 
of Representatives 

opened the door to introducing 
shoulder-fired, anti-aircraft 
missiles into the Syrian war. The 
move speaks volumes about the 
sharply divergent views in 
Washington on the conflict.

Ever since peaceful demonstra-
tions against the rule of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad morphed 
into one of the bloodiest civil wars 
in history, the Obama administra-
tion has gone to great lengths to 
keep man-portable, air-defence 
systems out of the conflict for fear 
they would fall into the hands of 
Islamic extremists and be used to 
shoot down civilian airliners.

In a congressional conference to 
match the wording of House and 
Senate versions of a defence bill, a 
clause providing for a ban on 
transferring such weapons to “any 
entity” in Syria was changed to 
allowing their transfer to “the 
vetted Syrian opposition”.

The driving force behind the 
little-noticed change, congres-

sional aides said, was Senator 
John McCain, R-Arizona, chair-
man of the Senate Armed Services 
Committee and a vocal proponent 
of increased US military aid to 
rebels fighting Assad’s forces. 
McCain and others see parallels 
between Syria today and Afghani-
stan in the 1980s, when Stinger 
surface-to-air missiles supplied 
by the United States to Afghan 
resistance fighters turned the tide 
of the war and hastened the 
withdrawal of Soviet forces.

The Stingers proved deadly 
against Soviet helicopter gun-
ships. Similar missiles would be 
just as deadly against the Syrian 
Army helicopters that drop barrel 
bombs on residential districts, 
killing civilians and rebels alike. A 
missile fired on a Russian aircraft 
would also risk war between the 
United States and Russia.

The prospect of US-backed 
anti-aircraft missiles being 
shipped to rebel fighters in Syria 
appears remote, even though they 
appear on the verge of defeat in 
Aleppo.

But behind-closed-doors 
wrangling that resulted in the 
legislation indicates that deep 
differences over how to deal with 
Syria are certain to last beyond the 
Obama administration. Will his 
successor, Donald Trump, succeed 
where US President Barack Obama 
failed — working out a clear 
strategy to help end the carnage? 
There are reasons for doubt.

Trump has repeatedly said he 
would end support for armed 
groups fighting the Assad govern-
ment. His statements on the 
campaign trail boiled down to a 
preference to fighting ISIS in 
coordination with Russia, with 
Assad staying in power.

In an interview with the Wall 
Street Journal, Trump left no 
doubt that he considers the Assad 
government the legitimate force 
holding power in Syria. “I’ve had 
an opposite view of many people 
regarding Syria,” he said. “My 
attitude was you’re fighting Syria, 
Syria is fighting (the Islamic State) 
ISIS and you have to get rid of 
ISIS. Russia is now totally aligned 
with Syria… Now we are backing 
rebels against Syria and we have 
no idea who these people are.”

Note the wording: “rebels 
against Syria” not “rebels against 
Assad”.

Buoyed by this equation, the 
Syrian leader described the United 
States and Syria as “natural allies” 
in the fight against “terrorists,” a 
term used to describe all opposi-
tion against him.

Not everybody in Trump’s circle 
of aides and advisers shares his 
views on Syria. His choice for 
vice-president, Mike Pence, said 
in response to a television debate 
question in October that the 
United States “should be prepared 
to use military force to strike 
military targets of the Assad 
regime to prevent them from this 

humanitarian crisis that is taking 
place in Aleppo”. That remark 
earned him a public rebuke from 
Trump.

And while Trump’s choice to 
head the Central Intelligence 
Agency, US Representative Mike 
Pompeo, R-Kansas, has been 
critical of Russia’s role in Syria, 
his national security adviser, 
retired general Michael Flynn, 
favours close cooperation with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
and sees the bombing of Syrian 
cities as inevitable collateral 
damage in the fight against 
“radical Islam”.

That puts him at odds with 
Trump’s choice for secretary of 
Defense, retired general James 
Mattis, who has condemned 
Russia for “violations of interna-
tional law” and has in the past 
spoken up for continued backing 
for anti-Assad rebels.

Trump, a New York real estate 
billionaire with no foreign policy 
expertise, says his business 
success is evidence of superior 
management and negotiating 
skills. They will be put to the 
world’s toughest test from 
January 20th, when Trump 
moves into the White House.
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