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US faces difficult task in developing a new Syria strategy
Thomas Seibert

Washington

H

aving waded into the
Syrian war with a missile strike on an airbase
south-east of Damascus, the Trump administration is faced with the difficult
challenge of coming up with a realistic strategy to deal with the 6-yearold conflict and the complexities
involving several regional players as
well as Russia.
Analysts said the US government
is trying to use the April 6 missile attack and talks with Russia as
a chance for a fresh beginning on
Syria. “Now the real work starts,”
Michael O’Hanlon, a senior foreign
policy fellow at the Brookings Institution in Washington, suggested.

The Trump-ordered
missile strike signalled
an end to the
American position
under Barack Obama.
With the missile strikes — retaliation for the Assad regime’s suspected role in a chemical weapons attack — US President Donald Trump
grabbed the attention of the players
in the Syrian crisis. Elie Abouaoun,
director of Middle East and Africa
Programmes at the US Institute of
Peace, a non-partisan think-tank,
said the attack on the al-Shayrat airbase told Moscow: “We are back on
stage. You are not alone anymore.”
Time to thrash out a new strategy,
however, could be short. Another
crisis in Syria, triggered by other
atrocities or other developments in
the war, was “almost inevitable,”
said Richard LeBaron, a former US
ambassador to Kuwait who is a senior nonresident fellow at the Atlantic Council. “Better be prepared,” he
warned.
As the Trump administration

works on a plan, the difficulties are
becoming obvious. US Secretary of
State Rex Tillerson, on his first visit
to Moscow as a US government official, failed to find common ground
with Russia in the face of severe
Kremlin criticism of the US attack
on al-Shayrat. Speaking after talks
with Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov and Russian President
Vladimir Putin, the top US diplomat
said there was a “low level of trust”
between the two countries. Trump
echoed this from Washington, saying, US-Russian relations “may be at
an all-time low.”
Before his Moscow visit, Tillerson declared that the rule of Syrian
President Bashar Assad, Moscow’s
ally, was coming to an end but there
has been no sign that Russia was
ready to abandon the Syrian leader.
Putin suggested that the chemical attack in Syria’s Idlib province
on April 4 that triggered the US assault on al-Shayrat was a false flag,
with the aim of putting the blame
on Assad. The Syrian leader echoed that view in an interview with
Agence France-Presse, saying that
the reported attack had been a
“fabrication” designed to give the
United States a pretext for the missile strike.
Russia said it was confused by
contradictory statements from
Washington,
where
Trump’s
spokesman Sean Spicer said only recently that it would be “silly” to call
for Assad’s resignation. “It is not
clear what they will do in Syria and
not only there,” Maria Zakharova,
Russia’s Foreign Ministry spokeswoman, was quoted as saying.
The Trump-ordered missile strike
signalled an end to the American
position under Barack Obama, who
avoided military intervention while
reversing his earlier stance against
getting further involved in the conflict.
LeBaron said the missile attack
was a “shot across the bow” to
demonstrate that the United States
would not tolerate the use of chemical weapons. At the same time,
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statements by US officials about a
possible Russian role in the attack
in Idlib marked a stark contrast to
what critics had called an overly
positive approach by the Trump
government towards Moscow.
Although the Tomahawk missile attack made it clear that Trump
was determined to step into the
Syrian conflict under certain conditions, such as when a declared red
line was crossed, many questions
remained about what the United
States would do next, including
whether the removal of Assad from
power, a long-standing demand by
America’s Sunni allies in the region,
was official US policy.
Critics said Trump simply does

not have a plan. “An ill-thought-out
military action with absolutely no
overall strategy for Syria risks dragging us further into a civil war in
which we cannot tip the scales,” US
Senator Chris Murphy, a Connecticut Democrat, said in a statement.

Time to thrash out a
new US strategy in
Syria could be short.
O’Hanlon argued it is too early to
judge Trump on Syria. The Trump
team has not presented substantial proposals of its own, he said,
and “avoiding mistakes is not a

strategy in itself.”
Abouaoun said a regional dialogue among Turkey, Saudi Arabia
and Iran was needed to resolve the
Syrian crisis and that joint pressure
from the United States and Russia
would be necessary to get regional
talks off the ground.
O’Hanlon added that US officials
must consider thorny issues such as
the idea of creating safe havens for
Assad’s opponents within Syria and
the future of the country existing as
a federation of several autonomous
regions.
Thomas Seibert is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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n June 1982, US Secretary of
State Alexander Haig
warned Israeli Prime
Minister Menachem Begin
that he could not invade
Lebanon without a viable
pretext. Weeks later, Israel’s
ambassador to Britain, Shlomo
Argov, barely survived an
assassination attempt in London
by a Palestinian terrorist group
led by the notorious Abu Nidal.
Israeli leaders knew that Yasser
Arafat’s Palestine Liberation
Organisation (PLO) had nothing
to do with it and was even
battling Abu Nidal itself.
That did not really matter to
them. Rafael Eitan, Israel’s
action-man military commander
at the time, famously said, “Abu
Nidal, Abu Shmidal. I really don’t
care; we need to screw the PLO!”
The Argov shooting was the
pretext they had been waiting for
to invade Lebanon in Ariel
Sharon’s grandiose plan to wipe
out the PLO once and for all.
Israeli forces struck on June 5,
1982, in a war that did not really
end until May 2000 when Israel
terminated its occupation of
South Lebanon.
Much of that analogy applies to
Syria today.
When US President Donald
Trump ordered a missile attack
on Syria on April 7, perhaps he
did not really care about the
children who died two days

Trump has a limited agenda:
Eradicate ISIS, empower the
Kurds and eject Iran and
Hezbollah from Syria.

earlier in a chemical attack
allegedly by the Syrian Air Force
on Khan Sheikhoun in northwestern Syria.
It was not the first time this has
happened, after all, and, in 2013,
Trump famously opposed Barack
Obama’s plans to strike the
Damascus regime over alleged
chemical weapons violations,
tweeting: “What will we get from
bombing Syria besides more debt
and a possible long-term conflict?”
During Trump’s presidential
campaign he was fairly consistent
on Syria, saying he could tolerate
the Damascus regime because it
was fighting the Islamic State
(ISIS) and that he would never
pick a fight with Russia over Syria
because that would trigger a third
world war.
In early April, statements by
White House Press Secretary
Sean Spicer, Secretary of State
Rex Tillerson and UN Ambassador Nikki Haley effectively
abandoned the US policy of
seeking Syrian President Bashar
Assad’s removal.
Trump reportedly changed on
all that after seeing photographs
of children killed in the chemical
attack. He decided to strike,
without waiting for a proper
investigation of the alleged
atrocity, without consulting
Congress and without going
through the United Nations.
Even with nearly 60 Tomahawk
missiles fired, it was a swift and
limited strike, which unless
followed by more serious action,
will not deter Assad and his
Russian allies and only adds
another layer of complexity to an

already convoluted crisis.
The strike infuriated Russian
President Vladimir Putin. It was
likely humiliating for him, both
within Syria and internationally.
On April 9, the Joint Command
Operations Centre in Syria, which
includes the Damascus regime,
Iran and Russia, warned the
United States against further
military action, reinforced
support for Assad and accused
the Americans of crossing a “red
line.”
They cannot respond directly
to the Americans if another strike
is launched but they can certainly
make life difficult for US allies in
the region, starting with Saudi
Arabia in Yemen and running
through Israel’s border with
Lebanon.
So why did Trump strike Syria?
First, he badly needed to remind
everybody, including the American public that, unlike Obama, he
is a man of action.
The strike was made while he
hosted Chinese President Xi
Jinping, so the Tomahawks can
be seen as a cautionary message
to China of US military might as
well as an early warning to North
Korea over its provocative missile
tests.
“It is in the vital national
security interests of America to
prevent and deter the spread and
use of deadly chemical weapons,”
Trump declared, branding Assad
a “dictator” but stopping short of
calling on him to step down.
In Damascus and Moscow,
many believe that Trump was
under so much pressure to strike
Syria that he finally did, and now
has room to manoeuvre politi-
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cally in hammering out a Syrian
endgame.
From the tone of Russia’s joint
statement with Iran, both are
obviously worried but somewhat
assured that US military action
will not escalate.
Trump after all is certainly not
after democracy in Syria. Far
from it. He has a limited agenda:
Eradicate ISIS, empower the
Kurds who are vital for the war
against the jihadists, and eject
Iran and Hezbollah from Syria.
He might now add another
priority, creating a safe zone that
would prevent Syrian ground and
air operations in places such as
Raqqa, de facto capital of ISIS’s
shrinking caliphate, which
Trump hopes will soon be
overrun.
What he likely hopes to have
achieved with the April 7 strikes
is convincing the Syrians that he
means business and should not
be taken lightly or as a natural
ally of Putin.
In 2013 during the first confrontation over chemical weapons, for
Syria the price of avoiding US
intervention was surrendering its
chemical arsenal or seeming to.
The price of avoiding confrontation now would appear to be
accepting Trump’s terms on Syria
— and they do not apparently
include regime change in Damascus.
However, in the Kremlin many
argue that if Trump can change
his mind once in the course of a
week, he could do so again.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under
the Black Flag” (IB Taurus, 2015).

