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Turkey stumbles in Syria but claims victory any way
Sharif Nashashibi

London

T

urkey’s declaration of the
end of its Operation Euphrates Shield in northern Syria was as unexpected as the justification
was unconvincing. Turkish Prime
Minister Binali Yildirim described
the cross-border incursion as “successful”, suggesting the mission
was accomplished but that is not
the case.
Declaring success was a face-saving way to wrap up an operation
launched on August 24, 2016, that
had reached the limits of what it
could achieve, not what it wanted
to, partly because of Russia, which
with Iran keeps Syrian President
Bashar Assad in power.
After Turkish-backed Syrian rebels captured the northern city of
al-Bab from the Islamic State (ISIS)
in February, Ankara said the next
goal would be to take Manbij from
Kurdish forces, then on to the operation’s apex: Raqqa, the de facto
capital of ISIS’s so-called caliphate,
to the south-east.

Despite TurkishRussian
rapprochement,
Moscow would not
countenance Ankara
abandoning the
agreement.
Neither goal has been achieved
and the operation’s conclusion was
announced about a month after the
capture of al-Bab, the mission’s last
major victory. Had al-Bab signified
“mission accomplished”, it would
have been declared then.
Capturing the city has put Turkish-backed Syrian rebels face to

face with regime forces, against
which they would have to fight
to progress further south. Deadly
clashes have already taken place
and were ended only by Russian
mediation.

Regardless of Turkish
hostility towards
Kurds in Syria, trying
to capture Manbij
before March would
have meant taking on
a US ally.
A senior Russian official said the
town of Tadef to the south marked
an agreed dividing line between
the two sides. Despite TurkishRussian rapprochement, Moscow
would not countenance Ankara
abandoning the agreement and
taking on regime forces, which are
heavily backed by Russia.
Turkey, long one of Assad’s
main opponents, would not want
to jeopardise the rapprochement
or the diplomatic process and the
ceasefire of a sort in Syria it cobrokered with Russia in December. Nor would Ankara want to risk
engaging forces that may include
Russian personnel.
Meanwhile,
the
rapprochement has seen a softening of Ankara’s rhetoric against Damascus.
All these factors would preclude
a Turkish-backed rebel advance
against the regime.
Operation
Euphrates
Shield
faced a similar problem vis-à-vis
the Kurds. Manbij was, until March,
controlled by the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), a Kurdish-dominated alliance that is backed by the
United States. Washington sees it
as its most reliable allied ground
force in Syria against ISIS and had
embedded special forces with the
SDF in Manbij, a strategic prize on
the path to capturing Raqqa. As
such, regardless of Turkish hos-

Abrupt end. Rebel fighters, part of the Turkey-backed Euphrates Shield alliance, are seen near the
city of al-Bab, last February.
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tility towards Kurdish ambitions
in Syria, trying to capture Manbij
before March would have meant
taking on a US ally and potentially
American forces.
Ankara would not consider this
under any circumstances, let alone
when it is trying to reset relations
with the United States under President Donald Trump. Stymying
Turkish designs against the SDF,
particularly over Manbij, was likely
a factor in embedding US forces
with the group.
In March, the SDF, whose Kurdish element is supported not just
by the United States but also by
Russia, agreed to hand Manbij to
the Assad regime. From then, Op-

eration Euphrates Shield would
have faced the same constraints
with Manbij as it did beyond al-Bab
regarding the regime.
Concerning Raqqa, Ankara had
been strenuously lobbying the
United States since 2016 to exclude
Kurdish forces from the unfolding
offensive against the city. Turkish
hopes that Trump would be more
amenable than his predecessor
were dashed in March.
The timing of the announcement
ending Operation Euphrates Shield
was likely to do with a statement
by the Syrian-Kurdish People’s
Protection Units (YPG) militia earlier in March that the Raqqa assault
would begin in early April and that

it would be taking part.
This left Ankara with three options: Join the assault even with
Kurdish involvement, which would
be unacceptable; keep Operation
Euphrates Shield in place but not
include it in the Raqqa assault,
which would make Turkey look impotent; or claim prior to the assault
that the operation had come to a
successful end.
The third option, while unconvincing, was not as bad as the others, but it has laid bare Turkey’s
limited room to manoeuvre militarily in Syria.
Sharif Nashashibi is a journalist
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Trump unlikely to get mired in Syrian conflict
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S President Donald
Trump’s order to
strike a Syrian
government airbase
in response to the
regime’s alleged
chemical weapons attack on
Syrian civilians has given him a
slight bounce in opinion polls and
earned him unusual praise from
the Washington foreign policy
establishment. However, this
strike does not change his overall
strategy of concentrating on the
Islamic State (ISIS) and avoiding
regime change in Syria.
After more than two-and-a-half
months of missteps and sagging
poll numbers, Trump seems to
have found his groove by deciding to bomb the Syrian airbase
from where it is believed President Bashar Assad’s forces
launched the April 4 chemical
attack that killed and wounded
many Syrian civilians.
Trump’s decision to fire 59
Tomahawk cruise missiles at the
airbase on April 7 was overkill, to
say the least, but he wanted to
show in a very graphic way that
he was the “anti-Obama.” Trump
accused the former president of
weak leadership for failing to
follow through on his own red
line when the Assad regime
earlier reportedly used chemical
weapons.
Trump also appeared to be
genuinely moved by the sight of
dead and injured Syrian children.

After more than two-and-a-half
months of missteps , Trump
seems to have found his groove
by deciding to bomb the Syrian
airbase.

This human side to Trump (often
lost in the rough and tumble —
and nastiness — of the presidential campaign) showed that he
was a man of some compassion
and signalled to Assad that he
would not tolerate inhumane
actions against civilians.
Trump genuinely appears to be
a caring father and grandfather
and this sentiment probably
influenced his decision to
respond to the chemical attack
when he saw images of grieving
Syrian parents weeping over their
children.
Perhaps more importantly,
Trump wanted to show that
“making America great again”
— his oft-repeated campaign
slogan — means that he will act
decisively and unpredictably to
underscore that “there is a new
sheriff in town,” to borrow a
phrase from the Wild West.
Many of Trump’s critics in

Congress, Democrats and
Republicans alike, approved of
his strike on the Syrian airbase.
Even his major Republican
nemesis, US Senator John
McCain, R-Arizona, who is
chairman of the Armed Services
Committee, said Trump’s
decision to strike the airbase
“showed strength” and compared
it to the policies of former
President Ronald Reagan
The American public signalled
its support, too. A poll by CBS
News indicated that 57% of
American respondents said they
approved of the strike.
However, the United States
remains wary of getting bogged
down in Syria. The same CBS poll
showed that almost 70% of poll
participants said Trump needs to
get authorisation from Congress
before he takes any further action
against the Assad regime and
only 18% of respondents said

No appetite for war. Demonstrators participate in a protest against
the American missile strike in Syria in Union Square in New York,
on April 7.
(AFP)

Trump is
likely to
concentrate
US military
activity on
ISIS, which
he has done
since taking
office.

they want Washington to send
ground troops to Syria.
Reports from across the United
States said even Trump supporters who said they like that he
acted in a tough and decisive
manner in response to the Syrian
chemical attack do not want him
to send large numbers of US
troops to Syria for regime change.
They do not want to see a repeat
of the 2003 Iraq war that most
Americans have come to say was
a mistake.
During the presidential campaign, Trump often railed against
the Iraq invasion and called it a
“dumb” war that destabilised the
Middle East. Trump has enough
political sense to know that if he
sent large numbers of US troops
into Syria, he would lose the
support of the very people who
put him into the White House.
Trump, despite his negative
views of Assad, is likely to
concentrate US military activity
on ISIS, which he has done since
taking office. Although he has
sent at least 500 more US special
forces to Syria to support antiISIS forces there, he is likely to
stay clear of any major involvement that would involve regular
US troops. This strategy, which
started under President Barack
Obama, might lead to the defeat
of ISIS and the capture of its
self-declared capital of Raqqa in
Syria by the end of 2017.
Dealing with Assad is likely to
come much later and probably
through negotiations rather than
bombs or troops.
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