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Faked terrorist attacks are a dangerous development

The dangerous and far-reaching consequences of ambiguity

Turkey’s influence grows but Damascus lies in the long grass

Opinion

F
rom tragedy to sordid 
farce, terrorism is meta-
morphosing before our 
eyes. Until recently, an 
attack was meant to 
serve brutal, if basic, 

functions. These included 
terrifying a city or a country and 
serving as a propaganda vehicle 
for the terrorists’ political, social 
or cultural agenda. Now, the 
terrorist attack may be mutating 
into a speculative investment for 
monetary gain. The implications 
are worth considering.

On April 11, three bomb blasts 
hit a bus carrying popular German 
football team Borussia Dortmund 
to an important match. Three 
letters at the scene led officials 
to focus the investigation on two 
suspects “from the Islamist spec-
trum.”

A Borussia Dortmund player and 
an escorting policeman were in-
jured; the match was rescheduled 
and eventually played under mas-
sive security precautions. Another 
football match in Munich was also 
subject to heightened security.

The sequence of events was 
greeted with anxiety and trepi-
dation by fans and well-wishers 
of Borussia Dortmund, one of 
Germany’s most successful football 
clubs. Many wondered if terrorists 
would increasingly target sports 
entities and venues across Europe, 
a continent divided by much but 
united by the language of football.

After all, targets have generally 
been chosen for being vulner-
able or symbolically significant. 
An adored football team is right 
up there with the Bataclan, the 
Nice beach, the Berlin Christmas 
market and the British Parliament. 
Then, with the arrest of a German-
Russian man only identified as 
Sergej W., an extraordinary truth 
emerged.

The dual-national had auda-
ciously sought to make money off 
the attack on Borussia Dortmund. 
He had faked the incident to ap-
pear like a terrorist attack, which 
is to say an act of violence that 
could cause mass injury, loss of 
life and considerable damage to 
property, followed by confusion 

and a claimed connection to radical 
Islamists.

On the day of the attack,  
Sergej W. purchased several op-
tions in Borussia Dortmund stock, 
betting heavily on a fall in its share 
price. The coincidence of share op-
tions purchases on the same day as 
the bomb blasts led police to  
Sergej W. and his cynical game plan 
was revealed.

As it happened, he didn’t briefly 
benefit monetarily either. “A signif-
icant share price drop could have 
been expected if a player had been 
seriously injured or even killed as 
a result of the attack,” prosecutors 
said. Neither of those events came 
to pass.

Surely this case, with its bizarre 
motivation and outrageous fakery, 
should merit no more than a shrug 
and a platitude? Something along 
the lines of “truth is stranger than 
fiction” should do nicely before 
everyone — police, press and public 
— returns to contemplating the 
real terrorist threats that menace 
Europe.

On the contrary. The faked 

terrorist attack is a dangerous de-
velopment. A petty crook notes the 
knee-jerk way in which we respond 
to terrorist attacks today and calcu-
lates that it will be easy to misdi-
rect the police towards unspecified 
Islamist troublemakers. This raises 
the possibility of people commit-
ting crimes of passion or for profit 
and laying out a false trail of clues 
that point to jihadist involvement. 
Even worse, the Islamic State or 
whichever jihadist group is impli-
cated from afar may opportunisti-
cally claim responsibility.

Even if, as happened with Sergej 
W., the perpetrator is unmasked, 
clues that point to radical extrem-
ists will waste police resources and 
spread considerable panic. There is 
always the possibility that a faked 
terrorist attack might be seen as 
the real thing.

The implications are disturbing.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at 
www.rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.

K
arim Pakravan, 
associate professor 
of finance at Chi-
cago’s DePaul 
University, has 
compared US 

behaviour just before Saddam 
Hussein’s 1990 invasion of 
Kuwait with its behaviour just 
before the recent likely chemical 
attack by Syrian forces on Idlib. 
Did the United States on each 
occasion issue a green light for 
actions it would later criticise?

On July 25, 1990, April Glaspie, 
Washington’s ambassador in 
Baghdad, told Saddam, according 
to transcripts later released: “We 
have no opinion on the Arab-
Arab conflicts, like your border 
disagreement with Kuwait.” On 
August 2, Saddam’s tanks rolled 
over the border.

On March 30, 2017, Nikki Haley, 
US ambassador to the United 
Nations, declared: “Our prior-
ity is no longer to sit there and 
focus on getting [Syrian President 
Bashar] Assad out… the way that 
the previous administration did.” 
Visiting Turkey, US Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson reiterated 
that Assad’s “longer-term status” 
would be “decided by the Syrian 
people.” A few days later, on April 
4, came the apparent sarin attack 
on Idlib.

Many historians dispute there 
was a green light in 1990. David 
Mack, then deputy assistant 
secretary of state for Near East 
Affairs, subsequently revealed he 
made clear to Iraq’s ambassador 
in Washington that the Kuwait 
border dispute should not be set-
tled by force, a message he also 
instructed Glaspie to convey in 
Baghdad.

But Washington made no ef-
fective military counter to Iraq’s 
troop build-up. The rest, as they 
say, is history. In January and 
February 1991, the United States 
pushed the Iraqi Army out of Ku-
wait. In March and April, Saddam 
crushed uprisings in the Kurdish 
north and the Shia south but a 
Western no-fly zone enabled an 
autonomous Kurdish region to 
emerge. Draconian international 
sanctions led to appalling suffer-
ing in Iraq and, in 2003, after the 
9-11 attacks, a US-led invasion 
upended not just what was left 
of Iraq but arguably the wider 
region.

Anyone who sees US ambiguity 
in 1990 as a telling example of the 
law of unintended consequences 
might be alarmed by the wide-
spread description of the recent 
strikes on Syria as a game chang-
er. While firing 59 Tomahawk 
missiles at Syria’s al-Shayrat air-

base was hailed as decisive even 
by many critics of US President 
Donald Trump, there is no clarity 
over the rationale behind it.

Sebastian Gorka, deputy as-
sistant to Trump, has claimed 
the decision was “unemotional,” 
which flatly contradicts Trump’s 
own claim that his approach to 
Assad had changed “very much” 
after seeing pictures of “beautiful 
little babies” killed by “heinous 
actions.”

Gorka also made great play of 
ambiguity in Trump’s strategy. 
“We don’t give our playbook 
away, so what’s going to hap-
pen next, no one outside the 
president’s closest circle, nobody 
knows that and we’re not going to 
tell anyone,” Gorka told conserva-
tive radio host Laura Ingraham. 
“We don’t telegraph in advance, 
all we know is that when evil hap-
pens and you are able to do some-
thing about it, you do something 
about it. This is the message we 
are sending the world.”

Ambiguity can be a diplomatic 
weapon and a measure of con-
structive ambiguity in bilateral 
agreements can usefully enable 
both sides to claim victory but it 
requires skill and experience to 
use. It can equally be employed 
by wily operators such as Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, Iranian 

Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, Chinese President Xi 
Jinping or Assad himself.

More importantly, it upends 
any notion that the Syrian attacks 
draw a clear red line. Is the line 
over the use of chemical weapons, 
over weapons of mass destruction 
or, as Trump’s press secretary, 
Sean Spicer, has suggested three 
times, also over barrel bombs?

Or is the red line over killing 
“beautiful little babies” by any 
means? And if — as both Tillerson 
and Haley have suggested — the 
United States is now committed 
to removing Assad, what choice 
does Syria’s president have but to 
fight on? Do similar or different 
red lines apply to other states: 
Iran, China, Russia or to Saudi 
Arabia’s operations in Yemen? 
And, most dangerously, to North 
Korea?

Hence the value in recalling 
the story of Glaspie back in 1990 
— even if historians disagree on 
what she conveyed and what 
conclusions Saddam drew as he 
marshalled tanks on Kuwait’s 
border. Ambiguity can have 
dangerous, far-reaching and long-
term consequences.

Gareth Smyth was chief 
correspondent in Iran for the 
Financial Times from 2003-07.

W
ith Ankara 
announcing 
plans to rebuild 
66 mosques and 
send 1,000 aid 
trucks into 

northern Syria, Turkey looks to be 
settling in for the long haul.

Since a ground operation to clear 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and Kurdish 
militias from its border regions 
began last August, Turkey has 
invested time, manpower — losing 
more than 30 soldiers — and mil-
lions of dollars in military ord-
nance to gain a foothold in 2,000 
sq. kilometres, an area larger than 
metropolitan London.

Turkey can claim a degree of 
success. ISIS rocket attacks that 
terrorised residents of the border 
town of Kilis have ceased. Terror-
ist attacks in Turkey have declined 
since the beginning of the year. 
The advance of Syrian separatist 
Kurds along Turkey’s border has 
been checked.

Turkey announced in March that 
it would end its military adventure 
in Syria. The reality, however, may 
be that Ankara’s plans for control 
of a large section of its neigh-
bouring country, either by proxy 
through pro-Ankara rebel groups 

or directly, might just be begin-
ning. It has banned major foreign 
agencies providing aid to displaced 
Syrians from operating in Turkey 
and forced others to re-register. Its 
state development organisation, 
AFAD, has since taken over much 
of the distribution of resources 
across the north.

None of this, however, will be 
lost on the Syrian government 
in Damascus. Despite a series of 
recent affronts, Damascus con-
tinues to take every effort not to 
engage or antagonise Turkey. Little 
was made of the fact that twice 
in February Damascus forces and 
Turkey-backed rebels clashed in al-
Bab, north of Aleppo, killing more 
than 20 Syrian troops. Almost 
nothing was made of Turkey-
backed Ahrar al-Sham’s claimed 
shooting down of a Syrian war-
plane on March 4.

Some may see the lack of a 
response from Damascus as a sign 
of weakness considering it publicly 
recognises the rebels as “terror-
ist groups that belong to Turkey.” 
However, if recent history is any 
guide, “weakness” for the Syrian 
regime is a relative concept.

Months or years down the road 
Damascus is likely to work every 

angle to force any Turkish influ-
ence out of northern Syria. Take 
the case of Lebanon. There, Damas-
cus dominated the political and se-
curity fields for decades before the 
assassination of Rafik Hariri saw a 
groundswell in support for the end 
of Syrian influence in 2005.

Damascus openly withdrew its 
armed forces but not its web of 
intelligence contacts and influen-
tial and influenced officials. Since 
then, it has shown that it wields 
significant influence in Lebanon. 
When the country came close to 
civil war during clashes between 
Sunni and Alawite militias in 
Tripoli’s Bab al-Tabbaneh and 
Jabal Mohsen districts in 2008 and 
later, during the Syria conflict, Da-
mascus was instrumental in both 
fuelling and ultimately keeping a 
lid on the violence.

Previously when Hafez Assad, 
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s fa-
ther, was Syria’s president, Turkey 
almost went to war with Syria in 
1998 over its protection and host-
ing of Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) leader Abdullah Ocalan. 
Syria kicked Ocalan out but did not 
hand him over to Turkey; Damas-
cus considered Ocalan as leverage 
to be used later against Turkey.

The Assad regime has endured 
some of the canniest statesmen 
and leaders the West has thrown 
at the Middle East for the past half 
century. It has outlasted Libya’s 
Muammar Qaddafi, Iraq’s Saddam 
Hussein and, on its own turf, the 
worst conflict the world has seen 
for decades.

Syria, a country that Damascus 
claims to represent, lies in ruins 
and the regime is isolated from 
the international community. 
Although Turkey may be in the 
ascendancy in northern Syria, Da-
mascus knows Ankara’s weakness 
centres on the growing strength 
and legitimacy of a Kurdish state-
let in northern Syria. By support-
ing Kurdish separatists in northern 
Syria today, Damascus is building a 
set of new conditions it will use to 
extract what it wants from Ankara 
years from now.

The Assad regime is weak today 
but will continue to lie in wait to 
catch Turkey off guard, be it next 
month, next year or further down 
the road.

Stephen Starr is the author of 
“Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to 
the Uprising” and has lived in 
Syria and Turkey since 2007.
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