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The Trump-Putin summit

T

he high-wattage symbolism of Russia’s attack on
Islamic State (ISIS) targets in Syria last week was
unmistakable. Russia fired long-range, precision
cruise missiles, an advertisement for its advanced
weaponry. Its chosen targets — an ISIS command
centre and three weapons storage depots in Hama
— chimed with Moscow’s claim of wanting to rid
Syria of “terrorists and extremists.”
It did all this about 48 hours before Russian President
Vladimir Putin and US President Donald Trump had their first
face-to-face meeting on the sidelines of the G20 summit. The
operation had both strategic and symbolic significance.
Russia has underlined the decisive, game-changing role it has
played in Syria since its military intervention 22 months ago. It
reminded the United States and the world that it is a global
player. The missile strike, on the day the fifth round of Syria
peace talks in Astana concluded, was a reminder that the road to
peace in Damascus runs through Moscow.
The symbolism highlights a new realism in Syria and the
Middle East: Russia matters.
It is a reality the Americans have acknowledged while they
continue playing a crucial role in Syria. The Middle East landscape is complicated as the proxies of regional powers, especially those affiliated with Iran, fuel tensions across the region.
The situation reflects the unfortunate inability of the Arab
world to put an end to war in Syria, Iraq, Libya and elsewhere.
At their first meeting, Trump and Putin could hardly have
failed to feel the hand of history on their shoulders. “We look
forward to a lot of very positive things happening for Russia, for
the United States and for everybody concerned,” Trump optimistically stated at the end of the meeting.
Moscow and Washington have a joint responsibility towards
Syria, where nearly 500,000 people have died in six years of
war. They must stick to their commitment to helping root out
ISIS and other jihadist groups from the Middle East.
In Syria, the United States and Russia need to coordinate
closely, cleanly and clearly. The United States supports various
groups on the ground, some of which are taking the lead in the
fight to liberate the ISIS capital Raqqa. With Russia rests the
responsibility of ensuring the Assad regime makes no further
use of chemical weapons. And, after this protracted and bloody
conflict, it is not too soon to start discussions on how to rebuild
Syria, its infrastructure and the communities torn apart by war.
The Middle East could also benefit from closer coordination
between Trump and Putin beyond Syria. Meetings such as the
G20 summit attended by the two leaders should pave the way
for progress towards coordinating the fight against global
terrorism in all its dimensions. “There should be no ‘safe spaces’
for terrorist financing anywhere in the world,” declared a
summit statement.
The same applies to working for sustainable development.
Everybody — not just the United States, Russia or the other G20
nations — has a stake in the stability and prosperity of the
Middle East and North Africa region.
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Mosul could be the beginning
of something worse than ISIS
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The record
of the Iraqi
government
is one of
misusing
and abusing
laws to
extract
politicised
rulings.

O

ne cannot help but be
pessimistic about the
situation Iraq finds
itself in, as well as
the ability and will of
its political leaders to
resolve the sorry state of the
country. As politicians lick their
lips at the inevitable defeat of the
Islamic State (ISIS) in Mosul, one
must also survey the wasteland
left behind in the name of
fighting terrorism.
A little more than three years
ago, ISIS militants took control
of Mosul’s iconic Great Mosque
of al-Nuri and told its imam that
someone else would be ascending
to the pulpit that day to address
the faithful. That “someone else”
was ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, who, draped in black robes
and a turban in the style of the
Abbasid caliphs of centuries ago,
declared the establishment of a
caliphate only he and his followers
recognised.
How things have changed.
Rather than truly liberating Mosul,
Iraqi security forces have reduced
it to little more than rubble in
many areas, particularly the western parts of the city. The monitoring organisation Airwars, which
tracks US-led coalition operations
in Iraq and Syria, said there were
five times as many civilian deaths
in west Mosul as there were on the
eastern bank of the Tigris River
that bisects the city.
Though a precise figure has yet
to be tallied, given that the fighting is ongoing, the butcher’s bill on
the ground looks staggering, activists and human rights workers
said. Approximately 16,000 civilians are said to have been killed in
the fight against ISIS since October
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In the heart of wasteland. An Iraqi woman carries a child as she
walks through rubble in the Old City of Mosul, on July 2.
(AFP)

2016 and more than half of the
population has been internally displaced and forced into unsanitary
refugee camps.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi’s declaration of victory
was premature. While Abadi is
busy cheering for a victory, it is
fair to wonder what he and the
ever-disunited Iraqi parliament
will do in the post-ISIS phase in
Mosul. Unfortunately, signs are
not promising.
Rather than focusing on reconstruction, redevelopment and
economic revival to ensure that all
Iraqi cities, towns and villages —
irrespective of their ethno-sectarian make-up — integrate into the
Iraqi state and enjoy opportunities,
the Iraqi government has chosen
the path of repression. Baghdad
has begun to implement an ISIS
families bill that prevents families
of suspected ISIS members from
returning home.
This social ostracisation is
dangerous for a multitude of
reasons. For example, everyone
in Iraq knows how Article 4 of the
Anti-Terrorism Law was heavily
abused by former prime minister
and current Vice-President Nuri alMaliki, a virulently sectarian Shia
Islamist from the same Dawa Party
as Abadi. Maliki used anti-terror
laws primarily to persecute Sunni
Arabs but also to punish political
adversaries from other denominations, including the Shias.
With a defunct judiciary in Iraq,
how can Iraqis be assured that
those being branded and identified
as ISIS are genuinely terrorists?
After all, the record of the Iraqi
government is one of misusing and
abusing laws to extract politicised
rulings, with justice stowed away
due to its sheer inconvenience.
With cities remaining sites of
devastation even after liberation
— just look at Falluja and Ramadi
for examples — and with Iraqi
authorities using ISIS to execute a
witch-hunt against undesirables,
it seems that the root diseases that
led to the rise of ISIS are not only
still there but thriving and festering in Iraq.
Even once ISIS is defeated in Mosul and in its remaining holdouts
across Iraq, the underlying ills of
the country will eventually bubble
to the surface, before exploding in
an easily avoidable conflagration
of violence and blood that will be
worse than the ISIS scourge that
came before it.
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