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Greater military role in Russia’s Syria strategy
Sami Moubayed
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D

ue to the rising presence
of non-state players in
southern Syria, Jordan,
Israel, the United States
and Russia have been
toying with the idea of establishing
a de-conflict zone along the border
area, aimed at clipping the wings of
Jabhat al-Nusra, the Islamic State
(ISIS) and Hezbollah.
The idea was supposed to see
the light at ceasefire talks July 4-5
in Astana but was put on hold until
August.
Instead, the three big stakeholders in the Syrian conflict — Russia, Iran and Turkey — decided to
go ahead with such a formula in
hotspots north of Homs, east of
Damascus and the city of Idlib in
north-western Syria. Technical
committees are to meet in Tehran
in August to decide on the parameters of these de-conflict zones,
how to monitor ceasefires, who
would run their day-to-day affairs
and who would maintain security.
Undaunted by the delay, Russia is
going ahead with its own arrangements for southern Syria, building a military base that will act as
a buffer between warring Syrian
factions, making sure that heavy
arms are moved out of the zones in
Damascus, Homs and Idlib, while
humanitarian aid is brought in and
distributed equally to all besieged
towns and cities.

Technical committees
are to meet in Tehran
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the parameters of the
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Russians arbitrating. A general view during the fifth round of Syria peace talks in Astana, on July 5.
Ultimately the task is to make
sure that the Syrian government
and its opponents unite efforts in
the fight against Jabhat al-Nusra,
the al-Qaeda branch in Syria, and
ISIS, something that both sides also
pledged to do at Astana.
The Russians also have to clear
the terrain from leftover landmines, reopen schools and police stations, usher the return of
refugees and create professional
checkpoints to keep the peace and
confiscate illegal arms. Apart from
the Russian and Turkish military
presence, the de-conflict zones will
be off-limits to tanks, soldiers and

warplanes from either side of the
conflict.
What made the latest round of
talks more successful than others,
from the point of view of Moscow
and Damascus, was the almost
complete silence of the US participant, Acting Assistant Secretary of
State Stuart Jones. He was moreor-less mute throughout the conference, letting the Russians do the
bargaining and deal-cutting with
Iran and Turkey, mostly at the expense of the ten-man delegation of
the armed opposition.
This was a far cry from peace
talks under the Obama adminis-
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tration, at which then-Secretary
of State John Kerry sat in on all the
talks and actively engaged the Russians for the start of a transition
period.
Also noteworthy was the absence
of Mohammad Alloush, commander of the Saudi-backed Islamic
Army that has controlled the main
city of Douma in al-Ghouta since
2012. Alloush, a civilian turned rebel commander, headed the opposition delegation in the four previous rounds of the Astana talks but
was left out this time in an attempt
at sidelining Saudi Arabia from the
talks, due to present tension be-

tween Riyadh and Ankara over the
snowballing feud with Qatar.
Alloush was replaced by a former
Syrian Army officer named Ahmad
Berry, who serves as chief-of-staff
of the Turkish-backed Free Syrian
Army (FSA). A protégé of Ankara,
he showed a willingness to cut
deals with Damascus, unlike Alloush, who was written off by the
Russians as a hardliner and a “terrorist” no different from al-Qaeda
or ISIS, the Kremlin said.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian historian and author of “Under the
Black Flag” (IB Taurus, 2015).

The game in Syria: Advantage Putin?
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W

hile he has not
yet won the war
in Syria, Russian
President
Vladimir Putin
appears to be
winning the diplomatic battle.
Previous Western insistence that
Moscow’s Syrian protégé, President Bashar Assad, must relinquish power has crumbled. US
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
has indicated that Washington
now expects Assad to remain in
power, as has France’s recently
elected President Emmanuel
Macron.
Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey
are no longer supporting Syrian
opposition forces as effectively as
they were prior to Russia’s
military intervention in Syria,
which began in September 2015 in
response to the opposition forces’
successes. The Saudis have
become distracted by their
inconclusive military intervention
in Yemen, while the Saudi-Qatari
dispute has ended cooperation
between those two oil monarchies
in Syria and elsewhere.
Instead of opposing Russia on
Assad as it did initially, Turkey is
cooperating with Moscow both on
the ground in Syria and diplomatically in the Astana peace talks.
Further, the Russian plan for
four “de-escalation zones”
(involving ceasefires between
pro- and anti-Assad forces) in
western Syria appears to be
gaining traction. The prospect of
Turkish forces entering the largest
of these zones in north-western
Syria will offer a degree of
assurance to rebel forces there of

Putin faces important obstacles
in his efforts to pacify Syria and
reduce the drain on Russian
resources that the war is causing.

protection against the Assad
regime. In addition, Israel and
Jordan are said to be supporting
US-Russian cooperation in
calming tensions in south-western Syria.
On a larger scale, there seems to
be at least a tacit understanding
between Moscow and Washington
that the United States does not
oppose Russian military action to
defend the Assad regime in
western Syria while the Kremlin
does not oppose American
military action against the Islamic
State (ISIS) in eastern Syria.
In addition, the Russian plan for
resolving the conflict in Syria is
gaining legitimacy. Washington
Post commentator David Ignatius
observed: “Working with Russia
may be the only way to reduce the
level of violence in Syria and to
create a foundation for a calmer,
more decentralised nation that
can eventually recover from its
tragic war.”
Yet even if the United States,
Europe, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and

Qatar are more willing to concede
to — or at least not strenuously
oppose — Russia playing a leading
role in Syria or Assad staying in
power, Putin faces important
obstacles in his efforts to pacify
Syria and reduce the drain on
Russian resources that the war is
causing.
Excluded from the Russian
ceasefire are jihadist groups such
as ISIS and former al-Qaeda
affiliate al-Nusra Front, which
changed its name to Jabhat Fateh
al-Sham.
While this is understandable on
one level, Russian forces have a
record of both identifying and
treating all opposition to the
Assad regime as terrorists and
jihadists. Non-jihadist Syrian
opposition forces have made clear
that they will honour any ceasefire that Russia and its allies
proclaim but do not adhere to.
Even if Russian forces do make a
concerted effort to honour
ceasefires with the non-jihadist
Syrian opposition and persuade
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may fear
that if a Russian-sponsored peace
takes root,
Moscow will
no longer
have need of
Tehran.

Strategic calculations. Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu (C) visits the
Hmeimim airbase in Syria, on June 18. 			
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them to work with the Assad
regime against the jihadists,
Moscow’s allies in Syria may not
be willing to go along. Damascus is
undoubtedly aware that Russians
frequently tell Westerners and
others about how they actually
view Assad quite negatively and
want to see him step down once a
coalition can be built between his
supporters and “cooperative
elements” from the non-jihadist
opposition.
Whether they mean it or not,
the fact that Russians make such
statements repeatedly has given
the Assad regime strong incentive
to make sure that ceasefires break
down, fighting continues and
Moscow keeps supporting
Damascus against the “terrorists.”
The Iranians may similarly fear
that if a Russian-sponsored peace
takes root, Moscow will no longer
have need of Tehran in Syria and
will work to marginalise Iranian
influence there. Indeed, Tehran
may see Russian willingness to
allow a strong Turkish role in Syria
as the beginning of such an effort.
Like Assad, Tehran may see
continued conflict as more in its
interest than conflict resolution.
Increased US, European,
Turkish and Sunni Arab acquiescence to Russian diplomacy in
Syria may not be enough to allow
Putin to bring about conflict
resolution. Continued animosity
between the Syrian opposition on
the one hand and Assad and his
Iranian allies on the other — as
well as distrust of Russia on both
sides — mean that the conflict and
the burden it places on Russia are
likely to continue.
Mark N. Katz is a professor of
government and politics at George
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