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yrian President Bashar As-
sad has indicated that his 
troops and allied forces 
might take military action 
against the Kurdish-led 

Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) af-
ter the battle in Syria’s eastern gov-
ernorate of Deir ez-Zor against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) ends.

Assad’s senior political adviser 
Bouthaina Shaaban said in an in-
terview with Lebanese television 
channel Al Mayadeen that the re-
gime was looking to recapture 
the northern city of Raqqa, which 
was liberated from ISIS by the SDF 
backed by the United States.

Referring to the conflict in the 
disputed Iraqi city of Kirkuk be-
tween the central Iraqi government 
and Iraqi Kurds, Shaaban noted 
that what happened there “should 
be a lesson” to Syria’s Kurds in the 
northern parts of the country. She 
rejected any possibility that her 
government would negotiate with 
the Kurds.

Those comments and others by 
regime officials regarding escalation 
against Syria’s Kurds, whose forces 
control an estimated 22% of the 
country, are problematic and bring 
into question many aspects of the 
complex Syrian civil war.

“It is not in our interest nor in the 
interest of the regime that we move 
towards military escalation,” SDF 
spokesman Mustafa Bali said. “We 
reject this escalatory tone,” he said.

Nevertheless, he added: “If we are 
assaulted, we have enough strength 
to respond.”

Assad’s statement on the pros-
pects of war with the SDF came 
after he met in Damascus with Ali 
Akbar Velayati, a top adviser to 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei. Velayati remarkably 
noted, with particular emphasis on 
American military presence in the 
north, that the Syrian regime troops 
and allied forces would capture 
Raqqa from the SDF.

The relationship between the 

United States and the Syrian Kurds 
consolidated in late 2014 with 
Washington’s selection of the Peo-
ple’s Protection Units (YPG), the 
dominant component of the SDF, as 
its sole partner in the fight against 
ISIS in Syria. Through the last few 
years and as it fought ISIS in north-
ern Syria, the YPG gained semi-au-
tonomous authority in its areas of 
control.

While the Assad regime was fight-
ing Arab opposition forces, it sought 
to avoid conflict with the YPG and 
accepted growing Kurdish power in 
the north.

However, the regime has regained 
much power and territory thanks 
to significant backing from Russia, 
Iran and Hezbollah and it seems 
Assad is looking to pick a fight with 
the Kurds. High-profile regime fig-
ures have referred to the American 
military presence with the Kurds in 
northern Syria as “illegal invading 
forces.”

Nicholas Heras, a Middle East 
security fellow at the Centre for a 
New American Security in Wash-
ington, said the Assad regime and 
its Iranian ally were worried about 
the United States maintaining a “re-
sidual force in northern and eastern 
Syria.” That, he said, “is going to 
constrain Assad’s ability to recon-
quer the country.”

Heras said the Trump administra-
tion realises the strategic nature of 
having a military presence in north-
ern Syria and has put significant ef-
fort into maintaining that presence.

“Unless there is a larger under-
standing between the United States 
and Russia as to… the contours of 
the future US presence [in northern 
Syria],” Heras added, “Assad will 
continue to make loud noises.”

It seems that the regime in Da-
mascus is testing the extent of US 
commitment to the Kurds in Syria. 
Shaaban noted the regime calcu-
lates from the American reaction 
to Kirkuk’s fall to Iraq- and Iran-
backed forces that it can act aggres-
sively against Syria’s Kurdish militia 
with no consequences.

Nevertheless, the question that 
remains is whether the Assad re-
gime has the military power to fight 

the SDF, a force armed by the United 
States that has gained substantial 
fighting experience from its battles 
against ISIS.

The Assad regime lacks manpow-
er and seemingly cannot sustain 
control over newly captured terri-
tory while simultaneously engag-
ing in military campaigns. Most re-
cently, pro-regime forces funnelled 
through central Syria towards the 
east and made rapid gains against 
ISIS, reaching Deir ez-Zor and the 
Iraqi border. However, they have 
lost control over some territory they 
captured along the way.

Unlike the SDF, “the Assad regime 
and allies have very rarely actually 
fought major urban campaigns,” 
said Heras.

The regime’s tactics are to use 
starvation sieges and massive  

aerial bombardment to force its op-
ponents to cede control.

“Since the beginning of 2016, 
there is no major [Assad] regime 
operation that ended with the com-

plete collapse of its opponent in an 
urban area,” Heras said.

“Assad likes to promote his tiger 
but, in a lot of ways, his military is 
a paper tiger.”

While Assad’s announcement 
may be phony, his goal is to recap-
ture all of Syria with no space for 
compromise on the objective. Soon-
er or later, the Kurds in Syria may 
find themselves in confrontation 
with the regime. At that point, the 
American military presence in the 
north could be significant for the 
Syrian Kurds’ political survival in 
the country.
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politics and news in the Middle 
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@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Over the horizon. A Syrian pro-government fighter watches as smoke rises from buildings in the 
eastern city of Deir ez-Zor, on October 31.           (AFP)

Comments by regime 
officials regarding 
escalation against 
Syria’s Kurds are 
problematic and bring 
into question many 
aspects of the complex 
Syrian civil war.

I
n an ever-changing world 
and increasingly unpredict-
able Syrian quagmire, the 
Sochi conference is back on 
track and in full throttle, 
now scheduled for  
December 2.

Originally set for mid-Novem-
ber, the conference was abruptly 
cancelled after several heavy-
weight opposition groups declined 
to attend, including the Riyadh-
backed High Negotiations Com-
mittee (HNC).

During talks in Vietnam earlier 
this month, US President Donald 
Trump and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin seemingly agreed 
on a basket of issues related to 
Syria, which breathed life into 
three milestones for the country. 
First is the much-delayed confer-
ence of the Syrian opposition, 
scheduled for November 22 in 
Riyadh. Second is the next round 
of Geneva talks, earmarked for 
November 28. Third is Sochi.

Now rid of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) throughout all its former 
major strongholds, Putin is seem-
ingly eager to announce “Mission 
accomplished” ahead of the Rus-
sian New Year in early January. 
He wants to start withdrawing his 
troops, a strategy that undoubted-
ly will serve his political agenda 

ahead of the Russian presiden-
tial elections next March.
To do that, however, he needs to 

cut more deals with the Ameri-
cans, acknowledging their share 
and spoils of the Syrian battlefield.

Putin has agreed to support the 
US Army’s presence in post-ISIS 
Syria, until the peace process kicks 
off and bears fruit. Trump and 
Putin agreed to prevent a clash of 
their forces in Syrian airspace and 
to work closer together on the four 
“de-conflict zones” in eastern Da-
mascus, northern Homs, Idlib in 
north-western Syria and southern 
Syria.

In return, Trump will let Putin 
stage his Sochi conference in 
December. He will not embrace it 
but will not discredit it or hamper 
its resolutions. To calm his fears, 
Iran will only be an observer to 
Sochi, certainly not a main player 
or a guarantor, as it had been at 
the Astana talks that kicked off 
last May.

Russian diplomats have been 
working to invite 1,300 Syrian del-
egates to the Red Sea resort. Under 
supervision of Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov, they are obtaining 
regional and international support 
for the National Dialogue Confer-
ence of Syria.

Russian Deputy Foreign Minis-
ter Gennady Gatilov met with UN 
Special Envoy for Syria Staffan 
de Mistura on November 14 in 
Geneva, insisting, it seems, to 
keep the United Nations onboard. 
Sochi will not be a replacement to 

Geneva, he noted, something that 
was affirmed at the Vietnam talks.

Meanwhile, top diplomats host-
ed Iranian Deputy Foreign Minis-
ter Hossein Ansari in Moscow. He 
has expressed scepticism about 
the Sochi process. The Iranians are 
unhappy with any political pro-
cess that leads to change, fearing 
that Moscow and Washington will 
cut deals at their expense in Syria. 
They are very worried, it seems, 
that part of the deal would involve 
pushing Hezbollah forces out of 
the southern front, now manned 
by 1,000 Russian military police.

Putin and Trump agreed that 
there was no military solution in 
Syria, only a political one, which 
contradicts what has been said by 
senior Iranian clerics and gener-
als. They also agreed to eject “all 
foreign troops” from Syria, a refer-
ence to the Iranians and Lebanese.

The Turks are also uneasy with 
Sochi, especially because it in-
volves a wide assortment of Kurd-
ish militias and political parties, 
including the Democratic Union 
Party (PYD) and Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), two organisations 
Ankara considers terrorist groups. 
In exchange for attending the 
Sochi conference and letting its 
proxies in the Syrian battlefield 
attend, Ankara asked Russia to 
freeze invitations sent to Kurdish 
politicians.

The Riyadh conference is 

expected to squeeze all Qatari-
backed opposition figures, creat-
ing a new negotiating team to lead 
the November 28 Switzerland 
talks. Chances are that HNC Chair-
man Riad Hijab will be replaced 
with a more accommodating 
figure to Moscow.

Many are asking, however, what 
the united opposition delegation 
will be discussing in Geneva after 
the latest Trump-Putin under-
standings put a lid on its ambi-
tions and drew the rough bounda-
ries of what the political endgame 
will look like.

After unilaterally ending CIA 
operations to equip, train and 
arm the Syrian opposition, the 
Americans have seemingly also 
abandoned hopes of a transi-
tion government as well. A new 
constitution might no longer be 
necessary, as the Putin-Trump 
statement settles for “constitu-
tional reforms,” rather than a new 
charter.

It also calls for “elections” 
without specifying whether they 
would be parliamentary or presi-
dential, acknowledging Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s com-
mitment to the political process 
and mentioning him by name. It 
doesn’t call on him to step down. 
It doesn’t say that he has no future 
in Syria nor does it say that he can-
not run for a new term when his 
present tenure expires in 2021.
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