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US sidelined as
Russia steers
new regional
course in Syria
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

he dominance of Russia
and Iran in new efforts
to end the Syrian conflict
is exposing the lack of a
comprehensive US strategy for the post-war order in the
region.
As the Islamic State (ISIS) loses
more ground in Syria, Russia and
Iran, key supporters of President
Bashar Assad and regional rivals of
the United States, are seizing the
initiative with a plan for a political
process they presented at a trilateral
summit with Turkey on November
22 in the Russian Black Sea resort
of Sochi. The plan, which calls for
fresh talks between the Syrian government and opposition groups, is
overshadowing the UN-sponsored
negotiations in Geneva that are to
be continued on November 28.
The United States was not present
at the table in Sochi. Instead, Russian leader Vladimir Putin informed
US President Donald Trump by telephone about the talks.
So far, Trump has largely limited
US involvement in Syria to the fight
against ISIS but has not presented a
plan of what he intends to do after
the military defeat of the jihadist
militia is completed. “Trump cedes

Syrian postwar planning to Putin,”
Politico, the Washington-based
news magazine, said in a headline
on November 22.
A report by the Jewish Institute
for National Security of America
(JINSA), a pro-Israel think-tank in
Washington, said this month it was
high time the US took action in Syria. The report called for a US strategy to prevent Iran and Russia from
becoming “the uncontested arbiter
of Syria’s political future” and to
thwart ambitions by the two players
aimed at “establishing a permanent
military presence along the corridor
from Tehran to the Mediterranean
— an unacceptable threat to key US
allies, especially Israel and Jordan.”
Similarly, more than 40 members
of Congress called for a US plan to
check Iran’s influence in Syria. In a
letter to US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson, the lawmakers drew attention to reports that the Iranians
were building arms factories in
Syria.
The US government says it sticks
to the UN-led Geneva process for
Syria but has created the impression that it lets Russia take centre
stage in diplomatic efforts. As Assad’s military and political partner,
Putin “bears a certain responsibility
for trying to help out Syria,” State
Department Spokeswoman Heather
Nauert told reporters in Washington
on November 21.

New game plan. Russian President Vladimir Putin (2nd R) accompanied by Defence Minister Sergei
Shoigu (R) meets with his Syrian counterpart Bashar Assad (L) in Sochi, on November 20.
(AFP)
But there is no indication of a
comprehensive strategy. Announcing a telephone call with Turkey’s
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan on
November 24, Trump complained
on Twitter about “the mess that I
inherited in the Middle East.” The
US president insisted that he would
solve conflicts in the region but gave
no details. “I will get it all done, but

So far, Trump has
not presented a plan
of what he intends to
do after the military
defeat of ISIS in
Syria is completed.

what a mistake, in lives and dollars
(6 trillion), to be there in the first
place!,” he tweeted. It was not immediately clear what he meant with
the sum of $6 trillion or with the reference of being “there.”
According to Turkey’s foreign
minister,
Mevlut
Cavusoglu,
Trump told Erdogan in the telephone call that the US would stop
sending weapons to a Kurdish militia fighting ISIS in northern Syria,
fulfilling a long-standing Turkish
demand. Washington previously
said that arms shipments would
stop with the military defeat of the
jihadists.
But it remained unclear how the

end of armed US support for Syrian Kurds would fit into the overall
picture of America’s policy in Syria.
Quoting US officials, the Washington Post reported on November
22 that the US intended to keep a
military presence in Syria even after a defeat of ISIS in a bid to prevent Assad from reconquering all of
Syria, which could benefit Iran. US
troops in Syria are mainly deployed
in Kurdish areas in the north of the
country.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.
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Bloody mosque attack opens new chapter in Egypt’s fight against terrorism
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

T

he killing of at least 305
Muslim worshippers during Friday prayers at a
mosque near the North Sinai city of al-Arish means
that Egypt’s ongoing battle against
various terrorist groups has entered
a new stage, experts said.
“This is the first time the terrorists are targeting a house of worship
belonging to the very religion they
claim to be defending, namely Islam,” said Samir Ghattas, the head of
local think-tank Middle East Forum
for Strategic Studies. “There is also
an apparent insistence on the part of
the terrorists to kill the largest number of people, but not policemen or
army personnel this time.”
Twenty-seven children were said
to be among the victims of the November 24 bomb and gun attack
on the al-Rawdah mosque in Bir alAbed, a town 30km west of al-Arish.
After attacking the mosque,
the terrorists stormed into nearby
homes and killed those inside.
They also fired on ambulances trying to rescue injured victims before

New phase of horror.
Egyptian army
conscripts stand guard
outside a hospital,
where the victims of
the terrorist assault on
the Rawda mosque
were receiving
treatment.
(AFP)
fleeing into the desert.
The al-Rawda mosque reportedly
hosted a large Sufi congregation,
deemed to be heretical by the Islamic
State (ISIS) and other jihadist groups.
However, most Egyptians attend Friday prayers at their closest mosque, with analysts saying

the targeting of Friday prayers in
this manner represented a major
escalation.
“The attack is meant to send a
message of fear to everybody living in Sinai,” said Hossam al-Rifai,
a member of parliament from alArish. “The terrorists want to force

us into total submission.”
There was no immediate claim of
responsibility, although the terrorist attack matched previous ISIS attacks. The attackers were masked,
wore military fatigues and carried
black flags, according to one attack
survivor.
ISIS terrorists have so far killed
more than 400 civilians from al-Arish, including killing nine truck drivers recently for working for the army,
al-Rifai said.
ISIS had previously targeted Sinai’s Christian community, causing
many Christians to flee the peninsula. By targeting mosques, analysts
said, the terrorists are opening a new
and dangerous front and creating a
major challenge for Egypt’s security
forces. There are more than 130,000
mosques in Egypt, compared to just
2,900 churches.
“It is impossible for any police
force, regardless of how big it is, to secure this huge number of mosques,”
said Saad al-Zunt, head of the Political and Strategic Studies Centre, an
Egyptian think-tank. “This is why
there is an urgent need for reformulating security strategies to make it
harder for terrorists to strike wherever they want whenever they want.”
In a national address after the at-

tack, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi announced three days of
national mourning and called for
unity.
“What is happening is an attempt
to stop us from our efforts in the
fight against terrorism,” he said.
“The armed forces and the police
will avenge our martyrs and restore
security and stability with the utmost force.”
Egyptians reacted with defiance
following the attack, with calls on
social media for volunteering in the
army and a public show of force at
the country’s mosques.
However, behind the rhetoric,
there were many concerns, particularly given that an attack on a
mosque represented an unprecedented escalation, with fears that
soft targets such as public transport
could be next.
“This is what the terrorists want
to do: They want to make each of us
feel insecure, wherever we are in this
country,” al-Zunt said. “I believe they
will not succeed because Egyptians
cannot be easily intimidated.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.
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