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W 

hen Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Pu-
tin announced 
the withdrawal of 
troops from Syria, 

he was speaking to audiences be-
yond those at the Hmeimim Air-
base in Latakia. As he told the 
Russian troops that they would be 
going home “with victory,” he was 
also sending word to his country’s 
electorate and the world at large. 
To both, his message was essential-
ly the same: Russia has succeeded 
where all others have failed.

However, with no clear pro-
nouncement about how many 
troops would leave and how many 
would stay to safeguard the coun-
try’s gains in Syria, there have been 
questions about the extent of Rus-
sia’s intended withdrawal.

Russia experts said Putin is more 
focused on next year’s presidential 
election, even if the outcome ap-
pears a foregone conclusion, than 
he is on developments in Syria.

Levada, one of Russia’s last re-
maining independent pollsters, 
reported in November that 81% of 
Russians asked said they approved 
of the work Putin was doing. Nev-
ertheless, with the scars of the 
country’s disastrous involvement 
in Afghanistan still imprinted on 
the national psyche, the ghosts of 
more recent foreign policy excur-
sions still stand to spoil March’s 
electoral feast.

Mark Galeotti, a senior research 
fellow at the Institute of Interna-
tional Relations in Prague, said 
Putin’s announcement has “some 
connection to the presidential 
elections” but that it is “more a 
question of clearing away vulner-
abilities than scoring points, as few 
Russians are interested in Syria but 
they do care about casualties.”

“Mainly this is about the situa-
tion on the ground: [Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar] Assad has not ‘won’ 
but there is a sense that he is no 
longer at risk,” Galeotti said in e-
mailed remarks.

For a country that has come to 

define itself by its opposition to the 
West, there is the inescapable fact 
that “Washington is no longer a key 
player,” Galeotti said.

Putin’s strong poll numbers, like-
ly bolstered by the absence of any 
credible opposition, can be mis-
leading, he said.

“Putin’s approval ratings are not 
the same as his likely share of the 
vote,” he said. “He will be lucky 
to get 70% of the vote on a 70% 
turnout with only the usual levels 
of rigging but he is not looking for 
major foreign policy successes to 
help his campaign (Crimea was a 
one-off) but rather to stoke up the 
sense of threat and vulnerability, to 
convince even Russians not happy 
with the current situation that this 
is not the time for change.”

Moscow must contend with the 
military realities of the conflict in 
Syria. Its withdrawal of troops will 
be limited at best. With Damascus’s 

military reach confined and secu-
rity in territories beyond Kurdish 
control provided by a shifting al-
liance of militias — Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
and Hezbollah — threatening Pu-
tin’s declaration of victory, the 
degree to which he can withdraw 
troops is open to question.

“This is probably a pretty cos-
metic move by the Kremlin,” 
former US Ambassador William 
Courtney, who is a senior fellow at 
the RAND Corporation, said by tel-

ephone. “Some troops will be ro-
tated out and some will be rotated 
back in.

“The important thing for Putin is 
to show that Russia is not bogged 
down in Syria. At the same time, 
the Kremlin is aware that ISIS and 
other insurgencies remain a threat 
and so if Russia were to pull out 
completely, a resurgence of hostili-
ties could cause the Assad regime 
to fall. Thus, Russia will not aban-
don it.”

Courtney added that “Russia 
wants an expanded airbase at Lata-
kia and a larger naval base at Tar-
tus, as well as to be seen interna-
tionally as a great power.”

Reinforcing Courtney’s com-
ment, Interfax reported that the 
Kremlin requested funds to expand 
the Tartus base two days after Pu-
tin’s announcement of troop with-
drawals.

Peace will not only need to be 

safeguarded, it will need signifi-
cant levels of investment. Towns, 
cities and much of the countryside 
in Syria have been destroyed and 
little of the infrastructure that was 
in place before 2011 remains.

“Despite the World Bank’s clas-
sifying Russia as an upper middle-
income country, the economy is 
growing slowly or stagnating.” 
Courtney said, “Russia just doesn’t 
have the resources itself to rebuild 
Syria. Moscow is going to need in-
ternational aid but this might not 
come if Iran and its allies control 
security on the ground.”

Irrespective of what practical 
effects Putin’s withdrawal an-
nouncement may hold, the reality 
on Syria’s bloodied ground remains 
unchanged. Russia is present and 
looks to remain so.

“If Russia is going to be a great 
power, “Courtney noted, “it has to 
be so in the Middle East.”
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S 

ince a deal was reached 
with Iran and Russia to es-
tablish a de-escalation zone 
in the Syrian governorate of 
Idlib, Turkey has been de-

ploying its military forces in areas 
surrounding Afrin, a Syrian Kurd-
ish-controlled pocket in the north-
western corner of the country. For 
the Kurds, as their partnership with 
the US risks fracturing, America’s 
erstwhile Syrian proxy may be eye-
ing an alliance with Moscow to shel-
ter them from potential Turkish ag-
gression.

In October, Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan said the op-
eration in Idlib was almost com-
plete and that Afrin was the next 
target. On November 17, he added: 
“We need to cleanse Afrin of the 
structure there called the YPG ter-
rorist organisation,” referencing the 
People’s Protection Units (YPG), a 
Syrian Kurdish force backed by the 
United States.

Turkey considers the YPG an off-
shoot of the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK), a Turkish-Kurdish sep-
aratist group that Ankara regards 
a terrorist organisation and has 
fought since 1978.

Ankara has long voiced its in-

tention to control Afrin, which 
borders Turkey’s Hatay and Kilis  
provinces. Turkey’s Operation  
Euphrates Shield began in August 
2016 largely to prevent the YPG from 
connecting Afrin with its controlled 
territory in north-eastern Syria.

While Turkish officials have been 
stating publicly their intentions to 
attack the YPG in Afrin, such state-
ments often do not lead to action, 
said Sam Heller, a Beirut-based ana-
lyst and a fellow with the Century 
Foundation think-tank.

“It’s more a reflection that talks to 
that effect are ongoing,” noted Hel-
ler, citing the stakeholders of the re-
gion, who include the Russians and 
the Americans. “This is Turkey’s 
negotiating position rather than 
Turkey having already arrived at an 
agreement.”

As an ally of the United States, 
the YPG and by extension its po-
litical arm, the Democratic Union 
Party (PYD), have been utilising US 
arms and protection to increase 
control over territory in northern 
and eastern Syria. The Afrin region, 
which the YPG captured from Syr-
ian regime forces in 2012, is the only 
major YPG-held area not physically 
connected by land to other areas 
under its control.

The United States has been work-
ing with the Kurdish forces to coun-
ter the Islamic State (ISIS). As the 
US-led international coalition’s 

counterterrorism operations against 
ISIS near an end, the YPG is perhaps 
questioning whether it is still use-
ful as a partner for Washington and 
whether it can continue to count on 
American protection.

US Secretary of Defence James 
Mattis said on December 1 that the 
United States would stop arming the 
YPG.

Ibrahim al-Assil, a Syrian politi-
cal analyst and a resident fellow at 
the Middle East Institute, a thank-
tank in Washington, said the United 
States may stop arming the YPG but 
that does not mean it will withdraw 
its cover. Nonetheless, he said he 
doubted Ankara would soon try to 
invade Afrin.

“[Turkey] will try to surround it, 
isolate it and pressure the Kurds 
with all means,” said Assil. “Invad-
ing [Afrin] would be costly for all 
sides.”

He said Kurdish forces should 
“work with other components in-
side Syria, rather than totally de-
pend on American assistance and 
protection.”

Russia, whose military interven-
tion has been instrumental in keep-
ing Syrian President Bashar Assad 
in power, recently engaged the YPG 
in its operations in the eastern Syr-
ian governorate of Deir ez-Zor. The 
PYD welcomed the partnership with 
Russia, saying it opened the door to 
a new post-ISIS phase. A PYD official 

said that included the protection of 
Afrin as a Kurdish territory.

Russia has also included the YPG 
in its diplomatic efforts, most re-
cently by inviting the Syrian Kurd-
ish group to the Syrian National Dia-
logue Congress in Sochi, a decision 
that drew fierce Turkish objections.

Seemingly because of the Rus-
sian presence in Afrin, Turkey has 
shifted its military tactics to attack 
YPG-held positions in the eastern 
outskirts of the region. On Decem-
ber 9, Free Syrian Army forces allied 
with the Turkish Army captured ter-
ritory from the YPG in Tal al Jijan. 
Now, with its military deployment 
to northern Idlib, Ankara should be 
in position to capture portions of 
the southern edges of Afrin.

“Ankara could conduct an opera-
tion and take a number of facilities 
in the south-east of Afrin,” despite 
the Russian military presence in 
the Kurdish canton, said Anton 
Mardasov, a non-resident military 
affairs researcher at the Moscow-

based Russian International Affairs 
Council.

He questioned reports saying 
Russia would withdraw its forces 
from Afrin to allow Turkish inter-
vention. On the contrary, he said, 
the Russian presence may enlarge 
“if the Kurds transfer a number of 
territories [to] the regime.”

However, he added that even if 
Afrin was declared a de-escalation 
zone, Ankara could conduct opera-
tions, as in the case with the Assad 
regime forces operating in de-es-
calation zones such as Eastern Gh-
outa.

Turkish statements indicating im-
minent invasion of Afrin seem far-
fetched, given Russia’s influence. 
Ankara will likely continue to target 
positions in eastern Afrin, particu-
larly in the Tal Rifat region, while 
challenging Moscow’s partnership 
with the YPG. Turkey’s strategy to 
combat the Kurds in northern Syria 
will seemingly focus on pressuring 
and weakening the YPG in Afrin for 
the long run.

“The conflict between Turkey and 
the Kurds in Afrin is still unfolding,” 
said Assil. “It will just get more com-
plicated.”

Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on 
politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. He can 
be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.

Putin’s ‘victory’ announcement in Syria 
carries strategic and electoral implications

Victory 
parade. 
Russian 
President 
Vladimir 
Putin (F-L) 
and President 
of Syria 
Bashar Assad 
(F-R) inspect 
a military 
parade at the 
Hmeimim 
Airbase in 
Syria, on 
December 11.  
                    (AFP)
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Turkey seeks to extend control to Syria’s Afrin
Abdulrahman al-Masri

While Turkish officials 
have been stating 
publicly their 
intentions to attack the 
YPG in Afrin, such 
statements often do 
not lead to action.

Simon Speakman Cordall

Putin is more focused 
on next year’s 
presidential election, 
even if the outcome 
appears a foregone 
conclusion, than he 
is on developments 
in Syria.
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