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Russia in Syria

Russia-backed Syrian Army
encircling Turkish troops in Idlib
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

W

ith Russian air cover,
the Syrian Army is
rapidly advancing
on the Idlib countryside, encircling
thousands of Turkish troops and
Turkey-backed rebels in the city.
Turkish troops were dispatched to
the war-torn city last October.
It is unclear whether Syrian forces
will stop at Idlib’s gates or storm the
city, as pro-government media said.
If retaken, it would spell the final
ejection of the armed opposition
from all cities across Syria.
On January 2, government troops
captured al-Hawa in the southern
vicinity of Idlib, shortly after taking
the towns of Ard az-Zour, Anshan
and Khuwayn.
Approximately 50 villages have
been recaptured in recent weeks
and the Russians are eyeing a military airport near Abu al-Duhur,
which the Turks had wanted to
use as an observation point. A senior military commander from the
Turkish-backed Faylaq al-Sham was
killed in northern Idlib, reportedly
by the Russians.
Russian and Syrian air strikes have
raised doubts about the future of
Idlib, which has been firmly under
the control of Islamist rebels since
mid-2015. Most prominent among
them is Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, a
coalition of jihadist groups headed
by Jabhat al-Nusra, now known as
Fateh al-Sham. Valery Gerasimov,
the commander of Russian forces
in Syria, called for Tahrir al-Sham’s
“elimination,” saying that would be
his top priority in 2018.
This will be easier said than done,
given that the majority of Tahrir alSham fighters are Syrians, rooted in
the villages and towns of the Idlib
province. Unlike the Islamic State
(ISIS), which was swarming with
Europeans, Asians and Arab warriors, most of al-Nusra’s powerbase is
homegrown. When threatened with
excessive force, they can just shave
their beards and blend with ordinary society. This is especially true
in Idlib, which was once an incubator for the Muslim Brotherhood
during its military confrontation
with then-President Hafez Assad in
1976-82.
After the Russians stepped up
their military presence in late 2015,
they have been regularly injecting
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It may be safe to
say that 2018 will
be a difficult year
for US-Russian
relations on Syria.
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Invisible line. Turkish soldiers near the Turkey-Syria border, last October. 			
Idlib with thousands of additional
fighters from faraway territories,
shipping them on green buses with
their light arms, under the supervision of the United Nations. The idea
was to create a “mini-Afghanistan”
in Idlib, led by a Taliban-like regime, marred by inter-rebel fighting. The Russians zoomed in on
Idlib, positioning the city as the
source of all terror — a failed state
by all accounts, waiting to get annihilated either by the Russians or the
Americans or both — as part of the
global war on terror.
Last September, the plan for Idlib
was altered by the Russians, at Ankara’s request. Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan had been
wanting to send troops to the countryside of Damascus and Aleppo,
arguing that they could monitor the
ceasefire and serve as a buffer between warring factions. This would
give Erdogan a permanent foothold in Syrian territory, under the
umbrella of the Russian-imposed
ceasefire.

The idea, however, was rejected
by the Iranians, who vowed never
to give the Turks what they had
been denied after opposition forces
had refused to accept Iranian peacekeeping troops in Ghouta, the agricultural belt surrounding Damascus.
Tehran agreed to look the other
way as Erdogan’s forces marched
into Idlib province, which borders
Turkey if the Turkish president
signed off on increasing Iranian
troops around Damascus. The Turkish military move was positioned as
part of the international peacekeeping forces mandated by the Astana
process.
The Russians, after all, had been
tasked with keeping the ceasefire
in southern Syria, with more than

If Idlib is retaken, it
would spell the final
ejection of the armed
opposition from all
cities across Syria.

			

1,000 military police, and around
Aleppo, with over 600 troops. Turkey hoped to be granted similar
honours, arguing that its forces
were capable of liberating Idlib from
al-Nusra influence, just like they
managed to eject ISIS from Azaz,
Jarabulus and al-Bab in 2016.
Since last September, they have
been successful, although little
fighting took place between the
Turks and al-Nusra. Instead, they
were escorted out, under Turkish
protection, with minimal threat to
Turkish lives.
Some claim the recent advancement of Syrian government troops is
proof that the agreement over Idlib
has ended or collapsed and that a
confrontation is looming between
Damascus and Ankara, perhaps via
Syrian proxies. Others argue that
everything happening around Idlib
is part of a neatly mapped partition of the country, agreed upon
by Erdogan and Russian President
Vladimir Putin.
The invisible line that separates
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the spheres of each leader’s political
influence runs alongside the Aleppo-Homs Highway, everything west
of it is supposedly opposition territory left for the Turks to handle,
while all east is designated to return
to the Russian and Syrian fold. This
is where government troops have
been advancing since mid-December 2017.
Complicating matters, however,
are two blotches of overlapping
land, one in the south for the opposition and one in the north, west
of the old Aleppo railway, running
deep into regime territory. Nearly
everything between the railway and
the Homs-Aleppo road is earmarked
for the Turks — at least for now. That
could change if the Russian-Turkish
detente breaks over Kurdish sovereignty, for example, or any other
critical and unresolved issue in the
Syrian quagmire.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
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Can the US and Russia reconcile policy differences over Syria this year?

T

his year will be pivotal
if peace is to be a real
possibility in Syria.
Unfortunately, in the
first week of 2018, all
signs point the other
way with the United States and
Russia stepping up their war of
words.
Komsomolskaya Pravda, a Russian newspaper, in late December,
reported that the chief of Russian
General Staff, Valery Gerasimov,
described the US military presence as “unintelligible.”
The US base is in the self-proclaimed “de-confliction zone” at
a strategic Syrian highway border
crossing with Iraq. Brett McGurk,
the US envoy to the global coalition fighting the Islamic State
(ISIS), earlier declared that the
American military presence would
continue to prevent terrorists
from returning to the liberated
areas.
Gerasimov said the location of
the US base was “contrary to com-

mon sense, especially now, when
Syrian territory has been liberated
from ISIS formations.”
Slamming US motives for staying on in Syria, Gerasimov continued: “There is no one left. There is
no threat to you from the territory
of Syria. What is there and for
what purpose?”
The only possible purpose, he
concluded, was for the United
States to gather defeated jihadists, enabling them to regroup and
challenge Syrian President Bashar
Assad’s government.
The United States rejected the
assertions, even as its forces confront and attack the Syrian military. The United States acknowledged that it has about 2,000
troops in Syria and they have, as
President Donald Trump’s letter
to Congress in December stated,
undertaken “a limited number of
strikes against the Syrian government and pro-Syrian government
forces.” Yet, US Defence Secretary
James Mattis has denied that

coalition forces have clashed with
allies of the Assad regime.
Even so, unlike the US forces,
the Russian military is in Syria at
the invitation of the Syrian government and the initiative on war
and peace in Syria increasingly
seems to lie with Russia. This is
apparent as Moscow prepares for
the Syrian Congress of National
Dialogue.
The partnership among Russia,
Iran and Turkey has strengthened,
further marginalising the United
States. The trio, through the
Astana peace process, concluded
several agreements, the most important of which was the creation
of de-escalation zones. The previous year saw a notable shift in US
policy towards Syria as it went
from advocating regime change to
a grudging acceptance that the Assad government has a role to play
in the peace process.
Above and beyond Russia’s
aspirational role on peace in Syria,
its growing closeness with Iran

and Turkey epitomises its growing
Middle Eastern presence. Setting
itself against both its European
allies and the world at large, the
Trump administration is pursuing
two immensely unpopular foreign
policy initiatives — threatening to
decertify the 2015 Iranian nuclear
agreement and preparing to move
its embassy to Jerusalem.
Both measures elicited international condemnation, with
Trump’s Jerusalem announcement achieving the rare result
of uniting both the Sunni and
Shia faithful and producing a UN
General Assembly rebuke to the
United States in the form of a nonbinding resolution.
On the face of it, Russia’s Middle
Eastern initiatives appear to be
more popular in the region than
US policy. It’s not clear whether
Washington will recalibrate but
it is at least likely to remain put
in Syria. It may be safe to say that
2018 will be a difficult year for
US-Russian relations on Syria.

