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ith the blessing of 
Moscow, Turkey 
seems intent on pur-
suing and possibly 
widening its anti-

Kurdish incursion into Syria. The 
Turkish momentum is being aided 
by Washington’s mixed signals.

In a statement issued January 23, 
the US military maintained its sup-
port for the Kurdish-dominated 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) as 
a means of halting the risk of a re-
surgence by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
within Syria, as well as containing 
Iranian expansionism.

However, the White House adopt-
ed a more conciliatory tone that 
reflected the diminished threat of 
ISIS and the desire to avoid further 
entanglement in Syria’s tortured 
politics.

Thomas Bossert, a US homeland 
security and counterterrorism ad-
viser to US President Donald Trump, 
speaking at the World Economic Fo-
rum in Davos, Switzerland, said he 
was in no way critical of the Turks’ 
action but he prayed for their “long-
er-term strategic patience.” This 
seemed to suggest the potential 
need for Turkish-American collabo-
ration against the threats of ISIS and 
Iran.

The White House’s view seemed at 
odds with Turkey’s strategic priority 
of fighting the Kurds. That objective 
remained Ankara’s main focus as it 
forged on with its anti-Kurdish war 
plans, making no effort to exclude 
the risk of clashing with US proxies. 
Turkey called on the United States 
to drop support for the SDF or risk 
a direct confrontation with Turkish 
troops.

Speaking to broadcaster A Haber, 
Turkish Deputy Prime Minister 

Bekir Bozdag said: “Those who sup-
port the terrorist organisation will 
become a target in this battle.”

“The United States needs to re-
view its soldiers and elements giv-
ing support to terrorists on the 
ground in such a way as to avoid a 
confrontation with Turkey,” Bozdag 
said.

Experts dismissed notions of con-
flicting signals from Washington. 
Stephen J. Flanagan, a senior politi-
cal analyst with the RAND Corpora-
tion, speaking by phone,  said: “I 
really don’t sense any conflict. I feel 
what they’re trying to do is prevent 
the conflict reaching Manbij and 
avoid any major civilian casualties.

“I think the US has made it clear 

that it understands Turkish con-
cerns and, like other governments 
around the world, is urging caution.”

Unable to count on US support, 
the Kurds of Syria’s Afrin province 
appealed to the regime in Damascus 
to help stop the Turkish advance 
into the country’s north.

Turkey escalated its shelling cam-
paign on Afrin, with planes striking 
the surrounding province and a va-
riety of Turkish-sponsored militias, 
as well as the country’s regular forc-
es, attacking the town from nearby 
Azaz and Syria’s northern border 
with Turkey.

Russia was conspicuously absent 
from the Afrin theatre, as the events 
in north-western Syria seemed to 

converge towards Moscow’s ends.
Reports said Turkey-sponsored 

militias in Syria’s opposition claim 
pressure from Ankara to attend Rus-
sia-sponsored talks at Sochi, sched-
uled for January 29-30. Turkey had 
long opposed the Russia-led peace 
process due to Kurdish involve-
ment. The recent plea from Afrin’s 
Kurds reaffirms their loyalty to Da-
mascus, marking a further advance 
in Moscow’s longstanding goal of 
preserving Syria’s territorial integ-
rity under the control of Damascus.

While the US State Department 
has publicly committed to a process 
of stabilisation and Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s ultimate departure 
from leading the country, it is un-

clear how it can achieve this without 
significant Russian support.

Robert Ford of the Middle East In-
stitute in Washington wrote that the 
events in northern Syria have shown 
“Russia’s attitude in Afrin is not en-
couraging.”

“A regionally isolated US will have 
either to entrench with its local al-
lies in eastern Syria over the long 
term, parrying off the unconven-
tional attacks that will come or quit 
eastern Syria altogether,” Ford said.

Simon Speakman Cordall is the 
Syria/Lebanon Section Editor for 
The Arab Weekly.
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n scenes reminiscent of the 
protests that shook Oman in 
2011, hundreds of unemployed 
Omanis demonstrated in Mus-
cat and Salalah, leading offi-

cials to reiterate pledges to create 
thousands of jobs.

“The cabinet is closely moni-
toring the implementation of the 
decision to create 25,000 jobs… in 
no more than six months as a first 
phase,” an official statement carried 
by the Omani state news agency 
said.

Crowds gathered January 22 out-
side of the Ministry of Manpower in 
Muscat, chanting: “We want jobs.” 
Such protests are a rare occurrence 
in Oman and a clear indicator that 
its citizens are looking for more 
than just rhetoric.

Oman had countrywide protests 
in February 2011, inspired by the 
“Arab spring” demonstrations in 
which the governments in Tunisia 

and Egypt were toppled, with un-
employment one of the protesters’ 
chief complaints. In response, Sul-
tan Qaboos bin Said al-Said fired 
one-third of his cabinet and the 
government was reshuffled to ad-
dress calls to end corruption.

Sultan Qaboos also pledged to 
create 50,000 government jobs and 
increase unemployment benefits.

In March 2011, the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) stepped in to 
help Oman and Bahrain with a $20 
billion stimulus package similar 
to the United States’ post-second 
world war Marshall Plan for West-
ern Europe.

However, the unemployment is-
sue in the sultanate remains a ma-
jor problem, possibly due to miscal-
culations by the government, such 
as waiting for promised support by 
Iran that never materialised.

“Lots of discussion about Oman’s 
apparent acceptance of Saudi fund-
ing for key projects,” wrote Middle 
East analyst Christopher Davidson 
on his official Twitter account.

“This says a lot about the state 
of the coffers but Muscat seems 

to have limited options. There are 
now open protests about unem-
ployment and Iran’s long-promised 
help wasn’t delivered.”

Financial market analysis firm 

BMI Research’s latest country risk 
report on Oman pointed to unem-
ployment as one of the chief threats 
facing the sultanate.

The report said the biggest weak-

ness in Oman’s short-term political 
profile is the possibility that frus-
tration at a lack of improvement in 
living standards for the country’s 
relatively young population could 
lead to renewed protests against 
the government.

Unemployment in 2016 in Oman 
was estimated at 17.5% but youth 
unemployment was said to be more 
than 20%.

Due to the global economic situ-
ation, particularly with regards to 
falling oil prices, GCC countries 
have reassessed their economic 
models, resulting in economic ini-
tiatives and reform programmes.

GCC powerhouses Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates in 
January introduced value added 
taxes (VATs) for the first time. De-
spite suffering the same — if not  
worse — economic circumstances 
as Saudi Arabia and the UAE, other 
GCC members, including Oman, are 
to introduce VATs this year or in 
2019.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Limited options. A file picture shows Omani soldiers keeping 
watch in the northern industrial town of Sohar.           (Reuters)

Uncertainties ahead. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (C) adresses soldiers during his visit to Operating Base in Hatay on the 
sixth day of Operation Olive Branch, on January 25.                                   (AFP)

Unemployment triggers protests in Oman as Iranian help fails to materialise
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