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Negotiations Committee, when he 
recently met with its members. The 
Russian minister calmly listened to 
the opposition’s views and argu-
ments for five hours and made sure 
to state Russia’s understanding and 
appreciation of the opposition’s im-
portant role in securing the success 
of the coming settlement in Syria.

Such meetings with the opposition 
might turn out to be a mere formal-
ity, intended to present Russia as an 
effective mediator acceptable to all 
parties. After all, it is hard to square 
Lavrov’s friendly and eager disposi-
tion with his previous threats to that 
same opposition that they would be 
annihilated if they continued to re-

fuse changes to the balance of power 
in Syria and take Russia’s lead.

Russia has been keen on consoli-
dating its gains in Syria. Its alliance 
with Turkey and Iran was just a 
manoeuvre to ensure that it remains 
the party with the lion’s share of 
the Syrian cake. Russian President 
Vladimir Putin’s vision and strategy 
go beyond Syria in that they concern 
Russia’s position on the global scene.

The fate of the Syrian regime, 
however, is more dependent on that 
of the regime in Iran than it is on 
those of Putin and Russia. Tehran, in 
turn, may be able to withstand some 
civil unrest here and there at home 
but will never accept developments 

that undermine its influence in Syria.
Putin has kept a patient eye on 

Iran’s game in Syria and now must 
do the same with Turkey’s adven-
ture in northern Syria. Russia has 
provided political and logistical 
cover for Turkey’s Operation Olive 
Branch in Afrin against the Kurdish 
People’s Protection Units. The Kurds 
understood the game and accused 
Russia of “stabbing them in the 
back.” They were less incensed by 
the cold and flat position taken by 
the United States, their traditional 
ally, however. The United States was 
at best “worried” and “reserved” 
about Turkey’s move but everybody 
knows that Ankara wouldn’t have 

dared to go ahead with its campaign 
without Uncle Sam’s blessing.

Tillerson spoke of the United 
States understanding Turkey’s 
concerns and of the latter’s right to 
defend its borders. British Foreign 
Secretary Boris Johnson chimed in 
with a similar tune. These coordinat-
ed positions belie the military and 
diplomatic negotiations that must 
have preceded Turkey’s military 
campaign.

Moscow has simply given Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
leeway to play within a limited area, 
which would not affect Russia’s in-
fluence in Syria. As for Washington, 
it stated that the region of Afrin is 
not included in its Syrian operations 
map. To all parties in the Syrian war, 
including Turkey and Russia, such a 
statement is proof of the existence of 
US operational plans, which must be 
the foundation for a permanent US 
presence in Syria already announced 
by Tillerson.

Many changes are taking place on 
the ground in Idlib, Afrin, east of the 
Euphrates and in Ghouta near Da-
mascus but the wider picture is that 
Syria’s fate is tied to agendas much 
more complex than minor changes 
on the ground.

Russia seems ready for the storm 
coming from the West. It will 
maintain its course with the Sochi 
talks because it is confident that 
the Vienna talks will fail. There are 
those in the Kremlin who say that, 
regardless of the number of plans for 
Syria, Russia stands to reap its share, 
even if it ends up being smaller than 
originally envisioned by Putin.
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he gruelling war in Syria, 
soon to enter its seventh 
year, has taken yet another 
shift towards complexity 
with a Turkish assault on 

a Kurdish-held enclave in the north 
potentially complicating a deci-
sion by the United States to keep US  
forces in Syria and build a 
30,000-strong militia to protect a 
vast expanse of eastern Syria.

Turkey launched a ground and air 
offensive against the Afrin enclave 
north of Aleppo, which is controlled 
by the Kurdish People’s Protection 
Units (YPG), which Ankara views as 
a terrorist group.

However, the YPG also forms a 
large component of the Syrian Dem-
ocratic Forces (SDF). It is backed by 
the United States and played a key 
role in helping defeat the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in eastern Syria.

The United States has announced 
that it plans to keep approximately 
2,000 troops in eastern Syria and to 
develop a 30,000-person militia to 
defend the vast triangle formed of 
the Turkish and Iraqi borders and 
the Euphrates River from a return 
of ISIS and to check the pervasive 

influence of Iran. Around half of the 
new militia would consist of local 
recruits and the other half would be 
made up of the SDF.

The Turkish assault on the US-
allied Kurds in Afrin placed Wash-
ington in a quandary. Beyond issu-
ing expressions of unease and calls 
for calm, the United States has few 
options to persuade Ankara to halt 
its attack. Indeed, Turkey has sig-
nalled that it is willing to expand its 
campaign against the YPG to Manbij 
east of Afrin and even east of the 
Euphrates River into the area con-
trolled by the United States and its 
allied forces.

Tensions with Turkey are not 
the only threat to the continued US 
presence in Syria. Iran and its allies, 
Hezbollah and various Shia militias 
from Iraq, Afghanistan and Paki-
stan, have played a critical role in 
helping ensure the survival of the re-
gime of President Bashar Assad. The 
military support and the provision 
of billions of dollars to prop up the 
ailing economy have earned Tehran 
significant influence in Syria.

“I suspect the major imperative 
behind building a border protection 
force is to keep the Iran-led militias 
and the Syrian regime from taking 
over areas liberated from [ISIS],” 
said Frederic Hof, the director of the 
Atlantic Council’s Rafik Hariri Cen-

tre for the Middle East. “Yes, these 
forces can also have a useful internal 
stabilisation role in terms of mop-
ping up pockets of [ISIS] and pre-
venting the resurrection of the cali-
phate but the main mission would 
be to keep out elements whose pres-
ence would contribute to the regen-
eration of extremist Islamists of the 
Sunni variety.”

Such analysis was hardened by 
comments from a senior US State 
Department official who indicated 
that containing Iranian ambitions in 
Syria was a major factor in the deci-
sion to keep US troops in the coun-
try.

“We are deeply concerned with 
the activities of Iran, with the ability 
of Iran to enhance those activities 
through a greater ability to move 
materiel into Syria,” David Satter-
field, acting assistant secretary of 
state for Near East affairs, said in a 
response to a question from a mem-
ber of the Senate Foreign Affairs 

Committee on what role US forces 
played in Syria other than battling 
ISIS.

Satterfield appeared to be refer-
ring to a much-speculated Iranian 
land bridge connecting Tehran to 
Damascus via Iraq along which Iran 
could transport weapons, materiel 
and fighters to Syrian battlefields.

Various routes snaking across 
Iraqi and Syrian territory have been 
posited as potential conduits for 
Iran. One of them follows the Eu-
phrates River from Bukamal on 
the Syria-Iraq border up to Deir ez-
Zor before heading west across the 
desert to Palmyra and Damascus. 
Another cuts across northern Syria 
hugging the Turkish border to reach 
the Mediterranean.

The presence of US troops and a 
30,000-strong militia holding east-
ern Syria would be an obstacle to a 
land corridor along either of those 
two routes.

While the rift with Turkey appears 
to be the imminent conundrum for 
Washington to address, a longer-
term threat could emerge if the As-
sad regime and its Iranian and Rus-
sian partners decide to confront the 
US hold on eastern Syria. Assad has 
repeatedly stated his intention to re-
store control over the entire country.

The presence of a US-supported 
enclave covering almost one-third 

of the country and including eco-
nomic assets such as oil wells and 
the grain basket of the Jazeera re-
gion in the north-east is an unpalat-
able prospect not just for Damascus 
but Tehran and Moscow as well.

That begs the question of just how 
determined the United States is to 
defend its toehold in eastern Syria 
if Iran- and Russia-supported Syrian 
government forces make an effort to 
push east of the Euphrates.

Will the United States stand its 
ground and provide the necessary 
air and ground support to its militia 
ally?

If the answer, initially, is yes, for 
how long will Washington’s resolve 
last before it abandons its local ally 
and retreats from an Assad regime 
determined to restore control over 
the rest of the country, with Iran and 
Russia potentially seeking to effect 
another US humiliation in the Mid-
dle East and with NATO ally Turkey 
glowering from the sidelines?

The sorry history of the US experi-
ence in the Middle East in the past 
decade casts a long shadow over this 
new engagement.
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Beyond issuing 
expressions of unease 
and calls for calm, the 
United States has few 
options to persuade 
Ankara to halt its 
attack.

Imminent conundrum. A Turkey-backed Syrian 
rebel fighter mans a monitoring point near the 
Syrian village of Qilah on the south-western 
edge of Afrin, on January 24.                                   (AFP)

Cover Story Turkish incursion 

W
hile practically 
all local and 
regional par-
ties involved 
in the Syrian 
crisis say they 
believe condi-

tions are not ripe for a political 
settlement, all world capitals inter-
ested in Syrian affairs are commit-
ted to the talks in Switzerland and 
Russia. Any laxity in dealing with 
the Syrian issue, they say, could 
jeopardise plans of helping redraw 
the political and economic maps of 
the entire region.

Observers of the Syrian saga 
might have noted that Russia has 
toned down its discourse. The Rus-
sians’ ardour, it seems, has been 
reined in, at least formally, by the 
new policy in Syria as outlined by 
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, 
who is selling the US plans to Eu-
rope before discussing them with 
Moscow.

Still, Russia seems to have 
switched into a pragmatic mood, 
almost affected and unbelievable, 
as if it is expecting a change in the 
general environment and waiting 
for more favourable conditions.

It was reported that Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov was 
extremely friendly with the Syrian 
opposition delegation, the High 
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 Regional agenda. Russian President Vladimir Putin (C) chairs a meeting with members of the
National Security Council at the Kremlin in Moscow, on January 26.                                                       (Reuters)
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