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Opinion

E
very year, the Swiss town of Davos 
serves as a unique venue for the 
World Economic Forum (WEF). 
Movers and shakers from different 
but intersecting worlds — politics, 
business, technology, the  
creative arts, academia and  

media — converge on the snowy alpine 
resort.

There, they network and, for one week in 
January, a slew of ideas are exchanged and 
prospects explored.

This year, Davos received an unusually 
large showing from the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region. The hopes and 
worries of the Arab world featured at the 
forum.

The Palestinian-Israeli issue took a promi-
nent place in the discourse, which had a 
tinge of acrimony because of the Palestin-
ians’ resentment of US President Donald 
Trump’s unilateral recognition of Jerusalem 
as the capital of Israel.

The US president tried to put a good face 
on it. Without offering specifics, he said at 
Davos that his administration had a “great 
proposal for Palestinians.” It would cover, 
Trump said, “a lot of the things” discussed 
over the years or “agreed on.”

Jordanian King Abdullah II forcefully coun-
selled watchful patience on the diplomati-
cally difficult, virtually non-existent path to 
a Palestinian-Israeli peace process. He said 
Jerusalem had to be part of a comprehensive 
solution but insisted on the central role of 
the United States in any Middle East peace 
effort.

The Kurdish issue also figured at Davos. 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi talked 
with the leader of the autonomous Kurdistan 
region, Nechirvan Barzani. It was significant, 
holding out hope of an end to the crisis 
triggered by the Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment’s independence referendum in Sep-
tember.

The Abadi-Barzani meeting continued a 
long tradition — that of Davos serving as the 
place where unexpected, even wildly 
implausible encounters occur between 
entrenched MENA rivals.

Iran’s role in the Middle East was among 
other salient concerns with Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir spelling out the “two 
competing visions” in the region. They were, 
he said, a “vision of light… and we have a 
vision of darkness and the vision of darkness 
is sectarianism.”

At this year’s Davos, there was consider-
able time devoted to the serious business of 
growth and development.

MENA business leaders signposted the 
road ahead, laying down reflective markers 
on the way to the future. They launched a 
six-point plan in concert with the WEF to 
accelerate regional economic reform. The 
private sector, business leaders argued, must 
drive growth and job creation, giving hope 
and opportunity to young Arabs and laying a 
solid foundation for long-term regional 
stability.

Here, too, there were signs of hope and 
worry. A global survey of CEOs conducted 
ahead of Davos found 52% of respondents 
from the Middle East hopeful, almost double 
the number of optimists in 2017. Captains of 
regional industry said economic growth 
would pick up this year.

There was also concern about impediments 
to economic growth. “Rigid labour regula-
tion is a significant constraint on  
private-sector investment and growth and 
thus on the creation of jobs,” the WEF said. 
The WEF identified “inefficient government 
bureaucracy” as one of the main obstacles to 
competitiveness.

Imad Fakhoury, Jordan’s minister for 
planning and international cooperation, 
raised a point of worry for regional leaders. 
The youth “bulge,” he said, must be a 
“resource.” It was a reference to the region’s 
overwhelmingly young population, which 
can either be a demographic dividend or a 
demographic time-bomb.

Seven years after the uprisings that tore 
across the region, governments are trying to 
find a way to constructively use the potential 
of the youth bulge for economic develop-
ment and to break the cycle of violence, 
instability and patchy economic growth.

Even at Davos, a forum for the neo-liberal 
advocates of globalised business and trade, 
there was a sense that social constraints 
should not continue to pull the region back.

The need for a new regional vision was 
articulated by UAE Minister of State for 
Advanced Sciences Sarah bint Yousif  
al-Amiri as she described the Emirates’ 2021 
mission to Mars: “It’s about aspiration. It’s 
about breaking all boundaries…”

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

What endgame in Syria 
after Washington’s 
declared strategy?

I 

t is no secret that the United 
States has decided to have a 
permanent presence in Syria. 
Thanks to its presence, it 
has gained control of a good 
portion of Syria’s riches in 

the regions of Al-Jazira and east 
of the Euphrates, namely oil and 
gas, huge areas of agricultural land 
and significant water resources. 
The United States also controls the 
Kurdish card in the Syrian conflict, 
which incenses Turkey.

The fact remains that whenever 
Turkey threatens to use force in 
Syria and whenever it builds up its 
forces to regain the enclave of Af-
rin, it finds itself getting closer to 
Russia and Iran and away from its 
traditional ally, the United States. 
With Afrin operations in progress, 
Turkey is playing a dangerous 
game. It is paying the price for not 
seriously dealing with the Syrian 
situation from the beginning of 
the revolution in March 2011.

The new development in Syria is 
the American policy that is begin-
ning to take shape. US Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson spoke on 
this on January 17. The US admin-
istration is quietly working on 
clarifying its policies far from the 
din caused by President Donald 
Trump’s big talk. Tillerson laid it 
on the table: The United States 
wants to preserve Syrian unity and 
there will be no room in Syria for a 
“murderous” regime or a “mali-
cious” Iranian presence.

Tillerson’s speech is important 
in that it marks the first time that 
a real political and strategic sense 
for US presence in Syria has been 
communicated. Tillerson declared 
that the US military presence in 
Syria has become a reality and that 
it would be “focused on ensuring 
that ISIS cannot re-emerge,” that 
it would help bring about “the 
permanent departure of [Syrian 
President Bashar] Assad and his 
family from power… through the 
UN-led Geneva process,” that it 
would contribute to ejecting Ira-
nian military advisers and fighters 
from the country and that it would 
assist in the return of all refugees 

to their homes.
Tillerson’s plan for Syria sound-

ed cool-headed and reasonable 
but it needs the right conditions to 
be implemented. Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov accused 
the US administration of wanting 
to partition Syria. Such discourse 
is usually used to hide Russia’s 
fiasco in Syria stemming from the 
wrong belief that something right 
can be built on Assad staying in 
power.

No such thing is possible for the 
simple reason that the Assad fam-
ily regime has never been legiti-
mate. It was basically a repressive 
minority regime born of a military 
coup in March 1963. Eight years 
later Hafez Assad became presi-
dent.

In its approach to the situation 
in Syria, Russia does not seem to 
have learned from its recent past. 
If illegitimate regimes had any 
chance of lasting, the world would 
still be dealing with the Soviet 
Union and its allies.

Russia is trying to build legiti-
macy for a regime that had no 
legitimacy to begin 
with. No wonder 
then that its Syrian 
policy has been a 
big failure.

The Syrians 
themselves have 
refused the 
Assad regime. 
Russia may try 
— and some-
times succeed 
— to save 
Bashar Assad 
but there 
will 
be no 
escape 
from ad-
mitting 
that Russia is 
just one of five 
parties involved in 
determining Syria’s 
future and compet-
ing for domination 
there.

These five parties 

are Russia, Iran, the United States, 
Turkey and Israel. That is indeed 
the general picture of the situa-
tion in Syria and, as long as Assad 
and his regime are not gone from 
Damascus, no Sochi talks will be 
able to decide Syria’s future.

In light of the recent develop-
ments, the question that needs 
to be answered is how serious 
the United States is in its plan for 
Syria. What is sure is that there is a 
qualitative change in Washington, 
especially after the publication of 
“Fire and Fury.” With Trump em-
broiled in the investigation about 
his Russian connections and other 
matters, Tillerson, Secretary of 
Defence James Mattis and national 
security adviser H.R. McMaster 
likely have enough room to play a 
bigger role in shaping US policies, 
including those regarding Syria.

An American success in Syria 
is not essential. The only sure 
thing is that Russia will not decide 
Syria’s fate alone. Every day, the 
situation in Syria becomes more 
complex and it certainly won’t 
be solved by exploding barrels or 

Iran’s sectarian militia or Rus-
sia’s mighty ships.

Anyone wishing to 
preserve Syria’s territo-
rial integrity must steer 
away from the Iranian 
axis and forgo Bashar 
Assad. For the past 
seven years, the only 
side that benefited 

from his remain-
ing in power has 
been Israel. Syria 
has been shred-

ded to pieces 
to satisfy 
Israel’s 
security 

greed in the 
first place. 

The occupied 
Golan Heights are 
a forgone Israeli 
property and Israel 
will undoubtedly 

reap more territory 
as long as Assad re-
mains in Damascus.
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Qualitative change. US Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson speaks during a meeting of 
29 diplomats pushing for sanctions and 
criminal charges against the perpetrators 
of chemical attacks in Syria at the Foreign 
Affairs Ministry in Paris, on January 23.  (AFP)
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