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T 

he downing by Syrian 
missiles of an Israeli F-16 
fighter jet marked a tran-
sition in the Syrian crisis. 
It has been a long time 
since an Israeli fighter 

jet was downed. The last time Israel 
lost a fighter jet to enemy  fire was 
in 1982.

The Israeli plane was bombing 
Iranian and Syrian regime installa-
tions inside Syria. This means the 
confrontation between Iran and 
Israel has taken a new twist. It also 
means that the Russian side is no 
longer able to enforce the agree-
ment between Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
regarding southern Syria. That 
agreement stipulated the absence of 
direct or indirect Iranian presence in 
the area.

In reality, we do not have the 
answers to many questions. What 
we know is that there is a new 
game in Syria and that past 
agreements are no longer valid, 
especially after Turkey’s incursion 
in Afrin with Russian blessing. 
Turkey is keen on guaranteeing for 
itself a seat at the negotiations 
when the phase of deciding Syria’s 
fate comes.

We know that the Americans 
have decided to lay claim to most 

of Syria’s riches. That’s why any 
force from the Iranian camp or the 
various allies of the Syrian regime 
that dares go near east of the 
Euphrates gets a taste of US ire. 
That’s what happened recently to 
about 100 fighters who tried to 
approach a gas field in Deir ez-Zor.

Not long ago, we could discern 
the broad lines of a Russian-Ameri-
can entente concerning Syria. Both 
superpowers agreed to coordinate 
their actions in Syria, especially 
those in the air, to avoid clashes 
between them.

However, it seems the Russians 
are realising that their position in 
Syria is eroding. Their base in 
Hmeimim was attacked at the end 
of last year and they discovered 
that their Iranian ally is pursuing 
its own agenda in Syria. Iran wants 
to lay its hands on parts of south-
ern Syria.

With the downing of the Israeli 
F-16, the cards are going to be 
reshuffled in Syria. The big 
question is: Will the Iranian 
presence in Syria be tolerated?

The United States concedes to 
Russian interests in Syria, espe-
cially along the coast. It also 
concedes to Turkish interests 
within certain limitations. The 
Kurdish question is a bone of 
contention between Washington 

and Ankara. We know what Israel 
wants in Syria. We can consider 
the occupied Golan Heights as 
practically annexed by Israel. 
Israel wants to do away with a 
unified Syria and particularly 
wants to prevent Iran from using 
southern Syria to fire missiles at 
Israeli targets. About these 
objectives, Israel sees eye to eye 
with the United States and Russia 
and even, somehow, Turkey.

Within this context, Iran’s 
insistence on backing the Assad 
regime seems to be out of place. 
Quite clearly, everybody wants 
Iran out of Syria. The greatest 
mystery that remains, however, 
regards Hezbollah’s plans consid-
ering the face-off between Iran 
and Israel. Will it start a new front 
with Israel in southern Lebanon 
and shove Lebanon, a most fragile 
country, into a disastrous adven-
ture?

We can safely say that the Syrian 
missile announced the end of the 
minority regime in Syria. We must 
also not forget that the Israeli air 
raid on Syrian targets was in 
response to an Iranian drone from 
a Syrian airfield towards Israel. It 
is clear there is a desire for 
escalation in the Syrian-Iranian 
camp with an enemy that thrives 
on such games.

It is not inconceivable that Iran 
is pushing for a full-fledged war in 
the region so the world should 
know that there will be a heavy 
price to pay if Iran is pushed out of 
Syria. Neither Israel nor Russia 
will be willing to pay that price. 
Will Israel accept a war on its land 
with all it entails in terms of 
human loss?

Iran seems to be betting on 
Israel’s reluctance to engage in 
such a war with potentially large 
numbers of casualties among its 
troops. It is also betting that 
Israel, and everybody else for that 
matter, will accept Iran’s perma-
nent presence in Syria.

The billions of dollars invested 
in backing up the Assad regime 
would have after all borne the 
right fruit, which is protecting the 
Iranian regime itself. The whole 
affair seems to be bigger than just 
downing an Israeli warplane.

Iran seems 
to be betting 
on Israel’s 
reluctance 
to engage 
in such a 
war with 
potentially 
large 
numbers of 
casualties 
among its 
troops. 

Playing with fire. Hezbollah supporters rally near the Lebanese border with Israel to 
celebrate the crashing of an Israeli F-16 fighter jet, on February 10.                            (AFP)
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T
here is much to recommend in French 
President Emmanuel Macron’s sober 
assessment of the risks of destabilisa-
tion posed by Iran to the Middle East.

Iran, he said, needed to be put 
“under surveillance over its ballistic 
missiles. It’s indispensable for the 

security of the region and so we need a mechanism 
of sanctions and control adapted to that.”

His recommendations are timely. Tensions are 
mounting in the Middle East, in Syria in particular. 
Iran’s role is not helping when there are too many 
foreign powers in Syria pursuing conflicting 
agendas. Some are suddenly shooting at each 
other.

In recent days, UN Special Envoy for Syria 
Staffan de Mistura reiterated his organisation’s 
appeal to all belligerents and other concerned 
countries “to de-escalate immediately and 
unconditionally.”

Iran arms and supports proxy militias from all 
over the world and they fight to widen Tehran’s 
influence. It’s also busy establishing an enduring 
military presence in Syria. The search for a lasting 
peaceful settlement there is not among Iran’s 
priorities.

This is the context in which the French presi-
dent’s proposal bears examination. It includes a 
clear plan for international involvement in limiting 
the threat of Iran’s ballistic missiles. For this, 
Macron suggests “a new cycle of negotiations with 
regional parties and the permanent members of 
the Security Council.”

This is right and proper. Iran’s ballistic missile 
tests have consistently triggered alarms because of 
the aggressive cast of the country’s foreign policy. 
The Iranians argue the topic is off-limits because 
ballistic missiles are not covered by the 2015 
nuclear deal. This would be a credible argument if 
Iran had not used the deal’s economic dividends to 
finance its expansionist agenda, one that threatens 
regional and international stability.

It’s worth noting that Macron is not the only one 
sounding the alarm. British Prime Minister 
Theresa May said her country shared the United 
States’ concerns about “Iran’s destabilising 
activity in the Middle East and we stand ready to 
take further appropriate measures to tackle these 
issues.”

Her remarks came after US Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson warned that “Iran’s presence in Syria is 
only destabilising to the region.” He pointed out 
the dangerous role played by Iran’s Lebanese 
proxy, Hezbollah, and how its “entanglement in 
regional conflicts” threatens Lebanon’s and 
regional security. 

Greater international resolve is building against 
Tehran’s behaviour. Iran should pay heed.

British tourists’ return to 
Tunisia shows failure of ISIS

Editorial
Western wariness 
about Iran’s agressive 
behaviour is warranted 

T
hat British tourists are returning to 
Tunisia is another sign of the failure of 
the Islamic State (ISIS) to pursue its 
destructive project in the region. On 
February 13, UK travel operator Thomas 
Cook flew more than 200 package 

holidaymakers from Birmingham to Enfidha, south 
of the Tunisian capital.

The fully booked flight from the United Kingdom 
was the first since 2015 when two ISIS-linked 
attacks targeted foreign visitors to Tunisia. In 
March that year, 22 people were killed at the Bardo 
National Museum in Tunis. Then, in June, 38 died 
at the hands of a lone gunman on the rampage at a 
beach resort in Sousse. It was obvious that Tunisia’s 
tourism sector, which contributes about 8% of the 
country’s gross domestic product, was in the 
terrorists’ sights. Indeed, the attacks had a deadly 
effect. Tourism revenues dropped by almost half.

Three years on, things are looking up again. 
Before the 2015 attacks, more than 440,000 Britons 
annually visited Tunisia. Last year, there were just 
28,000 because UK tour agencies scrupulously 
followed the British government’s advice against all 
but essential travel to Tunisia.

Britain now officially deems Tunisia safe for its 
citizens. In May, German-headquartered TUI, the 
world’s largest tourism company, will return to 
Tunisia as well, with flights from four UK airports.

British visitors’ expected return to Tunisia’s 
resorts is about more than the boost to tourism and 
to the economy. It shows that the terrorists’ 
dastardly agenda has failed. By indiscriminately 
killing and maiming, ISIS expected to leverage fear. 
The attacks were supposed to engineer the collapse 
of Tunisia’s economy, triggering massive disquiet 
and eventually chaos and anarchy.

That this nefarious plan has not succeeded is 
proof of the resilience of the tourism industry in the 
Arab world. It also shows there is no future for a 
perverted ideology that seeks to drive a wedge 
between peaceful Muslims and the rest of the 
world. It is ultimately the victory of life over death 
and destruction.
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