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I 

sraeli Prime Minister Biny-
amin Netanyahu’s visit to the 
White House deepened uncer-
tainty about the United States’ 
Middle East policy by demon-

strating a growing gap between US 
President Donald Trump’s official 
pronouncements as a would-be 
peace broker and practical steps 
that run counter to the goal of a 
peace plan.

Trump met with Netanyahu just 
weeks after announcing he would 
move the US Embassy from Tel 
Aviv to Jerusalem on May 14, the 
70th anniversary of the founding 
of Israel. While Trump’s decision 
to recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital fuelled Palestinian frus-
tration with Washington, the US 
president stated it had increased, 
not diminished, the prospects of a 
peace agreement.

“Nobody could get past, number 
one, Jerusalem,” Trump said at a 
news conference with Netanyahu 
March 5. “We’ve taken it off the 
table. So this gives us a real op-
portunity to peace. We’ll see how 
it works out. The Palestinians, I 
think, are wanting to come back to 
the table very badly.”

Trump did not explain why the 
Palestinians would agree to talks 
when the United States had ful-
filled a major wish of the Israelis 
— recognising Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital — before negotiations even 
started. He also did not say wheth-
er he would travel to Israel for the 
opening of the embassy in May.

Trump was equally vague on his 
administration’s promised Middle 
East peace plan. He said his team, 
led by his son-in-law Jared Kush-
ner, was working on the plan that 
offered a “very good chance” for 
peace. The president did not pro-
vide details or say when the plan 
would be published.

Netanyahu later said Trump had 
not given him details about the 
plan and that the two spent 15 min-
utes of their 2-hour meeting on the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict before 
moving on to the Iran issue.

Israel wants Trump to take the 
United States out of the interna-
tional nuclear agreement with 
Tehran. The president, who faces 
a May deadline for a decision, has 
said he wants to fix the accord or 
let it collapse. Netanyahu pushed 

for a robust stance against Tehran 
and used a speech at the American 
Israel Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC) conference in Washington 
a day after his meeting with Trump 
to warn against what he described 
as a growing threat of Iranian ex-
pansionism in the Middle East.

“Darkness is descending on our 
region. Iran is building an aggres-
sive empire,” Netanyahu said. “I 
have a message for you today. It’s 
a very simple one: We must stop 
Iran. We will stop Iran.”

During the White House meet-
ing, Trump and Netanyahu praised 
each other as dedicated allies. “The 
relationship has never been better,” 
Trump said, adding that he con-

sidered it a “great honour” to host 
Netanyahu. In return, the Israeli 
prime minister likened Trump to 
the Persian King Cyrus the Great, 
who ended the Jews’ Babylonian 
captivity in the sixth century BC.

To confront Iran, the United 
States wants to forge an alliance 

between Israel and Sunni powers 
in the Middle East but a crisis be-
tween Qatar and a Saudi-led bloc of 
four countries is frustrating efforts 
to unite the Sunni camp. Two US 
envoys were in Doha recently to 
help overcome the row but there 
was no word on whether they 
achieved anything.

The US initiative to mediate in 
the dispute has been undermined 
by public statements from Trump, 
who has taken the side of the Sau-
dis and severely criticised Qatar.

However, in a step that signalled 
Qatar, home to a huge US mili-
tary base, is seen as an important 
partner in Washington, the ad-
ministration announced it had ap-

proved the sale of approximately 
$200 million worth of equipment 
to upgrade Doha’s air force. “This 
proposed sale will contribute to 
the foreign policy and national 
security of the United States by 
helping to improve the security of 
a friendly country that has been, 
and continues to be, an important 
force for political stability and 
economic progress in the Persian 
Gulf region,” the Defence Security 
Cooperation Agency, an arm of the 
US Department of Defence, said in 
a statement.

Critics say there is a lack of stra-
tegic planning by the White House, 
partly due to the big turnover of 
advisers in Trump’s team, which 
makes long-term designs diffi-
cult. The resignation of Trump’s 
chief economic adviser Gary Cohn 
was the latest in a series of high-
level departures that have left the 
Trump administration struggling 
to put together coherent policy 
plans. Dina Powell, a deputy na-
tional security adviser and a key 
figure in Middle East affairs, left 
the White House in January.

“It is pretty clear that this admin-
istration doesn’t know where it’s 
going,” said Ori Nir, spokesman for 
Americans for Peace Now, an ad-
vocacy group in Washington cam-
paigning for a peace settlement be-
tween Israel and the Palestinians. 
Trump’s peace plan was unlikely 
to include anything that would be 
workable for the Palestinians, Nir 
said, adding: “There seems to be 
nothing there.”

As in the Saudi-Qatar dispute, 
the United States is not considered 
an impartial broker in the conflict 
between Israel and Palestinians 
but as a power allied with one side 
more than ever. While Trump has 
supported Netanyahu, he has cut 
aid for the Palestinians. Trump’s 
“hopes of being the neutral guy are 
long gone,” the New York Times 
said in an analysis of the Netan-
yahu visit.

Nir said the Trump administra-
tion’s public display of engage-
ment for a Middle East peace deal 
despite the lack of substance was 
telling. Washington wanted to give 
the impression that the search for 
an agreement was ongoing when 
in fact the administration had no 
intention to start a serious initia-
tive. The aim was to “use the pro-
cess to avoid peace or at least to 
avoid the level of complexity and 
delicateness that real peace-bro-
kering entails,” Nir said.

The US and the Middle East 

T 

he United States has 
called on Turkey to 
use “restraint” in its 
operations against 
the Kurds in Afrin in 
north-western Syria 
but has not come to 

their aid. Washington seems to be 
pursuing a different policy, how-
ever, towards the Kurds in Manbij 
and further east, as they played an 
instrumental role in defeating the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Despite strong Turkish objections 
and threats, US military command-
ers in Syria are not lessening their 
support for the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), which are made up of 
Syrian Kurds and Arabs but are led 
by Kurds, most of whom are affili-
ated with the People’s Protection 
Units (YPG).

In response to Turkish threats, 
US Army Lieutenant-General Paul 
Funk, the anti-ISIS coalition com-
mander, told the New York Times: 
“[If] you hit us, we will respond 
aggressively. We will defend our-
selves.”

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan answered Funk’s message 
with more threats: “To those who 
say, ‘If they hit us, we will respond 
with force,’ it is clear they have 

never experienced the Ottoman 
slap.”
Although Erdogan is getting a 

boost in polls in Turkey for playing 
the nationalist card, his words and 
those of his associates are doing 
nothing to lower the temperature 
between the two NATO allies.

During a recent meeting of de-
fence ministers in Rome, Turkish 
officials accused the United States 
of keeping ISIS pockets in Syria in 
place to prolong the war there, to 
which an angry US Defence Secre-
tary James Mattis responded that 
“we don’t bypass ISIS” and that US 
policy towards ISIS was “annihila-
tion.”

The US-Turkish row has been 
deepened by the Trump adminis-
tration’s proposed budget for fiscal 
year 2019, which calls for $300 mil-
lion to train and equip Syrian oppo-
sition forces against ISIS and $250 
million for a border security force. 
The Turks see this force as enabling 
the YPG, which Ankara considers 
to be an appendage of the Turkish 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) 
terrorist group, to further entrench 
itself in north-eastern Syria.

Because of longstanding NATO 
ties, the US military traditionally 
has indulged Turkey. When the US 
Congress has been critical of Turkey 
and threatened to stem assistance 
or block arms sales to Ankara, the 
Pentagon often weighed in on Tur-
key’s side.

This time, the Pentagon and US 

military commanders are taking 
the opposite approach. Instead of 
indulging Turkey, they have firmly 
opposed Ankara’s policies, for sev-
eral reasons.

First, US military commanders 
like those who fight. In the anti-ISIS 
campaign, the Syrian Kurds have 
proven to be the most trustworthy 
and dedicated fighters and, through 
their sacrifices, have helped to rid 
Syria of most ISIS positions.

Funk said he remained confi-
dent in the SDF leadership: “When 
nobody else could do it, they retook 
Raqqa [from ISIS]. I think that has 
earned them a seat at the table.”

Second, the US military sees the 
Turkish incursion into the Afrin 
area as an unwelcome diversion 
from the fight against ISIS pockets 
in Syria, as the YPG has had to send 
reinforcements from eastern Syria 
to Afrin to aid their comrades under 
siege.

The spokesman for the Manbij 
military council (led by Syrian 
Kurds) lamented to the New York 
Times that the fight against ISIS 
“has had to be minimised as we 
reduce our power there to defend 
Afrin.” US Army Major-General 
Jamie Jarrard, head of US special 
operations in Syria and Iraq, said 
that anything that disrupts the 
focus against ISIS “takes our eye off 
that prize” and is “not good.”

Third, US military commanders 
do not see the YPG as a terror-
ist organisation but as an integral 
component of the SDF that has 
been instrumental in fighting ISIS. 
Although the United States has 
designated the PKK as a terrorist 
organisation, it has refused to pin 
that label on YPG, much to Ankara’s 
dismay.

Finally, there is a lingering mis-
trust by the US military over Tur-
key’s role in the Syrian conflict. For 
several years, Turkey allowed jihad-
ists from Europe and elsewhere to 
enter northern Syria through Turk-
ish territory, which bolstered the 
position of ISIS. Jarrard indirectly 
referred to this terrorist pipeline 
when he recently stated that, before 
the SDF arrived in Manbij, “this 
was a highway for Islamist terrorist 
fighters into the physical caliphate 
from all over the world.”

Despite US diplomatic efforts to 
smooth over differences with Tur-
key, US military commanders are 
taking the lead on the Turkish-Syri-
an Kurdish dispute and US Presi-
dent Donald Trump often defers to 
the military. Although it is unclear 
if the Turks will make a move into 
Manbij and areas further east, US 
military commanders are standing 
firm and are signalling they will aid 
their Kurdish allies in these regions 
if they come under attack.

US to protect Kurds in eastern Syria despite Turkish threats

On shaky ground. US President Donald Trump (R) walks with Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu at the White House in Washington, on March 5.                                                                                                                                 (AP)
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Viewpoint

Despite US 
diplomatic efforts 
to smooth over 
differences with 
Turkey, US military 
commanders are 
taking the lead on 
the Turkish-Syrian 
Kurdish dispute.

As in the Saudi-Qatar 
dispute, the United 
States is not 
considered an 
impartial broker in the 
conflict between Israel 
and Palestinians.
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