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Preface

Choosing the title of a book can be a somewhat hazardous venture. This is
especially the case when the subject matter of the book deals primarily
with recent and current events. A number of things can occur in the time
between the final submission of a manuscript to the publisher and the
actual appearance of the book on the shelves. There may, then, be a few
(hopefully a very few) parts of the book, including the title, that may
become a bit outdated or seem rather out of place. When the title of a book
is Syria: The fall of the House of Assad, I might be expected to be pretty
darn sure that President Bashar al-Assad will fall. But what happens if
Assad does not actually fall from power by the time the book is published?
In fact, at the time of writing (perforce a phrase I use often in the book),
it seems more likely than not that Assad will, in fact, survive the domestic
uprising (which has already been going on for over a year) against his rule
well past the publication date.

But I have gone with this title for another reason: whether or not he
remains in power, Bashar al-Assad, in my mind, has already fallen. And
thus the (more than) forty-year rule of the House of Assad - Hafiz
al-Assad, who ruled from 1970 to 2000, and his son, who succeeded upon
his father’s death in 2000 - is over. This is the judgment of someone who
got to know Bashar al-Assad fairly well and, at one point, had high hopes
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of him. Despite his shortcomings, I thought he could lead Syria to
achieve its full potential as a country, and the Syrians to reach theirs as a
people. Even if the event is more metaphorical than real, however, he has
fallen in my estimation. Or maybe it would be more accurate to say that
the authoritarian Syrian system has proved too difficult to overcome.
Assad morphed into a real-life tyrant; this became most dramatically
manifest in his sanctioning of the government crackdown of what were, at
tirst, largely peaceful protests, inspired by the Arab Spring. He acted
against his own people even though he may have deluded himself into
thinking he was doing the right thing. I examine his journey to the ‘dark
side’ (so to speak) throughout this book. In doing so, I analyze and trace
the causes of the uprising in Syria, the nature of the government response,
the development of the opposition movement, the varied - and often
contradictory — reactions and policies of the international community,
and the different outcomes the Syrian crisis may produce in the near
future.

I have been traveling regularly to, and writing about, Syria for twenty-
three years. The accumulation of experience and contacts in Syria created
the opportunity for me, in 2004 and 2005, to extensively interview Bashar
al-Assad, his wife Asma al-Assad, and other leading Syrian officials for a
book published by Yale University Press in 2005 entitled The New Lion of
Damascus: Bashar al-Asad and modern Syria. This unique access meant
that I got to know Assad probably better than anyone in the West. At his
urging, we continued to meet on a regular basis until late 2008, and I had
meetings with high-level Syrian officials well into 2013. In the beginning,
I was generally impressed with Bashar and the promise of his leadership.
As an American interested primarily in improving the position of my
country in the Middle East, I also tended to believe that the pressure on
Syria that was applied by the US administration of George W. Bush was,
for the most part, counterproductive, and that opportunities for a better
and mutually beneficial US-Syrian relationship were being missed; even in
retrospect, I still believe this. However, I clearly detected changes in Assad
as he became more ensconced in power and survived threats to his rule.

I saw these changes at close quarters and describe them in this book.
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For now, let me just say that when Bashar unleashed Syria’s military and
security forces on the protestors, I was not the least bit shocked; if
anything, my initial reaction was that of disappointment, sadness and
ultimately even anger — anger that someone who was in a position to
propel his country forward had failed so miserably to do so. On the
contrary, Assad had degraded Syria.

Instead of creatively and courageously embracing the future, Assad
chose a bloody path that is well beaten by an impressive list of brutal dicta-
tors from Middle East history. The shape of the future is still very much in
doubt, but one thing is clear: the popular protests and rebellions of the
Arab Spring have wrought a tangle of change in the Middle East that may
take a generation to unravel. Bashar al-Assad, the person I came to know
(and like), showed that he - and the hope he sparked when he came to
power - is long gone. The Assads have lost whatever legitimacy they had.
Their claim to fame was that they kept Syria together in the face of
regional strife and maintained domestic stability. This is no longer the
case. They have lost their mandate to rule. A return to the status quo ante,
even if tweaked with some political reform, will not suffice. The office of
the president of Syria, as it existed, is vacant — whether or not an Assad
occupies it.

There are several people to acknowledge for their efforts in helping
to make this book possible. I would like, first, to thank Heather McCallum,
publisher at Yale University Press. This is the second book on which we
have collaborated, and it was no less an enjoyable experience this
time around. Heather is the type of editor who, at one and the same time,
adeptly encourages and challenges the author, all of which leads to a
better final product. The rest of the staff at and those working with Yale
University Press have been marvelous, including Rachael Lonsdale and
Clive Liddiard, who is an outstanding copy editor. I also want to thank my
colleague-in-arms and fellow Syria expert, James (Jim) Gelvin, for reading
an earlier draft of the book and to Mark Haas for his helpful comments on
my work. Trinity University has continued to support my research and
writing, and I am very thankful for its faith in my projects. In addition, I

want to thank a research assistant, Krystal Rountree, one of my students at
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Trinity University, in particular for helping me better understand various
aspects of the social media with regard to the Syrian uprising - a topic she
has researched and written on for one of my classes. My son, Michael
Lesch, a student at Rollins College in Florida, also conducted some
research for me, for which I am grateful. He has been to Syria three times
already in his young life. My wish is that he can make another visit to a
peaceful and prosperous Syria in the near future. Indeed, I firmly hope for
all my dear friends in Syria, who are on both sides of the divide, that they
can soon see and experience stability, freedom and prosperity. Often these
things are born of conflict and despair, as we know all too well in my own
country; but may the unrest and violence in Syria end soon, with the pros-
pects of a brighter future alive and well and within their grasp.

Finally, I want to thank my wonderful wife, Judy Dunlap, for her
unending support and encouragement, as well as for acting as the first line
of defense in reading the rough drafts. I hope she takes the time to read
the final version, so that she sees just how much help she really was. More
to the point, she makes me insanely happy and serene, which more than
compensates for the frequent moments of drudgery in writing a book.

Thank you for making this very concentrated period of writing tolerable.
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CHAPTER 1

The Hope

It wasn’t supposed to be this way. Or perhaps it was inevitable . . .

For three decades, from the time an intra-Baath party coup brought
him to power in 1970 until his death in June 2000, President Hafiz
al-Assad was the ruler of Syria. By the early 1990s, though, his health was
failing, and it was widely accepted that his eldest son, Basil, was being
groomed for the top job — even though Syria is officially a republic, not a
monarchy. Basil was viewed in Syria as a charismatic military figure who
would seamlessly assume the presidency when the day came. But Basil was
killed one foggy morning in 1994, in a car accident at a roundabout just
outside Damascus International Airport.

Bashar al-Assad, the second-eldest son of Hatfiz, was in his London
apartment that January morning when he received the news that his older
brother had died. Bashar, a licensed ophthalmologist who had graduated
from Damascus University, was in London, studying for a postgraduate
qualification in ophthalmology at the Western Eye Hospital. Of course, he
returned to Syria to support a grieving family and to assist with the funeral
arrangements, in a show of familial solidarity. He may or may not at that
moment have entertained the idea that he might someday become presi-

dent. But — whether by choice or compulsion - that is what he became, six
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years later, on his father’s death. He could not have guessed that, eleven
years on, he would face a popular uprising against his rule. Nor could he
have suspected that — as a result of the regime’s brutal response, which has
already left thousands dead — he would one day be almost universally
reviled as a bloodthirsty killer who has lost his legitimacy to rule.

This was a far cry from people’s high expectations of Bashar when he
came to power. Indeed, even before he assumed the presidency, in Syria he
was being called “The Hope' - as in the hope for the future.! After Basil’s
death, Bashar had been systematically elevated within the ruling apparatus
and given more and more responsibility. He was appointed chairman of
the Syrian Computer Society, a position that had been held by his older
brother. He moved quickly through the ranks of the military, reaching the
equivalent of brigadier general by the time of his father’s death. In 1998,
the all-important Lebanon portfolio was taken from Vice President Abd
al-Halim Khaddam (who was not happy about it) and given to Bashar. It
seemed to be a race against time to build Bashar’s legitimacy and power
base within the Baath party, the government and, especially, the military,
to the point where he could succeed without serious opposition. If only his
father could hang on long enough.

And his father did hold on just long enough: there was no serious
opposition to Bashar al-Assad becoming president. Essentially, the generals
in the state military-security apparatus gathered around Mustafa Tlas,
Hafiz al-Assad’s longtime — and loyal — minister of defense, to discuss the
succession. No doubt most of the generals were Alawite, the minority
Muslim sect in Syria that comprises 12-13 per cent of the population,
which had dominated the ruling apparatus since the mid-1960s when the
Baath party had consolidated its hold on power. The Alawites, a secular
off-shoot of Shiite Islam that is considered by most Muslims to be heretical,
had, for centuries, been an oppressed minority in the area that came to
comprise Syria. Indeed, the great thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Sunni
Islamic scholar Ibn Taymiyya, who leaned to the more rigorous — some
would say puritanical — interpretation of Sunni Islam, issued a fatwa, or
legal religious ruling, calling the Alawites greater infidels than the Christians,

Jews or idolaters, and authorizing a jihad or holy war against them.
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It was not until the French mandate over Syria in the period between
World War One and World War Two that the fortunes of the Alawites (and
certain other minorities in Syria, such as the Christians and the Druze)
began to improve in a country that is 75 per cent Sunni Muslim. At the
time of Syrian independence from the French, in 1946, the Alawites found
themselves well positioned in the military: they had volunteered for and
been recruited into the Syrian armed forces during the French mandate
period, when Sunnis either looked down on military service or frowned
upon it as collusion with the French in ruling over the country. When
the socialist and pan-Arab neutralist Baath party started to win more
and more parliamentary seats in the 1950s, and after it allied itself with
important elements in the military to improve its political power in the
divided and unstable Syrian political landscape, Alawite officers worked
their way into the political mix and up the ladder, eventually becoming the
dominant element in government as the primary arbiters of power. The
February 1966 intra-Baath coup brought Hafiz al-Assad to a senior
position in the new regime, as defense minister and commander of the air
force. The Alawites were well represented from 1966 to 1970, but their
position, especially in the military-security apparatus, improved immeas-
urably under Hafiz. This trend gained further momentum under Bashar,
and Alawites are dominant in important sinecures in the regime (though
over the years both Hafiz and Bashar also appointed Sunni Muslims to
important posts in government).

The point is that the Alawites worked long and hard to obtain their
positions of power and influence in the country, and they were not going
to give those up easily. The Alawite-dominated military-security appa-
ratus, as well as leading (mostly Sunni) businessmen tied into the regime,
saw in Bashar al-Assad the best chance (or perhaps the least worst) of
maintaining their political, economic and social positions and status. This,
above all other reasons, is why Bashar became president. He was young, he
had gained a certain amount of popularity, he was an Alawite — and, most
importantly, he was an Assad.

On 11 June 2000, one day after his father died, Bashar was unanimously

nominated by the ruling Baath party as president. There were no other
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nominees. The national assembly (or parliament) hastily amended article
83 of the Syrian constitution, which stated that the president of the republic
must be forty years old - the minimum age was changed to thirty-four, the
exact age of Bashar, who was born on 11 September 1965. On 24 June he
was elected secretary-general of the Baath party at the Ninth Regional
Congress meeting, the first such gathering of the Baath party for fifteen
years. Three days later, the Syrian parliament voted ‘yes’ to the nomination,
and in a nationwide referendum, Bashar received 97.29 per cent of the total
vote (slightly less than the 99 per cent his father had regularly received to
confirm his seven-year terms in office).

President Bashar al-Assad officially took the constitutional oath of
office and delivered his inaugural speech in Damascus on 17 July 2000.

By Syrian standards, it was a remarkably enlightened speech, and it even
went so far as to criticize certain policies of the past under Bashar’s father. It
served to confirm the suspicions among many inside and outside Syria -
especially the pro-reform and pro-democracy elements - that Bashar was
indeed a breath of fresh air who would lead the country in a new direction.
In his speech, he made economic reform a clear priority; indeed, the
frankness of his criticism of the previous system was unprecedented.

The new president declared that the state bureaucracy had become a
‘major obstacle’ to development, and he admitted that economic progress
had been uneven, due, in large measure, to the state-dominated economy:
‘Don’t depend on the state. There is no magic wand. The process of change
requires elements that are not the preserve of one person ... Authority

without responsibility is the cause of chaos’ He went on:

We must rid ourselves of those old ideas that have become obstacles. In
order to succeed we need modern thinking . . . some people may believe
that creative minds are linked to age and that they can frequently be
found with the old, but this is not quite accurate. Some young people

have strong minds that are still lively and creative.?

And, in a subtle fashion, he seemed to lay the foundation for embarking

on a different path from his father, proclaiming that ‘the approach of
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the great leader, Hafez al-Assad, was a very special and unique approach
and therefore it is not easy to emulate, especially as we remember that
we are required not just to maintain it but to develop it as well’ Despite
this reform-tinged rhetoric, Bashar did say that it would be impossible
for Syria to become a Western-style democracy, calling instead for ‘democ-
racy specific to Syria that takes its roots from its history and respects its
society’

There was a genuine exuberance among many who had longed for
change in Syria. Bashar brought into government a number of members of
the Syrian Computer Society, people who could legitimately be called
reformists. This added to the anticipatory environment, although the
new so-called ‘reformers’ were more technocrats than pro-democracy
elements. They were tasked with the job of modernizing Syria, imple-
menting administrative reform in the various ministries to which they
were assigned, and examining the economic weaknesses of the system and
devising ways to correct it; they were not there to enact political reform.
Besides, they had reached their privileged positions by being part of
the system; they were not going to do anything substantial that would
undermine it.

Bashar inherited from his father an authoritarian state. It was in
a dilapidated condition, characterized by a stagnant economy, pervasive
corruption and political repression. It was, as existed in a number of other
authoritarian countries of the Middle East, a mukhabarat state — that is,
one in which the security or intelligence services, in combination with
certain trusted elements of the military, are dominant in controlling
the population and in defending the regime against perceived threats,
both internal and external. Hafiz al-Assad had largely established the
mukhabarat state in Syria, having created a tangled matrix of overlapping
security agencies during his time in power. With so much political insta-
bility in post-independence Syria, seething as it was with actual and
attempted coups, many Syrians willingly accepted the Faustian bargain
of less freedom for more stability that Hafiz al-Assad implicitly offered
(or demanded). With chronic political instability and war on Syria’s

borders (in Lebanon and Iraq) an almost constant feature since the
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mid-1970s, it was not terribly difficult to convince most Syrians of the
importance of stability above all else, even if this came at a considerable
price. Under the Assads, therefore, it has been a constant mantra of the
regime that it has performed its primary duty well - at times even
achieving a modicum of socio-economic growth and opportunity - and
that it is often the only thing standing between stability and chaos.

It has been an enormous challenge to provide that modicum of growth
and opportunity, however. Syria is categorized as a lower-middle-income
country, and is in the bottom third on most of the important international
economic indices. It is a country that is dominated by the public sector,
which was initially forged during the socialist-leaning and economic-
nationalist post-independence period of the 1950s and 1960s, when
countries were emerging from the shackles of British and French colonial
rule. As Charles Issawi wrote at the time, three main shifts in power took
place in the Middle East: from foreigners to nationals; from the landed
interest to the industrial, financial, commercial and managerial interests;
and from the private sector to the state’?

This was, of course, well intentioned: it aimed at distributing wealth and
political power more equitably, ending reliance on outside powers, elimi-
nating corruption and restoring justice. A social contract with the people
became common in such countries, with the regimes promising to establish
adequate safety nets, and to provide employment, education and social
services in return for compliance and obedience (if not obeisance). As
typically happened in such economic systems, Syria instead developed a
bloated and inefficient public sector that, for five decades, provided the
support base for the ruling regime. In the process, it established a classic
‘Bonapartist” state, where economic policy was primarily driven by regime
survival, especially in a regional environment that was anything but benev-
olent. As time went on, the wealth was funneled to the state as the capital
accumulator, and the government became the source of patronage, as a
pervasive clientelist network was created in the military, bureaucracy, busi-
ness community and other elements of society tied to the state apparatus.

Because of this dominant public sector that was tied into the political

apparatus, when the Syrian economy faced a crisis situation - a fairly
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frequent occurrence, since Syria’s agrarian and oil export-based economy
was ultimately dependent on unpredictable rainfall (and drought) and
on the volatile international oil market - the regime had sometimes to
engage in what has been called ‘selective liberalization’* It had to be
selective because of the following dilemma: if the Assads were to liberalize
too much and/or too quickly, that could undermine the public sector
patronage system that helped maintain the regime in power. Some
contend that Syrias selective liberalization was directed as much by a
desire to broaden the regime’s support base during times of change as
by the intrinsic need to improve its economic situation in general;
therefore, significant elements of the bourgeoisie were brought - or
dragged - de facto and de jure into a sort of coalition with the state.> This
led to enhanced access to political power and to greater corruption in the
private sector, with lucrative results for those willing to be co-opted.
On the other hand, it may have, as Volker Perthes put it, ‘amalgamated’
these societal elements together behind the regime, and it did not lead
to any acquisition of political power by the private sector.® Indeed, as
Ghassan Salame wrote, this state of affairs could be described as ‘bour-
geoisies leaving politics to their masters who secure the stability these
bourgeoisies need to enrich themselves.” This is also what Patrick
Seale called the ‘military-mercantile complex;® which developed strong
ties between the government and the large Sunni business class, whose
support proved so crucial in 1982, when Hatfiz al-Assad moved against
the Sunni Muslim Brotherhood in Syria. The highlight — or in this case
the lowlight — of the crackdown was the shelling of the city of Hama, the
base of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood: this killed some 10,000-20,000
people, many of them innocent civilians, though it did succeed in
stamping out the violent Muslim Brotherhood uprising that had been
going on since the late 1970s.

Both Hafiz and Bashar al-Assad opened up the economy at various
times, and to varying degrees; but the primary beneficiaries were usually
those already tied into the regime through familial, business and/or
political connections. An already elite class enriched itself further, and

especially under Bashar this resulted in a conspicuously unequal
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distribution of wealth. But it also meant that the elite were co-opted by the
regime, in the sense that their socioeconomic status depended upon
regime support; they could very rapidly lose that status if they displayed
any sign of disloyalty or acted in any way that embarrassed the regime.
In addition to the burden of an overly dominant public sector, there
were numerous problems that inhibited economic growth under Hafiz

al-Assad, including:

o a very small and restricted banking system, and no stock market to
organize capital;

« aninadequate regulatory regime and insufficient transparency, which is
also related to a corrupt and politicized judiciary that is anything but
independent (a major impediment to attracting foreign investment);

« a private sector that is too fragmented to lead the way in capital
accumulation;

« rampant corruption and a vibrant black market; and

o the absence of any tradition of large-scale domestic capital investment
(leading to a proliferation of small-scale enterprises and investment in

non-productive areas, such as commerce, instead of manufacturing).

Moreover, as a noted 2002 United Nations study (the Arab Human
Development Report) found, right across the Arab world there is a ‘knowl-
edge’ deficit - a result of poorly performing and inadequately supported
educational systems, combined with the brain-drain of those who receive
an education in the West and choose to stay there, rather than return to
their native countries.

One can see why Bashar al-Assad focused on economic reform in his
inaugural speech. Nonetheless, there was a noticeably more open political
environment in the months after Bashar took office, leading many to call
this period the ‘Damascus Spring. The seven or eight months of the
Damascus Spring were marked by general amnesties for political prisoners
of all persuasions, the licensing of private newspapers, a shake-up in
the state-controlled media apparatus, the provision of political forums

and salons at which open criticism and dissent was tolerated, and the
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abandonment of the personality cult that had surrounded the regime of
Bashar’s father.

The regime appeared to be caught off guard by the precipitate growth
in the number of civil society organizations and pro-democracy groups,
and by the level of criticism directed at the government. It is generally
believed that some of the stalwart elements in the regime (referred to at
the time as the ‘old guard’ - those who had reached positions of power,
especially in the military-security apparatus, under Hafiz al-Assad and
had been loyal to him) basically approached Bashar and warned him of
the deleterious effects on the regime’s power base of his move to open up
society. As one diplomat who served in Syria at the time told me: ‘Probably
some of the tough guys in the regime came to Bashar and essentially said,
“Hey kid, this is not how we do things here.””

As a result, most of the political and social reforms announced during
the Damascus Spring were reversed directly or indirectly. This backtracking
saw the re-imprisonment of a number of prominent pro-democracy
activists. A winter of retrenchment set in; this was followed by a decade
of some economic, monetary and administrative reform. There was,
however, scarcely any trace of real political reform away from the single-
party system that dominated this neo-patriarchal authoritarian structure,
in which the state apparatus — and therefore the country as a whole — was
dependent upon and subservient to the ruling regime, and particularly
the Assad family.

Regional and international isolation

In March 2006, I gave a talk on President Bashar al-Assad and Syria at
the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington, DC.
I happened at the time to be in the camp that was advocating the establish-
ment of dialogue with Syria and its president. After my talk, a foreign
policy advisor on Vice President Dick Cheney’s staff came up to me and
said he understood what I had meant. He then grew more animated,
waved his finger in my face and bellowed: ‘But those sons of bitches are

killing our boys in Iraq!” He was obviously referring to the regime in Syria.
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It was at that moment that I realized what a visceral issue this had
become among at least some important members of the George W. Bush
administration. Administration officials were quite simply inordinately
upset that Syria was not, in their opinion, doing all it could to prevent
foreign fighters from entering and traversing Syria, crossing the border
into Iraq, and fueling an insurgency that, at the time, had bogged down
American efforts there following the 2003 US-led invasion and had sullied
the reputation of the Bush team. There was genuine anger at Syria, and
there continues to be residual anger in Washington over this. Sometimes
emotional responses are not factored into the equation that deals with
policy objectives or rationale, because they are difficult (if not impossible)
to measure. On that March day in 2006, however, I learned that they did
play - and may well continue to play - a role in the US-Syria dynamic.

My response to Vice President Cheney’s staffer was twofold. First, I
mentioned that I had volunteered on occasion at the burns unit at Brook
Army Medical Center (BAMC) in San Antonio, Texas. BAMC’s burns
center was (and is) the primary treatment facility for burned soldiers
flown in from Iraq and Afghanistan. In other words, it is quite possible
that some of the severely burned soldiers I met at BAMC, many of whom
will since have died from their injuries, were maimed by improvised
explosive devices or suicide bombings that were, in a way, facilitated by the
very man I had been meeting regularly in Damascus. So, yes, I was angry
about this state of affairs as well, because I saw ‘up close and personal
the end result.

Secondly, I told him that he (and, by inference, other like-minded
administration officials) needed to role-play and view the world as though
from Damascus, so that he could better understand Syria’s motivations
and policy objectives in supporting the Iraqi insurgency, by at least turning
a blind eye to foreign fighters using Syrian territory to cross over into Iraq.
If he performed this mental exercise, he would find that, when President
Bashar al-Assad looked out from Damascus, he found himself virtually
surrounded by actual or potential hostile forces. Much as his father had
done when he was up against the wall in 1982 and 1983, faced with a

domestic Islamist uprising and an Israeli invasion of Lebanon, Bashar
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realized that he had to fight back in an asymmetrical fashion that foiled
perceived US threats, yet did not incur the wrath of the United States in
the form of a full-fledged military response. It was a fine line to tread.

Bashar al-Assad came to power in 2000 in a threatening regional
environment. The al-Aqsa intifada (uprising) had erupted a few months
after he became president, when frustrated Palestinians in the Occupied
Territories, following almost a decade of failed Israeli-Palestinian negotia-
tions, rose up against Israel to demand more rights, autonomy and
independence. Long the self-proclaimed champion of Palestinian rights in
the Arab world, the Syrian government was compelled vocally to support
the Palestinians and condemn Israel, thus spoiling at the outset any
chances of developing a positive relationship with Washington and
of restarting negotiations with Israel. Then, in rapid succession, came
9/11, the US invasion of Afghanistan and the 2003 US invasion of neigh-
boring Iraq. The rules of the game were changing, and they were being
dictated by the Bush administration in a way that placed Syria on the
outside looking in.

Since the early 1970s, Syria had been able to straddle the regional and
international fence. Hafiz al-Assad had relished this position, and it had
allowed him to select whichever side of the fence to sit on, depending
on the circumstances of the day. He was, after all, a foreign policy pragma-
tist. Alone of the major Arab actors in the Middle East, Syria could play
this role. On the one hand, Syria is the cradle of Arab nationalism, in the
forefront of the Arab world’s confrontation states arrayed against Israel,
and supportive of groups such as Hizbullah and Hamas. It also did not
give in to what, in the region during the Bush years, was often called the
‘American project. On the other hand, Syria sent troops to support the
US-led UN coalition forces that evicted Iraq from Kuwait in the 1991 Gulf
War. Damascus has also entered into indirect and direct negotiations with
Israel over three decades, often with US brokerage, coming tantalizingly
close to an Israeli-Syrian peace deal in 1999-2000.

The Bush administration basically told Damascus that it could no
longer play both sides of the fence: it had to choose one side or the other.
After post-9/11 intelligence cooperation on al-Qaida (prompting one US
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official to say that Syria had ‘saved American lives’) the two countries’
relations began to sour when the US invaded Iraq, a move that Syria
opposed.'® Essentially, Bashar al-Assad did not adequately adjust to the
important underlying changes in American foreign policy after 9/11. This
heightened Syria’s exposure to US regime-change rhetoric, especially as
the Bush doctrine defined US policy. Damascus thought the old rules of
the game still applied, and US administration officials periodically led it to
believe this was so. The Syrians may have been guilty of only hearing what
they wanted to hear; but at the same time, the new rules of the game were
being written in Washington - in the corridors of Congress, the Pentagon,
the vice president’s office and influential conservative think tanks, by
those who saw Bashar and his regime as part of the problem, rather than
as the solution. As the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq commenced and
progressed, the focus of foreign policy power in the Bush administration
shifted away from the State Department, leading to a more bellicose
posture vis-a-vis Syria. State Department officials, including Secretary
of State Colin Powell, made comments from time to time praising
Syria’s cooperation against jihadists crossing over into Iraq, which reas-
sured Damascus that perhaps the old rules still applied; but in hindsight,
these statements carried little weight in the US foreign policy-making
apparatus, as Powell and the State Department in general were
marginalized.

Thus Bashar’s continued verbal assaults on Israel and his support
for Hizbullah and Hamas well into 2003 played straight into the hands
of the ascendant group of US foreign policy ideologues. Bashar was quite
unaware that he and his regime were becoming more of a target. As
President Bush stated on 24 June 2003, ‘Syria must choose the right side in
the war on terror by closing terrorist camps and expelling terrorist organi-
zations.!! Syria assumed that the clear differences between al-Qaida on
the one hand and Hamas/Hizbullah on the other were self-evident, as
they were understood by most in the region. But these distinctions were
apparently lost on the Bush administration.

No longer could the differences between Washington and Damascus be

resolved as part of a Syrian-Israeli peace process; Syria now had to meet all
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of Washington’s concerns before negotiations with Israel could even begin.
From the point of view of Damascus, this was a non-starter, for it would
entail relinquishing its few remaining assets (such as its ties with Hizbullah,
Hamas and Iran) before the initiation of peace talks. As a result, Syria was
regarded by the Bush administration as a rogue state, and, with the US
invasion of Iraq, a series of accusations was hurled at the regime in
Damascus - from harboring Saddam Hussein regime members and hiding
Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD) to supplying Iraqi fighters with
military equipment. The most pointed accusation of all, however, would
only gain momentum as the Iraq insurgency took shape: that the Syrian
regime was actively assisting the insurgency financially and logistically.
Now, according to US officials, Syria was costing US lives. It had crossed the
line. Typical of US comments was one by a US Central Command
(CENTCOM) official: ‘If Americans are dying in Iraq because of Syrian
policies, then this is something we are not going to tolerate’* Although the
language was rhetorical, as the Bush administration shifted its emphasis
toward promoting democracy in the region, and especially in Lebanon,
Syria’s authoritarian regime became a natural target. Given the interna-
tional revulsion over the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister
Rafiq Hariri in February 2005 (by order of Damascus, in Washington’s
view), the subsequent Cedar Revolution in Lebanon, the evacuation of the
remaining Syrian troops from the country by April, and the launch of a UN
investigation into the Hariri murder, Bashar was clearly on the defensive,
and regime change in Damascus seemed to be just a matter of time.
Responding to the US accusations, Bashar told me in 2004:

Some see me as bad, some see me as good — we don’t actually care what
terms they use. It is not right to apply this term to Syria — I mean, look
at the relationship that Syria has with the rest of the world; if you have
good relations with most of the rest of the world, you are not a rogue

state just because the United States says you are."?

Weathering these multiple storms took a great deal of ability — with a

little bit of luck thrown in. Bashar al-Assad was no longer the untested,
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inexperienced leader. No one remains as president of Syria very long
without being capable and cunning. In Middle East circles, Bashar was
often compared unfavorably to his father; but one must remember that
Hafiz al-Assad did not become ‘Hafiz al- Assad the clever, tough leader and
shrewd negotiator’ overnight. He, too, had had a learning curve, particular
points on which included being taken to the diplomatic cleaners (on sepa-
rate occasions) by Egyptian President Anwar Sadat and US Secretary of
State Henry Kissinger, during and after the 1973 Arab-Israeli war.

Bashar had to tread very carefully. As seen from Damascus, the invasion
of Iraq implanted 150,000 US troops in a country on Syria’s eastern border,
armed with the Bush doctrine and fresh from a swift and - to Syrian
eyes — shockingly easy military removal of the only other Baathist regime
on earth. To the north was Turkey; while Syria had markedly improved its
relationship with Ankara, Turkey was still a member of NATO. To the
south, of course, was Israel, as well as Jordan, with which it had a long-
standing mercurial relationship (and which, in any event, was a US ally).
The only friendly neighbor was Lebanon, and even there various domestic
factions were agitating more assertively for a Syrian troop withdrawal and
for less Syrian interference.

In the fresh glow of the Bush administrations ‘mission accomplished’
in 2003, several implicit threats were directed at Damascus - threats that
Syrian officials took very seriously: Syria could be next on the Bush
doctrine’s hit list. As such, it is no surprise that the Syrian regime (at the
very least) turned a blind eye to insurgents crossing into Iraq. Damascus
wanted the Bush doctrine to fail, and it hoped that Iraq would be the first
and last time the doctrine was applied. Anything it could do to ensure this
outcome, short of incurring the direct military wrath of the United States,
was considered fair game. These are the actions of a rational actor, and
most regimes would have done the same.

While certainly under pressure from the United States to do more on
the border, Bashar also had to face a domestic constituency that identified
strongly with the Iraqi insurgency. The minority Alawite Syrian regime
was caught rather off guard by the popular reaction in the country against

the US-led invasion of Iraq, particularly as manifested in salafist groups
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among the Sunni Muslim majority. Because Bashar still had not consoli-
dated his hold on power, he could not afford to appear to be doing
Bush’s bidding - and nor did he want to. In fact, the more the United States
pressured Syria, the more it compelled Bashar to appeal to a combination
of Arab, Syrian and Islamic nationalism to strengthen his support base. As
US pressure was stepped up following the Hariri assassination, Bashar
orchestrated a nationalistic response that reinforced the portrayal of
internal regime critics as accomplices of the West. In addition, the threat-
ening external environment gave the regime something of a green light
to crack down on civil society and democracy activists, some of whom,
both inside and outside the country, were in contact with and were being
supported by the Bush administration. With chaos reigning in Iraq
and instability growing in Lebanon, it was not hard to remind the Syrian
populace that US-promoted democracy could likewise rip the fabric of its
own society apart. Trying to walk a fine line, Bashar did take some
measures along the Iraqi border. At this time, there was little harm in
meeting some of the US concerns; after all, it emerged soon enough that
Damascus and Washington had a shared interest in stability in Iraq.

From the point of view of Damascus, it was fortunate that the Americans
had got bogged down in a quagmire in Iraq. The United States was, there-
fore, in no position to turn its guns on Syria. Bashar could heave a sigh of
relief. The more the United States was involved in Iraq, the less enthusiasm
and ability it would have to widen what had become the neo-conservative
agenda in Syria’s direction. As one US military source said in April 2004,
a full year after the invasion had begun, ‘The Syrians know America can
bark a lot, but what else can we do?’!4

There is little doubt that the Syrians were trying to complicate things
for the United States in Iraq. It must be said, nonetheless, that even if
Syria had been the most compliant and helpful country on the planet
toward the United States, the situation in Iraq would not have been
dramatically different.!® In other words, Syrian influence on the situation
in Iraq was marginal; but from the point of view of Damascus, compli-
cating the US position in Iraq even a little might have meant the difference

between regime survival and joining Saddam and his cohorts on the
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‘ash heap of history’ But it was in Syria’s interest to have a stable Iraq
next door, once the US threat receded. It was also in Syrias interests
to position itself as a friendly neighbor, the better to establish (or
re-establish) the economic and business links it had begun to forge in
the late 1990s, as well as to form a working relationship at the political
level.'6

Damascus certainly wanted the US presence in Iraq to be minimized,
but it did not want Iraq to split up into its constituent parts. Syria has its
own ethnic and religious cleavages, and having one state — Lebanon —
violently implode for almost a generation was more than enough; it did
not want the same thing to happen on its eastern border. In addition, the
break-up of Iraq could potentially cause minorities in Syria to agitate for
outright independence - a possibility that was brought home by the
Kurdish nationalist riots in eastern Syria in March 2004, which were
certainly motivated by the enhanced autonomy of the Kurds in Iraq.

So by 2005, the perception of Bashar al-Assad in the United States and
much of the international community, including key regional actors, was
quite negative; indeed, there was a steady clamor of disappointment in the
Syrian president. Utterances from Washington and beyond regularly
derided, even mocked, Bashar as incompetent, naive and weak; indeed,
when Bashar came to power in 2000, following his father’s death, I pointed
out in writing some of the similarities with the fictional character Michael
Corleone from The Godfather movies, noting how Michael, like Bashar,
was not originally selected to engage in (much less take over) the family
business. A number of people suggested to me that the correct analogy
was not with Michael, but with the weak, confused brother, Fredo. This
was usually followed by some derogatory remarks that the ‘real’ leader of
Syria should be Bashar’s tough-minded older sister, Bushra, or even the
president’s cosmopolitan wife, Asma al-Assad. Particularly in Arab society,
such a suggestion would be regarded as an attack on Bashar’s manhood,
i.e. his ability to lead.

Emblematic of the negative view of Bashar al-Assad in Washington in
the early days of the Bush administration was the congressional testimony

in 2002, when the Syrian Accountability Act was being discussed (the SAA,
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which established a series of economic sanctions against Syria, was signed
into law by President Bush in 2004). This view helped establish an image
of Bashar as inept. The diatribes against him emerged from the post-9/11
environment, at a time when Congress was on anti-terrorist steroids, each
member trying to outdo the next in building up his or her anti-terrorist
credentials. This group-think also contributed to congressional support for
the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. Syria was an easy target, as was its presi-
dent - ‘low-hanging fruit, in the jargon of the time. It could easily be
attacked verbally — and even militarily, in targeted strikes — with no serious
repercussions. Giving testimony on the SAA before the House Committee
on International Relations in September 2002, Dick Armey (Republican,
Texas) claimed:

Our inaction on holding Syria accountable for its dangerous activities
could seriously diminish our efforts on the war on terrorism and
brokering a viable peace in the Middle East ... Syria should be held
accountable for its record of harboring and supporting terrorist
groups; stockpiling illegal weapons in an effort to develop weapons of
mass destruction; and transferring weapons and oil back and forth

through Iraq.'”

The co-sponsor of the SAA, Eliot Engel (Democrat, New York) asserted:
‘We will not tolerate Syrian support for terrorism. We will not tolerate
Syrian occupation of Lebanon . .. I do not want to witness horrors worse
than 9/11. I urge the Administration to get tough on Syria. His colleague
from New York, Gary Ackerman, chipped in: ‘“This is not too big a nut
to crack. Syria is a small, decrepit, little terror state that has been yanking
our diplomatic chain for years. Alluding to the fact that President Bashar
was a licensed ophthalmologist, Shelley Berkley (Democrat, Nevada)
stated:

I don’t care if he’s a doctor, a lawyer, a plumber, a carpenter - this is not
a kinder and gentler leader. This is a kinder and gentler terrorist, and we

don’t need another one of those. He is no different from his father;
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perhaps, even worse because he should know better. This is a disgrace
that this country isn’t standing up to this terrorist and making sure that

this type of behavior is not only condemned, but eliminated.

Bashar had been in power for a little over two years when these comments
were made. They were based on a lack of knowledge in Congress of how
Syria works — or, in many instances, does not work. For instance, Bashar
had announced in the early days of his regime that he intended to
authorize the opening of private banks in Syria, a novelty for a public
sector-dominated country where most of the fluid capital found its way
to Lebanese banks. When private banks had failed to materialize by
2003, Bashar was taken to task by some members of Congress and officials
in the Bush administration for not following through on what he had
promised — further indication of his ineptitude and prevarication. He
could not be trusted.

The fact of the matter is that Syria is practically immune to innovation
and short-term change because of an almost institutionalized convulsive
reaction against it, all the way from the low-level bureaucrat to the head of
a ministry. Change in Syria just does not happen quickly. It is incremental
at best. As Syria’s First Lady, Asma al-Assad, herself steeped in a financial
background as a broker on Wall Street with J.P. Morgan before she married

Bashar, commented to me:

We have not had private banks in Syria for fifty years. Our public banks
are not functioning . . . We have staff who do not speak English, who do
not have computers. So we are on a very, very basic level . .. We had no

idea how to do this. We don’t have the experience.

Both of the Assads told me that the biggest mistake they made in this case
was announcing the intention of establishing private banks to such fanfare.
It created expectations that could not possibly be met in a year or two. A
handful of private banks were, indeed, established in 2004 — a number that
has since grown as other monetary reforms have been carried through;

and in early 2009, the long-promised Syrian stock exchange commenced
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operations. This is the Syrian way, but in the sound-bite-oriented, four-
year-term American sociopolitical system it did not happen fast enough.

Heightened expectations were Bashar’s main problem from the very
beginning. The first time we met, in May 2004, I half-jokingly mentioned
to him that he had made a mistake in telling the media that he liked the
music of Phil Collins. When the unknown second son of Hafiz al-Assad
came to power in 2000, this widely reported snippet of information fed
into an emerging profile of him as a pro-West, modernizing reformer
who was not cut from the same cloth as his taciturn father. Bashar was an
ophthalmologist, not the heir to the throne, as his more flamboyant and
charismatic older brother, Basil, had been. He was the forward-looking
head of the Syrian Computer Society, something of a computer nerd
himself, and an avid amateur photographer. He liked the technological
toys of the West.

Maybe Bashar is partially to blame for these raised expectations; after
all, he did launch the Damascus Spring, which was quickly followed by a
wave of political repression. But the main thing is that officials and
commentators in the West failed to grasp that he had spent all of eighteen
months in London, and they were not during the formative years of
his life. He is the son of Hafiz al-Assad. He is a child of the Arab-Israeli
conflict. He grew up amid the superpower Cold War. He lived the
tumult in Lebanon. These are the relationships and historical events that
shaped his Weltanschauung, not his sojourn in England. Israel is Syria’s
primary competitor. He is suspicious of the United States. Lebanon should
be non-threatening at all costs, and preferably within Syrias sphere of
influence. And he is the keeper of the Alawite flame. His hobbies might
well include playing with Sony camcorders and listening to the Electric
Light Orchestra; but maintaining Syria’s traditional interests has always

been his obligation.



CHAPTER 2

Surviving

By early 2005, it seemed that Bashar al-Assad had made it through the worst
that the US invasion of neighboring Iraq had to offer. But regional and inter-
national pressure would increase exponentially over the next few months. It
is important to go over in some detail what happened to Syria (and to
Bashar) at this time, because it sheds light on the regime’s actions, its deter-
mination to hold on to power, and the leadership’s belief that it would
emerge victorious when confronted by an even more lethal threat in 2011.
On 14 February 2005, Rafiq Hariri, the billionaire businessman and
former Lebanese prime minister, was assassinated by a massive car bomb
in Beirut. Syria was immediately held at least indirectly responsible for the
killing, with many in the region and in the international community -
certainly in Washington - suspecting that it had been carried out by order
of Damascus. The US ambassador to Syria was recalled the day after the
assassination. The United States, Europe (particularly France, whose then
president, Jacques Chirac, had been close to Hariri) and most of the Arab
world (especially Saudi Arabia, whose royal family had also had close ties
to him) were united in calling on Syria to withdraw its 14,000-16,000
remaining troops from Lebanon. Those who held Syria responsible for the
murder believed Damascus thought the Lebanese leader had been working

to force the Syrian troops out of Lebanon.
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This was Bashar al-Assad’s severest test to date, and it gave additional
ammunition to those who wanted to contain Syria (if not to generate
regime change). Although Bashar had reduced Syria’s troop presence in
Lebanon by over 50 per cent since he came to power, he now had to cave
in to regional and international pressure and implement a complete with-
drawal in April 2005.

Syria cooperated to a minimal extent with the UN investigation into the
murder. However, some UN Security Council members (such as Russia,
China and Algeria) were opposed both to any expansion in the breadth of
the investigation and to the imposition of tougher sanctions against Syria.
By early 2006, the focus of the Bush administration’s attention seemed to
have shifted more toward Iran’s alleged attempts to develop a nuclear
weapons capability. From the perspective of Damascus, the threat receded
somewhat as the United States sank deeper into the quagmire of Iraq. Even
the UN investigation process slowed considerably, thus easing the angst in
Damascus, where naturally the whole affair was viewed as a political
instrument wielded by the Bush administration to put pressure on the
Syrian regime.

The Bush administration and anti-regime Syrian exile groups over-
played their hand vis-a-vis Damascus in late 2005. This followed the
seemingly damning preliminary UN report, which implicated figures
close to the Syrian president in the Hariri murder, including Bashar’s
brother, Maher al-Assad (commander of the Republican Guard and the
army’s elite Fourth Armored Division), and his brother-in-law, Asef
Shawkat (head of Syrian intelligence). But Bush and the exiles underesti-
mated the staying power and resilience of the regime: quite unexpectedly,
Bashar used the crisis atmosphere to consolidate his power. As Syrian
expert Joshua Landis put it at the time, Bashar may have lost Beirut, but
he gained Damascus. In other words, he used the internal fallout from
‘losing’ Lebanon to push aside domestic foes and albatrosses. This was
manifest in the forced resignation of Vice President Abd al-Halim
Khaddam at a Baath party congress meeting in June 2005. Even though
Khaddam gave some damning interviews once in exile, the fact that he

was doing so from outside Syria was evidence that Bashar had consolidated
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his position. In addition, with the intense anti-American feeling in the
region, the more the Syrian exiled opposition appeared to attach itself to
the United States, the more it became discredited in Syria; and the more
Bashar appeared to stand up to Washington, the more popular he would
become - and not only inside Syria, but throughout the Arab world gener-
ally. Bashar continued his maneuvering by reshuffling his cabinet in early
2006 and implanting loyalists in the military-security apparatus. A senior
Syrian official was asked in December 2005 if his country would make
concessions, muddle through or lash out in order to escape from the
burden of international pressure: he responded that Syria would do all

three. That is the Syrian way.

US-Syrian confrontation

Bashar adeptly survived 2005. It was not easy, though. One of the ways in
which Damascus could get Washington off its back was by offering more
cooperation on Iraq. At the end of February 2005, Syria captured and
handed over to the Iraqgi authorities Saddam Hussein’s half-brother,
Sabawi Ibrahim al-Hassan al-Tikriti, as well as twenty-nine other fugitive
members of Saddam’s regime. Sabawi reportedly was one of the leading
organizers and financiers in Syria of the insurgency in Iraq, and he was
number thirty-six on the list of the fifty-five most wanted Iraqis compiled
by the US authorities.! Since the Syrians took more time to apprehend
Sabawi than Washington thought was warranted (Damascus believed US
intelligence was faulty), the gesture did not ingratiate the regime with the
Bush administration.

With international pressure building on Syria over the Hariri murder,
any concessions on Iraq were ignored. Indeed, it was reported that there
were several clashes during 2005 between US and Syrian soldiers along
the Iraqi-Syrian border, including a prolonged firefight during the summer
that ended in the death of several Syrians.? There were also reports that
US Special Forces units had been carrying out missions into Syria. In
the aftermath of the Hariri assassination, the United States turned up the

heat on Damascus. In addition, political flashpoints in Iraq led to height-
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ened American pressure on Syria along the border, in an effort
to lessen the chances that insurgent activities could disrupt political
developments - a theme that would be repeated in coming years. In
October 2005, President Bush called Syria one of the Islamic extremists’
‘allies of convenience’? Ironically, even though important elements in the
Bush administration favored the overthrow of the Assad regime (or at
least sufficient pressure being brought to bear to induce a change of
behavior), others feared that too much pressure might lead to Assad’s fall
from power, which could result in something much worse: greater
instability in the region and/or the possibility of an Islamist regime
coming to power in Syria. This policy divide regarding the Assad regime
would reappear in 2011.

The way Damascus viewed matters, then, perhaps it made sense to
hold the Iraq card close to its chest, just in case things took a turn for the
worse . .. As things turned out, they did not; but it was clear to Damascus
that its ability to control the flow (at least to some extent) of insurgents into
Iraq was of considerable value to the Americans. But how far was this
politicized by the Bush administration in an attempt to explain away the
deteriorating situation in Iraq? A number of studies in late 2005 and early
2006 concluded that foreign fighters represented well below 10 per cent of
all insurgents in Iraq. Military officials were regularly quoted as saying
that 95 per cent of the insurgents in Iraq were homegrown. One former
intelligence official said that he thought the senior commanders were
‘obsessed with the foreign fighters because that’s an easier issue to deal
with ... It’s easier to blame foreign fighters instead of developing new
counterinsurgency strategies’* General John P. Abizaid, the head of
CENTCOM, said on 2 October 2005, in a television interview on Meet the
Press, that he recognized the need to avoid ‘hyping the foreign fighter
problem’. On the other hand, Abizaid and others quickly pointed out that
even though the foreign fighter contingent was relatively small, they
provided most of the suicide bombers, since they were more likely to be
affiliated to, or to sympathize with, al-Qaida, and therefore the damage
they inflicted was disproportionately high compared to their numbers. It

is clear that there was confusion and disagreement in Western circles on
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the extent of the foreign fighter influence in Iraq at the time and on what
role Syria was playing in this; there was even more disagreement on how
to deal with Syria over this issue. With its own ambiguous position on the
subject, Damascus did little to clarify matters — which is probably how
Syria wanted it. It was hedging its bets.

Things were looking up for Bashar at the start of 2006, as the situation
in Iraq appeared to be rapidly deteriorating. This was highlighted by the
bombing in February of the al-Askariyya mosque in Samarra, a venerated
Shiite shrine. The sectarian warfare between Sunni and Shia, which had
been simmering and episodic prior to this point, seemed to erupt after the
bombing, which was suspected to have been perpetrated by al-Qaida in
Iraq. All of a sudden, the prospect of unbridled chaos in Iraq allowed the
United States and Syria to develop converging interests: neither of them
wanted disintegration. For the Syrians, sectarian warfare and the break-up
of Iraq could spill over into their country, with equally devastating conse-
quences, and could even spark an unwanted regional conflagration. On
the prospects of this, and reflecting on recent events, President Bashar

commented in a Saudi newspaper in 2007:

We say that the biggest threat in the region right now is the sectarian
one. This is why we in Syria have started to act independently with our
Iraqi brethren. We hosted many delegations from tribes and different
religions. We had them conduct direct dialogues and meet with each
other. We didn't witness at the popular level what we are witnessing at
the political level, which means that until now the sectarian dispute is
limited to the political arena . .. Arab states must deal with Iraq not on
a sectarian basis but as a whole. Without its Arab identity . . . Iraq will be
divided . . . and this will have direct repercussions on us, on you and on

other states.”

Syria began both to reject and to accept the US occupation of Iraq, and to
work more earnestly with the recognized Iraqi government. As such,
Syrian-Iraqi diplomatic relations were finally restored in November 2006,

following a visit to Baghdad by Syrian Foreign Minister Walid al-Mouallem,
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and the two countries signed a security cooperation agreement in

December 2006, as well as some trade accords.

Riding coattails to opportunity

The Israel-Hizbullah war of summer 2006 also improved Bashar’s regional
position: Israel was unable to ‘defeat’ Hizbullah, and a ‘victory’ for
Hizbullah was a victory for Syria. Bashar had very few strategic assets left
as of early 2006, and Syrian foreign policy under the Assads is all about
having leverage for quid pro quos, particularly regarding Israel’s return of
the Golan Heights. The Bush administration had basically said to Bashar:
‘There is nothing you can do to hurt us, and you have nothing to offer us’
The actions by Hamas and Hizbullah in summer 2006, however, showed
that these quasi-state and sub-state actors could make a significant differ-
ence in the Middle East political and strategic landscape, thus providing
Syria with more regional diplomatic leverage. Bashar rode Hizbullah
leader Hassan Nasrallah’s popularity to boost his own on the home front,
as well as his regime’s popular legitimacy in the region. Maybe now Syria
could regain a seat at the diplomatic table and utilize its new-found
leverage to restart Syrian-Israeli negotiations and engage the United States
in a dialogue on more equal terms.

There was no shortage of signals emanating from Damascus after the
2006 war that Syria was prepared to resume negotiations with Israel. A
debate ensued inside and outside the Israeli government on whether to
explore Syrian intentions. But Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert
remained steadfast in rejecting Bashar’s peace overtures for the time
being - partly because he did not want to negotiate from a position of
perceived weakness, following the debacle in Lebanon. It was also widely
believed that the Bush administration was pressuring Israel not to
re-engage with Syria, in order to maintain the US-led isolation of
Damascus.

Then came the Democratic victory in both houses of Congress in the
November 2006 midterm elections, widely seen as a repudiation of Bush’s

foreign policy. This was followed by the publication in early December of
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the bipartisan Iraq Study Group report. The Group was charged with
producing recommendations on Iraq, but commissioners soon saw that
Iraq’s problems were so tightly interwoven with those of its neighbors that
they concluded that the question of improving the US position in the
Middle East overall would have to be addressed. Accordingly, they advo-
cated a broader regional diplomatic offensive, including a call for the
United States to re-engage with Syria.

Syrian officials, however, were both disappointed and angry over the
refusal of the Bush administration to change course. They met Iraq Study
Group representatives, and several US senators visited Damascus and met
Bashar in December 2006. Syria hoped a corner had been turned with the
United States, but it would be disappointed for the time being. Discouraged,
Bashar concluded that he must wait until another administration came to
power in Washington, which, regardless of political party, could only be
better than Bush.

By early 2007, it was time to concentrate on other matters. It was
certainly in Syria’s interests to do what it could, even if its influence was
marginal, to help stabilize the situation in Iraq. From the point of view of
Damascus, the ideal outcome would be a strong authoritarian government
in Baghdad that maintained the country’s Arab character and that was
tavorably disposed to Syria, coupled with a near-term US troop with-
drawal. This might also minimize Iranian influence, which had been (and
would continue to be) considerable on account of the Shiite control of the
Iraqi government: despite their close strategic relationship, Syria and Iran
do not see eye to eye on several issues, one of them being the makeup of
the Iraqi government. Accordingly, Damascus played host to a variety of
Iraqi factions — Sunni, Shiite and Kurdish alike - seeking to maximize the
limited political influence it had in Iraq, as well as the potential lucrative
business and economic benefits as Iraq recovered from the war.

In addition, stability in Iraq would help Syria with its Iraqi refugee
problem. Depending on the source, estimates of the number of Iraqi refu-
gees entering Syria ranged from 500,000 to 1.4 million. Whatever the
actual figure, clearly Syria’s largely altruistic move to open its doors to

Iraqis escaping the tumult of sectarian warfare placed a tremendous strain
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on an already brittle Syrian economy. Most of the Iraqi refugees settled in
and around Damascus, forcing up rents, reducing the availability of
housing for ordinary Syrians, overcrowding the schools and generally
contributing to inflationary trends in the country. Crime also spiked
upward as the disposable income of the refugees evaporated and job
opportunities remained scarce. Support from international organizations
for refugees in Syria was slow and inadequate, so the Syrian government
was stuck with the lion’s share of the bill.

In the course of 2007 and 2008, the United States and Syria seemed to
dance around the issue of foreign fighters in Iraq: sometimes Damascus
received praise for its efforts; at other times it was urged by US officials to
do more. On the one hand, a National Intelligence Estimate on Iraq
released in February 2007 concluded that external actors (including Syria)
would not likely be a ‘major driver of violence, and that most of the
violence appeared to be driven by internal factors. On the other hand, at
a 26 April 2007 briefing, General David Petraeus, who had become
commander of the multinational forces in Iraq in January 2007, stated that
‘80 to 90 percent of the suicide attacks are carried out by foreigners’ chan-
neled into Iraq by a ‘network that typically brings them in through Syria
He said the Syrians had to do more to ‘crack down’ on the trafficking of
insurgents into Iraq, although he stopped short of saying that Damascus
was supporting the militants.” Within the Bush administration, Petraeus
had actually been advocating a policy of engagement with Syria, as a way
of sealing the border, and he offered to travel to Damascus to facilitate
military and intelligence cooperation; but apparently his plan was vetoed
by the White House.

In April 2007, the new speaker of the House of Representatives, Nancy
Pelosi, led a bipartisan delegation of congresspersons for a high-profile
visit to Syria and a meeting with Bashar al-Assad. This was certainly a far
cry from the antagonistic attitude Congress had had toward Syria at the
time of the Syrian Accountability Act. The seesaw effect in the US
approach to Damascus was more a reflection of domestic politics in
Washington (between the Republican administration and the Democrat-

controlled Congress) than any sort of intended foreign policy ambiguity.
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Regardless of this, it was quite confusing to the Syrian regime, and it
would continue to be so, because schizophrenic US actions vis-a-vis Syria
would continue throughout the remainder of the Bush administration.

According to American military intelligence officers, there appeared to
be some low-level US-Syrian military and/or intelligence cooperation in
2008, with Syrian sources passing information to US forces so that they
could target insurgents inside Iraq. In addition, Syria stepped up its arrests
of foreign fighters inside the country. As one US military official stationed
in northern Iraq, along the Syrian border, said: ‘We don’t really deal
directly with the Syrians, but I will tell you that they have been relatively
good in the near recent past, arresting people on their side of the border’®
Several US officials in Iraq stated at the time that the number of foreign
tighters crossing into the country from Syria had gone down from about
ninety per month to about twenty per month (and down from an esti-
mated high of 120 per month at the peak of the violence in 2007). This
reduction in the flow of foreign fighters also had to do with the relative
success of the ‘surge’ of US military forces in Iragq, initiated by Petraeus in
early 2007, and - maybe even more importantly — with US efforts to win
over Sunni tribal confederations to the US cause (the Sunni ‘Awakening’),
after they had become alienated over the years by the extremist tactics and
beliefs of al-Qaida elements in Iraq.

It seemed as if US-Syrian interests and cooperative efforts were finally
aligned with regard to Iraq. This paralleled Bashar al-Assad’s rapid emer-
gence from US-led isolation, highlighted by his attendance at a Euro-
Mediterranean summit meeting hosted by French President Nicolas
Sarkozy in July 2008. This was a major breakthrough for the Syrian presi-
dent, coming as it did on the heels of French gratitude for Syria’s positive
role in constructing the Doha agreement in May 2008, which put to rest
(for the time being) a crisis in Lebanon that threatened to spiral out of
control. Bashar was playing the role he had repeatedly said he wanted to
play - that of facilitator. He preferred not to sever relations with Iran,
Hizbullah or Hamas; instead, he wanted to utilize Syria’s unique capacity
to play both sides of the fence in order to facilitate Iranian, Hizbullah and

Hamas engagement with the West, in the process elevating Syria’s status.
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Bashar was confident that he had placed the country on the right side of
the strategic equation in the inter-Arab arena, especially after Israel’s
heavy-handed military action in Gaza against Hamas at the end of 2008
and early 2009. He consistently refused to give in to what, in the region,
was called the ‘American project. It is almost as if the Arab world moved
closer to his consistently held position, rather than the other way around.

The burgeoning cooperative attitude between Syria and the United
States appeared to come to a halt on 26 October 2008, when American
forces carried out a daring cross-border raid into Syria, near the frontier
town of Abu Kamal, and killed a senior al-Qaida operative by the name of
Abu Ghadiya, who apparently had been in charge of a Syrian facilitation
network since 2005. Officially, the Syrian government denied the claim
and expressed outrage over what it viewed as an unwarranted attack. Syria
announced the closure of the American School and the American Cultural
Center in Damascus - hardly an earth-shattering response.

Bashar knew, however, that he could do little in any tangible way to
respond in kind. He was also smart enough to pay attention to the polls,
which showed that Barack Obama, who was much more favorably disposed
to diplomatic engagement with Syria, was likely to win the US presidential
election. The fact that Bashar was able to hold off those in the Syrian lead-
ership who wanted a more aggressive response was a sign that his vision
of Syrian foreign policy had imposed itself on the Syrian foreign policy-
making apparatus. He did not want to jeopardize the momentum toward
a US-Syrian rapprochement when Obama came to power in January 20009.
More importantly in the immediate term, though, following the Abu
Kamal raid Syria decided to scale back cooperation with the United States
over foreign fighters.”

In addition, the Bush administration’s influence in the Middle East had
been considerably circumscribed over its Iraqi policy and the lack of any
tangible movement on the Israeli-Palestinian issue. To make up for the
diminished US role in Middle East diplomacy, regional players began to
enter the Middle East negotiations as arbiters and brokers, especially
Qatar and Turkey; indeed, many were surprised by the announcement in

May 2008 that Turkey had been brokering indirect Syrian-Israeli peace
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negotiations. This not only revealed the diplomatic vacuum in the region
that the United States should have filled, but it also indicated that Syria
was indeed serious about peace with Israel (contrary to the lamentations
of the Bush administration that Damascus only wanted the benefits of
being involved in a peace process and was not prepared to make the neces-
sary sacrifices). Unfortunately, the Israeli offensive in Gaza in December
2008 and January 2009 forced all sides to cancel the negotiations.

The walls of isolation surrounding Syria were crumbling fast. High-
level diplomats from a host of European countries beat a path to Damascus
in late 2007 and 2008. Even the Israelis deemed Bashar’s peace overtures
worth exploring, as he continued to maintain the strategic choice for peace
with Israel (despite a September 2007 Israeli attack on a suspected Syrian
nuclear facility, which sparked an investigation by the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)).'® As with the US cross-border raid into
Syria from Iraq in October 2008, this did not alter Bashar’s overall course.
He responded in a relatively measured fashion. He knew he could not do
much more anyway, but he did not want to sour the relationship with the
United States just when an anticipated Obama presidential victory might
herald a new diplomatic environment.

Barack Obama’s victory in the 2008 presidential election seemed to
create another opportunity to improve the US-Syrian relationship; indeed,
in 2009 and 2010 high-level US and Syrian officials met on a regular
basis. In June 2009, the Obama administration announced that it would
return the US ambassador to Damascus, and in early 2010 an ambassador-
designate was chosen. But ideology and anti-Syrian institutional inertia
often trump logic, and moral absolutism buries compromise. Obama was
not able to wave a magic wand and immediately build a productive rela-
tionship with Syria. The legacy of the Bush administration resulted in
tremendous distrust on both sides of the equation. The situation was not
helped by a raft of UN resolutions, a UN tribunal continuing to investigate
the Hariri assassination, an IAEA investigation into Syria’s alleged nuclear
site, and the Syrian Accountability Act. All of these things found their way
into the US-Syrian dynamic, and they could not be easily disentangled,

especially as the Obama administration was compelled to deal with other
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important domestic and foreign policy issues soon after it came to office
in 2009. What, during the Bush years, could have been a sagacious foreign
policy of dialogue and cooperation with Syria to combat Islamic terrorism,
foster peace with Israel and promote political space in Lebanon instead

ended up in a neo-conservative ideological straitjacket.

Gaining confidence

Over the years, I saw Bashar al-Assad grow more comfortable as
president — perhaps too comfortable. When I first met him, in 2004, he
was still a bit unsure about the world around him. Particularly befuddling
to him was US policy. In 2005, he was defensive and angry, especially as he
had ordered the withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon (something
for which he felt he should have received at least a little credit, even if it
was primarily due to international pressure). In early 2006, having survived
the worst that 2005 had to offer, he began to feel more secure in his posi-
tion and more sure of his future. In the summer of 2006, when I met him
during the Israel-Hizbullah war, it was apparent to me that Bashar’s
confidence had grown, perhaps in proportion to the regional perception
that Hizbullah had inflicted a defeat on - or had at least survived - the
Israeli onslaught. His anger at the United States turned into cockiness,
as if the Bush administration had taken its best shot and he was still
standing.

In May 2007, amid Bashar’s re-election in a referendum to another
seven-year term, I noticed something in him that I had not detected
before: self-satisfaction, even smugness. Ever since first meeting Bashar I
had found him to be unpretentious, even self-deprecating. Despite the
very serious circumstances surrounding him, he never seemed to take
himself too seriously: to my invitation to talk about what he felt had been
his biggest achievements, he responded that perhaps we should spend
more time on his biggest failures. He is not a commanding figure at
first glance: soft-spoken, gregarious and with a childlike laugh - not the
typical profile of a dictator. However, for this very reason he commands

attention. Beneath him lies the pyramidal Syrian political and military
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structure. He has got where he is and has stayed there despite — or perhaps
because of - his unassuming appearance.

The election of 2007 generated tremendous mass support for the
re-elected president. Mingling with the throngs of supporters around
Umayyad Square in Damascus over two days, I sensed that a good portion
of this outpouring of affection was genuine. Though, of course, much was
prearranged: in Syria, when one group - be it a ministry or a private
corporation - starts to organize celebratory events, others rapidly clamber
on board to generate a tidal wave of support. (Equally, in a mukhabarat
state, where one never knows who might be a government informant, no
one wants to be seen not to support the presidents re-election.) Bashar
had finally been able to tap into that aquifer of support that he had appar-
ently built up, and for the first time he was able to experience it in grand
style. It seemed a cathartic experience for him, after all that had happened
in the previous two years. In a personal meeting with him on ‘election day,
I found him genuinely touched by the celebrations and parades in his
honor; more importantly, he seemed to drink it in. It all reminded me
rather of actress Sally Field’s emotional 1985 Oscar acceptance speech —
you like me, you really like me!

And yet he ran unopposed, in a yes-no referendum vote. Visiting a
polling station, I observed that each ‘voter’ had to tick the ‘yes” or the ‘no’
box - in public - with a band playing and people singing pro-Bashar tunes.
It would be an intrepid voter who ticked ‘no, especially with security
personnel no doubt watching closely. The Bashar posters draped over virtu-
ally every upright structure and hanging from virtually every window, and
the ‘T love Bashar’ (in English and Arabic) pins, pendants and billboards were
at odds with the way he had up to then eschewed such ‘cult’ behavior. Bashar
understood that the over 97 per cent vote to re-elect him was not an accurate
barometer of his real standing in the country. He said it was more important
to look at turnout rates, since those who did not vote could probably be
added to those who voted ‘no. According to Syrian estimates, the voter
turnout rate was 75 per cent, so still a very favorable response for Bashar.

This was the first time I felt that Bashar had begun to believe the

sycophants — that to lead the country was his destiny. His view of his
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position had certainly evolved since the early years of his rule. In the 1950s,
the US authorities had frequently referred to friendly dictatorships as ‘tran-
sitional authoritarian regimes’ (i.e. with US guidance and support, those
countries would ‘transition’ to democracy). More often than not, of course,
the transitional authoritarian leaders did not want to transition: they liked
the power and, in many cases, were convinced that the well-being of the
country was synonymous with their retention of power. I wondered at
the time whether Bashar had passed the tipping point in this regard.

By late 2007, Bashar felt vindicated, which contributed mightily to his
renewed sense of confidence. Syria was even invited to attend the Annapolis
conference that the Bush administration sponsored in November to jump-
start the Middle East peace process. European and Middle Eastern diplo-
mats were beginning to travel to Damascus to meet Bashar and other
Syrian officials, and Bashar’s schedule was filling up.'! While not claiming
outright victory, Bashar certainly believed that the noose had been
removed from around his neck; indeed, time was on his side now. Syrian
officials scoffed at the popular notion that their country could be brought
in from the cold a la Libya, i.e. that a warm US-Syrian relationship awaited
Damascus if only it would give up Hizbullah, Hamas and Iran, in the same
way as Libyan leader Muammar al-Gadafi had renounced weapons of
mass destruction and made amends for the 1988 Lockerbie bombing. On
the contrary, the Syrians believed they had stayed the course and that it
had proved to be the correct one: it was the United States that needed
to be brought back in from the cold. The 2008 presidential election and
the victory of Barack Obama (in a resounding renunciation of the Bush
presidency) allowed the United States — not Syria — an opportunity to

make amends.

A seat at the table

Bashar — and Syria — wanted to be taken seriously by the international
community. In a telling exchange in July 2006, during the Israel-Hizbullah
war, I asked the Syrian president what he thought of President Bush’s
expletive that had inadvertently been caught on tape at the G8 summit
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meeting earlier in the month: in a conversation with British Prime
Minister Tony Blair about the conflict in Lebanon, Bush had said, “Yo
Blair, you see, the ... thing is what they need to do is get Syria to get
Hizbullah to stop doing this shit and it’s over. Despite the US president’s
misreading of Syria’s (lack of) influence over Hizbullah, Bashar’s reaction
was unexpected and interesting: ‘T love it. I love that he [Bush] said that. It
makes me feel great, because at least he is thinking about Syria. He is
thinking about us. Syria was not behind Hizbullah’s actions, and Damascus
was lucky the Israelis knew that and decided not to take out their wrath on
Syria as well. But the very perception that Syria could do some damage
gave it some utility, some leverage, some more arrows in what had been a
near empty quiver.

But, as many Syrians have pointed out over the years, Damascus wants
to be seen as a problem solver, not a problem seeker. One might say that
Syria sees its ability to create problems — which it believes it has every
incentive to do when threatened - as translating into an ability to solve
problems. Certainly Bashar was consistent with me in trying to advocate
the utility of Syria in the region. If Syria is denied this role, its leverage
in the region is drastically reduced. In other words, Damascus was loath
to completely sever its ties with Hamas, Hizbullah and Iran, as they
provided Syria with diplomatic leverage. On the contrary, Bashar saw his
country as a conduit for the West to develop a dialogue with these very
entities.

In late 2008, Bashar certainly believed he could now sit back and see
how things unfolded - for example, the policy direction of the new Obama
administration when it took power a few months later. He felt empowered
politically: 2008 had been a pretty good year for him. There had been the
Doha agreement, which had temporarily enhanced the Syrian position in
Lebanon; French President Sarkozy had welcomed Bashar in Paris on
Bastille Day, along with other heads of state, including Israeli Prime
Minister Ehud Olmert (this had signaled a significant breach in the West’s
attempts to isolate Syria and was a major victory for Bashar). And perhaps
most important of all, the Bush administration was all but gone, swept

away in a presidential election that brought to power someone whose
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foreign policy philosophy was a direct repudiation of Bush’s. With Barack
Obama in power, perhaps traditional diplomacy would make a return.
From the point of view of Damascus, perhaps the old rules of the game
would return as well.

I always thought that, if Syria wanted to be taken seriously, it had
to make a much better job of public diplomacy. Bashar - and Asma
al-Assad - were more adept at it than his father had been, but that is not
saying very much: Hafiz al-Assad barely engaged in it at all, and indeed
seems to have had a healthy disdain for it. As Bashar gained confidence in
his international standing, he became more comfortable with public diplo-
macy. To him, it was a matter of trust, and he was very suspicious (as is
Syria as a whole) of the outside world. His public diplomacy at the
domestic level improved by leaps and bounds. For example, I was with
him (and his wife) at a reception following a special concert at the new
opera house in Damascus in May 2007. Bashar did a superb job of
‘working’ the room, listening intently to every person he engaged with;
and by the end of the evening he had spoken personally to everyone
present. I saw him ‘work’ the balcony, so to speak, when he was viewing
the parade to celebrate his re-election in front of his very modest presiden-
tial office in the Rowda area of Damascus. He made sure to make eye
contact with and to point toward as many of the people marching in front
of him as he could, and even invited whole families from the street to
spend some time with him on the balcony; there he spoke to each member
of each family and listened to what each of them had to say. It was very
impressive — and it was very effective.

But Bashar is definitely not all-powerful. He fights against systemic
corruption and an institutional, bureaucratic and cultural inertia in the
country. On many issues he has had to negotiate, bargain and manipulate
the system to get things done, and I have witnessed this at first hand. The
array of bargains struck by his father at the elite level - i.e. unswerving
loyalty in return for personal enrichment — sometimes had the regime
sincerely saying and wanting to do one thing, while the actions of impor-
tant groups that were connected to (or actually inside) the regime forced

it to do something quite different. There is really nothing Bashar could
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have done about it without undermining his support base, especially given
the threatening regional environment, when he needed all the friends he
could muster, inside and outside the regime.

He told me something in October 2008 that offered some insight into
his thinking. We were talking about the potential for elevating the indirect
Syrian-Israeli peace negotiations brokered by Turkey that had begun
earlier in the year to direct talks with Israel. He said he really did not
want to move to the next level without greater assurance of success; he was
‘new to this game’ and, since it was his ‘first time doing this; he ‘could not
afford to fail’ He had made his decision on negotiations with Israel, and he
had placed people around him that agreed with this decision. But there
were elements who did not agree with him, and so Bashar believed he had
one shot at it, and he had better get it right. He therefore moved cautiously.

That is one very important reason why, from his perspective, it is abso-
lutely essential that the entire Golan Heights, up to the 4 June 1967 line,
should be returned to Syria. This is vital to his domestic legitimacy, to his
legacy-in-the-making (especially compared to that of his father, who ‘lost’
the Golan as minister of defense during the 1967 Arab-Israeli war). In
essence, maybe he could get rid of the ‘security’ in ‘security state’ This
has always been the lure for Bashar: the Golan Heights in exchange for
concessions on foreign policy and domestic issues.

At a meeting with him in late 2007, I got a sense that this trade-off
might have been more real than most people think. In my discussions with
Bashar, 80 per cent of what he told me was the standard Syrian line, or else
something that would appear in newspapers in the coming days. But about
20 per cent was more off the cuff, especially as he felt increasingly
comfortable with me over the years. Those were the gems I was looking
for, which really gave me some valuable insight into the man. On this
occasion, we were talking about trade-offs regarding a peace agreement
with Israel and severing ties with Hizbullah, Hamas and Iran, as well as
about remaking the Syrian system. He rocked back on his chair, gazed up
at the ceiling and said with emotion: ‘If I get the Golan back, I will be a
hero. In a sense, the systematic embedding of the return of the Golan in

the minds of two generations of Syrians, while previously an obstacle to
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the conclusion of an Israeli-Syrian agreement, could actually have worked
in favor of peace: it would have empowered the Syrian regime - it would
have empowered Bashar - to deliver on heightened levels of expectations
and responsibilities domestically and regionally as the price of peace. But
this would only be viable so long as Bashar was in control and maintained
his seat at the diplomatic table.

Before the 2011 uprising, there was still a good bit of leftover anti-
Syrian inertia in the Obama administration, in the Pentagon and intelli-
gence community, and in Congress. This is to say nothing of the negative
image of Syria in the minds of the American public. Then the raft of UN
resolutions, the UN tribunal investigation into the Hariri assassination
and a sanctions regime put in place by the Bush administration all compli-
cated any improvement in US-Syrian relations. The United States has a
way of painting a picture of foreign leaders that is based on whether they
are for or against US interests. At different times in the 1950s and 1960s,
Gamal Abd al-Nasser was viewed as a possible ally and as an implacable
foe, depending on where he positioned Egypt in the superpower Cold
War. Saddam Hussein was our friend in the 1980s and our enemy in the
1990s. I do not know if they changed as much as our perception of them
did. The fact that Assad was not traditionally groomed to be president and
that, in the eyes of many Syrians, he gave up his vocation to serve his
country won him some breathing space in Syria. The regime exploited this
to buy him a long learning curve, and he delivered enough amid constant
pressure for a time to warrant it. But then came the Arab Spring, and all

bets were off.



CHAPTER 3

Syria is Different

In late 2010 and early 2011, Syria seemed a fairly stable place, especially
compared to Tunisia, Egypt and Yemen, where events were beginning to
bubble. Bashar al-Assad had improved his own and his country’s image;
earlier in the decade, and particularly in the aftermath of the Hariri
assassination, that image had been tarnished. In Paris in December
2010, the Syrian president and his wife were described as cosmopolitan
visitors and were widely photographed in their haute couture clothes,
visiting trendy museums and being hosted (if not feted) by the French
elite.

Even the Special Tribunal for Lebanon (STL), established under UN
Security Council Resolution 1757 on 30 May 2007 to indict and try
suspects in the Rafiq Hariri assassination, shifted its focus away from
Syria. By late 2010, it was being widely reported that the STL was planning
to issue indictments for four members of Hizbullah in connection with the
assassination.! Even though Hizbullah is the crucial ally of Damascus in
Lebanon and facilitates Syrian influence, and even though many in the
Syrian leadership still believed their country to be the ultimate target of
the STL, diplomatic pressure on Syria eased substantially on an issue that
had been a looming nightmare for the regime ever since the UN investiga-

tion commenced in 2005.
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Within a two-day span in December 2010, there were separate stories in
two leading US newspapers praising various aspects of Syrian society,
history, culture and the new direction of its government. The headline
and sub-headline of a story in the tourism section of the 26 December
issue of the Los Angeles Times read: ‘Syria a Bright Star in the Middle East:
Tourism is on the upswing in Syria, with a more modern government,
lavish hotels sprouting up and cuisine and culture evolving in striking
ways.> Next day the New York Times ran a feature entitled ‘Preserving
Heritage, and the Fabric of Life, in Syria. In the story, the creative and
socially sensitive efforts to preserve the old city district of Aleppo were
lauded, and the endeavor was dubbed ‘one of the most far-thinking pres-
ervation projects in the Middle East, one that places as much importance
on people as it does on the buildings they live in. The national and local
governments were praised for spearheading the project and outsourcing
the effort to a German non-profit group and the Aga Khan Trust for
Culture.?

All seemed to be well.

And yet, a year later, the Center for the Study of Islam and Democracy
sent an email to its readership with the following headline: ACT NOW
to stop Bashar Assad’s killing machine in Syria’* This - and the many
other negative references to the Syrian president and his cohorts which
consistently appeared as the Syrian uprising gained momentum throughout
2011 - shows how far Bashar had fallen in just twelve months.

In February 2011, a leading Israeli newspaper detailed the months of
effort putin by then-Senator John Kerry (chairman of the Senate Committee
on Foreign Relations and one of President Barack Obama’s confidants on
foreign policy) to restart the Syrian-Israeli peace negotiations. Kerry had
reportedly met Bashar al-Assad five times in Damascus in the previous
two years and had frequently spoken to him on the telephone. The same
article stated that, on one occasion, Kerry and his wife had dined with
Bashar and Asma al-Assad.” Hollywood icons Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie
visited and dined with Syria’s First Family. The First Lady also had what
quickly became a controversial Vogue magazine feature on her in March,

at the same time as the uprising was brewing in Syria and only a short
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while before it erupted. The title of the article was ‘Asma al-Assad: A Rose

in the Desert. The opening lines of the article were as follows:

Asma al-Assad, Syrias dynamic first lady, is on a mission to create a
beacon of culture and secularism in a powder-keg region — and to put a
modern face on her husband’s regime. Asma al-Assad is glamorous,
young, and very chic - the freshest and most magnetic of first ladies. Her
style is not the couture-and-bling dazzle of Middle Eastern power but a
deliberate lack of adornment. She’s a rare combination: a thin, long-
limbed beauty with a trained analytical mind who dresses with cunning
understatement. Paris Match calls her ‘the element of light in a country

full of shadow zones’ She is the first lady of Syria.®

Yet, paralleling the increasingly disreputable image of her husband, on
26 December 2011, CNN.com ran a feature on the First Lady entitled
‘Will Asma al-Assad take a stand or stand by her man?”” Amid the rising
level of violence and death in Syria, the writer of the article asked:
‘What must Syria’s first lady be thinking now? Could she do anything
to stop the bloodshed?” In essence, it concluded that she had decided
to stand by her man, perhaps ignorant of, or even complicit in, the
violence.

In retrospect, Bashar al-Assad’s apparent complacency or denial of
the facts amid the turmoil of the Arab Spring in Tunisia, Egypt and
Yemen was vividly on display in an interview he gave to journalists from
the Wall Street Journal in late January 2011.8 Assad stated in the interview
that the protests in those countries signaled a ‘new era’ in the Middle East,
where the rulers would need to meet the rising political and economic
demands of the people: ‘If you didn’t see the need of reform before
what happened in Egypt and Tunisia, it's too late to do any reform. He

went on:

Syria is stable. Why? Because you have to be very closely linked to the
beliefs of the people. This is the core issue. When there is divergence . . .

you will have this vacuum that creates disturbances.
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This was a reference to Syria’s position on Palestinian and Israeli issues, as
well as to Bashar’s perceived triumphal resistance to the ‘American project’
in the region. The Syrian president also seemed confident in the level of
reform he had implemented in Syria over the years. He admitted that he
wished there had been more, but commented that his country needed
more time to build up institutions and improve education, in order to
absorb such levels of reform. Reform could, he said, be counterproductive
if society is not yet ready for it. In this vein, he asked: ‘Is it going to be a new
era toward more chaos or more institutionalization? That is the question’
In its February 2011 issue, Forward Magazine, a pro-government (it has
to be or else it would not be published in Syria!) English-language monthly
produced in Damascus, dovetailed Bashar’s Wall Street Journal interview
with two essays, one by a leading Syrian commentator and the other by
one of the president’s closest and most influential advisors. This generally
interesting periodical focuses primarily on economic, business and
cultural issues in Syria, but it usually includes one or two political
commentaries. Everything, and especially the political commentaries, is
vetted by the Ministry of Information before it goes to press. Both articles
in the February issue reflected the presidents and the regime’s sense of
immunity from the virus of protest spreading elsewhere in the Arab world.
The editor-in-chief of the magazine, Dr Sami Moubayed (whom I know
quite well and of whom I think highly), is a professor of international
relations in the country and one of its foremost commentators. He has
access to high places in Syria, and therefore his essays often reflect regime
sentiments. For this issue he wrote a piece entitled ‘Lesson from Egypt:
West is not Best. In it, Moubayed repeatedly hammers home the point that
the dictators in the Arab world who had either fallen by then (President
Ben Ali in Tunisia) or were on their way out (President Husni Mubarak in
Egypt and President Abdullah Saleh in Yemen) were being run out of
office by widespread popular protest primarily because over the years they
had been the lackeys of the West, and particularly of the United States:

There are two kinds of leaders in this region: those who rely on their

people for support, and those who rely on the West. Ben Ali, Farouk
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[King Farouk of Egypt, overthrown in a coup in 1952], the Shah [Shah
Muhammad Reza Pahlavi, the US-backed ruler of Iran, overthrown in
1979 by Islamist revolutionaries led by Ayatollah Khomeini], and
Mubarak all relied on the West, but the West abandoned them without
blinking when it was clear that their regimes were no longer useful. The
other kinds of leaders are those like President Gamal Abdul Nasser of
Egypt and Bashar al-Assad of Syria. When Nasser faced the Suez war of
1956, the people of Egypt came out in his defense. When he stepped
down in 1967 [following Egypts defeat in the June 1967 Arab-Israeli
war] the people of Egypt came out in the millions, asking him to stay
in power. The same applied to Syrias Assad, whose people rallied
around him during the difficult years of George W. Bush’s presidency.
The overnight generation of Egypt fans [sic] reflects the dreams and
ambitions of young Arabs who desperately want similar street revolts
against their own aged and ailing despots. These Arab leaders, many
being friends of both Ben Ali and Mubarak, have terrorized their
own people with a stick - given to them by the West - for over 20

years.?
In what is now almost self-prophetic irony, Moubayed ends his editorial:

What is so beautiful about the Tunisian and Egyptian stories is that this
time, it wasn’t flamboyant and inexperienced young officers toppling . . .
[the] young king. Nor was it turbaned clerics toppling an autocratic
and aging royal, like Iran 1979. It was also not US tanks rumbling
into Tunisia, as was the case with Baghdad 2003. It was the people of
Tunisia - the young and old, the intellectual, and the unemployed. It was

the glorious people of Egypt, who said, ‘enough is enough'

In this same issue of Forward Magazine, Dr Bouthaina Shaaban wrote a
piece entitled “The Real Evils Plaguing the Region:!' Shaaban has been
close to the Assad family for over twenty years. She was a translator and
advisor to Hafiz al-Assad, and she is very close friends with Bushra

al-Assad, Bashar’s older sister (who also happens to be married to Asef
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Shawkat, the head of Syrian intelligence). Shaaban was placed in the
Foreign Ministry when Bashar came to power; after falling out with the
longtime minister of foreign affairs, Farouk al-Sharaa, she was appointed
minister of expatriates. A few years ago, Shaaban re-entered the inner
sanctum of the regime by being named Political and Media Advisor to the
Office of the President. Her office is located in the Rowda building in
Damascus, where Bashar spends most of his official time as president. I
have interviewed her on a number of occasions, and again she is someone
for whom I have high regard. In addition, she is known among diplomats
and analysts as one of the more pro-Western of Bashar’s advisors over the
years. What she writes and states publicly no doubt directly reflects
Bashar’s thinking and is culled from meeting and talking with him at
length on these issues.

Like Moubayed, in her essay she castigates the West for being at the root
ofthe unrest thathad hit Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen and elsewhere. Interestingly,
she seems to recognize the pervasive socioeconomic problems in the Arab

world, and by implication also in Syria:

Is this the time for Arab masses to go to the streets to force their will on
governments which have, for decades, imposed their will, slogans, gods,
failures, alliances and differences on their peoples without achieving any
of their aspirations? Grievances, frustration, betrayal and political,
economic and social failure accumulated, while the Arab ruling elites did
not feel the simmering anger of the masses? There is no doubt that the
needs of millions of young people throughout the Arab world need to be
addressed in a manner different to what governments have used so far.
This is a generation living in the 21st century; it needs to get seriously
involved in building their country and their future. The reasons for this
rage are complicated. They cannot be explained away by unemployment
or poor living conditions. Mohammad Bouazizi, who provided the spark
to the Tunisian revolution, was a university graduate working on his fruit
and vegetable cart until he felt insulted and humiliated by the forces of
oppression. His desperation pushed him to set fire to his body which

stood for the body of the whole generation. His suicide was the last straw
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which removed the barrier of fear built between his generation and the
might of governments. This is what sparked the call for change throughout
the Arab world. So, it is a cry for the dignity humiliated by seeing their
people besieged in Gaza and seeing six million Palestinians placed in
large prisons inside their occupied country, occupied since 1948 and in

refugee camps and being killed on a daily basis amidst Arab impotence.

She identified what, to her mind, were the real reasons for unrest: not only
socioeconomic problems, but also neglect of — and Arab complicity in -
the Palestinian problem, Israeli brutality and related US policies. In other
words, if an Arab leader, such as Bashar al-Assad, has been on the correct
side by opposing such policies and by supporting the Palestinians and
other Arabs suffering under stagnant, obsequious autocracies and foreign
imperialism, he should be safe, because he is on the side of the people. She

went on:

it is easy to trace the critical moments which accumulated rage in the Arab
conscience, particularly as a result of their government impotence and
silence regarding the tragedies which befell Iraq and Palestine. This feeling
is ignored by American and western decision makers because they actu-
ally aim at humiliating the Arabs assisted by the ability of oppressive

government forces to quell the voice of Arab masses calling for solidarity.

She ended: ‘If anger is directed today against governments and aims are to
change rulers and their methods, there is no doubt that the position of these
rulers over the question of the liberation of Palestine from Israeli occupation
will be a major factor in what happens over the coming weeks and months’

Correct identification of symptoms; wrong diagnosis.

Why did Bashar al-Assad - and the Syrian regime - think Syria was
different?

As Bouthaina Shaaban wrote, it was the self-immolation of a young man

that began the so-called Arab Spring in late 2010. Twenty-six-year-old
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Muhammad Bouazizi humbly worked a fruit and vegetable cart in the
town of Sidi Bouzid, in Tunisia. But police confiscated his produce
because he supposedly lacked the proper permit — probably one that
required a bribe to acquire. So, on 17 December, he set himself on fire in
what he hoped was a final act of despair and anger. Little did he know that
he would light a fire under the entire Arab world.

The clue as to why what happened in Tunisia, Egypt and elsewhere in
the Arab world did happen lies in the profile of Muhammad Bouazizi. For
he is far from alone, as the events he unleashed have shown. The Arab
world is full of (predominantly) male, urban twenty-somethings who
are either unemployed or underemployed. They cannot make
ends meet. Those who are married and have children often cannot provide
adequately for their families, while those that do manage to scrape by
usually need to hold down two or three jobs. Young single men do
not earn enough to provide a dowry - or even to offer the merest
glimmer of hope of a financially secure future, which might win them
consent to their marriage. They expected more than this. They were
promised more than this - especially the throngs who acquired a college
education.

As MIT scholar Philip Khoury wrote in a seminal article in the 1980s,
the disaffected youth had been mobilized but not assimilated.'? Back then,
Khoury was talking about the rising appeal of Islamic fundamentalism in
Egypt; but the profile applies equally to the populist protest movements
that erupted in 2011, because the vehicle by which anger and frustration
are expressed matters less than the cause. Youths all over the Arab world
are being mobilized every day - by being educated. They are led to
believe that this education will lead to a decent job, allowing them to
make enough money to eke out a living, have a family and even have a
future. But they are not getting these things: they are not being
assimilated.

In many Arab countries in the 1950s and 1960s there was a social
contract between the government and the people. One of the clauses was
free education all the way through college. As a result, hundreds of thou-

sands graduated from college every year. The problem in the non-oil-rich
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Arab countries such as Tunisia and Egypt, where the Arab Spring began
and became a tidal wave (and also in a country such as Syria), was that
their moribund economies, stunted by socialist-inspired state-capitalist
policies, corruption and rising birth rates, could not provide enough jobs
for all these college graduates. For that reason, the public sector often
became the employer of last resort; it often turned into a bloated vessel of
civil servant purgatory.

The vestiges of these long-standing regimes in the Arab world today
have been haltingly trying for decades to shift to more market-oriented
economic systems. It is a wrenching process that must be carefully cali-
brated by the ruling regimes if they want to stay in power: engaging in too
much reform and too quickly can lead to immediate economic instability
and subsequent political unrest. Since staying in power is paramount for
these regimes, the reform process has been a zigzagging one that has
proved uneven and inadequate.

Though they led to some GDP growth, some easing of the flow of
capital and some infrastructural improvement, these incomplete market
reforms also exacerbated the unequal distribution of wealth, widespread
corruption and relative poverty. The economies did not expand fast
enough, especially as the populations were largely made up of under-
thirty-year-olds, so jobs were scarce and good jobs went to the privileged.
Thus the gap between mobilization and assimilation widened. This gap is
what has produced the level of societal anger and frustration that has been
witnessed throughout much of the Arab world - it is not a question of
absolute poverty. That is why the middle- and lower-middle-class educated
strata are often the ones to initiate and lead protest movements in the Arab
world, whether Islamist or secularist. Combine all of this with a lack of any
real political space, pervasive corruption and decades of political repres-
sion and one ends up with a highly combustible mixture. The events of the
Arab Spring were not the first manifestations of anger and frustration by
the masses against entrenched, corrupt regimes.'* There had been episodes
of this in the past in a number of Arab states, such as the bread riots in
Egypt in the 1970s and 1980s, when subsidies for basic foodstuffs were

reduced; however, a combination of state repression and strategic
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backtracking usually kept the regimes in power. But not this time. The
demonstrations seemed larger and angrier, and they were fueled by new
instruments of protest.

Muhammad Bouazizi was humiliated; and then he was in unimaginable
pain for over two weeks, before he died on 4 January 2011. He did not
deserve his fate. But his fate may well determine the destiny of the Arab
world.

The day after Bouazizi’s self-immolation, the protests began in Tunisia,
first of all in his home town. Then, via Facebook and mobile phone feeds,
the images gained greater currency, appearing on the Arab satellite news
agency Al-Jazeera, based in Qatar. The protests gained momentum, and
the government’s response also grew, inevitably leading to more violence
and deaths. Pretty soon, protestors were vigorously demanding the depar-
ture of the septuagenarian President Ben Ali, who had ruled in an increas-
ingly authoritarian fashion for decades. The uprising reached the capital,
Tunis, on 13 January 2011, and the following day Ben Ali fled to Saudi
Arabia. Such a thing had never before happened in the modern history of
the Middle East: a popular uprising had overthrown an entrenched
regime. All of a sudden it was a new Middle East. Popular will matched
with popular assertiveness could bring down decrepit, corrupt old regimes,
despite the apparent asymmetry in power between the repressive appa-
ratus of the government and the masses. But the mobilized youth in
Tunisia and Egypt — and soon elsewhere in the Arab world - had the great
equalizer: technologically savvy use of social media. The barrier of fear
seemed to be broken with the events in Tunisia; and, with the liberating
use of social media to mobilize, inform, plan and spread the news, the
decades-old monopoly control of information by repressive regimes was a
thing of the past.

Taking notice in neighboring Egypt were many who had at least as
many grievances against the authoritarian regime of the octogenarian
leader, Husni Mubarak, who had been president of Egypt ever since the
assassination of his predecessor, Anwar Sadat, in 1981. Deliberately and
with supreme irony choosing 25 January - National Police Day - to launch

the popular protests in Cairo, people of all stripes began to march toward
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Tahrir Square, long the political epicenter of popular politics in Cairo
(the name itself meaning ‘liberation’). Although there were protests else-
where in the country, the local, regional and international focus fell
squarely on Tahrir.

The government responded at first with police repression, although the
relatively well-respected military first stood by on the sidelines. Later on,
after it took control of the streets in order to prevent total chaos, the mili-
tary showed itself unwilling to fire on demonstrators. Once the military
essentially decided not to launch a bloody crackdown, it was all over for
Mubarak. Though himselfa military officer, the president was not powerful
enough to overcome the self-interest of his generals, who wanted to main-
tain their hard-won lofty political and economic status, which had been
built up over the decades and would be lost if they chose the wrong side
of history. As a result, on 11 February, it was announced that Mubarak had
stepped down as president and had turned over authority to the Supreme
Council of the Armed Forces.

While the events of early 2011 were at their most spectacular in Tunisia
and Egypt, there was also serious popular protest in Yemen, Bahrain and
Libya. While all these movements targeted long-entrenched authoritarian
regimes, and while the circumstances in the various countries resembled
those in Tunisia and Egypt in some ways, in other ways the conditions in
each individual country were unique. Less dramatic but still significant
protests also rumbled in Jordan and Morocco, while oil-rich Arab states
such as Saudi Arabia tried desperately to forestall any potential discontent
spreading to their countries by injecting billions of dollars of oil money
into social services and wage increases, at the same time promising ambig-
uous political reforms. It seemed that no country was immune to the
contagion of protest born of pent-up anger and frustration.

It is almost certain that Bashar al-Assad was absolutely shocked when
the uprisings in the Arab world started to seep into his country in March
2011. I believe he truly thought he was safe and secure and popular in the
country, and was beyond condemnation. But this was not the case in the
Middle East of 2011, where the stream of information via the Internet,

Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and mobile phones could not be controlled as
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it once had been. The ‘perfect storm’ in the Arab world of higher
commodity prices (which made basic items more expensive), a youth
bulge (which created a gap between mobilization and assimilation) and
even Wikileaks (which revealed the profligate lifestyles of the ruling elite)
threw into sharp relief the widespread socioeconomic problems, corrup-
tion and restricted political space. In this, Syria was no different. And after
the popular uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt led to the removal of the ancien
régime in each country, the barrier of fear of the repressive apparatus of the
state was broken.

Assad’s thought Syria was different; he was obviously wrong. As
mentioned above, Assad portrayed his country in interviews as almost
immune from such domestic unrest. The mouthpieces of the Syrian
regime consistently echoed this view, even to the point of expressing
support for the protestors in other Arab states. Indeed, calls by anti-Assad
elements inside and outside the country for similar protests to be held in
Syrian cities in January and February failed to elicit much of a response, as
only a few dozen showed up, rather than the hoped-for thousands. These
protests usually fizzled out rapidly or were easily snuffed out by security.'*
There just did not seem to be the same energy for opposition in Syria as
in other countries, and this only made the regime feel that much more
secure.

Assad’s supporters also emphasized that the septuagenarian and octoge-
narian leaders of those other Arab countries had been out of touch with
their people and had been corrupt lackeys of the United States and Israel.
The implication, of course, was that Assad — at forty-five years of age rela-
tively young - was in synch with the Arab youth. He had also consistently
confronted the United States and Israel in the region and had supported
the resistance forces of Hamas and Hizbullah. He could thus brandish
credentials that played well in the Arab street — not only in Syria, but
throughout much of the Arab world. This may have bought him some
time, but it was a misreading of the situation - or a denial of it. As it
turns out — and as will be described in the next chapter — Syria was
suffering from many of the same underlying socioeconomic woes that

existed in the non-oil-producing Arab countries and that created a well of



50 SYRIA

disenfranchisement and disempowerment, especially among an energized
and increasingly frustrated youth.

However, there were indeed certain differences between Syria and such
countries as Tunisia and Egypt that led many to believe that the Syrian
regime could weather the storm of the Arab Spring — or at least be one of
the last to be subjected to it. Because of Syria’s turbulent political develop-
ment following independence, Syrians have generally disdained to engage
in activities that could produce instability and chaos. They only have to
look across their borders, on either side, toward Lebanon and Iraq - two
countries that, like Syria, are ethnically and religiously sectarian - to see
how political disorder can violently rip apart the fabric of society. Of
course, this trepidation was constantly stoked by the regime to reinforce
the necessity of maintaining stability at all costs. It frequently portrayed
itself as the only thing standing between stability and chaos. So long as
Assad remained the only viable alternative in the minds of many Syrians,
they were not going to participate in an opposition movement that could
destabilize the country. For the many Syrians who were ambivalent, the
lack of support for the opposition was not necessarily a vote of confidence
in the regime. Thus, if a viable opposition could emerge in concert with
the weakening of the regime, Syrians could jump en masse from a sinking
ship, potentially making the end of the Assad era a rapid one.

Over the years, Bashar al-Assad had carefully maneuvered his most
loyal allies into the military-security apparatus, government ministries
and the Baath party. Following Syria’s withdrawal from Lebanon in April
2005, there was a reconfiguration of the Syrian hierarchy. Then, a few
months later came the Baath Party Regional Congress, at which Bashar
asserted his authority, got rid of potential enemies and brought in more
loyalists. In February 2006, a Cabinet reshuffle resulted in Bashar’s most
hand-picked and loyal Cabinet to date. This was a clear indication that his
people were beginning to monopolize all the important positions in the
state. Any sense that Bashar’s authority might be inhibited by a remnant of
the ‘old guard’ from his father’s days was gone.

The fate of the Syrian military and security services is also closely tied

to that of the regime. In contrast to Egypt, these institutions have not been
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separate from the political leadership. In 2011 they aggressively led the
violent action against the protestors. Moreover, the regime has been
careful to use the most loyal divisions in the military - particularly those
made up largely or entirely of Alawites — to spearhead the crackdowns in
the cities and towns that have generated the most unrest.

Memory of the Syrian military action ordered by Hafiz al-Assad in 1982
in Hama against Islamic militants - action which, according to many
reports, killed up to 20,000 people — certainly weighed heavily on the
minds of many Syrians as they contemplated active opposition. With the
brutality of the 2011 crackdown, it appeared that the regime wanted to
remind Syrians that it was willing to go to similar lengths to eliminate any
resistance, and that it had the necessary loyalty of the military, the party
and the government. The repressive apparatus of the state — military,
mukhabarat, paramilitary groups — was daunting to anyone contemplating
taking it on.

On a related issue, the Syrian regime, infused as it is with Alawites in
important positions, had always portrayed itself as the protector of all
minorities in a country that is 75 per cent Sunni Muslim. As well as the
Alawites, there are various Christian sects in the country (comprising
about 10 per cent of the population), plus Druze (3 per cent) and a smat-
tering of Jews and various obscure Islamic sects. In addition, there are
Sunni Kurds in Syria, most of them in the northeast sector of the country;
they account for approximately 10 per cent of the population. Although
the Kurds have often been a restless minority in Syria under the Assads,
with two uprisings against the regime that were forcibly put down (in 1982
and 2004), the Syrian government has, from time to time, made conces-
sions to them (as in spring 2011, in the early stages of the protests) in order
to pre-empt any large-scale rebellion.

The Assads have skillfully played the minority card over the years, prac-
tically guaranteeing for themselves at least a 20-30 per cent loyal support
base in the country by playing on fears of the potential for repressive Sunni
Muslim rule and/or instability, in which minorities typically pay a high
price. Then there are loyal Sunnis from the business class (part of the

military-mercantile complex discussed in Chapter 1), and Sufi Muslims
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(mostly Sunni), who tend to have a broader and more tolerant view of
other Muslim sects and non-Muslim religions, and who have been actively
cultivated and supported by the Syrian government under the Assads
(especially Bashar). When all these elements are added together, they
probably account for close to half of the Syrian population. For an authori-
tarian ruler, this is not such a bad thing: employing coercion, a pervasive
spy apparatus, carefully constructed tribal and family alliances, bribery
and the tactics of divide and rule, maintaining control over the remaining
half of the population is not as difficult for a minority-ruled regime as it
would, on the surface, seem.

Bashar al-Assad himself used to be generally well liked in the
country — or was not generally reviled. There were no Wikileaks reports
detailing the extravagant lifestyle of Assad — as there were with Tunisian
President Ben Ali - because he does not have one. Stories of Bashar and
Asma al-Assad going out shopping or for dinner in Damascus and else-
where without bodyguards, and of the president driving his own car,
became the stuff of urban legend. This did, in fact, occur on occasion,
especially early on in Bashar’s tenure; but soon enough the stories multi-
plied to the point where almost every Syrian claimed to have seen the
couple out. The image, of course, was that he and his family were normal
people — not distanced from the masses, but rather aware of and concerned
about their problems, because they engaged with the public. Bashar’s
supporters would talk about him almost as a prophet, delivered to Syria to
bring the country forward and claim its rightful place of importance in the
region.

By becoming president, Bashar gained a good bit of credit in the eyes of
the Syrian public, for giving up his passion, ophthalmology, to serve the
country when it needed him most. Of course, as pointed out in the
previous chapter, this was also promoted as regime propaganda, and it
may have bought Bashar a long learning curve and more public patience
with his incremental reform efforts, simply because he had not been
groomed from the beginning to be president. His is the image of a good
family man with a beautiful, cosmopolitan and civically active wife.

Despite the fissiparous pressures both within and outside his country, he
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kept it together for a decade despite all the odds, and in doing so earned
no small debt of gratitude from the Syrian people. Through it all, there was
some economic growth (albeit uneven), as well as fiscal, administrative
and education reform that is perhaps too easily dismissed today.

Finally, Syria’s internal and external opposition was, for most of 2011,
uncoordinated and often divided, with no generally recognized leader-
ship. The Syrian regime has done a good job over the years of ensuring
this. As we shall see, since the beginning of the uprising there have been
various attempts by Syrian opposition groups in exile to come together
and present a unified, inclusive front. At first, this was more important in
terms of attracting international support; but it was also vital in order to
offer a real choice to those Syrians who supported the regime simply
because there was no legitimate alternative. To date, the results of these
efforts have been decidedly mixed.

In Syria (as in Iraq following the US invasion of 2003), there has always
been a general feeling that the opposition in exile was (and still is) illegiti-
mate. There is a divide between those who have had to deal with the repres-
sive regime while living under it and those who were forced out of Syria or
who left the country, and who lost touch with Syrian reality as they lived in
relative comfort. The opposition elements and organizations outside Syria
have also been tainted (whether or not legitimately) by their often close
relationship with Western officials and by the funding they have received
from the United States and some European countries. A similar scenario
fatally hampered attempts by US-supported Iraqi exile groups to establish
a power base in Iraq after the invasion, because they were seen to be riding
in on the back of American tanks. With antipathy toward US policy at an
all-time high throughout the first decade of the twenty-first century and
into the second, any opposition group that is too closely associated with the
United States (or with any other country that is regarded as acting out of
self-interest) would have a very difficult time gaining traction with most
Syrians. It was easy for the regime to paint the opposition inside and
outside the country as tools of the imperialists, because actual imperialist
interference (as well as associated regime propaganda) was commonplace

in Syria during the first couple of decades after independence.
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In any event, the numerous attempts from late January through early
March 2011 by anti-Assad activists and organizations to ride the
momentum of change witnessed in Tunisia and Egypt and to foment
similar large-scale demonstrations in Damascus failed spectacularly.
As mentioned above, instead of hundreds of thousands of protestors
gathering on announced dates and at appointed locations, only a handful
turned up. This seemed to confirm the almost universal predictions of
analysts, commentators, diplomats and scholars (including this one) that
the Arab Spring would not come to Syria any time soon or in any signifi-
cant way; and if it did, the Syrian regime would be the hardest nut to crack
and most probably the last in the Arab world to collapse. So, come mid-
March, Bashar al-Assad had to feel pretty good about his chances.

But none of this was enough to eliminate the protests entirely or to
reverse the increasing boldness of many Syrians, particularly the youth, in
continuing to confront the military and security forces. A storm was

quickly brewing.



CHAPTER 4

No, It’s Not

Deraa is a city of some 70,000-100,000 people near the border with
Jordan, in southwestern Syria. It is the capital of the Deraa Governorate,
located about sixty miles due south of Damascus, on the road that leads to
Amman, the Jordanian capital. This part of Syria, as with most of its rural
areas, is agrarian based. As such, its economy has suffered disproportion-
ately, due to a long drought in what is already an arid region.

It is here that the Syrian uprising effectively began.

During the first week of March, at a school in Deraa, reportedly ten
children aged between nine and fifteen decided to do what children at this
age do the world over: be mischievous. Inspired by a slogan from the
Egyptian uprising, they decided to write ‘Down with the Regime’ on the
wall of their school. The schoolchildren (and subsequent protestors) used
the word nizam (system or regime) rather than hukuma (government),
revealing the specific target of frustration to be the system rather than the
government. This may indicate that they are more interested in issues of
social justice and corruption than in democracy as such.! It is also an
example of protestors expressing their anger in wall graffiti or in street
demonstrations because there was no other avenue, such as through elec-
tions, to kick out the existing rulers. The mukhabarat is generally sensitive

to anti-regime sentiments, and this sensitivity was probably heightened by
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what had transpired in Tunisia and Egypt. So they would be under orders
to be especially vigilant in detecting signs of discontent. The upshot was
that local security officials arrested the schoolchildren and, according to
many reports, sent them to Damascus, where they were interrogated — and
apparently even tortured - despite attempts by their families over two
weeks to negotiate their release.

In a governorate or province such as Deraa, the three most important
people are the governor, the mukhabarat chief and the Baath party head.
Indeed, this is the case in all provinces. Which of these three is the most
influential depends on the province and on the particular circumstances
in that province. One may be sure, however, that in the regional atmos-
phere in the Middle East in March 2011, when the antennae of security
services across the region were particularly pricked, the most important of
the three in Deraa was the security chief. The decision to arrest the
children was not untypical in Syria, but the social - and maybe even the
psychological - environment had changed, thanks to the widespread
coverage of (and fascination with) the events in Tunisia, Egypt and
elsewhere.

On 15 March, a few hundred protestors, many of them family members
and relatives of the imprisoned children, marched in front of the Omari
mosque in downtown Deraa. They called for the release of the children, as
well as for reform of the corrupt and repressive system of government that
allowed such arbitrary - almost ridiculous - acts of excessive force. The
protests grew to several thousand. Syrian security forces, attempting to
disperse the crowd, opened fire and killed four people. The next day, the
crowd ballooned to about 20,000. They attended the funerals of those slain
the previous day, chanted anti-government slogans and inflicted damage
on government offices that were symbolic of the Syrian mukhabarat state
in Deraa: the Baath party headquarters, the governor’s office and the head-
quarters of the security forces (which in Deraa were led by one of Bashar
al-Assad’s cousins).

Daily protests continued. Matters escalated when Syrian forces carried
out a more vigorous crackdown on the protests on 23 March, when secu-

rity agents raided the Omari mosque, which had been turned into a
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makeshift field hospital, treating wounded protestors and offering refuge
to those in fear of their lives. At least fifteen civilians were reportedly
killed, and hundreds wounded. In addition, basic services to Deraa were
cut off — electricity, water and mobile phone networks - and funerals were
banned, as they had become focal points for protest. By the evening,
government forces had surrounded Deraa and were not allowing anyone
in or out: it was being quarantined and, as with any quarantine, the Syrian
government hoped to isolate the contagion and exterminate it before it
had a chance to spread. The clampdown had begun. As Joshua Landis

prophetically wrote at the time:

Deraa is very poor and Islamic - it epitomizes everything that troubles
Syria - a failed economy, the population explosion, a bad governor and
overbearing security forces. It is an explosive brew. Even if the govern-
ment can contain violence to Deraa for the time being, protests will
spread. The wall of fear has broken. Apathy of the young has turned to
anger. YouTube, Aljazeera, and cellphones have changed the game and
given the people a powerful weapon to fight authority. The country is
under intense pressure and ready to explode. There is too much unem-

ployment and too little freedom.?

The underlying factors

In 2005 I wrote the following:

almost every Syrian . . . realizes that systemic economic reform is abso-
lutely necessary, and the government cannot continue the zigzag
approach of Bashars father - there needs to be sustained change.
Economic growth in Syria for 2003 was approximately 3 percent, which
is too low to create enough jobs for the growing population, especially
among 15- to 24-year-olds ... where unemployment is estimated at
about 30 percent. Countrywide, unemployment is estimated at between
20 percent and 25 percent, although it could be higher and rise even

further. If this were to continue unabated, it would be a recipe for social
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unrest . .. [and] with the repressive apparatus of the state, if this unrest
occurs, things could get very ugly, and Bashar would be faced with some

incalculably tough decisions.?

In examining what might happen without real economic reform, I wrote
that ‘at worst, the country could implode, with regime instability leading
to a potential civil war among Syrian’s varied ethnicities and religious
sects, with radical Islamist groups waiting in the wings to assert them-
selves as the political, social, and economic environment deteriorates’?
Basically, not enough was accomplished.

Bashar al-Assad’s inauguration speech certainly indicated that the
economy was the immediate priority — as it should have been. He
mentioned that the ‘other domains’ in society ‘did not keep up with
the excellent political performance’” of his father. Bashar understood that
Syria’s infrastructure was largely built up in the 1970s and 1980s, and with
it were created many opportunities in the public sector, which accounted
for approximately 20 per cent of the workforce. As Bashar told me, this
was ‘a temporary good, but you cannot build an economy in this way. In
the 1990s we started thinking about supporting the private sector, but with
the changes in the world [i.e. globalization], we are stumbling. We tried to
develop but we had some bad ideas.”

There was, indeed, some economic reform during the first decade of
Bashar’s rule. Private banks were established in 2004: although things
started slowly, their number grew throughout the decade, reaching
thirteen by 2010, including two Islamic banks. Some important monetary
reforms were implemented: loan interest rates were cut and the various
exchange rates were consolidated (although the effects of these reforms
were limited, due to the need to cover the fiscal deficit, which had grown
in recent years). The long-awaited stock exchange, the Damascus Securities
Exchange, was established in 2009 (although its listings were few and were
usually companies whose ownership was closely tied to the regime). Steps
were taken to make Syria investor-friendly, allowing foreign investors in
2007 to receive loans and other credit instruments from foreign banks,

using profits to repay the loans through local banks. During Bashar’s rule,
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Syria attracted an impressive amount of foreign investment, especially
from Gulf Arab states and development funds, although most of it went
into tourism and the real estate development sector, rather than into
industry and manufacturing. That said, the tourism sector grew to make
up 12 per cent of GDP by 2010, bringing in over $8 billion in hard
currency.® With Syria truly standing at the crossroads of history, the coun-
try’s tourist sites are some of the most spectacular, yet (over the past few
decades) least visited in the world. The sector became a focus for Assad’s
government, and tourism has grown accordingly over the last decade,
although much more planning is still needed in terms of systemic, coordi-
nated touristic development. So promising appeared to be the steps the
government was taking in terms of economic reform and integration into
the international community that, in a report on Syria by the respected
Oxford Business Group (OBG) (The Report: Syria 2010), the regional
editor for Asia and the Levant wrote:

The successful steps which Syria has taken in liberalizing its economy
have been matched by its achievements on the international stage, where
it is enjoying revived relations with the US and has forged key trade
partnerships with the EU. I am confident OBG’s new report accurately
and comprehensively reflects Syria’s growing regional prominence and

steady economic progress.”

The government, trying to reduce public expenditure and (haltingly)
make the economy more market oriented, incrementally raised prices -
that is, reduced subsidies — on basic items such as petrol, heating oil and
cement. And the socialist compact of free education and other services
began to be redressed, as nominal charges were introduced even for
education at public institutions. In addition, at a more macro level, the
regime under Bashar tried, with some success, to improve the general
education system in Syria, as well as the level of expertise in the various
government ministries, by hiring more people on merit rather than on the
basis of family connections. Syria (as indeed the Arab world generally) has

suffered from a chronic deficit in skill sets applicable to the modern
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economy. The United Nations Arab Human Development Report of 2002
famously concluded that the Arab world’s knowledge deficit was the
highest of all the major economic zones in the world. Syria has been a
prime example of an archaic, stagnant, overcrowded and underfunded
educational system from primary school to university. Bashar has made
some inroads in this regard, primarily by increasing pay for teachers,
reworking curriculums and allowing for (and building) a number of
private universities across the country, although these are of variable
quality. As Bashar commented to me on several occasions, Syria, like
India, had to find a niche in the global economy that would give it added
value. He recognized that Syria is a relatively poor country, with few
resources; therefore, as he told me, ‘the raw material is the brain. But he
could not just make changes on the margins and truly expect to improve
the economy and assuage the general temperament of the population for
long. He needed finally to engage in systemic change; however, he could
not (or would not), and so frustration with the government and disillu-
sionment with him spread beneath the surface.

Bashar was fighting a steeply uphill battle. Not least among his prob-
lems were those Syrians with entrenched interests who would lose their
socioeconomic status if market-oriented reforms proceeded apace. That is
why the regime sometimes seemed to be ‘speaking out of both sides of its
mouth’: it felt compelled to cater to different powerful constituencies.
There were those who advocated wholesale reform to turn Syria into a
market economy. And then there were those who, although they recog-
nized the need for at least some reform, believed it should proceed very
slowly, so as not to cause economic dislocation and potential political
instability. These differences were generally associated with different
orientations in terms of trade, commerce and investment. Usually those
who promoted a more rapid transition to a market economy pushed for a
more robust trade relationship with the West, such as the European Union
Euro-Mediterranean Partnership initiative, to which Syria signed up in
2004 (although its membership was never activated, due to political
concerns among members of the EU and certain thresholds established by
the EU that Syria did not meet). On the other hand, there was a powerful
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bloc in government which believed that economic relations with the West
were too vulnerable to politics, a notion that gained traction in Damascus
after the US Congress passed the Syrian Accountability Act and the Bush
administration signed it into law in 2004. These folks support more efforts
to develop trade relations with the East rather than the West; they look
more toward Russia, Iran, India and China, and would like to develop a
strong economic relationship with neighboring countries, such as a
rebuilding Iraq and especially Turkey, with which Bashar had dramatically
improved relations. Syria in early 2005 agreed to a plan to reduce its
$13 billion debt to Russia (going back to the days of the Soviet Union) by
80 per cent, and Damascus renegotiated debt terms with a number of its
other creditors as well, so Assad made good progress on reducing its heavy
foreign debt burden. Sure enough, in any visit to a luxury hotel in
Damascus during the 2000s one would find a phalanx of Chinese, Indian
and other businessmen looking for investment opportunities in the
country.

The experience of a friend of mine speaks volumes for Bashar’s delicate
balancing act over economic reform. It was summer 2010, and my friend
was chairman of one of the private banks in Syria. I saw him for coffee in
what had been the Le Meridien Hotel in downtown Damascus, though it
had just been taken over by the Turkish Dedeman chain (in itself an indi-
cation of the way the Syrian economy was moving). He had just come
from seeing Abdullah Dardari, the deputy prime minister for economy
and the leading advocate in government for more market-oriented reform.
After our get-together, he had a meeting with Muhammad Hussein, the
minister of finance and someone who was known to strongly support a
slower pace of reform and a more aggressive search for trade partners in
the East. I asked my friend why he was meeting both of them: ‘Because I
don’t know which one is going to win, and I want to be on good terms with
the one who does’

Emblematic of the competing interests in Syria was the announcement
by Bashar al-Assad at the 2005 Baath Regional Congress meeting that his
country would pursue the social market economy approach, which had

succeeded for the most part in Germany. The idea behind this was that
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there would be a gradual adoption of market reform without wholesale
abandonment of the social safety net characteristic of socialist-style econ-
omies. Unfortunately, this led in Syria to the zigzag approach and the ad
hoc liberalization mentioned above, which did not go far enough in terms
of effective, broad-based market-oriented economic reform, but at the
same time diminished the social safety net to which many Syrians had
become accustomed.

As a result of economic problems and deficiencies indigenous to Syria,
as well as the negative effects of the global economic downturn of late
2008, the Syrian economy by early 2011 was sputtering. The International
Monetary Fund (IMF) estimated that Syrias GDP in 2010 grew by
3.9 per cent, down from 6 per cent in 2008. The Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA) estimates that Syrian economic growth slowed overall to
1.8 per cent. Whatever the number, it is clear that the Syrian economy did
not attain the 6-7 per cent growth rate necessary to arrest (still less to
reduce) the high unemployment rate, which is estimated to be around
20 per cent on average. This rate is much higher still among those aged
under twenty-five, reaching approximately 53 per cent of females and 67
per cent of males. And about 60 per cent of the 22 million people in Syria
are aged below twenty-five — a figure consistent with other developing
countries in the Middle East. The annual population growth rate in Syria
is estimated at 2.5-3 per cent, one of the highest in the region. Quite
simply, Syria’s economy is not keeping up with population growth, espe-
cially the number of jobseekers entering the market each and every year.

Syria’s economic well-being has been said to turn on seasonal rainfall
and on the price of oil, because agriculture and oil production make up
such large swaths of the economy. The agricultural sector traditionally
accounted for about a quarter of Syrias GDP (and about a quarter of the
workforce). But with drought dominating the 2000s, this figure dropped
to 17 per cent of GDP, thus reducing food production, driving up food
prices and adding to the unemployment problem. Furthermore, with
more farm laborers unemployed, many of them headed to the cities in
search of work, adding to the overcrowding, congestion and rising rents in

Syria’s largest cities. The entire Arab world is more dependent than any
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other region on food imports; and therefore, the rising prices of basic
commodities in the wake of the 2008 global financial crisis hit countries
such as Syria disproportionately hard. Foreign direct investment (FDI),
after charting some impressive gains in the first seven years of Assad’s rule,
began to head in the other direction in 2009: it fell some 28 per cent from
2008, due primarily to the global economic downturn, which hit FDI in
almost every country.®

Prior to the uprising, oil trade constituted about 28 per cent of Syria’s
annual revenue; about 95 per cent of oil exports went to European
markets, particularly Italy and Germany.’ In 2010, Syria produced approx-
imately 385,000 barrels of crude oil per day, down considerably from the
peak of 610,000 barrels in 1995. Overall reserves are dwindling, although
during Bashar’s presidency the government has contracted with numerous
foreign oil exploration companies to locate more reserves, and before the
2011 uprising began there had been some promising results. Even with
new oil finds, however, rising oil consumption - due to Syria’s continued
industrialization and its steadily growing population - suggests that Syria
will be a net importer of oil within the next ten years.

Because of these multiple problems, in 2010 some 30 per cent of Syrians
were living below the poverty line, and 11 per cent were living below the
subsistence level — and both these figures have no doubt increased due to
the uprising. So grave is the problem that fighting poverty became the
mantra of the regime in the few years preceding the uprising, although it
was not able to do much to combat it. Matters have not been helped by the
million or so Iraqi refugees who settled in Syria following the US invasion
of Iraq in 2003, placing extra strain on the Syrian economy.

Beyond all the facts and figures, one of the most serious problems
facing the Syrian economy has been the growing inequality in the distribu-
tion of wealth in the country during Bashar al-Assad’s time in power.
Efforts at privatization and other market-oriented reforms have tended to
add to unemployment, yet enrich the privileged few who are tied into the
regime politically or by family connections. What began to develop in
Syria in a much more noticeable fashion under Bashar was not a liberal

capitalist system, but a ‘cronyocracy. Crony capitalists benefited from
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selective privatization that appeared to be funneled toward those who
were already economically and politically in a position to take advantage
of it. As such, Bashar’s cousin Rami Makhlouf (principal owner of SyriaTel,
the country’s largest telecommunications corporation) and Firas Tlas
(known as the ‘king of sugar’), son of Mustafa Tlas, the long-serving
defense minister under both Hafiz and Bashar al-Assad, have become
economic oligarchs, monopolizing important sectors of the Syrian
economy and becoming the gateway for many of the domestic and foreign
investors who want to do business in Syria. This explains why the anger
and frustration of the Syrian protestors in 2011 were directed almost as
much against Rami Makhlouf as against his cousin, the president. They
were both seen as part and parcel of the same problem, i.e. pervasive
corruption and privileged access to wealth. A conspicuous nouveau riche
came into being under Bashar al-Assad, especially in Damascus, where
luxury boutique hotels, expensive restaurants and high-end shopping
centers were built, largely with Gulf Arab money, to house, feed and clothe
the upper class, separating them even more from the rest of the population
not only in terms of wealth, but also in style of living and expectations.
This was also the case in Syria’s largest city, Aleppo. What went on there
and in Damascus under Bashar was completely at odds with the origins of
the Baath party in Syria in the 1950s and 1960s: in those years it allied
itself with the rural population against the large landowning families and
urban notables who monopolized power and wealth in a skewed capitalist
environment.

So the socioeconomic problems that existed in Tunisia, Egypt and else-
where in the Arab world also existed in Syria. The gap between mobiliza-
tion and assimilation in Syria was growing, along with the feeling of
frustration and anger, particularly among an increasingly disenfranchised
and disillusioned youth.

A further significant factor that increased the level of frustration and
anger in the general population was corruption. According to any of the
indices that rate the worlds countries on corruption, transparency,
accountability and ease of doing business, Syria always ranks in the third

quartile or lower. For example, the Corruption Perceptions Index for 2010
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listed Syria at 127 out of 178 countries. In the Middle East and North
Africa region, Syria was placed fourteenth-equal out of nineteen countries
(with only Iran, Libya, Yemen and Iraq behind it).!% At the individual level,
corruption has become a way of life, and palms have to be greased for just
about everything - from fixing a plumbing problem to repairing a pothole
in the street; from getting a license to start a business to obtaining a favo-
rable judgment at court. And this way of life in Syria was exploited by the
rich and powerful: if you were well connected, you got better service. This
certainly wore people down over the years, especially when they could see
the elites in society get away with almost anything - for the most part

connived at and sanctioned by the Syrian government.

Repression

The mukhabarat or security/intelligence services in Syria are expansive
and omnipresent (or at least they seem to be and want to appear to be). It
is a fairly obscure aspect of Syrian society, but there are estimated to be
50,000-70,000 full-time security officers in the various security branches,
in addition to hundreds of thousands of part-time personnel; by 2011
there was one intelligence officer for roughly 240 people. Funding for the
security services, estimated at over $3 billion per year, traditionally has
made up over a third of Syria’s military budget.!!

There are fifteen security branches that make up the mukhabarat. Of
these, Air Force Intelligence, Military Intelligence, General Intelligence
(which also contains a Palestinian branch that deals with Palestinian and
Israeli issues) and Political Security (which monitors dissidents and the
media, and oversees censorship activities) are the most important. Not
onlyis this system oppressive, but the repressive activities of the mukhabarat
are often quite arbitrary. Pre-emptive fear and intimidation are useful
tools that are frequently employed by security agents to deter potential
unrest and disruptive activities by real or perceived opposition elements
inside and outside the country. As a result, there is a certain level of coun-
trywide paranoia, which the regime uses to maintain control over the

population. As one Syrian man moaned: ‘The garbage collectors are



66 SYRIA

intelligence agents. Sometimes we think even our wives are working with
the intelligence. All phones are monitored. We live in hell.!2

One of the results is that the mukhabarat have been given a tremendous
amount of leeway to ensure domestic stability and to protect the regime.
In what is almost always a threatening environment in the heart of the
Middle East, this is not unexpected. But the mukhabarat’s accuamulation of
empowerment over the years, overseen — if not sanctioned - by the
government, has led to systemic recklessness, which has obviously
backfired against the regime. After all, it was their collective hubris in
arresting and manhandling the Deraa schoolchildren that launched the
uprising.

I have observed this phenomenon at close quarters a number of times
in Syria. On one occasion in late 2007, when I was traveling to Syria for a
scheduled meeting with the president, 1 was detained at the airport, my
passport was confiscated and I was interrogated for three hours. The secu-
rity officer, a colonel, tried to intimidate me — mainly by twirling what I
assumed was a loaded pistol around the table in front of me, almost
as if we were playing Russian roulette. I was released only after I convinced
the colonel to call the presidents office to confirm the meeting. The
right hand did not know what the left hand was doing, and nor did it
seem to care — a disconnect that is both dangerous and an abdication of
authority.

When I met Assad, I expressed my consternation at being detained. I
told him that, a few days after my return to the United States, I was due to
give testimony in front of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee,
promoting US-Syrian dialogue. I asked him what would have happened
if I had not convinced the officer to make the call. What if I had been
incarcerated or even tortured? It could have instantly turned someone
considered a friend of Syria at the time into an enemy. I strongly suggested
to him that he needed to rein in the security forces, because the freedom
he allowed them could come back to haunt him.

Syrians faced this sort of arbitrary repression on a daily basis. Most
Syrians know someone who has been arrested, tortured or interrogated by

the mukhabarat. Most Syrians know where the ‘red lines’ are in terms of
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what not to say or do, but the mukhabarat appear to have no red lines; and
Bashar al-Assad, who seems to view the security organs as a necessary evil,
is reluctant to control them (or incapable of doing so).

Syrians grew tired of the mukhabarat state, especially when, in early
2011, they saw the popular revolts in Tunisia and Egypt seemingly throw
off the yoke of repression and move against the police and security serv-
ices. They saw regular people in other Arab states say ‘no’ to presidents
having a lifetime mandate to rule. Gone are the days when presidents and
prime ministers ruled for decades. Yet between them, Hafiz and Bashar
al-Assad have ruled Syria for forty-two years.

People want to be able to choose their rulers, to hold them more
accountable, and to have some sort of say in the future of their countries.
Political space is so restricted in Syria. Having witnessed the Arab Spring
in Tunisia, Egypt and elsewhere, many Syrians have begun to wonder ‘why
not here?’ This is what is known as ‘demonstration effects, when events in
one country inspire similar events in neighboring countries; that is
why revolutions or uprisings are often clustered in time.'* Of course, not
only did these effects cross borders into other countries during the Arab
Spring — most dramatically from Tunisia into Egypt and Libya - but the
knowledge of this phenomenon compelled certain countries to take steps
to prevent such a transfer and/or to forestall regional and international
foes from taking advantage of the opportunity to sow domestic unrest. As

Mark Haas writes,

Reinforcing the fears of subversion due to the power of demonstration
effects is the proclivity for politicians to assume that international ideo-
logical rivals will provide aid to the latter’s ideological allies throughout
the system in an attempt to promote political change in targeted states.
In these ways, international ideological competitions tend to be trans-

lated into domestic struggles for power and legitimacy.'*

Seen in this light, the Syrian regime’s paranoia regarding conspiracies
against it hatched on the outside, with willing internal accomplices, is

hardly unexpected.
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In the early, halcyon days of the Arab Spring, however, the power of the
street — buoyed by the instruments and technology of social media — was
on full display, knocking out one authoritarian leader after another. Of
course, there are numerous questions now about what exactly will emerge
in the aftermath of the Arab Spring. Will it indeed be better — and better
for whom? Is all of this but the opening act in a long drawn-out play that
may take a generation to resolve? But back in the volcanic and hopeful
period of the movement in early 2011, its galvanizing effects were incalcu-

lable. Anything was possible. Or so it seemed.



CHAPTER 5

The Regime Responds

Deraa was not the only Syrian city in which protests erupted in the latter
half of March 2011. There were also protests about the same time in
Banias, a fairly conservative, Sunni-dominated city on the Mediterranean
coast. The demonstrators were protesting against the regime’s anti-Islamic
decrees of recent years, particularly a ban in the summer of 2010 on
female schoolteachers wearing the nigab, the veil worn by the more
observant and traditional women in Syria. Protests popped up in a
number of others cities around the country as well, notably in Homs,
Kurdish-dominated Qamishli, al-Hasaka, Hama and Latakia, as well as in
some suburbs of Damascus. No doubt the channels of information-
sharing offered by the new technology - satellite television, the Internet,
Facebook, Twitter and mobile phones - spread word of the protests
quickly all over the country, thus sparking more of them. As in Banias,
however, the initial protests in these cities tended to focus more on issues
that were important locally rather than nationally, as at this point there
was little or no coordination among the protestors. The protest marches
sprouted up quite organically in different cities in different parts of the
country, highlighting the breadth of the systemic problems in Syria. The
protestors tended to rail against corruption and repression wherever they

were, but organizationally they were anything but coordinated at this time.
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And there were as yet very few calls for the fall of the regime, although
pictures and posters of Bashar al-Assad were being torn down or defaced.
The protestors primarily wanted the regime to implement long-promised
reforms and to chart a new direction, dictated by what had happened
recently elsewhere in the Arab world. In some respects, it was a giddy,
almost cathartic moment for many Syrians, before the harsh reality of the
regime crackdown set in. Reflecting on those early days, one protestor
commented on the first anniversary of the uprising, in March 2012, that
‘it was better than joy, it was better than love. What was amazing was that
suddenly everyone felt like family. Your feeling of disconnection from
society is broken, and suddenly you are with people who agree on this one
thing you have all been afraid to talk about.!

In response to the growing protests, the Syrian government announced
a series of reforms on 24 March 2011. This repeated the pattern of fallen
regimes in Tunis and Cairo, and of other Arab governments that were
experiencing problems at the time in Bahrain, Libya, Yemen, Jordan, Saudi
Arabia and Morocco. Regime insiders told me that Bashar went back and
forth in his mind between making concessions (and a concessionary
speech) and cracking down. The 24 March announcement included the
formation of a committee to investigate and bring to justice anyone who
had committed unlawful acts, including government soldiers who had
killed protestors. The government spokesperson, Bouthaina Shaaban, also
stipulated that the wages of government workers would be raised by 20-30
per cent, and there would be cuts in income tax and pension increases. She
spoke in general terms about new health reforms, judicial reform, the
relaxation of media restrictions, the establishment of a new mechanism to
fight corruption, and about allowing more political parties to compete in

elections. She went on to say that she wanted to

relay the condolences of President Bashar al-Assad to the families of the
victims [in Deraa]. President Bashar al-Assad cannot accept that even a
single drop of blood is spilled, and I am a witness when he gave orders
not to shoot any live bullets, even if a member of the police, the security

or any other government agency is killed. This does not refute the fact
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that there were some mistakes or some actions that were not satisfactory.
The demands of the people of Deraa and the rest of the Syrian people
across all the provinces are legitimate. All legitimate demands will be

met, but in a calm way.?

The most important announcement made by Shaaban, however, at least on
the surface, was that the government promised to form a committee to
study the need to lift the state of emergency that had been in place in Syria
since 1963. The committee would be composed of senior lawyers and would
complete its investigation — and supposedly offer its recommendations —
within a month. The emergency - or martial — law refers to Decree No. 51,
implemented on 9 March 1963, one day after the Baath party assumed
power in a coup. It declared a ‘state of emergency that was ostensibly
designed to thwart the perceived military threat from Israel; but of course,
it was then used to stifle and arbitrarily eliminate internal challenges to the
regime. The law allowed the government to make pre-emptive arrests, over-
ride constitutional and penal code statutes, and suspend habeas corpus. It
barred those arrested from filing court complaints or having a lawyer
present during interrogation. In the wake of the emergency law, Supreme
State Security Courts (SSSCs) were established; these could arbitrarily try
and sentence those detained and arrested on the grounds of protecting
the state.

Bashar al-Assad has acknowledged that one of the primary demands of
civil society and democracy activists has long been the elimination of the
emergency law and its associated institutions, such as the SSSCs. He has
admitted that the law has been abused by the government on a number of
occasions as a form of repression against political dissent. But he has never
backed down from the necessity of having the emergency law, basically
stating that Syria needed it, given the dangerous context, with the Muslim
Brotherhood, Israel, instability in Lebanon and Iraq, and external interfer-
ence by regional and international powers constantly threatening the
country. He told me, however, that ‘we cannot use it as an excuse for some-
thing depending on our mood. It cannot be employed in the wrong way.”

He added: “The emergency law is not used to suppress freedoms but to
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suppress terrorism, and there is a huge difference. Frequently in the past

this law was used in the wrong way’*

‘Where is Bashar?’

Amid the escalating protests, associated violence and rising death tolls, by
the last week of March that was the question many people were asking.
Other than through his putative spokesperson, Bouthaina Shaaban, the
world had not heard a peep out of Bashar. Reflecting these sentiments at

the time, I wrote the following in an essay:

Where has Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad been? He has been conspic-
uous by his absence in the face of growing protests and associated
violence in his country. Such has been the silence emanating from
Bashar that rumors were rampant that he had been overthrown in an
internal coup. He is set to address the nation in a televised speech. Why
did he wait for over a week to appear when Syrians were desperate for
some direction - leadership — out of the wilderness of rising uncer-
tainty? ... Maybe Bashar was realizing that he could carve out a more
lasting legacy by moving forward instead of reaching into the past ...
The possibilities are breathtaking, but Syria needs a hero. Has Bashar
assembled a critical mass of support behind him against the expected
backlash from status quo elements? Time will tell, but first things first:
Bashar must LEAD. This is his moment . . . He can change the course of
Syria ultimately by giving up power himself sooner rather than later. He
cannot be president for life. A country cannot have political pluralism
unless there are presidential term limits or else the ruling party simply
becomes a vessel through which authoritarianism is expressed. This is
what happened to Syria in the first place with the Baath party. Will he set
term limits? Will he change Syrian history by giving up that with which

he began to feel so comfortable?”

During the week following the outbreak of significant protests in Syria, I

sent several notes direct to Bouthaina Shaaban, at her personal email
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address, asking her to pass them on to Bashar al-Assad. I have since learned
from a high-level regime insider that my messages were in fact read by
Bashar. Although I'have been told by Syrian officials that my comments and
suggestions are taken seriously, obviously on this occasion my advice was
ignored. This is perhaps why the Syrian mukhabarat did not particularly like
me: it considered my access to the president to be dangerous.® One of my
messages was an essay I wrote, which a few days later was published as an

opinion piece. In it - in effect my message to Bashar — I wrote the following:

But there is still time, however much it is shrinking, for Bashar to move
forward in a positive way that does not result in the dangerous collapse
of another Middle Eastern country. Rather than trying to muddle his
way through, he should consider measures of true political reform rather
than bits and pieces of co-optation masquerading as reform. Actually
implement reform, do not sanction studies to do something that may or
may not lead to actual reform. Bashar needs to seriously think about
setting presidential term limits, establishing real political parties, holding
elections subject to independent judicial review and international
observers, and a follow through with the long-promised end to almost
50 years of emergency rule. Bashar can establish a lasting legacy that is
in tune with the changing political landscape in and the future of the
Middle East ... Unfortunately, Syrian leaders - indeed, the Syrian
system - tend to convulsively recoil from reform of this magnitude.
These days in the Middle East, however, getting ahead of the curve

rather than behind it is much more conducive to one’s political health.”

There are some possible reasons why Bashar waited for over a week before
personally responding to the growing crisis. As I said previously, it is my
tirm opinion that the Syrian president, indeed the Syrian leadership, was
caught off guard by the rapidly increasing intensity of the protests. They
were complacent. The regime was rocked back on its heels by the events at
Deraa. I am sure there were pronounced differences in the inner circle
surrounding the president over how to react. Should the protests be

repressed ruthlessly, as had been the Syrian way in the past? Or should
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Assad grasp the moment to make meaningful political reforms? The
regime appeared to be talking out of both sides of its mouth, saying one
thing while forces on the ground did another, giving the impression that
no one was really in charge.

Bashar is also someone who does not typically act or decide important
issues in an expeditious fashion. It is difficult to discern exactly what was
going on in those first few days and weeks, as the Syrian decision-making
process is fairly opaque. But my understanding is that it is quite compart-
mentalized: there are small groups of advisors close to the president who
advise him on different important issues, such as Lebanon, Israel, domestic
politics, the economy, relations with the United States, etc. Some people
‘serve’ on more than one of these ad hoc committees, and often competing
viewpoints are deliberately placed in the same group, so that the president
can hear different opinions. The Syrian president tends to be very delib-
erate in his decision-making, often mulling things over for quite some
time before making a final decision. This is not a system that is built for
quick, efficient responses and reactions. It is actually more of a system
that, in areas of domestic unrest, reacts instinctively to smother it before it
grows out of control.

One high-ranking Syrian official informed me in December 2011, at a
meeting in Europe, that one of the driving forces behind the regime’s
response in the initial stages of the unrest had been not to do what the
Tunisian and Egyptian presidents had done. The logic is inescapable: Ben Ali
and Mubarak were removed from office in short order; therefore, Bashar
should pretty much do the opposite of what they did (or so the thinking
went, according to this official). These other leaders gave in too easily and
appeared weak. This may have affected the nature of Bashar’s initial responses.
In my emails to Bouthaina Shaaban, I beseeched her to get Bashar in front
of a camera, to talk eye to eye (so to speak) with the Syrian people and to
explain a way forward with real reform. As Bashar had a not insignificant
level of popularity in Syria before the protests, and as that popularity had not
yet been frittered away, I believed at the time that he should utilize his
biggest asset — his ability to connect with the people - to get ahead of the
curve while there was still a chance. After all, if Ben Ali and Mubarak had
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announced their reforms, including their own exit from office, before
Muhammad Bouazizi self-immolated and before Tahrir Square became the
epicenter of change in Egypt, they would have been hailed as visionary
reformers, rather than condemned as dictators so desperate to cling onto
power that they belatedly announced hasty measures (which, in any case, no
one believed they would actually implement). I asked the Syrian official I
spoke to in December why Assad did not go in front of the cameras, instead
of merely delivering live televised speeches to the People’s Assembly, to the
Cabinet, and at Damascus University. The official told me that a number of
people had tried to get him to do this for the very same reason I have just
mentioned; but there had been other, obviously more influential members of
the inner circle, who strongly cautioned against this because it was what
other — by now former - Arab leaders had done. Maybe they thought it
would be a sign of weakness for the president to admit any mistakes. Maybe
they thought Bashar might be able to dissociate himself from the crackdown
by ‘connecting’ at a more personal level with the Syrian people, thus making
their own positions more vulnerable. Or perhaps it was Bashar’s unmistak-
able commitment to what is often the fiction of institutions that compelled
him to speak first at the People’s Assembly in late March, to be filmed
speaking to his newly sworn-in Cabinet in April, and to address a cast of
supporters in an auditorium at Damascus University in June. It could be that
Bashar, who is not the greatest orator and does not have a commanding pres-
ence, felt (or his advisors did) that he needed to be surrounded by supporters
as akind of prop, to create the spectacle and theater of drama he was seeking.
Maybe he just likes a crowd — and the almost scripted applause and adula-
tion that are so familiar to anyone who has heard speeches by him or his

father at such venues. Whatever the reason, in my mind it was a huge error.

Bashar (kind of) addresses the nation

In conversation with a top Syrian official in April 2011, I described Bashar
al-Assad’s speech to the People’s Assembly on 30 March - his first direct
public comment on the unrest engulfing his country - as ‘pathetic’ I had

also been saying as much on the airwaves. The Syrian official responded
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by saying: ‘David, you know I have been reading and hearing your
commentaries, and some people back in Damascus are upset with you on
this; and I would be mad at you, too, except that I agree with you’

There was a great deal of anticipation regarding Bashar’s 30 March
speech. Many were hoping — perhaps hope against hope - that the Syrian
president would be magnanimous and humble, announcing serious
political reforms. They were to be disappointed. Many Syrians in the
opposition later identified Bashar's speech as a turning point, i.e. their
disappointment in the speech really galvanized the protests in addition to
the fact that the Syrian president did not punish his cousin, the governor
of Deraa. A number of Syrians concede that if he had done one or both of
these things, the uprising may never have occurred.

I should like to examine the speech very closely, because I think, especially
with the benefit of hindsight, that it is quite illuminating. It casts a good deal
of light on the disposition of Bashar al-Assad and the regime in general,
including on the policies they would implement to deal with the uprising.

Soon after he began his speech, he made it clear what his primary objec-
tive was with regard to the protests: ‘My responsibility remains that I
should protect the security of this country and ensure its stability. This
remains the ever-dominant feeling in my heart and mind’® He was going
to keep his end of the great Faustian bargain originally struck with the
Syrian people by his father: less freedom in return for more stability. He
went on to explain why he had waited for well over a week to address the
nation; he also fired his opening salvos against the nebulous external
forces that, in his view, were behind the unrest (something that would
become a common theme with the regime) and alluded to the new social

networking weapons utilized by these forces:

I know that the Syrian people have been waiting for this speech since last
week, and I intentionally postponed it until I had a fuller picture in my
mind ... our enemies work every day in an organized, systemic and
scientific manner in order to undermine Syria’s stability. We acknowl-
edge that they had been smart in choosing very sophisticated tools in

what they have done, but at the same time we realize that they have been
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stupid in choosing this country and this people, for such conspiracies do

not work with our country or our people.

After recognizing what had happened elsewhere in the Arab world and its
inevitable effects on Syria, he went on to focus on Syria’s national unity
and unique characteristics — characteristics that give it a special place in
the Arab world and that almost destined it to be a target of regional and

international conspiracies:

Syria is not isolated from what is happening in the Arab world. We are
part of this region. We influence and are influenced by it, but at the same
time we are not a copy of other countries ... We in Syria have certain
characteristics which might be different internally and externally from
others. Our foreign policy has been based on holding to our national
rights, holding to pan-Arab rights, to independence, to supporting Arab
resistance when there is occupation. The link between domestic and
foreign policies has always been the Syrian citizen. When the Syrian
citizen is not the heart of domestic and foreign policies, this is a devia-
tion, and it is the job of the country’s institutions to correct this devia-
tion. The net outcome of these policies has been an unprecedented case
of national unity which has been the real force which has protected Syria
during the past years when pressures intensified against Syria ... We
have been able to maintain Syria’s central role and position. But this has
not deterred the enemies. Of course, I have just started to talk about this
conspiracy, and then I will move to the internal situation so that satellite
TV stations will not say that the Syrian president considered all that has

happened a foreign conspiracy.

Bashar tried to hit on popular traditional themes in Syria regarding the
nature of threat, particularly so-called external forces, harking back to
the days of the 1950s and 1960s, when fighting off European and super-
power imperialism and interference was practically a full-time occupa-
tion. This became the raison détre of the Baath party itself and the
womb from which it was born in Syria. The Baath party slogan of
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‘freedom, unity and socialism’ betrayed the foreign-policy applications of
Baathist ideology: ‘freedom’ meant freedom from external occupation and
influence; ‘unity’ in this sense meant Arab unity, the need to fight off the
pernicious advances of European imperialism - and, in the post-World
War Two period, the Cold War interference of the superpowers; and
even ‘socialism, which would seem to have only domestic application,
was also meant to free the country from the shackles of capitalism, by
which the Western powers interfered through the vehicle of economic
imperialism.

These themes persisted under the Assads, and while much of the energy
behind Arab nationalism and pan-Arab unity died throughout most of the
Arab world following the devastating loss to Israel in the 1967 Arab-Israeli
war, it remained very much alive in Syria, framing the Syrian paradigm of
foreign relations, which, in the Baath point of view, was — and continued
to be - intimately tied to the domestic environment in Syria. Indeed,
toward the end of his speech, the Syrian president commented that ‘the
secret of Syrias strength lies in the many crises it faced throughout its
history, particularly after independence. We have to face the crises with
great confidence and with a determination to win. The fact that Assad
asserted that conspiracy and terrorist activity were at the root of the
protests also gave sanction to the government’s harsh crackdown. After all,
as he had pointed out earlier in his comments to me regarding the
(mis)application of emergency law, it should be used to suppress terrorism,
not freedom.

Therefore it came as no surprise that, once Bashar had introduced the
idea of a foreign conspiracy, he would continue to harp on it. The following

excerpts from the speech are examples of this:

And T am sure you all know that Syria is facing a great conspiracy
whose tentacles extend to some nearby countries and far-away countries
[a less than subtle reference primarily, but not exclusively, to Israel and
the United States], with some inside the country. This conspiracy
depends, in its timing not in its form, on what is happening in other

Arab countries ... Some satellite TV stations actually spoke about
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attacking certain buildings an hour before they were actually attacked.
How did they know that? Do they read the future? This happened more
than once . .. They will say that we believe in the conspiracy theory. In
fact there is no conspiracy theory. There is a conspiracy . .. What we are
seeing today is a stage . . . the last stage for them is for Syria to get weaker
and disintegrate because this will remove the last obstacle facing the

Israeli plans.

In a reference to the attempted demonstrations in February that failed to
materialize, and in another backhanded swipe at Qatar (home to Al-Jazeera
TV), whose cordial relationship with Damascus soured over various issues

(particularly Iran) even before the uprising, Bashar continued:’

In the beginning they started with incitement, many weeks before
trouble started in Syria. They used the satellite TV stations and the
Internet but did not achieve anything. And then, using sedition, started
to produce fake information, voices, images, etc., they forged everything.
Then they started to use the sectarian element ... We have not yet
discovered the whole structure of this conspiracy. We have discovered
part of it but it is highly organized. There are support groups in more
than one governorate linked to some countries abroad ... Deraa is on
the frontline with the Israeli enemy, and it is the frontline of defense for
the hinterland.

Bashar also made several references to the post-Hariri environment, in
which Syria persevered and survived the tremendous regional and inter-

national pressure:

[Part] of what has happened is similar to what happened in 2005. It is a
virtual war. I said at the time that they want us to surrender . . . using the
media and the Internet, although the Internet was not as widespread as
it is today ... The United States wanted to impose on us reform and
democracy. We fought against this project in the Arab summit and it
failed.!”
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Only several pages into the speech did he begin to sprinkle references to
some of the real socioeconomic problems at the root of the protests. What
is interesting is that, in many of these references, he stated that the reforms
announced had been decided at the Baath Party Regional Congress
meeting in 2005, and he dwelt more on why there had been a delay in
implementing the reforms than on the socioeconomic reasons for them.
In addition, he clearly wanted anyone who was listening to know that he
was not announcing reforms in response to protests; he was merely reiter-
ating what had been announced six years earlier. He did not want to be
seen to be caving into protests, since he and his advisors probably thought
that would set an unhealthy precedent and show weakness, a la Ben Ali
and Mubarak:

I am not adding new things, but when you know how we think we
harmonize our visions. So, did we make these reforms because there is a
problem or because there is sedition? If there was no sedition wouldn’t
we have done these reforms? If the answer is yes, it means that the state
is opportunistic, and this is bad. If we say that these things were made
under the pressure of certain conditions or popular pressure, this is
weakness. And I believe that if the people get the government to bow
under pressure, it will bow to foreign pressure. . . The things I announced
Thursday [24 March] were not decisions because those were the deci-
sions of the Baath Party Regional Conference in 2005 ... When we
proposed these ideas in 2005 there was no pressure on Syria [actually
there was tremendous pressure, the most there had been prior to the
2011 unrest] ... This does not justify lagging behind on other issues,
but we did not focus much on political issues like the emergency law and
the party law. The reason is that when there are human issues at
stake, they cannot be postponed. We can postpone a party statement for
months or even years, but we cannot postpone providing food for
children for breakfast ... The measures announced last Thursday did
not start from square one ... The former government started these
studies and they will be a priority for the new government [see the next

section].
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In one of the few accurate references to what happened in Egypt and
Tunisia and their applicability to Syria, he said in the latter part of the
speech: “‘When the revolution started [in Tunisia and Egypt], we realized
that the causes lie in the way wealth was distributed, not only in terms of
corruption but also in terms of geographical distribution. This is some-
thing that we have tried to avoid, and we are calling for a fair distribution
of development in Syria’

Despite these references to Syria’s socioeconomic problems, the speech
was clearly dominated by the attempt to place the blame on external forces
and on the seditious activities of their domestic co-conspirators; indeed,
the word ‘sedition’ was used repeatedly during the speech (as some of the
excerpts above show). Toward the end of his speech, in a clear - and
chilling — warning to opposition elements, Bashar said: “The Holy Quran
says, “sedition is worse than killing”. So all those involved intentionally or
unintentionally in it contribute to destroying their country. So there is no
compromise or middle way in this. What is at stake is the homeland and
there is a huge conspiracy’

Bashar and the Syrian leadership concluded very early on in the
uprising that the battle was on and that the protests had to be eliminated.
The regime had to reassert control and stability through force and
would play on the penchant of the Syrian population to believe conspiracy
theories. He ended his speech thus: T shall remain the faithful brother
and comrade who will walk with his people and lead them to build the
Syria we love, the Syria we are proud of, the Syria which is invincible
to its enemies. That he ended his speech with the word ‘enemies’ revealed
the direction the regime was taking in terms of its public evaluation of the
main source of the crisis, as well as the nature of its response.

It was no surprise that in his speech Bashar blamed the protests largely
on conspirators inside and (especially) outside the country. Anyone
who has spent time in Syria can recognize this national paranoia. This
conspiratorial mindset is commonplace even among the educated elite,
many of whom attended university in the West. The problem is that
there have been just enough foreign conspiracies in Syria over the

decades to lend credence to such claims. And the regimes of both Hafiz
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and Bashar al-Assad have nurtured this paranoia through propaganda and
censorship, in part to justify the necessity of the security state. So the
Syrian president probably figured he was preaching to the converted,
certainly within the parliamentary chamber in which he was speaking.
And a good many Syrians outside the chamber probably believed it; but in
the new information age, a growing number of people could no longer be
cowed or brainwashed as they had been in the past. The Arab Spring
had changed the perspectives and the level of demands of ordinary citi-
zens. By blaming unseen forces of conspiracy, the government denied
responsibility for (and recognition of) the very real socioeconomic and
political problems, and for the growing clamor of Syrians expressing
frustration with the government for lack of accountability, corruption,
political repression and rising poverty. Bashar al-Assad did not adequately
address these issues, which had become much more important to
ordinary Syrians because they saw in other Arab countries a way finally to

combat them.

More ‘reforms’

Beyond his closest supporters, the reactions to Bashar’s 30 March speech
were almost universally dismal. It was variously described as farcical,
disingenuous, disappointing, delusional and proof of his duplicitous
character — or (as I described it) ‘pathetic’ In the wake of the speech,
protests broke out across the country (apart from Syria’s two largest cities,
Damascus and Aleppo) and were followed by violent crackdowns by
government forces. The regime was probably taken aback that the
speech was apparently not the panacea they perhaps thought it would
be. Soon thereafter further efforts were made to ameliorate the situation.

In fact, the day before the speech it was announced that there would be
a change of government, and the long-serving prime minister, Naji
al-Otari, tendered his resignation, though he agreed to stay on until a new
government was formed. This move was not unexpected, as other Arab
governments experiencing the unrest of the Arab Spring did something

similar, usually with similarly disappointing results. It seemed that people
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across the Arab world were out for much more than simply a change of
nameplates in the various ministries of government.

On 31 March, Bashar established a committee to study the termination
of the 1963 emergency law. Of course, there was much skepticism, as
Bashar has tremendous executive power, especially in times of crisis, and
so most believed this was simply another diversionary or delaying tactic.
Rather than appointing a commission to study the possibility of lifting the
emergency law, many wanted a clear announcement that it was in fact
going to be lifted. Studies to investigate the possibility of this, that or the
next reform had been common over the years, and had usually ended up
with little or nothing actually being done. So while there is some sense in
not just lifting an important and long-standing governing statute without
replacing it with something well thought out, the people in Syria wanted a
more definitive statement by the president. That same day, Bashar issued
a decree raising the wages of state employees, as from 1 April. Again, this
was widely seen and criticized as a cynical attempt to purchase the loyalty
of the bloated Syrian public sector.

Amid continuing protests, Bashar appointed Adel Safar, the former
minister of agriculture, as the next prime minister charged with forming a
new government. On 4 April, the governor of Deraa was sacked, and
Bashar appointed Muhammad Khalid al-Hannus in his place. No doubt
the regime, by appearing to lay the blame for the violence and deaths in
Deraa on the outgoing governor and some security officers, hoped that
this would be seen as a positive response to the anger expressed by the
residents of Deraa. It didn’t work.

On 6 April, again in an attempt to secure the support of important
constituencies in Syria, the government announced concessions to the
Kurds, who make up about 10 per cent of the population and who mostly
live in the northeastern portion of the country (see Chapter 3). There had
been serious Kurdish protests against the government in the past over
issues of citizenship and cultural identity. The most recent of these had
occurred in 2004 and had been violently put down by the security forces,
especially in the Kurdish city of Qamishli. Now it was announced that the
250,000 Kurds and their descendants who had been stateless in Syria since
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the early 1960s (after, according to the government, illegally crossing into
Syria from Turkey) would be granted citizenship. The government also
made the Kurdish New Year (Nawrooz) a national holiday.

Also on 6 April, the government, in an obvious attempt to appease
conservative and traditional Sunni Muslim elements in the country,
announced that the ban on female teachers wearing the nigab would be
rescinded, and that those teachers who had been sacked would be rehired.
In addition, it was announced that the only casino in Syria, just outside
Damascus, would be closed: the casino had been an affront to the more
conservative Muslims. Along the same lines, the regime also allowed the
formation of a pro-government Islamist party (the Muslim Brotherhood
had been banned ever since the late 1970s). On 14 April, the government
announced the release of hundreds of political prisoners who had been
arrested since the uprisings began - though only those deemed to have
been ‘not involved in criminal acts.

All of these efforts culminated in Assad’s speech to the newly sworn-in
Cabinet on 16 April, a speech that was broadcast to the nation and
that afforded the Syrian president another opportunity to outline his
plan for reform. During this speech he announced the lifting of the
emergency law. He told the ministers seated around the table that he
had had extensive discussions with activists from a number of Syrian
governorates in an attempt to understand the exact nature of their
complaints. He said that ‘there is a gap which started to appear between
state institutions and the Syrian citizens’ and this gap must be closed, with
more links created with the people.'' He mentioned that a ‘broad dialogue’
had to be established, in order to understand the full nature of the prob-
lems in the country. He spoke a great deal about the economy, saying
outright that ‘the economy is the biggest problem. He spoke on a wide
range of issues regarding the economic situation in Syria, and he correctly
focused on the problem of unemployment, commenting that it was the
most significant issue facing Syria: “‘We have a large number of unem-
ployed young people ... When young people feel that they have no pros-
pects, they will be frustrated and may reach despair’ Perhaps driven by

despair, they may take actions to bring about change, which is a challenge,
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not only economic, but rather a national one strongly linked to Syria’s
stability’

Assad talked of the need to improve agriculture, which made up
approximately 60 per cent of the workforce; perhaps this reinforced his
choice of Adel Safar as the new prime minister. He spoke of the necessity
of confronting corruption and the common practice of bribes, and of the
need to build strong state institutions, to make Syria more investor-
friendly, and to enact administrative reform to make the state and the
economy work more efficiently.

He spoke briefly on political reform, such as encouraging more ‘partici-
pation in decision-making’ and beginning to study efforts to reform the
party law and to bring in a new media law. He also reiterated the citizen-
ship law for the Kurds, and used this as an opportunity to promote the
importance of national unity - a recurring theme in his speech.'?

The speech, then, covered a great deal of ground. The problem is that it
focused very little on what most people wanted to hear: specific political
reform that would lead to an end to the violence and the dismantling of
the security state. In addition, it sounded quite similar to his inaugural
speech in 2000 (which also focused on economic issues and corruption),
to the messages surrounding the 2005 Baath Party Regional Congress
meeting, and to a number of other speeches Bashar had made over the
years. It was not terribly new, and it was not what the opposition wanted
to hear. This was critical, because at this point Bashar could still have come
back from the brink. Most opposition elements, if convinced that Bashar
was serious about reform, would have been willing to give him one more
chance. If anything, the perceived prevarication and the repetition of past
utterances only reinforced the notion that the regime was trying to give
the impression of change without really changing at all. The tiger still had
his stripes.

On 19 April, the government approved legislation lifting the 1963 emer-
gency law, a key opposition demand. Two days later, Assad signed the
decrees ending the state of emergency and abolishing the Supreme State
Security Courts. The problem with this was that, while the emergency law

was lifted, there were other existing and newly implemented presidential
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decrees that were equally restrictive, such as making members of the secu-
rity forces immune to prosecution or making membership of the Muslim
Brotherhood punishable by death. Another law was also passed ‘to protect
national security, uphold the dignity of the citizenry, and combat terror.
The Syrian population knew what this type of ambiguous, overarching law
meant: it gave security forces wide latitude to interpret what was a threat
to national security or the dignity of Syrian citizens. To many Syrians, the
emergency law continued in all but name.

Syrian activists were losing patience, as was the international commu-
nity, especially since the violent reaction of the regime continued to esca-
late - and so did the death toll. They had heard many of these promises
before. What they really wanted to see was actual implementation, not

prestidigitation.



CHAPTER 6

Opposition Mounts

The protests and demonstrations that began in Syria in spring 2011 were
not the first manifestations of opposition to the regime of Bashar al-Assad.
In hindsight, the ‘Damascus Spring’ of 2000 may have opened the door for
civil society (or democracy) activists in Syria: during and after it, they
established important personal and organizational connections. It also
encouraged a boldness that hitherto had been virtually nonexistent,
and - perhaps most important — led to heightened expectations. When
these were subsequently dashed, a greater level of frustration built up
over time.

In September 2000, in the midst of the Damascus Spring, civil society
elements (intellectuals, professionals, etc.) drafted what became known as
the ‘Statement of 99’ (or sometimes ‘Manifesto of 99°) — a statement signed
by ninety-nine Syrian civil society activists that outlined many of the goals
of the nascent movement, launched in the aftermath of Bashar’s inaugural

speech. It was carefully worded. As Alan George wrote:

There was no demand for the wholesale democratization of Syrian insti-
tutions; no ideological flavor; no attack on the manner in which Bashar
al-Asad had come to power. None of the signatories had significant

histories of anti-regime activism and the authorities were thereby denied
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the chance to condemn them as ‘well-known enemies of the state’ or

‘agents of Israel’!

Bolder still was the so-called ‘Manifesto of the 1,000’ (also known as the
‘Basic Document’ by its supporters) that was published in a Lebanese
newspaper in January 2001. While reinforcing many of the earlier civil
society and pro-democracy objectives, it went even further by explicitly
attacking the foundation of Baathist rule and advocating - indeed
demanding - a multi-party political system; it decried the regime’s mantra
of economic reform before political reform, stating that the former would
fail unless ‘preceded and accompanied by a comprehensive package of
political and constitutional reform’? This seemed to be something of a
turning point for those officials in the regime who had been hesitant about
the political opening-up of the previous year, giving them more ammuni-
tion to pressure the Syrian president to turn back the clock. Sure enough,
a series of decrees was soon issued by the government, restricting or
terminating almost all of what made the Damascus Spring in the first
place. Many point to an interview that Bashar al-Assad gave the London
Arabic-language newspaper Al-Sharq al-Awsat (8 February 2001) as a
clear indication of the onset of the Damascus ‘winter. In what became a
common refrain for the rationale behind cracking down on democracy
activists, and as something of a precursor to similar arguments made by
the Syrian regime in 2011, Bashar said the following:

When the consequences of an action affect the stability of the homeland,
there are two possibilities . . . either the perpetrator is a foreign agent
acting on behalf of an outside power, or else he is a simple person acting
unintentionally. But in both cases a service is being done to the country’s
enemies and consequently both are dealt with in a similar fashion, irre-

spective of their intentions or motives.?

Following upon this, high-level officials from the government toured the
country, holding meetings in cities and at universities to condemn the civil

society movement and to reiterate that to continue along the same path
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would be to court disaster and tear apart the delicate fabric of the country
in a way that could be exploited by hostile outside forces, such as the
United States and Israel. The democracy activists were compelled to
back off; but they did not totally abandon their attempts to pressure the
regime to engage in political reform and lift the hated emergency law.
Many - including such prominent figures as Riyad Seif, Michel Kilo and
Riyad Turk - were constantly harassed by security forces or even sent to
prison.

The next big surge of opposition activity occurred in 2005 and 2006, in
the aftermath of the Hariri assassination of February 2005, the resulting
withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon in April, and the tremendous
international pressure on the Syrian regime that followed, led by the
United States, France and Saudi Arabia. Indeed, many were convinced
by autumn 2005 that Bashar al-Assad’s days in power were numbered -
especially when the preliminary report of the UN committee investigating
the Hariri assassination essentially indicated that the Syrian regime was
responsible and directly implicated the Syrian president’s brother, Maher
al-Assad, and his brother-in-law, intelligence chief Asef al-Shawkat.

Most notable was the issuing, in October 2005, of what was called
the ‘Damascus Declaration for National Democratic Change, often just
known as the ‘Damascus Declaration’ This was a statement signed by over
250 leading opposition figures inside and outside Syria that called for
peaceful and gradual reform toward a democratic, non-sectarian state. The
signatories included the panoply of mostly secular opposition elements that
went back to the late 1970s.* The heterogeneous nature of this group,
however, quickly led to a number of internal antagonisms, especially as the
Syrian government intensified its crackdown on democracy activists,
painting them as willing accomplices of those countries that were trying to
secure the downfall of the regime in the aftermath of the Hariri assassina-
tion. It does seem as though the Syrian opposition, especially those
members who were in exile at the time, severely overplayed their hand in
late 2005, wrongly assuming that the regime was on its way out. The regime
was not nearly as brittle as they thought, and they failed to account for such

countries as Russia and China, which opposed the increased international
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pressure on Syria that the Bush administration pursued in the United
Nations. By coming out so openly in favor of stepping up the pressure on
Damascus and by calling for regime change, these opposition members
became discredited in the eyes of most Syrians, who saw them as nothing
more than dupes of the West, taking advantage of a situation of which they
(having been outside the country for many years in most cases) had little
knowledge or understanding. Like the Iraqi National Congress that rode in
on US tanks during the 2003 invasion of Iraq, many of the exiled opposi-
tion groups were seen as being — and sometimes were — on Washington’s
payroll.

When Abd al-Halim Khaddam - unceremoniously removed as vice
president by Bashar at the Baath Party Regional Congress meeting in
summer 2005 - joined the Syrian opposition and became vocal in his criti-
cism of Assad and the regime, many thought he would lend legitimacy and
momentum to the opposition. In fact, quite the reverse happened. The
very opposition he joined had, for years, targeted Khaddam: he was widely
known to be corrupt and had been part and parcel of the repression they
had been fighting. His interviews railing against Assad and the regime
seemed self-serving and disingenuous. If anything, Khaddam’s role only
exacerbated existing fissures in the Syrian opposition.

As an indication of the fracturing of the opposition, in March 2006
Khaddam teamed up with the head of the Syrian branch of the Muslim
Brotherhood, Ali Sadr al-Din Bayanouni (exiled in London), to form the
National Salvation Front (NSF). The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood was, of
course, outlawed in Syria, and in fact membership of it in Syria was
punishable by death. Bayanouni had, however, meticulously cultivated a
new, more moderate image of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, saying he
was for democracy, the protection of minority rights and a non-violent,
peaceful approach to change. But the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood was not
(and is not) a monolithic bloc. Bayanouni hails from Aleppo and leads a
faction of the Brotherhood that appears to be more moderate. There is
another faction based in Hama, scene of the 1982 massacre, which tends
to be more militant. These two main factions have sometimes worked

with, and sometimes against each other, often having to orchestrate
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short-lived compromises - a state of affairs that continued right into the
Syrian uprising of 2011-12.

Many signatories to the Damascus Declaration wanted nothing to do
with the NSE especially if it included such unsavory figures as Khaddam.
They had also always been suspicious of the Sunni-dominated Muslim
Brotherhood, fearing that, if ever it did come to power or play a significant
role in any successful opposition movement, it would dilute (or even
reverse) the secular nature of Syria and threaten the status of religious
minorities such as the Christians, Druze and Alawites. After a couple of
years of notoriety, the NSF had faded away by 2009, especially when the
Muslim Brotherhood split from the group amid improving Saudi-Syrian
relations over Lebanon. Saudi support, particularly of the financial kind,
was critical to the NSE, and after the Hariri family was reconciled with
Damascus, the NSF’s hand became considerably weaker. Khaddam faded
away even faster, shutting down his private anti-Syrian satellite channel
and living a far quieter life in exile in Paris.

Syria’s emergence by 2008 from the cold of international isolation,
combined with the victory in the US presidential election of Barack
Obama (who had espoused a return to diplomacy and dialogue with coun-
tries such as Syria), further diluted the message of any Syrian opposition
group. The regime was in the ascendant, and it leveraged its newfound
legitimacy to continue its crackdown on democracy activists. By 2009,
Ammar Qurabi, head of the National Organization for Human Rights in

Syria, could say:

In reality the NSF was always weak and it has done nothing. The Muslim
Brotherhood thought Khaddam would bring international contacts and
regimists but that amounted to nothing . . . We can talk of the NSF split,
but the Damascus Declaration is the same ... Some groups have split
from it, the other leaders are in prison. At the moment, none of the
opposition has any real influence . . . both inside and outside of Syria. At
the moment the strongest thing [is] the security [services], the strongest

thing is the regime.®
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Opposition and the Arab Spring

On 26 January 2011, in al-Hasaka in northeast Syria, a man by the
name of Hasan Ali Akleh poured petrol over himself and set himself
alight. Apparently, not unlike the Tunisian Muhammad Bouazizi’s self-
immolation, this was in protest at government policies. But this action did
not garner as much attention as Bouazizis, and nor did it immediately
light the fuse to an uprising. It was, however, a portent of things to come.

In early February, social media sites inside and outside Syria, hoping to
have the same impact as social media sites in Tunisia and Egypt, called for
a ‘Day of Rage’ across Syria on 4-5 February to demand reform by the
government. Groups from outside Syria sent in large quantities of satellite
modems, mobile phones, computers and other social media gizmos, in
preparation for what might come. But the turnout for the Day of Rage was
very disappointing for the organizers (for more on low turnouts, see
Chapter 3). A number of activists inside Syria were contacted by security
forces ahead of the event, to warn them not to engage in protest activities.
The fear factor seemed to be working for the regime. A leading activist in
Damascus, Suheir al-Atassi, lamented at the time that ‘Syria has for many
years been a kingdom of silence’® The calls also had too much of a Syrian
expatriate character to them, which in Syria instantly creates suspicions.
Ribal al-Assad, a cousin of Bashar al-Assad and director of the London-

based Organisation for Democracy and Freedom in Syria, also added:

The campaign was a bit outrageous. First, they’ve chosen a date that
reminds people of the uprising of the Muslim Brotherhood [at Hama in
1982]. People don’t want to be reminded of the past. They want change,
but they want it peacefully. And the picture they used on Facebook, a
clenched fist and red color like blood behind. It was like people calling

for civil war and who in his right mind wants that?”

But the arrest and reported torture of the children of Deraa changed all this,
and became perhaps the signature event of the uprising. They were Syria’s

Muhammad Bouazizi. It seems to have had a visceral effect on many people
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in Syria, especially because it happened to children. The reckless nature of
this act became a potent symbol of the decades of arbitrary repression by
the regime. Considering what had happened elsewhere in the Middle East,
the security forces should have been more careful. Many people had simply
had enough of the arrests without warrants, the government refusal to
disclose the whereabouts of those detained, the unfair trials, the incarcera-
tions for even the mildest expressions of dissent or dissatisfaction (with the
government claiming this ‘weakened the nation’s morale’) and, of course,
the torture. In a situation that was much more combustible than the regime
had ever thought, the arrest and torture of the children of Deraa moved the
protest meter to a whole new level. Some might say it was serendipitous or
accidental. Others might say it was inevitable, as the hubris of the security
forces was bound to get the regime into trouble sooner or later. As Peter
Harling, the Damascus-based regional project director for the International
Crisis Group, eloquently commented at the time, ‘Subdued societies simply
will no longer tolerate the many forms of abuse, large and small, to which
they had grown accustomed - including crude propaganda, rapacious
corruption and unaccountable violence; as a result, any attempt to deal with
brand-new expectations via age-old methods can only backfire® The
disparate opposition had uniformly been tortured by the mukhabarat.

By 15 March protests and scuffles with security forces had broken out
in Deraa, Dayr al-Zor, al-Hasaka and Hama. Small demonstrations sprang
up in Damascus. That same day, the Facebook page ‘Syrian Revolution
2011’ based in London - a page that would become a kind of clearing-
house of video footage and audios of the protests and subsequent violence
in Syria - posted pictures of demonstrations in Berlin, Paris, Helsinki,
Nicosia, Cairo and Istanbul in support of the protestors. On Friday,
18 March, protests across the country intensified, and amateur video
footage of the protests was posted on YouTube and Facebook.

Since Friday is the day on which Muslims are encouraged to participate
in noon prayers at their communal mosque, for years mosques have been
used across the Muslim world as a natural gathering point, off-limits to
security forces, for preachers to preach fiery sermons and for protestors to

launch demonstrations. And this is the pattern that emerged in Syria, too.
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Anti-regime social media sites dubbed 18 March ‘Friday of Dignity. The
practice was to become a recurring one: Fridays labeled in this way would
galvanize protestors and draw attention to particular issues of importance
to the opposition. People were beginning to chant against the president’s
cousin, Rami Makhlouf, considered the wealthiest man in Syria, as a
symbol of the regime’s corruption and nepotism, as well as of the unequal
distribution of wealth. Over the next week, Baath party headquarters,
governors’ offices, police stations, security offices and SyriaTel buildings
were attacked in a number of cities, including the major port city of
Latakia in northwestern Syria, an area close to the heaviest concentration
of Alawites in the country and near the home of the Assad family. In Deraa
people were recorded chanting ‘God, Syria, freedom’ Friday, 25 March was
labeled the ‘Friday of Glory’ by online sites; it saw the largest protests to
date, numbering in the tens of thousands, according to various reports.
As the protests increased and intensified, so did the government
response. As a result, with each passing day more and more demonstrators
were killed. And even though the protests were largely peaceful, as was
demanded by the various opposition groups that were coalescing within
and outside the country, some government forces were also killed by
elements who were either protecting themselves or taking advantage of the
situation for personal gain. Indeed, one of the problems in accurately
describing the protests and the government response was the lack of direct
information. Usually every report from any reputable source had a quali-
tying rider that went something like: ‘[So and so] cannot independently
verify or confirm opposition or government reports of those killed or
wounded because access to the country is limited This is largely the
Syrian government’s own fault, because by April most journalists had been
summarily told to leave the country - this a country in which access to
real information was limited to begin with. The social media sites were
almost all anti-regime, so images, testimonials and reports were certainly
spun in a way that bolstered their viewpoint and goals. On the other hand,
the government’s news sites were, by most accounts, even more skewed
than usual to best reflect its objectives and the vision it wanted to present
to the Syrian population and abroad. The truth probably lay somewhere in
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the middle, although most of the journalists I spoke to (who had sneaked
into the country and embedded themselves in various hotspots) were
virtually unanimous in maintaining that, even though there were several
egregious fabrications and misinterpretations on opposition social media
sites, the truth was closer to the way the opposition presented matters.

As one might expect, the government was not just going to sit around
and be painted as the ‘bad guy’ Soon enough, pro-government marches
began. On 29 March, the day before Bashar al-Assad’s first public address,
reportedly hundreds of thousands of people demonstrated in Damascus,
Aleppo, Homs, Hama, Tartous and other cities, in support of the Syrian
president.

With disappointment over the president’s speech to parliament running
high, on Friday, 1 April (anointed ‘Friday of Martyrs’ by websites) the
protests grew some more; there was a harsher crackdown that led to more
deaths. In the first week of April came reports from protestors of govern-
ment snipers appearing on rooftops in various cities, reportedly firing on
protestors at random and at those who broke the nighttime curfew.
On 8 April the government issued an announcement of its own, saying
that nineteen police officers and members of the security forces had been
killed in Deraa.!” And onand on and on. . .

Importantly, there were no significant anti-regime protests in the two
largest Syrian cities of Aleppo, in the north, and Damascus. That is not to
say there were none - there were small, scattered protests in various quar-
ters of those two cities, at Aleppo University and Damascus University,
and especially in the outlying areas — but there was nothing remotely
resembling the anti-regime protests that were held on Tahrir Square in
Cairo and that in many ways brought about the fall of Egyptian President
Husni Mubarak. It was generally thought at the time that, if hundreds of
thousands of anti-Assad demonstrators did come together in either city,
the regimes days would be numbered, as that would indicate that an
important tipping point had been reached; the support of crucial pro-
regime elements would have been lost and there would be no going back.
Indeed, military deployments in and around Damascus and Aleppo

seemed designed to prevent the protests that were simmering in the
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suburbs and outskirts from reaching the cities themselves, or at least their
central areas. For the remainder of 2011, neither city witnessed large-scale
anti-regime demonstrations, although the suburbs of Damascus frequently
erupted into protest and violence. Into 2012, it did appear that the protests
(and the associated government attempts to stamp them out) were
creeping closer to the hearts of Damascus and Aleppo.

There were several reasons for the relative lack of protests in these two
cities well into the second year of the uprising. First, both Damascus and
Aleppo received a great deal of attention from Bashar al-Assad. Of course,
as he lived and worked in Damascus, his presence there was felt constantly,
even though, for most of his time in power, he eschewed the Assad
personality cult constructed by his father. But much more than his father
ever did, Bashar traveled to Aleppo and incorporated it more into the
ruling structure, even including a number of Aleppans in the state appa-
ratus. Secondly, Damascus and Aleppo received the lion’s share of foreign
investment, infrastructural improvement and beautification, including
maintenance and improvement of tourist sites. Over the previous seven or
eight years I had been able to detect steady and noticeable improvements
in the look and feel of central Damascus, especially in the area around the
Four Seasons Hotel, which was built with Gulf Arab money that also
funded a number of other tourist-based retail and residential development
projects. This largesse generated and reinforced the support of the nouveau
riche of the upper and upper-middle classes in both cities: they were the
ones that these projects were aimed at, and they were the ones who bene-
tited. For the most part the business elites — Sunni, Alawite and Christian
— also continued to support the regime, if for no other reason than that
there was no viable alternative: they were hardly going to cut off their nose
to spite their face by supporting opposition movements. The hand that fed
them was very powerful and adept at co-opting them into maintaining the
regime by offering economic, social and political incentives. In addition,
as one might expect, most government employees resided in Damascus
and, to a lesser extent, Aleppo (and many of the Aleppans that Bashar
brought into government still had extended family and patronage networks

back home), and they were given a strategically timed increase in their
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salaries (see above). All these factors, along with the preponderance of
military and security power in the two cities, made it well-nigh impossible
for the opposition throughout 2011 and into early 2012 to organize large-
scale anti-regime demonstrations there.!!

On 22 April 2011, Syria was rocked by the largest demonstrations yet,
held in a number of cities across the country. This was, correspondingly,
also the bloodiest day yet: reports from human rights groups claimed that
over a hundred people were killed, although government estimates were
lower and focused more on the security personnel who died at the hands
of ‘terrorists’ and ‘armed gangs. The government intensified its crackdown
on the protestors on 25 April, when tanks rumbled into Deraa, which
continued to be a focal point of protests against the regime (and of the
government’s attempts to quash them). The nearby border with Jordan
was closed off, and the city had its water, telephone and power lines cut.
Frustration with the regime mounted, and calls for Bashar al-Assad’s
removal became more common. As one Deraa resident pleaded, ‘Let
Obama come and take Syria. Let Israel come and take Syria. Let the Jews
come. Anything is better than Bashar Assad.!?

By 28 April there were reports and videos that appeared to show Syrian
soldiers wounded by government security forces after refusing to fire on
protestors. There was speculation that some soldiers were deserting. As
usual, this could not be independently verified, but this sort of news story
started to multiply. Of course, the opposition sites amplified such reports
to give the impression that the Syrian military might be on the verge
of turning against its masters and to encourage more desertions. Such
defections did occur, leading to the formation by the summer of a semi-
organized opposition fighting force called the Free Syrian Army. On the
whole, however, the military and security forces, particularly the upper
echelons, remained loyal to the regime.

In the last week of April, two parliamentary deputies and a leading reli-
gious figure resigned their positions. All three were from Deraa. Shaykh
Rizq Abd al-Rahim Abazeid, the mufti of the Deraa region, quit with the
statement: ‘T cannot tolerate the blood of our innocent sons and children

being shed’"® The two members of parliament who resigned were Nasser



98 SYRIA

Hariri and Khalil Rifai. Hariri said: ‘If I cannot protect the chests of my
people from these treacherous strikes, then there is no meaning for me to
stay in the People’s Assembly. I declare my resignation’* Opposition
elements commented that, as parliament had very little real power, the
resignations were largely symbolic, but they hoped the move might lead to
other, more significant, resignations by government officials. On the
whole, this did not happen; nor were there Syrian diplomats asking
for asylum in the countries in which they served. This was markedly
different from what happened in the Libyan uprising, where, fairly early
on, there were important defections by government officials, diplomats
and military officers. Not only did this once again reveal a certain
degree of loyalty to the regime and a lack of viable alternatives in Syria
(in contrast to Libya), but I believe it also reflected the fear factor:
no doubt there were those who wanted to defect but were afraid
of the potential lethal repercussions for family members in Syria if
they did.

Despite all this, there still seemed to be a glimmer of hope that the
regime would come to its senses, genuinely engage in serious political
reform, and return the army to its barracks. In late April, one prominent
Syrian exile opposition group, the National Initiative for Change (many of
whose members would appear in larger and better organized opposition
groups later in the crisis), issued a final call for a peaceful transition. The
statement, in a way turning Assad’s own words regarding the prospects for

‘chaos’ against him, rather prophetically declares:

Syria today only faces two options; either the ruling regime leads itself in
a peaceful transition towards democracy - and we are very doubtful to
the desire or will of the regime to do so - or it will go through a process
of popular protests that will evolve into a massive and grassroots revolu-
tion that will breakdown the regime and carry Syria through a period of
transition after a wave of violence and instability. There Syria is at a
crossroads; the best option is for the leadership of the regime to lead a
transition to democracy that would safeguard the nation from falling

into a period of violence, chaos and civil war.'®
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The call for change included the usual demands for broad-based political
reform and was fairly moderate, considering the growing cycle of violence.
It did not directly call for Assad to step down, instead saying: ‘If the
President does not wish to be recorded in history as a leader of this transi-
tion period, there is no alternative left for Syrians except to move forward
along the same path as did the Tunisians, Egyptians and Libyans before
them’

Incredibly, in what seems to have been a blatant attempt to separate the
military from the regime (as happened in Egypt), the statement singled
out two Syrian military leaders by name: ‘the only institution that has the
capability to lead the transition period would be the military, and espe-
cially the current Minister of Defense General Ali Habib and the Chief of
Staff General Dawud Rajha. Both individuals represent a background that
Syrians can positively relate with that enables them to take a key pivotal
role during the transition process. I remember thinking to myself at
the time that this practically guaranteed their removal, and (at worst)
could be their death sentence. Not unsurprisingly, then, Ali Habib was
found dead at his home on 8 August, the day after he was dismissed as
minister of defense. The state-run Syrian Arab News Agency (SANA)
reported that he had been in declining health. I suspect he did not die of
natural causes.

The protests into April were still mostly haphazard and not terribly well
coordinated at the national level, as there were no overarching opposition
organizations inside or outside the country, but only an amalgam of
groups, many of which were simply carry-overs of opposition elements
that preceded the uprising. The traditional opposition in Syria, such as the
signatories to the Damascus Declaration, was caught somewhat off guard
by the protests. These people tended to be older and out of touch with the
youthful protestors, especially in the application of social media technolo-
gies. As they had been weakened over the years, with several prominent
figures still in prison, they could largely only observe the dramatic course
of events from the sidelines, although many would play an important role
in mediating between various opposition groups, as well as in assisting

with the media image of the protestors.
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On the whole, the protests seemed to be more like spontaneous
outbursts, enhanced by social media networks, and still reflected local
concerns rather than national agendas. They tended to concentrate in
areas where there were clear Sunni majorities and that were not bastions
of the regime: the Houran Governorate (where Deraa is located) was vola-
tile, as was the Homs Governorate, whereas the Latakia, Tartous and
Sweida Governorates, where there are strong minority populations
(Alawite in the first two, Druze in the third) for the most part remained
supportive of the regime. But, importantly, protestors were beginning to
become more adept at maneuvering around the security forces. The situ-
ation in many Syrian towns and cities developed into an increasingly
sophisticated game of cat-and-mouse between protestors and government
forces. Typically, protestors would set up spotters at all entrances to a
neighborhood and on rooftops, to keep watch for security. Once they gave
the green light, what seemed like spontaneous outbursts of activity - yet
were obviously planned - broke out in the adjacent streets, usually at
night. These protested against the regime and celebrated a bit of freedom
of expression, all the while accompanied by music and anti-regime chants,
in an almost festival-like atmosphere. The demonstrations tended to be
short-lived, usually lasting only ten or fifteen minutes before the spotters
warned of approaching security forces. Everyone then began a mad dash
for their homes or their predetermined hiding places. The next night, the
whole thing would be repeated.

Regime schizophrenia

Into May and June 2011 the regime continued to engage in a schizo-
phrenic response to the protests. While continuing to make some conces-
sions and announce reform measures, the military and security forces
intensified their crackdown in cities across Syria that were hit by demon-
strations. To the outside observer, this approach may seem contradictory
and indicative of fissures within the ruling elite on how to respond to the
crisis. On the other hand, from the perspective of Bashar and his inner

circle, it could be seen as two sides of the same coin: in a way that came to
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be expected of the Assad regimes - old and new - it was something of an
axiom of power politics that one offers concessions only from a position
of strength, never from a position of weakness. Therefore, while there was
a practical side to the Assad approach, in terms of repressing the unrest, it
also clearly indicated that the regime wanted to portray itself as only
making concessions and offering reform measures from a position of
strength. As such, there were numerous indications that the regime was
hunkering down for the long haul, in order to deliver a knockout punch to
the opposition - or, at the very least, to wear them down.

The regime continued to paint the uprising as a foreign conspiracy tied
to Syrian armed gangs, Islamic terrorists, criminals and thugs. It moved
almost entirely toward the narrative of armed gangs, supported by enemies
from the outside with their own pernicious anti-Syrian agendas. Even if
the exaggerated claims of government brutality made by opposition
groups and by the inadequately informed Western media are filtered out,
it is clear that the military and security forces were employing excessive
force against protestors, many of whom were completely innocent of
anything other than peaceful protest. As a result, Damascus was losing the
propaganda war internationally, and even domestically, and any pretense
of reform or dialogue was seen as disingenuous or simply as delaying
tactics. As Peter Harling of the International Crisis Group wrote in late

April:

In more parts of the country than one can count, protestors now face
only the most brutal, repressive side of the regime. For those who mourn
the dead and know them not as saboteurs and traitors, but as relatives,
neighbors, and friends, there is nothing left to discuss. Slowly but surely,
these ink spots of radicalized opposition are spreading and joining in an
increasingly determined and coordinated movement to topple the

regime.'®

The Manichean nature of the evolving contest between the government
and opposition forces seemed to be confirmed in a rather strange inter-

view that Rami Makhlouf, the forty-two-year-old cousin of the president,
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brother of one of the intelligence chiefs, and Syria’s richest businessman,
gave to the New York Times in May.!” In 2008, during the Bush administra-
tion, the United States had slapped sanctions on him personally, accusing
him of manipulating the judicial system and using Syrian intelligence to
intimidate rivals and thus enhance his business empire. As mentioned
above, as the prime example of corruption and nepotism, Makhlouf
became a lightning-rod for the protests.

I know Rami Makhlouf; I have spoken to him on the phone on several
occasions, and he graciously hosted me for a meeting and lunch at his
office in the SyriaTel headquarters in Damascus. He is a very measured
individual. In my conversations with him, his words always appeared to be
quite carefully chosen.

He does not necessarily speak for the regime, but his newspaper inter-
view most likely had the approval of the regime (even if it did not like what
he said after he had said it). He is someone who consistently denies having
influence over Syrian policy, saying repeatedly that he is simply a busi-
nessman and ‘just’ the president’s cousin. That said, however, it is generally
thought, both within Syria and outside, that he regularly consults with
Bashar, and therefore has a great deal of influence over regime policy,
especially given his relatives in high places in the security apparatus. So, in
other words, what he says matters, and his unusually frank interview prob-
ably reflected important regime sentiments at the time. He seemed to have
as an objective in the interview to warn the international community what
might happen in Syria and in the region - a regional conflagration that
would have global consequences — should the regime fall: ‘if there is no
stability here, there’s no way there will be stability in Israel. No way, and
nobody can guarantee what will happen after, God forbid, anything
happens to this regime’ When asked if this was a threat, he responded: ‘I
didn’t say war. What I'm saying is don’t let us suffer, don't put a lot of pres-
sure on the president, don't push Syria to do anything it is not happy to do’
Providing a clear indication of the tenacity of the regime in putting down
the protests, he went on: ‘the decision of the government now is that they
decided to fight ... We will sit here. We call it a fight until the end. They

should know when we suffer, we will not suffer alone’ Warning that the
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alternative to the Assad regime was a radical Islamist government, he
stated: ‘we won't accept it. People will fight against them. Do you know
what this means? It means catastrophe. And we have a lot of fighters.!8

The next day, the Syrian government distanced itself from the interview.
The country’s ambassador to the United States, Imad Moustapha, had a
letter to the editor published in the New York Times the day after the inter-
view, clearly stating that Makhlouf was a private citizen and did not speak
for the Syrian government. Ironically, on 16 June, it was announced on
Syrian television that Makhlouf was quitting as head of SyriaTel and was
giving up his other business activities to concentrate on charity work. He
said he was going to offer shares in SyriaTel, Syria’s largest phone company,
to the poor, and that profits would go to the families of those killed in the
uprising. He vowed not to engage in any more business that would result
in personal gain.'® At the time, it seemed to be an indication that Makhlouf
had fallen out of favor with the regime - and specifically with Bashar —
possibly as a result of his disastrous interview. Some viewed it as a crack
in the regime’s edifice and a possible portent of things to come, i.e. the
crumbling of the inner circle around Bashar and, therefore, of the regime
itself. As one might imagine, any statement by the person who had been
called the ‘Assad family banker’ was not taken particularly seriously by
Syrians, whether or not they belonged to the opposition. Ammar Qurabi,
the head of the Syrian National Association for Human Rights, located in
the United Arab Emirates, said: “There is no transparency in his declara-
tion because we don’t know what he owns and how much money he has.
It is a step designed for media consumption only’*® A banner unfurled
during a protest in a Damascus suburb said of Makhlouf’s announced
retirement: ‘You can’t do charity with the millions you stole from us’?! In
retrospect, it was not a portent of regime collapse. It appears to have been
simply a publicity stunt that Makhlouf may have initiated himself, in an
awkward attempt to rehabilitate his image. It didn’t work.

The regime’s security strategy — to the extent that it had one in the first
few months of the uprising — seemed to be what I called at the time the
‘whack-a-mole” approach. Generally, wherever serious protests popped up

in a particular city or region, the elite and most loyal units of the military



104 SYRIA

and security forces were sent to whack them down. This highlighted
several things. First, blunt force was used as a deterrent to future protests.
Reportedly, on some occasions individuals were repressed three or four
times over: first by the military, then by security (one or more branches
of which would follow the army into a city), and then by the so-called
shabbiha (loosely translated as ‘ghost’), which were pro-regime paramili-
tary or militia groups, usually dressed in civilian clothes but well-armed
and apparently operating outside the norms of any military code. The left
hand frequently not knowing what the right was doing, a protestor could
be arrested and tortured, only to be arrested and tortured all over again by
a security branch that did not know the military, police or some other
branch of intelligence had already done the job.

Secondly, only certain elements of the military were deployed, because
of the lack of training and proper equipment provided to the rank-and-file
units that made up the bulk of the Syrian military. Thirdly, the mobility of
the Syrian forces was necessary to prevent any safe zones from being
created, especially on the northern border with Turkey, which could offer
refuge for the Syrian opposition or military deserters, or that could
provide an area of ingress for international aid, if not military intervention
(as had occurred in Libya). And finally, only the most loyal forces -
security or military — were utilized, which usually meant those made up
mostly or entirely of Alawites. Since most of the protestors were Sunni, the
regime was probably afraid that the mostly Sunni rank-and-file of the
military would defect en masse, unwilling to fire on their co-religionists.
This, of course, gave the unrest a sectarian coloring.

With this strategy, the regime’s enforcer came into his own: Maher
al-Assad, the presidents younger brother, who headed the Syrian Army’s
elite Fourth Armored Division, as well as the Republican Guard - in
essence the regime’s Praetorian Guard. Over the years he had developed a
reputation, not wholly undeserved, as the tough guy of the regime. Many
equated his role with that of Bashar’s uncle, Rifaat al-Assad, back in the
days when he occupied a very similar position under his brother, Hafiz
al-Assad. He it was who had led the crushing of the Muslim Brotherhood

revolt at Hama in 1982. Such was Maher’s reputation that many Syrians
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who saw videos showing a man taking potshots at protestors were
convinced that the gunman was, in fact, the presidents brother. More to
the point, it was a reputation that Maher appeared to be in no hurry to
deny, whether true or not.*? His carefully cultivated image was that of
someone to be feared. It may be that a kind of Maher al-Assad cult had
developed among some of the more extreme security elements, which may
have constrained his brother’s ability to move against him if necessary
(as Bashar’s father had moved against his own brother, Rifaat, in 1983).
Indeed, there were those inside and outside Syria who believed that the
increasing severity of the crackdown indicated that Maher was now the
one actually calling the shots. Maybe Maher had pushed aside Bashar, who
was lamely offering concessions and reforms, and who had stated publicly
on several occasions that he had ordered the security and military forces
not to fire on civilians, when it was abundantly clear that civilians were
still being shot at - and killed in increasing numbers.

Bashar was not pushed aside. This was just how the Syrian regime
under the Assads reacts to such things. When a domestic threat appears,
there is a push-button response of quick and ruthless repression. Survival
instincts. No one really questions it. The mukhabarat and the elite units of
the military swing into action. It was an institutional, convulsive response
to perceived threat. The real story in all of this would have been if Bashar
did not press that button. He probably did not fret over it too much once
the initial shock of the protests wore off. This is just how things are done.
It was business as usual in a mukhabarat state.

The Syrian regime’s other important strategy to outmaneuver, if not
defeat, the opposition forces — in other words, to stay in power — was to
play the sectarian card. As a minority regime, the Alawite leadership had
trumpeted the secular nature of its vision of society and the related protec-
tion of minorities, particularly the various Christian sects in Syria that
make up over 10 per cent of the population (see Chapter 3). Also included
were the Druze (mostly in southern Syria), although their relationship
with the Alawites had ebbed and flowed over the years, particularly in
the internecine political battles of the 1960s, during the early stages of
Baath party rule. Also, although the Arab nationalist policy of the Baath
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party naturally sometimes placed it at odds with the non-Arab Kurdish
population of Syria (located mostly in the north and northeast), the
Assads were, by virtue of force or persuasion, largely able to keep a lid on
Kurdish separatism. Kurdish groups were also sitting back and playing a
waiting game before they committed themselves in any direction. Given
previous Kurdish protests against the regime, their opposition credentials
were solid, and so they would not be discredited if they chose not to
actively join the opposition. On the other hand, they were mindful of the
weaknesses of the Syrian opposition and of the likely retribution the
government would wreak against them should it survive. Their Kurdish
brethren in Iraq had paid a very high price for opposing Saddam Hussein
in the 1980s and early 1990s. Syria’s Kurds perhaps did not want history to
repeat itself. Finally, many Kurdish parties were wary of the increasing
drift toward Turkey on the part of Syrian opposition groups, particularly
the soon-to-be-formed Syrian National Council (see below). The Kurds in
Syria, as in other countries, have long had an antagonistic relationship
with Ankara. This is rooted in the repeated attempts by Kurds in Turkey
to agitate for more autonomy, as well as in Turkish opposition to almost
any attempt by Kurdish populations in neighboring countries to achieve
independence, which may have repercussions back home and encourage
Turkish Kurds to do the same.

The fact that the government forces cracking down ruthlessly on the
protestors in the uprising were predominantly Alawite only exacerbated
sectarian tensions. This was not at odds with what the regime was trying
to accomplish. Painting the opposition as Sunni salafist extremists helped
secure the continued support of the sectarian communities that were of
primary importance to the regime, the Christians and Alawites, even if
there were those in both communities who were not particularly enam-
ored of the Assads. They were more afraid of what might happen if Assad
fell and a conservative, Sunni-dominated regime came to power seeking
retribution — an unfortunately frequent occurrence in modern Middle
East history in the wake of coups and revolutions.

Such a development is particularly common - and usually particularly

bloody - in countries that are sectarian and in those that have not
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developed a deep national identity. This had happened most recently in
neighboring Iraq, where Christians endured numerous horrific acts of
violence perpetrated by Sunni and Shiite extremists in the aftermath of the
fall of the regime of Saddam Hussein in 2003. Coptic Christians in Egypt
also experienced violent acts carried out by Sunni extremists in the wake
of Mubarak’s fall from power. The Syrian regime’s insistence that it was
either ‘us or chaos’ resonated with Syrians who feared instability and
sectarian warfare. And Syrian opposition groups were not doing enough
to placate those who feared retribution; on the contrary, a number of state-
ments by opposition elements seemed to indicate that they were bent on
vengeance rather than reconciliation. Often attempts to include minorities
in opposition activities were merely cosmetic. As one leading opposition
tigure commented, ‘Nowadays theyre [the opposition groups] looking
for one Christian, two Alawites, three Druze, and then they say they’re
representative.??

But it became a self-fulfilling prophecy that the sectarian card played
by the regime actually helped bring about what it said it was trying to
avoid - a retreat into sectarian fortresses, sectarian segregation in a
number of cities, sectarian-motivated violence and the potential of all-out
sectarian civil war. As Nadim Houry of Human Rights Watch commented,
‘The regime in Syria presents itself as a buffer for various communities,
essentially saying “if we go, you will be left to the wolves”. That gives it
ability to mobilize large segments of the population’**

It is important to note that many Alawites are poor and felt neglected by
the regime that was dominated by their religious brethren. Those who
were not from the family or tribe of the Alawite elite, could find them-
selves struggling to eke out a living, just like other Syrians, particularly in
rural areas. However, they also know that retribution does not differen-
tiate. They remember the civil war between the government and the Sunni
Muslim Brotherhood in the late 1970s, culminating in the Hama massacre
of 1982. One Alawite recalled that period: ‘Anything with intellect they
[the Muslim Brotherhood] destroyed in those days. They killed doctors
and judges. Now its goal is strife and destroying the economy, everything
that is the state. They are like [former US President George W.] Bush. If
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you are not with us youre against us. There is a Saudi takfiri mobiliza-
tion’?> The final sentence refers to Saudi Arabia’s penchant for supporting
Sunni extremist elements in Syria, who view the Alawites as apostates to
Islam (takfiri coming from the Arabic word kafir, or ‘unbeliever’).

Stoking this fear, there were reports of stories and videos being circu-
lated within the security services that showed disgusting, beyond-the-pale
behavior by Sunnis against Alawites — such as a woman in Homs drinking
the blood of dead Alawites, surrounded by their dismembered bodies,
which had been delivered to her by armed terrorists.”® Other stories
broadcast by the government included Sunni extremists establishing
Islamic emirates in areas they controlled in Syria, as well as ‘evidence’ of
Israeli funding and arms deliveries to opposition forces.?” It did not help
matters when a prominent opposition leader in Homs, who had appar-
ently lost family members during the government siege of his city, was
caught on video participating in chants to ‘exterminate the Alawites.?
No doubt sectarian animosities have been exacerbated by the rebellion,
but footage such as this only confirmed the regime’s narrative within its
support base of minorities in Syria.

There were a number of incidents or events during the course of the
Arab Spring in Syria that elevated the crisis to new levels — or at least that
is how they were portrayed in the media. One of these was what happened
to a thirteen-year-old boy by the name of Hamza al-Khateeb, who went
missing from his southern village of Jeezah on 29 April. His mutilated
body was returned to his family about a month later. The gruesome
pictures of the poor boy were broadcast around the world, and the inter-
national outrage was not slow in coming. The Syrian government obvi-
ously denied torturing the boy: it even had a government-employed
doctor examine the body, and he concluded that the deformations and
scars were not consistent with torture. Regardless of who was responsible,
it was clear that the Syrian crisis was the cause, and certainly most fingers
pointed to the regime’s security forces, which were already known from
the Deraa incident to have no qualms about torturing children.
Backtracking, the government announced an investigation into al-Khateeb’s

death, and Bashar al-Assad even visited the family. Echoing jarring,
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mobilizing deaths in other Arab states during the Arab Spring, chants of
protest and websites grew up around the phrase ‘We are all Hamza
al-Khateeb. A Facebook page was created in his name on 28 May and
logged more than 67,000 supporters. As one comment read, “There is no
place left here for a regime after what they did to Hamza * If the percep-
tion of a regime is that it is ordering or condoning the torture and murder
of children, it is well-nigh impossible to rehabilitate such a tarnished
image.

Another moment occurred at Jisr al-Shughur, a Sunni-dominated city
in northwestern Syria, on the Turkish border in the Idlib Governorate.
The city had a history with the Assads: in 1980, the government carried
out a brutal crackdown there that presaged the events of a couple of years
later in Hama, another conservative Sunni city. Violence now broke out on
6 June 2011, with government forces entering the city. According to Syrian
state reports, 120 security personnel were killed by ‘armed gangs’ in the
largest death toll to date in any single theater of combat in the uprising.
Opposition websites contended that the 120 security personnel had actu-
ally been killed by their own, when they threatened to (or actually did)
defect to the opposition.*® This is but one example of the diametrically
opposed narratives offered on the same incident by the two sides, which
were attempting to spin the story to their own advantage. Perhaps more
importantly in the long term, the action taken along the Turkish border by
Syrian forces, which were probably attempting to prevent any safe zones
from developing,® not only greatly boosted the flow of Syrian refugees
into southern Turkey, but also hastened Turkish involvement in the crisis
and increased pressure on Ankara’s erstwhile friend, Bashar al-Assad, to
really implement the reforms that had been announced. The Syrian
government’s failure to do so, the increasing violence and the associated
flood of refugees to Red Crescent camps in Turkey (approximately 10,000
by mid-June) would eventually alienate one of Syria’s most important
regional friends. Jisr al-Shughur and other towns in the area had been
virtually emptied, with most of the residents fleeing to or across the
Turkish border; there were reports that Syrian artillery actually shelled

some of the refugee camps inside Turkey.
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Bouthaina Shaaban announced on 9 May that the Syrian government
had gained the upper hand in the uprising: T hope we are witnessing the
end of the story. I think now we've passed the most dangerous moment. I
hope so, I think s0*> Commenting on the protestors, she went on to repeat
the now oft-heard refrain: “‘We think these people are a combination of
fundamentalists, extremists, smugglers, people who are ex-convicts and
are being used to make trouble. She said that she had been asked to meet
well-known political activists in Syria, such as Michel Kilo, Louay Hussein,
Aref Dalila and Salim Khayrbek in an attempt to begin a dialogue leading
to political reform. Shaaban noted that this was the beginning of an effort
by the government to create a national dialogue and to reach some sort of
political resolution to the crisis: ‘We want to use what happened to Syria
as an opportunity. We see it as an opportunity to try to move forward on
many levels, especially the political level’??

These apparent concessions by the government were dismissed by
opposition elements, which claimed that they were simply more delaying
tactics. They were also not going to enter into any sort of political dialogue
while army tanks were still on the streets, killing civilians. The security
forces had first to be withdrawn, and the political prisoners who had been
arrested since the uprising began (an estimated 10,000 by June) had to be
released. They were usually held in existing prisons in terrible conditions,
or else had been thrown into makeshift prisons converted from school
gymnasiums, warehouses, government buildings or stadiums. As one
anonymous Syrian official said, highlighting a central conundrum for the
Syrian president, even assuming he was truly committed to expeditious
reform: Assad is not capable of implementing these reforms. He’s not
capable. He knows if he did, it would be the end of him. He would fall*

The Syrian regime suffered another blow to its quickly deteriorating
international reputation on 1 June 2011, when Human Rights Watch
published a scathing fifty-five-page report on the Syrian crisis. One need
go no further than its title to intuit its findings: ‘We’ve Never Seen Such
Horror’: Crimes against humanity by Syrian security forces.® The report
detailed ‘systematic killings of protestors and bystanders, as well as exten-

sive arbitrary arrests, disappearances, torture, denial of medical assistance,
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executions and mass graves, among other violations. It certainly added to
the debate at the time on whether or not to pass a UN Security Council
resolution to refer Assad to the International Criminal Court for crimes

against humanity.

Opposition matures

The Syrian regime continued its attempts to portray itself as interested in
a political solution - attempts that may have been aimed more at an inter-
national audience than a local one. This was probably also an attempt to
outflank exiled opposition groups that were trying to join forces. In any
event, on 31 May President Assad announced, via the state-run media, the
formation of a committee to set up a basis for a national dialogue.
Assad also offered a pardon for all political crimes committed before
31 May 2011, including to all members of political movements, even the
outlawed Muslim Brotherhood. The date of both announcements was
probably not a coincidence, as a number of exiled opposition groups and
individual activists were meeting at the time for a three-day conference
(31 May-3 June) in Antalya, Turkey, in an attempt to form an overarching
organization that could represent the opposition, especially internation-
ally, and help coordinate efforts. The name of the gathering was the ‘Syrian
Conference for Change’ It was organized by the Egypt-based National
Organization for Human Rights, and about 300 opposition figures were in
attendance. The goal was to establish a dialogue between the various
opposition groups with the aim of creating a transitional council - again
mimicking what was happening at the time in Libya, with the formation
of the National Transitional Council. As one prominent activist,
Washington-based Radwan Ziadeh, noted: ‘Everyone knows that the
Syrian uprising is leaderless. We need to establish some sort of balance to
move ahead. The intended outcome is for a united opposition established
on the principles of greater coordination inside and outside Syria*® It was
worrisome to the regime, whose continued existence relied in part on the
loyalty of the Sunni merchant class, that the conference also attracted the

support of a number of prominent Syrian businessmen; in fact, it was
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funded by Ali and Wassim Sanqar, brothers who were in the luxury car
distribution business in Damascus.

As a clear sign of continuing division among exiled Syrian opposition
groups (and differences between domestic and external opposition
elements), on the eve of the conference, Ribal al-Assad, the president’s
exiled cousin and head of the London-based Organisation for Democracy
and Freedom, said the conference was a front for Islamic extremism. He
further announced that he would hold an alternative conference based on
‘freedom, democracy and religious pluralism’ He claimed that Muslim
Brotherhood members at the conference were posing as moderates: ‘T can
assure you that none of these people represents the Syrian opposition.
They are individuals that only represent themselves’ Ziadeh countered
that ‘We know Syrian society is very conservative. Moderate Muslims
must be present. Kurdish opposition groups boycotted the conference,
while other exiled opposition elements bemoaned the inadequate plan-
ning, the lack of consultation and the hasty way in which the conference
had been organized.’”

At the conference, the opposition rejected Assad’s amnesty offer, as well
as the call for national dialogue. Instead, the participants announced that
they were beginning the process of forging a plan for a ‘new, democratic
Syria’ and creating committees to liaise with the international community.
Ammar Abdulhamid, the Washington-based Syrian pro-democracy
activist, stated that the conference ‘hopes to create a representative body
that can be accepted by the protestors inside Syrian that can meet their
demands in terms of the opposition trying to play a role in getting their
voices heard by the international community’*® Perhaps damping down
expectations of the outcome of the conference, however, he was quick to

point out that

this is not going to be any kind of government in exile, simply a group
of people who are willing to represent the movement internationally
because the world cannot engage in a revolution that does not have any
recognizable representatives. Our hope is to fuel that kind of body on an

interim basis until such time that the Syrian people can freely elect a
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transitional council inside the country that can lead the country to

democracy.

Although disagreements and divisions persisted, this meeting served as a
launch-pad for what would become the Syrian National Council (SNC),
formed in the autumn of 2011. Although still riven by disputes, by the end
of 2011 the SNC had become the generally recognized and legitimate
Syrian opposition organization, at least in the international arena.

One of the more interesting aspects of the growing opposition to
the regime was the development of homegrown activists, particularly the
loosely organized groups that called themselves the Local Coordination
Committees (LCC). Made up largely of tech-savvy youth, they emerged and
have continued to play a very important role in the uprising. The exiled
opposition — and any post-Assad government — must take the LCC seri-
ously: although (for obvious reasons) largely anonymous during the uprising,
they it was who led the protests against the government on the ground,
risking life and limb; and they it was who battled and outwitted government
forces to a virtual standstill. They and their supporters would not look
kindly upon exiled opposition leaders scooping up the rewards for what they
rightly earned. On the LCC, Anthony Shadid of the New York Times wrote:

Their success has stemmed from an ability to stay decentralized, work in
secret and fashion their message in the most nationalist of terms. But
that very success has made them a mystery to the Syrian government,
which prefers to work with more recognized opposition figures . .. The
youthful demonstrators who make up these coordination committees
have bridged divides of sect, religion and class to try to formulate a lead-
ership. As in Egypt, they were able to build on years of local dissidence
that had already created informal networks of friends and colleagues.
Across Syria, as many as 35 activists who are acknowledged as committee
leaders try to communicate by Internet chat room each day . .. One who
identified himself as a 23-year-old civil engineering student . . . said he
spent 15 hours a day online. “We live and work in the virtual world, not

the street; he said.*®
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As with the exiled opposition, there have been some bitter divisions
between various LCC in different cities across Syria — many of them have
differing agendas, based on local circumstances. Nevertheless, the LCC
proliferated and, according to many, became the driving force behind the
uprising on the ground.

Assad kept trying to seize the initiative as a reformer, despite the death
of over 1,100 Syrians in the first two and a half months of the uprising, as
reported by UN human rights organizations. On 20 June, in a Damascus
University auditorium that was packed with pro-regime supporters, the
Syrian president delivered his third public address on the crisis. Since the
speech was broadcast by Syrian television, it was an ‘address to the nation’
This speech was less arrogant and bombastic than his two previous public
addresses. While a little more forthcoming on the need for reform, it still
contained the same rationale for the causes of the uprising. Assad said he
was ‘working on getting the military back to their barracks as soon as
possible, but then warned that the government would ‘work on tracking
down everyone who shed blood or plotted in shedding the blood of the
Syrian people, and we will hold them accountable’*® He again blamed
armed gangs and conspiracies for the violence: “There are those who are
distorting the image of the Syrian nation abroad, and they wanted to open
the gates and even called for foreign intervention. They tried to weaken the
national political position. There are those who are killing [in] the name of
religion and want to spread chaos under the pretext of religion! He went
on to compare the conspiracies to ‘germs’ that cannot be ‘exterminated.

Assad tried to focus more on reform, raising the possibility of amending
Syria’s constitution and entering into national dialogue: ‘It is not a dialogue
of the opposition with the government . . . but it should be a dialogue that
will include all fabrics of Syrian society. He promised to reform ‘what had
been damaged, although he admitted this would take time: ‘For us the
reform process is an absolute conviction that will be in the best interest of
the nation and the citizen. We can’t jump into the unknown. We are
working on building the way to our future’ He also urged Syrian refugees
in Turkey to return home: “The military is there for the sake of their secu-

rity, the safety of all citizens and their cities’
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The opposition was quick to dismiss the president’s speech, saying that,
once again, the proof of the pudding was in the eating: these were empty
promises, since he had said many of the same things before, without actu-
ally implementing them. By focusing once again on foreign conspiracies
and armed gangs as the causes of the uprising, he denied - yet again - the
real socioeconomic and political roots of the crisis and the legitimate
needs and demands of the protestors. As one protestor’s sign read after the
speech: ‘If we are all germs, are you the head of all germs?’

A potentially interesting development regarding political reform in
Syria resulted from this latest speech. A new political party law was
drafted by the government and posted online for public debate, with the
intention that it should be ratified in parliament in August. The law would
end the one-party rule of the Baath (which at the time had about
2.8 million members, in a country of 22 million). Since the early 1970s
there had been a ‘loyal opposition’ in parliament — the National Progressive
Front, an umbrella organization that consisted of a number of left-wing
parties. But the Baath party was overwhelmingly dominant. Article 8 of
the Syrian constitution even stated that the Baath party was the ‘leader of
state and society’. The new party law would create a multi-party system,
acknowledging that the goal of political pluralism is to create a rotating
system of power in the executive and legislative branches of government.
There were, however, a number of restrictions, mostly aimed at blocking
any religious, ethnic or regional parties (such as a Muslim Brotherhood or
a Kurdish party). In order for a party organizer to acquire a license, he or
she had to be over twenty-five years of age and to have attracted at least
tifty founding members. All the members of the party had to be resident
in Syria, and it had to draw its membership from at least 50 per cent of
the Syrian governorates. A party needed to have 2,000 members at the
time of application, as well as an identified headquarters. A Party Affairs
Committee, chaired by the minister of the interior (in itself something of
ared ragto a bull!), would approve or reject a party’s application, according
to certain procedures. There were also rules regarding donations, funding
and equal access to the media.*! As before, skepticism was rife both inside

and outside the country: people would believe it when they saw it.
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As promised, in one area at least, in early July the regime did gather
together a number of leading figures in the country, including academics,
youth leaders and known democracy activists, to engage in a ‘national
dialogue’ It was chaired by Farouk al-Sharaa, Syria’s vice president and a
Sunni, originally from Deraa. Sharaa was well-respected in the country as
a senior statesman, and he was known as one of the few in the upper
echelons of the leadership who acted in the interests of the country and
was not corrupt. In his opening remarks, he hailed the meeting, held
at Damascus University, as a step towards creating a democratic nation:
‘We hope that at the end of this comprehensive meeting to announce
the transition of Syria to a pluralistic democratic nation where all citizens
are guided by equality and participate in the modeling of the future of
their country’*? One of the activists at the meeting insisted that “The
bloodshed needs to stop’** To which the Syrian vice president responded:
‘We have to admit that without the big sacrifices that were presented
by the Syrian people, from the blood of their sons, civilians or military
in more than one province, city and town, this meeting wouldn't have
happened*

But the meeting was not followed up by any more serious national
dialogues. One high-level Syrian official told me that the government had
‘really messed up the whole thing. Longtime democracy activists, such as
Michel Kilo and Louay Hussein, admitted that they could not (and did not
want to) speak for the protestors: ‘Representatives of the street should
contribute to this dialogue themselves’* Another activist, Nabil Samman,
argued that picking and choosing with whom to engage was self-defeating
on the part of the government: ‘Everyone has to be invited to the dialogue:
writers, tribal leaders, human rights activists . .. all” This was one of the
main problems with the government’s attempt at national dialogue: it was
seen, perhaps rightly so, as yet another delaying tactic, or even as a cynical
attempt to separate the ‘acceptable’ opposition elements from the unac-
ceptable ones inside and outside Syria. The meeting denied a place to the
LCC and others who had been assuming the larger burden of the protests.
Accordingly, during the meeting, protestors held nationwide ‘No Dialogue’

marches.
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Furthermore, many opposition elements — Syrian residents and exiles —
had already determined that the Assad regime must go - it was past the
point of compromise. In their opinion, no dialogue could possibly work
with a regime that would, under no circumstances, go any further than
Egyptian President Husni Mubarak had done in his own country - i.e.
allow ‘a ruling party that tolerates feeble but legal opposition parties, a
measure of freedom of expression and a critical press, a loud but ineffec-
tual Parliament, and security services that may undergo some reforms but
are still riddled with corruption’*

The largely Sunni city of Homs - an industrial hub, the third-largest city
in Syria and the original home of Asma al-Assad’s family - descended into
vicious daily warfare between protestors and government forces, and soon
became the epicenter of the uprising. The violence escalated throughout
the country, the different sides hardened their positions, and any serious

thoughts of national dialogue receded.

The social network

The role of the social media in the protest movements in Tunisia and
Egypt has been well documented.”” Since nothing breeds imitation as
much as success, social media networks also played an important role
in the Syrian uprising, mobilizing opposition activity through such
popular media sites as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. Indeed, the use of
these social media sites has in itself been revolutionary, transforming
sporadic acts of civil disobedience into nationwide demonstrations.*®
The primary advantage of social media is that they are largely uncensored
and anonymous, thereby better protecting opposition elements that use
them.

With social media, authoritarian governments could not control the
stream of information as they had done in the past; indeed, the informa-
tion could be shaped and spun in a way that benefited the opposition and
that cast the Syrian regime in as negative a light as possible - much as the
state-controlled media had been used by the government for decades to

shape and spin information to its advantage. First and foremost, social
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media generated a freer flow of information about the uprising that could

not be controlled by the state. As Radwan Ziadeh commented:

The social media networks have played crucial roles in showing the
world what is going on in Syria. Since Day One, the Syrian government
has banned any media presence and kicked out all the reporters. This is
how every Syrian citizen became an activist, and, at the same time, a
journalist. This is the perfect model of citizen journalism. It has empow-

ered more young activists[.]*’

Dissidents used popular media outlets such as Facebook and Twitter to
organize opposition activity. A number of social media websites, such as
‘Syrian Revolution 2011” and ‘Syrian Revolution News Round-ups’ were
created to coordinate protests throughout the country and to act as
clearing-houses for information and updates on the uprising. The sites
have been used by the opposition to show to the country and the world the
atrocities perpetrated by government forces in brutally suppressing the
protests, including footage of the mutilated body of thirteen-year-old
Hamza al-Khateeb. Such videos have galvanized the opposition, leading to
larger and more vocal protests. Government filtering of information is no
more. In a way, the social media have allowed ordinary citizens to counter
the decades of censorship in Syria, inspiring an attitude of defiance among
tech-savvy youths that will most likely be impossible to rein in again.*
The social media have allowed people to escape the culture of fear.
Ironically, it was the self-described computer nerd, Bashar al-Assad,
who, as chairman of the Syrian Computer Society in the 1990s, accelerated
the Internet’s penetration in Syria, thus providing the technological foun-
dation for the opposition in its attempt to unseat him. The major Internet
providers in Syria were state-controlled, though there were a few private
companies. The country’s two largest providers were SyriaTel, the head of
which was Rami Makhlouf, and the government-controlled Syrian
Telecommunications Establishment (STE). Over the years, the state gener-
ally placed greater emphasis on telecommunications security than on

quality of service, and there was a fairly sophisticated system of media
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surveillance acquired from foreign software companies in Iran, Italy,

Canada and the United States.”® According to one report:

In 2006, Reporters Without Borders ranked Syria among the 13 enemies
of the Internet, and in 2007 described Syria as the biggest prison for
cyber dissidents in the Middle East because of the number of arrests and
the frequency of mistreatment of online activists. In 2009, the Committee
to Protect Journalists ranked Syria third in a list of the ten worst
countries in which to be a blogger, given the arrests, harassment, and

restrictions that online writers in Syria have faced.”

So, even though Syria seemed to be opening up to the outside world via
the Internet, cyber technology was also utilized to track down real and
suspected dissidents. This function came to the fore between 2000 and
2007, when Internet usage in Syria soared by over 4,900 per cent, thanks
to the new private media outlets authorized by Assad in 2001.%® In a way;,
the heightened surveillance and security precautions undertaken by the
regime helped young people develop the technical skills to evade surveil-
lance and gather information. By 2011, Syrian youth had acquired a great
deal of online experience and was well practiced in the art of evading the
watchful eye of the security forces.

In 2007, Facebook was banned by the Syrian government, which
claimed that it was being used as a ‘conduit for Israeli penetration of
Syrian youth; although dissidents believe the decision was taken to block
civil society activists from forming organizations and social networks
beyond the reach of the regime.>* Tech-savvy youths, however, were able
to work around this by using international proxy servers. Indeed, a mobile
phone video in 2010 of schoolchildren being beaten by teachers went viral,
embarrassing the Syrian government.> It was a portent of things to come.
Interestingly, the ban on Facebook and other social media sites was lifted
by the government in early February 2011. Skeptics figured at the time
that it was not really a government concession, but rather an attempt to
more easily monitor dissident activity — especially considering the fact

that Syria had most likely acquired cyber-surveillance technology from
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the Iranians (who have some of the most sophisticated technology of this
sort in the world, developed over many years of using it to suppress dissent
in their own country).

Unable to control the stream of information, the Syrian government
watched helplessly as a wave of ‘virtual activism’ over Facebook, Twitter
and YouTube fueled the uprising. Images of torture, killings and brutality
by government forces were posted, as were videos, interviews, guerilla art,
anti-regime music and opposition commentaries, a good portion of which
could be seen and heard in real time. What could have become routine
news instead became a drama of life and death; of freedom versus tyranny.

Because of the anonymous nature of social media sites, there is also the
potential for abuse by opposition elements — or even just people who want
to create a sensation. After all, those interested in the fall of Bashar
al-Assad are hardly going to display any positive videos of Syrian soldiers.
Videos can be cleverly edited, and unattributed information can appear in
any format. One notable case in summer 2011 involved a blog entitled
‘Gay Girl in Damascus, supposedly organized by lesbian blogger Amina
Arraf. Her writings captured the attention of thousands inside and outside
Syria as an example of a downtrodden minority fighting back. When the
blog suddenly went silent, word spread on social media sites that she had
been arrested, and worldwide outrage ensued. After about a week, it
emerged that Amina Arraf’ was actually Tom MacMaster, a forty-year-old
male postgraduate at the University of Edinburgh in Scotland. It was
an elaborate hoax that served as a warning and a timely reminder that
accurate information on the Syrian uprising was hard to come by.

Tendentiousness was common. As mentioned earlier, the Syrian govern-
ment had only itself to blame for this, as it generally prevented the inter-
national press from freely reporting inside Syria. That said, a number of
professional journalists and photographers did manage to slip into the
country, usually from Lebanon. They bravely embedded themselves on the
front lines of the uprising, but several were killed in the fighting. As some
have pointed out, however, ‘the Internet . . . is a natural playground for the
dissemination of disinformation’®® Toward the end of 2011, even Stratfor,

a geopolitical risk-analysis group based in Austin, Texas, whose reports
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during Bashar’s presidency had tended to reflect Washington’s negative
attitude toward Syria, questioned the veracity of opposition information:
‘most of the opposition’s more serious claims have turned out to be grossly
exaggerated or simply untrue, thereby revealing more about the opposi-
tion'’s weaknesses than the level of instability inside the Syrian regime.”’
While certainly not denying the violent actions carried out by the Syrian
regime, it cautioned the US government against making important foreign
policy decisions based on one set of observations.”®

The Syrian government tried to fight back in this cyberwar. It created a
special division of computer specialists called the Syrian Electronic
Army (SEA). The purpose of the new agency was to track dissidents,
post pro-regime materials, attempt to block or shut down social media
sites and web pages that were critical of the Syrian government, and
prevent sabotage by cyber dissidents.” It appeared to be another form of
cat-and-mouse between the protestors and the government, as security
forces and the SEA would close Internet sites, and just as fast the cyber
dissidents would find new ways to post information. And - just as in the
cat-and-mouse games on the streets of villages, towns and cities across
Syria at the time - the government forces were on their heels. Complicating
the Syrian government’s efforts is the support the Obama administration
began to give to Syrian cyber activists as the crisis wore on. They are
reportedly receiving US assistance outside of Syria in the form of ‘training
in computer encryption, circumvention of government firewalls and
secure use of mobile phones’ by way of federally-funded nonprofit organi-
zations.®® The modus operandi for this process was originally established
via the State Department in 2008 with China as the target. As a result, a
rebel’s computer and tech knowledge may be as or more important than
his or her weapons.

As Lebanon-based cyber activist, Rami Nakhla, said: “You can’t quash
an uprising if millions of people are acting like their own independent

news stations’®!



CHAPTER 7

The International Response

The international reaction to the uprising in Syria and the Syrian govern-
ment’s policies in response evolved as the situation itself evolved. The
initial reaction from practically every international actor who had a ‘dog
in this fight, so to speak, was guarded and muted. It was almost as if
everyone hoped the burgeoning crisis in Syria would just fizzle out and go
away, so that there would be no need to make any difficult decisions
regarding the proper response. Unfortunately, the uprising did not just go
away, and the major regional and international players in the unfolding
drama did indeed have to make some difficult decisions.

But, in contrast to Libya, there was no clear-cut answer and no definite
direction - even as the violence became inexorably linked to the question
of what the international community would, could or should do. By
autumn 2011, though - if not earlier — it was apparent that the Syrian crisis
had in many ways become a function of what, in recent years, had emerged
as a regional cold war between Iran and its allies (first and foremost Syria,
but also Hizbullah-led Lebanon and, to a lesser degree, Shiite-led Iraq)
and Saudi Arabia and its allies (especially Qatar and likeminded countries
such as Israel, the United States, and, after the uprising, Turkey). The
crisis in Syria also saw the rebirth of what appeared to be a new Middle

Eastern cold war at the international level, between a US-led bloc that
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included the European Union, and a Russian-led bloc, which included
China and emerging powers such as India, Brazil and South Africa
(the so-called BRICS countries).

The hesitancy with which the international community acted toward
the regime of Bashar al-Assad, despite evidence of growing and indis-
criminate violence perpetrated against largely peaceful protestors by
government forces, can be attributed to what one article in May 2011
called ‘the Doomsday scenario if Syria fails)' Simply put, no one wanted to
see another post-Saddam Iraq - i.e. chaos and instability in a country due
to the precipitate removal of the central authority that had held it together.
Indeed, it was thought at the time that Syria could even be worse.

The concern, of course, was that Syria, like Iraq, is both ethnically and
religiously sectarian. Also like Iraq, an authoritarian minority sectarian
regime had a chokehold of power at almost every level. Nor were there any
well-developed political institutions or civil society to fill the vacuum that
would be created by the removal of the ruling regime. As one scholar at
the American University of Beirut noted in a Washington Post article,
‘If the regime collapses you will have civil war and it will spread throughout
the region, engulfing Lebanon, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and beyond’* According
to many, the entire balance of power in the region was at stake. Rami
Khouri, also based in Lebanon, compared the situation to the 2008 US
government bailout of bankrupted financial institutions, saying that Syria
was like a bank that is too big to be allowed to fail. He went on: ‘the specter
of sectarian-based chaos within a post-Assad Syria that could spread to
other parts of the Middle East is frightening to many people’® Or as Josh
Landis stated at the time, ‘Syria is the cockpit of the Middle East, and a
struggle for control of Syria would be ignited.* I also chipped in: ‘for the
Obama administration, the last thing they want, just at the time they're
withdrawing from Iraq, is a destabilized Syria that would lead to an open
season for jihadis to cross the border into Iraq’’

The biggest fear was that the chaotic collapse of the Syrian state could
lead to outside intervention or could precipitate regional war, perhaps
even another Arab-Israeli war. The latter emerged from concerns that —
much as Saddam Hussein had tried to do in the 1991 Gulf War - a
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desperate Assad regime could initiate hostilities with Israel in a last-ditch
attempt to get the country behind the government and to turn a failing
domestic situation into an Arab-Israeli conflict. This could lead to the
involvement of Iran or its proxies (particularly Hizbullah) in the conflict,
providing backing for Syria. And, just as a conflicting alliance system in
World War One turned a bilateral conflict into a global one, so could this,
with Saudi Arabia and its allies joining the West in an anti-Iranian
coalition.

Intervention by Turkey in northern Syria to protect its interests would
be a very real possibility; while, from the east, Iraq - and, by extension,
Iran - could seek to safeguard its interests by attempting to maintain a
friendly (or at the very least non-threatening) regime in Damascus. The
instability in Syria could then spill over into neighboring Lebanon, Iraq
and maybe even Jordan, and there could potentially be a ripple effect of
internal instability (if not outright civil war) in those countries. The
United States would be compelled to become directly engaged in this
tsunami, either getting caught up in the tidal wave, or trying to clean up
the mess - either of which would be expensive in political capital,
resources and probably lives. The domestic repercussions in the United
States — particularly with a presidential election looming - would be
monumental, as there would be little appetite there for a third full-blown
military engagement in the Middle East in a decade. On the other side of
the equation, the Middle East is quite tired of US military intervention,
and an already negative opinion of the United States in the region would
gain further currency.

Maybe now one can understand the doomsday scenarios applied to
Syria in the early stages of the uprising, as well as the measured response
of the international community. If only Assad would actually implement
the long-promised reform, end the violence and engage in dialogue with
the opposition, all would be well. The uprising would fade away, the most
extreme opposition elements would be marginalized, and Syria would
morph into something resembling a democratic, open society — at least
enough to divert the gaze of a wary international community toward

something else. Most of all, Syria would not fall apart.
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The best — or perhaps the least confusing — way to cover the interna-
tional reaction to the crisis in Syria during its first six months or so, when
state policies on the uprising became better defined and more developed, is
to conduct a roll call of the relevant parties and to examine the varied inter-
ests, motivations and constraints regarding the policies that each actually
adopted vis-a-vis Syria. The parties will be grouped into those that were
generally supportive of Assad’s Syria and those that were arrayed against it
and were supportive of the opposition. The international response after the
first six months of the uprising, including the role of the United Nations
and the Arab League, will be picked up in the remaining chapters.

Pro-Assad

Iran

On the surface, Iran and Syria would appear to be less than ideal allies.
Syria, as we know, is a predominantly Arab state that has been ruled by a
party that is staunchly secular. Iran, on the other hand, is mostly Persian
and is ruled by a theocratic hierarchy as an Islamic republic. And even
though the Alawites are considered in scholarly circles to be an offshoot of
Shiite Islam, in practice most Shiites (particularly of the mainstream
“Twelver Shiite’ strain that is dominant in Iran) consider the Alawites
heretical. But this alliance - Syria’s most important of the last decade - is
strategic, and the best explanation for it lies in the old Arab proverb ‘the
enemy of my enemy is my friend’ That ‘enemy’ was Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.
The alliance began soon after the Iranian Revolution of 1979 and was
nurtured by Syria’s support of Tehran against Iraq in the 1980-88 Iran-
Iraq War (in which Syria was the only Arab state to support non-Arab Iran
against Arab Iraq). Of course, it was in part the hostility between
Damascus and Baghdad that led to Hafiz al-Assad’s decision to participate
in the US-led UN coalition that evicted Iraq from Kuwait in the 1990-91
Gulf crisis and war.

Iran’s relationship with Syria allowed Tehran to extend its influence into
the heartland of the Middle East, and particularly right into the middle of
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the Arab-Israeli conflict, through its extensive support for the anti-Israeli
Islamist groups Hizbullah in Lebanon and Hamas in the Palestinian terri-
tories. Its ability to do this has been important for Iran in terms of
extending its regional leverage and footprint. In the region, it also claimed
that its 1979 revolution had been Islamic, not simply Iranian - i.e. its
significance as an agent of change in the region did not stop at the Iranian
border. In tough economic times, this position — on an issue that was of
importance to many Iranians - won the regime points domestically.

Iran’s support offered Damascus strategic depth, especially when it was
vulnerable. As we have seen, Syria’s policies often set it at odds with other
states in the Middle East. It did no harm to have a powerful friend,
especially one on the other side of the Arab state that had been most prob-
lematic to Syria since the 1970s: Iraq under Saddam Hussein. It also did
not hurt to add more friends when the Soviet Union imploded in the early
1990s. Hafiz al-Assad was always one to hedge his bets, even flirting with
the United States following the 1991 Gulf War and getting tantalizingly
close to a peace treaty with Israel. But Iran and its assets provided Syria
with what the Syrian leadership felt was much-needed bargaining power
in any negotiations with Israel over the Golan Heights and in any discus-
sions with Washington. In addition, Iran’s sponsorship of Hizbullah
(in terms of military and financial support) often reached the Shiite
Islamist group via Syria, which provided Damascus with an important ally
and asset in politically sectarian Lebanon - a country of supreme
importance to Syria (which will be discussed below). The Iranian-Syrian
alliance, one of the most important in the Middle East, would not be easily
broken.

Over time there also developed an economic dimension to the relation-
ship, particularly as investment opportunities, tourism and trade developed
between the two countries, and as discounted oil from Iran was shipped
into Syria, allowing Syria’s oil companies to export the country’s meager oil
supplies at market price and the country to pocket the difference. The
economic relationship, however, has tended to be one-sided, especially in
the tourism sector: thousands of Iranians undertake religious pilgrimages

every year to Syrian Shiite shrines, but relatively few Syrians visit Iran.
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But there have also been some noticeable differences over the years,
such as Iranian frustration with Syria’s willingness to negotiate a peace
treaty with Israel, or Syria’s frustration over what its leadership often
believed to be too much Iranian interference in Iraqi affairs, especially
after the fall of Saddam Hussein and the installation of a Shiite-dominated
government in Baghdad. In addition, the improvement in Syrian-Turkish
relations over the last few years has allowed Turkey to enter Syria not only
economically but also culturally, with such things as the popular Turkish
soap operas that are translated into Arabic. Iranian shows are not nearly as
popular, and the Turks have the advantage of a shared border, a shared
heritage going back to the days of the Ottoman Empire, intermarriage, and
the fact that Turkey is predominantly Sunni, just like Syria. The form of
government in Ankara — secular Islamist - also appeals to more Syrians
than does Iran’s theocratic form of government.® Indeed, underneath the
Saudi-Iranian tussle, there is a growing competition between Turkey and
Iran over Syria. None of these differences and shifting strategic alliances,
however, was too great to overcome the shared strategic interests for the
time being between Damascus and Tehran.

Under Bashar al-Assad, Iranian-Syrian ties deepened. From the point of
view of Damascus, in part this was out of sheer necessity: under great
pressure from the United States following the US-led invasion of Iraq in
2003, and particularly following the Hariri assassination (when Saudi
Arabia and France could be added to the anti- Assad list), Syria desperately
needed Iranian support to stay afloat. This meshed with Iranian interests
at the time: Tehran was under increasing pressure from a variety of quar-
ters over its alleged ‘weaponizing’ of its uranium enrichment program in
its nuclear power facilities. There was a tangible and growing concern that
Tehran could develop nuclear weapons. As the pressure increased and
there was serious talk of possible Israeli or American pre-emptive airstrikes
to take out the facilities, one card that Iran had up its sleeve was the deter-
rent effect of unleashing Hizbullah on Israel, should it be attacked. This
would, at the very least, indirectly involve Syria in supplying weapons to
Hizbullah; it would probably also lead to direct Israeli-Syrian military

conflict. Syria was a vocal proponent of Iran’s nuclear program. Damascus
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repeated Tehran’s mantra that the program was for peaceful purposes, and
pointed out the inconsistency in the international anti-Iranian consensus
that Israel had a nuclear weapons capacity of several hundred warheads
(according to most estimates), yet was not a signatory to international
non-proliferation agreements.

When the uprising began in Syria, Iran tended to parrot Syrian govern-
ment pronouncements that the trouble was due to pernicious external
forces and an international conspiracy. Certainly, from the very beginning
Tehran believed it was a conscious attempt by the United States, Israel and
their allies to weaken the Iranian hand by fomenting a rebellion that might
overthrow Iran’s closest ally in the Middle East. Ayatollah Ali Khamenei,
Iran’s supreme leader, stated in June: ‘In Syria the hand of America and
Israel is evident. Wherever a movement is Islamic, populist, and anti-
American, we support it” Another Iranian official commented: ‘Having
lost Egypt, the US has targeted Syria’® Finally, Iran’s former ambassador to
Syria, Ahmad Mousavi, supported the conspiracy theory: ‘Current events
in Syria are designed by the foreign enemies and mark the second version
of the sedition which took place in 2009 in Iran. The enemy is targeting
the security and safety of Syria ... [The protestors] are foreign merce-
naries, who get their message from the enemy and the Zionists’® There
were credible reports that Iran was providing Syria with substantial assist-
ance, particularly in surveillance technology to monitor email, mobile
phones and the Internet, in order to combat the social media roots of the
uprising and fight back against cyber warfare conducted by opposition
groups.

In addition, it appears that Iran sent elements of its Revolutionary
Guards (the elite Quds Force), possibly supported by Hizbullah units, to
train Syrian forces in how to quell protests, skills the Iranian government
honed when putting down its own popular uprising after what most
believed to have been a fraudulent presidential election in 2009. The irony
of Iran supporting the Egyptian and Tunisian protestors against pro-
Western governments, yet supporting the Syrian governments brutal
crackdown was not lost on anyone who cared to notice. However, there was

enough of this cynical irony to go around, as the United States, Saudi
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Arabia and other Gulf Arab states supported the Syrian protests (and
others in the Middle East), yet turned a blind eye to protests in the Gulf
Arab state of Bahrain, home to the US Persian Gulf carrier fleet, where an
uprising was violently put down by Gulf Cooperation Council forces,
supported mainly by Saudi Arabia. So we need to dispense with any
thoughts of ideological consistency: as usual, the actors in this play were
acting first and foremost in accordance with their perceived national
interests.

What is interesting about the Iranian position is not that Tehran
strongly supported Syria: that was only to be expected. The surprising
thing is that, as the violence in Syria escalated in the summer of 2011 and
into the autumn, Tehran - and Hizbullah - seeing the real possibility of a
vital ally falling from power, began openly to encourage Bashar al-Assad
to implement the necessary reforms in order to stem the tide of protest;
they urged the Syrian government to curtail the violence and deal calmly
with the opposition. There were also reports that Iranian officials were
making contact with opposition forces inside and outside Syria, possibly
hedging their bets in the crisis.

It had been seen in Egypt, Tunisia and even Libya that there was no
guarantee that the new political landscape would be pro-Western: if
anything, the new governments adopted more anti-Western and anti-
Israel attitudes than had their predecessors. Tehran therefore figured
that, even if Assad should fall, a new Syrian government need not neces-
sarily be anti-Iranian and would not necessarily sever the relationship
entirely. In addition, even if the West intervened militarily in Syria to
accelerate the fall of Assad, Iran only had to look at Iraq to satisfy itself
that Western military intervention did not guarantee a pro-West gov-
ernment in the long term: in the aftermath of the withdrawal of US
troops, Iraq certainly has a strained relationship with Washington, and
Iran is probably the most influential player in Iraqi politics today.
Unfortunately for most Syrians, what began as an indigenous Syrian crisis
that begged for a Syrian solution has become bound up with the most
important geopolitical fissure and hotly debated topic in the Middle

East: Iran.
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Lebanon/Hizbullah

For a host of reasons, Lebanon is important to Syria. Under both Hafiz and
Bashar al-Assad, it has been imperative that the country should remain
within Syria’s sphere of influence. First and foremost, from the perspective
of Damascus, Lebanon must not fall under the control of an anti-Syrian
government or forces. That is why Syria fought hard and did what it could
to help push the Israelis back after the Jewish state’s invasion of Lebanon
in 1982. To Syrian leaders ever since independence, any sort of pro-
Western, pro-Israeli and/or anti-Assad government in Beirut would smack
of a flanking operation against Syria — a country that is bounded to the
north by a (for most of this period) hostile member of NATO, Turkey; to
the south by Israel and the pro-Western Jordanian monarchy; and, from
1963 to 2003, by a rival Baath party regime to the east, in Iraq. It was also
important to have a friendly government in Beirut, in order to prevent
clandestine anti-Syrian activity by Syrian exiles. As the Baath party
engaged in a good bit of its own clandestine activities against successive
Syrian regimes prior to the Baath coup of 1963, its members were only too
aware of how Lebanon could be used by opposition elements.

Prior to the exit of Syrian troops in April 2005, following the Hariri
assassination, Lebanon also provided Syria with an alternative labor
market, generating approximately $2 billion a year in remittances and
employing up to about a million Syrians, thus relieving the pressure on the
Syrian economy to provide jobs. For most of the period under the Assads,
the banking and finance sector was state controlled, and many Syrians
took to keeping their money in the private banks of Lebanon, where
market-oriented investments could be made beyond the watchful eye of
Damascus.

Hizbullah (‘Party of God’), the largest Shiite political party and militia
in Lebanon, became that much more important to Syria following the
withdrawal of Syrian troops in 2005. By the late 1990s, Hizbullah had
easily the strongest military presence in Lebanon. It added to its reputa-
tion by directly taking on the Israelis on multiple occasions, first helping

in 2000 to drive Israel out of southern Lebanon (which Israel had occupied
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since the 1982 invasion), and then essentially fighting the Jewish state to
an impressive standstill in the 2006 Israeli-Hizbullah war. Indeed,
Hizbullah'’s leader, Hassan Nasrallah, was the most popular figure in the
Middle East following the 2006 conflict — and Bashar rode his coattails to
increase his own popularity in Syria and the region, as one of the main-
stays of the axis of resistance (Iran, Syria, Hizbullah and Hamas) to what
was thought to be Israeli and American designs on the region. By the end
of 2008, Hizbullah’s dominant military position in Lebanon was matched
by its political dominance, and by 2011 it had the foremost position in the
Lebanese government. Hizbullah’s position allowed Syria to maintain its
influence in Lebanon (although there seemed to be some question as to
who was the more dominant in the relationship, with Syria almost seeming
to be the subservient partner). However, Syria’s role as the supply route for
Hizbullah still provided Damascus with a considerable amount of leverage.

Although a number of traditionally anti-Assad and anti-Syrian groups
and individuals in the fissiparous political environment of Lebanon voiced
their support for the protestors and against the Syrian government’s crack-
down, the official government stance, as directed by Hizbullah and its
political allies, supported the Assad regime (as did its benefactor, Iran).
However, perhaps taking its cue from Tehran, Hassan Nasrallah, while
vociferously supportive of Assad, also took time at the end of summer
2011 to recommend that the Syrian government should implement the
reforms announced in order to quell the protests. No doubt, like Iran,
Hizbullah was hedging its bets in Syria, establishing contacts with opposi-
tion elements just in case Assad should fall, since it is vitally important for

it to maintain its lifeline to Iran through Syria.

Yemen, Algeria and Iraq

The leaderships in Yemen and Algeria do not necessarily support either
the regime of Bashar al-Assad or the government crackdown, but they did
not leap on the anti-Assad bandwagon - primarily for reasons of self-
preservation. When the Arab League began to take measures against the

Assad regime in autumn 2011, Yemen and Algeria either voted against
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such measures (as Iraq and Lebanon regularly did) or abstained, or else
provided only lukewarm support. The reason is simple. The Yemeni presi-
dent, Ali Abdullah Saleh, was also up against the Arab Spring wall, as his
country was one of the first to experience anti-government protests and
demonstrations. Saleh also cracked down on demonstrators and tried all
the tricks of the trade to stay in power, despite Saudi Arabia’s repeated
attempts to ease him out and arrange a peaceful transition — a method-
ology that Saudi Arabia and other Arab League members would try to
employ later on in Syria. The Yemeni president did not want any sort of
precedent set in the Arab League or the international community toward
Syria that might be applied to him and his country. Now that Saleh has
finally stepped down, it will be interesting to see where Yemen’s new
leadership stands on Syria.

Algeria has been similarly tepid in its response to the Arab Spring, not
just the situation in Syria. It is a secular state that emerged in the 1960s
(not unlike Syria). Its leadership realized that most of the Arab regimes
that fell or came under pressure during the Arab Spring were the secular
republics, rather than the monarchies. Thus, and considering the fact that
Algeria had experienced a bloody civil war in the 1990s between largely
secular supporters of the government and Islamist dissidents, the Algerian
leaders felt they had to tread very carefully in terms of their positioning on
Syria, so as not to incite domestic unrest of their own, but also not to
support actions that might be used against them.

With regard to Iraq, the Assad regime did a good job of cultivating
important relationships with a wide spectrum of Iraqi political groups
following the US-led invasion of 2003. Despite some flare-ups every now
and then between Syria and Iraq (primarily over terrorist attacks in Iraq
that may have been carried out by groups entering the country from
Syria), the relationship between the two countries had improved steadily.
Over a million Iraqi refugees who escaped the chaos of post-invasion Iraq
moved to Syria for a number of years and were, for the most part,
welcomed and integrated into Syrian society. These are contacts that the
Syrian government nurtured in a way that perhaps paid dividends when

the uprising broke out and Syria became more isolated internationally.
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As they share a 400-mile border, Syria and Iraq have also enhanced trade
relations in a number of areas over recent years, and an Iraqi oil pipeline
that traverses Syria and that had been effectively shut down since 2003 was
finally reactivated. Also, as Iran extended its influence with the Shiite-led
government in Baghdad (especially as the American presence dissipated),
the Iraqi government naturally looked to have at least a cordial relation-
ship with Damascus. Iraqi (and Lebanese) support — or at least not their
opposition — has prevented unanimous backing for Arab League measures
against Assad, a symbolic victory of sorts. More importantly, it has given
Syria trade outlets on its eastern and western borders, and, from a strategic
point of view, has meant that it is not surrounded by hostile governments.
The leadership in Baghdad, though, does not want to place all its eggs in
the Iranian or Syrian basket, and thus it voted for the Arab League-
sponsored UN General Assembly resolution in February 2012, which
condemned the violence in Syria and called for a political transition,
with Assad stepping down. Although Damascus was obviously displeased
with this, it was a fairly safe vote for Baghdad, since General Assembly

resolutions carry far less weight than UN Security Council resolutions.

Hamas

It is not so easy to place Hamas under the ‘Pro-Assad’ heading because, for
most of 2011, it was noticeably reticent on Assad and the situation in
Syria; that would seem to indicate that it did not support the Syrian
regime. Also, by early 2012, the Hamas leadership, as articulated in state-
ments by Prime Minster Ismail Haniyya, had clearly adopted a position in
support of the protestors and against Assad. On the other hand, Syria has
been a strong backer of Hamas, the Palestinian Islamist group that controls
the Gaza Strip, since its inception in the late 1980s. Aside from the main-
stream Fatah faction (with which it has had a mercurial relationship over
the decades), Syria has strongly supported a number of other Palestinian
groups, both Islamist and secular: Islamic Jihad, the Popular Front for the
Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) and the PFLP-General Command. Over
the years, Damascus became the headquarters of these groups (or at least
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hosted their political offices). From the Syrian perspective under the
Assads, support for such groups gave Syria additional leverage against
Israel that could be utilized in any negotiations over the return of the
Golan Heights. Hafiz al-Assad also supported these groups as an alterna-
tive to the longtime PLO chairman, Yasser Arafat (and his Fatah faction),
with whom he had frequent tussles for influence and control over the
Palestinian movement.

Once the uprising intensified in Syria, Hamas withdrew all its members
and their families, although it continued to maintain a political office
there. It was in a difficult position: it was grateful to the Syrian regime
for its backing over the years, but it is also an organization born of the
Muslim Brotherhood, which is Sunni. While Hamas points out that it has
no relationship with the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, Syria is 75 per cent
Sunni, and most of those Syrians protesting are Sunni. In addition, most
of the Palestinian refugees in Syria and those Palestinians integrated into
Syrian society are Sunni, and a number of those have taken to protesting
against the regime. Commenting on the problem, one Hamas official
stated:

Hamas has a different position than Hizbullah. We are Sunni, we have
the support of the people . .. If we lose the support of Iran and Syria, it
will affect us deeply - but it’s not a strategic loss. This is different from
Hizbullah. If Hizbullah loses the support of Syria it might be the end of
Hizbullah. From the first day we declared that we were thankful to the
regime — which supported the [Hamas] resistance during some very
difficult periods we went through - and at the same time we admire
people getting their freedom, reform and prosperity.

Hamas’ Khalid Meshaal tried to advise Bashar al-Assad to reform . . .
offering to mediate between the regime and its people. He also met
Hassan Nasrallah of Hizbullah to ask him to take his plan to Assad. But

these mediation attempts failed.!?

Apparently practicing what they preach, in summer 2011 Hamas officials

ordered the suspension of all pro-Assad rallies in the Gaza Strip; it was
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then reported that Iran had cut off funding to Hamas.!! Unlike Hizbullah,
Hamas seems to have decided to sever its ties with the Assad regime.

There were two interesting events involving Palestinian refugees in
Syria, one in May and the other in June 2011; both were likely to have been
related to the uprising in Syria. For the annual remembrance of what
Palestinians term al-Nakba (‘the catastrophe’) — the creation of the state of
Israel on 15 May 1948 - hundreds of Palestinians from refugee camps in
and around Damascus were bussed to the demilitarized zone separating
Syria from Israel on the Golan Heights. They breached the fences on both
sides, actually entering Israeli-held territory. Israeli forces, caught some-
what off guard, opened fire and killed between four and twelve Palestinians
(the figure varies depending on the source). Something similar happened
on 5 June, the anniversary of the outbreak of the 1967 Arab-Israeli war: on
this occasion, at least a dozen Palestinians were killed by (rather better
prepared) Israeli forces.

Palestinian demonstrations are common throughout the Arab world on
these two dates, particularly 15 May. However, it was unprecedented for
Palestinians to be transported (no doubt in Syrian government-supplied
vehicles) to the Golan and to breach the defenses. Quite the reverse: the
Syrian-Israeli ceasefire line along the Golan, negotiated as part of a
US-brokered disengagement agreement after the 1973 Arab-Israeli War and
monitored by UN forces, had been assiduously observed. In thirty-seven
years, there had been nary a gun fired in either direction. This has been one
of the real success stories of UN peacekeeping. Thus, there was strong
speculation that the Syrian government had used the Palestinian issue in an
attempt to deflect attention from its domestic difficulties, possibly trying to
manufacture Arab-Israeli hostility in order to rally the Syrian populace
behind the regime. Since one of the main intelligence branches in Syria
deals almost exclusively with Palestinian issues, it is impossible that the
Syrian government did not know about, and approve of, Palestinian actions
in the Golan. It seems to have been a fairly transparent and cynical act on
the part of the Syrian government. As of the time of writing, there has been
no repeat incident; but it certainly highlights how the instability in Syria

could lead to heightened Arab-Israeli tensions, if not conflict.
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Russia (and China)

Russia, of course, has had a long-standing and close relationship with
Syria, dating back to the superpower Cold War days of the Soviet Union,
when Damascus was more often than not allied with, and supported by,
Moscow. The relationship had economic, political and military dimen-
sions, and these continued under Bashar al-Assad. That said, over the
years Syria’s orientation toward the Soviet Union/Russia has been driven
more by necessity than choice. Indeed, Hafiz al-Assad only signed a Treaty
of Friendship and Cooperation with Moscow in 1980, after the 1979
Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty. Having in this way secured its southern
flank against Egypt, the Jewish state could (from the point of view of
Damascus), focus its attention northwards, toward Syria and Lebanon.
This made Syria feel strategically very vulnerable.

It is not surprising, then, that Russia should have backed Bashar
al-Assad when the uprising broke out in March 2011, or that it continued
to lend strong support to the Syrian government well into 2013. There are
many reasons behind Russia’s support for the Assad regime. First, there is
a long history of mutually supportive relations; this cannot easily be
dismissed or reversed, and there is a degree of institutional inertia keeping
the relationship relatively close. There is also bureaucratic momentum in
both Moscow and Damascus, with officials in both capitals having a
vested interest in maintaining close ties. Next, and at a more practical
level, Russia has significant commercial interests in Syria: in 2009, the
total investment of Russian companies in Syria’s tourism and energy
sectors, as well as in infrastructure projects, totaled approximately
$19.4 billion.'> More importantly, at a time when Russia’s defense industry
has lost billions of dollars’ worth of military contracts with Iran (due to
sanctions) and with Libya (due to the overthrow of its regular customer,
Muammar al-Gadafi), Syria provides an important outlet for weapons
sales: the total amount of sales over the previous decade was about
$1.5 billion, making it Russia’s seventh-largest buyer.'?

Strategically, Syria is important to Russia because the Syrian port city of

Tartous is Moscow’s last naval base in the Mediterranean, and the facilities
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were recently upgraded by Russian technicians, indicating Moscow’s long-
term intention of maintaining access to the port.'

Incidentally, China, too, has increased its trade with Syria over the past
decade, by 2010 becoming Syria’s third-largest importer, according to data
from the European Commission."” As a Jamestown Foundation report

assessed matters in 2010:

Beijing’s renewed interest in Damascus - the traditional node of the
ancient Silk Road ... indicates that China sees Syria as an important
trading hub ... China and Syria gave each other understanding and
support on issues concerning each other’s core and major interests . . .
China showed consistent understanding and firm support for Syrias
position on the Golan Heights while Syria remained committed to the
one China position and rendered China staunch support on matters

related to Taiwan, Tibet, Xinjiang and human rights.'®

In a diplomatic sense, for Russia, Syria’s geo-strategic centrality in the
Middle East gives Moscow one of its few remaining areas of ingress into
Middle East affairs, providing it with some diplomatic leverage (much of
which had been lost following the collapse of the Soviet Union). It has
often been said of Russias leaders over the past twenty years — and
certainly of Vladimir Putin, Russia’s prime minister or president over the
past decade - that they have wanted to regain at least some of the super-
power status the country lost. And Syria provides just such an opportu-
nity, especially in an area — the Middle East — that remains strategically
important to Moscow.”

As part of its desire to regain lost diplomatic status and to carve out a
bigger role in international affairs, Russia has, more often than not in
recent years, been on opposing sides to the United States and its Western
allies in global organizations, such as the United Nations. More specifi-
cally, with regard to the situation in Syria, Russian leaders felt duped by
the UN Security Council resolution that was passed in May 2011 on Libya.
UNSC resolution 1973 established a no-fly zone over Libya and author-

ized ‘all necessary measures’ to protect the Libyan civilian population.
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The resolution passed by ten votes to zero, with five abstentions (Russia,
China, India, Brazil and Germany). The abstention appeared to cause a rift
between Russian President Dmitry Medvedev (who supported the absten-
tion) and Prime Minister Putin (who had wanted to veto the resolution).

As the Syrian situation developed, Putin’s position became more domi-
nant in Russian policy-making circles and led to a hardening of Moscow’s
position in support of the Assad regime. Moscow came to believe that
what was intended as a protective measure to safeguard civilian lives in
Libya was interpreted liberally by the United States, Britain, France and
other interested parties, giving carte blanche for NATO military interven-
tion that proved the key to the Libyan rebels” overthrow of Gadafi. Russian
leaders do not want to see any repeat of this in Syria, and that is why they
have been so sensitive to the specifics of the language in proposed UN
resolutions condemning Syria. They - and the Chinese - also do not want
to see any UN resolutions that might authorize or lead to military inter-
vention or economic sanctions based on human rights abuses (as has been
consistently proposed in the case of Syria). In this regard, Beijing and
Moscow do not want to see precedents set that might possibly be used
against them in the future.

Moscow also perceives a great deal of hypocrisy and double standards
on the part of the West, and especially the United States, regarding human
rights abuses and repressive regimes. In the minds of many, while
Palestinians suffer under Israeli occupation, the West largely sits and does
nothing. Russian leaders point out that, even as Washington was pres-
suring Syria, the US State Department quietly lifted a ban on military aid
to Uzbekistan, which is ruled by a repressive authoritarian regime that
killed a number of homegrown protestors a few years ago.'® But Uzbekistan
is important to the United States in terms of supply lines for NATO troops
in Afghanistan. As noted above, Washington also stayed largely quiet
when the minority Shiite ruling regime in Bahrain violently put down
protests in the capital city of Manama, yet at the same time the White
House was championing protestors in Tunisia, Libya and Egypt. As one
scholar has noted, it is for just this reason that ‘Russian policymakers have

developed an allergy to Western leaders’ moralizing’"’
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Finally, the Kremlin does not want to see instability in the Middle East
that could lead to a region-wide war or a shift in the balance of power that
could have deleterious effects on Russia’s position in the region (and even

in Russia itself). According to Russian scholar Dmitri Trenin:

The Russian government is openly conservative; it abhors revolutions.
This, however, is more than a self-serving ideological stance. When the
Kremlin ... looks at the Arab Awakening, they see democratization
leading directly to Islamicization. Revolutions are bad enough, in the
Kremlin’s view, but attempts to interfere in other countries’ civil wars can

only make things worse.?

The Kremlin also sees the West’s attempts to remove Assad more as a way
of weakening Iran than of helping the Syrian people rid themselves of a
tyrant. If this is the intention - and it is certainly seen as such by Iran and
its allies — then it could in itself catapult a domestic crisis into a region-
wide conflict. For this reason, too, Moscow has been consistent in
supporting a largely Syrian solution to a Syrian problem.

As early as May 2011, Russian President Dmitry Medvedev joined
international calls for President Assad to embrace reform; but he stated
that his country did not favor sanctions against Syria, as these would only
serve to exacerbate the situation and hurt the Syrian people. This was still
at a time when most of the international community was hoping Assad
would implement real reform, call off the dogs, and allow the growing
crisis to safely subside. Even in early August, the Russian foreign ministry’s
chief of the Middle East department stated that his country was not cate-
gorically against the adoption of a UN resolution on Syria, but that it
should refrain from sanctions and other forms of pressure: ‘if there are
some unbalanced items, sanctions, pressure, I think that kind of pressure
is bad because we want less bloodshed and more democracy’? As
Medvedev’s special envoy to the Middle East, Mikhail Margelov, stated in
late June 2011: ‘Leaders come and go, politicians come and go, but for
Russia there remains a single reliable and trusted friend, the Syrian

people.?
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This apparent equivocation reflected two things: 1) the Russian leader-
ship was hedging its bets and wanted to maintain good relations with all
sides of the conflict in both Libya and Syria; and 2) Moscow had made a
concerted attempt throughout much of the 2000s to raise its profile in the
Middle East, and particularly to improve its relationships with Sunni
countries in the region, such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Turkey, Jordan and
the United Arab Emirates, even entering into a number of economic and
military agreements with these states.”> Openly supporting the Syrian
regime jeopardized the progress Russia had made in this regard. Moscow
strove to maintain these relationships, and at the same time it continued
to back Damascus. At times this meant that Moscow seemed to be talking
out of both sides of its mouth. But later on, in August, as the United States
and the European Union began to call for Assad to step down, Moscow
came to take a more strident stance in opposition to this. A Russian
Foreign Ministry official commented at the time: “‘We do not support such
calls, and we think that President al-Assad should be given time today to
implement all of the declared reform processes’** This general position
would come to characterize Russian policy to this day as will be detailed

in the following chapters.

Anti-Assad

Turkey

Syrian-Turkish relations have shifted dramatically over the years - and
they again shifted dramatically during the uprising in Syria. The relation-
ship between Damascus and Ankara had been antagonistic for many years
before Bashar al-Assad came to power. A number of issues separated the
two countries: water-sharing; the Hatay/Alexandretta territorial dispute;
Syrian support for Kurdish separatist groups in Turkey (mostly the
Kurdish Workers™ Party, the PKK); Turkish membership of NATO while
Syria was a client-state of the Soviet Union; strong Turkish-Israeli ties that
began to develop in the 1980s; and historical antagonisms going back to

the days when what is today Syria was part of the Ottoman Empire. The
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animosity started to dissipate in the last years of Hafiz al-Assad, when, in
response to Turkish threats to intervene militarily in Syria if Damascus did
not stop supporting the PKK, the Syrian president decided that discretion
was the better part of valor: he did indeed end Syrian support for the PKK,
and turned its leader, Abdullah Ocalan, over to the Turks. Following this,
economic ties improved; there were agreements on the sharing of power
generation grids, as well as productive talks on water-sharing of the river
Euphrates, which flows from Turkey downstream into Syria.

Under Bashar al-Assad, Syrian-Turkish relations improved tremen-
dously, especially after the Islamist-oriented Justice and Development
party, led by Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, came to power in
Ankara in 2003. The development of this relationship was, in my opinion,
Assad’s signal foreign policy accomplishment during the first decade of his
rule, and the Syrian and Turkish leaders even appeared to become good
personal friends. For Turkey, developing a good relationship with Syria
was part and parcel of its zero problems’ (with its neighbors) policy,
which also allowed Ankara a prime area of economic and diplomatic
ingress into the heartland of the Middle East. The developing relationship
had obvious economic benefits for both countries, especially in the
tourism sector and in cross-border trade. In 2010 this trade amounted to
$2.5 billion: between 2009 and 2010 Turkish exports to Syria increased
by 30 per cent (to $1.8 billion) and Syrian exports to Turkey doubled to
$662 million.? For Syria, it was vital to make up for some of what was lost
economically by the diminished Syrian presence in Lebanon following the
troop withdrawal of 2005. More importantly for Assad, it gave Damascus
an important diplomatic outlet in the wake of the US-led attempt to
completely isolate Syria after the Hariri assassination. This opportunity
arose with a leader, Erdogan, who had become one of the most popular
statesmen in the Middle East and the Islamic world, and with a country,
Turkey, that had rather distanced itself from the West and the United
States in the wake of Ankara’s refusal to allow the US-led coalition to use
Turkish territory as a transit area for troops in the 2003 invasion of Iragq,
that had downgraded its relationship with Israel and expressed fervent

support for the Palestinians, and that had improved its ties with Iran and
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with other emerging powers that did not march to the same tune as
Washington.?® It was a foreign policy triumph for Bashar.

But the Syrian uprising - and more to the point, the brutal crackdown
by the Syrian government - led to a breach in the relationship. By autumn
2011, Bashar’s erstwhile friend in Ankara was calling for the Syrian presi-
dent to step down. The tone became quite hostile as the violence increased
and as more Syrian refugees flooded into Turkey. Perhaps more than any
other leader, Erdogan was hoping that Assad could right the Syrian ship of
state quickly, and could peacefully subdue the protests, so that an impor-
tant relationship - one that he had personally cultivated - would continue,
along with all the economic and strategic benefits. He also did not want to
be placed in the difficult position of having to choose whether to stick
with Bashar or to cut the ties with him (though soon enough he found
himself in that very position). As early as April 2011, Turkish officials,
including Erdogan, were promising to push Assad to implement reforms;
and by May, the Turkish prime minister was warning the Syrian govern-
ment to stop the violence and not replicate what had happened at Hama
in 1982.

In June 2011, following the Syrian seizure of Jisr al-Shughur (near the
Turkish border) from opposition forces, Erdogan called the behavior of
Maher al-Assad (who is believed to have commanded the Syrian forces
there) ‘brutish and inhuman’ This angered Syrian officials, who were obvi-

ously accustomed to unabashed Turkish support.?”

Erdogan went on to
issue a statement condemning the violence, and he indicated that he
would support a UN resolution against Syria. Also in June, following his
party’s victory in parliamentary elections, Erdogan stated in a speech that
Turkey would ‘become much more active in regional and global affairs . . .
We will call, as we have, for rights in our region, for justice, for the rule of
law, for freedom and democracy’?® This may have been the moment when
Erdogan began to emphasize a pro-democracy foreign policy rather than
the ‘zero problems’ one.” It was reported in July that the Turkish govern-
ment had delivered a sternly worded letter to Assad, imploring him to
implement reforms and to fire strongman Maher al-Assad.®® This is

exactly the type of thing that would infuriate the Syrian leadership,
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including Bashar. They do not like to be told what to do - or even to have
something strongly suggested. There is an almost convulsive reaction to
this, especially as they see themselves and their country as a leading light
in the region, not the stepsister of a more powerful neighbor (even though
Damascus was clearly the junior partner in the relationship).

On 1 August, Turkish President Abdullah Gul called on the Syrian
government to stop the violence and to institute reforms, saying that the
use of heavy weapons against civilians (at that time in Hama) had given
him a ‘deep shock: On 7 August, Erdogan stated that his ‘patience is
running out’ with the Syrian regime, and said the Syrian situation was also
a Turkish domestic issue, on account of the 530-mile shared border.?!
Turkish Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoglu had six hours of meetings
with Syrian officials on 9 August (including a two-hour meeting with
Assad), during which he strongly urged Damascus to take concrete steps
to end the violence. In response, the Syrian president stated (through the
SANA news agency) that his forces would not ‘relent in pursuing terrorist
groups in order to protect the stability of the country and the security of
the citizens. But [Syria] is also determined to continue reforms . .. and is
open to any help offered by friendly and brotherly states*? On 15 August,
Davutoglu demanded that the Syrian government’s violent crackdown end
‘immediately and without conditions or excuses ... or there would be
nothing more to discuss about steps that would be taken’ A couple of days

later, he said

the bloodshed has to stop . . . the military operations have to stop. If the
operations continue in Syria and . . . become a regional problem, Turkey
can naturally not remain indifferent. We do not want foreign interven-
tion in Syria but we do not accept and will not accept any operations

against civilians.

He closed by saying that he had told Assad this was Turkey’s ‘final word’
on the situation.?
On 28 August, President Gul went even further: “‘We have reached a

point where anything would be too little, too late. We have lost our
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confidence. There is no place for totalitarian regimes and one party
governments. Clearly, the leaders of these countries will take the initiative
or they will be changed by force.** By late September, Erdogan had taken
sides against Assad. The Turkish leader, who had become so popular in
the Middle East and had come to back the protestors and rebels in Tunisia,
Egypt and Libya, obviously concluded that he could not jeopardize his
or his country’s standing in the region — one that he had so assiduously
built up over the years - by sticking with Assad any longer or even by
hoping that the Syrian leader would at last see the light. Too much
blood had been spilled in Syria, and the strong general consensus in
the region by that time was that Assad would have to go. As Mark Haas

writes,

The key reason for this shift was the realization that non-ideological
foreign policies were hurting Turkey’s interests by squandering its large
reserve of soft power throughout the Islamic world. Turkey is extremely
popular because of its commitment to democracy and Islamic identity.
Not supporting popular protests ... would have been a major blow to

this popularity by demonstrating Turkey’s hypocrisy and selfishness.*

Erdogan met President Obama on 20 September on the sidelines of the
UN General Assembly meeting in New York, and the two leaders agreed
that both countries would have to ‘increase pressure’ on the Syrian
regime.*® In the following days, Erdogan announced that Ankara had cut
all relations and contacts with Syria and was considering sanctions. He
also announced that Turkey would be enforcing an arms embargo on
Syria and would intercept any weapons deliveries to Syria by ship. Not
surprisingly, Iran started to become much more critical of Turkey, even to
the extent of blaming Erdogan for the unrest in Syria and promising
‘consequences’ if he did not mend his ways.”” The so-called emerging
Turkish-Iranian ‘axis’ was short-lived indeed.*®

From autumn 2011 onward, Turkey would continue to take active steps,
short of military intervention, to topple Bashar al-Assad. Among other

things it continued to organize diplomatic pressure, played host to Syrian
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opposition groups and allowed safe havens and operation zones for the
armed Syrian resistance known as the Free Syria Army. The relationship

had come full circle.

Saudi Arabia/Qatar

As with the other countries on the anti-Assad list, Saudi Arabia began with
a cautious approach toward the uprising in Syria, hoping that the Syrian
president would enact the necessary reforms to stem the unrest, and at the
same time (perhaps prudently) waiting to see how things developed. It
would be difficult for the Saudi leadership to come out openly in support
of the protestors when it was carefully watching for any signs of protest in
its own less-than-democratic country. In fact, at this time it was pouring
billions of dollars into social services and other benefits for the Saudi
population, in what many described as a ‘national bribe. Riyadh had also
forcefully backed its ally in Bahrain — a Sunni monarchy ruling over a
majority Shiite state — in violently stamping out protests in Manama.
Furthermore, the Saudis were interested in maintaining stability in the
Middle East - especially given what had already happened in the Arab
Spring with their friends in Tunis, Cairo and the Yemeni capital Sanaa -
partly in order to prevent the Iranians from gaining any advantage by
tishing in troubled waters.

Saudi-Syrian relations had deteriorated dramatically following the 2005
assassination of Rafiq Hariri, to whom the Saudi monarchy was close. The
animosity was palpable, with insults flying back and forth between
Damascus and Riyadh, and a sort of cold war between Saudi Arabia (along
with its allies in Lebanon) and Syria (along with its allies in Lebanon, plus
Iran). Syria also accused the Saudis of financially backing anti-Assad
salafists in Syria itself and in Lebanon.

By 2008, however, the relationship had begun to improve markedly,
highlighted by a Qatari-brokered power-sharing deal on Lebanon, negoti-
ated directly with the Syrians (the so-called Doha Agreement). Assad and
Saudi King Abdullah paid visits to each other’s countries and seemed to

agree to disagree on certain items; ultimately they believed that working
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to prevent Lebanon’s disintegration into sectarian chaos was in everyone’s
best interests.

However, as the violence became more pronounced in Syria, the Saudis
(like the Turks) found it increasingly awkward to maintain a cordial rela-
tionship with Damascus and to remain silent on the subject of the rising
death toll. The Saudis would adopt a more behind-the-scenes role, with
the Qataris more out front; but when it became clear to Riyadh that Assad
was probably not going to last, King Abdullah was compelled to take a
stand against Damascus. Once it appeared that Assad was on his last
legs, the Saudis (and others) began to focus on the potential benefits,
primarily reduced Iranian influence in the Middle East. In early August,
the Saudi-dominated Gulf Cooperation Council released a joint statement
condemning the violence in Syria and the excessive use of force by Syrian
troops. On 8 August, King Abdullah became the first Arab head of state
openly to condemn the Syrian government’s actions, when he warned
Assad that Syria ‘will be pulled down into the depths of turmoil and loss’
ifit did not enact serious reform. He called on Assad personally to stop the
‘killing machine’ Saudi Arabia, along with Kuwait and Bahrain, then
recalled its ambassador from Damascus.”

Qatar’s role in all of this — and that of its charismatic emir, Shaykh
Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani - is very interesting. As with the Turks and the
Saudis, the Qatari-Syrian relationship had been quite cordial and produc-
tive in Middle East diplomatic circles in the years prior to the Arab Spring,
and Doha had invested heavily in the Syrian economy. Indeed, it was quite
frequently mentioned that, with the diminishing diplomatic clout of the
United States in the wake of the Iraqi quagmire, the Qataris (and the Turks)
had largely taken up the diplomatic slack in the region. And with the influ-
ential pan-Arab satellite news channel Al-Jazeera located in Doha, Qatar’s
soft power in the Middle East had become a force to be reckoned with:
cross the Qataris and you did so at your peril, because all of a sudden you
might find yourself on the sharp end of Al-Jazeera reports and broadcasts
(despite the Qatari government’s claims not to pressure Al-Jazeera to slant
stories in the direction of Qatari policy). Nevertheless, the Syrian govern-

ment expelled all Al-Jazeera personnel from Syria fairly early on in the
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uprising, accusing the news channel of biased reporting. Since Qatar hosts
a huge US air base, the Syrian government was quick to call the Qataris
lackeys of American and Israeli interests.*

From early on, Doha adopted a very active and public role in the Arab
Spring. It played a direct role in supporting the Libyan rebels fighting to
overthrow Muammar Gadafi, and in financing, arming and training the
Libyan opposition. Doha particularly supported Islamist groups among
the opposition elements in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and elsewhere. This got
to the point where concern was expressed by many in the West and the
Middle East that the Qataris were (wittingly or unwittingly) facilitating the
rise of radical Sunni Islam, in line with Wahhabism, Qatar’s Saudi-inspired
brand of hardline Sunni Islam. Others claim that Qatar is most interested
in expanding its influence, and has simply recognized the growth in power
of Islamist groups in the wake of the Arab Spring. As one scholar noted,
‘Qatar is a country without ideology. They know that the Islamists are the
new power in the Arab world. This alliance will lay the foundation for a
base of influence across the region.*!

It is difficult to pinpoint when and why Qatari-Syrian relations took a
nosedive. There were problems evident even before the Arab Spring,
mostly over the issue of Iran, as Shaykh Hamad began to assume a promi-
nent anti-Iranian role in the Arab world. There was also some disillusion-
ment over Assad as the Syrian crackdown intensified, and perhaps anger
— a la the Turks - that Damascus was not listening to the advice of Qatar.
In addition, like Saudi Arabia and Hamas, Qatar could not continue to
support a regime that was seen to be killing innocent protestors, most of
whom were Sunni Muslims. As with everyone on the anti-Assad side of
the ledger, as the violence escalated in Syria and it became clear that Assad
had to go, Doha (which perhaps realized the score earlier than most)
began to assume even more of a leading role in the diplomatic charge
against Damascus, particularly within the Arab League; indeed, on
17 July - earlier than any other Arab state - Doha recalled its ambassador
to Syria and closed its embassy in Damascus.

The Syrian government clearly perceives Saudi Arabia and Qatar to be

behind the increasing regional pressure on Damascus. A high-level Syrian



148 SYRIA

official I met in Europe in December 2011 responded thus when I asked
what he would like to say to President Obama or Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton: ‘Get the Saudis and Qataris off our backs!

Israel

The Israeli government of Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu remained
largely silent regarding the situation in Syria - as it did on other manifesta-
tions of the Arab Spring. There were primarily two reasons for this: 1)
anything the government might officially say could be used in turbulent
Arab countries in a way that ran counter to Israeli interests; and 2) before
responding in any sort of definitive fashion, Israel was waiting to see how
things shook out from the regional changes in the Middle East.

With the onset of the Syrian uprising, a debate ensued among Israeli
officials regarding the best outcome - in the full knowledge that they
could not (and would not) do much to affect that outcome. There were
those who believed it was better to have the ‘devil you know’ in Damascus,
rather than an unknown quantity or, worse yet, instability and civil war on
Israel’s border that could morph into an Arab-Israeli conflict. If chaos did
result in Syria, Israelis were worried about what might happen to Syria’s
large Scud missile arsenal, its advanced surface-to-air systems and its
chemical weapons. Despite Bashar al-Assad’s occasional virulently anti-
Israeli rhetoric, he had been quite measured in his response to such Israeli
actions as the 2007 bombing of a suspected nuclear reactor in Syria or the
2008 assassination in downtown Damascus of the notorious Hizbullah
terrorist mastermind Imad Mugniyeh (though his assailants were
unknown, most people suspected them of being Israeli). Syria under
Bashar al-Assad had also engaged in direct peace negotiations with the
Israelis (brokered by Turkey) in 2008, and, according to most reports, had
come fairly close to an agreement. In other words, Bashar maintained
Syria’s strategic choice of peace with Israel, which had been established by
his father during the 1990s Madrid peace process. Assad was predictable
in a Middle East that was becoming increasingly unpredictable. And

besides, even if Assad fell, the next government in Syria - secular or
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Islamist — could well be more virulently anti-Israeli and more unpredict-
able (just look at what had happened in Egypt after the fall of Mubarak!),
and could not be relied upon to sever Syria’s ties to Hizbullah, Hamas and
Iran.

On the other hand, there were those who, from the outset, saw Assad’s
fall as a net gain for Israel, in that it would automatically hurt Iran,
Hizbullah and Hamas. Even if Assad was not removed in the short term,
his power base would be severely weakened, and a weak Syria must be
good for Israel. Indeed, perhaps this would be the best outcome of all for
the Israelis. Either Assad would not come to the table to bargain over the
Golan Heights from such a position of weakness (which was just fine with
a very right-of-center governing coalition in Israel), or he might do so out
of desperation (but with such a weak hand that Israel could dictate the
terms of any agreement). Regardless, the deleterious effects on Hizbullah
and Iran were the primary considerations.

What is interesting is that, even though Assad and other Syrian officials
were constantly stoking the idea that the uprising was an Israeli conspiracy,
Israel was the country in the region that at first remained quietest and actu-
ally counseled restraint against precipitate action toward the Syrian regime.
The Israelis were mostly concerned at the time that Assad might initiate
hostilities with Israel directly, or through Hizbullah, in order to deflect
attention from his domestic problems - a concern that was made manifest
with the Palestinians breaching the borders on the Golan in May and June
(see above). But again, as with leaders in other countries, Israeli officials
became more critical of Assad as the violence increased, particularly as most
of the Arab world and the international community had also lined up
against him - and perhaps as the Syrian situation became more of a proxy
for sentiments vis-a-vis Iran and as discussion in Israel shifted toward the
question of whether or not to attack Iran. At a press conference on 26 July,
Israeli President Shimon Peres called on Assad to step down. By late autumn
2011, it was being leaked to the Israeli press that Minister of Defense Ehud
Barak and other Israeli military and civilian officials were predicting that
Assad would not be able to stay in power for long. It was almost as if there

was an office sweepstake on the exact date Assad would fall.
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The United States (and the European Union)

As noted in earlier chapters, US-Syrian relations had been antagonistic for
most of Bashar al-Assad’s tenure in power. The relationship had, it is true,
grown less tense in the last year of the Bush administration, but clearly the
accession to power of President Barack Obama heralded a distinct oppor-
tunity to improve matters. The Obama administration pursued a high-
level dialogue with Syria, as it generally engaged in a foreign policy based
on diplomacy rather than military action. The possibility of an under-
standing with Iran was even part of the new equation. Obama gave a
landmark speech in Cairo in June 2009 that portended a better relation-
ship between the United States and the Muslim world. Soon thereafter, it
was announced that the United States would return its ambassador to
Damascus (a vacant posting since the Hariri assassination in 2005).
Robert Ford, an experienced Middle East diplomat, was nominated for the
post in early 2010, but Republican opposition in the Senate meant that he
could only finally take up his posting in December 2010 (with President
Obama making a ‘recess appointment’).

The Syrian regime did not help the Obama administration all that
much. With its usual bet-hedging foreign policy, it continued to play both
sides of the fence, giving the naysayers in Washington ample opportunity
to voice their opposition to any improved relationship. But the failure to
confirm Ford in 2010 indicated that there were also domestic obstacles in
Washington, particularly a partisan Congress, in which most Republicans
rejected Obama’s ‘softer’ foreign policy approach. They - and a number of
Democrats — continued to oppose raising the level of contact between
Washington and Damascus by returning the ambassador. To them, Syria
was still a state sponsor of terrorism, led by a dictator. That is why Ford’s
confirmation was held up by the Senate. In addition, there was a web of
sanctions and UN resolutions on Syria that complicated any attempt to
establish a serious dialogue. The anti-Syrian inertia in Washington left
over from the Bush years was quite palpable.

Still, there was hope in the Obama administration regarding Syria, and

particularly its president. Thus, in common with just about every other
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interested party, the initial US response to the uprising in Syria was muted
and cautious. There seemed to be an expectation - in retrospect, perhaps a
case of wishful thinking — that Bashar al-Assad would ‘do the right thing’ and
engage in serious reform that would stave off the protests. Like just about
everyone else, the United States at first did not want to see the unrest lead to
the collapse of central authority. The Arab Spring in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya,
Bahrain and Yemen had been relatively well contained within the borders of
each country, but there was every reason to believe that an Arab Spring in
Syria would not be. The European Union states generally agreed with this
assessment and approach, and basically followed Washington’s lead.

On 25 March, the Obama administration issued a strongly-worded
statement condemning Syria’s ‘brutal repression’ of the demonstrations,
while the State Department urged Damascus to match its words regarding
reform with deeds, and to hold accountable those engaged in the violent
crackdown. White House spokesman Jay Carney said the United States
had called on the Syrian government to ‘exercise restraint and respect the
rights of the people’** There seemed to be a concerted effort to pressure
the Syrian government, but to refrain from openly criticizing Bashar. The
administration also drew a clear distinction between the situation in Syria
and that in Libya: Washington obviously did not want to give any indica-
tion that military action was being considered against Syria, at the same
time as it was withdrawing troops from Iraq and was engaged in supporting
NATO in its backing of the Libyan rebels.

From the US perspective, a lot was going on all over the Middle East,
and the Obama administration was scrambling to react to the rapid
sequence of events over the previous few months. The last thing it wanted
to see was anything that might cause Syria to implode. Therefore, on
27 March Secretary of State Clinton stated that the United States would
not get involved in the internal conflict in Syria, as it had done in Libya.
Clinton pointed out that, in the Libyan case, there had been international
condemnation, an Arab League call to action, and a UN Security Council
resolution, whereas these things are ‘not going to happen’ with regard to
Syria, in part because members of Congress from both parties saw Assad

as ‘a reformer’** She went on:
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What’s been happening there the last few weeks is deeply concerning,
but there’s a difference between calling out aircraft and indiscriminately
strafing and bombing your own cities [in Libya] than police actions
which, frankly, have exceeded the use of force that any of us would
want to see [in Syria] ... Each of these situations [across the region] is

unique.*

By late April, the US response had begun to harden. In a statement
released on 23 April that condemned the use of force against anti-
government demonstrators, Obama said that the Syrian regime’s ‘outra-
geous’ use of violence must ‘end now’ He accused Assad of choosing the
‘path of repression’ and of ‘seeking Iranian assistance in repressing Syria’s
citizens through the same brutal tactics that have been used by his Iranian
allies’ For the first time he indicated that his administration was consid-
ering possible sanctions against Damascus.*

On 29 April, a new set of US and EU sanctions against Syria was
announced. Obama signed Executive Order 13572, which imposed sanc-
tions on Syrian officials and government-related entities responsible for
human rights abuses and violence against civilians. The sanctions consisted
of asset freezes, travel bans and restrictions on doing business with anyone
on a list that included Maher al-Assad, Atif Najib (former head of the
Political Security Directorate for Deraa) and Ali Mamluk (head of the
General Intelligence Directorate), as well as the Iranian Quds Force of
the Revolutionary Guard, which was suspected of lending assistance in the
Syrian crackdown. The sanctions also revoked several licenses that the US
government had granted for the export of equipment to Syria, particularly
aircraft and aircraft parts, so desperately needed by the regime
(a restriction that had been removed from the Syrian Accountability Act
early in the Obama administration). Commenting on the sanctions, a US
official said that no member of the Syrian leadership was ‘immune’ from
being held accountable, and that ‘Bashar is very much on our radar and if
this continues could be soon to follow’* A few days earlier, the State
Department had issued a travel warning, advising US citizens in Syria to

depart immediately while commercial transportation was still available.
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On 9 May, Bouthaina Shaaban, while claiming that the government had
the upper hand against the protests, also described the increasingly harsh
US rhetoric and sanctions as ‘not too bad’ and manageable: ‘this is a
weapon used against us many times. Once security is back, everything can
be arranged. We're not going to live in this crisis forever*’

Though she stopped short of calling on Assad to step down (as many
were pressing the Obama administration to do, and as it had done earlier
with Egyptian President Husni Mubarak), on 13 May Hillary Clinton
commented: ‘Syrias future will only be secured by a government that
reflects the popular will of all the people and protects their welfare*

On 18 May, as the violence continued in Syria, with an estimated
700 protestors dead, the Obama administration took the further step of
adding President Assad to the list of those sanctioned for human rights
abuses, along with Syria’s vice president (Farouk al-Sharaa), prime minister,
minister of defense, interior minister, head of military intelligence and
director of the political security branch. The sanctions were announced by
the Treasury Department, which froze any of the Syrian officials’ assets
held in the United States or in any US jurisdiction and barred companies
and individuals from dealing with them. The sanctions were largely
symbolic, and the importance of Assad’s inclusion on the list lay not so
much in what could actually be done against him as in what further meas-

ures might be taken. As an administration official noted,

the actions ... send an unequivocal message to President Assad, the
Syrian leadership, and regime insiders that they will be held accountable
for the ongoing violence and repression in Syria. President Assad and his
regime must immediately end the use of violence, answer the calls of the
Syrian people for a more representative government, and embark upon

the path of meaningful democratic reform.*

The EU followed suit, sanctioning individuals and government organiza-
tions in April and May, and imposing sanctions on Bashar al-Assad
himself on 23 May. Again, no one was yet calling on Bashar to step down:

the hope was that the pressure would convince him to implement reform
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and return the troops to their barracks. It was also hoped - in retrospect a
rather futile hope - that perhaps the growing sanctions against the regime
might produce fissures in the ruling circle that would compel it to make
the necessary concessions, and possibly even to get rid of some of the
more unsavory figures, such as Maher al-Assad.

Clinton stated on 1 June: ‘President Assad has a choice, and every day
that goes by, the choice is made by default. He has not called an end to the
violence against his own people, and he has not engaged seriously in any
kind of reform efforts’>® The pressure on Assad was certainly growing, but
the United States was leaving open a crack for him. Administration offi-
cials were constantly reiterating on radio and television that every situa-
tion in the Middle East was different and had to be treated independently
of each other. By now, though, there was a rising chorus of congressmen
and pundits in Washington pressing the Obama administration to close
that crack, pointing out the inconsistencies of the administration’s actions
during the Arab Spring. Emblematic of this growing frustration was a

poignant comment by Robert Fisk in Beirut:

And it is true, Obama’s failure to support the Arab revolutions until they
were all but over lost the US most of its surviving credit in the region.
Obama was silent on the overthrow of Ben Ali, only joined in the chorus
of contempt for Mubarak two days before his flight, condemned the
Syrian regime — which has killed more of its people than any other
dynasty in this Arab ‘spring} save for the frightful Gaddafi - but makes
it clear that he would be happy to see Assad survive, waves his puny fist
at puny Bahrain’s cruelty and remains absolutely, stunningly silent over
Saudi Arabia. And he goes on his knees before Israel. Is it any wonder,
then, that Arabs are turning their backs on America, not out of fury or
anger, nor with threats or violence, but with contempt? It is the Arabs
and their fellow Muslims of the Middle East who are themselves now

making the decisions.”

As the death toll in Syria reached 2,000 by the end of July, according to UN

human rights organizations, relations between Syria and the United States
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continued to deteriorate. The Syrian government claimed that over 500 of
its military and security personnel had been killed by ‘armed gangs. On
8 July, the US ambassador to Syria, Robert Ford, and his French counter-
part, Eric Chevallier, visited the city of Hama, a city that had been besieged
by Syrian forces. The ambassadors met opposition leaders and generally
observed at first hand the peaceful protests. Ford’s actions were universally
praised in the United States and elsewhere in the West as a courageous
act that drew attention to the plight of the protestors, and in so doing
helped prevent what some had been predicting: another massacre like the
one in Hama in 1982. As the State Department said, it also placed the
United States (and France) clearly on the side of those fighting for
democracy.

The Syrian government was furious, and the foreign ministry summoned
both ambassadors to accuse them of meddling in internal Syrian affairs.
There may also have been a domestic political angle to it all: Congress had
been increasingly critical of US policy on Syria and had called for the
withdrawal of the US ambassador. Many of these members of Congress
were those who had refused to confirm Ford in 2010. The administration
argument for keeping Ford in Damascus was that he could stay in contact
with the opposition, maintain pressure on the regime and maybe even
help pry away important pillars of the regime with on-the-ground contact.
The positive press that Ford received worldwide significantly reduced the
Congressional pressure on him. In any event, Ford would finally be
confirmed by the Senate — unanimously - in October 2011.

At the same time, the State Department summoned the Syrian ambas-
sador to the United States, Imad Moustapha, ‘to express a number of our
concerns with the reported actions of certain Syrian embassy staff in the
United States’® Apparently, according to US officials, Syrian embassy
personnel were conducting surveillance on Syrian expatriates partici-
pating in peaceful anti-Assad demonstrations in the United States.
The fear was that their family members might then be in danger back in
Syria - or at the very least be threatened. There were also reports of shops
owned by vocally anti-Assad Syrian expatriates being vandalized; the

suspicion was that the perpetrators were pro-Assad Syrian expats.
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Shortly after Fords visit to Hama, hundreds of pro-regime Syrian
demonstrators marched, for several days in a row, on the US and French
embassies in Damascus. The demonstrators scaled the walls of the US
embassy and inflicted considerable damage, although no embassy
personnel were injured. Another group of Syrians marched on the US
ambassador’s residence in Damascus, about two blocks away from the
embassy. There, too, they scaled the walls, broke windows with rocks and
used spray paint. Again, no one was injured. This is typical behavior by
the Syrian government when it wants to send a message - or in this case
a warning. Usually the demonstrators are government employees and
include a number of plain-clothed security forces, who are directed, or
sometimes even bussed, to the target site.

Secretary of State Clinton responded forcefully on 11 July, coming as
close as the Obama administration had come to calling on Assad to step
down. While lashing out at the Syrian authorities for not properly protecting
the embassies in Damascus, she said she believed that Assad had ‘lost
legitimacy. He has failed to deliver on the promises he has made’ Addressing
critics of the administration’s foreign policy on Syria, who were eager to

point to the more active US stance applied over Libya, she went on:

If anyone, including President Assad, thinks that the United States is
secretly hoping that the regime will emerge from this turmoil to continue
its brutality and repression, they are wrong. President Assad is not indis-
pensable and we have absolutely nothing invested in him remaining in

power.>

President Obama reinforced this harder US line by telling CBS Evening
News later on 11 July: “You're seeing President Assad lose legitimacy in the
eyes of his people. He has missed opportunity after opportunity to present
a genuine reform agenda. And that’s why we've been working at an inter-
national level to make sure we keep the pressure up.>* One senior admin-
istration official followed up the president’s comments, saying that since
Assad ‘has shown definitively he has no interest in reform, the rationale

for holding on to him has evaporated.
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The Syrian government, through Syria’s state news agency SANA,

denounced Clinton’s remarks:

Syria strongly condemns the statements of the American foreign minister
... these remarks are provocative and aimed at continuing the internal
tension. These statements are another proof of US’s flagrant intervention
in Syria’s internal affairs. The legitimacy of Syria’s leadership is not based
on the United States or others, it stems from the will of the Syrian

people.>

This is precisely why the Obama administration had up to now been so
careful in its rhetoric regarding Assad: it did not want to play to the narra-
tive being promoted by the Syrian government that the unrest was due to
foreign interference. The Syrian government’s attempt to tie Clinton’s
remarks into this narrative was therefore to be expected; however, by that
stage, with the rising death toll and the actions against the US embassy,
administration officials no longer held out any real hope for Assad. To all
intents and purposes, they had turned the page.*

But because of limited US leverage and limited military options vis-a-
vis Syria, the administration had to be careful not to paint itself into a
corner, and so a delicate balance had to be struck between the rhetoric and
the ability to match that rhetoric with action. This calibration was coming
under increasing criticism again from Congress. In late July, at a meeting
of the House Foreign Affairs subcommittee to consider the Syrian situa-
tion, State Department officials came under tough questioning from
both Republican and Democratic members of Congress. Steve Chabot
(Republican, Ohio) queried: ‘How many must die before we have the
courage to stand up and say that Assad is illegitimate and he must go?” On
the other side of the aisle, Gary Ackerman (Democratic, New York)
accused the administration of delaying calling on Assad to leave until
it was clear he actually would: ‘We're hedging our bets here on the
odd chance that he’s going to be able to hang on Of course, these differ-
ences in Washington were something of which the Syrian government

was fully aware. Political commentators such as Elliot Abrams, Danielle
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Pletka and Max Boot were heavily critical of the Obama administration,
strongly urging a more forceful and forward-looking foreign policy
against Assad.

On the other hand, there were those who praised the Obama adminis-
tration’s cautiousness — particularly as it followed an administration that
had perhaps been too quick to engage in military action, and that had
inaugurated a decade of ‘massive foreign commitments and interventions,
which proved enormously expensive in blood and treasure — and highly
unpopular around the world’>” The foreign policy model Obama has
attempted to emulate, according to Fareed Zakaria, was that of George
H.W. Bush (not George W.), a president ‘known as a foreign policy realist,
whose watchwords were prudence, cost-effectiveness, diplomacy and
restraint’® The Obama doctrine was multilateral in nature and was one
that sought to restore a balance between interests and capacity. As such,
the administration actively backed the NATO action in support of Libyan
anti-Gadafi rebels, but it allowed its European and Arab League allies to
take the lead, absorb more of the risk, and foot more of the bill. It is no
surprise, then, that the United States was being cautious over Syria, taking
care not to contribute to a situation that would necessitate military
involvement at a time of domestic economic difficulties, when it had just
withdrawn its forces from Iraq and was in the process of drawing down in
Afghanistan. The Libyan episode, especially following Gadafi’s fall, loomed
large over the situation in Syria; many wanted to replicate it, without real-
izing how different the situations were on the ground and in the interna-
tional arena of diplomacy. As Blake Hounshell prudently noted in early
August 2011:

Thus far, the Obama administration has been rightly cautious. For one
thing, it’s not up to the United States whether al-Assad stays or goes —
that’s a choice only the Syrian people can make. And with no way to
know whether a majority supports regime change, it would hardly be
wise to declare al-Assad illegitimate and denounce dialogue with the
government as folly without a critical mass of Syrians making it clear

they felt the same. Second, the Syrian opposition is a bit of a mess right
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now. Years of repression inside the country and fragmentation outside of
it has (understandably) made it hard for a motley crew of activists,
professionals and ideologues from all over the world to band together
around a common agenda. The State Department has been urging the
opposition to choose official representatives and start laying out a
serious agenda for a democratic transition so that the silent majority of
Syrian who have sat out the protests begin to see it a viable alternative to
al-Assad, but these things take time.*

Adopting a multilateral approach, the Obama administration needed the
support of the European Union - and preferably that of the United
Nations and the Arab League as well - to build up pressure effectively on
the Assad regime. The hope was that either the combined pressure would
convince Assad to genuinely reform (although this was considered
extremely unlikely by this time), or that his supporters would see the
writing on the wall and would peel away from supporting the regime, thus
undermining Assad’s support base and compelling him to step down. The
EU had, throughout the summer, issued a series of escalating sanctions
against Syria. In many ways, these followed the US example, although the
EU had some catching-up to do, since American sanctions against the
Syrian government and certain individuals in Syria (such as Rami
Makhlouf) had been in place even prior to the uprising. European Union
economic sanctions actually have more impact on Syria, since the EU
countries interacted with Syria at the economic level much more than the
United States did; indeed, a quarter of Syria’s trade was with the EU.
What would really put pressure on Syria would be an EU oil embargo,
as Germany, Italy, France and the Netherlands were the top consumers of
Syrian oil. The EU formally announced the adoption on 2 September
of Council Implementing Resolution 878/2011 to ban the importation of
Syrian oil and all petroleum products. An already depressed Syrian
economy was almost instantly debilitated that much more, and the
Syrian government scrambled fast and hard to find new buyers - a
difficult task, to say the least, as Syrian oil is very heavy and requires

a specific type of refinery to process it into petrol and other
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petroleum-based products. Iran, of course, would pick up the slack with
financial aid, but the long-standing desire of some Syrian officials to look
east (to Iran, Russia, India and China) for markets (rather than west) was
becoming a necessity now.

On 1 August, the Muslim world entered the holy month of Ramadan,
when unrest traditionally escalates. Sure enough, the carnage in Syria
increased: it was now on a daily basis rather than just on Fridays. With
it — alongside all the potent images of death and destruction captured on
mobile phone cameras and broadcast on television and the Internet —
pressure grew on the Obama administration to cut ties completely with
Assad, once and for all. The first day of the holy month was a particularly
brutal one in Hama: as many as 120 people were killed. In a statement
released by the White House, Obama said:

I am appalled by the Syrian government’s use of violence and brutality
against its own people. Through his own actions, Bashar al-Assad is
ensuring that he and his regime will be left in the past, and that the
courageous Syrian people who have demonstrated in the streets will

determine its future.

The US president went on to say that the United States would work ‘with
others around the world’ in the coming days to ‘isolate the Assad govern-
ment and stand with the Syrian people’®® On 4 August, White House
spokesman Jay Carney commented: ‘Assad is on his way out ... We all
need to be thinking about the day after Assad, because Syria’s 23 million
citizens already are’®!

At long last, on 18 August, President Obama officially called on Assad
to go:

The future of Syria must be determined by its people, but President
Bashar al-Assad is standing in their way. We have consistently said that
President Assad must lead a democratic transition or get out of the way.
He has not led. For the sake of the Syrian people, the time has come for

President Assad to step aside.5?
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In a coordinated diplomatic onslaught, the leaders of Canada, France,
Germany, the United Kingdom and the European Union did the same. In
ajoint statement, British Prime Minister David Cameron, French President

Nicolas Sarkozy and German Chancellor Angela Merkel said:

Our three countries believe that President Assad, who is resorting to
brutal military force against his own people and who is responsible for
the situation, has lost all legitimacy and can no longer claim to lead the
country. We call on him to face the reality of the complete rejection of
his regime by the Syrian people and to step aside in the best interests of
Syria and the unity of its people.®®

The action was accompanied by further US and EU sanctions against
individuals and institutions in Syria.** The noose seemed to be tightening
around Assad’s neck.

The Syrian government-owned newspaper Al-Thawra condemned the
US and EU statements, saying that such calls revealed the ‘face of the
conspiracy’ targeting Syria and adding that it had been the strategic aim of
Israel and the United States to sideline Syria in the region. The editorial
stated that Syria rejected any kind of foreign intervention in its internal
affairs: Damascus ‘will never permit anyone to interfere now.*> The
United States and the EU now began to work harder in the United Nations
to tighten the noose even further, and (as had happened with Libya)
perhaps even to get the Arab League to play a leading role. All this would
allow Washington and its allies to consider a wider range of options,
including some sort of military response. But all this would also mean
having to get the Russians, Chinese and others to play along in the UN
Security Council, encouraging the Arab League to assume a role to which

it was unaccustomed. A tall order.

Al-Qaida

I almost did not include al-Qaida on the list of anti-Assad players.

However, I finally decided to do so, even though (at the time of writing) it
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is only peripheral to the situation in Syria. That said, it probably deserves
a mention because, after Osama bin Laden was killed by US forces in late
May 2011, its new leader, Ayman al-Zawahiri, came out vociferously
against Assad and in support of the protesters, and al-Qaida has estab-
lished a presence in Syria - especially as the country has descended into
civil war. Just think what al-Qaida was able to do in Iraq in the aftermath
of the 2003 US-led invasion.

Al-Qaida has long been against what it considers to be the heretical
Alawites, the secular nature of Baath rule and the Syrian regime’s actions
over the years against al-Qaida’s fellow Sunnis in the Muslim Brotherhood.
In July 2011, al-Zawabhiri called Assad ‘the leader of criminal gangs, the
protector of traitors.®® On the other hand, he also called on the Syrian
protestors not to side with the West:

Oh free people of Syria and its mujahedeen, it is better for you not to ally
yourself with the colonialist powers of the world and the new crusades.
America, which had committed itself to Bashar for the length of his rule,
announces today that it stands with you. After what it saw and the
ground shook from the thunder of your rage and after it was devastated
by the loss of its two biggest agents in Egypt and Tunisia. Today
Washington seeks to put in the place of Assad who loyally protected the
Zionist borders, another regime against your revolution and jihad with

a government that follows America and cares for the interest of Israel.

While protestors scoffed at these pronouncements, saying that al-Qaida
was simply trying to clumsily work its way into the picture, they feared
that the government would use such statements to reinforce its narrative
that armed terrorists and jihadists were behind the unrest and violence -
and sure enough, it did. Observers on the ground in Syria pointed out that,
while the majority of the protestors are from middle to lower classes in the
rural areas (and thus are more traditional and conservative), they are not
in any way, shape or form Islamist extremists. While al-Qaida did not
seem to be gaining serious traction with the protest movement, there was

a series of bombings of government facilities in late 2011 and early 2012
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that had all the hallmarks of Islamist extremist suicide attacks. It was very
al-Qaida-like. Some began to wonder if some Islamic State of Iraq (ISI)
elements, who are affiliated to al-Qaida, were crossing into Syria and
taking advantage of the uprising to graft their movement onto the existing
situation. There is a genuine possibility of Islamist extremism increasing

in Syria, and this is an issue that will be addressed later.



CHAPTER 8

All In

In retrospect, August 2011 seems to have been a turning point. Ramadan
had revealed not only the tenaciousness of the opposition, but also the
increasing lengths to which the regime would go to stay in power.
Additionally, the international community was beginning to give up any
faint hope it might have had regarding Bashar al-Assad’s ability or willing-
ness to implement substantive (rather than cosmetic) political reform in
Syria and to enter into a serious national dialogue with the opposition.
When, on 18 August, President Obama called on Assad to step aside, and
when the European Union countries quickly followed suit, the die was
cast. There seemed to be no turning back for any of the principal parties
involved in the uprising.

Early on, the Syrian regime adopted a security solution to the crisis.
Assad and his closest supporters decided to dig in and do whatever it took
to stay in power, but without incurring the wrath of the world by doing
something drastic, like using chemical weapons against the rebels, which
would result in large-scale civilian casualties, or unleashing a repeat of
Hama 1982. If it tried to do any such thing it would be caught on camera
(via mobile phones) and that would shock the global community into
action. Therefore, the regime engaged in a Machiavellian calibration of
bloodletting — enough to do the job, but not enough to lose what
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international support remained. Too much blood was already on its
hands, though. As early as June, respected human rights organizations
were calling on the United Nations to refer regime figures to the
International Criminal Court at The Hague. It was becoming increasingly
clear that the regime was going to swim together or sink together: cracks
and fissures at the top were not developing as the opposition and many in
the West had hoped - and even expected. In any event, Bashar and others
in the regime still believed they could wriggle out of the mess relatively
intact. Enough important international players - Russia, China and
Iran - were supporting their version of events and their prescription for
resolving the situation, allowing them the necessary diplomatic cover and
breathing space to settle the crisis.

The opposition became more desperate as the government crackdown
intensified. As the situation on the ground deteriorated, the previously
largely peaceful demonstrations increasingly became dotted with armed
elements that sought to protect themselves and their families and to take
the fight to the regime forces. Soon enough rebel militias formed, drawn
in part from Syrian army defectors and operating as the ‘Free Syrian
Army’ Blood was now also on their hands, and they knew that they could
not turn back. They realized that, even if there were some sort of compro-
mise solution in which Bashar’s inner circle and the security apparatus
remained largely intact, their lives would still be in danger. The regime
would not forget. Therefore, the regime had to fall. The protestors were
ready to give up everything to ensure this outcome: their livelihoods and
even their lives. All the while, the opposition political groups inside and
outside Syria tried to form and present a unified front; this, of course,
belied the deep divisions that existed and that hampered efforts to appeal
to the silent majority and stalwart supporters of Assad to abandon a
sinking ship. As 2011 drew to a close, there were calls for someone from
the outside - the United States, the United Nations, the European Union,
the Arab League, Turkey, almost anyone - to intervene militarily, at the
very least on moral and humanitarian grounds.

Most of the international community had ‘cut bait’ with Assad by the
end of August — or would do so by the end of the year. In Washington,
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Paris and London there were even surreptitious attempts by envoys
from countries still on good terms with Damascus to negotiate a
peaceful solution that would result in Assad remaining in power. They
were rebuffed. The unambiguous response was that Assad had to go.
The ultimate objective was clear; the way to achieve that objective
was not.

The key was to build up pressure on Damascus politically, diplomati-
cally and economically through sanctions. The military option was not yet
seriously being considered, as Syria was not Libya. But as the violence
intensified, by February 2012 whispers could be heard in certain Western
capitals of some sort of military response (similar to the NATO action in
Libya). This cheered some, but frightened many more. Diplomatic pres-
sure and isolation were not working. UN resolutions either did not pass or
were merely symbolic. Even the Arab League, with Qatar and Saudi Arabia
leading the way, uncharacteristically got involved directly, but again
without success. Turkey came out more actively against Assad, launching
sanctions of its own and more robustly supporting Syrian opposition
groups operating out of its territory.

But most people underestimated the resilience of the regime. In summer
and autumn 2011, there were numerous gung-ho headlines in leading
international news outlets: ‘Assad, Going Down,! ‘The Last Stand of
Bashar al-Assad?}? ‘Plotting a post-Assad Road Map for Syria,® ‘Beginning
of the End for Assad?}* Tyrant Now a Pariah,> ‘Syria Hits Point of No
Return amid Broad Isolation,® and ‘The Squeeze on Assad: The regime of
Bashar Assad is tottering’’

By the end of 2011, however, while many were still predicting the immi-
nent fall of Assad, stories had started to appear on the durability of the
regime: ‘How Assad Stayed in Power - and How Hell Try to Keep It}
‘Syria Will Not Bow Down,’ ‘Assessing Assad: The Syrian leader isn't crazy,
he’s just doing whatever it takes to survive,'? and ‘Syria Is Used to the
Slings and Arrows of Friends and Enemies’!! This was not going to be an
easy nut to crack. All the while, with each passing day, the situation on the

ground was deteriorating.
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Political and military opposition

In late summer 2011, as the government crackdown intensified, the oppo-
sition faced some existential questions regarding direction and method-
ology. The main elements of the opposition inside and outside the country
had, up to now, emphasized the peaceful nature of the protests. They
advocated a peaceful resolution to the crisis, through dialogue and nego-
tiation (assuming the removal of the Assad regime). But there were those
in Syria who began to push for a more active, military approach to unseat
Assad, as much out of self-defense as out of any perceived need to coordi-
nate an armed rebellion. A bifurcated oppositional arc developed in
August 2011: one political and diplomatic, the other armed resistance.
They began separately and often found themselves working at cross
purposes; but by the end of the year, there were concerted attempts to
coordinate efforts and at least to appear to be on the same page. The Syrian
National Council (SNC) became the clearing-house for political and
diplomatic efforts by the opposition, while the Free Syrian Army acted
similarly to galvanize military efforts to overthrow Assad on the ground.

Plans to set up the SNC were announced in Istanbul on 23 August
(though that was about the limit of the agreement). The SNC was infor-
mally established in Turkey on 15 September. Officially, though, the SNC
came into being on 2 October at a conference held in Istanbul; it was
composed of a number of opposition groups, and had a charter and other
accoutrements of organization.!*> The Council was modeled on the
National Transitional Council in Libya, which had led the successful over-
throw of the Gadafi regime. However, the SNC was, and continues to be,
more of an umbrella organization of groups inside and outside Syria: it
comprises a number of pre-existing Syrian opposition groups plus new
groups that were formed during the uprising, and includes the Syrian
Muslim Brotherhood, the Damascus Declaration, the Local Coordination
Committees, the Kurdish Future Movement party, the Syrian National
Current, the Assyrian Democratic Organization, and a host of smaller
parties and independents. According to the SNC’s official charter, its

primary purpose is to oversee the implementation of a road map to
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democracy in Syria and to guide the transition from an authoritarian
political system to a democratic, parliamentary one.

The avowed intention of the SNC’s membership was to be as representa-
tive as possible (although it was accused of being anything but). It had a
230-member general assembly and a twenty-nine-member general secre-
tariat, led by a seven-member executive committee, in which most of the
decision-making took place (and which has been accused by critics, even
within the SNC, of acting arbitrarily). The Council’s first election was held
in September, and longtime Syrian democracy activist Burhan Ghalioun
was appointed its first chairman. He was formerly a professor of Oriental
Studies and Political Sociology at Sorbonne University in Paris, where he
lives. He was also a founding member of the Damascus Declaration in
2005. Although the chair position is supposed to rotate every three
months, Ghalioun’s tenure as chairman was extended well into 2012, in
order to promote continuity in the organization at a critical time, as well
as continued recognition in international circles. According to the SNC,
60 per cent of the membership resides in Syria and 40 per cent lives
abroad. For security reasons, the names of many of the members in Syria
have not been publicized.

The founding statement of the SNC was released on 2 October 2011 at
a press conference held by Ghalioun. The charter was the most significant
step to date in attempting to unify the fragmented opposition. In its state-
ment, the SNC announced that it would function as the main representa-
tive of the Syrian ‘Revolution;, provide all necessary support to remove the
Assad regime, and establish a civil state ‘without discrimination on the
basis of nationality, gender, or religious or political belief” SNC participa-
tion would be open to all Syrians who were committed to a peaceful
uprising, regardless of religion, gender or ethnicity. Ghalioun declared
that the SNC rejected foreign intervention that would impinge on Syrian
national sovereignty, but called on concerned international organizations
to ‘take responsibility for the people’ and help to stop the violence against
innocent civilians. A National Consensus Charter was also released that
listed human rights, judicial independence, press freedom, democracy

and political pluralism among its guiding principles."
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An important meeting of the SNC took place in the Tunisian capital in
mid-December. In a series of meetings and workshops with international
participation, organizational rules and procedures were established, and
several specialist committees and executive offices were created to handle
such things as foreign relations, media affairs, legal affairs, human rights,
finance, and policy and planning. In essence, the conference produced a
more unified political program that would make the SNC more appealing
to an international audience and, perhaps more importantly, to people in
Syria. SNC delegations traveled the globe trying to gain international
acceptance as the true representative political organization of the Syrian
‘revolution’ — one that was ready to lead the transitional phase of a post-
Assad Syria. They met the foreign ministers and representatives of
Belgium, Great Britain, Bulgaria, Russia, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Canada,
the European Union, Egypt, the Arab League, Germany, Iraq, Norway, the
Netherlands, Portugal, the Libyan National Transitional Council and
the United States.

Many of these countries and organizations had come, by the end of the
year, to officially recognize the SNC as the ‘main interlocutor of the Syrian
people, ‘the legitimate interlocutor;, ‘the sole legitimate government in
Syria, ‘the official representative of the Syrian people, etc. By doing so,
these countries and organizations seemed to have given up all hope of
working with or achieving reconciliation with the Assad government. A
particularly important meeting took place in early December in Geneva,
where US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton publicly met an SNC delega-
tion (US officials had had informal meetings with SNC representatives for
months before). Clinton strongly encouraged the SNC - and all opposi-
tion groups — to work together and unite in their efforts. This was a clear
sign that Washington wanted to establish a working relationship and
dialogue with the Syrian opposition elements that would probably play a
leading role in a post-Assad Syria (or at least with those that the United
States and its allies wanted to play such a role). The Obama administration
was being cautious, remembering how US support for the exiled Iraqi
National Congress prior to the 2003 invasion of Iraq backfired after the

removal of the Saddam Hussein regime. On 5 December, though, a few
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days after the meeting in Geneva, Clinton, by now back in Washington,
declared the SNC to be the ‘leading and legitimate representative of
Syrians seeking a peaceful democratic transition, and committed the
United States to helping the opposition toward a transition to democracy
in Syria."

At first the Syrian government paid little attention to the SNC, seeing it
as a loose coalition of groups that would eventually implode. This was not
entirely a bad assessment, as the SNC certainly did not give the impression
at first of being a unified organization that was capable of mobilizing the
opposition movement as a whole or of attracting international support.
But as the SNC began to get its act together in early October and became
the preferred option of most in the international community, the Syrian
regime began to sit up and take notice. In October, once the SNC became
‘official, Syrian Foreign Minister Walid al-Mouallem described it as an
‘armed terrorist organization’ and threatened to take ‘strict measures’
against any country that recognized the SNC, including withdrawal of
protection for diplomatic missions in Damascus.”> A member of the
Syrian parliament, Khalid Abboud, was reported to have said that those
who formed the SNC were ‘deluding themselves’ and that ‘it’s a dream that
will never come true’’® One might ponder who was engaging in self-
delusion. Nothing quite establishes the bona fides of an organization as
tirmly as when its competitors or enemies at the highest levels start ridi-
culing it. The SNC could no longer be ignored.

There was another opposition group, drawn mostly from people inside
Syria, called the National Coordination Bureau for Democratic Change
(NCB). The NCB had been formed in June and was led by Hassan Abd
al-Azim. Unlike the SNG, it did not refuse to engage in dialogue with the
regime. Moreover, it called for a gradual transition of power (not the
immediate fall of the regime) and it eschewed outside military interven-
tion. The SNC and the NCB have frequently been at odds with one
another, and the NCB was not invited to join the SNC (nor would it have
accepted).

NCB members are often accused of being willing dupes of the regime

because they agree to meaningless dialogue with government ofticials, and
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their organization is even alleged to be an opposition group manufactured
by the regime to present the illusion of national dialogue. Quid pro quo,
after it was officially launched in October, the SNC was described by
Haythem Mannaa, a prominent member of the NCB, as a “Washington
club, in essence bought and sold by the United States.!” A number of
members of the SNC had indeed over the years been funded by or been
closely associated with the Bush and Obama administrations, particularly
in the period following the Hariri assassination. The implication of this
charge is that the SNC is almost traitorous and is in the pockets of Western
governments and their allies in the Middle East, particularly Saudi Arabia,
Qatar and Turkey. A member of yet another homegrown Syrian opposi-
tion group, the Popular Front for Change and Liberation (PFCL), has said
that the SNC is ‘non-patriotic ... has no roots inside Syria and is
dependent on foreign powers to change the leadership and to come to
Syria later aboard US tanks’'®

The NCB is a homegrown opposition organization, and that gives it an
advantage over the largely exiled membership of the SNC. It is avowedly
secularist and anti-imperialist. This is both a blessing and a curse: while it
certainly attracts those in Syria — and there are many — who are inherently
suspicious of associations with the outside, as well as those religious
minorities and secular Sunnis who fear a Sunni-dominated, more
religiously-based government, it also alienates the majority of Sunnis, who
are religiously conservative, as well as those who find some of the NCB
members’ Baathist background distasteful. There are also those revolu-
tionaries, particularly on the LCC and in the Free Syrian Army, who
realize that, if they are going to successfully bring down the regime, they
need greater diplomatic and military assistance from the international
community than the NCB is in a position to provide. The NCB may also
be deliberately placing itself squarely in the middle, so that, if the regime
is forced to become more broad-based or if Assad steps down in some sort
of negotiated settlement, it will appear as the most acceptable of the oppo-
sition entities and will be brought into the government as a legitimate
opposition party. It appears that Russia and China, which are the countries

most interested in a ‘soft landing’ engineered by diplomacy, favor the NCB
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and have held meetings with its leadership. On the other hand, the NCB’s
opposition to a military option may disqualify it from participating in a
new post-Assad government if the regime is brought down by force;
indeed, its members, whom critics regard as regime stooges, could be in
serious danger.

The SNC and the NCB differ markedly on the issue of foreign interven-
tion in Syria. Whereas, by early 2012, the former had certainly come to
agitate vigorously for outside military intervention, the latter has remained
dead set against any such thing. In any event, as Peter Harling comments,
‘Syrians on the streets have made clear that they see the SNC’s legitimacy
as based on their ability to lobby for diplomatic pressure and see their
mandate as stretching no further’’ NCB members say the SNC has
been deliberately trying to marginalize it by questioning its legitimacy,
because — whether by design or coincidence - its criticisms of the SNC and
other Syrian exile opposition groups have been similar to those made by
the Syrian regime (and thus lend credence to Assad’s narrative of events).

The NCB also claims - as does the Syrian government — that the SNC
is disproportionately made up of members of the Syrian Muslim
Brotherhood and is not as representative as it makes itself out to be. The
implication is that the SNC may actually be working towards the forma-
tion of a radical Sunni Muslim government, rather than a functioning
democracy. While the Brotherhood does not have a majority in the
Council as a whole, in the general secretariat or on the executive committee,
its years of exile have made it by far the best-organized grouping, and there
are fears that this will enable it to mobilize more effectively within the
SNC and to shape its policies and positions. All these differences between
the opposition organizations are exacerbated — and in some cases perhaps
even caused — by personal antagonisms and power struggles that go back
over many years and that have fatally weakened previous manifestations of
opposition parties.

This is part of the problem of the Syrian opposition in general. It has
been divided inside and outside the country, and each opposition group
has vulnerabilities and weaknesses in the eyes of others that have prevented

any single group from gaining the legitimacy and general acceptance
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necessary to offer a viable alternative to the regime. There is also a genera-
tion of personal antagonisms to overcome. Louay Hussein, a longtime,
respected democracy activist in Syria (and head of another Syrian opposi-
tion group called Building the Syrian State), has raised other problems that
have plagued the Syrian opposition. To his way of thinking, the media are
guilty of focusing on the SNC and the NCB and of ignoring the role of
other groups and individual opposition figures on the ground: ‘Since the
beginning of the uprising, different media outlets have created this picture
at the behest of those who run or fund these outlets. There are thousands
of opposition figures in the Syrian uprising who are not members of any
political party or movement or any public gathering’?® Or as Rime Allaf, a
political analyst at London’s Chatham House, puts it: ‘the power of the
so-called street will have the last word, not inorganic and opportunistic
opposition groups.?!

One of the inevitable progressions in any uprising or revolution is the
question of whether or not to take up arms and when to turn a largely
peaceful rebellion into an armed one. For many Syrians, as the govern-
ment decision to wipe out the opposition became clear to them, taking up
arms was simply a matter of self-defense. Others, however, began to
believe in summer 2011 that the only thing that could dethrone Assad
would be armed opposition. As one Local Coordination Committee
member put it, ‘After Libya, many people said it was a mistake to have a
peaceful revolution and if they had done it like the Libyans they would be
free by now.

Nir Rosen is a widely-respected journalist, who has spent much time
with members of the opposition at epicenters of the conflict. In my
opinion, he has presented the most accurate and objective accounts of
the situation on the ground. Here he captures the shift toward armed

rebellion:

As I spent more time in Syria, I could see a clear theme developing in the
discourse of the opposition: A call for an organized armed response to
the government crackdown, mainly from the opposition within Syria.

Demonstrators had hoped the holy month of Ramadan would be the
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turning point in their revolution, but as it came to an end - six months
into the Syrian uprising — many realized the regime was too powerful to

be overthrown peacefully.??

The question of moving to an armed revolution was an important one.
Any such move would reinforce the regime narrative that armed gangs
and terrorists were generating the violence, and would provide the Syrian
government’s foreign backers — Russia and China - with the justification
to continue their support of the regime, and perhaps even to provide mili-
tary assistance. But many in the opposition felt their backs were up against
the wall, and that the brutality of the government crackdown required
them to take up arms.?

In addition, the vast majority of the opposition were Sunnis; certainly
defectors from the Syrian army were almost exclusively Sunni, as deserters
generally came from the Sunni-dominated rank and file. So again, this
reinforced the regime narrative that it was the last line of defense against
sectarian warfare. At the very least, this encouraged minority groups in
Syria to maintain their wait-and-see posture; in some cases it prompted
them to give the regime their outright support.

The Sunni coloring to the opposition also gave it the appearance of a
more religious-extremist-based movement, thus creating fertile ground
for fears of a possible salafist post-Assad government. According to those
journalists embedded in the opposition, most of the rebels are conserva-
tive Sunnis, particularly in the rural areas where the uprising initially took
root. But this is just symptomatic of the cultural and demographic
make-up of Syria, i.e. it (along with most other Arab states) is religiously
conservative and has become more so over the last decade or two.** This
in no way makes the people Islamist extremists: they are simply more
devout and are inspired by their religion; they are not blindly guided by it.
We have seen this in Egypt, Tunisia and Libya following the Arab Spring
removal of the regimes in those countries. This does not mean, of course,
that there are no Islamist extremists in Syria. There are, and Syrian
government support for jihadists making their way to Iraq in the after-

math of the US-led invasion may come back to haunt the regime, as some
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of these elements, familiar with the landscape and having established
networks of contacts and safe zones, may have returned to Syria. The other
side of the coin is that this opposition coloring feeds (yet again) into the
regime’s narrative that Islamist extremists are involved in the violence, and
that it is the only buffer between a relatively secular society and a radical
theocratic state.

Of those who have taken up arms, the best trained and most profes-
sional are army deserters; but they usually joined the ranks of the opposi-
tion without their weapons and as individuals, rather than as part of entire,
well-equipped units.”> There is really no organized armed resistance
nationwide: it is more a case of local defense militias popping up organi-
cally in various towns, villages and city districts. There was the potential
for an increase in armed opposition in autumn 2011, but in many cases it
was just too difficult and/or too expensive for willing individuals to get
their hands on scarce supplies of weapons and ammunition.

Towards the end of the summer, the Free Syrian Army (FSA) became a
popular element of the opposition — perhaps the organized armed resist-
ance that many had hoped for. Some saw this as the inevitable result of the
Syrian regime’s military crackdown. The first news of something known as
the ‘Free Syrian Army’ came in June, when a Colonel Hussein Harmoush
was captured by security forces and forced to recant on state-run televi-
sion and to denounce the defectors.?® By July, it was reported that Riad
al-Asaad,”” a colonel in the Syrian army who had defected, was now in
command of the FSA, with some 7,000-10,000 troops by early autumn (he
claimed 15,000 by November). The majority of these were inside Syria, but
some were across the border in Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan. Certainly at
first it appeared that FSA units preferred to operate near the border, so
that they could easily evade government forces, if necessary. Proximity to
the border also meant that they could be more easily resupplied. Asaad’s
overall operational headquarters (to the extent that there was any sort of
overall operational command and control structure) were located in
Antakya (Antioch), just over the border in the Hatay region of Turkey.
In response, Syrian government forces laid minefields along the border to

deter cross-border smuggling and military operations.
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For the most part, there was not much coordination between those
claiming to be part of the FSA; indeed, the armed resistance tended to be
composed of local militias that claimed affiliation to the FSA simply in
order to give the impression of being part of a whole. This created the
illusion for the outside world of a more organized armed resistance than
actually existed.

The goal of FSA units was to conduct guerilla warfare and hit-and-run
raids against Syrian forces and symbols of state authority: they were obvi-
ously no match in pitched battles for the better supplied and more
numerous Syrian troops, armed with heavier weapons. The heaviest
weapons in the FSA arsenal were a few rocket-propelled grenade launchers,
although improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and Molotov cocktails were
also utilized. But the FSA was chronically short of weapons and ammuni-
tion, hence its appeals to sympathetic foreign powers for military support.

As one FSA soldier commented:

The more weapons we have the more progress we can make. We call on
the international community, whether it's the EU, the Arab League,
France or Germany, to provide us with weapons and ammunition. If we
have a no-fly zone and a safe area for our base, the collapse of the
regime’s army will be swift. This is an army that serves a person and a

family [Assad], not a country and its citizens.”®

Establishing a no-fly zone and/or a safe haven, ideally along the border
with Turkey, naturally became the constant refrain of the armed opposi-
tion. The hope was that, with a safe haven and no-fly zone in place, there
would be a greater incentive for more troops to defect from the Syrian
army - particularly whole units, with their heavy weapons, as they would
not be deterred by fear of Syrian aircraft strafing them as they deserted. A
safe haven would also make resupply easier (and more abundant) and
would enable training by foreign sources (in much the same way as
happened in Libya). The logistical and political difficulties of establishing
a safe haven and a no-fly zone will be discussed in Chapter 9, but into 2012

the chatter surrounding these issues and their feasibility grew louder.
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Ammunition became very expensive in Syria as the uprising gained
momentum - reportedly around $4 a bullet on the black market in the
Idlib area of northern Syria in February 2012. Armed opposition elements
raided military depots for arms and ammunition, but it was not nearly
enough to counter the superior forces of the regime. By early 2012, there
were reports that the opposition was receiving arms and ammunition
(or money for their purchase) from foreign countries, although not yet in
any significant amounts. However, as the regime’s crackdown intensified
dramatically in February, especially in the city of Homs, and as the death
toll increased, the horrific images of death and destruction prompted
certain countries in the anti-Assad camp to stop ruling out the idea of
some sort of military assistance. Leaks to the press indicated that military
contingency plans were now being considered. If this developed into real
assistance, the FSA (and indeed the armed resistance in general) would be
given a huge boost - for better or worse.

By late 2011, the FSA approach had come to garner more support from
ordinary Syrians opposed to the regime. Not only had the government
authorized the security forces and the military to repress the revolt, but the
so-called shabbiha (‘ghost’ - see above, Chapter 6) added to the ugliness of
the crackdown. These were irregular units of civilian militia who fanati-
cally supported the regime and reportedly were deliberately attempting to
instill fear in the populace with their gruesome atrocities. Most of the
shabbiha are (or are accused of being) Alawite: the designation was first
applied in the 1980s to the largely Alawite armed gangs in northwestern
Syria, in and around Latakia, who used to engage in various excesses,
usually involving extortion and cross-border smuggling. Most of the
Alawites in the shabbiha now, during the uprising, are poor and seem to
be trying to earn some sort of salary; but they are also fighting for their
own survival, out of fear that extremist Sunni elements would wipe them
out if the Assad regime falls.?’ It appears that they are not entirely on the
government payroll: it is reported that a number of prominent Syrian
businessmen (both Alawite and Sunni) who, over the years, have utilized
shabbiha to tighten their control of certain business activities, continue to

pay the lion’s share of shabbiha wages in order to protect their lucrative
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business privileges. Once again, this goes to show the almost incestuous
connections among different sectors of Syrian society that have bought
into regime maintenance.*

Of course, the shabbiha activities during the uprising served to intensify
sectarian hostility — a by-product with which the regime was not entirely
uncomfortable (as discussed above). But their nefarious activities were not
always military-related: sometimes they were purely criminal in nature,
leading to the emergence of street and neighborhood warlords in many
cities. Indeed, as occurred in Iraq, the criminalization of elements on both
sides of the conflict only added to the distress of ordinary Syrians, who
were simply trying to survive the violence. As the days and weeks went by,
the fear that the shabbiha generated swelled the opposition’s call to arms.
Popular support for the FSA increased, as the 25 November protests
dubbed ‘May the Free Syrian Army Protect Us’ attest.

The FSA also claimed responsibility for an increasing number of
attacks on symbols of the regime, such as an intelligence headquarters
(on 16 November on the outskirts of Damascus), government installations
and buildings; for ambushes against military convoys; and for assassina-
tions of government officials and military officers. The FSA is not immune
to charges of human rights violations and criminal activities: it often
summarily executes Syrian army captives and alleged informants within
its own ranks (some no doubt genuine spies, others less certainly so). All
of this is the ugly by-product of a de facto civil war that is more inter-
communal in nature and that is often fought in densely packed urban
areas, rather than along traditional battle lines. In some of the most hotly
contested cities, in late 2011 and early 2012, it was not uncommon to hear
shots being exchanged between one building that was flying the govern-
ment flag and another building - a matter of blocks away - that was
sporting the opposition banner.

In an effort to present a more united front, representatives of the FSA
and the SNC met in Turkey on 28 November 2011. The SNC persuaded
the FSA to scale back its attacks, so as not to sully the image of the uprising
as a primarily peaceful one, based on self-defense. An FSA spokesman

explained that, under the agreement, its troops would not ‘attack [Syrian
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military] units that are staying in their barracks’ but would fight ‘any
unit that enters our cities and tries to kill our people’®® The SNC also
announced that it would form a joint committee with the FSA to coordi-
nate ‘field mobilization, relief, media and political relations’* The SNC
was hopeful that the FSA would focus more on protecting the protestors
and would allow the Council to maintain the public face of the opposition
movement. This would also make the Syrian government forces appear
the aggressors.

More importantly, as Nicholas Heras writes:

As a full-spectrum movement, a Free Syrian Army-Syrian National
Council coalition would be able to claim a political role as the major
transition authority in a post-Assad Syria, with the added assurance to
concerned foreign actors that it has the security organization to combat
potential disorder and violence a la Iraq from the first day after the

Al-Assad government.*?

Despite all this, the agreement masked deep differences in terms of leader-
ship, ideology and methodology. Those skeptical of the entente said it was
all for show, and was aimed at the international audience, from which

more assertive support was being sought.

The United Nations

The United Nations (UN) and the Arab League (AL) became significant
players in the unfolding drama in Syria. The UN was accustomed to
involving itself in such situations at the request of its member states; the
AL was most definitely not (although its support for the NATO-led mili-
tary backing of the Libyan rebels may have been a preview of things to
come regarding Syria). Sometimes the two organizations ran on parallel
tracks, and at other times they worked in tandem. But by early 2012, it
appeared it was all for naught. The Syrian regime steadfastly resisted all
international efforts to end the crackdown (and to remove it from power).

In doing so, it drew on the backing of some important international actors
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(primarily Russia, China and Iran). The upshot was that events surrounding
Syria soon came to resemble a multilayered cold war.

Very early on in the uprising, the alleged human rights violations by the
Syrian government had put the regime smack in the center of the radar
screen of international humanitarian organizations. As photographs and
videos of the violence could spread almost instantaneously via the Internet,
the human rights violations depicted could not be ignored — and nor was
any extended investigation required to uncover them. Nor could the
government conceal them (those days appear to be over for all authori-
tarian regimes). In early April, the UN Human Rights Council adopted a
resolution condemning the government’s use of lethal force against the
protestors. It also established an independent investigation into the Syrian
officials responsible for the actions, and from that point on the High
Commissioner for Human Rights at the UN, Navi Pillay, took a visible and
leading stand against the regime.

Human Rights Watch, a leading humanitarian watchdog organization,
monitored the situation in Syria closely and, in analyzing the available
data, interviewed a number of refugees and residents of Deraa. As
mentioned above, in June 2011 it published a fifty-five-page report enti-
tled ‘Weve Never Seen Such Horror’: Crimes against humanity by Syrian
security forces, the first part of the title quoting a Syrian observer on the
ground. The Middle East director of the organization, Sarah Leah Whitson,
was quoted as saying: ‘For more than two months now, Syrian security
forces have been killing and torturing their own people with complete
impunity. They need to stop - and if they don't, it is the [UN] Security
Council’s responsibility to make sure that the people responsible face
justice’** The organization also recommended that, if the Syrian regime
did not desist, the Security Council should refer the situation to the
International Criminal Court.

The international politics of the crisis in Syria, particularly the hesi-
tancy of the international community to take rapid action (or, more to the
point, their willingness to cut Assad some slack) lagged behind the atten-
tion to humanitarian issues. But as more and more countries retracted the

leeway given to Assad and called on him to step aside, the UN became the
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natural repository for possible multilateral action, especially as this was
the preferred approach of the Obama administration.

In early August, the UN Security Council (UNSC) unanimously passed
a presidential statement condemning the Syrian government’s crackdown
and calling for an immediate end to the violence by all parties in Syria:
‘The Security Council condemns the widespread violations of human
rights and the use of force against civilians by the Syrian authorities’ It
urged ‘all sides to act with utmost restraint, and to refrain from reprisals,
including attacks against state institutions. The Security Council reaffirms
its strong commitment to the sovereignty, independence, and territorial
integrity of Syria. It further stressed that ‘the only solution to the current
crisis . . . is through an inclusive and Syrian-led political process’*

The Lebanese representative on the Security Council dissociated her
country from the statement, but did not block it. It was obviously carefully
worded, in order to foster consensus in the Council, calling as it did on ‘all
sides’ to end the violence, rather than solely focusing on the Syrian
government. Not only was this intended to appease countries such as
Russia and China, but it also, from the point of view of the West, was
designed to exert pressure on Damascus without yet cutting Assad off
entirely - something that would, in fact, occur a couple of weeks later. It
was also a ‘presidential statement” by the Security Council rather than a
‘resolution; the latter usually being associated with some action. Earlier
attempts to pass something with more bite had been shot down by Russia
and/or China.

While many were pleased with the UNSC statement, taking it as an
indication of the resolve of the international community against Syria, it
was also just as much an indication of the divisions within the Security
Council and provided a foretaste of how difficult any sort of resolute
action by the UNSC would be. Certainly this was noticed in Damascus.
Assad’s decree the next day authorizing the creation of a multi-party
system would seem, on the face of it, to have been in response to the presi-
dential statement; however, the process of announcing these piecemeal
reform efforts had been in motion for several months, and so it was prob-

ably a coincidence. Assad and his inner circle might have believed that the



182 SYRIA

combination of the reforms announced and the seemingly rather tepid
UN statement might turn the tide at home. If they thought this, they were
wrong.

Rising international pressure did persuade the Syrian government to
allow UN humanitarian teams to enter the country on 20 August to inves-
tigate areas such as Hama, Homs, Idlib and Latakia, which had seen some
of the worst fighting. This came just days after a UN fact-finding mission
found ‘a pattern of human rights violations that constitutes widespread or
systematic attacks against the civilian population, which may amount to
crimes against humanity’®® At the same time, Assad was vehemently
rejecting calls for him to step down, saying, ‘What they say means nothing
to us, while continuing to deny that the military had targeted peaceful
protestors, despite widespread reports to the contrary. He would only
admit that the ‘security situation has turned into more of an armed situa-
tion, adding that ‘security is important, but the solution is political’*” So, a
typically mixed-message response from Assad.

The UN team’s visit would be monitored and circumscribed to a consid-
erable degree by government minders. The fact that, even with such
restrictions, they would find firm evidence of human rights violations
perhaps says something about the nature of the violence. This was not the
first time the Assad regime had treated international inspectors in this
way, and it would not be the last.*®

In autumn 2011, as the violence continued unabated, the idea of a UN
Security Council resolution aimed at the Syrian regime gathered
momentum in Western circles. The problem (as is so often the case in the
Security Council) was to make the language strong enough to give the
resolution some real teeth, yet ambiguous enough to gain the support of
those countries less inclined to adopt anything that was clearly anti-Assad.
On 4 October, a Western-drafted UN Security Council resolution that
condemned the violence in Syria and threatened more targeted sanctions
(but did not include any mention of a transfer of power) if the regime did
not cease its military actions against the protestors was finally put to the
vote. Brazil, India and South Africa abstained, and Russia and China

vetoed the resolution (a veto by one of the five permanent members of the
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Security Council automatically kills a resolution in that forum). Moscow
and Beijing had been saying that any resolution should be more even-
handed in its opprobrium, and should hold the opposition as responsible
as the regime for the violence. More importantly, having so recently felt
duped by a similar UNSC resolution that opened the door to NATO mili-
tary intervention in Libya (on which it abstained - see Chapter 7), Russia
was that much more sensitive about supporting anything that might lead
to Western-backed military action against another Russian (or former
Soviet) client state, in this case one with which Moscow still enjoyed
strong political, economic and military relations.

Mutual recriminations were hurled back and forth between Western
capitals and Moscow (and even Beijing) in a way that was reminiscent of
the superpower Cold War era. Active diplomacy over some sort of UN
resolution continued for the remainder of 2011. However, the fact that in
December, Russia held the rotating presidency of the Security Council
considerably complicated matters, as the Russian representatives (at least
according to their Western counterparts) manipulated their position to
delay and thwart further attempts to table a resolution. Something of this

sort would have to wait until early 2012.

The Arab League

The AL has frequently been called a dictators’ club. As such, under normal
circumstances, it would not have been expected to assume a leading role
or to adopt a position against the Syrian government, as traditionally it has
supported maintenance of the status quo. In addition, the fall of one
dictator might have a domino effect, leading to the fall of many. Initial AL
reaction to the increasing pressure on the Syrian government seemed to
reinforce the notion that it would, at the very least, quietly support the
Damascus regime. The Arab League chief, Nabil al-Arabi, said in mid-July
that the United States had overstepped the mark by suggesting that Bashar
al-Assad had lost his legitimacy to rule. After meeting the Syrian presi-
dent, al-Arabi said Assad had assured him that ‘Syria has entered a new era

and is now moving on the road to genuine reform’’> The AL head then
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declared that ‘this issue is exclusively decided by the people. Another AL
official stated that Syria was a ‘main factor of balance and stability in the
region, a view with which al-Arabi agreed.*® A New York Times editorial
snorted: “The Arab League is a disgrace’*

However, the speed of the Arab Spring and certain geopolitical realities
overwhelmed AL stasis. Two divides were forcing the ALs hand (or at least
the hand of some of its member states).*! First was the divide between
Saudi Arabia, Qatar and their regional and international backers, in one
corner, and Iran in the other: many have described this as the Sunni-Shiite
divide in the region. As mentioned above, the more the Syrian crisis
became a function of the Saudi-Iranian regional power game, the more the
AL was used by Saudi Arabia and Qatar (which chaired the AL for most
of 2011 and up until March 2012) as a way of bringing about the removal
of Assad and thus severely damaging Tehran’s regional influence. Taking a
lead role in this regard was also important in terms of beating Turkey to
the punch, so that Ankara would not be able to enhance its prestige in the
Arab world (at Saudi Arabia’s and Qatar’s expense) by appearing to be
the only regional power exerting pressure on Assad.

Second, there was (and is) a divide between the monarchies and the
secular republics in the Arab world. The Arab Spring casualties have, to
date, all been in the so-called secular republics (or dictatorships) of the
Arab world; by early 2012 the leaders of Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen
had all fallen (while the leader of Syria was stubbornly hanging on by his
fingertips). The monarchies of the Arab world, by contrast, have (with the
exception of Bahrain) been comparatively quiescent. There are various
important reasons for this: some have to do with the oil-rich monarchies’
ability to buy off discontent; some have to do with the greater historical
legitimacy of most of the monarchical regimes; and some have to do with
more prescient responses regarding reform initiatives, particularly by the
non-oil-rich monarchies of Jordan and Morocco.*> But once the Arab
Spring became a contagion that spread throughout the Arab world, it was
more prudent for the Arab monarchs to side with the protestors - if for no
other reason than to appear to be on the ‘right” side of history and there-

fore to diminish the chances of similar protests against their own regimes



ALL IN 185

(which are, in many ways, just as authoritarian as those in Damascus,
Tunis or Cairo). While it may have deflected domestic discontent for the
time being, the monarchies’ employment (if not exploitation) of liberal
and humanitarian themes in support of the protestors in Syria may come
back to haunt them, as the discourse of freedom and human rights
becomes the norm. That may, in the end, be the most enduring aspect of
the Arab Spring.*

It did not take long for the Arab League to start adopting a more asser-
tive position vis-a-vis Syria, especially after mid-August 2011, when the
United States, the EU and others began openly calling on Assad to step
down. In late August, the AL publicly called on Damascus to exercise
restraint and end the violence. In September, there was an AL initiative
(which Nabil al-Arabi brought to Assad in Damascus) that detailed a plan
to stop the violence and implement reforms. The plan called for an imme-
diate halt to all violence against civilians, and proposed measures that
would offer compensation to those who had been persecuted, arrested
or injured by government forces. A general amnesty would be issued for
all political prisoners arrested during the course of the uprising. The
initiative also called for a ‘declaration of principles’ by Assad that would
flesh out the various political reforms he had mentioned in his speeches
since the beginning of the unrest. These included a shift to a multi-party
system and a multi-candidate presidential election, to take place when
Assad’s current seven-year term ends in 2014. (Interestingly, Assad
could run again for a third term, if nominated.) The AL plan outlined
the parameters for a true national dialogue between the government and
opposition forces, including the Local Coordination Committees,
Islamists, democracy activists and others, under the rubric of ‘no to
violence, no to sectarianism, and no to foreign intervention’ Finally, the
initiative called for fresh parliamentary elections, with the newly elected
chamber mandated to develop a new constitution that was commensurate
with a parliamentary democracy - first and foremost by eliminating
Article 8 of the existing constitution, which designated the Baath party the
‘leader of state and society, and which has long guaranteed single-party
rule by the Baath.*
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Most of the Syrian opposition accepted the plan, including the LCC
(which up until then had been clear in their stated aim of getting rid of the
regime). This showed that, despite all the bloodshed, a negotiated solution
was still possible in August 2011, if only Assad had been willing and able.
But the Syrian regime roundly rejected the plan, perceiving the hands of
Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the United States behind it. Syrian officials
claimed that the initiative was a ‘clear violation’ of the Arab League charter,
because it ‘meddles in the affairs of Syria’*’

Perhaps not surprisingly, the Syrian government then countered with
its own initiative, unveiled at an AL meeting in Cairo. This called on all
Arab states to lift their emergency laws and abolish all state security courts
(as Syria had already announced it would do back in March/April). It also
called for new constitutional frameworks throughout the region that
would guarantee political pluralism and democracy, the rule of law and
human rights. This was intended as a salvo at countries such as Saudi
Arabia and Qatar, monarchical systems that would obviously reject such
notions.

But now the AL had become directly involved in the Syrian crisis,
and its plan (or variations thereof) would become the basis of discussion
for a ‘soft landing’ via some sort of national dialogue and period of
transition, combined with political reforms. In addition, Syria’s rejection
of the plan put the ball back in the AL court, and the relationship
between the AL leadership and Damascus consequently became more
antagonistic.

Arab League and Syrian officials would continue to meet to discuss
plans to end the unrest. A pattern developed into October and November,
whereby the Syrian government would tentatively accept AL mediation
and initiatives, but would argue for a different set of terms that required
still more negotiation. Deadlines for compliance were frequently shifted.
Opposition figures at the time — and many others — decried the Syrian
government’s willingness to engage with the AL as nothing more than
diversionary tactics, designed to create the impression that it was inter-
ested in a peaceful solution, while it continued the violent crackdown in
the country. They pointed out that, while the AL and Syria dithered, the
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mass arrests, torture, disappearances, assassinations and brute military
force continued.
A televised interview by Assad in October presented a totally different

narrative (or threat). During the interview, he contended that Syria

is the faultline, and if you play with the ground, you will cause an earth-
quake. Do you want to see another Afghanistan, or tens of Afghanistans?
Any problem in Syria will burn the whole region. If the plan is to divide
Syria, that is to divide the whole region.

He compared the unrest to the Islamist uprising back in the 1980s, again
attempting to color the opposition as primarily led by radical Islamists:
‘We have very few police, only army, who are trained to take on al-Qaida
... Now we are only fighting terrorists’*

By the end of October, the UN estimated that 3,000 Syrians had
been killed since the start of the uprising. By mid-November, the figure
was 3,500; and by the beginning of December the estimate had risen to
4,000. In late December, the Syrian state news agency claimed that over
2,000 of the country’s security forces had been killed since the protests
broke out.

As the government’s crackdown continued, despite its eventual accept-
ance of the Arab League plan, the AL held an emergency meeting in Cairo
on 11 November. At this meeting, eighteen of the league’s twenty-two
members voted to suspend Syria's membership: Lebanon and Yemen
voted against the measure; Iraq abstained; and Syria was barred from
voting. The AL also called for unspecified sanctions against the Assad
regime and urged member states to withdraw their ambassadors. Qatari
Prime Minister Shaykh Hamad bin Jassem al-Thani read out the league’s
decision. The Syrian representative to the AL claimed the decision was
illegal and said it was ‘a eulogy for Arab common action and a blatant
announcement that its administration is subordinate to US-Western
agendas.*” Of course, Syrians had long considered themselves to be the
beating heart of Arabism, and so their country’s suspension from the AL

was, indeed, something of a blow. On the other hand, in the past Syria had
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not been shy about taking action that clearly went against the Arab
consensus. In any event, Syrians’ pride (even arrogance) about their
central position in the Arab world and in Arab history would lead Syrian
officials to express disdain for the AL decision: Damascus was still the
only Arab country that stayed true to issues at the core of Arabism.

Many expected that the AL action against the Syrian regime would
(as had happened over Libya) pave the way to a more concerted interna-
tional response, especially a UN Security Council resolution. Keeping up
the pressure, at an AL meeting of foreign ministers on 27 November nine-
teen member states voted to slap a raft of economic and trade sanctions on
the Syrian regime (Iraq abstained and Lebanon voted against). These
included a ban on any private or commercial flights from the league’s
member states into or out of Syria; the termination of dealings with
Syrias Central Bank; the freezing of the assets of Syrian government offi-
cials; and a ban on high-profile Syrian officials from visiting other Arab
nations. Syria’s state-run television network said the move ‘lacks legality’
and ‘the economic sanction against the rights of the Syrian people indi-
cates a halt in trade and economic relations ... and targets the Syrian
people*®

By mid-December, with the AL threatening to take the Syrian issue to
the UN Security Council, the Assad regime agreed to a proposal hammered
out in Doha to send AL observers to Syria to monitor compliance with the
regime’s previous commitments to end the violence and release political
prisoners. Damascus was under heavy Russian pressure to accede to the
AL mission: the Russians wanted to prevent the issue from going straight
to the UN, as that would again put Moscow in a very uncomfortable
position.

The AL observers would accumulate data and evidence, with the aim of
producing a definitive report on the situation in Syria. The details of this
mission were discussed for almost seven weeks, with AL and Syrian offi-
cials arguing over the amount of access the observers would have to
trouble spots, their remit and the size of the team. Again, the Syrian oppo-
sition and many in the West, while cautiously supporting the AL initiative

as the least worst idea at the time, were left generally unimpressed. SNC
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leader, Burhan Ghalioun, responded by saying that “The Syrian regime is
playing games and wants to buy time. We are quite surprised that the Arab
League is allowing this to take place’*® At the same time, Ghalioun took
the opportunity to call on the international community to establish a
buffer zone in Syria to protect civilians: “This regime has proven time and
time again that it is a regime built on lies and force. We need a safety zone
to protect and prevent efforts by the regime to transform the crisis into a
civil conflict?>°

There were several doubts raised about the AL mission. First and fore-
most, Lieutenant General Muhammad Ahmad al-Dabi, from Sudan, was
named as the leader of the league delegation. He had been head of military
intelligence under Sudanese President Omar Bashir when Bashir had been
issued with a warrant for arrest by the International Criminal Court for
genocide in the Darfur region of Sudan. Apparently, Dabi had barely
escaped censure. So the Syrian opposition was quite cautious when he was
appointed; their suspicions were confirmed when Dabi said he was ‘reas-
sured’ after visiting war-torn Homs. On the other hand, the Syrian regime
was also suspicious of Dabi because he had been Sudan’s ambassador to
Qatar in 1999-2004; it therefore thought he had been hand-picked - and
was controlled - by the Qatari government (which, as we have seen, had
taken the lead in the AL against Syria).”!

The other issue was that the AL really had no experience in carrying
out missions of this sort. The team members were wholly unprepared -
particularly as they were working with a government that was quite expe-
rienced in controlling visiting delegations and limiting their access to only
those things it wanted the observers to see (see above and note 38).

As Richard Gowan wrote at the time of the AL mission, the Kosovo
Verification Mission that was deployed in 1998 under the auspices of the
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe to protect Albanians
in Kosovo had far greater resources available to it than the Arab League
delegation, and had over 1,400 observers, compared to the ALs hundred
or so (at most) in Syria.>* In addition, the mission in Kosovo had had a
NATO extraction force in neighboring Macedonia, ready to move at a

moment’s notice if the observers encountered any problems. Furthermore,
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they generally enjoyed far greater freedom of movement than did the AL
observers. Yet even with all this going for the mission in Kosovo, it failed
to curtail the violence and had to be withdrawn in 1999, when NATO
decided to use air power to resolve the conflict. As Gowan indicates,
though, while the AL observer mission may have failed in its objective
(i.e. to ensure Syrian compliance with the AL mandate on the regime to
halt its attacks on civilians), it did play an important role in highlighting
the brutality of the Syrian regime and the suffering of innocent civilians in
Syria, thereby magnifying the issue for all the world to see.®® This
might, in turn, enhance the prospects of UN action, or so it was thought
at the time.

Just as the Kosovo Verification Mission eventually led to NATO military
action in the Balkans, perhaps what was initially viewed as a failed AL
mission might be seen by future historians as a necessary prelude to
eventual military action in Syria. The UN put the death toll in Syria by
mid-January 2012 at 5,000, although opposition groups claimed that over
6,000 Syrians had died since the outbreak of the uprising.

United Nations and Arab League

In the wake of its observer mission in Syria, the Arab League announced
a new plan on 22 January 2012 that would see President Bashar al-Assad
step down and hand over power to his vice president, following the
formation of a national unity government. It called for the Syrian govern-
ment to begin a dialogue with opposition groups within two weeks, and
for a new government to be formed within two months.>* It did not
call for military intervention. The plan was unveiled at the AL headquar-
ters in Cairo by the Qatari foreign minister, Hamad bin Jassem al-Thani.
He also announced that the AL would take the plan to the UN, in order
to build up international support. At this point, the UN and the AL
began to work in concert, in order to introduce a new resolution in
the Security Council that had more diplomatic weight behind it;
hopefully that would persuade Russia and China to refrain from using

their veto.
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Of the AL plan, Time magazine said the following:

The epithet that seemed to be perpetually attached to the Arab League
was ‘toothless’ On Sunday . . . however, the organization bared its fangs
at Syria. In the absence of a detailed political road map from the Syrian

opposition, the Arab League presented its own audacious plan[.]*

Saudi Arabia started to emerge from behind the scenes and adopt a more
forceful — and public - position against Syria. Riyadh had decided to with-
draw its support for the observer mission — and the other states of the Gulf
Cooperation Council followed suit — effectively ending it. Saudi Foreign
Minister Saud al-Faisal said that ‘all possible pressure’ should be applied to
the Syrian regime to cease its military repression, adding: ‘We are calling
on the international community to bear its responsibility, and that includes
our brothers in Islamic states and our friends in Russia, China, Europe and
the United States’®® The Qatari foreign minister even called for the
dispatch of an Arab peacekeeping force to enter Syria. He likened such a
military mission to the Arab Deterrent Force (ADF) that the Arab League
had sent to Lebanon during its civil war in the mid-1970s. This is a
comparison he probably wished he had not made, for the ADF was
composed almost entirely of Syrian troops, most of which then stayed on
in Lebanon for thirty years as the instrument of Syrian domination over
its neighbor to the west.

Shaykh Hamad probably also wishes he had not likened the league’s
road map for political change in Syria to Yemen: there it took months of
on-off negotiations and supposed agreements before Yemeni President
Ali Abdullah Saleh finally agreed to step aside — and then many more
months for him actually to leave, almost a year after the uprisings began
in Yemen.

Lebanon, as expected, rejected the new AL plan, and Algeria abstained
from the vote to take the initiative to the UN Security Council. The Syrian
government obviously rejected the initiative. According to the news
agency SANA, the plan was a violation of Syria’s sovereignty and ‘flagrant

interference in its internal affairs.®’
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According to Syrian Foreign Minister Walid al-Mouallem, his country
needed ‘a Syrian solution driven by Syrian interests. He reiterated the
claim of an international conspiracy against Syria, saying that some Arab
states are ‘implanting the stages of the plot against Syria, which they
agreed upon abroad. We are perfectly aware of the dimension of the
conspiracy and we will deal with it firmly ... It is the duty of the Syrian
government to deal seriously and firmly with armed elements. He also
noted that Russia would ‘not agree on the foreign interference in Syria’s
internal affairs and this is a red line. During talks with Russian Deputy
Foreign Minister Mikhail Bogdanov, I sensed that the Russian stance is
solid and no one can question the Russian-Syrian relations, as they are
deep-rooted’>®

While Syria continued to burn, the diplomatic drama moved back to
the UN. On 27 January, Morocco introduced to the Security Council the
Arab League plan for a political transition and unity government in Syria.
There ensued vigorous discussion and posturing by the UN delegates.
Displaying continued support for the Syrian government, the Russian
envoy to the UN, Vitaly Churkin, said:

The red lines include any indication of sanctions. The red lines included
any sort of imposition of arms embargo, because we know how in real
life, arms embargo means that you supply weapons to illegal groups but
you cannot supply weapons to the government. We cannot accept that.
Unfortunately the draft which we saw today did not ignore our red lines
but also added some new elements which we find unacceptable as a

matter of principle.*

To the envoy, that included the idea of imposing a political solution.
The Syrian representative to the UN, Bashar al-Jaafari, dismissed the

proposed resolution and adopted a defiant tone:

Some of these ambassadors who have been entrusted by the so-called
international community to maintain peace and security in the world

through their important role in the Security Council have chosen to
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undermine peace and security in the world - following their narrow
strategic and geopolitical interests. They deal with us as if we are a
former colony - that we should subjugate ourselves to their will. They
are wrong and will be disappointed. Syria will not be Libya; Syria will not

be Iraq; Syria will not be Somalia; Syria will not be a failing state.*

A few days later, he commented: “That organization [Arab League] is not
speaking on behalf of all Arabs right now. Without Syria, there is no Arab
League®! Iranian President Mahmud Ahmadinejad chimed in: he
said that the efforts of regional governments that had never held elections
(i.e. Saudi Arabia and Qatar) ‘to prescribe freedom and elections’ were ‘the
most sarcastic joke of history’6*

The advocates of the resolution tried hard to assuage Russian concerns,
especially regarding any measure that could be perceived as a precursor to
military action. A draft resolution stated that the Council is reaffirming
its strong commitment to the sovereignty, independence, unity and terri-
torial integrity of Syria, emphasising the need to resolve the current crisis
in Syria peacefully, and stressing that nothing in this resolution compels
states to resort to the use of force or the threat of force’®> Even so, Russia
was in no mood to compromise on any resolution that would lead to the
departure of Assad. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov defended the
Russian role, including its continuing arms shipments to Syria: “‘We're
arming the constitutional government, which we don’t approve of what it
is doing, using force against demonstrators, but were not picking sides,
were implementing our commercial contractual obligations. He warned
that a resolution could lead to ‘another Libya, which would, in his opinion,
be disastrous.**

Russian diplomats tried to broker talks between the Syrian government
and opposition elements, but the opposition would have none of it:
it cited the continuing violence perpetrated by the regime and noted that
the crackdown had persisted through numerous efforts to negotiate a
peaceful solution. The Obama administration opined that countries
needed to accept the reality that Assad had to go - in other words, stop
supporting him. According to White House spokesman, Jay Carney,
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‘it is important to calculate into your considerations the fact that he
will go'%

Most, however, were just hoping that the threat of international
opprobrium and isolation on this issue would be enough to turn Russia
and China. As Jeffrey Laurenti, an astute observer of UN diplomacy,

commented:

The Western strategy of seeking to press Russia to acquiesce in a stronger
Security Council demand on Damascus assumes that Russia does not
wish to stand alone in vetoing action as the death toll mounts in Syria.
But the United States itself has not hesitated to stand alone in vetoing
council resolutions on Israeli settlements or fighting in Gaza when all
fourteen other members were united. On Syria, the Russians count a
third of the council in their corner . . . Perhaps revealingly, leaders of the
Syrian opposition acknowledge they do not expect Assad would heed a
Security Council demand to step down, regardless. It is this that feeds
suspicions of council skeptics that . .. [it] is intended to give outsiders a

legal pretext for coercive steps to achieve compliance.®

It was no surprise, then, that on 4 February the resolution failed to be
passed in the Security Council, as Russia and China vetoed it. The other
thirteen members of the Council voted for the measure. In the aftermath
of the vote, the back-and-forth rhetoric between Russian and Chinese
officials, on the one hand, and those who represented countries that
supported the resolution, was heated - to say the least. The US ambas-
sador to the UN, Susan Rice, said she was ‘disgusted’ at the veto by Russia
and China. Referring specifically to Russia, she added: ‘this intransigence
is even more shameful when you consider that one of these members
continues to deliver weapons to Assad. She went on: ‘Since these two
members last vetoed a resolution on Syria, an estimated 3,000 more civil-
ians have been killed’®” Hillary Clinton called the vetoes ‘a travesty, saying
the Security Council was now ‘neutered’®® The French and British UN
ambassadors declared that Russia and China had aligned themselves with

a regime that is massacring its people.
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The Russian ambassador to the UN, Vitaly Churkin, said the text ‘did
not adequately reflect the real state of affairs and sent an unbalanced
signal’. He noted that Russia was continuing its diplomatic efforts on the
ground to resolve the situation by sending its foreign minister to Damascus.
The Chinese UN representative, Li Baodong, called on all parties in Syria
to stop the violence and restore order. He said the UN resolution would
only have served to ‘complicate the issue, would have ‘put undue emphasis
on pressuring the Syrian government’ and would ‘prejudge the result of
dialogue’®

As for those in Syria fighting against the regime, they felt abandoned:
one opposition figure called the uprising the ‘orphan revolution’”® Another
lamented: “The UN isn’t doing anything about it [the violence]. The Arab
League isn't doing anything about it ... While they’re having their little
discussion, people are sitting here and they’re dying’”!

The consequences

The repercussions of the failure to pass the UN Security Council resolu-
tion were profound. Most parties were at a loss as to what to do next. A
number of opinion pieces and editorials commented that, in the aftermath
of the vote, there was no good solution. Even the worst (to many people)
alternative — Assad staying in power - had to be considered, or else Syria
would be consigned to a protracted, bloody civil war that could produce
the dreaded regional doomsday scenario.”” It seemed that, with the failure
of UN and AL diplomacy, there was greater momentum for a more
muscular response to the crisis in Syria. Senior politicians in Western
capitals, such as Senators John McCain and Joseph Lieberman in the
United States, openly called for military support for the Syrian opposition.
Press leaks regarding contingency plans for military operations against the
Syrian regime began to appear in Western newspapers, while Western
government officials did their best to distance their countries from mili-
tary intervention. An article in Time magazine in early March was entitled
‘Who Will Save Syria?’: it pitted an argument in favor of military interven-

tion against one that argued against military action.”
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The anti-Assad states attempted to regroup. About a week later, with
Saudi Arabia leading the way, the Arab League transition plan was moved
to the UN General Assembly, where it garnered 137 votes in favor to
22 against. However, this was more a sign of failure than of success, as
General Assembly resolutions do not carry anywhere near the weight of a
Security Council resolution. AL members then called for a joint peace-
keeping force with the UN to intervene in Syria. Although they hoped to
keep the pressure up on Assad, it was clear that their ability and readiness
to act were lacking. The Syrian regime, obviously more confident about its
position, said the new proposal reflected ‘the state of hysteria affecting
some Arab governments, especially Qatar and Saudi Arabia, after Qatar’s
failure to pass a UN resolution that allows foreign intervention in Syria.’*

On the ground in Syria, it seemed very clear that the regime believed
the failure of the UN Security Council resolution (and thus the Arab
League plan) gave it a green light to escalate the military pressure on the
rebels, particularly in the city of Homs, where the opposition, backed by
the Free Syrian Army, had established a virtual autonomous zone in the
Baba Amr district of the city. After a siege lasting almost a month, in
which hundreds of Homs residents, activists and rebel fighters were killed
(and in which several Western journalists were also killed or wounded),
the district fell to government forces on 1 March and FSA units fled the
city, as the world watched on in horror. Syrian television surveyed
the devastation, reporting that the residents of Homs were relieved that
the Baba Amr area was rid of the ‘terrorists, who had occupied schools
and medical centers ‘by force of arms.”®> Buoyed by this success, govern-
ment forces fanned out to focus their attention on other rebel strongholds
in the country.

The failure at the UN Security Council also undermined the path of
diplomacy championed by the Syrian National Council. As a result, the
existing fissures within the SNC (and between it and other Syrian opposi-
tion groups) became more manifest. The diversity of the Syrian opposition
groups and the lack of a unified hierarchical structure had always prevented
the regime from focusing its wrath on a single entity; but now this

apparent advantage turned sour on the opposition, as previously concealed
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cleavages opened up. In late February, around twenty prominent members
of the SNC, including executive committee member Haythem al-Maleh,
announced that they had broken away and formed a new opposition
organization called the Syrian Patriotic Group (SPG). It was the aim of the
new group to forge closer relations with rebels inside Syria, in support of
a more militaristic approach to unseating the Assad regime. One of the
leaders of this new group, Walid al-Bunni, reflecting original concerns
about the composition of the SNC, said: “We do not have Muslim
Brotherhood members amongst us . .. and we object to [SNC chairman]
Burhan Ghalioun’s mild approach . .. where he neglected to mention the
importance of arming the FSA)’¢ One Syrian businessman - a financial
backer of the organization - blasted the SNC chairman: “The Muslim
brothers. . . have a toy name Ghalioun and they play inside as they wish.”’
Another leading SPG member, Kamal al-Labwani, stated that the main
objective was to get out of ‘paralysis’ mode; he said that ‘the 20 members
would remain as part of the SNC, but they will have a different mechanism
of work’”® In a statement released by the SPG, the group explained its

stance:

Syria has experienced long and difficult months since the Syrian National
Council was formed without it achieving satisfactory results or being
able to activate its executive offices or adopt the demands of the rebels
inside Syria. The previous mode of operation has been useless. We
decided to form a patriotic action group to back the national effort to
bring down the regime with all available resistance means including

supporting the Free Syrian Army.””

Reflecting this turn toward a more militaristic approach, on 1 March the
SNC announced the creation of a military bureau. According to a press
statement, it would ‘track the armed opposition groups, organize and
unify their ranks under one central command, defining their defense
missions while placing them under the political supervision of the SNC’#
A senior member of the SNC said ‘an office on the ground inside Syria will

coordinate providing weapons to the FSA, and that will be the only
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mechanism to supply weapons to the FSA:8! However, a senior figure in
the FSA, Colonel Malik al-Kurdi, disputed this. He told CNN: ‘We are
surprised on the formation of the military consultation council without
taking our opinion ... How could such a decision be taken by the
SNC without informing Colonel Riad Al Asaad leading the military
opposition.®? Not wanting any political interference in his organization’s
activities, Riad al-Asaad himself told the BBC that the FSA would not
cooperate with the new SNC military bureau.®® Despite past accords, the
SNC and the FSA were still clearly not on the same page.

Under intense pressure from the regime crackdown at this time, the
SNC seemed to be splintering over whether or not to assume a more mili-
tant posture. Labwani ended up resigning from the SNC because ‘there is
a lot of chaos in the group and not a lot of clarity over what they can
accomplish right now. We have not gotten very far in working to arm the
rebels’®* On the other side of the spectrum, Rasha Yousef also quit the
SNC, but for very different reasons. She said that she could no longer ‘be
a partner in bloodshed . . . their policy is taking the country to a civil war
... They are calling for international intervention and calling for arming
the opposition without any plan or organizing which is very dangerous’

Others fondly harked back to the early days of the uprising, when it was
based on peaceful protests, and wondered if the movement could return
to this. As one activist commented, ‘Instead of mourning, lets go to
strikes. Instead of bearing arms, let’s organize non-cooperation campaigns’
Another claimed: ‘It’s never too late for civil resistance and peaceful
change. In the end the militarization will not end the violence. Meeting
them with arms . . . will only push them to use survival instincts. But there
was also recognition of the difficulty of doing this: “With this level of
repression it is becoming extremely difficult to convince people to partici-
pate in peaceful activities’®

As Syrian dissident Hazem al-Nahar said in early 2012,

Now we have the very situation I feared: a Babel of contradictory and
competing voices that leaves everyone, regime loyalists and opponents

alike, mistrustful and dismissive of the Syrian opposition ... The
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situation is just as the regime would have it: an opposition fractured and

divided over issues that have no basis in reality.®”

Aron Lund points out that this disunity is a major hurdle to any negotiated

solution to the conflict for the following reasons:

1. Civilian politicians will be needed to fill the vacuum of power if the
government suddenly falls.

2. A legitimate and cohesive opposition will be necessary to control the
military factions and their commanders, thus preventing ‘warlordism.

3. If Bashar is removed in an internal coup and the regime remains largely
intact, it will only want to bring opposition elements into government
as a fig leaf of political pluralism; however, if the opposition is strong
and united, it can use this opportunity to push for more reforms than
it could otherwise.

4. If there is an internationally negotiated solution that keeps Bashar in
power, the regime may be compelled to co-opt opposition elements in
order to regain some lost legitimacy, thus once again offering an oppor-

tunity for a real, united opposition to press for political reforms.%

All of this is, of course, speculative (and perhaps unlikely); but unless the
opposition becomes more cohesive and coordinated, the regime will more
than likely survive in the near term.

Rubbing salt into the wounds of those opposition elements clamoring
for more military assistance, Secretary of State Clinton, responding to
pressure to start delivering more tangible US military aid to the opposi-

tion, said:

What are we going to arm them with and against what? Were not
going to bring tanks over the borders of Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan. We
know al-Qaeda [leader, Ayman al-] Zawabhiri is supporting the opposi-
tion in Syria. Are we supporting al-Qaeda in Syria? Hamas is now
supporting the opposition. Are we supporting Hamas in Syria? If you're

a military planner or if youre secretary of state and youre trying to
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figure out do you have the elements of an opposition that is actually
viable, that we don't see. We see immense human suffering that is
heartbreaking.®

She went on: ‘sometimes, overturning brutal regimes takes time and cost
lives. T wish it weren't so0.”® State Department spokeswoman, Victoria
Nuland, commented: “‘We don't believe that it makes sense to contribute
now to the further militarization of Syria. What we don’t want to see is the
spiral of violence increase®® The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
General Martin Dempsey, said the United States needed to be cautious
and obtain more information:

There’s indications that al-Qaeda is involved and that they’re interested
in supporting the opposition. There’s a number of players, all of whom
are trying to reinforce their particular side of this issue. And until we're
a lot clearer about . .. who they are and what they are, I think it would

be premature to talk about arming them.”

Meanwhile James Clapper, the Director of National Intelligence, in testi-
mony to the Senate Armed Services Committee, pointed out that the FSA
was made up of disparate groups and had no centralized command and
control structure; he added that ‘the opposition groups in many cases
may not be aware they [al-Qaida operatives] are there’®® Finally, then-
Senator John Kerry, the influential chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, echoing Clinton, said the SNC compared unfavorably with
Libya’s Transitional National Council, primarily because there was no real
address for what is an amorphous and divided Syrian opposition: “This is
not Libya, where you had a base of operations in Benghazi, where you had
people who were representing the entire opposition to Libya’**

Indeed, as this collection of statements shows, there was a real concern
in Washington that the Syrian rebellion could be hijacked by radical
Islamists, especially al-Qaida elements crossing over from Iraq. The US
ambassador to Syria, Robert Ford (who had by this time been withdrawn
from Syria over security concerns), told the Senate Foreign Relations
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Committee: ‘We have cautioned the opposition that if they declare some
kind of big jihad they will frighten many of the very fence-sitters still in
places like Damascus®® In essence, it would be feeding into the Syrian
regime’s narrative from the start of the uprising. Whether this is a legiti-
mate fear is questionable, but a number of suicide bombings aimed at the
regime in Syria did bear the hallmarks of al-Qaida, and the specter of what
happened in Iraq looms large.

In early 2012, most people would agree that the Syrian opposition on
the ground, while comprising mainly conservative Sunnis, is clearly not a
salafist movement; but there is a tangible fear in Washington and else-
where that deteriorating conditions could open the way to al-Qaida. A
video released online on 11 February rather points up this fear. In it,
al-Qaida leader Ayman al-Zawahiri calls Bashar al-Assad ‘the butcher
son of a butcher’ and praises the Syrian people for waging a jihad
against him.%

There is a general sense that the period of diplomacy - when some sort
of ‘soft landing’ might have been engineered - has passed. In the wake of
the failed UN and AL resolutions, in late February the United States
organized a meeting in Tunis of what was called the ‘Friends of Syria’ - a
group of over sixty countries — in an attempt to organize and coordinate
actions that would end the violence, to formulate a political solution and
to deliver aid (though not of the military kind) to the opposition.”” This
appeared to be an attempt to work outside the purview of the United
Nations, but developing a coordinated response was difficult. Some coun-
tries in the Arab League called on the Arab states to cut diplomatic rela-
tions with Syria entirely, and Saudi Arabia and Qatar (and Kuwait) urged
states to arm the rebels; indeed, there were numerous reports that Doha
and Riyadh had already been funneling funds to the Syrian rebels to
purchase weapons (if not indeed the arms themselves). The black market
in arms entering Syria from Iraq and Lebanon has also been booming.

A regional proxy war in Syria between Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey,
on the one hand, and Iran and Lebanon (Hizbullah), on the other, was
clearly gaining momentum. The opposition became more militarized, and

with this the Syrian regimes military response intensified. At the
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international level, US Assistant Secretary of State Jeffrey Feltman testified
before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that the ‘demise of the
Assad regime is inevitable’;’® and on 6 February President Obama said that
Assad’s fall ‘is not going to be a matter of if, it'’s going to be a matter of
when’® At the other end of the spectrum, Russian Prime Minister
Vladimir Putin was saying at the same time: ‘T very much hope the United
States and other countries ... do not try to set a military scenario in
motion in Syria without sanction from the UN Security Council’®
Another Russian official (who had come from a meeting with the Syrian
president) commented: Assad doesn't look like a person ready to leave,
because . . . there is no reason for him to do that as he is being supported
by broad layers of the population.!®!

The regime itself went on to hold a referendum on 27 February on the
long-promised new constitution: according to the Syrian authorities, it
was approved by about 90 per cent of voters (although they admitted that,
at 57.4 per cent, the turnout was lower than usual because of the unrest).
The constitution was the centerpiece of Assad’s reform program, as
announced by him (in piecemeal fashion) since the beginning of the
uprising, almost a year earlier. Of course, Western capitals and the Syrian
opposition were very skeptical and, for the most part, dismissive. The State
Department referred to it as ‘absolutely cynical, and other critics called it
‘too little, too late, ‘meaningless, ‘window dressing’ or yet another delaying
tactic.!?2 Meanwhile Moscow applauded the process as a step forward for
Syria.!®

Actually, if Assad had been smarter — or more courageous — and had
introduced this constitution in the early part of the uprising, it may have
taken some of the wind out of the sails of the opposition. The new docu-
ment, drawn up by a twenty-nine-member constitutional committee
chosen by Assad, dropped the highly controversial Article 8 (which
ensured Baath party rule). Other references to Baathism in the Syrian
economy, educational system, army and society were also removed (such
as the president’s pledge to the Baathist trinity of ‘unity, freedom and
socialisny). It theoretically establishes a multi-party system that would see

more than one candidate running for president; presidential elections
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being held every seven years (with a two-term maximum); and aspiring
candidates having to gain at least 20 per cent of the vote of parliamentar-
ians (so at least 50 votes out of 250). The formation of parties is subject to
government approval: they cannot be based solely on religion, ethnicity or
geography. Under the new system, the president still wields tremendous
power, as the office retains the right to appoint and dismiss prime minis-
ters, and to assume legislative powers when parliament is not in session.
The president also enjoys a seven-year term - the longest of any parlia-
mentary-based presidential system in the world - and immunity before a
court of law (except in the case of treason against the state).

However, as Syria-based academic Sami Moubayed writes, there may be

a silver lining:

The new constitution will not solve the country’s political, security and
economic problems. It won’t end the military operations, bring about
cheaper heating fuel and, certainly, will not offer a life jacket for the
Syrian regime. It does, however, lay the groundwork for a democratic
platform that can be used to stage upcoming parliamentary elections —
and possibly - early presidential ones as well, which can achieve all [the
political reforms], including perhaps authoring a new constitution

entirely, which would make this one an interim charter.!%

As the next presidential election should be held in 2014, when his current
term is up, Assad could theoretically continue as president for another
sixteen years. I am sure that, if he survives, this is his intention.
Subsequent to the referendum, parliamentary elections were held on
7 May. This was the first test of the political pluralism promised by the
regime and the new constitution. About 7,200 candidates were reportedly
up for election (including 710 women) to 250 seats in parliament across
fifteen electoral constituencies.'” While Bashar praised the elections as a
milestone in the promised reform, the opposition in Syria and opponents
of the regime outside the country dismissed them as a sham - nothing but
a hollow attempt by the regime to give the impression of political reform,

when in fact pro-regime elements were poised to dominate the new
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parliament. The Syrian opposition boycotted the elections and turnout
was reported to have been 51 per cent of eligible voters (though inde-
pendent observers at some polling stations put the figure much lower).
What is interesting is that voter turnout was supposedly almost exactly the
same as in the last parliamentary elections, in 2007, which were held
under much more stable conditions. It strains credulity that the turnout in
2012 could have been the same as in 2007. As a US State Department
spokesperson commented, the election ‘borders on ludicrous. It is not
really possible to hold credible elections in a climate where basic human
rights are being denied to the citizens and the government is continuing
to carry out daily assaults on its own citizens.!% According to some
reports, only one person who could actually be termed an opponent of the
regime was elected. All others were either members of the Baath party or
its allies.!?’

More than a year after the uprising began, the Syrian crisis had become
an existential battle on several levels. With so much invested in it by an
array of internal and external players, the march toward a protracted and
bloody civil war seemed inevitable. Indeed, US officials in early March
testified that they could not see any ‘fracturing’ in the Assad regime, and
military desertions had been minimal. A Pentagon official said that ‘the
assumption is Assad will continue to persevere until he and other regime
leaders are sufficiently suppressed. He’s enjoying tactical survival. He can
wait it out. He looks to be dug in’!*® He added that the hope was that Assad
would feel the ‘strategic weight and pressure of outside critics’!® As one
member of a Syrian opposition group commented following the govern-
ment’s retaking of Baba Amr in Homs: ‘People saw that the revolution
wasn't achieving its goals, and there’s a lot of head-scratching now. The
regime has used this to send a message to Qatar and the USA and others,
saying: you can't topple me, so you'll have to deal with me. And that was
always Plan B, as far as the USA is concerned.!*

An already ugly situation was to get uglier. By the end of May 2012, the
UN estimated that 9,000-10,000 Syrians had died, that 30,000 refugees
had fled to neighboring countries and that 200,000 people were internally

displaced. The Local Coordination Committees’ estimate was that over
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11,000 had died (with 60,000 imprisoned and 20,000 missing). The Syrian
government put the number of civilian deaths at about 2,500.

There would be more and more pressure on the United States from
several quarters to engage militarily in the crisis at some level. It could lead
from behind, as it did in Libya, where NATO’s European members and the
Arab League were out in front. It could put boots on the ground: direct
military intervention alongside allied forces to establish safe havens and
protective corridors from which opposition elements could engage govern-
ment forces more effectively and where civilians could seek refuge. Or it
could actively arm the Syrian opposition. But as Syria analyst Marc Lynch
warned, ‘nobody should be fooled into thinking that this is a panacea:
arming the weaker side in a fully fledged, internationalised civil war is
much more likely to produce a painful stalemate than a quick, decisive

outcome’!!!

Or as Patrick Seale wrote, ‘the arming of the opposition ...
seems not to have advanced the opposition’s cause but to have given the

regime the justification for crushing it’!!2



CHAPTER 9

Whither Syria?

Putrid piles of garbage lie on streets because basic services have ceased
operating. Running water and electricity are either unavailable - by design,
as a form of collective punishment, or as a result of disruption — or else are
available only sporadically. Storefronts are shuttered, battered and broken.
The stores themselves are empty of both people and products, as either the
retailers have deliberately removed the stock, storing it for a safer day, or
else — more likely - the goods have been pilfered by vandals on one or
either side of the conflict. The walls of buildings are pockmarked by shells
and bullets. Many streets are deserted, littered with debris and marked
with the occasional bloodstain. Security checkpoints are ubiquitous; on the
highways into and out of cities and along the main arteries, security
personnel check identification and search vehicles, while those that have
been stopped pray that their names are not on government lists of people
to be arrested. Truckloads of soldiers and security personnel drive to
hotspots; indeed, sometimes they are the only vehicles on the road. As the
violence has increased, thugs and criminal elements on both sides have
begun to appear, extorting money and bullying innocent civilians in a
whole new way that is separate from the ugliness of the uprising itself.!
Even the elite in Aleppo and Damascus are wary of leaving their safe

areas. In the cities that have been hardest hit, people have retreated into
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sectarian quarters. Homes have been abandoned as families have fled.
Other families want to leave but cannot, as they are afraid their homes will
be ransacked. Those that can afford to do so contemplate leaving the
country, but they cannot obtain visas (particularly as many embassies have
closed) and trying to leave the country surreptitiously is too dangerous.
Damascus International Airport is almost devoid of people and planes.
Tourism has virtually ceased. Credit cards don’t work. Trade and commerce
have declined sharply. Factories have closed, and even those still operating
do so at well below capacity. Workers are routinely laid off. An already
high unemployment rate (prior to the uprising) has doubled. The Syrian
pound has plummeted against the dollar (from SYP 47 to the dollar before
the uprising to as much as SYP 100 a year later). Public sector salaries have
been halved, in order to reduce government spending (and redirect it
toward security). Food and fuel prices are significantly higher. The agri-
cultural sector has been severely disrupted, and basic food items have
already become scarce. Schools are closed.

It has reached the point where sometimes people are killed and nobody
knows who is responsible. For example, on 19 February 2012 a Syrian
attorney general was assassinated in the city of Idlib, one of the epicenters
of the uprising. The government, of course, bemoaned the loss and
accused the rebels of his murder (as opposition elements had increasingly
taken to assassinating civilian and military officials). But the opposition
in Idlib said he had been a sympathizer and had stayed in his official posi-
tion to act as an informant. They claimed, therefore, that the Syrian secu-
rity forces were responsible for the murder. The fact that the attorney
general’s funeral was reportedly attended by a number of opposition
elements lends some credence to this assertion (assuming the reports are
true).

This is what life has become in Syria, especially in a number of Syrian
cities that have been directly hit by the uprising and the government’s
attempts to suppress it.> Syrians in central Damascus and Aleppo, which
had long remained relatively unscathed by the uprisings, began to feel the
pain more and more well into 2012, as violence spread from the suburbs

towards the downtown areas.
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It is an excruciatingly sad picture. Almost every Syrian knows someone
who has been killed (by one side or the other), arrested, tortured or bullied
during the uprising. I have traveled to Syria over twenty times since 1989,
with some of those visits lasting for months. I have acquired a number of
Syrian friends who are now faced off against one another. A couple of the
foreign reporters and photographers killed while covering the uprising in
Syria were friends of mine. Thus even those of us who are keen observers
of Syria but are far away from the horridness on the ground have been
touched by it. Syria is a country with huge potential, given the right
circumstances. It is a crossroads of history and can boast unparalleled
historical and archeological sites. The people are like people in other
countries: they love their families and yearn for a better life, greater oppor-
tunities and a peaceful existence. One feels so helpless watching this
country implode.

How did it come to this?

The conceptual gap

Early in Bashar al-Assad’s presidency, he decreed that military-style
uniform would no longer be worn by students in primary and secondary
schools. At the time, Western media, officials and analysts dismissed and
ridiculed the change as virtually worthless. It was emblematic, they said,
of how little Assad was actually doing to reform his country. This added to
the growing disappointment in what was supposed to be a different type
of Syrian ruler. However, on closer inspection, there was more to this
decree than met the eye. Wherever Assad could - and it should be borne
in mind that this was a system that was almost immune to change and that
Assad’s authority at the time was less than it later became - he tried to
redirect Syrias operational philosophy away from the symbols and
trappings of martial indoctrination to a more normal educational envi-
ronment that focused on developing useful skill sets. Ironically, this
may have contributed to a new generation of youth who thought not of
battle against real (or imagined) foes, but of securing a sociopolitical

milieu more conducive to a better life. In any event, between the West and
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Syria the ‘conceptual gap as to the utility and effectiveness of this decree
was quite wide.

On one occasion, Assad lambasted the criticism he had received in the
West on account of the perceived slow pace at which private banks were
being set up in Syria — a measure he had announced soon after coming to
power (see Chapter 1): it was considered small potatoes when only four
private banks actually came into being in 2004. Assad, though, thought it
was a transformational moment and a harbinger of things to come in
terms of economic liberalization.

At another meeting, this one soon after the withdrawal of Syrian troops
from Lebanon in April 2005 (see Chapter 2), he expressed anger that the
West — and especially the United States — did not appreciate the ‘enormous’
concession he had made by agreeing to withdraw. The implication, of
course, was that he could have made a lot more trouble had he wanted to,
or could even have kept the Syrian forces ensconced in Lebanon. He felt
he had received no credit for his supposed magnanimity.

These are but a few examples of the ‘conceptual gap’ between Syria and
the West in general. When Assad spoke in his first speech to the nation on
30 March 2011 in reaction to the growing protests in his country, he
said terrorists, conspirators and armed gangs were the primary reasons for
the unrest (at the time of writing he still maintains this). Most of those
outside Syria scoffed: he was blatantly diverting attention from the real
socioeconomic and political problems that had brought the Arab Spring
to Syria. But many Syrians — maybe even Assad himself - readily believe
such claims. Their perception of the nature of threat is vastly different
from ours, outside Syria. One might blame this on Syrian paranoia bred
by imperialist conspiracies of the past, on the Arab-Israeli conflict or on
regime brainwashing to justify the security state; but it is, in large measure,
a function of living in a dangerous neighborhood, where real threats are
indeed often just around the corner.

It is the conceptual and perceptual gap that lies at the root of the
impasse between what the United States and much of the international
community demand of the Syrian regime and what Assad is actually doing

(or feels he should do) to end the violence against protestors and enact
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far-reaching reform. This could be seen in Assad’s (now infamous) tele-
vised interview with ABC’s Barbara Walters in Damascus, broadcast in
early December 2011. After the interview, Assad was ridiculed in the
Western press for saying some rather strange things. One State Department
official concluded that the Syrian president appeared to be ‘utterly discon-
nected with the reality that’s going on in his country. Commenting on
Assad’s response to one of Walters’ questions, when he had said that he
would be ‘crazy’ to order his forces to kill his own people, one analyst
joked ‘it’s now clear that Assad meets his own definition of crazy’®> When
asked by Walters ‘Do you think that your forces cracked down too hard?,
Assad replied: ‘“They are not my forces; they are military forces belong [sic]
to the government . .. I don’t own them. I am president. I don’t own the
country, so they are not my forces’*

In the West, of course, Assad seemed totally ‘out to lunch’ or (possibly
even worse) not in control. I do not think this is the case at all. I have heard
Assad say something similar on numerous occasions. We must bear in
mind that although his command of English is impressive, it is by no
means perfect; he has difficulty in conveying the nuances of what he
means in a medium that, in effect, is his third language.> What he
most likely meant was that he is not all-powerful in Syria - and in this
he is correct. He has to constantly manage competing interests and listen
to powerful voices on different issues. Although he has a great deal of
power — far more than anyone else in Syria - he often cannot act in
an arbitrary manner. He has stated again and again over the years that
Syria has viable institutions, ones that he had been in the process of
reshaping and revitalizing. Assad never liked to portray himself as
acting outside the framework of these institutions, even though he did
so quite frequently; indeed, on one occasion he admitted his frustration
that he had signed a thousand decrees, but only a few had been imple-
mented, which had forced him to go outside the purview of government
ministries to get things done. For whatever reason, it is important to him
that it does not seem as if every aspect of Syria is under his watchful eye.
I do not think this is to avoid responsibility: it is more a question of him

trying to depict his country as a modern, working state that functions like
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others. He does not want to appear to be the king who inherited the
throne.

I am also sure that, during the uprising, Assad would have pointed out
that he has made extensive concessions and enacted dramatic reforms. He
would again have complained that he is not receiving any recognition or
credit for this; he would conclude, as he has done in the past, that the
United States and the West ‘have it in for him’ — no matter what he does,
it will not be enough. And I think he would sincerely believe this.

Assad is the product of an authoritarian system - one that is a paradigm
of stagnation and control. The Syrian system is not geared to responding
to people’s demands: it controls people’s demands. Nor is it geared to
implementing dramatic reform: it is constructed to maintain the status
quo and survive. At any other time, the reforms thus far announced -
lifting the emergency law, providing for Kurdish citizenship, creating
political parties, a new constitution, etc. — would be viewed as significant.
Now, however, they are seen as self-serving, after-the-fact and inadequate.
In any event, to reform more deeply and rapidly is anathema to the Syrian
system, simply because it would spell the end of the regime itself.
Rapid reform runs counter to the basic instincts of an authoritarian, neo-
patriarchal system.

I got to know Bashar al-Assad fairly well. I do not see him as either
eccentric or as a bloodthirsty killer, along the lines of Muammar Gadafi or
Saddam Hussein. People I know who have met all three readily agree with
this assessment. There are those, however, who differ (sometimes vehe-
mently), viewing Bashar as a corrupt tyrant from the very beginning.
Many of these people have never even been to Syria. Many of them have
agendas that have been (or still are) assisted by this characterization. And
almost none of them have ever met Assad or any other top Syrian official.
They often base their position on the evidence of continued repression
and repeatedly delayed reform. This is understandable. If they said that
the Syrian system had been corrupt and repressive from the beginning of
Assad’s rule, then I would wholeheartedly agree.® If they said that he
was bound eventually to succumb to this system, even if he was altruistic

in the beginning, then they would be correct. But Bashar was different
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from the typical Middle Eastern dictator, and this led many people
(including me) to hope for the best — and maybe even indulge in a little
wishful thinking. That Bashar was perceived by most who met him as a
relatively ordinary person, and that this ordinary person then sanctioned
a brutal crackdown on the uprising in what seems to have been a very
matter-of-fact manner says something about human behavior and about
how even normal people can become corrupted under the pressure of
power and delusion.” He learned soon enough that to succeed in the
Syrian system one had to conform to it.

Somewhere along the road, however, Assad lost his way - the arrogance
of authoritarianism. Either he convinced himself or he was convinced by
sycophants that his well-being was synonymous with the well-being of the
country, and that what he was doing - violently putting down protests and
not meeting the demands for change — was both necessary and the correct
response. A self-reinforcing alternate reality was orchestrated and
constructed around him, and there was no way of testing it against what
was real.® A friend of mine, Ayman Abd al-Nour, is a prominent voice on
things Syrian. He went to college with Bashar in Syria and got to know him
well as a friend. Ayman was forced into exile several years ago because of
his criticisms of the regime that appeared on his blog, ‘All4Syria. On Assad
he said the following: ‘After he became president, when people showered
him with compliments and inflated his ego, he became totally different -
as if he was chosen by God to run Syria. He believed he was a prophet and
started to build his own world® This is human nature in all walks of life,
from kings and presidents to corporate CEOs.

While the rest of the world thinks Assad has been delusional (or at the
very least has been trying to deflect attention from the real causes of the
uprising) ever since his 30 March speech, when he blamed foreign
conspiracies for the unrest in Syria, it is my contention that he and his
inner circle really believe - more than most people can imagine - that
there have indeed been foreign conspiracies from the very beginning. It is
simply the very different way in which the Syrian leadership perceives the
nature of threat, based on its own historical experiences. The Syrian lead-

ership just has a different conceptual paradigm that frames the nature of
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internal and external threat to the country. From the Western point of
view, it appears extremely paranoid; from the perspective of Damascus, it
is prudent and based on historical circumstances. And the violence Assad
has unleashed has helped to create a context in Syria whereby external
forces are, in fact, involving themselves in the uprising more assertively; it
has, then, to some extent become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The Syrian government’s crackdown is a push-button, convulsive reaction
to domestic threat. It is not that Assad does not control the security forces,
but this is the way Syria has worked under the Assads. They reach into their
historical pocket and pull out what worked for them in the past; in this case
what they found was much closer to Hama in 1982 than to anything else.'”
And to date, Bashar has not been willing to reduce the tremendous amount
of leeway he has given the security forces to deal with threats, both domestic
and foreign (the latter often seen as causing the former). In my view, this has
empowered the thuggish security forces, which know only one way of
dealing with threats. He believes it is an unfortunate necessity in a dangerous
neighborhood. As I mentioned in Chapter 4, rather than adequately compre-
hending the new circumstances of the Arab Spring, Bashar simply went
along with business as usual. In addition, the regimes of Hafiz and Bashar
al-Assad have always refused to make concessions from a perceived position
of weakness: they will only do so from a perceived position of strength.
Cracking down hard on demonstrators while offering political reforms are
two sides of the same coin. This is the Syrian way — under the Assads.

Thus, there was not much the Obama administration could do. The
United States tried to squeeze blood from a stone: it pushed for dramatic
political reform from a system that simply is not built for it, either mechan-
ically, institutionally or intellectually. The regime seems to have the
willpower, incentive and means to stick around for a while. Unless Assad
somehow finally starts to ‘think outside the box’ (unlikely, given what I
have just said) and assents to a transitional period of reform that ends up
with him willingly stepping down, the regime’s legitimacy has been so
tarnished that it will eventually alienate those remaining bases of support
that have kept him in power - or at least that is the hope of the opposition

and most of the international community. Assad’s removal perhaps will
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just be a matter of time (although it may take longer than many want).
Unfortunately, it is unlikely to be a pretty sight. As Anne Applebaum wrote
in an article on revolution and the former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev,
for there to be an orderly transition from dictatorship to democracy, two
elements are crucial: ‘an elite willing to hand over power, and an alternative
elite organized enough to accept it.!! In Syria neither exists. Will it at some
point? Probably not. Many in the opposition realized that the system could
only be changed through revolution. There was no other option.

Despite support from countries such as Russia and Iran, Assad and his
loyalists believe they are essentially on their own and must do things their
own way, because ultimately they feel they have a better understanding of
what is going on and of what it will take to succeed (i.e. stay in power). I
believe they truly think they will work their way through this. The Syrian
leadership views events over the long, not the short term. They trust that,
if they can hang on by creating a favorable stalemate, they will outlast the
protestors and outlast world attention. Eventually, in ten years or so, they
think they will be able to work the country back into the good graces of
the international community. The vagaries of the Middle East mean that
there are usually such opportunities for rehabilitation: the Syrian leader-
ship (it believes) has been through it all once already and survived,
following the intense international pressure after the Hariri assassination.
They may not fully appreciate the differences between the uprising that
began in 2011 and the post-Hariri environment, but the latter reinforced
an already existing nationalistic confidence - if not triumphalism - and an
instinct for survival. Assad probably thinks the opposition inside and
outside the country is largely smoke and mirrors in terms of its cohesive-
ness (and he would not altogether be wrong about this), and thus its ability
to take the fight to the regime over the long term is (he believes) minimal.

Most of us watching from the outside, those making policy decisions in
Washington, at the United Nations or in European capitals, are from a
decidedly different world and have a conceptual paradigm that diverges
markedly from that of the Syrian leadership. To think that we could all get
on the same page and collectively find a peaceful way out of the mess was,

in retrospect, more fantasy than reality. The Weltanschauung prisms are
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anchored in vastly different experiences, preconceptions, histories and

ideologies, and they have a very hard time getting aligned with each other.

Scenarios

There are three basics ways in which the Syrian uprising could pan out: 1)
Bashar al-Assad could fall from power; 2) Bashar al-Assad could stay in
power; or 3) the crisis could turn into a protracted stalemate or civil war.
Each of these scenarios contains a multitude of variations, one or more of

which could already have occurred by the time this book is published.

Falling from power

This is, of course, the preferred option of the Syrian opposition and the
bulk of the international community. The sooner Assad falls, the better.
There are many different ways in which it could come about. The opposi-
tion could forcibly remove Assad and the regime from power (much as the
Libyan rebels removed the Gadafi regime). Without outside help, however,
this seems unlikely, given the current asymmetry of power between
government forces and the opposition (as it is currently made up).
Furthermore, as was noted above, the political, business and military core
of the regime has remained pretty well intact, with relatively few defec-
tions. Indeed, US intelligence sources testified in March 2012 that they
could see no sign of significant deterioration in support for Assad.'” As
one intelligence official stated, ‘this leadership is going to fight very
hard ... Assad is very much in charge of how Syria is handling this'?
While wholesale — and meaningful - defections could occur (especially
if some notable figures in the regime jumped ship and thus caused the
whole house of cards to collapse), that seems unlikely at this juncture. The
‘core’ sees itself in the same boat, and there are no life jackets; so either
the boat stays afloat or it sinks with everyone in it. The current power
structure must be maintained at all costs, or else the leaders will all be
annihilated. In addition, the Syrian military’s retaking of the Baba Amr

district in Homs (and its subsequent fanning out to quell other rebel
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strongholds in March 2012) created the impression among loyalists — and
perhaps among the silent majority - that the ship is in fact not sinking. As
a result, the regime hardliners - those who have consistently advocated a
security solution to the uprising — have been empowered. There is, there-
fore, very little chance in the foreseeable future that what is now a weak-
ened and divided opposition could overcome Syrian government forces.
This calculus could change, however, if support for the opposition from
the outside were to increase substantially (which would actually be a
closer approximation to what happened in Libya). While military contin-
gency plans for some form of intervention in Syria were drawn up in
Western capitals in early 2012, and while more officials in those capitals
are calling for a more robust international effort to assist the opposition,
there appears to be little appetite in the West (or capability in the Arab
world) actually to do anything. As President Obama stated on 7 March,
‘For us to take military action unilaterally as some have suggested, or to
think that somehow there is some simple solution, I think is a mistake’!*
As with the situation surrounding Iran, Obama does not want the
United States to get so caught up in a frenzy of moral outrage over Syria
that the result is precipitate military intervention that is more convulsive
than well thought through. Few in the West — certainly in the United
States — want to engage in actions that could escalate into another military
operation in the Middle East, just when US troops have withdrawn from
Iraq and are drawing down in Afghanistan. The economy is slowly recov-
ering and does not need another jolt of war expenditure. And 2012 is a
presidential election year: no sitting administration ever wants to initiate
military intervention if it does not have to. (Particularly as the war drums
appear to be beating even louder on whether to support an Israeli attack
on Iran to damage its alleged capacity to develop nuclear weapons.)
Finally, the West must think about the aftermath of any military interven-
tion to overthrow the Syrian regime. It is not a happy thought. The United
States (and the West in general) does not want to be saddled with the
responsibility and the huge cost of rebuilding a shattered Syria. The country
has fewer resources with which to jump-start the process than its neighbor,

Iraq - and we all know how expensive and lengthy the US commitment was
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there, following the removal of Saddam Hussein in 2003. The cost of helping
Syria to recover, to say nothing of helping it to thrive, will be immense
(in all likelihood even greater than the costs incurred in Iraq). The democ-
racy that was supposed to appear in Iraq has yet to emerge; in Syria, the
generally accepted prerequisites for democratic transition - the existence of
civil society, an older median-aged population, functioning state institu-
tions and the prospects for economic growth - are lacking at least as much.
To cap it all, Libya can hardly be regarded yet as a success story of military
intervention - there is still a long way to go there. In the end, many believe
a Syrian solution to the crisis is preferable, even if that involves civil war; just
so long as there are clear winners and losers, rather than a jumbled mix of
rival militias and armies supported by external actors.

The main argument against military intervention, however, is that Syria
is not Libya. The NATO and Arab League military support for the Libyan
rebels is considered to have been successful, but any attempt to apply the
same methodology to the Syrian situation is problematic. First of all, the
Libyan National Transitional Council (NTC), while hardly a paragon of
unity (as the post-Gadafi environment in Libya has demonstrated), was at
least unified in purpose. As US officials have repeatedly emphasized when
comparing the situation to that in Syria, the NTC at least had an address,
a headquarters; the SNC, FSA and the myriad other Syrian opposition
groups do not even have that. The NTC also had Benghazi under its
control, i.e. territory (indeed a major port city), so the Libyan rebels could
be resupplied more easily. In Libya there was something that resembled
battle fronts, which facilitated resupply and targeting; in Syria, by contrast,
the rebellion is spread out over the entire country and is being fought in
densely populated cities, where it is almost impossible to figure out who is
who. Nor should it be forgotten that, even with NATO and Arab League
military support, it took over seven months to defeat Gadafi’s forces.

Benghazi (and Tobruk) also acted as a safe haven for those fleeing
from Gadafi’s forces, and it provided organizational cover for the NTC to
form and at least to give the outward appearance of a real opposition
government that could take over once the regime was overthrown. All

of this made local and international support for the Libyan rebellion
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that much easier: there seemed to be a reasonable chance of a stable
post-Gadafi political system, since a rudimentary form of it was already
identifiable. At the time of writing, this is not the case in Syria. There has
been talk of creating a safe haven or cordon sanitaire of sorts, but the logis-
tical difficulties and lack of diplomatic support mean that nothing has
materialized. Indeed, the Syrian cities that have been most talked about as
candidates for becoming ‘Benghazis’ - Homs and Hama - are completely
landlocked and are located along the country’s north-south axis.

In any case, as most military planners readily indicate, the establish-
ment of any such haven would have to be accompanied by a no-fly zone,
such as NATO imposed in Libya. But Syrias anti-aircraft defenses are
significantly better than Libyas were. US intelligence officials have
described Syria’s air defense system as ‘massive’ and ‘very dense. It includes
thousands of sophisticated, Russian-supplied surface-to-air missiles, anti-
aircraft artillery and advanced radar with digital gear that is more difficult
for US aircraft to jam.' Taking out Syria’s air defense capability would be
extremely difficult and dangerous, and would probably result in signifi-
cant ‘collateral damage, since many of the air defense missile batteries are
located in or around densely populated cities. The related diplomacy
could be complicated as well: Syria has tended not to use its air force to
combat the rebels, whereas in Libya Gadafi boldly stated that he would
indiscriminately bomb his country’s rebels into submission. In fact,
overall, the Syrian military is simply more stout and numerous than
Libya’s forces, and it would take much greater effort generally to defeat it.
Doing so could also have unforeseen consequences: an unpredictable
regime’s last act could be to unleash an attack (using conventional or
chemical weapons) on its neighbors, including Israel; and that would most
likely ignite a regional conflagration.

Syria’s topography and geography is different from Libya’s (and from the
military planning perspective is significantly more problematic). In Libya,
most of the fighting occurred near the coast, where there are none of the
mountains, valleys, hills and rivers that surround Syria’s population centers
and that would allow government forces to hide and escape aerial bombard-

ment. Most of the areas targeted by NATO were within easy reach of its air
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bases in Italy, but it still took upwards of 21,000 missions over six months
to establish and enforce the no-fly zone, to suppress Libya’s much less
daunting air defenses and to destroy the command and control centers.

As discussed in Chapter 7, as the uprising progressed, Syria’s neighbors
split into two camps: those who were friendly and those who were not so
friendly. The friendly neighbors (Iraq and Lebanon) offer Syria some stra-
tegic depth and areas to pre-position supplies and troops out of the way of
enemy air power. The not-so-friendly ones (Turkey and Jordan) could
theoretically serve as forward bases for the establishment of a safe haven.
But Turkey and Jordan would both have practical and political problems
with this: both countries could be flooded with Syrian refugees. In addi-
tion, the appearance of foreign troops on Turkish or Jordanian soil could
create difficulties for Ankara and Amman in terms of dealing with a
potential domestic backlash. And for Turkey, the Kurdish issue is a compli-
cating factor. Neither country would even consider any such thing without
the preconditions of strong international consensus and a guarantee of
success. At the time of writing, neither of these preconditions exists.

It was important, too, that the international community generally
believed Muammar Gadafi to be at the very least eccentric (with most
going much further and describing him as deranged). Bashar, on the other
hand, is not generally regarded as such, and thus does not evoke the same
disgust that Gadafi did. Even though the Libyan leader had improved his
relationship with Washington during the Bush years, the aversion felt
towards Gadafi perhaps made the decision to actively support his over-
throw rather easier.

There is also the question of what the collapse of the Syrian regime
would mean for Syria itself. Would it implode, especially with the relative
dearth of institutions or civil society that could help pick up the pieces?
There would be vendettas, open antagonisms and possibly all-out sectarian
warfare, as in Iraq and Afghanistan. Would the implosion of Syria in fact
lead to the doomsday scenario of regional instability and war?'® Would the
international community be committed to rebuilding the country if its
military might had partly contributed to its devastation? With neither the

United States nor Europe in the right political, diplomatic or economic
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mood, why undertake action that may precipitate something they desper-
ately want to avoid?

Then again, perhaps the Saudis and the Qataris would pay the lion’s
share of rebuilding the country. But (as was pointed out earlier) Western
governments are wary of what type of government Riyadh and Doha
would countenance - it might well end up being Islamist. Concerns have
already arisen regarding those two countries’ roles in promoting Islamists
in Libya, Tunisia, Egypt and elsewhere in the wake of the Arab Spring. On
the other hand, as the uprising entered its second year, and as the opposi-
tion carved out small areas (usually city districts) under their control,
municipal councils organized by the Local Coordination Committees did
emerge to supply the necessary services and leadership that the govern-
ment had provided before it was expelled. The Homs Revolutionary
Council (HRC), for example, established a clandestine network of mobile
hospitals, and built up an elected committee structure to handle security
and armed operations, media relations, the planning and mounting of
protests, and humanitarian and legal needs.!” If this pattern is replicated,
then perhaps, when the regime collapses, Syria will not disintegrate or
descend into chaos to the extent that many predict.

Maybe most importantly, the rebellion in Syria began and escalated
after the one in Libya — and after it had attracted outside military interven-
tion. Perhaps if the Syrian uprising and the concomitant government
crackdown had come before the Libyan revolt, the international commu-
nity would have been able to assert itself in support of the Syrian opposi-
tion with fewer diplomatic complications. Without the previous UN
Security Council vote on Libya, the Russians and Chinese would not have
felt duped and perhaps would not repeatedly have used their Security
Council vetoes to block measures against Syria. In addition, the Syrian
uprising has lasted long enough for some serious post-Gadati problems to
surface in Libya: militias unwilling to disarm, intense tribal differences
that undermine the ability of the transitional government to govern,
humanitarian atrocities, lack of basic services, etc. As one Libyan expert
has noted, ‘The genie is out of the bottle and that means the armed groups

are the dominant political players. The people making decisions are the
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ones with guns!!® We have learned time and again through history that
arming the opposition improves its chances in the short term, but also
militarizes and divides society in a way that is detrimental to its recovery.
Should the fall of Assad occur via military means, it will be next to impos-
sible to get the guns back afterwards.

The Syrian uprising has also lasted long enough for us to witness the
rise of Islamist groups and parties in the aftermath of the revolutions in
Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen. This has caused many in the West to
ponder what might happen in Syria should the regime fall. I have no doubt
that, well into 2012, there are those in Western capitals thinking in
Machiavellian terms, in a way that they dared not think early on in the
Arab Spring. They may be quietly hoping that Assad does indeed quell the
Syrian rebellion - by means of a ‘thousand cuts, rather than in a repeat of
Hama in 1982: there would then be no moral imperative for the interna-
tional community to act. There would thus be one less opportunity for
Islamists to come to power in a strategic part of the Middle East, and, as
there are already extensive sets of sanctions imposed on Syria, it would be
much easier to continue to isolate and contain it without the diplomatic or
popular pressure to engage in military action. Syria would then recede
from the front pages of newspapers. However, massacres by government
troops are exactly the kind of thing that could produce the moral outrage
to fuel a more robust international response. One such incident is reported
to have occurred in the town of Houla, outside Homs, in late May 2012.
There over a hundred people were killed, including at least thirty children,
in execution-style murders."

A second way in which Assad could be removed is in an internal mili-
tary coup. No doubt one of the objectives of the targeted sanctions and the
other forms of diplomatic and economic pressure on the Syrian regime has
been to generate enough dissatisfaction among core members of the
government for them to start to see the Syrian president as a liability -
both for the country and, more importantly, for their own personal
futures. Officers in the military-security apparatus, and perhaps some
civilian officials, would then enter into negotiations with the opposition,
possibly brokered by the UN or the Arab League, in the hope of
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maintaining - or at least protecting — their positions, their status and their
wealth, as well as in the hope of securing immunity from prosecution.
This would be akin to what happened to Husni Mubarak in Egypt, in what
was, to all intents and purposes, a military coup. There the Supreme
Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), a conglomerate of generals, assumed
power after nudging Mubarak aside and has been working on the transi-
tion of Egypt into a working democracy - with mixed results.

Many analysts and commentators have been trying to read between the
lines and to detect any sign in statements from Russian officials (particu-
larly President Vladimir Putin) that Moscow may be willing to go down
this route, thus protecting its long-term strategic and economic interests
in Syria, but getting rid of the person who has placed the Kremlin in such
an awkward diplomatic position. It was reported in early March 2012 that
Putin had ‘forcefully defended’ Russia’s position on Syria but had ‘distanced
himself somewhat’ from Assad, ‘refusing to answer’ when the question
came up of whether he would survive.?

That same month, Syrian commentator Sami Moubayed entitled one of
his essays ‘Will There Be a Kremlin U-turn on Syria?’ He sees Putin posi-
tioning himself to act as the go-to person internationally in terms of
resolving the situation in Syria, thus enhancing his country’s image and
‘position as a powerful and influential Middle East broker’?! Moubayed
goes on: ‘Moscow may like the Syrian regime, but it certainly likes Russian
interests in the Middle East a whole lot more’** He also notes that several
statements by Russian officials seem to indicate less than unconditional
and unlimited support for Assad. And, as Moubayed observes, the
assistant secretary of state for Near East affairs, Jeffrey Feltman, in testi-
mony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, was emollient
towards Russia — a contrast to the ugly epithets hurled by US officials at
Russia following Moscow’s 4 February veto in the UN. Feltman even
recognized Moscow’s importance in resolving the matter, saying that
Russia ‘is a key element in how this goes forward’ and that it had ‘to be part
of the solution in Syria®® Finally, Moubayed notes that the 1980 Treaty of
Friendship and Cooperation between Syria and the (then) Soviet Union

does not include a clause governing mutual defense, and therefore Moscow
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is not committed to protecting Syria against foreign aggression.** A
change of tack by the United States and the EU toward Russia (and
perhaps even China) - one that sees Moscow as part of the solution rather
than part of the problem, and that opens the way to working with the
Kremlin rather than against it — could alter the diplomatic equation in a
way that dramatically increases the pressure on Damascus.

It seems that the United States and its European allies are attempting to
do just this: a diplomatic offensive was launched in late May and early
June. US and European diplomats flooded Moscow in an attempt to
persuade Putin to adopt the so-called “Yemen option’ (discussed below),
which would remove Assad and his relatives but keep the ruling structure
largely intact. A senior Obama official went to Moscow in early June for a
meeting with Putin, leading a high-level Western diplomat to say: ‘[We]
try to detach Assad from Russia and convince the Russians that Assad for
cold, geopolitical reasons is a bad horse . . . that Assad is now a liability in
the Russia-Syria strategic alliance)*® On the other hand, as former US
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger warned in a Washington Post editorial
on 1 June: ‘If the objective is confined to deposing a specific ruler, a new
civil war could follow in the resulting vacuum, as armed groups contest
succession, and outside countries choose different sides.*

This has always been the question in such patron-client relationships:
when do you cut ties with a leader who has largely become discredited?
The United States faced this dilemma with the shah of Iran in the late
1970s. For a variety of reasons, Washington stayed with the shah for too
long, thus getting caught up in the anti-shah wake of the 1979 Iranian
Revolution and preventing it from developing any sort of positive relation-
ship with the subsequent Islamic Republic of Iran (not that establishing
good relations with the ayatollahs was likely).?”

Certainly, similar debates and discussions will have gone on in the
Kremlin regarding the fate of Bashar al-Assad. This would not be a first for
Moscow: one only has to look at Afghanistan in the 1970s, especially in the
year or so prior to the Soviet invasion of December 1979, to realize that
Russia (or the Soviet Union) was not shy about removing leaders who

pursued policies inimical to its interests. On the other hand, the ultimate
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failure of such action in Afghanistan - an invasion and a decade-long
quagmire that accelerated the end of the Soviet Union - may make the
Kremlin more hesitant to try anything like that again. But (at the time of
writing) Moscow seems firmly committed to the Assad regime. Since
Vladimir Putin (who has taken a more hardline position on Syria than his
predecessor) regained the Russian presidency in February, this is unlikely
to change in the near term, unless the Syrian regime starts to lose its grip
on power, and there were some signs by July that the opposition had gained
some ground, with the regime comumensurately more on the defensive.
Indeed, Moscow’s willingness to advocate more assertively for a negotiated
solution that leads to Assad stepping down might be one of the first indica-
tions that the Syrian regime is in serious trouble. As Russian expert Mark
Katz noted, ‘[the Russians] won't switch until Assad is on the run’?

Moreover, playing the nationalist card, Putin pinned responsibility for
the demonstrations against him in Russia during the presidential campaign
(reminiscent of the Arab Spring) squarely on the United States, equating
US backing for the Syrian opposition with its tacit support for Russian
protestors.” He was showing that he was standing up to the United States
in Syria — unlike his predecessor President Medvedev vis-a-vis Libya — as
part of Russia’s resurgence against US dominance.

The leadership in Moscow is also wary of how the Islamists who have
gained power in a number of Arab states in the wake of the Arab Spring
could affect the dominant (and restless) Muslim populations in Russia’s
North Caucasus, Dagestan, Chechnya, Northern Ossetia and Ingushetia.*
They would not want anything similar to happen in Syria if the Assad regime
should fall.

With all this in mind, Moscow’s support for the status quo in Syria is
likely to remain, particularly as it clearly senses that the West is strong
on rhetoric regarding the Syrian crisis, but light on military action.
Nevertheless, if the international pressure continues to mount on Russia -
especially if it comes in the wake of such atrocities as that committed in
Houla (discussed above) — that could change. President Obama apparently
pressed Prime Minister Medvedev on this issue, advocating the ‘Yemen
option’ for Assad, during a G8 meeting at Camp David, Maryland, in May
2012. According to reports, Medvedev was fairly receptive to the idea. That
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said, as we know, President Putin will call the shots on this issue, and he is
much less inclined to go down this route.’!

There remains one question, however: if there is a realistic chance
of a military coup against Assad from within the core ruling circle,
could Russia be involved? Bashar had over a decade in which to insert
loyalists — many of them family and longtime Assad supporters - into the
crucial positions of power in the government and in the military-security
apparatus. He apparently did a good job. As of May 2012 there have been
no defections by senior members of the regime, and the core units of the
military and the security forces, mostly composed of fellow Alawites, have
remained loyal.* It is all very well to hope for an internal coup (or even to
try to generate one from the outside). But one never knows if (or when) a
disgruntled member of the inner circle may feel moved to put a bullet in
Assad’s head for some reason. And could a lone assassin or suicide bomber
even get to the Syrian president? Dictators (almost by definition) have a
security apparatus that is well honed to prevent coups, and the Assads
built a huge, crisscrossing intelligence matrix that would be very difficult
to penetrate. The United States hoped for years after the 1991 Gulf War
that someone in Saddam Hussein’s inner circle would move against the
Iraqi president and remove him from power, finishing the job started with
the liberation of Kuwait. As we all know, however, he remained in power
until he was forcibly removed by a US-led armed invasion in 2003.

The extensive patronage system that the Assads constructed has also
co-opted many different parts of Syrian society into regime maintenance.
Not only fear, but also co-optation through a system of rewards has kept the
political and business elite vested in the system that has enriched them.
They do not want to have to renegotiate their privileged status with a new
leadership and/or within a new system. The desire for this continuity after
the death of Hafiz al-Assad is what helped his son come to power in the
tirst place. And despite everything that has happened to date, Bashar has
retained a not insignificant level of support - if not popularity — according
to informal observations in Syria and certain polls taken in the country.
While a good bit of this support may be due to the fact that people view the
continuance of the regime in power as the lesser of two evils, it is nonethe-

less important. On-the-ground observers have put Bashar’s support at
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about 20-30 per cent of the Syrian population - a figure arrived at by
adding up the Alawite and Christian sects in the country (plus some other
groups traditionally identified as supporters).

More interesting on the surface, however, was a poll conducted in Syria
in December 2011 by YouGovSiraj, a Dubai-based arm of a British polling
company sponsored by The Doha Debates television program. The fact that
this poll was conducted by a group based in a country that has taken the lead
in the Arab world against Assad perhaps lent it greater credence. The survey
found that 55 per cent of Syrians wanted Assad to stay in power. The results
were widely reported in the Western media as a sign that perhaps overall
Syrian sentiment may have been misrepresented.* It also found that half of
those who wanted him to stay in power also believed that he must imple-
ment free elections in the near future. There is certainly a great deal of
skepticism regarding the poll, particularly over the size of the sample: one
report found that only ninety-eight Syrians (rather than 1,000, which is the
sample size usually required for such polls to be declared representative) had
been interviewed, and they had been contacted via the Internet, which may
again have skewed the results.>* What is clear, however, is that enough of the
Syrian population supports the Syrian president staying in power to
encourage him, his inner circle and the silent majority to actually believe
that he should remain in office. But perceptions can change quickly if the
regime encounters more problems militarily and/or economically.

A third way in which Assad could be removed from power is through
some negotiated solution, perhaps again with Moscow and/or the United
Nations and Arab League playing key roles. Presumably this would be a
version of what happened in Yemen, although, given the level of violence in
Syria, the time frame for the president to actually accept his departure and
get out of town would have to be considerably shorter than in Yemen (where
it took the president almost a year finally to go). During late 2011, when
opposition military pressure seemed to be building, the diplomatic isolation
of Damascus was increasing and Syrian opposition groups seemed to be
getting their act together, there were rumors that Assad had sent messages
via third parties to Western capitals exploring just such a ‘soft landing. In

this event, Assad — and anyone else who went with him - would no doubt
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demand immunity from prosecution inside or outside Syria and would then
agree to go into exile somewhere — probably Russia, especially if Moscow
played an instrumental role in getting the Syrian president to step down.
Under this scenario, Assad would then hand over power to some sort of
transitional government that would include some less tainted members of
the current regime, as well as representative elements of the opposition (if,
as pointed out above, there is a representative opposition with which to
negotiate). This was the basis of the Arab League plan that went to the UN
Security Council in early February and that failed to pass.

This option could be revived, depending upon circumstances on the
ground and the temperament of the international community. In fact, in
one form or another, it is probably always going to be on the table.
Unfortunately, what usually happens is that, when a dictator finally agrees
to a soft landing, his position may have deteriorated so badly that the offer
is no longer available. In any event, I do not see Bashar al-Assad, under
current conditions, voluntarily leaving office any time soon. To date he has
been utterly defiant. He has consistently maintained that the violence is
due to armed gangs and terrorists supported by the external enemies of
Syria, thus absolving himself of responsibility. He reiterated this yet again
at a meeting with former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, who, in his
new capacity as a UN special envoy, met Assad in Damascus in March
2012 to advocate a diplomatic resolution to the crisis that would bring
both sides of the conflict together in some sort of dialogue, following a
mutual ceasefire. As reported by SANA, Assad stated that ‘the Syrian
people, who have in the past managed to crush foreign plots . . . have again
proven their capacity to defend the nation and to build a new Syria
through their determination to pursue reforms along with the fight
against foreign-backed terrorism’3*

Annan generated support for his plan (which came to be known simply
as the ‘Annan Plan’) from the UN, the Arab League and, most importantly,
Russia, which could most effectively apply pressure on the Syrian regime.>
No doubt the fact that the plan seemed even-handed in terms of who was
expected to cease fire (and the fact that it allowed Assad to stay in power)

was important in gaining Moscow’s acquiescence. In an unusual display of
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cooperation on the crisis in Syria, the UN Security Council then unani-
mously supported the plan in a presidential statement of 21 March.’” On
14 April, following Syria’s agreement to the plan, the Security Council
unanimously approved a resolution (UNSC 2042) to allow UN observers
into Syria to monitor what was (even then) a very shaky ceasefire, with
dozens of reports of Syrian government forces continuing military opera-
tions. By mid-June, most of the observers had been withdrawn on account
of the continuing violence and the dangerous conditions.

Right from the beginning, however, most officials in the Syrian opposition
and in the international community were highly skeptical of the plan, given
the Syrian regime’s track record: as we have seen, the regime had agreed to
variations of such plans during the previous year, only to dither over the
terms and then to implement them only patchily, which ultimately led to the
failure of the plans altogether. The Syrian government was again in this case
accused of only agreeing to the plan to buy time and appease the Russians,
and of implementing only some aspects of the plan, while using any excuse
to scuttle it. The limited chances for the plan’s success came to light almost
immediately, when the Syrian government demanded that the rebels lay
down their weapons before implementation - the opposition said this would
be akin to committing suicide. Syrian officials also reiterated that they would
continue to defend Syrian citizens against armed gangs and terrorist violence.
All the while, it was presumed, the regime would continue the crackdown
wherever and whenever it could. This is exactly what happened.

The government and the opposition blamed each other for ceasefire
violations. Russia and the West engaged in the same old finger-pointing
exercise, with Moscow falling back on its default position of defending the
Syrian regime. Russia’s UN ambassador, Vitaly Churkin, stated in defense

of his country’s position:

As a matter of principle, we believe that the UN Security Council is not
about regime change. And when we saw some of the resolutions, which
included sanctions, we knew that those were resolutions which were
heading in the direction of regime change by force, which would, in

turn, lead only to much more bloodshed in Syria.*®



WHITHER SYRIA? 229

The BBC’s Jim Muir summarized the almost impossible task of the UN
observer force, officially called the UN Supervision Mission in Syria
(UNSMIS): ‘Normally it is a case of monitoring respect of a formal truce
involving states, not trying to ensure compliance with a work-in-progress
peace plan in a situation which in some ways resembles civil war. In other
words, the observers are being expected to help create the peace they are
supposed to be monitoring.*

It is also important to understand that the Syrian leadership is tremen-
dously suspicious of any agreements brokered by the UN, the West or the
Arab League. While the Syrian opposition, their Arab supporters and the
West see Assad as untrustworthy and prevaricating, the Syrian leadership
sees years of what it regards as inaccurate and prejudicial coverage of Syria
in the media, in academia and by governments. It does not trust the West
or its regional allies. The efforts by these same organizations and states are
regarded by Damascus as pernicious attempts to buy time through diplo-
macy for the Syrian opposition to regroup and re-arm. Syrian officials
believe that these diplomatic efforts are a set-up, and that they are under-
taken in the sure and certain knowledge that the Syrian government will
ultimately be obliged to reject the agreements; this then opens the door to
more robust action, as the West can say that diplomatic efforts have been
exhausted. Perhaps this is why the regime goes along with such agree-
ments for a time, before ultimately ignoring them. Assad and his inner
circle no doubt feel that, if they do not keep up unremitting pressure on
the rebels, the latter will have time to strengthen their positions and
possibly establish safe havens, from which they can be supported from the
outside. A Friends of Syria meeting in Turkey, held while Annan was
carrying out his diplomacy, was, in my opinion, imprudent and ill-
planned: it most certainly raised doubts in Damascus about the legitimacy
of the Annan plan, while the United States, its allies and the Syrian opposi-
tion were agreeing at the very same time to measures that would stiffen the
resistance.*

At this Friends of Syria meeting, the Gulf Arab states, led by Saudi
Arabia and Qatar and supported by the United States and Turkey, prom-

ised substantial financial assistance in support of a more militant line.
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Since the SNC and FSA are the recipients of most of this assistance, other
independent militias and opposition groups may ‘follow the money’ and
submit to SNC leadership, which, having adopted the more hardline FSA
approach, may again become relevant to the street demonstrators who are
doing most of the fighting and dying.*!

Since the NCB did not attend this Friends of Syria meeting, it is clear
that important divisions remain in the Syrian opposition. This became
even more apparent when Burhan Ghalioun, the head of the SNC,
abruptly announced on 17 May that he was stepping down. He did so in
response to an outcry against his reappointment for another three-month
term (the position is supposed to be a rotating one, but his tenure had
been repeatedly extended). The Local Coordination Committees threat-
ened to pull out of the SNC, saying that the ‘deteriorating situation in the
SNC is an impetus for us to take actions, which could begin with a freeze
[of its membership in the SNC] and end with a withdrawal if errors are not
solved and demands for reform go unmet’ The LCC statement further said
that the ‘errors’ consisted of ‘a total absence of consensus between the
SNC'’s vision and that of the revolutionaries [i.e. the LCC members], a
marginalization of most LCC representatives, and a monopolization of
decision-making by influential members of the executive committee’*?
The fact that Ghalioun stepped down in the face of this threat certainly
displayed the power of the LCC (i.e. those on the ground in Syria). This
also indicated that the various opposition elements were still not at all on
the same page.

Assad also knows that, even with a soft landing, heads will have to roll;
and even if his head is not among them, they will include the heads of
those close to him - maybe even family members, such as his brother,
Mabher al-Assad - and several of those in the Makhlouf clan. If Bashar was
unwilling to ‘fire’ his brother even under intense Turkish pressure (as
discussed in Chapter 7) — and by this refusal risked losing one of Syria’s
most important friends internationally — then he is probably not going to
feed him to the wolves. Family and tribal ties mean that he is unlikely to
agree to this type of resolution, if for no other reason than that, if he does

so without securing protection for those in his inner circle with blood on
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their hands, he might literally find a loaded gun to his head. At this point,
however, there is so much blood on these people’s hands that it may be
difficult to grant them any sort of immunity (although, if the alternative is
more bloodshed and instability, it might happen).

If my reading of Bashar is correct — that over the years he has developed
a tremendously heightened sense of his own self-importance and believes
in the delusions fostered by Syrian authoritarianism - then I doubt very
much whether he is even considering any course of action but to stay in
power and see the business through to the end. During the Arab Spring,
many people wondered why Ben Ali, Mubarak and Gadafi did not just
leave power when they could, go into exile and live a life of luxury with the
billions they had stashed away in foreign banks. This question is also
asked about Bashar al-Assad. But these dictators do not see or get it: they
live in their own worlds, worlds shaped and contoured by the undying
praise of a cowed or brainwashed population and the propaganda of syco-
phants. They believe in the cult that they themselves have created. They
have drunk the Kool-Aid and injected the opium of power. Time and
again, the old adage that ‘absolute power corrupts absolutely’ has proven
correct. Bashar may very well leave power — and may have done so by the
time this book is printed — but he will not go voluntarily, unless there is

absolutely, positively no other option.

Staying in power

This is obviously the preferred option of Bashar and his supporters. By this
I do not mean staying in power over the short term and then falling
(or being removed) from power by one of the methods described above. I
mean remaining in office for the long term, far beyond the estimates of
most prognosticators during the uprising. The resilience of this regime has
already impressed (and at the same time confounded) those who believed
it was on the brink of collapse on numerous occasions. Almost every
analyst (including me) thought Assad’s days were numbered, especially as
we witnessed the rapidity of the fall from power of other dictators in the

Arab world and as we witnessed the staying power of the rebellion. I did,
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however, always indicate that Syria was a harder nut than other Arab
Spring countries, and that the regime could stay in power for months, if
not years.

Many of us also thought that Syria would be one of the last to be hit by
the Arab Spring - or that the spring might pass it by altogether. The very
factors that led us to say this are the same factors that have contributed to
the regime’s staying power: the cohesiveness of the military-security appa-
ratus, the general Syrian fear of chaos and instability, Bashar’s relative
popularity, the fractured opposition, the survival instincts of the regime
(including its willingness to brutally repress any dissent) and its endurance
against previous attempts to isolate it internationally. As Robert Fisk enti-
tled one of his essays published in early 2012, ‘Syria is Used to the Slings
and Arrows of Friends and Enemies’*?

As T write this, the notion of Assad remaining in power for the long
term is not as far-fetched as it was in the summer and autumn of 2011,
when most of the international community, led by the United States,
publicly stated that Bashar must step down. At that heady time - when
Gadafi was killed by his own people in October; when a more robust Arab
League position against Assad emerged shortly thereafter; and when the
Syrian opposition apparently jelled, with the formation of the Syrian
National Council - it seemed Assad’s eviction or death could not be far
behind.

A year after the uprising began, however, people were starting to
wonder if Assad would fall from power in the foreseeable future. The stra-
tegic position of the regime could turn around at any moment, but after
Syrian troops drove the FSA out of Homs and Idlib in March, intelligence
estimates started to reassess the staying power of the Syrian regime. In this
scenario, the regime simply outlasts the opposition, wearing it down over
months or even years. As I stated earlier, in terms of its survival the Syrian
leadership thinks in this long-term way. The most loyal forces of the
regime, though they dwarf the opposition forces in size and capability, are
still not large enough to overwhelm the rebels in one fell swoop. Right
from the start of the uprising, government forces adopted a ‘whack-a-

mole’ approach, and they will no doubt continue with this until a critical
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mass is reached and the opposition is reduced to low-level conflict in
small doses. The regime can live with that; it feels it has no choice. Of
course, from the regime’s perspective, this has a better chance of happening
if there is no foreign military intervention along the lines of Libya; there-
fore, it has no doubt worked out that it cannot engage in wholesale
massacre of the 1982 Hama variety or use chemical weapons, either of
which might compel the international community to intervene militarily
on humanitarian and moral grounds.

So long as the morale of the military and security forces is maintained,
this continued pressure on the opposition and any progress made in
gaining the upper hand over them will keep the so-called silent majority
silent. The regime will continue to have on its side the key constituencies
in the country that have kept it in power to date. It will also keep Russia,
China, Iran and others solidly on the side of Damascus in the diplomatic
arena and in terms of providing much-needed military and economic
assistance — and political support in international forums. This, combined
with the actual implementation of the reforms promised by Assad
(including the constitution passed in the February 2012 referendum and
the May parliamentary elections), could pare off enough of a weary popu-
lace for the regime to muddle through.

Even the illusion of more freedom and democracy might be enough to
attract all but the most die-hard of rebels to accept another Faustian
bargain with the regime. Thomas Hobbes it was who argued that polities
are born of a trade-off: elites and the citizenry, when under threat, will-
ingly trade their political and civil liberties for guarantees of stability.** As
Ed Husain points out, ‘Iraqi refugees are ubiquitous in Syria, and they
recount how post-Saddam Iraq went horribly wrong’* Or, as Sharmine
Narwani commented: ‘If Assad delivers a new constitution and national
elections, it may be all the space he needs to confound his critics .. . . People
may yearn not so much for bread, but for the ability to walk to the market
to buy it In essence, enough Syrians who are currently opposed to Assad
- especially those who sought political reform at the beginning of the
uprising, rather than the ouster of the Syrian president — might be drawn

back into supporting the regime because they are more fearful of an
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all-out civil war that would likely destroy the country and would, because
of Syria’s sectarian composition, be a bloodbath. The regime would have
brought to reality the very narrative it helped create in order to justify its
rule. This narrative hopes to convince most Syrians that the regime should
continue in power; but it could just as easily unleash forces that spiral out
of the regime’s control and lead to its downfall.

Assad could also suddenly agree to a negotiated solution along the lines
of the original Arab League proposal (the one that could keep him in power
for another sixteen years) or some variation of the Annan Plan. But he
would probably only do so if he were convinced that he could not defeat the
rebel forces. This is probably why he has kept the lines of communication
open with Arab League, UN and other envoys - just in case. With an agree-
ment, the regime probably hopes it would split the opposition, with
only the die-hard rebels deciding to continue the fight. No doubt there
would still be conflict in Syria, but the regime could deal with it - especially
if the alternative was not to accept a negotiated solution and be driven
from power. By weakening the opposition, the regime would probably
then think it could eliminate the remaining pockets of resistance over
time - and Syria would also be off the radar screen of the international
community.

If the regime does stay in power, in the absence of a negotiated solution
it will be tough-going economically, especially as the sanctions imposed on
it would no doubt remain in force. Its foreign reserves have been depleted
and its oil output cut drastically. There were even reports in April 2012 that
Damascus was trying to sell off its gold reserves to raise revenue.*’ But its
economy is used to sanctions, and over the years it has found ways to
survive, and at times even to prosper. Importantly (as a previous chapter
indicates), maintaining trade and commercial access to its neighbors Iraq
and Lebanon (as well as further afield in Russia, Iran, India, China, South
Africa, Brazil, Venezuela, Cuba, etc.) will allow the country to limp along.
If it is able to recreate markets for its crude oil - in addition to finding oil
and gas companies willing and technologically able to engage in exploration
for more oil and gas - it might even end up having some impressive GDP

rates down the road. And if the regime manages to stay in power with little
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to no internal turmoil, most of the Arab League states that have opposed
Damascus will kiss and make up with it, thus allowing Syria the opportu-
nity to re-establish important political and economic relationships.

There will most likely be events in the Middle East (especially in the
Arab-Israeli arena) that will afford Damascus opportunities to ingratiate
itself once again with the Arab community. For instance, the Iran-Iraq
War in the 1980s allowed Egypt to reintegrate itself into the Arab world
after it was almost totally isolated - in fact, kicked out of the Arab League,
much as Syrias membership was suspended in autumn 2011 - for signing
a peace treaty with Israel in 1979. The longer the war went on and the
more vulnerable Iraq became, the deeper Egypt was drawn back into the
fold to buffer the Arab side against Persian Iran. The end of the super-
power Cold War in the late 1980s also caused monumental shifts in the
Middle East, dramatically altering the balance of power and compelling
many Arab countries, including Syria, to adopt policies that were, in many
cases, the polar opposite of what they had adhered to previously.

Bashar al-Assad and his cohorts are well aware of this history; they know
that, if they can only hold on long enough, the chances are that something
will happen to allow their country to come in once again from the cold. If
this means being the North Korea of the Middle East for a decade
or so, then so be it. The scars on the country will be deep, however. It will
never be status quo ante: there has been too much violence, abuse and
bloodletting. Society has become too radicalized. For many, the House
of Assad has already fallen, regardless of whether or not the regime
survives. The hope that people once pinned on Bashar has dissipated, and
I suspect this is the case even among many of his supporters, who have
backed the regime only because the alternative could be even worse. He
will be isolated and discredited, limping towards an uncertain future. If he

can hold on.

Protracted stalemate or civil war

This has in essence become a reality, especially as the assets and advan-

tages of each group continue to offset the other, i.e. there is no single
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advantage big enough to enable either side to win (or lose) in the near
future. As stated above, even though the Syrian government is militarily
dominant, it appears unable to deliver a hammer blow to the opposition.
This will continue to be the case, especially if the rebel forces adopt more
in the way of guerilla warfare tactics, rather than try to do too much too
soon by attempting to hold cities against superior government forces (as
happened in Homs and Idlib). Even though the regime’s military fortunes
against the opposition are at times in the ascendant it will still need to
tough it out. This grinding approach, however, will allow opposition forces
the opportunity and time to regroup and to escape across the porous
borders of the country to safety in neighboring states (Turkey, Jordan,
Lebanon and Iraq). If the opposition starts to receive more substantial
military support than it has so far, then the clear military advantage that
the regime currently enjoys will be leveled. The very fact that the Syrian
military is concentrating so much on suppressing the opposition prevents
it from adequately policing its borders (never an easy task at the best
of times). Even if the carnage in Syria does not rise to a level that would
draw more direct military assistance from NATO or the like, there will
be countries, groups and individuals that will continue to support the
resistance directly and indirectly with (at the very least) funds to buy
weapons, ammunition, supplies, medicine, etc. In addition, the nihilistic
approach taken toward the ‘other’ by important groups on both sides of
the equation will ensure that a certain level of violence continues well into
the future.

We have talked about the resilience of the regime; but we must also
recognize the resilience of the opposition in the face of a long and with-
ering crackdown by government forces. The opposition mostly comprises
ordinary Syrians who, inspired by the Arab Spring elsewhere, decided to
shake off the decades-long yoke of repression and fight for a fair and free
society. They are often deprived of basic services, food, water and medi-
cine, yet they have endured and continued to battle against the odds. The
fact that, as I write, they are still going out every day to confront the
government more than shows that many of them are in this for the long

haul. Most are involved too deeply now ever to accept that the Assad
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regime could stay in power. They could never live without fear of retribu-
tion by an empowered government, should it emerge as the victor. As one
Syrian activist lamented: ‘If we had known it would reach this point, we
probably wouldn’t have dared oppose the regime. But we did it, and now
we can't stop, because if we do, they will kill us all’*®

Should there be a protracted stalemate or civil war, the country will die
a slow death, with some areas under government control and others held
by the rebels. Any sort of sustained economic growth and development
would be next to impossible. There would most likely be a mass exodus of
Syrians — a reversal of the flood of Iraqi refugees into Syria during the
height of the instability following the 2003 US-led invasion; only in this
case, the refugees would go to Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan as well,
straining the capacities of those governments to deal with them and
(particularly in Lebanon) potentially exacerbating already tense local poli-
tics in a way that would simply transfer the Syrian unrest to another loca-
tion. The brain drain of Syrian talent would take at least a generation to
replace.

The longer the conflict goes on, the more external powers, particularly
at the regional level, will support certain factions of the opposition, some-
times even against each other. Syria will become even more of a proxy
battleground between regional powers, akin to the sectarian-based civil
war in Lebanon in the 1970s and 1980s. The longer the conflict continues,
the more radically Islamist it may become, as jihadists are quite adept at
taking advantage of chaos and instability. Most observers believe that the
threat of an al-Qaida-type organization gaining control of the rebellion
has been blown out of all proportion, particularly in Western circles,
which are perhaps using it as a convenient rationale not to arm the opposi-
tion. It is interesting that the likelihood of radical Muslim extremists being
in the Syrian opposition could be a smokescreen to rationalize not sanc-
tioning military action, whereas during the Bush years, following 9/11, it
was often used as a smokescreen for military intervention. The rebels are,
indeed, mostly conservative Sunni Muslims; but that does not make them
salafis. As is described in Chapter 8, this simply reflects trends throughout
the Muslim Middle East over the past decade. The rebels are, in part,
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supported by the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood and similar groups in the
Gulf Arab states, but these are not (yet) a dominant element within
the opposition. The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood has the largest member-
ship of all the Syrian opposition groups, but the years of repression in
Syria mean that its members are mostly in exile, and so are thin on the
ground in Syria. Furthermore, over the years it has shifted alliances and
has had a variety of partners that span the political and social spectrum;
the upshot is that a number of Syrians simply do not trust it.*’

In any event, most of the rebels are not fighting for the imposition
of an Islamic republic; indeed, most want a more democratic, still secular
polity - if anything, more along the lines of Turkey than Iran. As Nir
Rosen pointed out from his discussions with a wide array of Syrian rebels,
when facing the possibility of death they became more religious (but not
necessarily more radical).”® But the suicide bombings in Damascus
and the use of IEDs in other parts of the country raised the profile of
Islamist extremists, some of whom may be fighters who gained experience
in Iraq or Afghanistan.®® Although this conveniently fits the narrative of
the regime, the narrative could become a self-fulfilling prophecy, espe-
cially if the Saudis and Qataris, on the one hand, and the Iranians
and Hizbullah, on the other, start supporting different groups in Syria,
based on religious affiliation. The al-Qaida type jihadists hate the Alawites
and have longed for an opportunity to get rid of them. Many of them, as

Rosen comments,

are an experienced bunch who would support suicide bombings against
security forces working for a regime they could describe as infidel . . . As
the crackdown increases, as the local oppositions’ sense of abandonment
by the outside world increases, and the voices calling for jihad get louder,

there will likely be more radicalization.>?

In other words, Syria could very well become a failed state locked in a
prolonged, bloody civil war with a strong extremist Islamist element, on
the border of Israel, at the epicenter of several fault lines in the Middle

East. This is not a pretty picture.
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Final thoughts

Towards the end of The New Lion of Damascus: Bashar al-Asad and
modern Syria (2005), I wrote: ‘Bashar cannot become a modern reincarna-
tion of his father. If he does, he would indeed become the new lion of
Damascus, but this is exactly what Syria does not need. I also posed the
following questions: ‘Will the shell of the dictatorship molded by his
father, the repressive and controlling institutions of the state, transform
Bashar into a reluctant dictator? Or will Bashar, the president of Syria,
eliminate the institutional basis of Syrian dictatorship .. .2’

From my meetings with Assad and other Syrian officials in the course
of researching that book, I came away with a sense of hope that perhaps
he could initiate a period of real reform in Syria. Of course, I was not
alone. Many inside and outside Syria were energized in a positive way by
the new young president. In retrospect, I do not necessarily think that the
teeling of hope was misplaced or that somehow we were all led astray. I do
believe that, at first, Bashar was genuinely interested in serious reform. But
he soon realized what he could and could not do - not unlike US presi-
dents who, on coming to office, soon find that they are unable to imple-
ment the sweeping changes typically promised during their campaigns.
There are established interests and established ways of doing things that
stifle attempts at change. In Syria, politics is more of a life-and-death
game. Soon enough, Bashar found that all he could do at first was to make
some cosmetic changes and engage in reform in areas such as education,
which did not threaten the cozy socioeconomic and political positions of
the establishment.

Hafiz al-Assad did his job well. He constructed an airtight but
stultifying array of family, tribal and sectarian-based patronage relation-
ships that produced loyalty and stability, but little else. As Peter Harling

writes:

For the regime, its supporters and its allies, Syrias is an immature, if not
disease-ridden society. They posit — with evidence both real and invented,

and generally blown out of proportion - that Syrian society shows
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sectarian, fundamentalist, violent and seditious proclivities that can be

contained only by a ruthless power structure.>*

Ultimately, Bashar and his cohorts could not trust anyone else in Syria. He
had little faith that anything other than his presidency could lead the way
forward. The Assad regimes were simply not geared to implementing
change in anything close to an expedient or dramatic fashion, which is
exactly what was needed at the beginning of the uprising. Bashar’s initial
strategic vision for an internationally respected and integrated Syria
became consumed by a Syrian paradigm of political survival. He was
either unwilling or powerless to stop what in Syria is a reflexive response
to perceived threat. He retrenched and retreated into a typically Syrian
authoritarian mode of survival, an Alawite fortress to protect the sect’s
chokehold on power. In the end, when the pressure was greatest, Assad
was not the enlightened, Western-educated ophthalmologist. As stated in
Chapter 1, he returned to his roots as a child of the Arab-Israeli conflict,
the superpower Cold War and Hafiz al- Assad: those are the influences that
appear to have shaped the nature of his response more than anything else.
In one of the rare interviews Bashar al-Assad has allowed during the
uprising — this one on Russian state television in May 2012 - he made his
position clear. In a swipe (if not a warning) aimed at Saudi Arabia and
Qatar, Assad said: ‘for the leaders of these countries, it's becoming clear
that this is not “spring” but chaos. If you sow chaos in Syria you may be
infected by it yourself, and they understand this perfectly well>> He also
stated, in reference to the 2012 passage of the new constitution and the
parliamentary elections, that ‘the political course will not free us from
terror’ In other words, only repression and military force will — and so the
violence will continue.

Twenty-five years ago, US President Ronald Reagan gave a stirring
speech in Berlin on the cusp of the end of the Cold War. At the
Brandenburg Gate near the Berlin Wall, long the symbol of the Iron
Curtain that had been drawn across Europe by communism, President
Reagan beseeched the leader of the Soviet Union, Mikhail Gorbachey, to
‘tear down this wall’ Not that Gorbachev needed any prodding: he had
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already realized the inevitability of the collapse of the Soviet system. But
with international encouragement and tangible support, Gorbachev
engaged in the process of glasnost and perestroika, an opening up and
restructuring of the Soviet Union. He was one of those singular leaders
who first recognized and then seized the moment, and his legacy in
engendering transformational change is safe and secure in the history
books, even though the change he wrought eventually meant his own fall
from power, as he was swept away in the democratic processes he
launched.>

Not unlike Gorbachev, Assad desperately needed to break out of the
stifling, anachronistic box of Syrian politics-as-usual and to embrace a
transformational role in his country. No one denies the difficulty of this,
especially given the powerful resistance to any significant change to the
status quo that he faces. But he was not up to the task. He was shortsighted
and became deluded. He failed miserably. All along, the ability of the
Syrian regime to meet the demands of the protestors and the international
community was slender. If the protests miraculously stopped today, the
reforms announced so far would, without the internal and external pres-
sure that generated them in the first place, most likely be diluted to insig-
nificance or revoked altogether. After all, Assad has not inspired confidence
in terms of his ability (or even his willingness) to actually implement
reform beyond its mere promulgation. Some of this is his fault; some is the
fault of the inert Syrian system. Many of us hoped that Assad would
change the system. What seems to have happened is that the system has
changed him.

It wasn't supposed to be this way. But it was inevitable . . .



Epilogue

In December 2012 I met one of the leading military commanders of the
Syrian opposition as part of a wide-ranging research project in which I am
involved.! He drove up from Syria to meet us in a town in southern Turkey
along the Syrian border. He was a pediatrician before the uprising and was
exceedingly well-read. Among the issues we raised with him, one concerned
the fear in the West that if the Syrian regime of Bashar al-Assad fell from
power, there might very well be a bloodbath of revenge against the Alawites
in Syria. In response to this question and in his own way trying to allay this
fear, he matter-of-factly commented that two days earlier he had personally
executed a Sunni member of the Syrian government’s armed forces. In
effect, he was saying that to him it did not matter what his foe’s sectarian
identity was, only that he was the enemy and as such should be resisted,
opposed, and even killed when necessary. He had been treating young chil-
dren before the conflict began, saving lives. Now he is a respected military
commander who obviously has to be prepared to take away lives.

On a rather harrowing visit to Damascus in February 2013, I met with
some Syrian government officials as part of the aforementioned research
project. One of the people with whom I met was a high-level official whom
I had known for many years. This person was bemoaning the fact that even

a short trip to visit the family outside of Damascus was out of the question.
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It appears that this official had been targeted for assassination by the opposi-
tion, thus severely curtailing freedom of movement, even to visit with family.

These are but two among thousands, if not millions, of examples of how life
in Syria has been unalterably changed for individual Syrians due to a conflict
that is now about two-and-a-half years old, with very little to indicate as of this
writing that it will soon abate, much less end. Since the hardcover edition of
this book was published in the summer of 2012 the death toll and dislocation
in and destruction of Syria has multiplied many times over. The last estimated
death toll figure I entered in that book was as of June 2012 and numbered
around 11,000. Today, in May of 2013, the estimated number of deaths is offi-
cially 80,000, but most well-placed observers say it is probably well over
100,000. Over 1.5 million Syrian refugees have fled the country for a variety of
reasons, mostly to get out of the way of the fighting, and/or their towns,
villages, and homes have been damaged or destroyed. The vast majority of
these refugees have found temporary and often squalid sanctuary in Turkey,
Lebanon, and Jordan. There are also an estimated 4 million internally
displaced Syrians, roaming around the country homeless or squatting in
makeshift quarters living day-to-day. Altogether this is approximately one
quarter of the Syrian population whose lives have forever been changed. In
addition, countless Syrians are missing, many imprisoned or otherwise unac-
counted for. This is not even to speak of the many Syrians who have died
but do not register on any casualty list because they perished not through
any direct effects of the war but indirectly, due to not receiving their needed
medicines, or to not getting to a hospital — because the hospital had been
destroyed or had been emptied of doctors, nurses and equipment - that other-
wise would have saved them from life-threatening illness. Many have also died
due to malnutrition or other maladies caused by the conflict environment.

I wrote in the hardcover edition (summer 2012) that the likely future of
Syria certainly did not paint a pretty picture. What an understatement that

was in retrospect.

The stalemated conflict

There was a spasm of hope in late June 2012 when the foreign ministers of

a number of countries that are involved in and/or affected by the Syrian
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conflict, as well as representatives of the United Nations, Arab League, and
the European Union (together known as the ‘Action Group’), met in Geneva,
Switzerland to carve out what became known as the Geneva Communiqué.?
In essence, this document stated that the Action Group was working
‘urgently and intensively to bring about an end to the violence and human
rights abuses and the launch of a Syrian-led political process leading to a
transition that meets the legitimate aspirations of the Syrian people and
enables them independently and democratically to determine their own
future’. It also mapped out some basic principles regarding a period of tran-
sition from conflict/civil war to a more stable, inclusive Syrian polity. The
idea of some sort of transition in the broadest sense is widely accepted
among the Syrian opposition and even within the Syrian regime, although
the nature of this transition on each side of the conflict differs dramatically.
Although the plan of action outlined in the text of the document links the
way forward to what was already at the time the failed six-point plan of Kofi
Annan (discussed in Chapter 9), the collective effort was promising.
Perhaps the document may even ultimately serve as the paradigm upon
which an eventual political settlement will be based. But there are a number
of flaws that for a year kept it within the confines of diplomatic circles
and academic conferences rather than acting as a catalyst for a political
settlement.

First of all, as the roster of participants indicates, there are actually no
Syrians involved in the Action Group. While the dynamics of the conflict
made this understandable at the time, it presents an immediate complica-
tion in that the ‘solution’ appears to be generated externally by the usual
suspects of great powers rather than by Syrians themselves, which contra-
dicts the whole premise of a Syrian-led process outlined in the text of the
document. Next, one of the most important countries involved in the
conflict, Iran, is nowhere to be found. This underscores one of the major
problems that has plagued a political settlement all along, i.e. the major
Western powers, especially the United States, as well as regional powers
such as Saudi Arabia and Qatar, seem to be able to dictate who can and
cannot participate. No legitimate and sustainable political settlement, in

my opinion, can be arranged without Iran, which is probably the country
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that has the most influence on Damascus and, of course, can rein in
Hizbullah, which has placed itself so openly on the side of the Syrian
regime, including, reportedly, sending its fighters in no small numbers
into Syria. But there is considerable doubt as to whether or not Washington
(or Riyadh or Doha, for that matter) would consent to Iranian partici-
pation, as one of the main premises underlying the West’s policy is to
eliminate Iranian influence in Syria, therefore reducing Hizbullah’s capa-
bilities in Lebanon. However, there were ambiguous comments from some
Obama administration officials in mid-May which indicated that the
United States may bend on this matter. Certainly the Russians were
pressing for it, and in the end, if a process gets under way, it might look
much closer to what Moscow had envisioned all along for a political settle-
ment bringing the Syrian conflict to a close.

Additionally, who determines what the actual ‘aspirations’ of the Syrian
people are? Once again this smacks of something being imposed from the
outside with little (or misplaced) consideration given to what the people
of Syria actually want. For that matter, the religious and ethnic mosaic that
is Syria, one that has been exacerbated and stressed to (or perhaps beyond)
breaking point by the conflict, makes it immensely difficult for Syrians
themselves to develop a consensus on this. Certainly the jihadists have
different aspirations - i.e. an Islamic state of some kind - than do other
Syrians, who want a political system and society that is more secular. And
which Syrians will lead this process? At the time of the publication of the
Communiqué the opposition was divided on many different levels. The
fracturing had become acute. Despite numerous attempts led mostly by
the West and its regional allies to form a cohesive and representative oppo-
sition body, as of this writing it is still very much divided; indeed, with the
influx of more jihadists into Syria accompanied by the corresponding rise
of jihadist militia groups, such as the al-Qaida-affiliated Jabhat al-Nusra,
the divide between various opposition groups has in many ways widened
over the past year. In the first half of 2013 there were reports of violence
between various Syrian opposition groups. For instance, there was a
pitched battle in Raqqa, the only Syrian city totally controlled by the

Syrian opposition, between elements of Jabhat al-Nusra and the Farouq
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Brigades. It is not clear why the two groups were fighting. It could
have been ideological, territorial, or simply something that began as a
personal dispute; however, this sort of thing does not bode well for the
future development of a more unified Syrian military command. No doubt
regime officials view such incidents as working in their favor, reinforcing
the notion that the opposition is hopelessly divided. Trying to construct
legitimate opposition representation at any international conference,
whether it is in Geneva or elsewhere, is thus a very tall task. Emblematic
of the problem is a statement by noted Syrian observer Frederic C. Hof:
‘Some in the opposition see the prospect of an international conference as
an opportunity for personal advancement at the expense of rivals. The
Geneva initiative may well be the secretary of state’s [John Kerry’s] diplo-
matic version of football’s desperate, last second, Hail Mary pass, rather
than an integral part of a broader US strategy.?

The most celebrated, if unsuccessful, attempt to form a viable Syrian
opposition organization occurred on 11 November 2012 when the forma-
tion of the National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition
Forces (otherwise simply known as the Syrian Coalition) was announced in
Doha, Qatar. It was supposed to be an improvement over the Syrian National
Council (SNC) based in Turkey, which has not particularly distinguished
itself. As the name suggests, it is a coalition of Syrian opposition groups, the
unwieldy official name of the organization itself suggesting the difficulty of
capturing elements from across the Syrian opposition spectrum. A widely
respected former imam of the famed Umayyad mosque in Damascus, Moaz
al-Khatib, was named the president of the Coalition, with longtime democ-
racy activist Riyad Seif appointed vice president along with Suheir Atassi, a
well-known secular feminist in Syria from a historically prominent Syrian
family. A council of sixty-three members was chosen as its primary governing
body, with twenty-two of these seats going to the SNC; critics complained
that a number of the other seats went to those who were formerly members
of the SNC. Thus, one of the biggest criticisms of the Coalition within the
opposition itself was that it was a glorified re-creation of the SNC, this time

more under Qatari than Turkish sponsorship.
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In fact, the support for the Coalition among those Syrian opposition
groups actually inside Syria fighting and dying, was usually only lip-service
at best — and only because the Coalition has been viewed as a viable conduit
for receiving desperately needed financial and military aid from outside.
Otherwise, as expressed to this author by numerous Syrian opposition
leaders inside Syria, there was at the very least suspicion and at the most
open disdain of the Coalition. It was seen as being a puppet in the hands of
foreigners, made up mostly of exiles who had not lived in Syria for years and
who were, in the eyes of many, enjoying the comforts of five-star hotels and
the diplomatic cocktail circuit while they were suffering the daily hardships
and dangers of war. There were some who held the SNC and Coalition in
such utter contempt that they refused to even refer to them by their names;
one opposition figure derisively referred to them as the ‘old thing” and the
‘new thing’.

Although receiving recognition from most of the countries supporting
the Syrian opposition as the sole legitimate representative of Syria (or the
Syrian people), and even going so far as to officially occupy in March 2013
the Syrian government’s seat at the Arab League, the Coalition has experi-
enced its fair share of difficulties and internal divisions; indeed, Moaz
al-Khatib threatened to resign in March, and then, bemoaning the lack of
support from the international community, officially did resign in April
2013.* George Sabra, a Syrian Christian who had become a vice president
of the Coalition, assumed the position of interim president. On 19 March,
at a meeting in Istanbul, pushed by the Friends of Syria, members of the
Coalition elected Ghassan Hitto, who hailed from Texas, as prime minister
of an interim Syrian government. He then engaged in a process that
amounted to appointing a temporary government with what are essen-
tially cabinet positions, with a minister of defense reportedly drawn from
the ranks of the Free Syrian Army (FSA). All of this was quite confusing
to the outside observer, and most did not have a clue as to who Hitto was
nor could fathom if he had any experience or credibility for the job other
than being known as a good manager — which the Coalition needs; but it
also needs credible leadership. One suspects that al-Khatib’s resignation

was as much due to his disgust with the Coalition’s internal machinations
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as with his expressed dissatisfaction with the international community -
or a combination of both, since they appeared to be intimately linked. As
one leading member of the Coalition told our research group with consid-
erable lament, ‘there are too many hands in the pot. Nevertheless, to date
the Coalition has continued to be the primary interlocutor of the Syrian
opposition, at least with the international community. As one top Western
official told me, ‘we know it is quite flawed, but it is the best we've got at
the moment’.

On the military front, the United States and its allies birthed in Antalya,
Turkey, in December 2012, the Supreme Military Council led by General
Salim Idris, a general in Syria’s army who defected to the opposition in
July 2012. The council is composed of thirty members who are opposition
military commanders fighting inside Syria; Idris was chosen officially as
chief of staff of the Council. Its purpose is to inject a much-needed unified
command and control structure that can coordinate activities among the
disparate militias that make up the Syrian opposition forces. Islamic
extremist militias such as Jabhat al-Nusra and Ahrar al-Sham were not
invited to the conference in Antalya and are not included on the Council.
Despite much fanfare and some limited success, the Council to date has
not been able to establish an effective command and control apparatus,
perhaps because some of the most successful armed Syrian opposition
groups, such as Jabhat al-Nusra, have been excluded. In addition, the mili-
tias still operate largely independently, and they only cooperate with
others, including the Supreme Military Council, when they feel like it. The
fact that the opposition forces are better known by their individual militia
names, such as Ahrar al-Sham, Tawhid Brigade, Farouq Brigade, Jabhat
al-Nusra, Suqoor al-Sham, etc. suggests the continuing problems of estab-
lishing a legitimate overarching military hierarchy.

As the carnage and destruction reached new heights (or, rather, lows) in
Syria during the remainder of 2012 and well into 2013, and the interna-
tional community (the West in particular) were reluctant to intervene
more assertively on the side of the Syrian opposition, calls for some sort of
negotiated political settlement to the conflict began to find their way into

the overall discussion of Syria — usually fruitless dialogues that most often
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concluded with something to the effect of, ‘there are no good answers’ or
‘we are looking for only the least worst option. Even so, some opposition
figures admitted that it was a strategic mistake to declare from the very
beginning that Assad had to go before any negotiations could begin. As it
became clear that Assad wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon (indeed, he
became more defiant) it placed the opposition - at least those who were
willing to consider the option - in a negotiating conundrum.’ The vola-
tility of the question came to light when Moaz al-Khatib of the Syrian
Coalition announced in February 2013 that if the Syrian government met
certain conditions beforehand (ones, by the way, the Syrian government
was never going to accept at that point), he would be willing to negotiate
with it. Immediately Khatib came under intense criticism from inside and
outside the Coalition, most disavowing any connection to his initiative.
The Coalition produced a muddled compromise of sorts to prevent the
appearance of total dishevelment, but the issue of the disposition of the
Syrian president remained a very sensitive one.

For those in the Syrian opposition and more so in the international
community that have recognized that a political settlement sooner rather
than later is the only way to save Syria from total disintegration, the ques-
tion of Bashar al-Assad (and his family members and military-security
cronies) is a vexing one. Everyone who supports a political settlement
understands that such an outcome would entail a transition period. Even
Assad has spelled out such a transition, particularly in a speech he gave in
January 2013 - one, however, that obviously has him continuing in power
until a presidential election in 2014 when his current seven-year term
expires. This is an election he fully intends to win, and he probably will if
he lasts that long.® Those in the opposition and in the international
community as a whole see a transition where at the very least Assad
vacates his position either before, during, and most certainly by the end of
a specified period of time encompassing the transition. Of course, there
are still a great many in the opposition both inside and outside Syria who
will not consider this option at all. Assad must go . . . that is the beginning
and end of the discussion. As many on both sides believe they can still

win, though what constitutes ‘winning’ frequently shifts, there is little
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incentive to come to the negotiating table under anything less than uncon-
ditional terms tilted decisively in their respective favors. In a meeting with
a UN diplomat in early 2013, it became apparent that Bashar al-Assad’s
definition of winning had evolved; indeed, several Syrian officials had
indicated that government forces were not going to be able to secure
control of the entire country in the near future. Assad flipped on its head
Henry Kissinger’s axiom uttered during the Vietnam War - that insurgen-
cies win by not losing and governments lose by not winning — by telling
the UN diplomat with whom he met that his government would win by not
losing. This clearly suggests that the bar defining his notion of success has
been lowered to that of holding onto power, maintaining control of some
if not all of the major cities, thus consigning to the opposition large swaths
of the country, while hoping that at some point in the future simply
surviving will turn into an opportunity to regain control of the country.
Another consideration is the Syrian economy and the ability of the
Syrian regime economically to stay afloat. No one really knows how much
money the regime has left. One former high-level regime insider who is
now living outside of Syria told me that the inability of the Syrian govern-
ment to pay public sector salaries will spell the end of the Assad regime,
i.e. the 2-3 million Syrians dependent upon government salaries will
abandon the regime if they can no longer be paid. This is something to
monitor. Perhaps the regime’s halting willingness to even consider nego-
tiations is due the fact that it sees a monetary horizon drawing closer and
closer. This former Syrian official also informed me that when the Syrian
government hailed a $1 billion line of credit for manufactured goods
obtained from Iran earlier in the year, in actuality Damascus had gone to
Tehran for a $5 billion loan; the Iranians had had to turn them down
because of their own economic problems caused by US-led international
economic sanctions. Clearly the Syrian government has been receiving
copious amounts of aid from both Iran and Russia and perhaps a few other
countries with which it has good relations, including some of the BRICS
members. But it is not an open-ended pipeline; there appear to be limits.
There is also a vibrant black market, front companies set up abroad, and

smuggling operations and open trade across remaining friendly borders,
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such as with Lebanon; indeed, when I was driven to Damascus from the
Lebanese border this past February, there was a very long line of trucks
transporting goods back and forth between the two countries. So, economic
activity in Syria hasn’t ceased completely, and authoritarian regimes are
fairly adept at hoarding and then extracting rent. Furthermore, in areas
outside of the oil industry, Syria was not really integrated into the interna-
tional economy or subject to the political pressures of the IMF or World
Bank or Western economies in general, so unlike in Egypt and Tunisia,
both dependent on Western financial aid, tourism and trade, there have
been very few economic levers the West have been able to employ directly

against the Syrian regime.

To intervene or not to intervene?

This question has plagued the international community since the begin-
ning of the Syrian uprising. And most of the chatter surrounding this
question has focused on what the United States decides to do (or not do),
for no one will take the lead in terms of asserting themselves much beyond
humanitarian, financial, and tactical and training assistance to the Syrian
opposition unless the Obama administration leads the way (even if it is
from behind, as in the case of Libya). Certainly there has been a great deal
of frustration, even anger, in the Syrian opposition and with those in the
United States and in Western government circles who have long argued for
a more robust US response to counter the Syrian government’s escalation
in military tactics against the opposition, from employing troops and
tanks at first, then air force helicopter gunships and jet fighters, to SCUD
missiles, and possibly even the use of chemical weapons - and the associ-
ated rising death toll and collateral damage.

But the Obama administration has remained very reluctant to go signif-
icantly beyond that which it was already doing in terms of humanitarian
relief and the provision of some training and tactical equipment, especially
computers and communication devices. It was prepared to continue to
allow countries such as Turkey, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia to establish pipe-

lines of financial assistance and military hardware to be delivered to the
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opposition fighters. The European Union had been categorically opposed
to providing lethal assistance to the opposition much less direct military
involvement, although France and Great Britain have succeeded in getting
the EU to bend on this issue and have even threatened to go it alone if
necessary, although they will not budge until the United States does.
Since 2012 was a presidential election year, there was very little chance
that, short of some dramatic event in Syria that would compel the United
States to act, the Obama administration was going to do anything but stay
the course. The Obama administration is as poll-driven as any other
recent US administration, and it could readily see that the American
people had absolutely no desire to intervene in yet another Middle East
war when the United States had so recently pulled out of Iraq and was
drawing down in Afghanistan. Furthermore, with a sluggish recovery to
the 2008 global financial crisis, Americans felt strongly that the United
States, as Obama himself stated, should focus on nation-building at home
rather than abroad. In addition, all of the reasons given in Chapter 9 as to
why the US diplomatic and military response vis-a-vis Libya would be
difficult if not impossible to replicate in Syria were still operative. Indeed,
the problems that had arisen in the countries that had experienced the
Arab Spring, not least of which was Libya, made the Obama administra-
tion that much more reticent to engage in something that might generate
even more instability in the Middle East.” Despite the urging of a number
of congresspersons in Washington and even some powerful voices within
the administration, such as Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and CIA
director David Petraeus, throughout much of 2012 the president himself
and his close advisors in the White House seemed to be dictating foreign
policy on this issue. And what Obama determined at the time was that
arming a largely unknown and divided Syrian opposition with lethal
weapons, and/or adding US military action to the mix (as with the estab-
lishment of a no-fly zone) were fraught with all sorts of potential negative
consequences, most particularly creating a slippery slope of military inter-
vention that would lead to direct US military involvement and Washington
‘owning’ the results of its policies in Syria. It would be similar to what had

happened in Iraq following the US-led invasion of that country in 2003 at
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the significant cost of lives and treasure without measurably improving
the situation in the country itself or the already sullied image of the United
States in the region. Comparing prospective military intervention in Syria

with what happened in Iraq, Fareed Zakaria wrote the following:

In fact, we have seen atrocities much worse than those in Syria very
recently, in Iraq under U.S. occupation only a few years ago. From 2003
to 2012, despite there being as many as 180,000 American and allied
troops in Iraq, somewhere between 150,000 and 300,000 Iraqi civilians
died and about 1.5 million fled the country. Jihadi groups flourished in
Iraq, and al-Qaeda had a huge presence there. The U.S. was about as
actively engaged in Iraq as possible, and yet more terrible things
happened there than in Syria . .. All the features of Syria’s civil war that
are supposedly the result of U.S. nonintervention also appeared in Iraq

despite America’s massive intervention there.’

The call for US action became acute in April-May 2013 when allega-
tions surfaced that the Syrian regime had used chemical weapons, specifi-
cally Sarin nerve gas against opposition forces in March in Aleppo.
President Obama said early on in the Syrian conflict that the Syrian
government’s use of chemical weapons against its own people would cross
a ‘red line’, and more recently the president stated that it would be a ‘game-
changer’ While not stipulating exactly what the United States would do if
chemical weapons were proven to have been used, most believe that it was
the tripwire for US military involvement, at the very least providing the
pretext to deliver lethal aid to the opposition.

The Syrian government has vehemently denied using chemical weapons
that in the first place it says it does not possess, and even if it did have
them, it would never use them against its own people. Syrian officials, in
turn, accuse the ‘terrorists’, its catch-all term for the opposition, of using
chemical weapons or at the very least staging their use in order to create
the crossing of the infamous red line so that the United States would be

forced to respond militarily.
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Could the Syrian regimes accusation be correct? Of course it could. In
fact, a UN official, Carla Del Ponte, after interviewing outside of Syria
doctors and victims involved in the purported chemical weapons attack, in
a statement released on 6 May determined that there are ‘strong suspicions’
that elements of the Syrian opposition used the sarin gas.” The UN was quick
to point out the next day that no conclusions on the issue had been reached.
Could those pointing fingers at the Syrian government be wrong? Of course.
Could it turn out that chemical weapons were in fact not used and that what
was thought to be chemical weapons is something else entirely?'® Absolutely.
This is why the Obama administration was so careful about the whole situ-
ation. While acknowledging the intelligence from several sources that there
was a strong likelihood of chemical weapons use, President Obama stated
clearly: “What we now have is evidence that chemical weapons have been
used inside of Syria, but we don’t know how they were used, when they were
used, who used them; we don’t have a chain of custody that establishes what
exactly happened. And when I am making decisions about America’s
national security and the potential for taking additional action in response
to chemical weapon use, I've got to make sure I've got the facts.” Echoing the
controversy over what happened regarding Iraq before the US-led invasion
in 2003, largely based upon what turned out to be the incorrect, if not false,
intelligence that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction, the president
further noted that, ‘if we end up rushing to judgment without hard, effective
evidence, then we can find ourselves in the position where we can’t mobilize
the international community to support what we do!!

As of this writing, the Obama administration has not yet decided on
what, if any, action to take, although the Pentagon has been authorized to
prepare a menu of options ranging from airstrikes and commando raids to
the establishment of a no-fly zone over all or parts of Syria.'? Given that a
UN official added considerable doubt as to the presumed culpability of the
Syrian regime, the Obama administration may be somewhat relieved if the
pressure to act recedes. Many believe that if Obama does choose to
respond to this or some other incident, it will be in order to maintain
US credibility when employing such threats and drawing red lines

elsewhere — with North Korea and Iran in mind - as much as to
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accomplish anything tangible in Syria. As such, it is anticipated that if the
United States increases its military involvement, it will be at some half-way
point, such as providing lethal military aid directly to the opposition,
although this in and of itself would probably not dramatically change the
battlefield dynamics in Syria in the near term. Obama essentially ruled out
boots on the ground when he stated on 4 May 2013 while on a visit to
Costa Rica that, As a general rule I don’t rule things out as commander-
in-chief because circumstances may change. Having said that, I do not
foresee a scenario in which [American] boots on the ground in Syria ...
would be good for America or be good for Syria’'® He further stated that
other leaders in the region said that ‘they agree with that assessment’'*
The United States must be very careful about this, however, and not
react in a convulsive manner. Perhaps the mistake was drawing a red line
in the first place, much as saying early on that Assad must step down has
complicated steps toward initiating a negotiated political settlement. Can
the United States militarily remove the Assad regime? Of course it can.
Given the appropriate commitment of forces there are not many regimes
in the world the United States cannot overthrow. Although removing the
Syrian regime would be a tougher nut to crack than was the case in Libya
or Afghanistan, and perhaps even Iraq, particularly as Syria has a sophis-
ticated and mobile air defense system updated in recent years by the
Russians, the question is not whether we can or cannot but what would
happen in the aftermath. Would such action multiply rather than reduce
the problems that already exist in the area? In other words, we do not want
to see a repeat of what happened in Iraq. Even the Syrian opposition is
unanimous in not wanting another Iraq, which is why many do not want
US boots on the ground or fighter jets in the air. No one in the opposition
wants to be seen as riding in on US tanks, as did the Iraqi National
Congress during the 2003 invasion, subsequently being delegitimized in
Iraq for having been too closely associated with the United States. Indeed,
a number of Syrian opposition leaders simply want the United States to
use its leadership to coordinate the delivery of financial and military aid
in a much more efficient and systematic fashion than has been the case to

date, where assistance has been sporadic, uncoordinated, and subject to
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the political agendas of outside powers, particularly those of Turkey,
Qatar, and Saudi Arabia.

And what might the Russians, Iranians, or Hizbullah do in response?
They may very well step up their level of support to Assad and company,
thus leading to an even more dangerous escalation of the conflict. From
the point of view of Washington, it could damage its attempts to form a
consensus backed by Moscow regarding the curtailment of Iran’s purported
attempts to weaponize its uranium enrichment process toward developing
a nuclear weapons capability. China could be less helpful reining in an
unpredictable North Korea if it sees the United States getting bogged
down in yet another Middle East theater. The number of al-Qaida-linked
jihadists in Syria has already been growing, although they are still a
minority of the fighters. This would change if the United States suddenly
enters the front lines in Syria even if they are supposedly on the same side,
as jihadists from all over the world would begin to flock to Syria to not
only help defeat a kafir (unbelievers) regime, but also to take on the United
States, as happened in Iraq. The Afghanistan experience is instructive in
this regard. The United States supported Afghans fighting against the
Soviet occupation in the 1980s. America was ostensibly on the same side,
but it was not truly allied with the Afghan mujahedeen, as the United
States was seen by them as much the enemy as the Soviet Union, but the
one had to be confronted first before the other. Many of these elements
would go on to form the backbone of the Taliban and al-Qaida, which, as
we know all too well, came back to haunt America with 9/11.

President Obama does not want to take the risk of indirectly aiding
jihadist elements in Syria because sophisticated weaponry finds its way to
them in the confusing labyrinth that is the Syrian opposition landscape -
and then is used in a spectacular fashion against American interests, prop-
erty, and/or people. Many accuse the Obama administration of contributing
to the growing jihadist problem in Syria by not engaging more assertively
earlier in the conflict, thus allowing it to fester and opening the door for
jihadists. The jihadists themselves, especially those from outside of Syria, are
not particularly well liked by other Syrians, whether secular or salafist, but

whether they are liked or not many see them as possessing much-needed
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military experience, effective tactics, and better weapons to more capably
take on Syrian government forces."* In addition, Jabhat al-Nusra, with its
steady supply of funding from a variety of Islamist sources abroad, its control
of (and therefore revenues derived from) some oil sites in eastern Syria, and
its effective organizational structure, has been able to provide a modicum of
stability, justice, order, and services in towns and cities where it is present,
which is eagerly welcomed by local populations grasping for any semblance
of normality. This has long been the calling card for Islamist groups, such as
the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt or Hizbullah in south Lebanon, i.e. estab-
lishing a level of acceptance by filling the vacuum of services and aid left by
governments. Neither are they viewed as corrupt, at a time when the crimi-
nalized element in Syria is on the rise, with a number of militia groups seen
by locals as rapacious thieves and robbers rather than revolutionaries. This
is an unfortunate by-product of almost any civil war: individuals and groups
become invested in and empowered by the conflict environment, and they
have little interest in seeing it end any time soon. Finally, it seems as though
Jabhat al-Nusra and likeminded groups in Syria have learned from the
mistakes made by al-Qaida in Iraq after the US invasion in 2003. There,
al-Qaida tried to impose its ideology on the local Iraqi population, if neces-
sary by force, thereby alienating many indigenous Sunnis to such an extent
that they decided to cooperate with US forces and the Iraqi government
against al-Qaida in Iraq. It remains to be seen, therefore, whether or not
Jabhat al-Nusra can establish a deep and lasting presence in Syria.

But this is a moot point now, as the reality is that jihadist groups are in
Syria, and although they are certainly in the minority, they have acquired
influence out of proportion to their numbers, so much so that the Syrian
government began something of a public relations campaign recently to
convince Western powers that it is on the same side in the global war
against terrorism, and, therefore, the West should cease any kind of support
for the Syrian opposition. In an interview with Syrian state television on 17
April 2013, Bashar al-Assad said that ‘the West has paid heavily for funding
al-Qaida in its early stages [in Afghanistan in the 1980s]. Today it is doing
the same in Syria, Libya and other places, and will pay a heavy price in the
heart of Europe and the United States’!
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The question of al-Qaida-linked jihadists in Syria became a more
pointed one when al-Qaida’s affiliate in Iraq announced in April 2013 that
it had merged with Jabhat al-Nusra to form the Islamic State of Iraq and
the Levant. The announcement came from the al-Qaida in Iraq leader,
Shaykh Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. This was on top of the US State Department’s
December 2012 designation of Jabhat al-Nusra as a terrorist organization
for its suspected ties to al-Qaida. It was a questionable move on the part of
the United States. Of course, it can be seen as an attempt to help shape the
Syrian opposition and separate out elements and groups that are clearly
inimical to US interests and thus ineligible for any US aid. Many in the
Syrian opposition, especially the more secular elements, however, saw the
move as constraining their ability to counter the appeal of Jabhat al-Nusra
and the like because to do so would appear that they were doing America’s
bidding. For Jabhat al-Nusra, on the other hand, the designation was
something of a badge of honor, one that could be used to recruit more
followers from inside and outside of Syria. But Jabhat al-Nusra has to be
careful. Syrians are very possessive of their land, even if a nationwide
Syrian identity has not entirely taken root.’” As such, there is a great deal
of suspicion regarding groups such as Jabhat al-Nusra, whose loyalties to
external organizations have been questioned. As Leila Hilal of the New
America Foundation said regarding the merger, it may ‘confirm the suspi-
cions of much of the Syrian public that al-Nusra is not fighting for a free
Syria, but for the establishment of an ultra-fundamentalist state’'®* Wary of
creating this impression, the acknowledged head of Jabhat al-Nusra, Abu
Muhammad al-Jawlani, was a bit fuzzy on the announcement. He stated
that he was not consulted about the merger, instead announcing his pledge
of allegiance to al-Qaida’s leader, Ayman al-Zawahiri."”” Al-Qaida would
dearly love to establish a strong presence in a country on the border with
Israel. The fact that the chosen name of the Jabhat al-Nusra leader,
al-Jawlani (or ‘the Golan’ in Arabic), refers to the Golan Heights occupied
by Israel, may be an attempt to situate his group into what traditionally has
been every Syrians first and foremost national goal: the return of the

Golan.? Nevertheless, the positioning and continued growth of Jabhat
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al-Nusra and other like-minded jihadist groups in Syria have become part

and parcel of the dynamics of the Syrian conflict.

A complicated conflict

Iraq showed the chaos that can occur when an authoritarian system is
precipitously removed and the leadership structure decapitated. No one
wants to see this happen in Syria, except, perhaps, al-Qaida and its
affiliates because they can best fish in troubled waters - or in failed states.
But there are no easy answers. Indeed, as one top Western official told me,
‘what we don’'t want is a failed state. We will even take a failing state at this
point, as long as it doesn’t develop into a failed state’ What began as the
hope of the Arab Spring spreading to Syria in a way that would sweep
aside another long-entrenched authoritarian Middle East regime and
replace it with a pluralistic, democratic system, has long been forgotten.
Yet to date not much effort has been made toward establishing a process
that might lead to a political settlement. In retrospect, it turns out that
most of the Syrian opposition and its supporters in the West and in the
Middle East grossly underestimated the staying power of the Syrian
regime. As a result, for well over a year into the conflict, most academic
and diplomatic conferences and meetings that dealt with the political and/
or diplomatic side of the equation and were sponsored by countries
supporting the Syrian opposition almost exclusively focused on the day
after Assad, i.e. after the fall of the regime. As a result, many of these coun-
tries and organizations (including the UN) took it for granted that Assad
would fall and tried to prepare the ground for what was thought to have
been the inevitable. Unfortunately, when by the end of 2012 the realization
did materialize that a political settlement or some sort of process that
would lead to one was the optimal outcome, the situation had become
much more complex, more ensconced in regional and international poli-
tics. By essentially adopting the day-after- Assad paradigm, these countries
and organizations had largely discredited themselves as impartial brokers,

particularly in the eyes of Damascus.
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The three scenarios outlined in the hardcover edition are still operative,
although some of the details have changed with time.?! I stated then
(summer 2012) that a stalemated civil war was the most likely outcome.
This is still the case, unless something appears that creates a decided
imbalance between the government and opposition forces. The only
thing in the foreseeable future that might cause this imbalance is more
robust US-led military assistance to the opposition, which, if it
occurs, seems as though it would be fairly limited. It is clear to me that
under current circumstances no one in the West is particularly interested
in direct military intervention, even of the kind that occurred in Libya. In
fact, some countries that went further than everyone else in the early
stages of the conflict in calling on Assad to leave power and supporting the
opposition, such as Turkey, have been looking at ways to dial down
their commitment in line with the rest of the international community.
Ankara has had to deal with the emerging refugee crisis as well as the
complications generated by its forward position on Syria for its overall
regional policies, as it is being seen as one of the lead Sunni players (along
with Saudi Arabia and Qatar) in a sectarian-based regional conflict
with the Shiites (Syria, Iran, Iraq and Hizbullah). Indeed, Hizbullah leader
Hassan Nasrallah’s comments in early May in strong support of the
Syrian regime tend to paint the conflict ever more so in stark sectarian
terms. The UN Commission of Inquiry warned in December 2012 that the
civil war had become ‘overtly sectarian, and the report it produced
stated that the increasingly sectarian nature of the conflict is a motivator
for proxy groups fighting in Syria.”> There has also been considerable
consternation within Turkey for getting itself so deeply enmeshed in a
conflict that appears to have no tidy exit horizon.”® As one can see, the
intended and unintended tentacles of the Syrian conflict have crept across
borders with the potential of causing instability far and wide in the region
- which, quite frankly, is exactly what the Syrian regime would want
everyone to believe: that if it crashes and burns, so will the rest of the
Middle East.

Since the beginning of the Syrian uprising, many in the international

community simply wanted it to go away, or at the very least be contained
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so that attentions could be directed elsewhere. The Obama administration
has wanted to implement a strategic pivot toward East Asia, where China’s
rising power demanded more US foreign policy focus. At the same time
the United States was drawing down in Iraq and Afghanistan while
seeming to disengage from the Israeli-Palestinian situation, especially as
the turbulence of the Arab Spring appeared to put any and all Arab-Israeli
initiatives on hold. In addition, new domestic energy sources heralded by
fracking could result in less dependence on Middle East oil at a time when,
as mentioned previously, the administration and the American public
demand more attention be spent at home on economic recovery.

But Obama may have to reluctantly turn his attentions back to the
Middle East if the situation in Syria continues to unravel and/or spread
across its borders, with the resulting increase in congressional and inter-
national pressure to intervene in a more direct manner. Some have
suggested that the replacement of Hillary Clinton with John Kerry as
secretary of state as Obama began his second term in office in 2013 may
contribute to a turn towards the Middle East revolving around Syria.
Kerry, as noted in Chapter 3, developed a keen interest in Syria when he
was chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and after
visiting and having frequent contact with Bashar al- Assad.? This certainly
has the potential of becoming an albatross for Obama that hinders his
ability to pursue what he really wants in his final four years in office. The
Middle East has long been a burial ground for the foreign policy ambitions
of presidential administrations. This is usually the result of an administra-
tion, especially in its relatively unfettered second term, deciding to actively
invest itself in the Middle East, typically some aspect of the Arab-Israeli
problem - yet failing miserably. It would be a cruel irony if this happens
to an administration that to date has actively tried to avoid any further
investment of political capital in the region.

Is this a conflict that must simply play itself out, whatever that means,
while the rest of the region and the international community hopes and
prays that it remains somewhat contained? Perhaps. It is difficult at times
to know the truth of what is going on in Syria. As one leading European

official told me, ‘there are two wars, one is the real fighting on the ground;
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the other is the information war. The latter complicates the former, as
there has been a tremendous amount of disinformation generated on both
sides of the conflict. The Syrian government for its part has stayed afloat
in the real war, but it has been losing the information war. This is not a real
surprise as the Assad regimes have traditionally played this game abys-
mally, and Bashar and his cohorts undermine their own ability to play the
game with their comments and actions as well as their own inability to
understand the conceptual paradigm of the West. In addition, Syrian
opposition groups based in the West, composed of many ex-pat Syrians
who have lived there for years and are therefore well-accustomed to its
media culture and public sentiments, have enjoyed a distinct advantage on
this battlefront.

Oh, the good old days when foreign policy was more Machiavellian and
the world was more Manichaean - a world in which authoritarian leaders
ruled their countries with an iron fist without the complications of civil
wars and the domestic instability characteristic of the process of building
a democracy. It is emblematic of the confusion surrounding any sort of
resolution of the conflict that some noted commentators have actually
advocated a reversal, directing US support away from the opposition and
toward that of the Assad regime for the sake of stability in the region, and
ensuring that such a strategic outpost does not fall in the hands of Islamic
extremists.”® This is very unlikely to happen, but my impression is that
individuals, groups, organizations, and countries are flailing about desper-
ately searching for an answer that will end the conflict in the near term.
Would it not be ironic if what the Arab Spring produced in the immediate
sense was another round of authoritarianism before the final triumph of
democracy? This is what happened in nineteenth- and twentieth-century
Europe. It may be what happens in the Middle East.

It is difficult to see any resolution of the conflict without the Syrian
opposition becoming a more potent and cohesive force. At the very
minimum there should be an overall restructuring that creates a critical
mass of the opposition, especially internal elements perhaps acting in
concert with some external Syrian opposition leaders, in order to present a

more consolidated and coordinated position. Easier said than done, but this
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would help on both the military and diplomatic fronts. The former is rather
obvious, but the latter is also necessary in terms of a potential political
settlement because one will not even be considered by the Syrian regime
until there is an identifiable and representative negotiating partner on the
oppositions side. Although it can be seen as somewhat self-serving, the
regime is correct when it states that there is no one in the opposition with
whom to negotiate; they are either seen as unrepresentative of a large
enough portion of the (especially internal) opposition to make a difference,
or subservient to countries that it views as the enemy. The continued frag-
mentation of the opposition is a serious problem. Even the FSA is more a
brand name adhered to in various circumstances by different groups of
opposition fighters rather than a fully integrated military command and
control structure.” The more the opposition is seen as a self-interested
rabble, the more the silent majority of Syrians will stay on the sidelines,
supporting the government in essence by not supporting the opposition.
When the battle for Aleppo commenced in autumn 2012, it seemed the
Syrian conflict rose to yet another level. Even though sections of Aleppo are
still held by government forces, with the unfortunate destruction of large
and historic districts of this ancient city, it signaled to Damascus that the
opposition had the determination and wherewithal to take cities, including
large swaths of northwest Syria along the Turkish border. The Syrian
government responded with more attacks from the sky via helicopter
gunships, fighter jets, and Scud missiles. Atrocities committed by both
sides increased. Many Syrians just see themselves as bearing witness to the
destruction of their country without taking sides. Many have simply left.
Most of the flaws in the Geneva Communiqué can be addressed in one
way or another, but it will need a sustained and inclusive negotiating posi-
tion that must be associated with the Syrian government’s intent to truly
participate (rather than using it as a stalling tactic) and the Syrian opposi-
tion coalescing into a viable representative body, which, in my opinion,
must be top-heavy with Syrian leaders from inside Syria rather than the
other way around, the latter painfully being the case to date. There was a
hopeful sign at a joint news conference following a meeting on 8 May

between US Secretary of State John Kerry and Russian Foreign Minister
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Sergei Lavrov in which both committed their respective countries to
implement the Geneva Communiqué by convening ‘as soon as is practi-
cable, possibly and hopefully by the end of the month’ an international
conference. Although the Russians are not particularly wedded to Bashar
al-Assad, they still fear that his precipitous fall would lead to chaos and the
growth of Islamic extremism, which to President Putin may be the greatest
fear, something Moscow continues to deal with inside its own borders.
Kerry told reporters that, ‘it's impossible for me ... to understand how
Syria could be governed in the future by a man who has committed the
things we know have taken place . . . but I'm not going to decide that in the
end. Because the Geneva Communiqué says that the transitional govern-
ment has to be chosen by mutual consent by the parties ... the current
regime and the opposition’?” UN Special Envoy on Syria, Lakhdar Brahimi,
who assumed this post when Kofi Annan resigned in August 2012, called
the remarks ‘the first hopeful news concerning that unhappy country in a
very long time’?® Brahimi correctly went on to point out, however, that
this is only one step and that there is still much work to be done. Even if
an international conference is convened, there are still the problems
regarding the composition of the Syrian opposition as well as the fact that
Bashar al-Assad, concluding that this initiative will lead to his ouster one
way or another, may simply decline to participate, or agree to attend at
some level but not abide by any results emanating from this process.
Nevertheless, it is a sliver of hope, which is all we seem to have at the
moment.

I have had friends on both sides who have died or had their lives
irreparably - and disastrously - changed as a result of the conflict. There
does not seem to be a resolution to the conflict on the immediate horizon,
and it may be years before it truly ends and then a generation before Syria
truly recovers. In October 2012 I wrote an essay for Al-Monitor media
website entitled, “The Lebanonization of Syria’ In it, as the title suggests, I
advance the notion that the situation in Syria could resemble that of
neighboring Lebanon in the 1970s and 1980s. Lebanon, similarly divided
across sectarian lines, practically disintegrated amid sectarian conflict

exacerbated by regional and international interference, culminating in the
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1982 Israeli invasion. Subsequently, Lebanon has suffered decades of
instability and factionalization, characterized by a weak central govern-
ment subject to the vicissitudes of powerful sectarian based actors often
supported by a variety of outside powers. I posited at the time that Syria
could be headed in this direction. This would be potentially calamitous,
especially as unlike Lebanon, the Syrian case probably would probably
not be contained and would most likely spill across the borders in all
directions, potentially resulting in a region-wide conflict. Since that time,
with the continuing deterioration of the situation in Syria, I have been
told by a number of people in the opposition, in the Syrian government,
and top officials in foreign capitals, that the correct analogy should now
be Somalia, i.e. the total breakdown of government control replaced by
hundreds of warlords with their private militias, with the reconstitution
of the country all but impossible. Even the political settlement in 1989
(the al-Ta'if Accords) that brought an end to Lebanon's civil war by
reapportioning political power in the Lebanese government, did not
come into being until after fifteen years of death and destruction. It had
to reach a point where enough people believed that things could not
possibly get worse, thus finally galvanizing the relevant political actors to
compromise. Hopefully it does not take Syrians this long to come to this
realization.

So much is lost in a conflict like this, even beyond lives and treasure.
There appears to have been a significant opportunity missed due to the
uprising and, more particularly, the regime’s response to it. The decision
of the Assad regime to respond violently to the protests in Deraa and else-
where brought to a close a very quiet and potentially productive US effort
to create a foundation for Syrian-Israeli peace. According to a former
Obama administration official, very significant progress had been made in
narrowing differences between the parties over the course of several
months’ discussions between US mediators and each of the parties singly.
Recall that in 2008 there were very serious Syrian-Israeli negotiations
mediated by Turkey that most believe came close to being successfully
concluded, only to be derailed by the Israeli war in Gaza (Israel’s Operation
Cast Lead) in December 2008 and into January 2009. No doubt the 2011



266 SYRIA

effort picked up on progress made back in 2008. By the middle of March
2011, however, precisely when peaceful protests were beginning, the
contours of a prospective Syrian-Israeli agreement were taking shape, even
though neither side had made irrevocable commitments to each other or
to the United States. This very promising US diplomatic initiative came to
a halt as it became clear that the use of violence to counter the protests
would be a permanent feature of the regime’s policy. Clearly the regime
thought it could stamp out the protests quickly and then resume the
negotiations, but the protests neither stopped nor even diminished - and
neither did the regime crackdown. The Obama administration, according
to this official, concluded in the spring of 2011 that a regime reacting in
this manner lacked the requisite legitimacy to be able to represent Syria in
a diplomatic undertaking of such significance, and so the peace effort
was abandoned. The return of the Golan Heights had been Assad’s fore-
most policy objective bar none, but his hubris in cracking down on the
protestors has probably now forever denied him this ultimate achieve-
ment. He should have known better. Someone who was so attuned to the
new technology, so aware of (indeed, to a certain degree promoted) the
benefits of high tech in understanding and integrating into the global
social media revolution - the self-described computer nerd - ultimately
failed to comprehend the effects of that with which his name was so
associated.

Of course, Syria will never be the same. It will not be reconstituted as it
once was, even if the regime of Bashar al-Assad survives and is able to
maintain control of most, if not all, of the major cities. The Syrian presi-
dent, I think, realizes the need for significant political reform. He and his
ruling apparatus will attempt to do so while keeping as much power - and
the socioeconomic positions that go with it — as possible. However, in a
very poignant and emotional meeting I had in late 2012, one of the Syrian
opposition leaders said the following regarding his experience in what he
refers to as the Syrian revolution: T have heard my own voice for the first
time.” In other words, all his life, he had no voice. It was whatever the
ruling regime said it would be. So, even suffering under the tremendous

hardships of war, he preferred it, with his own voice, to that of
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authoritarian stability. Ordinary Syrians have been empowered to expect
more freedom and opportunity. Even if there is some sort of political
settlement, whether or not it leads to Assad’s exit sooner or later, this will
have to be taken into account. Hopefully the collective desire held by
almost all concerned to not let Syria disintegrate into another Iragq,
Lebanon, or Somalia will generate the necessary political and diplomatic
will to produce a political settlement in the near term. This is unlikely, but

so was the Arab Spring itself, and even more so its extension into Syria.
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Epilogue

1.

I developed and organized the Harvard-NUPI-Trinity Syria Research Project,
‘Obstacles to a Resolution of the Syrian Conflict in the late autumn of 2012. It is spon-
sored by Harvard University (specifically, the Harvard Negotiation Project in the
Harvard Law School), NUPI (the Norwegian acronym for the Norwegian Institute for
International Affairs), and my institution, Trinity University in San Antonio, Texas.
Essentially, we are an independent team of researchers interviewing with similar sets
of questions as many of the actors relevant to the conflict as possible, including the
Syrian opposition in and outside of Syria, Syrian government officials, officials at the
United Nations, and top government officials in the capitals of countries in and outside
of the region who are involved in the conflict. The object is to compile a database of
information on the origins and course of the conflict, the obstacles to a resolution of
the conflict to date, and ideas about the future of Syria. This body of information may
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then be useful in generating potential conflict resolution outcomes. As of this writing,
the project is about halfway through, with the end of summer 2013 being the target
date for completion. The end product will be a detailed report of our findings accom-
panied by recommendations regarding conflict resolution.
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from what the colonization powers have used’ Steve Almasy, Al-Assad to Western
nations: Syrian rebels will turn on you, CNN.com, 17 April 2013, available at: www.
cnn.com/2013/04/17/world/meast/syria-assad/index.html?hpt=hp_t3
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As one opposition military commander told me, ‘Jabhat al-Nusra has snipers, and I'll
take one of them over fifteen men with Kalashnikovs. There have been reports of
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battles between jihadist elements and other Syrian opposition groups; indeed, one of
the leading salafist military commanders with whom we met was injured in March
2013 in a pitched battle against Jabhat al-Nusra. I do not know if it was ideologically
motivated or simply some sort of territorial or power dispute.

Quoted in Steve Almasy, ‘Al-Assad to Western nations: Syrian rebels will turn on
you, CNN.com, 17 April 2013, available at: www.cnn.com/2013/04/17/world/meast/
syria-assad/index.html?hpt=hp_t3. See also Anne Barnard, ‘Syria playing on fears of
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A small but representative poll was taken by Christopher Phillips in 2009 regarding
the question of identity in Syria. A third of those asked identified themselves as
Syrian first, a third Arab first, and a third Muslim first. See Christopher Phillips,
Everyday Arab Identity: the Daily Reproduction of the Arab World, Routledge, London,
2013.

Quoted in Peter Bergen, ‘Syria rebel group’s dangerous ties to al Qaeda, CNN.com,
10 April 2013, available at: www.cnn.com/2013/04/10/opinion/berger-al-qaeda-syria/
index.html

ibid.
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demilitarized zone (DMZ) in the Golan between Israeli forces and forces inside Syria.
Into 2013, the main reason is because the Syrian government has lost control of terri-
tory near and adjacent to the Golan, which has since been occupied by an array of
opposition forces. In one instance a number of UN forces with UNDOF (United
Nations Disengagement Observer Force), which patrols the DMZ, were taken captive
by a Syrian opposition group, although they were later released. It is certainly a situa-
tion that the Israelis are monitoring closely. In addition, there were reportedly Israeli
strikes in Syria in January and twice in early May 2013 (the second reportedly killed
dozens of Syrian soldiers at a research facility outside of Damascus), apparently
targeting Syrian depots storing arms or convoys carrying arms headed to Hizbullah in
Lebanon. Israel has made it very clear that it will do what is necessary to prevent arms
from Syria (and most likely originating in Iran) from reaching Hizbullah when it has
identified a target of opportunity, as Hizbullah could use these arms, particularly
longer-range missiles, to hit deep inside Israel. The Israelis frame their attacks as
being to protect Israel rather than involving themselves in the Syrian conflict, but they
have nevertheless placed the Syrian opposition in something of a quandary. On the
one hand they don’t mind seeing Syrian government forces and installations degraded;
on the other, they don’t want to appear to be on the same side as the Israelis, realizing
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could be seen in the official media statement from the Syrian Coalition Media Office
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