
By Paul Taylor

By intervening in Syria, President
Vladimir Putin has broken Russia’s rela-
tive isolation and is making it the

“indispensable nation” in conflicts in Syria,
Ukraine and with Islamic State while the
United States balks at deeper involvement.
But in this geopolitical poker game, it’s not
clear he will be able to quit while he’s win-
ning, especially when events can take unex-
pected turns such as the shooting down of a
Russian jet by Turkey’s air force yesterday.

Russia’s air strikes, cruise missiles and train-
ers on the ground have tilted the balance of
forces in Syria back towards President Bashar
Al-Assad’s army, forcing a US-backed coalition
waging an air war against Islamic State onto
the back foot. Now Putin has seized on this
month’s Islamist attacks in Paris, which killed
130 people, and the downing of a Russian air-
liner in Egypt, which was claimed by IS and
killed all 224 people on board, to shift his
focus and offer France an alliance against the
militant group, also known as ISIS.

The Russian Defence Ministry released
pictures of bombs destined for Syrian targets
inscribed “For Paris”. “Russia has been willing
and able to bring significant firepower to
bear against ISIS at a time when France is will-
ing but not entirely able, and the United
States is able, but not entirely willing to bring
its full firepower to bear against ISIS in Syria,”
said Bruno Tertrais, senior research fellow at
the Foundation for Strategic Research in Paris.

From a pariah in the West over his action
in Ukraine, Putin has become a sought-after
interlocutor due to his “realpolitik” combining
hard power and diplomacy. Western leaders
who had lectured him over Ukraine at last
year’s G20 summit Brisbane, Australia, and
sidelined him from the G8 group of industri-
alised powers, vied for private meetings with
him at this year’s G20 in the Turkish resort of
Antalya. After the failure of US President
Barack Obama’s 2009 “reset” of relations with
Russia, it could be seen as a “re-reset” by the
West, albeit somewhat reluctantly.

It doesn’t mean Putin can escape yet from
Western sanctions over his seizure of Crimea
in 2014 and support of Russian-speaking sep-
aratists in eastern Ukraine. The five main
Western powers agreed last week to extend
them for at least six months. Nor does it guar-
antee the Russian leader a successful out-
come to his Syrian venture. Military interven-
tions often start in triumph and end in ashes,
as the United States and Britain learned to

their cost in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the
Soviet Union experienced in Afghanistan in
the 1980s.

Putin believes he has put Russia in the
position that former Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright claimed for the United
States in the late 1990s as “the indispensable
nation”. But some strategic analysts believe
Putin is overreaching and storing up security
and economic dangers for Russia from
domestic militants and Middle East oil pow-
ers. It is not only events such as yesterday’s
shooting down of the Russian jet, described
by Putin as a “stab in the back”, that could
affect relations with other powers. A “friendly
fire” incident involving Western forces or
strikes that caused huge civilian casualties
could also blow his campaign off course.

Master-Tactician
“Putin is a geopolitical master-tactician.

Whether one likes it or not - and I don’t -
‘Putinpolitik’ is doing pretty well,” said Michael
Emerson, a former European Union envoy to
Moscow. He noted it was the second time
Putin had wrong-footed the United States by
taking an initiative in Syria that saved Assad
from potential military defeat and make him-
self an unavoidable partner in any solution in
the country.

The first was in Aug 2013 when Putin per-
suaded Obama to use diplomacy to achieve
the chemical disarmament of Syria rather
than enforce the US leader’s own “red line” by
striking Assad’s forces over the use of the
banned weapons. That decision was a “major
foreign policy mistake” that signalled US
fatigue in the Middle East and was duly noted
in Moscow and Beijing, said former NATO
Secretary-General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer.

Obama belittled Russia after its seizure of
Crimea as a “regional power” acting out of
weakness rather than strength and not a
“number one security threat” to the United
States. Putin’s instinct for exploiting perceived
US and European weakness has been one of
the features of his vigorous foreign policy as
he has tried to reassert Russia’s great power
status. “He has an incredible nose for political
opportunity, but also for power,” said Mark
Leonard, director of the European Council on
Foreign Relations, a think-tank and advocacy
group. “He was stuck in Ukraine... and
couldn’t see a way out. He initially stepped up
the Russian footprint in Syria because Assad
was in trouble. Now he has managed this
extraordinary pivot after the Paris events,” he
said.

French President Francois Hollande, who
had been a small part of the US-led air cam-
paign against IS, has called for a single coali-
tion including Russia to eradicate the militant
group in Syria. He will discuss cooperation
with Putin in Moscow tomorrow after making
his plea to Obama yesterday. A Reuters analy-
sis in late October showed almost 80 percent
of Russia’s declared targets in Syria were in
areas not held by IS.

Tertrais said the French believe nearly 90
percent of Russian strikes were on Western-
backed anti-Assad rebels before the Paris
attacks and the Sinai plane bombing, and just
10 percent on IS. In the last week, those pro-
portions have roughly been inverted, he said.
Other Western experts say Moscow has con-
tinued to hit Western-back insurgents,
notably those that had acquired US TOW anti-
tank missiles, but at least half its strikes now
targeted IS leadership and logistics in Syria.
Both Russia and France are reported to have
hit oil installations exploited by IS as a source
of revenue.

Poor Strategist?
While the Kremlin leader has overturned

the table in Syria, possibly creating space for
a negotiated settlement to four years of civil
war, his use of force beyond the borders of
the former Soviet Union has raised risks for
Russia. “Putin is not a good strategist. He is

stirring up a hornet’s nest of Sunni Muslims
who will hold a grudge against him,” said
Strobe Talbott, president of the Brookings
Institution think-tank in Washington and a
former deputy Secretary of State and veteran
Russia expert. “He already had an internal
problem with Islamist extremism and he now
has an external problem since ISIS was
responsible for the Sinai plane bombing.”

By aligning himself with Shi’ite power Iran
and its Lebanese Hezbollah militia allies, he
said, Putin risked antagonizing Sunni powers
led by Saudi Arabia, which have driven down
the oil price on which Russia’s sanctions-
weakened economy depends. European
diplomats say even if Russia, the United
States and Europe had a common interest in
achieving a settlement in Syria to focus on
Islamic State, the Saudis, as well as Turkey and
perhaps Iran, may see interests in keeping the
conflict going.

“Faced with a choice between keeping
Assad in power and destroying ISIS, Putin is
caught in a vice of his own making,” Talbott
said. “He has pushed Assad’s exit off into
the future at great cost to Russia, because
ISIS is going to be stronger.” He now faces a
potential upsurge of Islamist militancy in
Russia’s Caucasus region which has spurred
attacks in Moscow and other cities since
the Chechen wars of the 1990s, Talbott
added. — Reuters 
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The British used to be past masters in the art of trading
favours to secure their interests in the European Union.
But since 2010, Prime Minister David Cameron’s gov-

ernment has largely neglected the practice to avoid upset-
ting sceptics in his ruling Conservative party who resent
Britain’s loss of sovereignty to the EU. Partly as a result,
London’s influence in the corridors of Brussels has dimin-
ished. Cameron may pay a high price in the coming weeks
when he needs to call in all the favours he can to achieve a
successful outcome to his renegotiation of Britain’s member-
ship terms before holding a referendum on whether to stay
in the bloc.

“All along, Cameron has not understood that solidarity
matters,” said John Kerr, who was Britain’s EU ambassador in
the crucial 1990-95 period when London secured opt-outs
from the planned single European currency and from EU
social policies. Kerr, now a non-party member of the unelect-
ed upper House of Lords, told Reuters that then Prime
Minister John Major gave him leeway to explore deals with
European partners and let him talk ministers into adapting
their policy to secure higher goals.

That is how the Brussels game is played. Countries build
allies by being helpful to each other on issues where they
don’t have a dog in the fight, and expect a return when their
vital interests are at stake. “No one did this better than the
British,” said Poul Skytte Christoffersen, who as Denmark’s
envoy in 1995-2003 brought complex negotiations on the
EU’s eastward enlargement to a successful conclusion. “In
the old days, the UK had a well-oiled and very coordinated
machine. You could always count on the fact that when their
representative said something, he had backing in council
and some margin to adapt.”

But over the last five years, Britain has cold-shouldered
partners during the euro crisis and preferred to be outvoted
on more EU decisions than in the past rather than joining
compromises. Cameron refused to pay a penny towards
bailouts of euro zone countries, tried to block an EU fiscal
pact at the height of the euro crisis to demand veto powers
to protect London’s financial industry, and declined to take
in any of the Syrians stranded on Europe’s highways - it is
taking only a small number directly from Middle East camps.

Goodwill
Now there are some signs that Cameron may be trying to

build goodwill, beyond touring EU capitals. After Islamist
militants killed 130 people in attacks in Paris, he joined
71,000 fans in singing France’s “Marseillaise” national anthem
- not a natural entry on the Conservative party hymn sheet -
at a soccer match in London. That earned gratitude in Paris.
Britain was first to write a cheque when the EU agreed to
pony up 3 billion euros ($3.2 billion) to help Turkey keep
refugees on its soil - a helpful gesture to German Chancellor
Angela Merkel, who is bearing the brunt of the refugee
influx.

And London changed its policy to vote with Germany to
water down EU vehicle emissions standards at a time when
Volkswagen, powerhouse of the German auto industry, was
in deep trouble for using defeat software to cheat exhaust
tests. British officials dispute that it was a down-payment for
Merkel’s help in the renegotiation, but environmental
activists are not alone in harbouring that suspicion.

Cameron told his party last month the talks would be
“bloody hard work” and European Council President Donald
Tusk, who is overseeing them on the EU side, said it would
“very, very tough” to reach a deal. In his day, Kerr made deals
in the EU’s council of permanent representatives (COREPER)
during the unification of Germany, the Maastricht treaty on
economic and monetary union, and the GATT global trade
talks.

“In my five years in COREPER, Britain was only outvoted
once, and that was a put-up job where we and the Germans
agreed secretly to be outvoted so the French could claim a
victory on the cultural exception in the GATT talks,” he told
Reuters. “In return, the French let themselves be outvoted on
the agricultural provisions that their farmers didn’t like.”

That kind of horse-trading is typical of the way EU
members exchange favours, sometimes on unrelated
dossiers. COREPER, the hub of cooperation among mem-
ber states, meets weekly in formal session to prepare deci-
sions for EU ministerial councils and leaders’ summits.
Ambassadors thrash out difficult issues over informal
breakfasts, lunches and in bilateral talks. “COREPER is a
pond full of sharks. Each country sends their best, tough-
est negotiators. They can be very hard but they treat each
other with exquisite courtesy,” said Gregor Woschnagg,
who was Austria’s longest-serving envoy in the group in
1999-2008. “The reciprocity principle works well. The rule
is: make friends before you need them.” — Reuters 

Issues

UK needs to start 
doing favors to 
win EU friends

By Paul Taylor

Russian President Vladimir Putin (right) shakes hands with Jordanian King
Abdullah II during a meeting at the Bocharov Ruchei state residence in
Sochi yesterday. — AFP 

By Cecile Feuillatre

France has been one of the strongest
voices pushing for the removal of
Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, but

the past four years have seen its strategy fail
and its diplomatic weakness exposed. “At its
heart, it’s a story of missed opportunities,”
said a government source, speaking on con-
dition of anonymity. “We knew from the
start what would happen in Syria - the
refugees, the attacks - and we took the right
stance, but we lost,” he said. France was per-
haps the most adamant in saying that
Assad - whom they labelled a “butcher” of
his own people - was the cause of the civil
war in its former colony and had to leave
power.

But diplomats admit that strategy was
based on an overly optimistic assessment of
the changes sweeping the Middle East in
2011 and 2012. In those early hopeful days
of the Arab Spring, France was caught up
with the “Egyptian and Tunisian illusion”, in
the words of one former diplomat, believ-

ing that the relatively peaceful revolutions
in those countries could last and be repli-
cated in Syria. “We still thought that Egypt
would turn into Switzerland overnight,” said
the diplomat. “No one thought Bashar
would hold on.”

In Nov 2012, France became the first
Western country to recognise the Syrian
National Coalition, a coalition of opposition
groups, and began discussing the possibili-
ty of lifting the European arms embargo so
as to provide weapons to “moderate” rebels.
French diplomats shuttled back and forth to
Turkey to meet with Syrian rebel leaders,
but the conflict was already degenerating
into a brutal, multi-front war, complicated
by the intervention of regional powers such
as Saudi Arabia and Qatar and the rise of
Islamic State jihadists. 

By the time the European embargo end-
ed in May 2013, France and other Western
powers were much less inclined to provide
arms to the rebel groups, that were increas-
ingly dominated by extremist jihadists.
“Those who helped the Syrian regime (most

notably, Russia and Iran) did so with dedica-
tion and stayed the course,” said Francois
Burgat, head of the French Institute of the
Middle East. “By contrast, those who wanted
to help the opposition have procrastinated
and had mood swings. We are all complicit
in this great political failure.”

Left in the Cold 
Most analysts agree the turning point

came on Aug 31, 2013, when US President
Barack Obama refused to strike Assad’s
regime, even though it had crossed his sup-
posed “red line” by using chemical weapons
against civilians, killing at least 1,500 people
in a Damascus suburb. France, which had
been poised and eager to strike, suddenly
found itself isolated and impotent. “They let
us advance, telling us we were covered. And
we found ourselves left naked and out in
the cold,” a senior counsel at the Elysee
Palace told a Le Monde reporter recently.
“Militarily, we didn’t have the capacity to go
it alone. Diplomatically, we didn’t know how
to convince the world that we were right,”

said the government source. From that
moment on, it was a slow dereliction of
duty.”

Paris has never fully forgiven the US for
that moment, and it has continued to fea-
ture in Hollande’s assessments of the crisis.
But there was little France could do. By mid-
2014, diplomats were talking of a “general
sense of hopelessness around the (Syrian)
dossier”. “We don’t control anything any-
more. We’ve left the job to the actors in the
region,” a source told AFP at the time.

As the civil war deepened, the Islamic
State group expanded and the refugees
poured into Europe, France could do little
but watch from the sidelines while continu-
ing to call for Assad’s departure. That
remains the official line, but priorities are
changing in the wake of the deadly IS
attacks in Paris. “What do you do?” said the
government source. “In a context where 130
people have been killed in Paris, where
these attacks were fomented in Syria, how
do you explain to people that we want a
cautious diplomacy?” — AFP
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