
W
hen rebel fighters launched a last
desperate attempt to break the
siege of Aleppo in October, they

were beaten back - not by the Syrian army
but by the Lebanese Shiite group Hezbollah
fighting on its behalf, a senior official in the
pro-government alliance said. In the build-up
to the final battle for Syria’s second city,
scores of fighters from a single Iraqi Shiite
militia were killed in just two days of combat
this summer, said a commander of another
group fighting for President Bashar Al-Assad.

Even in the last hours of fighting in
Aleppo, allied Iraqi militia were at the van-
guard. The UN human rights office said it had
reports that the Syrian army and an allied
Iraqi militia had killed at least 82 civilians in
captured city districts - allegations denied by
the army and militia in question. These
episodes show how in the decisive battle of
Syria’s nearly six-year-old civil war, Assad drew
heavily on foreign Shiite militias sponsored
by Iran for his most important victory to date.

Rebel sources say that among fighters tak-
en prisoner by insurgents in the last months
of Assad’s campaign to retake Aleppo, there
was not a single Syrian soldier. To be sure,
Russian air strikes were the most important
factor in Assad’s triumph. They enabled his
forces to press the siege of rebel-held eastern
Aleppo to devastating effect and regain full
control of what was Syria’s biggest city and
economic hub before the war.

But on the ground, Shiite militias from as
far afield as Afghanistan played an important
role for Assad, a member of the minority
Alawite sect which is an offshoot of Shiite
Islam. Among these militias, which fought in
and around Aleppo alongside the Tiger Force,
an elite Syrian army unit lavishly backed by
Russia, was the Ansar Allah al-Awfiya group.
The rebels inflicted big losses on the militia’s
fighters by hitting them with a barrage of
guided anti-tank missiles as they retreated in
an area outside Aleppo, according to the mili-
tia commander, also an Iraqi. Reuters was

unable to confirm the account with the
group itself.

But Hezbollah, battle-hardened by years
of conflict with Israel, played an even more
important role. It ensured the siege was not
broken by helping thwart a series of suicide
attacks, according to the official in the pro-
Assad military alliance. “If they (the suicide
attacks) had succeeded we would have been
the ones under siege,” he said. Asked about
the role of Shiite militias in the battle for
Aleppo, a Syrian military source said army
statements always referred to the “allied
forces” working with the army. Last year
Assad publicly credited Hezbollah for its role.

Suicide Attacks
Victory in Aleppo leaves Assad virtually

unassailable by the rebels but he still faces
great challenges in restoring the power of his
state. While he controls the most important
cities in western Syria and the coast, armed
groups including Islamic State control
swathes of territory elsewhere in Syria. Assad
could face prolonged guerrilla warfare from
forces including the Nusra Front, until recent-
ly affiliated with Al-Qaeda, the global jihadist
network founded by Osama bin Laden.

But victory in Aleppo shows how the direc-
tion of the civil war has shifted with the sup-
port of his allies. “The course of events in
Aleppo in the last few months ...  has turned
the tide in Syria’s war in favour of the Syrian
government and resistance movement,” said
Hossein Salami, the deputy head of Iran’s
Revolutionary Guard, which has also deployed
forces in the protracted campaign for Aleppo.
He was referring to a regional alliance group-
ing Hezbollah, Iran and Syria defined by hostil-
ity to Israel. Less than 18 months ago, Assad’s
forces had been losing ground across Syria
and he had acknowledged there was a man-
power problem in his army. Russia’s decision to
intervene militarily in September 2015 helped
prop up Assad, while protecting its own inter-
ests in the region. — Reuters 
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Syria war mars 
Obama legacy 

Assad’s Shiite allies helped him win Aleppo

T
he Syrian government’s expected recapture of Aleppo
after a prolonged and punishing air assault is a defining
moment in the country’s devastating civil war: it leaves

President Bashar Assad in control of almost all major urban
areas - and poised to petition for a role in the world communi-
ty’s broader war against Islamic State militants clinging to
parts of Syria’s northeast. The prospect of such cooperation
would once have been considered highly improbable. Assad
became anathema in the West and much of the region after
the brutal means he employed during six years of carnage
that killed hundreds of thousands, displaced half his popula-
tion and sent millions of refugees to neighboring countries
and Europe.

But much has changed. Vladimir Putin’s Russia is fully
engaged on Assad’s side, with no world players eager to take
it on. The assortment of rebel groups now clings to a handful
of pockets around the country, lacking momentum and likely
to return to a low-grade insurgency at best. Most critically, the
incoming US president projects a sort of flexibility lacking
under Barack Obama. Promising to scale up the war on the
Islamic State group, Donald Trump has hinted he would be
ready to work with Assad and Russia. “I don’t like Assad at all,”
Trump said during the second presidential debate in October.
“But Assad is killing ISIS. Russia is killing ISIS,” he said, using an
alternative acronym for the group. 

And his selection of Exxon Mobil CEO Rex Tillerson, who
has extensive business dealings with Russia and ties to Putin,
has only fueled speculation that Trump would pursue closer
ties with Moscow. If such a shift occurs, it would resolve an
awkwardness that has bedeviled the two-year, US-led military
effort to uproot IS militants from the swaths of Iraq and Syria
they seized in 2014. In these areas, the group established an
extraordinarily ruthless “caliphate” with mass killings and
enslavement, imposed their brutal interpretation of religion
and fomented regional insurgencies and global terrorism.

That helped pull together a broad coalition of Western and
Middle Eastern nations that seems near victory in Iraq, where
the Baghdad government has been a critical ally leading the
fight on the ground and where a major battle for the key city
of Mosul is now underway. But in Syria, the fight was compli-

cated by Assad’s pariah status. Lacking a local military ally, the
US-led coalition has partnered with irregulars and relied on air
power and some special forces’ operations. That approach,
which has had modest success, may well erode if Assad is
widely deemed to have survived the war.

Aleppo is key to cementing that perception - its loss is a
crushing blow to the rebels, leaving them little chance of
recovering momentum. Syria’s largest city was once the coun-
try’s commercial powerhouse, holding symbolic and strategic
importance as an ancient trading post and longtime gateway
to Turkey and the West. The rebels’ hold on the eastern sector
of the city has been crumbling this week, reduced to a few
neighborhoods, and the government seems on the verge of
re-establishing authority over the city.

Assad also controls the capital, Damascus, the major cities
of Homs and Hama, as well as most of the Lebanese border
and the Mediterranean coast, where his minority Alawite sect
holds sway. Assad has vowed to carry on with the war until all
of Syria is retaken, but has expressed confidence that opposi-
tion to him is on the decline. “Even if we finish in Aleppo, we
will carry on with the war against them,” he told a local news-
paper last week.

Now he can free up some of his troops and thousands of
allied militiamen to turn to remaining pockets held by rebels
elsewhere in Syria, as well as the Islamic State jihadis. These
rebel areas include some stretches around Damascus and
near the Jordanian border, as well as in northern Idlib
province, a stronghold of Syria’s Al-Qaeda affiliate. “The recap-
ture of Aleppo will position Assad to claim that he is Syria’s
legitimate sovereign ruler and lobby the international com-
munity to provide him with support,” said Jennifer Cafarella of
the Washington-based Institute for the Study of War.

He seems more likely to achieve that if he is actively
engaged in fighting the Islamic State group, which has not
been a top priority despite the fact that its major stronghold is
the mid-sized Syrian city of Raqqa. On Sunday, IS extremists
re-occupied the central town of Palmyra, which they had
been expelled from earlier this year - a surprise attack that
clearly took advantage of the Russian and Syrian govern-
ment’s preoccupation with Aleppo.

Messy Future
It ’s unclear whether Assad will prioritize retaking

Palmyra, with what’s left of its archaeological treasures
after the first Islamic State occupation. He may prefer to
wait a few months in hopes of engineering a new situation
with the new team in Washington. Either way, Syria’s future
will likely be messy for a while, given the array of armed
factions, the likelihood of continued foreign meddling
through porous borders and the trauma and rage felt by
much of the population. Many expect a continued insur-
gency - which in turn would help Assad argue that he
should be viewed as a partner in the international fight
against “terrorism”.

In the battle for local hearts and minds, it looms large
that Assad relied so heavily not only on Russia and long-
time ally Iran to retake Aleppo, but was also aided by
Lebanon’s powerful Hezbollah militia and volunteers from
Iraq and Afghanistan. This stands in stark contrast to the
outside powers supporting the opposition. No one sent in
troops other than Turkey, an intervention mostly bent on
downsizing Kurdish fighters it deemed a threat to its own
security. The Syrian rebels were armed only lightly, and the
United States refrained from attacking Assad even after the
2013 use of chemical weapons. Even the notion of a no-fly
zone over northern Syria was rejected.

Cafarella said this environment legitimizes an emerging
narrative among jihadi groups that says the international
community allowed Iran and Russia to dominate Syria, and
as a puppet Assad must be opposed. Radicals’ “ability to
recruit will grow rather than diminish after Aleppo’s fall,”
she said. “The terror threat emanating from Syria will
increase rather than decrease.”

A big question now is the position of Assad’s regional
enemies, from Saudi Arabia and other gulf nations to
Turkey. Assad may lobby for restarting peace talks, betting
on the opposition’s weakness to force concessions - chiefly
that he should remain in power at the head of a more
inclusive government. But given the epic devastation he
has overseen, a genuine rapprochement seems unlikely in
the extreme. — AP 

Advantage Assad - Aleppo capture key moment

T
he fall of the last rebel-held areas in the Syrian city
of Aleppo could seal the fate of the “Obama
Doctrine”, deepening the world’s worst humanitar-

ian crisis in decades and staining US President Barack
Obama’s legacy. With the US-aligned rebels facing
defeat by government forces backed by Russia and Iran,
Obama’s light-footprint approach to the Syrian conflict
will suffer a serious blow weeks before he hands power
to President-elect Donald Trump on Jan.  20.

The rebel loss would underscore the failure of US
efforts to stem the carnage from Syria’s nearly six-year-
old civil war, leading some critics to predict that
Obama’s record will be tarnished just as President Bill
Clinton’s was by his refusal to intervene to halt the
1994 Rwandan genocide. “There is no doubt he will be
hammered in historical terms,” said Aaron David Miller,
a former Middle East adviser to Republican and
Democratic administrations. “The question will be why
he didn’t do more.”

While the war is expected to grind on, Syrian
President Bashar Al-Assad’s victory in Aleppo would
provide fresh fodder for Trump, who has argued the
insurgency has collapsed, and the United States should
revamp its fight against Islamic State by joining up with
Russia, and by extension, Assad. Syria has been one of
the main testing grounds for Obama’s doctrine of rely-
ing on local proxy fighters instead of large-scale US mili-
tary deployments, reflecting his reluctance to be drawn
back into unpopular ground conflicts like the Iraq war.

The approach has faltered in Syria, where on Tuesday
the Syrian army said it could declare full control over
eastern Aleppo. A deal was struck to allow the remain-
ing rebel fighters to evacuate their last enclave there,
Russian UN Ambassador Vitaly Churkin said. “Leading
from behind leaves a vacuum that is filled by the Bashar
Assads and Vladimir Putins of the world,” said Senate
Armed Services Committee Chairman John McCain,
referring to how an Obama aide described his strategy.
“I think history will judge that these are unintended
results that are going to cause great challenges to the
United States for years to come.”

Obama has been criticized for refusing to provide
sufficient arms and other support to moderate rebel
groups to compel Assad and his Russian and Iranian
backers to negotiate an end to his authoritarian rule.
“Obama has pursued a policy of calculated dithering
in Syria, just agonizing over the choices until they no
longer existed,” said Emile Hokayem, a senior fellow
at the International Institute for Strategic Studies
think tank.

The Democratic president has defended his policy as
“judicious”. His spokesman, Josh Earnest, said it was
Obama’s “overriding responsibility” to protect the inter-
ests and safety of the American people first. A
Republican, Trump has vowed a dramatic shift from
Obama’s cautious strategy toward a more aggressive
approach - although exactly how he will proceed
remains unclear. He will inherit an increasingly compli-
cated conflict in Syria, and many analysts fear his lack of
foreign policy experience could lead to dangerous mis-
calculations.

If Trump follows through after Aleppo’s fall on his
pledge to cooperate with Russia, Assad’s military patron,
there is a risk that frustrated moderate rebels could
gravitate toward militant factions that pose a potential
threat to Western interests. As Assad himself turns from
the wreckage of Aleppo to assert his authority over a
fractured Syria, he will have to contend with the loss of
swaths of his country for the time being and tough
pockets of resistance still to crush. The war has taken
some 400,000 lives and made more than 11 million peo-
ple homeless, driving many into neighboring countries
or on a long perilous trek to Europe.

Cost of Inaction
The imminent fall of rebel-held eastern Aleppo - and

the sense of US powerlessness as it unfolds - suggests
that Obama likely will be judged by history as much for
what he did not do as for what he did. He first called on
Assad to leave power in 2011. But Obama never sup-
plied moderate rebels with enough firepower to topple
him or force him to the negotiating table. His failure to
carry out threatened air strikes to enforce his 2012 “red
line” over Assad’s use of banned chemical weapons
dealt a heavy blow to US standing, including by some of
his staunchest regional allies.

Obama also rejected recommendations, as recently
as October, by members of his national security team
for tougher action against Assad. Instead, he gave pri-
ority to striking Islamic State with a US-led bombing
campaign and local allies assisted by relatively small
numbers of US special forces. The strategy hewed to a
prescription Obama laid out in a 2014 West Point
speech in which he made clear he would intervene in
foreign conflicts only when he believed US interests
were threatened. — Reuters 

Focus

S
yria’s rebels once dreamed of over-
throwing President Bashar Al-
Assad’s government and taking con-

trol of the country, but with the imminent
loss of Aleppo they now face the prospect
of total defeat. Though rebels retain terri-
tory elsewhere in Syria, including almost
all of neighboring Idlib province, a crush-
ing defeat in the country’s second city
would be highly symbolic.

It “means the end of Syria’s opposi-
tion as a force that can plausibly chal-
lenge the Assad regime or control a
country”, said Sam Heller, a fellow at The
Century Foundation think tank. When
rebels stormed Aleppo in 2012, a year
after the uprising against Assad began
with anti-government protests, the
opposition believed it was on the verge
of overthrowing his regime. With the
support of backers including Western
nations, Gulf countries and Turkey,
opposition fighters appeared to have
momentum on their side.

But in recent months, and particularly
after Russia’s Sept 2015 intervention in
support of Damascus, they have suffered
a string of defeats capped off by their
likely loss of Aleppo. “We’re now past the
point where the opposition has any
hope of pulling back,” said Yezid Sayigh,
a senior fellow at the Carnegie Middle
East Centre. “They just no longer have
the numbers and the geographic spread
to be able to mount major offensives.”

With Aleppo out of rebel hands, the
largest remaining rebel bastion is Idlib
province, which is controlled by an

alliance dominated by former Al-Qaeda
affiliate Fateh al-Sham Front. Rebels also
hold territory in southern Daraa
province and the Ghouta region around
Damascus, although the army has been
advancing there.

‘Capitulation deals’ 
In recent months, the government

has sealed a number of “reconciliation
deals” with rebel areas in Ghouta, secur-
ing the surrender of opposition fighters
in return for granting them safe passage
to Idlib. The opposition criticizes these
deals as a “starve or surrender” tactic,
with rebels forced into deals after
months or years of army siege and sus-
tained bombardment. But Assad has
long touted such deals as the best way
to resolve a conflict that has killed more
than 310,000 people and displaced over
half the population since it began in
March 2011.

“I thinks it’s very likely that the loyalist
forces will move quickly to impose capit-
ulation deals on other rebel pockets,”
said Aron Lund, a non-resident fellow
also at The Century Foundation.
“Dismantling the insurgency in Eastern
Ghouta will be one of the regime’s big
projects in 2017,” he added. In Idlib, with
access to the Turkish border and a deep
well of fighters - including new arrivals
from surrendering areas elsewhere -
rebels are likely to be able to hang on for
longer. “You have an armed opposition
there that remains vital and motivated,”
said Heller. — AFP 

Loss to spell end for 
rebellion’s dreams


