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Russia’s road
to Damascus
Middle East

by massimo boffa

Moscow’s actions in Syria have solidified its place as an
indispensible player in any effort to achieve peace there.
One of the greatest benefits of its involvement is a
constructive cooperation with the United States.

Tribal elders, a Syrian
army officer and a
Russian colonel sign a
local truce agreed
between government
and opposition groups
in the village of alNasriyah during a
Russian army press
tour, April 9, 2016.
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n February 2012, when the civil war in Syria had
only just begun, Russia proposed to the United
States, Britain and France to work together for a negotiated solution to the crisis. Moscow would encourage Bashar al-Assad to leave the scene in exchange for
the recognition of its role in the future set-up of the
country, its historic ally in the Middle East. The episode
was recounted qÜÉ= dì~êÇá~å= in September 2015 by
former Finnish president Martti Ahtissari, winner of the
Nobel Peace Prize, who acted as go-between for the
proposal. The three Western countries let the offer
drop. Why? Because, as I was told – in a brutal but effective way – by an authoritative Israeli veteran of international affairs, Zvi Magen, whom I had met in Tel
Aviv, “the Americans want Syria free of charge.” They
were convinced, in fact, together with France and
Britain, that the fall of Assad was a small matter by then
and they could achieve it without having to cede anything to Russian interests. Today we can see how wrong
that calculation was, how many victims and how much
destruction it has cost Syrians and how much destabilization it has brought to the Middle East region and
the world.
Indeed, that radical approach was part of a more
general strategy towards the Middle East inaugurated
by the US after the September 11, 2001 attacks.
Avowedly meant to combat terrorism of an Islamic
matrix and its protectors, this new foreign policy had
been accompanied by an ideological campaign for
“exporting democracy,” in which the accent was put on
“regime change,” that is, on the overturning of governments that did not meet – in the Americans’ eyes –
standards for respecting human rights. Today, at a dis-

tance of more than a decade, we can see that the longterm result of that turning point has been the destabilization of many of the states of the Middle East: Iraq,
Egypt (during the time in power of the Muslim Brotherhood), Libya and Syria. A key moment during this
process were the “Arab Springs,” which sent several
heads of state of the Arab world, one after another,
tumbling like dice.
But the felling of these “tyrants” – brutal and unscrupulous dictators, who had nevertheless up to that
point ensured order and some degree of secularity in
their states – was followed not by freedom, but by
chaos and the spread of the most radical Islam.
This policy – and this is the least that can be said –
did not achieve the promised results. Furthermore,
the growing disorder in the areas affected also caused
a gradual shift in the orientation of Western public
opinion, which is today much less favorable than yes-
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terday to give its approval to operations of regime
change. It has been a lesson in political realism, one
that has been bought at a very high price. The Libyan
chaos, more than any other event, has helped open the
eyes of those who, perhaps naively, had thought that it
was enough to demolish authoritarian regimes in order to have a better world, without caring too much
about the consequences. Barack Obama’s self-criticism eventually arrived to seal the judgment on the adventure in Libya, in the now famous interview with qÜÉ
^íä~åíáÅ in March. But it is above all in Syria that there
has been a gradual accumulation of events supporting
a profound rethink of the approach followed by the
West for years. One major effect was caused by the entrance onto the scene of the Islamic State, when everyone could see with their own eyes the horrors which the
forces fighting the Damascus regime were capable of,
and which were ready to profit from a collapse of the

Syrian state. IS made it clear that in Syria it was not a
fight between heroes and villains, but a bloody civil war,
with cruelty on both sides – a civil war, in fact, fueled
by the regional ambitions of states like Turkey and
Saudi Arabia on one side and Iran on the other.
It was, however, the intervention of the Russian
army in September 2015 that completely changed the
military situation on the ground and, with it, also the
political cards in the Syrian riddle. Moscow intervened
when the Damascus regime looked as if it were on the
brink of defeat. For this reason precedence was given,
in the war operations, to bombing in the west of the
country, mainly hitting the militias of Jabhat al-Nusra
and other groups that represented a more immediate
threat, leaving the war against the Islamic State for a
second moment. From the military point of view, the
results were important. The Syrian government was
propped up; the coastal zone stretching from Damaslongitude #60 - 6
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of success only if none of the
sides in the conflict can hope
to achieve a complete military
victory. With its two “surprise”
moves, Moscow aimed for this
result: first it secured, at least
for now, the power of Assad;
then, with the announcement
of its “withdrawal” from Syria, it
let it be known, on the other
hand, that the Kremlin is not
willing to help Assad seek a total military victory and that for
the Russians the only realistic
option remains the negotiating
table. Distancing itself in some
degree from its ally – some of
whose initiatives impeding
compromise it did not like, such
as unilaterally calling fresh elections to parliament and announcing it intends to “reconquer all Syrian territory” – Russia also gained credit as an interlocutor of some important
regional players: Israel and Saudi Arabia.
Russia, however, will not go
away: it will leave bases and soldiers. And, to make things clear,
it recalled that its troops are
ready to return in force “within
the space of 24 hours.” Moscow
is working to see that the ceasefire in force since February 27 is respected, but it is a selective ceasefire,
which several rebel groups have joined (the most sensitive to American pressure), but which explicitly excludes the militias of al-Nusra and IS. Against these
militias, described as “terrorists,” fighting continues, as
we saw in the reconquest of Palmyra and the battle
around Aleppo. Besides, from the political and military
standpoint, critical situations remain, especially on
the border with Turkey, which is determined to hinder,
also with arms, the advance of the Kurds who are contesting territory from the Islamic State. And above all,
IS remains, weakened but not defeated. A definitive defeat of IS, in fact, cannot be attained without a more
general political solution, involving all the regional actors, a solution only attainable via an accord between
the United States and Russia.
That was and is the key point in the complex Syrian crisis. It is true that each of the regional subjects involved (Iran, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Sunnis, Shiites and
Kurds) pursues its own political objectives, but their
freedom of movement would be drastically reduced by
an accord between the two major powers, who have the

A man carries an
injured child, April 18,
2016, after four rockets
fired from Syria,
slammed into the
southern Turkish town
of Kilis, the only town
in Turkey where
refugees from the war
in Syria now outnumber
Turkish locals.
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cus to Aleppo, the most densely inhabited one, was basically secured; a part of the lost territories returned to
the control of the loyalists; and many rebel supply
lines, which went across the Turkish border, were interrupted. The imposing deployment of air, missile
and naval forces also nipped in the bud the plans of
Turkey and Saudi Arabia to invade Syrian territory. In
short, Russian intervention reversed the direction of the
war, upsetting the power relations on the ground.
Moscow also showed it possessed unexpected resources in conducting, in a swift and effective way, a
modern war, reclaiming, for the first time since the
dissolution of the Soviet Union, a role of great power in
the decisive Middle Eastern scenario.
By intervening with its armed forces, a state takes
upon itself great risks. Theatres of war are full of traps,
the first being getting bogged down and worn out in a
dead-end situation. For this reason, right from the
start, alongside the military objective of consolidating
the Damascus regime and striking Islamist militias,
Russian action set itself a political goal: to favor a negotiated solution to the civil war. As is well known, a negotiated solution can be pursued with some prospect
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Russian soldiers walk
in the ancient Syrian
city of Palmyra on
March 31, 2016.
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main responsibility to end the war and find a new, stable set-up in the region. Furthermore, precisely thanks
to this “internationalization” of the crisis, which has
given the last word to Washington and Moscow, today
we can look with a pinch of optimism at the prospects
of the Syrian conflict. The collaboration between
Americans and Russians has already spawned one
important result: the ceasefire, imposed on their unruly allies, has substantially held until now, despite initial skepticism.
It is not the first time that an accord between Washington and Moscow has produced important results on
the Syrian scene: already in September 2013, at a most
delicate time in the conflict, the collaboration between
Russians and Americans permitted, in exchange for the
destruction of Damascus’s chemical arsenal, a lastminute halt to Western military intervention, which
would probably have provoked a Libya-style scenario
in Syria. But the most promising point of mutual understanding between the two countries was reached on
the occasion of the recent trip by John Kerry to Moscow
(March 24). The atmosphere of the talks was described
as “very cordial”: Kerry spoke for four hours with Sergey

Lavrov and four hours with Vladimir Putin, and on
both sides, despite permanent divergences, there was
no lack of public words of appreciation for the “constructive” role the respective partner had played. If
one thinks of the harsh criticism that came out of
Washington at the time of Russia’s intervention in Syria, the Moscow meeting marked a climate of unprecedented collaboration.
Above and beyond the signs of detente, the meeting also produced something that resembles, albeit in
an embryonic form, a “road map” to move towards
peace. Both sides urged the Damascus government
and the opposition to commit to “direct talks” and
agreed on the need to arrive at, by this coming August,
a rewriting of the Syrian Constitution and the start of
a process of transition with the participation of both the
forces currently in power and the forces in opposition.
There remains, naturally, the underlying disagreement on the destiny of Assad: for the Americans he
must go, for the Russians it is up to the Syrians to decide who they want to be governed by. But, on this
point too, positions seemed less irreconcilable. There
are those who note that Russia is interested in the in-
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tegrity of the Syrian state more than the permanence
of Assad in power. And that a new constitution, perhaps
ensuring for the president a role of symbolic representation more than executive power, could provide a
way out in which none of the sides loses face. Besides,
something appears to be moving in Damascus: the
document with which certain authoritative Alawite
personalities recently came out in favor of an integrated and pluralist Syria, marking their distance at the
same time from Assad, was without a doubt appreciated, also in Moscow, by those who are working for a
compromise solution.
More in general, with its effective Syrian campaign,
Russia has succeeded in getting out of the isolation into
which the Ukraine crisis had forced it and has shown
it is an international interlocutor that cannot easily
be dismissed. “It would be naive to expect a ‘Ukraine
for Syria’ bargain,” wrote Fyodor Lukyanov, a specialist in Russian foreign policy, in the cáå~åÅá~ä=qáãÉë
“but there is no doubt Moscow is taken more seriously than six months ago, and this will have an impact on
the Ukrainian talks.” We are still a very long way from
full-blown “detente” between the US and Russia, which

is hindered by a deep misunderstanding rooted in perceptions of the end of the Cold War: for the Americans
that war was “won” and that gives them the right to
build a world order founded on the hegemony of a
single great power, relegating Russia to a regional orbit; but for the Russians there were neither winners or
losers, something which authorizes them to demand a
partnership of equals, founded on respect for their
geopolitical interests. It is still a wide gap that has to be
bridged and no new “reset” is currently on the horizon.
But the Syrian crisis is there to show how there are
problems that only a dialogue between Washington
and Moscow can resolve.

US Secretary of State
John Kerry shakes
hands with Russian
President Vladimir
Putin as they meet at
the Kremlin in Moscow,
March 24, 2016.
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