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 The shadow of the past sometimes provides illusory and distorted images.  As I argued in 

a recent CGAI paper (“Boots on or off the Ground,” www.cgai.ca), the incorrect conclusion from 

the ill-considered and disastrous US 2003 invasion of Iraq and the subsequent chaos from the 

2011 military interventions in Libya and diplomatic interventions in Egypt is that direct 

intervention is likely to yield no or worse results and is therefore to be avoided at all costs.  The 

timing coincides with the economic fallout and domestic political pressure from the ongoing 

2008 recession, itself tied indirectly to the profligate defence spending of the Bush 

Administration, which reduced the possibility of countercyclical fiscal stimulus to respond to the 

housing and financial collapse.  What we see in altogether too clear relief now is that non-

intervention itself has disastrous consequences.  On the contrary, non-intervention by the West 

has opened the way for considerable increases in regional intervention by the Gulf states and 

Saudi Arabia on one side, and by Iran on the other, as well as a building and seemingly 

permanent military commitment by Russia to the Assad regime. 

 Estimates of the Syrian conflagration range from 140,000-330,000 killed, and about 11 

million, or half the population, displaced.  Besides the use of chemical weapons, the Assad 

regime has been accused of using barrel bombs.  Both the regime and the rebel sides have been 

accused of numerous human rights violations in terms of treatment of captured soldiers.  

Precious historical ruins and cultural landmarks have been wiped out.  The economy has shrunk 

in half, and much of the infrastructure and urban landscape are in ruins.  As we know, the end 

result is a mass and seemingly unstoppable exodus of migrants to Europe.  Consider that the 

Rwandan death toll was an estimated 800,000-1 million, the Bosnian conflict a report 105,000, 

and Cambodia under Pol Pot around 2 million, and we can see that the Syrian conflict has 

reached the proportions of historical disaster.  It is not far-fetched to see that in a few years, we 

may see the non-intervention as malignant as that in Rwanda.  Certainly the level of funding and 

humanitarian assistance pales in comparison with that spent on military forces by all sides, 

including the US Defence Department, which reported that it had spent some $3.87 billion as of 

Aug. 31, 2015 in operations against ISIL. 

On top of all of these well-reported effects are the unknown effects of the continuing 

deterioration of the Syrian state.  In the unlikely event the Assad regime eventually wins, it is 

likely to provide a permanent base for Russian and Iranian presence in the sub-region, including 

ramped up possibilities for supporting Hezbollah, further enflaming Israeli fears.  If the regime 

falls, as looked quite possible in the days leading to the Russian escalation (as well as at several 

point earlier in the conflict, including when Obama refused to act on Assad’s use of chemical 

weapons), when Idlib fell and an offensive by al-Nusra on Latakia seemed possible, we are 

looking at the first ISIS or al Qaeda state on the border with Israel and a stone’s throw from 

Turkey and Europe.  This would be in addition to the enclaves already carved out in Nigeria, 
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Yemen, Somalia and parts of Afghanistan and Pakistan.  The result would be continual conflict 

with neighbours, not least in Sunni areas of Iraq and against Kurds.  Such a result would, 

needless to say, be devastating for states around the region, including Western allies and Israel. 

Russian soldiers are not likely to engage in combat.  The main effect they have on the 

battlefield is to reduce the possibility of the West instilling a no fly zone over parts of Syria in 

order to shield the moderate forces, something it should have done long ago.  Early reports 

indicate the Russians, like Assad, do not see ISIS as the key target.  With the ample use of cruise 

missiles, multiple bombing raids, and the employ of Iranian and Hezbollah troops alongside 

Assad’s, there is a new momentum afield against al-Nusra and Western- and Saudi/Gulf-

affiliated groups.  However, the momentum depends on continuing to gain ground within a 

reasonable timeframe, and is countered by the rebel groups who have newly acquired TOW anti-

tank missiles, thus somewhat neutralizing the offensive.  Meanwhile, the West has been trying to 

arm moderate Arab forces to work with the Kurds and make a push on Raqqa, the ISIS regional 

capital.  However, the Turks are undermining the effort by attacking the Kurds, and the local 

Arab groups, probably correctly, doubt their ability to merge with the Kurds or the latter’s 

intentions to fight ISIS beyond a cordon of their traditional northeastern Syrian corridor.   The 

third alternative and most likely outcome for the short- to medium-term therefore is continued 

stagnation.  In the long-term, the US seems to be reconciling itself with the more compromising 

stances of its European allies towards tolerating Assad’s continuation in power as a way to end 

the conflict. 

The consequences for any of these three outcomes are clear- continued loss of life and 

injury, increasing displacement, inability to reach peace in Iraq, and the creation of a permanent 

haven for radicals from around the world to come to train and fight.  Even if Assad wins, as 

appears likely in the long-run, his very victory will inspire further insurgency.  The destabilizing 

effects will be felt far beyond the region, but most acutely in Iraq, where the state will continue 

to fail and may fragment permanently, Turkey, given its renewed war with the Kurds, and 

Jordan, already on the brink given the overflow of refugees it has managed so far.  In the short-

run, Turkey has negotiated use of its air bases to the US in order to bomb the Kurdish enclaves in 

Syria, but in the long-run it will face a hostile and volatile set of neighbours in ISIS and al-Nusra, 

who will continue to smuggle in arms, fighters, and oil out of Turkey. 

 Given such conditions, how could intervention possibly proceed, beyond setting up more 

vigorous humanitarian aid?  We need to acknowledge that the assumptions used to exclude any 

intervention are false.  The first is that the Iraq invasion and Libyan interventions failed, and 

therefore an intervention in Syria is both doomed and unjustifiable.  In fact, the two situations 

while related, could not be more different in nature.  The Iraq invasion was based on false 

premises of wmd and lacked any clear mission, which started as a democratic conversion but 

became simply getting out without appearing to lose the country, as in Vietnam.  The mistakes in 

hindsight seem clear from the disbanding of the army to the ignorance of the growing Sunni 

disaffection.  In Libya, there was an impending humanitarian crisis and protracted civil war on 

the horizon.  While there is instability, that should be compared to the brutality of the Qadaffi 

regime, responsible for the Lockerbie bombings and supporter for many years of terrorism.  To 
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have tolerated the razing of the Benghazi and the continuation of the Qadaffi regime into another 

generation would have been a humanitarian disaster, with little prospect of change.  Long-term 

dictatorial regimes present limited windows of opportunity for change, and they must be seized 

upon before they close, as might now be the case in Egypt, where the Brotherhood is likely to go 

underground and being low level conflict again. 

The situation in Syria is even more acute that that of Libya.  It is one of actual (not 

impending) state failure, creating a vacuum of power which roughly balanced opposing interests 

are determined to grind through without regard to the consequences because losing appears to 

them to be so much worse.  In a situation of state failure and amidst humanitarian disaster, the 

international community not only has an obligation but an interest to intervene to reduce the 

effects of the catastrophe and prevent worse ones, including geopolitical repercussions, from 

occurring.  There is one point which gave rise to all of the opposition and is the sticking point 

that has stalled any diplomatic solution, and that is Assad’s insistence on staying in power.  Once 

the US acquiesces to this for the short-run, the transition may never come.  The second is that it 

seems impossible to find and support any moderate forces in Syria.  Yet, as has been well-

documented, the moderate forces have shrunk for lack of support, both financial and military, 

and specifically, for the unwillingness of the US to make Assad, as opposed to ISIS, the primary 

target.  In desperation and for better resources, they have joined al-Nusra and ISIS.  But if an 

alternative existed, many might defect, eventually providing a viable alternative to Assad and 

radicalism, thus the Russians and Assad have made fighting ISIS a lower priority.  The concern 

that any Western intervention risks spreading the conflict out into an international one.  This is a 

moot point as we noted, since the current situation already has global effects.  Russian escalation 

is not likely to reach proportions of direct ground engagement.  Therefore, its objectives are 

foremost defensive in nature, to save Assad, and thus ensuring no resolution but his victory will 

bring peace. 

 Given the human rights violations of the regime, as well as its unacceptability to the vast 

Sunni majority, it is impossible to see any long-term scenario in which Assad stays in office or 

holds elections for cronies as being tenable.  Russian and Iranian intervention has kept him in 

power up to this point, but more important still, has been the unwillingness of the West to instill 

any serious counter effort.  The fact that we do not have good theories of how to intervene to 

salvage dysfunctional regimes does not absolve the rest of the world its responsibility to 

intervene in disaster situations, if for no other reason to mitigate the damage around a 

humanitarian black hole, where conflict spirals out of control, sucking in neighbouring countries 

and creating global impacts in the process. 

The West’s reluctance to intervene early on, including the crucial decision not to punish 

Assad for the use of chemical weapons, is justified by the statement that the opposition forces 

were not well-organised.  However, the lack of intervention has increasingly radicalized and 

decimated whatever moderate forces existed at the outset, and opened the way for jihadis from 

around the world to enter into what was once a moderate and relatively secular state.  The policy 

of providing air cover for the Iraqi forces has yielded no significant results in terms of the 

recapture of territory, and there are no moderate forces in Syria to provide air cover for.  Clearly 
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ground forces are needed.  Indeed, we should recall that ISIS has been defeated, in Kobane, by 

Kurdish forces.  There is also a small haven in southern Syrian near the Jordanian border where 

some moderate forces have potential.  Protecting these territorial havens would not require US 

troops.  A multilateral force from the UN and an enforced no fly zone would be sufficient to set 

up refugee camps and buffer zones from the conflict.  The havens can moreover provide space 

for refugees and the ability and motivation to rally and assemble moderates into a fighting force.  

This would be a far cry from inserting a handful of moderate fighters into the lion’s den of al-

Nusra or ISIS where they are paid more or killed or kidnapped.  These havens could then 

effectively chip away at ISIS’ and al-Nusra’s migration and smuggling routes into Turkey, 

dealing serious blows to their flows of manpower, oil revenues, and arms imports. 

Turkey would likely raise objections as it would solidify the area of Kurdish control in 

northeastern Syria, but we should remember that the Kurds are the most moderate and secular 

force in the region, and the only proven fighting force, having defeated ISIS at Kobane.  

Russians and Iranians would bellow as well, but how could they argue against humanitarian 

intervention to create safe zones?  Moreover, their logistical reach is far more limited than would 

be that of a Western multinational force or Western airpower.  There are reports of World War II 

era equipment and cruise missiles meant for Syria landing in Iran, which deflate the myths 

around their capability.  To cede them free reign while decrying our own intervention is self-

contradictory.  The havens would instantly reduce migration to Europe, Turkey, and Jordan and 

so be well worth the investment.  Compare them to the thousands of dollars spent to mount 

marginally effective bombing campaigns, and, more starkly, to the costs of a country in ruins and 

the continuing disasters already discussed.  It is likely that the Gulf States and Saudi Arabia, as 

well as other partners from around the world, such as Japan, could be recruited to cover some of 

the costs of humanitarian aid.  Most importantly, the leverage gained from creating these havens 

would weaken both Assad and the al-Nusra and ISIS, to the point where they might be more 

willing to reach a bargain, with Assad stepping down on the one hand, the newly protected 

moderate forces taking over on the other, and al-Nusra and ISIS losing steam as anti-Assad 

forces change allegiance now that they have a viable alternative.  The previous success of the 

surge in Iraq shows that forces that we think are irremediably religious zealots can be swayed 

back with the expenditure of resources, a good short-term fix until an acceptable peace can be 

established, and far cheaper than the haphazard fledgling current strategy of bombing 

incessantly.  The same kind of playbook could start to be constructed for other trouble spots 

around the world, from Libya to Somalia, ensuring we learn from the lessons of the past two 

decades and giving the moderates (and the world) a chance to finally realise the fruits of the 

Arab Spring.  No one should be or need be abandoned to dictators. 


