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Surrounded by the Turkish veteran member of NATO in the north, the Israeli NATO partner
and  the  navy  fleets  of  the  member  states  patrolling  the  Mediterranean  in  the  west,  the
alliance’s Jordanian partner in the south, and in the east hosting a NATO mission in Iraq,
which is expected to develop into the 12th Arab partner, and lonely swimming in a sea of
the Arab and Israel strategic allies of the United States, the Syrian regime of President
Bashar al-Assad stands as the Yugoslavia of the Middle East, that has to join the expansion
southward of  the North Atlantic  Treaty Organization as well  as the “new world order”
engineered by the U.S. unipolar power, kicked out as the odd regional number, or join Iraq
and Libya in being bombed down to the medieval ages.

Following its latest military success in opening the Libyan gate to Africa, the U.S. – led NATO
seems about to recruit its 13th Arab “partner,” thus paving the way for the United States to
move  its  Africom  HQ  from  Germany  to  the  continent  after  removing  the  Gaddafi  regime,
which opposed both this move and the French – led Mediterranean Union (MU), a removal
that is in itself, for all realpolitic reasons, a threatening warning to the neighboring Algeria to
soften its opposition to both Africa hosting Africom and NATO expanding southward and to
drop off whatever reservations it still has to the revival of the MU, which lost its Egyptian co-
chair with President Nicolas Sarkozy with the removal of former president Hosni Mubarak
from power in Cairo.

The U.S. and NATO are poised now to shift focus from Arab North Africa to the Arab Levant
to deal with the last Syrian obstacle to their regional hegemony. The U.S. administration of
President Barak Obama seems now determined to make or break with the al-Assad regime,
distancing itself from decades long policy of crisis management pursued by predecessor
U.S.  administrations  vis-à-vis  Syria,  which  stands  now  in  the  Middle  East  as  former
Yugoslavia stood in the wake of the collapse of the former Soviet Union when a series of
ethnic and religious wars wrecked it, creating from its wreckage several new states, until
the Serbian core of the Yugoslav union was bombed by NATO in 1999 to make Serbia now a
hopeful member of the alliance.

However international and regional strategic geopolitical factors are turning Syria into a
border red line that might either herald a new era of multipolar world order, which puts an
end to the U.S. unipolar order, if the U.S. led alliance fails to change the Syrian regime, or
completes a U.S. – NATO total regional hegemony that would preclude such a long awaited
outcome, if it succeeds:

* Internally, the infrastructure of the state is strong, the military, security, diplomatic and
political  ruling  establishment  stands  coherent,  unified  and  potent,  and  economically  the
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state  is  not  burdened  with  foreign  debt  and  is  self-sufficient  in  oil,  food  and  consumer
products.  Imposing  a  complete  suffocating  economic  and  diplomatic  siege  on  the  country
seems impossible. What is more important politically is the fact that the pluralistic diversity
of  the  large  Syrian  religious  and  sectarian  minorities  deprives  the  major  and  better
organized Islamist opposition of the Muslim Brotherhood of the leading role it enjoys in the
protests of what has been termed the “Arab Spring” in Tunisia, Egypt and Yemen.

* Contrary to western analyses, which expect the change of regimes by the “Arab Spring” to
be a motivating drive for a similar change in Syria, the changes were bad examples for
Syrians. The destruction of the infrastructure of the state, especially in Iraq and Libya, and
leaving their national decision making to NATO and U.S., at least out gratefulness to their
roles in the change, is not viewed by the overwhelming majority of the Syrians, including the
mainstream opposition inside the country, as an acceptable and feasible price for change
and reform. The Arab Egyptian veteran and internationally prominent journalist, Mohammed
Hassanein Heikal, in an interview with the Qatar based Aljazeera satellite TV Arabic channel,
cited these bad Iraqi and Libyan examples as alienating the Syrian middle class in major city
centers away from supporting the protests demanding change of regime; he even accused
Aljazeera of “incitement” against the Syrian regime of al-Assad.

* This overall internal situation continues to deter outside intervention on the one hand and
on the other explains why the opposition has so far failed to launch even one protest of the
type that moved out millions of people to the streets as was and is the case in Tunisia,
Egypt, Bahrain and Yemen, especially in major population centers like the capital Damascus,
Aleppo, both which are home to about ten million people.

* Moreover, the resort of a minority of Islamists to arms allegedly to defend the protesters
has backfired, alienating the public in general, the minorities in particular, and highlighting
their external sources of funds and arming, thus vindicating the regime’s accusation of the
existence of an outside “conspiracy,” but more importantly diverting the media spotlight
away from the peaceful protests, weakening these protests by driving away more people
from joining them out of fear for personal safety as proved by the dwindling numbers of
protesters, and dragging the opposition into a field of struggle where the regime is definitely
the strongest at least in the absence of external military intervention that is not forthcoming
in any foreseeable future, a fact that was confirmed in the Libyan capital Tripoli on October
31  by  NATO  Secretary-General  Anders  Fogh  Rasmussen:  “NATO  has  no  intention  (to
intervene) whatsoever. I can completely rule that out,” Reuters quoted him as saying.

* Geopolitically, it is true that western powers after WW1 succeeded in cutting historical
Syria to its present day size, but Syrian pan-Arab ideology and influence is still up to historic
Syria, and is still consistent with what the late Princeton scholar Philip K. Hitti called (quoted
by Robert D. Kaplan in Foreign Policy on April 21, 2011) “Greater Syria” — the historical
antecedent of the modern republic – “the largest small country on the map, microscopic in
size but cosmic in influence,” encompassing in its geography, at the confluence of Europe,
Asia, and Africa, “the history of the civilized world in a miniature form”. Kaplan commented:
“This is not an exaggeration, and because it is not, the current unrest in Syria is far more
important than unrest we have seen anywhere in the Middle East.” The change of the
regime in Syria will not bring security and stability to the region; on the contrary, it will open
a regional Pandora box. Syrian President al-Assad was very well aware of this geopolitical
reality when he told Britain’s Sunday Telegraph recently in a weekend interview that Syria
“is the (region’s) fault line, and if you play with the ground, you will cause an earthquake”.
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* The regional repercussions of a sectarian civil war in Syria are a deterrent factor against
both  militarization  of  pro-reform peaceful  protests  and  foreign  military  intervention  in
support thereof. Therefore, when NATO and the U.S. pressure or encourage their regional
allies in Turkey and the GCC Arab countries to foment Sunni sectarian strife in the Syrian
ally of Shiite Iran as a prelude to civil war, their only pretext for military intervention, they
are  in  fact  playing  with  a  regional  fire  that  will  not  save  neither  the  perpetrators  nor  the
“vital” interests of their NATO-U.S. sponsors.

* Regionally, Iran’s possible loss of its Syrian bridge to the Mediterranean, while its routes to
the strategic sea could easily be closed via the Gulf, the Arabian Sea, the Bab-el-Mandeb
Strait,  the Red sea and the Suez Canal  by the fifth  and sixth  U.S.  fleets  as  well  as  the by
fleets of the NATO member states and Israel, and pro- U.S. governments overlooking these
sea lanes, is an Iranian red line the trespassing of which could create a situation fraught
with potential risks of regional war eruption.

* Regionally also, less a U.S. – NATO decision to go to an all out war on Iran and Syria,
military intervention in Syria would not be on the agenda unless guarantees are in place
that Israel will be out of reach of expected Iranian and Syrian retaliation.

*  The timing of  the  U.S.  –  NATO shift  of  focus  on  Syria  coincides  with  a  deadlocked
Palestinian – Israeli peace process and the failure of Barak Obama administration to deliver
on its promises to its Arab allies, thus alienating the most moderate among them, namely
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, who is still being pushed to a collision course with
the American sponsor of the process by the U.S. – led international campaign against his
overdue bid to secure the recognition of Palestine as a full member of the United Nations.

The failure of the U.S. peace mediator applies more counterproductively to the Syrian –
Israeli peace making. Al-Assad regime came to power in a coup d’etat with the precise aim
of engaging the U.S. – sponsored peace process in the Middle East. More than forty years
later the United States has yet to deliver. This failure erodes the influence of the moderate
pro-U.S. Arabs, stands as the biggest obstacle to building a U.S. – Arab – Israeli front against
Iran, which is an American and Israeli regional priority, and adds ammunition and forces to
the Syrian protagonist. Abbas’ reconciliation accord with the Syrian – based Hamas is a good
example to ponder in this context; another is the Palestinian leader’s latest pronounced
option of dissolving the self-ruled Palestinian Authority under Israeli military occupation,
which would be a death blow to the Arab – Israeli peace process.

* This failure of the U.S. “sponsorship” was a major contributing factor to the
changes of the “Arab Spring” in a chain of pro-U.S. Arab regimes in Egypt,
Tunisia  and  Yemen.  However  this  failure  vindicates  Syria’s  “resistance”
ideology, justifies its strategic defensive coordination with Iran, reinforces the
popular support for both countries in the region, and gives credibility to the
argument of the regime in Damascus that the U.S. and NATO are fueling Syrian
protests  in  the  name of  change  and  reform,  but  in  fact  exploiting  these
protests to “change the regime” and replace it with one that is more willing to
accept the Israeli – U.S. dictates for peace making.

* The scheduled withdrawal of U.S. combat forces from Iraq by the end of the
year is another regional adverse factor against military intervention in Syria.
This withdrawal is leaving Iraq unquestionably under a pro – Iran ruling regime.
Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki was on record in opposing regime change in
Syria  precisely  because of  the Iranian influence.  Iraq is  now overtly  replacing
Turkey  as  a  strategic  depth  for  its  Syrian  western  neighbor,  providing  a
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strategic link between the allies in Damascus and Tehran, after Turkey’s U-turn
on its “strategic cooperation” with Syria, its U-turn on its nine-year old “zero
problem based relations” with Arab and Islamic neighbors, and its subscription
to NATO and U.S. plans for Syria as a member and ally respectively.

* Internationally, the latest Russian and Chinese vetoes at the UN Security
Council is indication enough that the U.S. – NATO endeavor to change the
Syrian regime has trespassed another red line. Loosing its navy facilities in
Syria would leave Russia out of the Mediterranean Sea and render it a U.S. –
NATO  lake.  China  whose  competitive  edge  in  Africa  is  being  challenged
following the change of regime in Libya would view the fall of Syria to become
a U.S. – NATO launching ground against Iran as a real threat to its similarly
competitive partnership with Iran. Chasing Beijing also out of Iran will render
the emerging Chinese economic giant at the mercy of NATO partners if they
succeed in securing their control over Iran and Syria because such a control
will secure also their control of both strategic oil reserves in the Middle East
and central Asia. This is absolutely a Chinese red line.

* Diplomatically, U.S. – NATO plans of military intervention in Syria has been
denied any cover of United Nations legitimacy by the Russian and Chinese
vetoes. Legitimacy of the Arab League is still lacking; freezing the membership
of a member state, like was the case with Libya, needs consensus, which is not
forthcoming.

TWO OPTIONS

This is the geopolitical strategic context in which the Syrian pro-democracy transformation
is desperately trying to survive the U.S. – NATO undemocratic means of coercing Syria into
compliance.  Both mainstream opposition inside the country  and the ruling regime are
almost in consensus on reforms and fundamental changes that will move Syria to what is
being now termed as “the second republic” through dialogue.

Both this opposition and the regime are on record against the militarization of the peaceful
popular  protests  demanding  reform  and  change  and  more  adamantly  against  foreign
intervention whatever form it takes, but both are seeking internal national unity as well as
foreign support for a package of reforms inclusive of lifting the martial law, limiting the role
of intelligence arms of the state to national security, empowering the civil society, curbing
political and economic corruption, political pluralism, competitive elections, changing party,
electoral and media laws, balancing the executive – legislative power, promoting judiciary
and rule of law, and more importantly ending the constitutional Baath Party monopoly of
power. Carnegie Endowment in its “Reform in Syria: Steering between the Chinese Model
and Regime Change” of July 2006 proposed most of the reforms. In less than six months,
President al-Assad has already issued successive presidential decrees enacting all these
reforms.

However the U.S. – NATO axis of “the responsibility to protect” advocates are persistent on
creating facts on the ground that would empower them for foreign intervention and place
them in a position to trade their support of this reform package internally in exchange
externally for Syrian foreign policy agenda, which has nurtured during four decades of al-
Assad rule a network of regional and international alliances that enabled Syria to maintain a
defense option in its 44-year old struggle to liberate the Israeli – occupied Syrian Golan
Heights and to stand steadfast against dictating conditions on Damascus to make peace
with Israel on Israeli terms.
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These adverse factors leave the U.S. and NATO with two options:

First pressuring NATO member, Turkey, to discard its nine-year old “zero-problem based
relations” with its regional neighbors to what Liam Stack described in the New York Times
on October 27 as “hosting an armed opposition group waging an insurgency … amid a
broader Turkish campaign to undermine Mr. Assad’s government” in its southern Syrian
neighbor,  which  is  the  same  reason  why  Turkey  has  been  for  years  waging  military
incursions into Iraq and why Ankara was on the brink of war with Syria late in 1990s.

Second, to escalate the militarization of the peaceful protests. On August 14, 2011, Israel’s
Debka Intelligence news reported that developments in Syria point to a full-fledged armed
insurgency,  integrated  by  Islamist  “freedom  fighters”  covertly  supported,  trained  and
equipped by foreign powers. According to Israeli intelligence sources: NATO headquarters in
Brussels and the Turkish high command are drawing up plans … to arm the rebels with
weapons for combating the tanks and helicopters … NATO strategists are thinking more in
terms of  pouring large quantities  of  anti-tank and anti-air  rockets,  mortars  and heavy
machine guns into the protest centers … The delivery of weapons to the rebels is to be
implemented “overland,  namely  through Turkey and under  Turkish  army protection  …
According  to  Israeli  sources,  which  remain  to  be  verified,  NATO  and  the  Turkish  High
command, also contemplate the development of  a “jihad” involving the recruitment of
thousands  of  Islamist  “freedom  fighters”,  reminiscent  of  the  enlistment  of  Mujahideen  to
wage the CIA’s jihad (holy war) in the heyday of the Soviet-Afghan war … Also discussed in
Brussels  and Ankara,  our  sources report,  is  a  campaign to enlist  thousands of  Muslim
volunteers  in  Middle  East  countries  and  the  Muslim  world  to  fight  alongside  the  Syrian
rebels. The Turkish army would house these volunteers, train them and secure their passage
into Syria!

The editorial board opinion of The Washington Post on September 28, 2011 had a foresight:
“The appearance of such forces is not to be welcomed, even by those hoping for an end to
the Assad regime.”

However, the U.S. and NATO seem now in a race against time in pursuing exactly that goal
through those two options to preclude the implementation of the Syrian package of reforms,
until the ruling regime is coerced into compliance to trade their support of these reforms for
the current Syrian foreign policy agenda.

But because the Syrian foreign policy, like the foreign policy of all countries, serves the
internal  prerogatives in the first  place,  which is  in the Syrian case the liberation of  Syria’s
Israeli-occupied lands, Syria is not expected to comply. Therefore the Syrian “resistance”
continues, and the regional conflict as well.

Nick Cohen wrote in The Jewish Chronicle on August 30 this year: “Syria is a story that cries
out for coverage. But it is not receiving the play it deserves.” Cohen was and is still right,
but he has yet to address Syria from a completely different approach.

* Nicola Nasser is a veteran Arab journalist based in Bir Zeit, West Bank of the Israeli-
occupied Palestinian territories.

* nassernicola@ymail.com   
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