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The multi-religious Syrian province of Aleppo lies in ruins; among other horrors witnessed by a team of foreign journalists, including myself, covering the uprising in Syria was the discovery of unexploded munitions in two obliterated schools and a church. The Russian-made MIGs had dumped their deadly cargo to clear the campuses of terrorists. 

 

Across northern Syria, November nights are windy and freezing cold. During the months of siege, food items have been short and ludicrously expensive, with women and children consequently malnourished and mentally exhausted. One cannot find a building safe from bullet holes. The sound of heavy machine guns and automatic rifles have come to symbolise life.

 

During much of November, makeshift hospitals have been a prime target of the regime’s jets and gunships – courtesy a thinned-out yet functional network of the regime’s spies. En route to the Turkish border, scores of decaying bodies of families hint at the heavy odds for Syrians on the way to migration.

 

During a week-long presence in Syria’s erstwhile business capital, one heard of over half a dozen instances of Bashar’s fighter jets targeting funeral processions.

 

One such scene was the most unforgettable.

 

Wrapped in white sheets of cloth, three coffins lay upside down next to charred corpses of a dozen mourners. About 400 meters ahead were three empty graves. The villagers said the procession could not escape the aerial bombing even while heading to the cemetery at night. Given the risk involved in elaborate funerals after the overnight raid, the massacre victims were buried in one huge pit.

 

Proven beyond doubt is the fact that the Iran-sponsored Ba’athist government has lost political and administrative control over much of the country. The regime’s superior airpower delivers the best against unarmed Syrian citizens. Following the fall of key air bases and high level en masse defections, attacking the Free Syrian Army (FSA)’s positions comes at a high price.

 

According to sources in Ankara, Syria has lost 142 fighter jets and gunship helicopters against shooting down one unarmed Turkish trainer jet in June. With the FSA possessing Russian ground-to-air missiles, the regime’s airpower is set to further diminish.

 

Thus far the Ba’athist ruler has acted with enormous impunity owing to his dual blackmail ie threat of chemical weapons’ use; and involvement of Al-Qeada in the armed resistance.

 

Notwithstanding heavy political and strategic losses, the regime has managed to keep the United States and its allies at bay. Even over 40,000 deaths since March 15, 2011 at the hand of the regime’s forces don’t weigh heavy on the world’s conscience. The prisoner of Damascus is well aware that, unlike Saddam Hussain, WMDs are his biggest bargaining chip. Assad’s sympathisers agree that there won’t be a Libya-style invasion of Syria. Nato’s Patriot missiles, which won’t be deployed in the next few weeks, “are merely symbolic in nature”. While the Patriot talk sells the Syrian war in Europe and the rest of the west, the same logic adds to Assad’s nuisance in the game.

 

The US State Department’s decision to designate Syria’s Jabhat al-Nusra Front as a global terrorist organisation over its alleged affiliation with Iraq-based Al-Qaeda is bound to backfire among Washington’s Arab allies as well as the resistance brigades. The anti-Americanism witnessed during my stay in northern Syria, is a shared feeling owing to the lack of American support to them since August 2011. Soon after the US media leaked the notification, many groups declared: “We are Jabhat al-Nusra”. The timing of the decision proves that Washington is again becoming part of the problem than the solution as militias have made significant gains to unite under the Free Syrian Army flag and by forming the Supreme Military Council.

 

Marginalising a group making about 10 percent of the entire resistance force and comprising the fiercest fighters on the Syrian soil should not have been a task for Washington. While some personality-driven conflict exists between commanders of FSA factions, anti-Assad solidarity along with global indifference have been uniting factors.

 

Late turncoats like General Manaf Tlass (Assad’s personal friend) and former premier Riyad Hijab face serious trust deficit within the Syrian National Council as well as the Free Syrian Army. The time is up for the transplanted dispensation, which claims to be ‘liberal’ as well as ‘democratic’.

 

From Tunisia to Egypt, the debate has revolved around liberal versus Islamist. This analogy is utterly misplaced. In reality, the struggle within the Middle East, including Syria, is being waged between the Arabist and the Islamist.

 

This is evident in current events in Egypt where the Arabists, on the one hand, opposed Mubarak but, on the other, stand united against the Islamists. President Morsi’s decision of cleansing the Egyptian system of Mubarak loyalists has exposed the sincerity of the Arabists, who consider the Islamists a bigger threat than their erstwhile Ba’athist masters.

 

The recent sanctions against Jabhat al-Nusra Front may spark the same fire within the Syrian people even prior to the fall of the Assad regime. Aleppo also signifies that the anti-Assad resistance is neither sectarian (as portrayed by the regime, Iran and Russia) nor solely faith-based. Actress Fadwa Sulieman (Alawite by sect) and SNC leader George Sabra (Christian by faith) belie pro-Assad propaganda of the resistance being sect- or faith-based.

 

Regardless of Russian backing or Iranian covert military support, the Ba’athist regime is set to collapse under its own weight. Despite Moscow’s supply of plane loads of Syrian currency notes and Iran’s free provision of petroleum and arms, the Arab republic has consumed half of its reserves. The earlier the regime falls, the better it will be for the Syrian as well as regional economy. 

 

As the Friends of Syria group meets in the Moroccan city of Marrakesh today (December 12), Russia may as well agree to a dispensation sans the Assad family. While a wider backing is likely for the reformed Syrian National Council and newly-formed Supreme Military Council, the US may also have to shun ambiguity. The military council already faces a challenging situation resulting from the US ban on Jabhat al-Nusra Front, as the outfit may take its own course instead of taking directions from the west-backed leaders.

 

Turkish diplomats have more work to do now in uniting the political and military dimensions of the Syrian uprising. Although Ankara has not openly expressed its frustration over the US role in Syria, insiders indicate that heated arguments continue between the two Nato members.

 

It is time for Pakistan to act with clarity. Islamabad is among a few Muslim capitals that still maintain diplomatic ties with Damascus. Repeating the same mistakes committed in the case of Libya won’t be wise. Pakistan should stand with the self-respecting people of Syria who have braved excessive firepower and sacrificed over 40,000 people for democracy. Notwithstanding the fact that Hafez Al-Assad gave refuge to Al-Zulfiqar operatives in the late 1970s and the early 1980s, the times have changed for both Syria and Pakistan. In sync with the precedent set by Pakistan’s first Foreign Minister Sir Zafarullah Khan, Islamabad should side with the people of Syria today as his Pakistan did for the decolonising states in Africa and Asia alike.

 

