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No Fundamental Change Expected in the Fight

against the Islamic State — For Now
Shimon Stein and Shlomo Brom

The high casualty coordinated terror attacks inisPattributed to the Islamic State
exposed severe intelligence failures and a lackamperation — or a willingness to
cooperate — among European countries in the stuggainst the Islamic State, and
assigned the threat, yet once more, to a highiposin the international agenda. French
President Francois Hollande declared that Francat iwar, and in the wake of this
declaration, French warplanes bombed Islamic Siatgets in Syria, and a French
aircraft carrier was moved to the eastern Mediteyaa. President Hollande also turned
to EU members with a request for assistance, armgarbdorming an international

coalition for war against the Islamic State. Theruément efforts included meetings
with the Presidents of the US and Russia, Germam€Hlor Angela Merkel, and British

Prime Minister David Cameron. This was in pardéehn attempt to pass a resolution in
the UN Security Council that would clear the way fdlitary action.

Hollande obtained declarations of support and esgioas of readiness to extend any
necessary aid. But will the Paris attacks, alontl whe downing of a Russian passenger
plane over Sinai in October, and the shooting kttacCalifornia on December 2, 2015,
mark a turning point in the struggle against thHansc State, or will the response be
simply “more of the same”? It is also unclear how €xpanded coalition formed through
the French efforts will fit with the US-led inteti@nal coalition, or alternatively, with
the Russian-led coalition in Syria incorporatingnirand Hezbollah, and last but not least
the decision taken by Saudi Arabia to form an Istaamti-terror coalition.

Ultimately, the issue is whether these recent teattacks have changed the central
parameters of the Syrian theater in general andttioggle against the Islamic State in
particular; or whether these attacks are even dapaibfundamentally changing the
reality in these arenas. Has there been a changigeirmap of interests of the local,
regional, and global parties involved in the Syraisis? If so, has such a change resulted
in a willingness in principle to change the natof¢he war against the Islamic State, and
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to move from low intensity aerial attacks (relatieethe wars conducted in Afghanistan,
Irag, and- despite the differencesthe action against Serbia), accompanied by limited
commando activity, to a war with “boots on the grdyi i.e., significant ground forces of
states in and outside the region? Is there annatienal consensus to temporarily
abandon the struggle to remove the Assad regimecliwin the eyes of many, is the
source of the Syrian crisis) for the sake of figbtithe Islamic State, as well as to
cooperate with the Russian-led coalition?

Saudi Arabia still sees Assad, an ally of Iranaasajor threat that must be removed; at
the same time, it perceives the Islamic State nbt oot as a threat to be removed, but as
an element that assists in the struggle againshdAdsanian support for Assad and its
participation in the war against the Islamic State thorns in the Saudi side, and from
Riyadh’s perspective the struggle against the Iel&8tate will harm its fight against Iran.
For these reasons, even if Saudi Arabia expresggsod for the French initiative, it is
doubtful whether this will translate into any surgtve measure. Beyond this, the ability
of Saudi Arabia and its Gulf allies to send figlgtilorces to Syria is extremely limited, as
long as they are invested in the war underway iméfe

Although Iran views the Islamic State as a thri¢éas, doubtful whether Tehran will focus
efforts on a war against the Islamic State attime, when its main energies in Syria, as
well as those of Russia, are directed at militastyoa to protect the territory controlled
by the Assad regime — activity that is almost ehyirdirected against anti-Assad
opposition forces other than the Islamic State. ukthler question is whether the
eradication of the Islamic State is an Iranianriedég or whether it would be better for
Iran to have a weakened Islamic State as opposaddoonstitution of a Sunni coalition
that would focus its struggle against Iran.

Regarding the US, despite the fact that there bas bo change in the goal set by Obama
— to contain and ultimately destroy the Islamict&ta in practice, as the President
expressed in his December 14, 2015 address, herptefcontinue a policy of controlled
escalation. The administration fears a slippenpslthat would drag the US into the
Syrian morass, and it is thus doubtful whether Plagis and California incidents will
generate a qualitative change in American militatgrvention in Syria. It thus follows
that the US will continue to focus on aerial atggberhaps with an expanded presence
and scope of activity for special forces. At thensaime, Obama seems to be showing a
willingness to give the diplomatic process a chamgéelaying Assad’s removal — which
until now had been a declared American objectiventhis perspective, the Russian
involvement in Syria, along with the Islamic Stat#tacks in Europe and the United
States, holds the possibility of creating a supperbackground for promotion of a
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political settlement in Syria. This possibility wasflected in the somewhat broader
consensus among the parties in at the Novemberitalkienna on Syria.

Following Turkey’'s downing of a Russian plane onvBimber 24, there is even less
chance that Turkey will interfere militarily in Sgr and certainly would not coordinate
and cooperate with Russia. Moreover, the US willegs to suspend the direct fight
against the Assad regime intensifies Turkish agardo fighting against the Islamic

State, out of a fear that this will increase thev@oand influence of Syria’s Kurds and
strengthen their control over the Syrian territbordering Turkey, as they are the only
reliable ground force on the scene.

Regarding Russia, even prior to the downing of dlrplane over Sinai and the Paris
attacks, Moscow had decided to increase its prefgaificantly in the Syrian crisis. This
decision itself was unrelated to action againstiskemic State, although it was presented
as Russia’s declared objective. The purpose oRtissian intervention relates to the real
threat of Syrian opposition forces on the territmgntrolled by Assad. Fear of the
regime’s collapse and the subsequent loss of tlsiBu strategic stronghold in Syria are
what propelled Moscow to military involvement. Ither words, Russian military action
against the Islamic State is only a secondary raptimdertaken as a minimal fulfillment
of an ostensible obligation. Nevertheless, Rus#iensified its aerial attacks against the
Islamic State in the wake of the attack on the Rmsairliner, and presumably if Russia
succeeds in stabilizing the Assad regime’s militsityation, it will reinforce its military
struggle against the Islamic State, which has reatiseveral thousand Russian citizens,
mainly from the Caucasus.

Continued Russian attacks in Syria, and the retdirmeterans of the war in Syria to
Russia, will also likely increase the threat o&islc terror within Russia itself, and hence
the conflict between Russia and Islamic State. RfmenRussian perspective, despite the
risk involved in increased military activity agairtee Islamic State, joining France in an
anti-terror coalition — while the US continues ek a low profile within the coalition it
heads — will help drive a wedge between EuropethedJS. Participating in the French
coalition will also help President Vladimir Putictaeve some relief from the sanctions
imposed on Russia due to its actions in Ukrainenethough at this stage, the West
seems uninterested in linking the crises. ThessiRugonsiderations will apparently not
translate into a Russian willingness to employ ificemt ground forces in Syria — even
though such a decision can be taken in Moscow withay public debate on the matter.

In contrast to Russia, it is almost certain tha Baris attacks will change, to some
extent, the conduct of the European countries air truggle against terror within their
borders, especially against the backdrop of thelligence-security failures that have
surfaced. However, due to a conflict of interestwag the major players in the Syrian
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conflict, and due to their aversion to place grofmdes in Syria, the current pattern of
action of the European players will likely continw least for the foreseeable future —
although perhaps with increased aerial and commaaxtivities. While additional
showcase attacks by the Islamic State in EuropssiRuand the US may, in the longer
term, lead to changes in the basic approach irstituggle, there are no current signs of
this. Nor does it appear that the apparent USmglless to concede temporarily on the
removal of Assad will indeed help advance a pdltmrocess. One of the results of such
a process would be a concentrated effort agaiesistamic State. However, it is unclear
whether the change in US policy is sufficient taleh a meaningful political process.
After all, it is doubtful that it will be possibl® initiate a concrete process in the absence
of a fundamental change in the balance of powethenground, especially when the
opposition to Assad is so divided and the intere§texternal actors are diametrically
opposed.

One month after the Paris attacks, it appearsttiegaépisode has not proven a formative
event that will lead to a paradigm shift in dealimigh the Islamic State — neither as to the
fighting in Syria and Iraq, nor regarding the stlegwith the internal European terror
threat. Given this conspicuous gap between rhetorit deed about fighting the Islamic
State threat, one is reminded of the Carl Sandlineg“Sometime they’ll give a war and
nobody will come.”
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