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BEIRUT (AP) - The U.S. and its allies are trying to hammer out a coalition to push back the Islamic State group in Iraq. But any serious attempt to destroy the militants or even seriously degrade their capabilities means targeting their infrastructure in Syria.

That, however, is far more complicated. If it launches airstrikes against the group in Syria, the U.S. runs the risk of unintentionally strengthening the hand of President Bashar Assad, whose removal the West has actively sought the past three years. Uprooting the Islamic State group, which has seized roughly a third of Syria and Iraq, may potentially open the way for the Syrian army to fill the vacuum.

The alternative would be to finally get serious about arming the mainstream Western-backed rebels fighting to topple Assad. But there is a reason the administration of President Barack Obama has been deeply reluctant to throw its weight behind them.

The relatively moderate rebel factions fighting in Syria are in tatters. There are no secular groups, and the strongest factions are Islamic groups, many of which work with al-Qaida's official branch in Syria, the Nusra Front.

The Nusra Front, which has somewhat dropped from international headlines because of the Islamic State group's exceeding brutality, is on the U.S. list of terrorist groups and is still very active.

It and other rebels recently seized the Quneitra border crossing between Syria and the Israeli-held Golan Heights, taking 45 United Nations peacekeepers hostage. It was also among a group of militants that recently overran a Lebanese border town and is holding several Lebanese soldiers and policemen captive.

While the U.S. and its allies are now arming Kurdish peshmerga fighters in Iraq against the Islamic State group, Syrian rebels complain they are largely on their own, battling both the militants and the tyranny of Assad.

The Syrian opposition and many Syria observers are convinced that the rapid rise of the Islamic State group is a result of the U.S. having left the Syrian conflict fester for so long.

Obama kicked up a storm of criticism late last month when he said "we don't have a strategy yet" for dealing with the Islamic State group in Syria.

"It is very important from my perspective that when we send our pilots in to do a job, that we know that this is a mission that's going to work, that we're very clear on what our objectives are, what our targets are," Obama said.

His statement epitomizes the caution that many say has been at the heart of U.S. foreign policy on Syria the past three years. For better or for worse, Obama has avoided wading into the Syria mud, resisting pressure to directly arm the rebels in part because of fears the weapons would only end up in extremists' hands.

Last year, the U.S. threatened to bomb Assad's forces following a deadly chemical weapons attack last year blamed on his government. It backed away at the last minute. Though he had to give up his chemical weapons stockpile, an emboldened Assad made significant advances against outgunned rebels in key areas, particularly around the capital, Damascus.

Members of the Obama administration have said they recognize the need to address the Syria side of the equation. While meeting with NATO foreign and defense ministers on possible action in Iraq, U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry said there are obviously "implications about Syria in this."

A senior Obama administration official said Thursday that the U.S. wanted to establish a credible ground force in Syria by training more moderate rebels before taking military action there.

The U.S. signaled back in June that it hopes to enlist moderate Syrian opposition fighters in the battle against militant extremists. Obama sent Congress a $500 million request for a Pentagon-run program that would significantly expand previous covert efforts to support rebels.

The request is still pending.

Still, such a program faces the same questions hanging over U.S. policy the past three years - how to distinguish "moderate" rebels from others in an increasingly radical landscape and how to ensure weapons only reach those groups.

Airstrikes alone would likely do little to truly defeat the Islamic State if there is no force on the ground to seize territory as the radicals retreat. Western leaders have categorically rejected the notion of partnering up with Assad, whom they accuse of committing war crimes on his own people.

So that means greater coordination with rebel factions.

"Unless such groups are able to capitalize on any airstrikes against the Islamic State in Syria, the Syrian armed forces may be able to fill the vacuum," said Torbjorn Soltvedt, a senior analyst at the British risk analysis firm Maplecroft.

Questions to discuss:
1. Define: wary, coalition, infrastructure, the West, administration, secular, faction, tyranny, fester, epitomizes, covert, categorically, capitalize

2. Locate Iraq and Syria on a map.
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3. What are the differences between a militant, a terrorist, an extremist, a rebel, and an opposition fighter?

4. Why is the U.S. considering how to "push back" the Islamic State? Where would we push it back to?

5. Why is the U.S. wary of attacking the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria?

6. Why would airstrikes alone be insufficient to defeat the Islamic State?

7. Why doesn't the U.S. want to do anything that would strengthen the Syrian government?

8. Why has the Obama administration been reluctant to arm non-Islamic State rebels in Syria?

9. Why has U.S. foreign policy toward Syria during its civil war been seen as cautious? Is caution in foreign affairs a good thing or a bad thing, or does it depend on the situation? Explain.

10. Should the U.S. ever intervene in foreign conflicts? If not, why not? If so, under what conditions should it do so?

11. What course of action should the U.S. now take in Iraq and Syria? Why?

Hillary Clinton: Lacking Smarts, Principles or Both?

Hillary Clinton attacks Obama’s foreign policy — she would be better off emulating it

By David W. Wise, August 27, 2014
Takeaways
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· #Clinton has criticized Obama for not giving arms to Syrian moderates. Did #Obama make the wrong call? #Syria

Tweet
· #Clinton supported intervention in Libya, war in Iraq and arms in #Syria. How trustworthy is her foreign policy?

Tweet
· President #Obama’s foreign policy is not memorable, but it is realistic. #Clinton should emulate it, not attack it.

Tweet
Former U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton has opened her informal presidential campaign by attacking President Obama by stating that the prescription “don’t do stupid sh-t” (D2S2) does not constitute a foreign policy.

In spite of justifiable criticisms for being reactive and indecisive, President Obama realizes two important facts. First, that massive American firepower is sometimes maddeningly powerless to affect political realities on the ground.

The Syria split

Unlike former Ambassador Robert Ford, who resigned when he disagreed with U.S. inaction, Secretary Clinton has chosen the timing of her book tour and campaign preparations to part ways with the President’s decision not to arm “moderates” in Syria in 2011, claiming that had the United States done so, there would be no ISIS threat in Iraq and Syria today.

That bold claim is made in spite of numerous academic studies, including those by George Washington University’s Marc Lynch and the University of Maryland’s David Cunningham, which conclude that the situation in Syria lacks the characteristics of the few instances in which outside aid in a civil war actually proved to be constructive.

The reality is that groups such as the Free Syrian Army which Clinton and Senator McCain would have armed — and which Turkey has been arming through the so-called “rat line” — have largely failed. They faded into groups against whom the United States now fights in Iraq or that are associated with al Qaeda or Salafist groups. They are “moderate” only in the most relativist sense.

Frequently, as President Obama has feared, the weapons rushed into such conflict areas — by capture, switching allegiances or sales on the black market — turn up aimed at U.S. forces.

Clinton control

In her five years at the helm of the U.S. State Department, Secretary Clinton never herself enunciated an overall design for U.S. foreign policy. So other evidence must be gleaned to predict what she would do if holding the reins in the White House. First, in the most critical foreign policy decision made in the last two decades, then-Senator Clinton voted to support the ill-conceived Iraq War.

Second, contrary to the logic she now states for taking action in Syria, she opposed the Iraq surge because of how it would play in the 2008 Democratic primaries. Her “principles” evidently only read so “deep.”

Third, Clinton was the decisive voice in the administration in convincing President Obama in what he called a 51-49 decision to intervene in Libya. As Professor Alan Kuperman of the Johnson School at the University of Texas has shown, the evidence cited by those arguing for intervention ranged from highly misleading to outright falsehoods.

In the end, it made matters in Libya much worse. The Libyan intervention is also damning in terms of the ability to direct an overall, coordinated foreign policy.

Intervening with the objective of regime change against a government that had engaged with the west on anti-terrorism and in giving up its nuclear program sent a very bad message to the Iranians with whom we are negotiating on nonproliferation.

The use of UN Security Council Resolution 1973 establishing a humanitarian no-fly zone to achieve regime change also incensed both the Russians and Chinese, who had cooperated on Libya making any UN consensus on Syria impossible and cooperation on Iran more complicated.

President Putin’s belief that he had been deceived in Libya reportedly made him view Western actions around Maidan Square last February with suspicion and may have played a role in his gross miscalculations in Crimea.

President Obama, who was accorded a caretaker role in dealing with two wars and the global financial crisis handed to him, will not go down in history as a great foreign policy president.

Yet his cautious sense of realism as to the limits of American power and resources are traits that his predecessor and most likely Democratic Party successor would do well to emulate.
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Averting Another U.S. Foreign Policy Disaster

Is there a way out of the box President Obama has built for himself, while strengthening the fight against international despots?

By Hazel Henderson, September 10, 2013
U.S. President Barack Obama. (Credit: Pete Souza - White House)

Takeaways

· The U.S. debate about Syria has been limited to an almost childishly binary proposition: "Bomb Syria — or do nothing."

Tweet
· ICC referral is a real sting. Dictators rule to live like big wigs. That very much includes the freedom to travel.

Tweet
· By supporting a move to indict Assad before the ICC, Obama could strengthen the fight against international crimes.

Tweet
· By announcing support for ratification, Obama could make up for the U.S. previous shameful opposition to the ICC.

Tweet
· The U.S. must end an era when an elite-driven political machine merely went through the motions of democracy.

Tweet
· When political leaders heed their electorates, they might be deterred from military adventures.

Tweet
So far, the public debate in the United States on what to do about Syria has been largely limited to an almost childishly binary proposition: “Bomb Syria — or do nothing.” President Obama has taken a first step out of this box by correctly throwing the decision on Syria to the U.S. Congress, as required by the U.S. Constitution.

This leaves his hawkish Secretary of State John Kerry and UN Ambassador Samantha Power to play “bad cop” as they relentlessly brandish the grisly videos of use of chemical weapons and declare there are no other options to a military strike.

The opening after Kerry’s off-the-cuff remark that a strike might be avoided if Assad agreed to turn over his chemical arsenal to international control was quickly taken up by Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov. This was followed by an encouraging response from Syrian Foreign Minister Walid al-Muallem and an endorsement by UN Secretary General Ban ki-Moon.

Now President Obama has a way to put the military strike on hold. But should this initiative fail, there remains a strong possibility — given the grave doubts asserted by many, including military officers and other leaders — that Congress will answer President Obama’s request with a resounding “no” vote.

As a constitutional legal expert, Obama must acknowledge such a “no” vote as constitutionally binding. If he goes ahead anyway, he may face an effort by many on the right, fomented by racist opponents, to impeach him on such constitutional grounds.

Barack Obama is already “the loneliest man on the planet,” as Michael Hirsh writes in The National Journal. He managed to obtain little support after his appeal to the G-20 countries in St. Petersburg. His military strike plan is also opposed by the Pope and the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon.

The opposition cites the illegality of any unilateral strike and the multiple, unforeseen consequences which may cause more deaths and widen the violence to the whole region. This view was articulated, for example, by former U.S. ambassador to Syria, Edward P. Djerejian on C-SPAN, on September 9, 2013.

Even a Bloomberg BusinessWeek article doubted that a U.S. strike would change the course of Syria’s civil war, while its columnist Charlie Rose interviewed Assadon his PBS show, broadcast U.S.-wide on September 10, 2013.

Under those circumstances, President Obama’s best course of action is now to revert to his legal expertise, override the hawks around him and instead call for Bashar al-Assad and his brother Maher to be brought before the International Criminal Court (ICC) in The Hague and indicted as war criminals.

Already, 64 countries have called on the UN Security Council to refer the case of Syria to the ICC, including six of its members: France, Britain, Luxemburg, Argentina, Australia and South Korea. Russia so far hasopposed the referral to the ICC as “ill-timed and counterproductive.”

Yet, as Edward Bernton has pointed out in The Globalist, the ICC is a potent alternative to military action. Despite the difficulties, the ICC alternative is the best option to pursue. This move is also supported by many, including my colleague Theodore Gordon, co-founder of the Millennium Project State of the Future reports.

Trivial as it may sound to some, but ICC referral is a real sting. Typically, such dictators rule the way they do in order to garner, or protect, the financial assets that allow them to live like big wigs. And that very much includes the freedom to travel.

To get that truly stinging operation launched, President Obama can outline the legal case that makes referral to the ICC the most consistent with international law and the treaties against use of chemical weapons and the earlier toll of 100,000 deaths in Syria.

Obama can cite the earlier mistakes of the George W. Bush Administration which refused to ratify the ICC, along with China, Iraq, Israel, Qatar and Yemen. In fact, worldwide opposition to the Iraq War led to many calls for President George W. Bush to be indicted before the ICC. The decade-old ICC will continue to face opposition, especially now in Kenya, where the new president, Uhuru Kenyatta, is facing ICC indictment.

President Obama, by supporting an indictment of Assad before the ICC, could help buttress the vital role of the ICC and, in one sweeping maneuver, also move to redeem the shameful U.S. previous opposition, announcing that he would now support U.S. ratification.

This might give many members of Congress, including Republican ones, a way out of the same box Obama is in. Their voters want them to oppose a military strike, but are in favor of doing “something.” Under those circumstances, accepting the ICC is a very promising alternative.

Rather than voting “no” to military strikes, they could vote “yes” to referring the Syrian case to the ICC. Even if the UN Security Council continued blocking such a referral, the ICC chief prosecutor Fatou Bensouda has discretion to bring such an indictment herself.

If Obama signaled his support for the ICC and to indicting Assad, it is possible that the UN Security Council would refer the case to the ICC. How could President Obama use this as a sensible backtrack from the intellectually bankrupt “bomb or do nothing” position?

He could cite the U.S. Constitution which gives the Congress the power to declare war — buttressing his legal position in backing the decision on Syria to Congress and signaling that he would abide by their decision.

While some political strategists would be aghast at this “loss of face” and by the diminished power of the presidency, as well as lessened credibility of the United States as the world’s superpower, President Obama has a powerful counterargument.

For a country that has been so keen to go out into the world seeking to bring democracy to other places even if by military means, it is high time to change its tune. The United States must demonstrate once and for all that it is indeed a functioning democracy.

It must urgently say goodbye to past practice, which made it look like an elite-driven political machine that merely went through the motions of democracy, readily abandoning the will of the people whenever it is found to be inconvenient for leaders’ larger designs.

Abiding by the will of the people and the Congress, President Obama could stay true to his own legal, constitutional expertise and usher in a historic paradigm shift worldwide.

In the future, political leaders might heed their electorates, as did Britain’s Parliament in voting “no” on bombing Syria. Politicians might be deterred from military adventures and more respectful of human rights.

History might record Obama’s change of direction not as “backing down,” but as rising above the mindless use of military force in situations that require political and diplomatic solutions such as in Syria now.

Over the longer term, other critical steps need to be taken — none more important than ending the world’s reliance on petroleum. This will help cut conflicts in the Middle East down to size. Thankfully, the transition to cleaner, green, knowledge-rich technologies of solar, wind, efficient renewable energy has gotten underway in earnest.

$5.2 trillion has already been invested privately and ratified by 191 countries at Rio+20. Another future is indeed possible, provided we decentralize energy sources in tandem with political power.

