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CONSTRAINED BY THE PAST:
HOW THE EXPERIENCE OF AFGHANISTAN, IRAQ,
AND LIBYA LIMIT U.S. POLICY OPTIONSIN SYRIA

The U.S. is involved in multiple interventions igri, Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, and Yemen
with no end in sight for any of these interventionke Presidency of Donald J. Trump was
interpreted as an isolationist turn in U.S. forgigticy. However, this is the wrong conclusion
to draw. U.S. policy elites are willing to engageniilitary interventions, but they place severe
constraints on what the U.S. military can and cadoThese constraints result in incoherent
and contradictory military interventions which otttely fall short of achieving their
objectives. The origin of these constraints li¢hi@ experiences of U.S. policy makers during
the interventions in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libyais paper analyses how these constraints
came into being and argues that because of thesstraimts and the interventions they
influenced; the U.S. has a dead-end Syria poliay wib effective way to influence the
conflict’s trajectory.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Intra-state wars are a complex problem set fokthiged States. The U.S. is directly or
indirectly involved in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan,llyia, and Yemen, but these interventions
have become what some refer to as “forever warsir(y 2020) with no end in sight. The
Presidency of Donald J. Trump has been interpraseain isolationist turn in U.S. foreign
policy. The current trend of U.S. foreign policy yngppear to be heading in the direction
of early 2" century American isolationism, but this is the mgaconclusion to draw from
US involvement in Syria. US policy elites firmlylmse that the U.S. is a force for good in
the world, but they are afraid of the unintendedssmuences of their actions. U.S. policy
elites want to act, but their experiences and ttgeeences of their colleagues’ place
constraints on what policy tools they can use tosgpel U.S. national security interests.
These constraints result in incoherent and cordtai policies which ultimately fall short
of achieving their objectives. Understanding thiureaof these constraints, their origin, and
their impact on U.S. policy is important for bothSJallies and partners. These constraints
are unlikely to change with the Presidency of JadeB because the experiences of Iraq,
Libya, and Afghanistan are intimately familiar tadBn and his staff from his tenure as
Obama’s Vice President.

1 Matti Suomenaro, MA candidate, Faculty of So8aiences, University of Tartu, Lossi 36, 51003
Tartu, Estonia; e-mail: mattisuomenaro@gmail.c@RCID: 0000-0003-3457-3627.
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This paper will analyze the constraints placedug. policy makers and analyze their
impact on U.S. policy in Syria, by examining theatiurse of key U.S. policy makers and
the policies they advocated. This paper outlineskdy U.S. objectives in Syria, discusses
the key policy constraints and argues that thegimrs in the U.S. experience in Iraq,
Afghanistan, and Libya. Our focus is purposefultyited to the post-2001 era because the
War on Terror marked the most significant turn i& fdreign security policy since the end
of the Cold War. The paper then demonstrates hasetttonstraints undermined U.S.
policy in Syria during key decision points. The papltimately argues that as result of
these constraints and the policies they influentteelJ).S. has a dead-end Syria policy with
no clear strategy to meaningfully influence theetrtory of the conflict and achieve US
national security interests in Syria.

2.U.S. GOALSIN SYRIA

In 2011-2013, the U.S. sought a negotiated UN-lzhsk&tlement to the civil war. The
Americans were adamant that they would not useefooctopple the Syrian President
Bashar al Assad, however. This was a low-cost iposib take during the Arab Spring
which ultimately toppled several regional regimdewever, the U.S. added a new goal to
deter the use of chemical weapons following repibrés Assad intended to use chemical
weapons (CW). This again was also a relatively tmst commitment to make, because
upholding the taboo against CW use is a shared aonong the U.S. foreign policy elites.

The U.S. expanded its goals in Syria in respond&i® in 2014-2019. Both Obama
and Trump set the lasting defeat of ISIS as theamy U.S. policy goal in Syria. During
this period, the U.S. also elevated the importasfagountering Iran. In 2019 Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo outlined that the U.S. would diptomatic and economic means to
expel Iranian forces from Syria. This is a partaofvider U.S. counter-lran policy in the
Middle East which gained importance after the Ue8.the Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action (JCPOA) or the Iran Nuclear Deal in May 208§ria is a key part of Iran’s land
bridge connecting Tehran to Beirut. However, th&.policy towards Iran in Syria is
beyond the scope of this paper as it would ne@gssit discussion of Yemen, Hezbollah,
Iraqg, and Israel.

3. CONSTRAINTSON U.S. POLICY IN SYRIA

The pursuit of these objectives is constrained Ikt pU.S. experiences. U.S.
policymakers tend to choose policy tools which ctympth these constraints, rather than
choosing policy tools best suited to achievingstated objective. This need to adhere to
the constraints when designing policy results imaonsistent and incoherent Syria policy,
because policy makers prefer policies which arsistent with the constraints over policies
best suited to achieved stated objectives. Thesgtreonts include (1) no new wars, (2) no
nation-building, (3) no regime change, and (4) bodts on the ground.”

No new wars

Both Obama and Trump campaigned on a promise ofnmotving the U.S. in new
conflicts aboard. Both presidents hoped that theyldv end the wars they inherited.
However, neither shied from using military powerpiorsue American objectives. Both
have been willing to use force, but both have wantekeep it as limited as possible to
avoid another war. Both the Obama and Trump adinitisns were concerned over
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“catastrophic succesgFox News, 2015)George W. Bush coined the term when he used
it to describe the post-Saddam security vacuumaig. IThe term has since come to mean
a situation in which a limited military action inaettently topples a regime creating
a security vacuum.

No nation-building

The U.S. similarly does not want to engage in mabailding. This is a direct result of
the multi-trillion-dollar cost of failed nation-biding efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan during
the past two decades. Even the term “nation-bugldias taboo in U.S. national security
discoursé

No regime change

The U.S. is afraid of the unintended consequené&egime change. This is closely
associated with the no nation-building constraintegime-change interventions often leave
a security vacuum and require subsequent natiddibgi to restore the state. This
constraint is closely associated with the “Pot®eayn Rule” made famous by Secretary of
State Colin Powell with his “you break it you owhview during the lead up to the 2003
invasion of Irag. The Pottery Barn Rule and consafoout the “day after” are now a staple
of U.S. foreign policy debates. If the U.S. toppéesegime, it needs to be there to build
a new one.

No boots on the ground

The U.S. public opposes the deployment of US grdantks into combat missions in
countries which do not pose a direct military threathe U.S. This policy constraint has
consistently prompted Obama to state there wilhbeJS boots on the ground in Syria
(Korte, 2015). President Trump goes a step furdrat has on at least two occasions
announced a troop withdrawal from Syria, althoughadministration did not implement
a full withdrawal.

These constraints are a result of the Irag and @fggtan experiences. A brief discussion
of the NATO intervention in Libya showcases thagsh policy constraints shape U.S.
policy. However, the experience of implementing afly zone (NFZ) in Libya also
expanded the list of constraints to include no NFZplementing the NFZ was not an easy
decision for the White House. Obama himself admhitteat he was split on the issue, but
ultimately agreed to the NFZ after being persudoie&ecretary of State Hillary Clinton
(Becker & Shane 2016). Clinton’s own experiencegasit U.S. interventions played a key
role in pushing her to support an NFZ. During hesbband’s presidency, the U.S. failed to
prevent the Rwanda genocide in 1994 but a U.S. MRZosovo after 1995 succeeded in
preventing additional massacres during the Kosoao. \Wlinton was reportedly influenced
by the Srebrenica massacre which killed some 8\0@§lims in 1995. Clinton’s deputy in
2011 James B. Steinberg noted that “the reasoni@asil Kosovo figured so importantly
is they demonstrated there were ways of being @ffe@and there were lessons of what

2 This discourse was made clear to the author darjprivate briefing attended by senior U.S. cwili
and military leaders. After a discussion of whatn&eded to prevent an ISIS resurgence, one
participant noted “what you are describing is natiwilding, you're just not using that word” to
which the presenter responded “yes | am describétign-building, we need to do nation-building
in Syria, but if you use that word people stopelisng to you”.
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worked and didn’t work” (Becker & Shane 2016). ksence, Clinton believed that even
though Afghanistan and Iragq have been mired witicpdailure, the U.S. at least has the
experience of implementing a successful NFZ.

The rest of the White House was not as convincédnia did not want to commit US
forces to another war in a Muslim country. The Whiouse reportedly opposed
intervening in Syria precisely because of the onga@xperience of Iraq and Afghanistan.
For example, then Vice President Joe Biden stadedids concerned about “not the day
after, but the decade after” and the security vacieft over after intervention in a direct
reference to the Pottery Barn Rule discussed atB®eeker & Shane 2016). Secretary of
Defense Ashton Carter and National Security Advigaloert Gates on the other hand stated
they “did not want to divert American air power attention away from Afghanistan and
Irag” (Becker & Shane 2016). Obama did, howeveimaltely approve the UN-mandated
intervention. The Obama administration nonetheteigsi to communicate to the U.S.
public that regime change is not the goal of therirention.

The intervention in Libya confirmed the Obama adstmtion’s that the NFZ will have
unintended consequences. The 10-day operationualbntransformed into a multi-month
commitment. Deputy National Security Adviser BeroRés noted the initial NFZ mission
was to destroy Libya's air defenddsut this soon expanded to protecting civilians in
Benghazi and beyond (Becker & Shane 2016). LaterUltS. began supplying lethal
assistance to the Libyan opposition, but the Sb&gartment remained concerned that the
weapons may fall into the hands of Islamist extegjincluding al Qaeda, as they had done
in Iraq and Afghanistan (Becker & Shane, 2016).

The anti-Ghaddafi uprising in Libya eventually tséarmed into a complex civil war
with multiple third-party interventions. Obama’ptadvisers and aides would later recount
that Libya “has strongly reinforced the presidemghictance to move more decisively in
Syria” (Becker & Shane, 2016) while Obama said0d&that “failing to plan for the day
after” in Libya “probably” was his worst mistake Bsesident (BBC News, 2016). The
Libya experience played a particularly importanteren constraining Obama in Syria,
because unlike Iraq and Afghanistan, Obama wa®nsgge for initiating the intervention
in Libya.

4.U.S. ACTIONSIN SYRIA

This section will discuss five key policy decisicghg U.S. faced during the Syrian civil
war. The cases selected here present the keygtrégeel decisions which played the most
significant role in shaping the nature of the Uitervention in Syria. The cases
demonstrate the experiences of Afghanistan, Irad, labya play a significant role in
limiting the policy options of U.S. administrationin each case, the policy constraints
undermined the US ability to pursue its objectivlise cases include: (1) the start and end
of covert support to the anti-Assad armed oppasi(ip) domestic U.S. debate over a Syrian
NFZ, (3) U.S. response to Assad’s use of chemiealpans (CW), (4) the evolution of the

3 Even though the U.S. ultimately intervened, Obanaale it clear that the NATO intervention was
led by its European allies. This meant that the. Wi@ild only supply “unique capabilities” which
in this case meant the ability to destroy Libyarsd@fenses in order to allow the French to operate
freely within Libyan airspace.
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Pentagon’s train-and-equip program, and (5) thésaetto partner with the Syrian Kurdish
People’s Protection Units (YPG)

5. START AND END OF TIMBER SYCAMORE

Timber Sycamore was a covert CIA program to pusguee on Assad to “accept
a political solution, but not enough to risk thgiree’s stability” between 2012—-2017 (ltani,
2017). The program ultimately failed to put enopgéssure on Assad because the U.S. was
consistently afraid that the Assad regime mightapsle and make the U.S. responsible for
another security vacuum (Itani, 2017). As a resthie program was chronically
underfunded and eventually phased out by Trum@itv2nce it became clear that Assad
would not negotiate a political transition.

Irag had been a “catastrophic success” (Pollacksp@or the U.S. and the Obama
administration was worried about the same happeni&yria (Melhem, 2015; Fox News,
2015; Gordon, 2004). The administration taskedGh% to support rebels just enough to
make sure they did not lose, but not enough fomtke win (Miller, 2013). Yet even this
conservative and limited objective was under resedirRepublican Chairman of the House
Intelligence Committee Mike Rogers complained thiatonsistent resource allocation”
(Miller, 2013) hindered the program while CIA vetas did not believe the program would
have “any meaningful effect” on the war (Miller,2%). The Russian intervention in 2015
to support Assad made it even more difficult foe tH.S. to put pressure on Assad to
negotiate. Despite this, the White House remainedilling to increase CIA support
because it feared a conflict with Russia (Itanil. 20

President Trump ended the program in 2017 and ivitie last direct U.S. military
effort to force Assad into a negotiated settlemBgtthe end of the Obama administration,
several U.S. officials were advocating for the efithe CIA program, arguing it would not
achieve its objectives if the U.S. does not eseatapport (Jaffe & Entous, 2017). The
Trump administration closed the door on supportimg Syrian armed opposition, by
informing rebel leaders in 2018 that they shoultbase their “decisions on the assumption
or expectation of a military intervention” (Al-KHAJ 2018) by the U.S. when negotiating
with the regime.

The U.S. nonetheless wanted to continue workin@ sitme of the groups and began
pressuring them to abandon the fight against Assatdfocus on ISIS. For example, the
U.S. cut ties with opposition group “Martyrs of @arayn” after the group refused to stop
fighting against the Assad regime. The U.S. proyp#dased support to the group and
Operation Inherent Resolve spokesperson Col. RyidlonDstated that the U.S. gives
support “only to groups committed to fighting tlsaimic State” (Sisk, 2017).

The U.S. also constrained its regional partnensfpooviding too much support to the
rebels. The rebels had been asking for the ClAdoige man-portable shoulder-launched
air defense systems (MANPADS) since the beginninGimber Sycamore (Engel, 2015).

4 Kurdish politics is complex and a superficialalission of it would not benefit the reader. The
complex relationship between the Kurdistan Commesitunion (KCK), The Movement for
a Democratic Society (TEV-DEM), the Democratic Uni@arty (PYD), their various Kurdish and
other ethnic opposition parties, and the variousear formation formations (not to mention their
various non-Syrian branches) are beyond the scbiie @aper. For the sake of clarity, this paper
uses YPG to refer to both the YPG and its politialg the Democratic Union Party (PYD). The
conflation of the two is not problematic for thggaments presented here.
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Worried about catastrophic success and a potesti#lict with Russia, the U.S. refused
these requests and vetoed regional partners sudmeasGulf State from supplying
MANPADS to the rebels (Borger, 2012; Jaffe & Ento2@17).

6. U.S. DOMESTIC NFZ DEBATE

The U.S. considered implementing an NFZ in Syrid,Uftimately decided against this
due to fears of catastrophic success and a dir@&ctwth Syria and potentially also Russia
after 2015. The NFZ would have served two objestiverst, it would have increased the
pressure on Assad to negotiate a settlement toatiiict. Second, it would have enabled
the U.S. to uphold the Responsibility to Prote@RIRnorm.

The NFZ debate occurred in two manifestationsthir2013 and later during the U.S.
Presidential race in 2016. However, the two debateie remarkably similar. In 2013,
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Martin Demypsestified in Congress that an NFZ in
Syria would cost 1 billion USD a month and risk wath Syria. Echoing the debate over
the Libya NFZ, Dempsey stated “[the NFZ is] essdhytian act of war, and I'd like to
understand the plan to make peace before we staar'a(U.S. Department of Defense,
2013). In 2016, David Deptula, who commanded th& NFnorthern Iraq in 1998-1999,
stated “until a strategy that defines the desired-gate is clearly laid out in
a comprehensive way, it's difficult to advocate fomo-fly zone” (U.S. Department of
Defense, 2013; Ackerman, 2016). The same year,r@hai of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
Dunford testified in the Senate Armed Services Cdttem that an NFZ would require
“going to war with Russia and Syria,” but walkeatk#his comment in response to pressure
from Republican Chairman John McCai@r@ham Seeks Answers from Sec. Carter and
Gen. Dunford on U.S. Military Policy in Syrid016, 03:15-05:21).

Candidates in the 2016 Presidential race were fgignily more in favor of
implementing an NFZ. Republican presidential priyneandidates including Jeb Bush,
Chris Christie, John Kasich, Carly Fiorina, and B@arson all supported an NFZ.
(SOFREP, 2016) Obama, however, dismissed these eataras empty campaign talk and
not legitimate policy proposals. Candidate Trumgpposition to the NFZ was similar to
Dempsey’s and Dunford’s views. Trump stated thaiN&Z would “lead to world war
three” (Gambino, 2016).

It is worth noting that the Obama administratiogued that an NFZ would be
technically unfeasible citing Syria’s more advane@ddefense network. Deputy National
Security Adviser Ben Rhodes argued that an NFZyimaSvould be more dangerous than
in Libya (U.S. National Archives and Records Adretration, 2013). However, Dempsey
noted that even though Syria has an advancedfaimskenetwork, the U.S. would overcome
it, adding that “the bigger issue [he would likeunderstand] is the plan to make peace
before starting a war” (U.S. Department of Defer@l3). Numerous Israeli airstrikes
targeting Iran in Syrfa Turkey’s 2019 drone strike campaign against A'sstmices, and

5 Israel conducts airstrikes against Iranian targetsostile airspace. In February 2018, Syrian air
defenses successfully shot down an Israeli jeinduain air raid. Israel responded with a series of
retaliatory airstrikes and later launched Operatitouse of Cards in May 2018. Following the
February 2018 incident, Israel began adopting nageressive tactics to suppress Syrian air
defenses. In September 2018, Syrian air defensadeatally shot down a Russian intelligence
plane during an Israeli air raid. Putin and Netdmyaonetheless overcame the crisis and Israel as
of writing continues its air campaign in Syria.
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various U.S. force protection and cruise missilestekes since the NFZ debate has
nonetheless shown that hostile warplanes can @ier&lyrian airspace and conduct strikes
against the Assad regime and its Iranian allies.

7.U.S. RESPONSE TO THE USE OF CHEMICAL WEAPONS (CW) IN SYRIA

The U.S. foreign policy elite in general believeghe value of upholding international
norms against the use of CW. However, both Obardarammp have failed to deter Assad
from using chemical weapons in Syria. Both predisl@rere too constrained in their policy
responses to punish Assad for using CW and edtablisredible deterrent against their
future use. Obama did not frame his policy thinkimgerms of what would be required to
punish and deter Assad. His priority was ensutireggl.S. did not get publicly involved in
a regime change intervention in Syria. Trump sirhilaid not want to expand the U.S.
involvement in Syria, and therefore resorted to lsglic strikes to send a message, rather
than to meaningfully degrading Assad’s will andataifity to use CW in the future. Despite
Trump’s strikes in 2017 and 2018, Assad has reglyrteontinued the small-scale use
of CWE.

The faulty US intelligence reports used to justifie invasion of Iraq constrained
Obama'’s policy options in response to the CW atladkamascus in August 2013. Obama
had outlined his infamous “red line” in August 2Q&2ating that the U.S. has been “very
clear to the Assad regime” that there would be feraus consequences” should Assad use
chemical weapons. (U.S. National Records and Hethetess did not follow through with
this threat.

The Iraqg Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) expaer@amade Obama hesitant about
launching a military strike against Assad, accaydim Deputy National Security Adviser
Ben Rhodes (U.S. National Archives and Records Adtration, 2012)The U.S.
intelligence community assessed that Assad had clss=mical weapons, but they refused
to make their assessment public due to the WMzdia€IA Director James Clapper even
interrupted a routine intelligence briefing to ®bama the CIA assessment was not a “slam
dunk” (U.S. National Archives and Records Admirasion, 2012). Clapper allegedly used
this phrase as a reference to Former CIA DireceorGe Tenet who described the WMD
assessment to then President George W. Bush éanadsink”.

Obama was equally concerned about Libya-style tafasc success. According to
Rhodes, Obama feared that the intervention mayrekpayond its original intent, as it had
done in Libya. Obama was likewise worried thahé strikes result in regime collapse, then
extremist groups such as al Qaeda may gain possesfsine regime’s CW stockpiles.

The Republican party also constrained Obama’s ngtiGpeaker of the House John
Boehner and other senior Republican leaders skaites stating that Obama will violate
his authorities if he does a strike without congi@sal approval especially when America
is not directly threatened (Fuller, 2013). This easommon Republican argument against

6 Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical WeapdJN Joint Investigative Mechanism
(OPCW-UN JIM) did not complete and publish its aseemnt. Russia vetoed a resolution to extend
the OPCW-UN JIM mandate in November 2017. The OPCWsajf does not have the mandate
to attribute the use of chemical weapons. Syrigrosition sources, independent local Syrian news,
local Syrian activists, and U.S. officials haveahsistently claimed that small scale use of CW by
the Assad regime is frequent in Syria. The 2013,72@nd 2018 CW attacks are merely the most
attention-grabbing cases.
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Obama after the Libya intervention. The Republicdesanded a congressional vote, but
many congressmen were expected to vote againstiikes, because they did not want
their voting record showing they voted in favoaobther war in the Middle East. After all,
even 17 years later, the voting record of U.S.tigidins on the Iraq War is consistently
brought up in domestic debates.

Obama ultimately agreed to pass the decision dkestto Congress, but the vote did
not occur. Russia provided d€us ex machinabefore the vote and offered to mediate
a deal with Assad for the removal of CW from Sy&ordon, 2013; Borger & Wintour,
2013). According to the September 2013 deal Russisld guarantee the collection and
destruction of Assad’s chemical weapons stockfrieoperation with the United Nations
(U.S. National Archives and Records Administrati@af13). The implementation of the
agreement did not remove all CW from Syria, howeaad Assad conducted an additional
two high casualty CW attacks in 2017 and 2018.

President Trump’s response was limited. Unlike Odafrump chose to launch
retaliatory strikes against Assad in order to sesgmbolic message that the U.S. will not
stand by as Assad uses CW (Gordon, 2017). Thesthid two objectives: first they would
degrade Assad’'s CW capabilities, and second dessad\from using CW again in the
future. For the first set of strikes, Secretanpefense John Mattis presented Trump with
three options during the National Security Coumedeting. Trump reportedly chose the
most limited option to ensure that the strikes r@ed a one-off event and did not escalate
US intervention in Syria. Despite the media spdetaarrounding the strike, the U.S. only
targeted the airfield which Assad had used to conthe CW attack. The strike on the
airfield was so minor that it resumed regular agés after only two weeks of repairs
(Defense World, 2017). The strike also failed téedéAssad, who would use chemical
weapons again on April 7, 2018 in Damascus.

The US response to the second CW attack on Apti82@as equally limited. Although
the 2018 strike included more missiles and aircraifid targeted CW warehouses and
production sites, the US policy remained unchan¢@doper, 2018; Congressional
Research Service, 2018). The strike had the safeetoles, and the limited nature of the
strike was again emphasized in official discoudge U.S. did not intend to escalate its
involvement in Syria.

There have been no mass casualty CW attacks s Plowever, this more likely
indicates that Assad does not have a military neage CW, rather than suggesting that
the U.S. has successfully deterred Assad. More litaptly, the international community
has not held Assad responsible for the use of G, is questionable to what extent the
U.S. has managed to uphold the international nayamat the use of CW.

8. EVOLUTION OF THE TRAIN-AND-EQUIP PROGRAM

The Pentagon’s train-and-equip program is a mixtdifailure and short-term success.
This section discusses the first iteration of thegpam roughly between the end of 2014
and the September-October of 2015. The program dvotgate a New Syrian Army
composed of Sunni Arabs willing to fight against3SThis public program is entirely
separate from the covert CIA program. While the €lhandate was to focus on Assad,
the Pentagon’s mission was to destroy ISIS. By &aper 2015 it was clear that the
program had failed to achieve any of its objectises to the strict constraints placed upon
it. This failure and increased support from the.lC8ngress for broader civilian protection
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led the Obama administration to fundamentally @hernature of the Pentagon program in
October 2015.

The train-and-equip program is a direct consequehtiee U.S. experience in Iraq. On
the one hand, it is consistent with tieeboots on the grounmbnstraint. On the other hand,
it builds on the successful use of local Sunnisregaxtremist groups in Iraq. The decision
to use a local partner instead of U.S. ground fiisea direct result of the constraints
imposed on Obama by past U.S. interventions.

Obama emphasized that U.S. forces will not haveoanbat mission” instead they will
“advice and assist” and “destroy [ISIS] without Amean troops fighting another ground
war” in the Middle East (U.S. National Archives aRdcords Administration, 2014). The
success of the Sons of Iraq or Anbar Awakening 06522013 in Irag made the U.S.
confident that it could use a local Sunni Arab ®rm fight against Salafi Jihadi
organizations. The train-and-assist program wasntisdly an attempt to recreate the
successful model used in Iraqg.

Despite the success of the Iraqi model, the Whitmudd was concerned about
unintended consequences of the train-and-equipanmom Syria. Israeli ambassador to the
U.S. Michael Oren said on his meetings with Ameriofficials in 2013 that three themes
were constantly present. First the “ghosts” of Afgistan and Iraq were ever present in the
discussions. Second, the U.S. was concerned ahdug gveapons to rebels because of its
experience arming rebels in Angola, Nicaragua, @lesdwhere. Lastly, the White House
was afraid that Obama will be dragged into anoMieidle Eastern War (Mazzetti, 2013).
These ghosts weighed heavily on Obama who had datsiee CIA to analyze examples of
America financing and supplying arms to an insuogdn a country that actually worked”
but admitted that the CIA “couldn’t come up with amjsic.]” (Chollet, 2015).

These fears translated into strict constraints o wan and cannot be funded by the
Pentagon, ultimately leading to the program’s falunstead of using the CIA’s approach
and vetting the leaders of pre-existing oppositjoyups, the Pentagon decided to vet every
single potential recruit individually. The recrultad to pledge and sign a document that
they would fight only ISIS and not Assad. The résrwere also not allowed to have any
connections to al Qaeda’s then Syria affiliate dafath Nusra, and they must have combat
experience (Youssef, 2015; Brook, 2015). Thesets&guirements led to an “exceptionally
small” pool of potential recruits. (Brooke, 201By August 2015, the Pentagon admitted
it had only trained 60 fighters out of the targ@td® and put the blame on “rigorous vetting
of recruits” (Youssef, 2015).

9. PARTNERING WITH THE YPG

In September-October 2015 the Pentagon shiftedttarsactional” and “performance-
based” approach. The U.S. would now loosen pattieigiteria and focus on recruiting
pre-existing groups (Congressional Report Sen26438). The Pentagon'’s first choice of
partners was the Syrian Kurdish People’s Protectigmits (YPG). Multiple past
experiences contributed to this decision.

First, the YPG had proven itself as a capable agdrozed fighting force against ISIS
during the Siege of Kobane which began in Septer2bé#. In October 2014, the US
acknowledged it was providing weapons, airstrikesl intelligence in support of the YPG.
With this help, the YPG broke the ISIS siege in &taR015. The YPG performance led
key U.S. leaders such as U.S. Special Envoy t&€Cthanter-ISIS Coalition Brett McGurk
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and Defense Secretary Ashton Carter to advocafmfomering with the YPG (Barfi, 2016).
Second, the U.S. has a long history of working wlith Kurdistan Regional Government
(KRG) and Masoud Barzani's Kurdistan DemocratictP@KDP). The U.S. No-Fly Zone
in Northern Iraqg protected the Kurds against SadHassein in 1991-2003. The KRG also
supported the U.S. during the 2003 invasion of.IfHgjrd, key U.S. policymakers have
good personal perceptions of Kufdsecause of their experience working with Kurds in
Irag. This includes influential Congressmen suctam McCain, Joseph Lieberman, and
Lindsey Graham who have all personally visited Kheedish leadership in both Irag and
Syria (Krajeski, 2013). Lastly, the post-invasidtuation in Iragi Kurdistan was a source
of comfort to Obama. Obama noted in 2014 that Kioeds” had used the time given by
U.S. “sacrifices in Iraq” well. To Obama, “the Kist region is functioning the way [the
U.S.] would like to see. It is tolerant of othecteand other religions in a way that [the
U.S.] would like to see elsewhere” (Friedman, 20E9r Obama, the KRG is one of the
rare examples of a functional proto-state to hawerged in the aftermath of a regime-
change intervention.

The alternative to partnering with the YPG was ¢oegt a Turkish proposal to utilize
Arab opposition groups “without even being showidemce that these groups existed in
sufficient numbers, organization, training to aditidight 1SIS, according to a former U.S.
official (Szuba, 2019). In addition, the U.S. didtnrust its NATO ally Turkey to follow
through on the proposal. The significant flow ofdign fighters through Turkey, Turkish
uncooperativeness during the Siege of Kobane,lenddcision to not allow the U.S. to use
Turkish territory to open a second front in Irag2@03 contributed to this mistrust (Hof,
2017).

Ultimately the U.S. made the right short-term dieci€o partner with the YPG. With
U.S. support the YPG liberated the key city of Re@ad defeated the last bastion of the
physical caliphate in Baghuz in March 2019. The Yd®@tinues to guard thousands of ISIS
detainees and their families in several camps a@astern Syria.

Unfortunately, the YPG's long-term ability to stii@ post-ISIS eastern Syria and
ensure the lasting defeat of ISIS is questionablee YPG faces multiple challenges
including lack of funding, tensions between Kurdd &rabs, massive number of detained
foreign fighters, lack of reconstruction assistanoensistent threats of a new Turkish
offensive against the YPG, the withdrawal of U@&cés, and the uncertain future of the
YPG's relationship with the central government ianlascus. These are significant and
complex issues, but they will not be discussed Heeeto space limitations.

7 U.S. policy makers and international media dissewses the term “the Kurds” when referring to
any Kurdish organization in the Middle East. “Tharlls” is a floating signifier and a term which
obfuscates the plethora of various armed and aiviKurdish groups which pursue a wide variety
of similar and conflicting policies in Turkey, Ira§yria, and Iran. This conflation of the Syriaman
Iragi Kurds into one homogenous imagined group gidag key role in shaping the perceptions of
U.S. civilian and military officials. Yet this colation is not consistent. For example, the U.Sicgol
pretends that the YPG fighters fighting an insuoyeragainst the Turkish occupation in
northwestern Syria are somehow different from thRGY fighters fighting against the ISIS
insurgency in northeastern Syria. Following theKIghr intervention into northeastern Syria in
October 2019, the US policy discourse used phrasek as “abandoning our allies” about the
events and called for sanctions on Turkey. In @sttmo such discourse materialized when Turkey
intervened in northwestern Syria in January 2018.
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Some of these issues stem from three crucial adintrans created by U.S. policy. First,
the U.S. aims to ensure the lasting defeat of K&ISis not ready to commit to this. To
achieve the lasting defeat of ISIS, the U.S. messtiare services, secure the population, and
restore a normal civilian economy in YPG-areassThquires the U.S. to engage in nation-
building and post-war reconstruction. Neither oésh are options for the U.S. Trump
himself stated that the U.S. is not doing natioilding in Syria and that a reconstruction
effort requires a political settlement to the Syrfaivil War. The U.S. cannot achieve the
lasting defeat of ISIS due to this policy consttain

Second, the YPG'’s reluctance to fight the Assaimednas ensured that Assad does not
need a political settlement to end the war. Assatitermined to achieve a military victory.
By ending Timber Sycamore and announcing that ti& Will withdraw from Syria as
soon as possible, the U.S. has made it difficudtdioieve the political settlement it desires.

Third, the U.S. cannot ensure the long-term stgbith northern and eastern Syria
without resolving the YPG-Turkey conflict. The YR$&undeniably a member of the same
overall organization as the Kurdistan Workers P4RIKK).. The PKK is a terrorist
organization, according to the European Union an&.Uengaged in a secessionist
insurgency against the Turkish state since the 498Qrkey has already launched two
major cross-border offensives against the YPG iiodrin in northwest Syria in 2018 and
the other in the northwest in 2019. Both operatidinsctly undermined anti-ISIS efforts by
forcing the YPG to relocate its forces and priastfighting Turkey to the detriment of
counter-ISIS operations.

The choice to partner with the YPG was controvémsithin the U.S. foreign policy
establishment. The YPG’s connections to PKK werelanous source of problem for the
State Department who opposed the partnership. Tte Bepartment emphasized the need
to maintain good relations with Turkey because &. Wmbassador to Turkey and Iraq
James Jeffery noted “Turkey is important. We agst fured on the importance of Turkey.
You name the issue, beyond North Korea and theiSohiina Sea, and you have got Turkey
in the middle of it” (Lemmon, 2017).

The Pentagon sought ways to alleviate Turkish cmscé).S. Army General Raymond
Thomas, the head of Special Operations Commandl thhel YPG leadership that Turkey
opposed the partnership. Gen. Thomas recommendedR[s to change its “brand” and
the next day the YPG “declared that they are thi@Byemocratic Forces” (Reuters, 2017)
or SDP. The U.S. military assumed that with the rebragdind time Turkey would come
to accept the U.S.-YPG partnership and adapt oelatiike those it has with the KRG.
Turkey nonetheless continues to oppose the pahipers

8 The YPG-PKK connection is highly politized, butdeniable. For additional discussion see: Barfi,
Barak.Ascent of the PYD and the SDFhe Washington Institute for Near East Policyr.A016,
Access on the internet: www.washingtoninstitutegpipads/Documents/pubs/ResearchNote32-
Barfi.pdf.

9 This paper uses the term YPG when referring ¢0SBF. The role of the YPG within the SDF is
politized, but it is undeniable that the YPG maiimsasignificant command-and-control over the
SDF, controls resource allocation, and comprisesntiost effecting fighting component of the
group. The YPG made up the majority of the forcemduto take over Raqga City and the last ISIS
stronghold in Baghuz. Arabs have consistently cdlbed real leadership role in the SDF. See for
example Kittleson, Shelly. “Arabs Need LeadershigeRn Deir Ez-Zor, Says Council Chief.” Al
Monitor, 25 Feb. 2020. Access on the internet: walamonitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/02/syria-
deir-ez-zor-civil-council-sdf-tribes-islamic-statéml.
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Fourth, the U.S. is inconsistent about the natéiies oelationship with the YPG. On the
one hand, the U.S. reaction to the Turkish invasiod occupation of YPG-held Afrin
in northwestern Syria in January 2018 was muted tl@nother hand, the U.S. reacted
strongly and sanctioned Turkey for launching aemdfve against the YPG and occupying
YPG-held northeast Syria in October 2019. It issflue that the U.S. reacted differently
because the Turkish-American relationship was rstig@ned during the second invasion
compared to the first. For example, the arrivaheffirst Russian S-400 systems in Turkey
in July 2019 led the U.S. to suspend Turkey fromRH35 program. However, the actions
of U.S. congressmen show that the U.S. acted pifintarprotect its YPG partner in 2019.
Congressmen Lindsey Graham, John McConnel, and ®ar Hollen introduced a bill to
sanction Turkey for attacking the Kurds. Van Holkiled the YPG “our most effective
ally” and said, “throwing them under the bus is ably an act of betrayal, but it also will
undermine our national security by sending the aigiat we are an unreliable partner”
(Groll & Gramer, 2019). The consistent use of therdv“ally” in in the discourse
surrounding the YPG in among U.S. policymakers aeds media is indicative of elite
attitudes. The U.S. does not have an allianceytreilh the YPG, but it does have one with
Turkey.

10. LOOKING AHEAD

It is unlikely that these constraints will be remadwvith the Presidency of Joe Biden.
As discussed previously regarding Libya, Biden batdhny of the same reservations as
Obama. Furthermore, the first half of the Bidensptency will be preoccupied with the
COVID19 induced economic downturn, the polarizatminthe US electorate, and the
revitalization of America’s alliances and partngpsh The nomination of Anthony Blinken
for Secretary of State may be a turn to a more@tdiS. policy in Syria. Blinken is known
for his hawkish stance on interventions and supfoorthe Iraq invasion in 2003. Blinken
further acknowledges the constraints on US polmyng the U.S. “rightly sought to avoid
another Iraq by not doing too much, but [...] made dpposite error of doing too little [in
Syria]” (Herszenhorn & Momtaz, 2020).

However, the policy constraints placed upon Oband Brump and the foreign and
national security establishment by past U.S. astahiroad has left U.S. policy in Syria in
a dead-end with no clear way forward. The Bideniatstnation will similarly struggle to
achieve the objectives under these constraints.U.Be cannot engage in regime change
and is afraid of causing it by accident, therefbrender resourced and then later gave up
on the anti-Assad opposition. This ensures thaad\$ms no need to negotiate a settlement
to the war and can pursue a military victory. Th&.Wid not establish an NFZ, because it
was worried of an NFZ gradually expanding to regich@ange or provoking a war with
Russia. This ensured Russia and Assad can progheutair war with impunity, further
reducing the need for Assad to negotiate. The ¢h&d not deploy ground forces, creating
the need for a local partner force. Yet, strictimgtcriteria made this task impossible and
led to the YPG partnership. This set the seeda fature YPG-Turkey conflict which will
destabilize post-ISIS Syria and facilitate an I8Surgence. The U.S. could not engage in
or fund nation-building, forcing it to adopt a staation approach which falls short of the
required post-war reconstruction necessary to ksitatustainable governance and prevent
the return of ISIS. The U.S. now hopes to fund stebilization effort using oil fields
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captured from ISIS. This nonetheless creates thg-ferm risk of a conflict with Assad
because most of Syria’s crude oil resources areurmer YPG control.

The current U.S. policy is to guard the oil fieldsediate the YPG-Turkey conflict, and
support counterinsurgency operations against ISi&re is no long-term strategy other
than to continue these efforts and wait. USCENTC&@vhmander Gen. McKenzie admits
he does not “know how long we're going to remaire@stern Syria”, but recognizes that
“over time, [Assad] is probably going to turn tetbast and increase pressure on us, and
we’ll deal with that as it happens” (Rempfer, 2020)

11. POLICY ALTERNATIVES

This dead-end policy is not the result of a lackatiErnative policy options, but
a consequence of the constraints. The U.S. Congitablished the Syria Study Group
(SSG) for “the purpose of examining and making mée®ndations on the military and
diplomatic strategy of the United States with resge the conflict in Syria” (Sing et al.,
2019). The SSG published its final report and revemdations in September 2019 but it
did not have a meaningful impact on the policy disse (Lister, 2020). While the SSG’s
recommendations represent a sound alternativeetadhrent U.S policy in Syria, they
nonetheless reflect the constrained nature of Pdicy in Syria and do not mark
a significant departure from the current policy itlgium. A brief discussion of some of
the key points of the SSG report will illustratésth

First, the SSG recommends maintaining a countagesicy force in northeastern Syria
and support local governance and stabilization nguee the defeat of ISIS. This
recommendation is a constrained version of staileibg discussed above. The U.S.
ultimately seeks to build a stable and democrat@rsative governance model in Syria to
challenge the legitimacy of the Assad regime. Thasdifficult objective to achieve because
Assad has not shown willingness to engage in atizggd settlement even when his regime
was under much more pressure than it currentlfhe SSG’s recommendations do not
meaningfully increase pressure on Assad to comipeltt negotiate. Second, the SSG’s
recommendation to continue working with the YPG amatliating the Turkey-PKK conflict
is a continuation of the current policy. The U &nains committed to a light footprint and
working with local Kurdish partners and does nakst build a new partner force. Third,
the SSG’s recommendations to pressure Assad imotiations and expelling Iran from
Syria do not represent a departure from the cuenstrained U.S. military intervention
against Assad and his allies. The U.S. is effelstiymirsuing regime change through
a negotiated settlement but is unwilling to comihieé military resources needed to
effectively compel Assad to negotiate. Again, th&.Ucannot adequately resource the
pursuit of regime change through a political setdgat due to the constraints placed on U.S.
interventions. Fourth, the SSG recommends the ¢hftinues to maintain Syria’s pariah
status diplomatically and work with Russia towaraspolitical settlement. This is
a continuation of past policy. Similarly, by suptog Israeli air strikes and maintaining
the Tanf garrison, the SSG is effectively recomnirepch continuation of the current
constrained military campaign against Iran in Syrla short, while the SSG's
recommendations may have an impact on future Uoicypin Syria, their recommen-
dations are nonetheless consistent with the pobieystraints discussed above.
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12. REACTIVE POLICIESIN A PROACTIVE REGION

Given the constraints, the current U.S. policykmdo a “wait and see” strategy. The
U.S. is working to secure its gains and continuesging its objectives with minimal
resources. Meanwhile, other regional actors suchras Israel, Russia, and Turkey
continue to pursue their objectives proactively. Asresult, US policymakers and
practitioners are forced into a reactive cycle.&me the policy constraints prevent the U.S.
from actively shaping the balance of power in tlyeic® conflict, the U.S. finds itself in
a situation in which it is continuously reactingotiher actors. “Wait and see” is a legitimate
approach if it is accompanied by a strategy toeahstated objectives. In the Syrian case,
the U.S. did not deliberately choose a “wait and’ sgrategy, instead, a “wait and see”
strategy is the default policy option given the stoaints placed on the U.S. The fact that
even the SSG’s recommendations mirror these camtsires indicative of this. A brief
discussion of key regional actors will illustratéstreactive vs. proactive dynamic in Syria.

Iran

The U.S. seeks to counter and expel Iran from Siits is a part of Washington's
overall regional strategy to balance against Irangisionism in the Middle East. The U.S.
approach to Iran has roughly two components: finst,maximum pressure on the Iranian
regime through sanctions to compel a change iridnaforeign policy and induce regime
transition in Iran and second, militarily counteariian proxies in the region. In addition,
US endorsement for a political settlement to eed:tinflict is conditional upon Iran leaving
Syria. Again, the U.S. has set a clear objectiuéjdbunwilling to resource its pursuit. The
U.S. is unlikely to change Iran’s calculus in Syuidess it changes the balance of power.
The U.S. is unlikely to achieve this without direailitary action against Iran in Syria and
the sanctions campaign’s success is questionable.

The U.S. engages with Iran reactively. The U.Seneto these as “force protection
strikes” used to counter an imminent threat agdihSt servicemen in Syria. For example,
when the Iranian-backed Iragi Shia militia Kataiimam al Ali advanced on the Tanf
garrison, the U.S responded with air strikes agalmesgroup in May 2017. Similarly, when
a joint Russo-Iranian proxy force attacked U.Scésrnear Khasham in February 2018, the
U.S. responded with force protection strikes. THersee protection strikes demonstrate that
the U.S. has both the capability and the will tditarily confront Iran in Syria. However,
the U.S. is concerned that attacking Iranian foinc&yria may destabilize the Assad regime
leading to catastrophic success. As a result, poSicy is reactive, and Iran determines
when it chooses to put military pressure on the drf8l sustain casualties.

| srael

The U.S. seeks to protect Israel from lranian aggio®. Israel conducts regular
airstrikes against Iranian targets in Syria, torddg Iran’s ability to establish a second front
on the Golan Heights and use Syria as a springbfoarfliture operations against Israel.
The U.S. shares these objectives but is constrdined pursuing them militarily. As one
Washington D.C.-based analyst said, “the U.S. ffasterely outsourced the war against
Iran to Israel”. As a result, the dynamic betweemland Israel in Syria sets the tempo of
kinetic operations against Iran. In June 2018, sxa€li airstrike targeted Iraqgi terrorist
organization Kataib Hezbollah in Albu Kamal on thaqi-Syrian border. The strike
was unusual because at the time the Israeli aipagm against Syria did not extend to the
Iragi-Syrian border. In response to the strike,atatHezbollah and other Iranian-backed
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Iragi Shi proxies vowed to retaliate against th8.lnd in September 2018, Iranian proxies
attacked the Baghdad Green Zone with mortars (Tohésrael, 2018).

This puts the U.S. in a reactive position for twasons. First, Israeli airstrikes tend to
target imminent threats posed to Israel such asedcontrol rooms, missile warehouses,
weapons shipments, commanders, and air defensensystThe Israeli campaign is
calibrated to degrade Iranian capabilities in Syizt not to compel an Iranian withdrawal.
Due to this target selection, the Israeli air caigmpéan Syria is unlikely to create conditions
to compel an Iranian withdrawal from Syria. Secotite U.S. must react to Iranian
responses, especially if Iranian proxies retakatainst the U.S., even though Israel carries
out the strikes. To meaningfully change the balafqewer in Syria, the U.S. would need
to actively increase the military costs of Iraniamolvement in Syria. An Israeli campaign
aimed at degrading Iranian efforts to open a sedomat against Israel falls short of
achieving U.S. objectives in Syria.

Turkey

The U.S. seeks to create a stable and inclusieenalive governance model based on
the YPG and SDF to challenge the regime in Damastmsever, this effort is undermined
by consistent threats by Turkey to launch an offenagainst the YPG. Turkey has already
done this twice and in both instances, Turkey diyetegraded the U.S. ability to pursue
the fight against ISIS. Both Operation Olive Bramei2018 and Operation Peace Spring in
2019 resulted in the YPG redeploying its forcesyaftam the front lines with 1SIS towards
a defensive fight on the Turkish-Syrian borderadidition, the Turkish offensives replaced
the YPG/SDF governance system in the captureddsas with a Turkish-backed Syrian
opposition system. As a result, the U.S. must readturkish activities when shaping its
stabilization strategy instead of proactively pimgLits own counterinsurgency strategy.

The U.S. is unlikely to achieve its objectiveg dontinues its “wait and see” in northern
Syria. Turkey sees the YPG and PKK as an existahtieat and this perception is unlikely
to change without addressing the Turkish-PKK cebfiiVhile the SSG recommends the
U.S. mediate this conflict and current U.S. pols®eks to increase security cooperation
between the Russians, Americans, and Turks along tinkish-Syrian border, Turkey is
unlikely to change its policy if a PKK-linked progtate exists on its border. If U.S. policy
makers remain guided by their positive experiemeaking with “the Kurds” and remain
weary of working with Turkish-backed local partneitse to their connections to violent
extremist groups, then the U.S. is unlikely to tzea stable and inclusive alternative
governance model based in areas captured from ISIS.

Russia

Russia is potentially positioned to act as a diglbeliaison between the key parties to
the conflict. Russia maintains amicable relatioith the U.S., Turkey, Israel, and YPG, is
partnered with Assad and Iran, and was the ardhlitebind the current UN-sponsored
Constitutional Committee. If the U.S. seeks a niaged settlement to the conflict, it must
work with Russia.

Unfortunately, past U.S. constraints on policy fhe U.S. in a reactive position in the
peace process. While the U.S. is the primary baakidre YPG which controls about a third
of Syria’s territory, neither the YPG nor the SD#€ &cluded in the peace process. This is
due to Turkish opposition. Consequently, whileth8. seeks a negotiated settlement and
an alternative governance model based on the S$I8FSDF is not included in the peace
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process nor the constitutional committee. The duBrently does not have a strategy to
address this issue beyond mediating between Tuakdythe YPG. It is unclear how the

U.S. can achieve a negotiated settlement if it cdamtgake active measures to include the
SDF in the process.

Relatedly, the U.S. decision to end support ta¢fels in 2017-2018 (see start and end
of Timber Sycamore above) ensured no U.S.-backagpgs involved in the peace process.
The U.S. was worried about catastrophic successsanidl underfunded the rebels. As
a result, the rebels underperformed on the battteéind eventually surrendered in southern
Syria where the revolution originally started inl20Thus, the U.S. does not have a Syrian
armed opposition partner involved in the peace ggsceven though a legitimate peace
process is a stated U.S. objective.

13. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, an analysis of the U.S. policy elidécourse surrounding the
interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya destoate that U.S. policy elites such as
members of the Obama and Trump administrationscandress directly drew from their
past experiences when constraining their Syriacfgsi These policies fell short of
achieving their stated objectives and their commstih nature resulted in the current
dead-end policy in Syria. U.S. elites nonetheleamtain both the capability and the will
to “do more” more in Syria. Even though a “wait asgk” approach may be a legitimate
strategy, it is not the case in Syria. The U.S.rtitichoose a wait and see strategy, instead
it was the default strategy given the constraMikile these policy constraints have limited
what the U.S. can achieve, they have not limitedtine U.S. wants to achieve. As a result,
the U.S. has an incoherent and contradictory Syolicy, which falls short of achieving
U.S. national security interests in Syria and thddié East. This trend is unlikely to change
in the near term. Given the constrained naturevehdahe SSG’s recommendations, the
economic downturn caused by COVID19, and the prdariJ.S. public, it is unlikely that
the ghosts of Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and nowi&will leave policy makers alone any
time soon.
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