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By Gabrielle TÈtrault-Farber

Cruise missiles fired from warships, the latest jets
pounding far-off targets: Russian President Vladimir
Putin’s show of strength in Syria looks aimed at prov-

ing that a resurgent Moscow can rival the West, analysts
said. Since late September Russia has flexed its muscles in a
bombing campaign across the war-torn country that has
put a US-led coalition in the shade and angered
Washington and its allies. The dramatic military campaign
is Moscow’s first outside the former USSR since Soviet
troops went into Afghanistan in 1979 and has led some to
suggest that an emboldened Kremlin is aiming to reassert
some of its lost super power status. 

Using the latest Sukhoi jets and older Soviet aircraft,
Russia has blasted command posts and training camps of
what it says are radical “terrorists” as it has backed a ground
offensive by the forces of its long-standing ally, Syrian
President Bashar Al-Assad. The strikes also saw Russian
warships in the Caspian Sea fire missiles at targets over
1,500 km away for the first time ever in battle - a highly
symbolic show of strength that has been interpreted as a
clear statement. “I cannot judge whether launching air
strikes from the Caspian Sea made any sense militarily,”
political analyst Grigory Melamedov wrote. “We showed
our strength. To whom? To the Islamists? No. First of all, to
the Americans.” 

Victory Over the West 
With the Syrian campaign, Putin has come back in the

limelight of international politics after having been

snubbed by the West for the annexation of Crimea from
Ukraine in March 2014. “He [Putin] wasn’t planning on liv-
ing in isolation, on leading an outcast state,” said political
analyst Alexander Baunov of the Carnegie Moscow
Center. With more than 70 percent of the Russian popula-
tion on board with the intervention, the West has ques-
tioned the true motives behind the campaign, accusing
Moscow of bolstering Assad’s beleaguered regime by tar-
geting opposition-held areas. 

But quashing the Islamic State and other extremist
groups, the stated objective of Russia’s campaign, is part-
ly a broader attempt to compete with - and even intimi-
date - the West, analysts said. “Rather than being primarily
about Syria, or primarily about ISIS, this dispute is about a
global principle,” Matthew Rojansky, the director of the
Washington-based Kennan Institute, told AFP. “The dis-
pute has gone beyond the level of diplomatic manoeu-
vering and economic pressure. It has now gotten to the
point of using military assets to make a point.” 

But Russia’s demonstration of military strength comes
when the country is profoundly weakened by an econom-
ic crisis spurred by low oil prices and Western sanctions,
with analysts warning that costly attempts at regaining
international prestige could prove catastrophic. The
Kremlin has kept the army high on its agenda in spite of
economic woes, with a record-high 3.29 trillion rubles
($53 billion at the current exchange rate) defense budget
this year, a figure that corresponds to more than four per-
cent of the country’s GDP. 

Analysts said a long Syrian campaign could cause
more economic turmoil for Moscow, a risk authorities and

the population are ready to take - but only for a triumph
on the international stage. “The [Russian] people will not
tolerate economic hardship for the sake of a war against
ISIS, but it will for a victory over the West,” Melamedov
wrote.

‘Inevitable’ Deterioration
Russia’s attempts to reassert its status as a world super

power has highlighted divisions in the Middle East, as
many Arab countries have condemned Moscow’s cam-
paign. “Sunnis want Russia to get out of there [Syria], but
Shiites want Russia to stay,” Baunov said, adding that Iran,
Iraq, Lebanon and pro-government forces in Syria sup-
ported the Kremlin. Political analyst Vasily Kashin said
that the “inevitable consequence” of Russia’s Syrian cam-
paign was the deterioration of its relations with Turkey,
Saudi Arabia and Qatar, all part of a US-led coalition con-
ducting a separate bombing campaign in Syria. 

Russia and Turkey have exchanged barbs since
Moscow launched the air strikes and twice violated
Ankara’s air space, with Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan warning Moscow could lose a deal to build the
country’s first nuclear power plant and its status as his
country’s main gas supplier. 

Analysts dismissed the possibility Russia’s campaign in
Syria would jeopardise its relations with the West’s Middle
Eastern allies in the long-term. “It’s not zero-sum and it’s
not black and white,” Rojansky said. “It’s not that because
of this, the Saudis will never talk to the Russians again.
They have loads of common interests, similarly with
Turkey.” —AFP

The sailors of Russia’s Caspian fleet have seen
little action over the last 300 years but now
the war raging in Syria has thrust them into

the forefront of Russia’s largest military operation
abroad since the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Better known for oil drilling and sturgeon smug-
gling than strategic naval importance, the Caspian
Sea bordering Central Asia and the Middle East was
an unexpected place for Russia to launch a battery
of cruise missile attacks against Islamic State targets
in Syria on Wednesday.

But the Caspian Flotilla, founded by Peter the
Great in 1722 and headquartered in Astrakhan - a
city on Russia’s south coast celebrated for its water-
melons and dried fish - was the only choice for
Russian generals wanting to showcase their military
reach in the Syrian conflict. Obtaining permission to
fly missiles through the airspace of NATO-member
Turkey was an unlikely prospect and a land-based
attack was ruled out by the 1987 Intermediate-
Range Nuclear Forces Treaty which prohibits the
use of ground-launched missiles with a range of
500 to 5,500 km. “It was simply the only option,”
said Ruslan Pukhov, director of the Moscow-based
Centre for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies.

Russia’s air campaign in Syria has caught the
United States and its NATO allies off-guard and
alarmed Turkey, which sits between the conflict and
Russian naval forces on the Black Sea.  Ankara says
its air space has been repeatedly violated by
Russian jets. A group of four Russian warships
launched 26 Kalibr cruise missiles, known by the
NATO codename Sizzler, from the Caspian Sea on
Wednesday, the first time they had been fired in
combat. The Russian Defence Ministry said the ter-
rain-hugging missiles travelled some 1,500 km to
strike their targets and denied US reports that four
of the rockets crashed in Iran.

Superpower Status
Russia currently stations at least 20 warships

armed with missiles, torpedoes and artillery can-
nons on the Caspian Sea, military observers say, a
surprisingly large force given the absence of
regional opponents or conflict around a land-
locked body of water beloved of Iranian beachgo-
ers. Pukhov said ships equipped with Kalibr cruise
missiles had been operating in the region since
2012. The Russian Defence Ministry declined to
comment on the number or type of vessels
deployed. In an online statement it said the fleet
was tasked with protecting Russia’s regional inter-
ests and fighting terrorism.

Defence columnist Alexander Golts said Russia’s
missile strikes hinged on the Caspian Flotilla’s
unusual location, separated from Syria by Russian
ally Iran and Iraq, which also receives military sup-
port from Moscow, as obtaining permission to fly
through foreign airspace was one of the main
obstacles to the operation. “It’s very simple,” said
Golts, who is also deputy editor of online newspa-
per Yezhednevny Zhurnal. “They could quickly
reach an agreement with Iraq and Iran but not with
Turkey.”

Moscow’s decision to fire the missiles was moti-
vated by a desire to underline its role as a global
power on a par with the United States and NATO,
said Igor Sutyagin, senior research fellow at the
Royal United Services Institute for Defence and
Security Studies. Missile strikes are typically used to
weaken enemy forces ahead of large-scale battle-
field assaults or to reach targets inaccessible by air.
Russia has repeatedly said it has no plans to send
ground troops to Syria and its air force has been fly-
ing sorties over the country for more than a week.
“This was done to look like the Americans, to play
the superpower status,” Sutyagin said. “It says: take
us seriously.”  —Reuters 

Focus

Russia turns to 
backwater navy 
for Syria strikes 

By Jack Stubbs

By Sylvia Hui

The bags are packed, the goodbye hugs
done. The Afghan, Eritrean and
Sudanese boys are on the move again,

but this time it’s a happy occasion: After
months of hardship traversing continents,
the teenage refugees are finally on the way
to English homes where they can settle
down for a long dreamed-of life in Europe.
The dozens of boys are unaccompanied
child refugees who have come to the end of
a long, risky journey by boat, foot, truck and
train. Upon reaching the shores of Dover
they were brought to a reception center in
Kent, southern England, where they were
given temporary shelter. As the teenagers
leave for more permanent social housing or
foster homes, they are seen off by another
group of boys who are eagerly awaiting
their turn.

Europe’s migrant crisis has seen a record
surge of unaccompanied child asylum seek-
ers fleeing civil war, conscription and pover-
ty at home to countries including Britain and
Sweden, which have scrambled to provide
care for thousands of newly arrived minors.
Most are boys aged between 14 to 18 hail-
ing from Syria, Afghanistan, Eritrea and
Sudan. “I’m happy to leave today,” said Sadiq,
a shy 17-year-old Sudanese, who said he
wanted to become an engineer. Like all the
refugees interviewed at the center, his full
name cannot be reported because they are
minors under government care.

Like the other youngsters, Sadiq had
made it to Europe alone after leaving
behind his family, and may never see his
loved ones again. He lowered his head when
asked about his homeland, where a years-
long conflict has killed thousands and driv-
en millions from their homes. “Since I left I
have had no information, I don’t know any-
thing about my family. I’m very sad because
of that, but what can I do?”

In Kent, the main English county receiv-
ing the children, arrivals jumped from 296 in
Sept 2014 to almost 800 in the same period
this year. Almost all land in Dover, a key port
connected by rail and road to France. And in
Sweden, which takes the largest number of
refugees per capita in Europe, the Migration
Agency says almost 1,300 minors sought
asylum in a single week in September - a
staggering increase from about 400 a week
in June. The agency estimates that a total of

12,000 unaccompanied children would have
sought asylum in the country this year.

Desperate Circumstances 
“The municipalities have never been

close to having a situation like this before,
ever,” said Kjell-Terje Torvik, an expert at the
Swedish migration board who has worked
with child refugees for over a decade. “Even
though we knew the numbers were going
to rise, this is far beyond our imagination.”
Social workers say many child refugees have
to take off alone because of desperate cir-
cumstances: Some became separated from
their families in war; others are alone
because their family cannot afford to send
more than one member abroad. Younger
refugees also often have better chances of
getting asylum in Europe.

Compared to adult asylum seekers, unac-
companied children are treated under a dif-
ferent set of rules in many European coun-
tries. Because they are more vulnerable, they
are separated from other migrants and
refugees on arrival at their destination coun-
try, and transferred to local reception cen-
ters like the one in Kent. There they stay for
up for two months while authorities make
further plans for them: Some will transfer to
social housing with supervision by social

workers or a guardian - a “god man” in
Swedish, meaning a “good person” - while
others stay with local foster families. All have
the right to accommodation and welfare
benefits including education, health care,
and money to buy food and clothes.

At the Kent reception center, which has
been overflowing with young refugees since
the summer, facilities are clean and resem-
ble those at a student hostel. Newcomers
are given a welcome pack of toiletries, paja-
mas, a copy of the Holy Quran or a Bible. The
rooms are small, but each is fitted with bunk
beds, a sink and a mirror in the corner. The
scene is remarkable in its ordinariness: A big
group of boys is playing games and watch-
ing a teen music TV show in the lounge,
while others are relaxing and chatting in the
courtyard. “They go out to familiarize them-
selves with English life - they play football,
go to the shops,” said Sue Clifton, county
manager overseeing the center. “They learn
about the expectations of living in England.”

Huge Change 
It’s a huge change of circumstances for

the teenagers, many of whom had crossed
the Mediterranean squeezed onto small
boats with hundreds of other migrants.
Some had seen their families killed. One said

he hung on under a truck from France for 10
hours before finally reaching Dover. Another
was held at gunpoint in Libya. Still others
endure worse during their trip. Lacking
money for the whole journey, some are
forced into prostitution, or try to earn
enough by working in factories in Turkey or
Iran, said Torvik. A journey from Afghanistan
to Sweden could take months, sometimes
years, he said.

“They have been showing tremendous
strength,” he said. “Even though they have
been witnessing very hard things in their
home country, the separation from their
family is a trauma in itself.  Sometimes (offi-
cials) encounter children crying out of con-
trol in the night ... it’s a very hard situation in
a foreign country, not knowing the lan-
guage, without their families.”

Authorities in Britain and Sweden say
their resources have been strained hiring
extra staff and trying to find new homes for
the influx, which has not shown signs of
slowing. Over the summer, Kent officials
have had to put some children in taxis to
other counties to find a suitable foster home
because there was simply nowhere to house
them. Officials estimate that each child
refugee costs the county 30,000 pounds
($45,500) a year.

In Malmo, the Swedish city receiving the
bulk of the country’s child refugees, social
services have opened five new reception
centers and hired some 70 extra staff to
cope since August. Annelie Larsson, who
heads the city ’s social services, said it
receives an average of 80 children every day,
with most arriving by bus, train or car from
neighboring Denmark. Most are unlikely to
reunite with their families, she said. Larsson
and Torvik agree that Sweden, with its
strong tradition for solidarity and children’s
rights, will continue to attract scores of
refugees - and will keep on accommodating
them. And in Kent, officials are also trying
their best to secure more central govern-
ment funding for their work.

For the children, that’s a ticket to a dra-
matically improved future. “I want to contin-
ue my education here - back home I
couldn’t go to school. I miss (my family), but
no, I wouldn’t want to go back,” said Simon,
16, who left his parents and seven siblings
in Eritrea. Is Europe a dream come true? “I
don’t know. I’ll wait to find out what the
reality is.” —AP

Europe sees record surge of child refugees

Russia seeks victory over the West

A young male refugee sits on a bed at a reception centre in the county of
Kent in southeast England in early Sept 2015.  —AP


