
Aconfrontation at the weekend in Syria has turned up
the heat between arch-foes Israel and Iran, but nei-
ther side seems to want a war for now, analysts said.

Israel carried out major air raids in neighboring Syria on
Saturday, including against what it described as Iranian
targets in the country. It was the first time Israel publicly
acknowledged hitting Iranian targets in Syria since the
2011 start of the civil war there.

The strikes came after what Israel said was an incursion
by an Iranian drone into its airspace and the shooting
down of one of its F16s - believed to be the first loss of an
Israeli jet in combat since 1982. Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu spoke Sunday of having inflicted a “heavy
blow” to Iranian and Syrian forces, and Israel’s military
says a preliminary assessment shows around half of Syria’s
air defenses were taken out.

Iranian media close to the leadership in Tehran has
focused on the shooting down of the Israeli warplane by
Syrian air defenses, with one paper declaring it “the end
of secure skies for the Zionist regime in Syria”. Tensions
between the two enemies over Syria had been building for
some time, with at least three separate interests at work,
several analysts say. Israel does not want Iran, which is
supporting Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad’s regime, to
entrench itself militarily next door. Iran seems determined
to remain there.

Syria, meanwhile, feels it now has the upper hand in the
civil war and is more emboldened to stop Israeli air raids
inside the country, analysts say. Assad is also supported by
Russia and Lebanese Shiite group Hezbollah. Israel
acknowledges carrying out dozens of air strikes inside
Syria to stop what it says are advanced arms deliveries to
Hezbollah, with whom it fought a 2006 war.

‘One miscalculation away’ 
Even before the weekend strikes, the International

Crisis Group think tank warned Iran’s activities in Syria
were fuelling Israeli fears of Iranian bases on its borders.

“A broader war could be one miscalculation away,” it
wrote in a report released Thursday. ICG senior analyst
Ofer Zalzberg told AFP following the latest confrontation
that it increased the chances of war over the longer term.
“We’ve moved a step closer,” he said. “Not because of the
incident itself necessarily but because we are seeing that
the parties are now taking more assertive stances.”

Mujtaba Mousavi, a political analyst in Tehran, said
Syria’s heavy anti-aircraft fire that brought down the

Israeli plane signaled a “shift in the strategy of Syria and
its allies”. “Iran will not step back and will not leave Syria
as it is an important geostrategic ally after years of fighting
and paying the price for saving it,” he said. “Israel and the
United States are trying to prevent or limit Iran’s presence
in post-war Syria.”

Israel says Saturday’s incident began when an Iranian
drone entered its airspace. Iran denies the Israeli version.
According to the Jewish state, an Israeli helicopter shot
down the drone inside Israel, north of the city of Beit
Shean. Eight Israeli warplanes then carried out a retaliato-
ry raid on “Iranian control systems in Syria” which had
been flying the pilotless aircraft, the Israeli army said. It
said those aircraft came under heavy Syrian anti-aircraft

fire and the F16 was hit, crashing in northern Israel’s
Jezreel valley. Both pilots survived, though one was seri-
ously wounded.

The air force then launched a second wave of “large-
scale” strikes, including against “four Iranian targets that
are part of Iran’s military establishment in Syria”, an Israeli
military statement said. Six people were killed in the
strikes, including four non-Syrians fighting with the regime
and two Syrian soldiers, according to the Syrian

Observatory for Human Rights, a Britain-based monitor.

‘The worst timing’ 
Sima Shine, formerly deputy director general for Iran

at the Israeli ministry of strategic affairs, said the chain
of events suggested Iranian military personnel in Syria
may not have coordinated the drone operation with the
political leadership in Tehran. “From the political point of
view of Iran, I think it was the worst timing,” she said,
citing domestic economic and social protests, as well as
Tehran’s diplomatic efforts to preserve a 2015 nuclear
deal with world powers.

She said she believed it likely the Iranian
Revolutionary Guard Corps had decided, either in its
Tehran headquarters or at its mission in Syria, “that this

was the operational best time for them”. She said further
such incidents were likely, but not full-out conflict. “For the
time being both sides will restrain their responses and
there will not be an escalation in the very near future,” she
added. The ICG’s Zalzberg agreed there was little taste for
war. “I think that this incident is likely to be contained,” he
said. “In general the parties are not looking for a war.”

But other commentators noted that when heavily armed
neighbors engage in brinksmanship, it’s easy to step over
the brink. “Most of the wars in the Middle East have been
the result of unintended developments,” columnist Nahum
Barnea wrote in Israeli paper Yediot Aharanot. “A game of
chicken gone wrong, a terror attack that was too success-
ful, the pressure of public opinion.” —AFP 
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Every time Maria Alejandra Mahecha sees the
machete scar on her father’s face, she is reminded
of a brutal attack 15 years ago and the visible

wounds of Colombia’s war that he bears. Mahecha says
rebels from the Marxist FARC - known until recently as
the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia - carried
out the attack that forced her family to flee their home
in the south where they owned a shop. “It nearly cost
my father’s life,” says 23-year-old Mahecha.

Colombia’s five-decade civil war pitted leftist rebels
against government forces and right-wing paramilitary
groups. The conflict killed at least 200,000 people,
drove 7.5 million from their homes, and saw at least
another 60,000 listed as missing, according to govern-
ment figures. But following a 2016 peace accord
between the government and FARC - now a political
party known as the Revolutionary Alternative Common
Force - Colombia is gearing up to investigate those
responsible for atrocities.

A number of war tribunals and truth commissions
are expected to begin work once a legal framework is
finalized - and that could happen by September, a gov-
ernment official says. Their task is to investigate those
responsible for human rights atrocities committed dur-
ing the war, including forced displacement, disappear-
ances and massacres. Controversially, they have limited
sentencing powers. “The first step is understanding and
accepting that this is transitional justice and not ordi-
nary justice,” says Mahecha, who represents young
people on one of the provincial war victim committees.
“That’s a necessary step that must be taken for any sort
of justice to happen.”

If, and how, Colombia delivers justice and holds
those responsible for war crimes is a key test for the
nation, experts say, and a measure of its ability to move
beyond decades of war. Victims’ rights groups are
among those who have said that delivering justice is
essential for peace, reconciliation and a chance to
break the cycle of violence. “Justice for victims is
knowing the truth,” says Mahecha. “We have to know
what happened.”

Colossal task
Over the next decade, the Special Jurisdiction for

Peace (JEP) - the judicial body responsible for the
process - will sift through tens of thousands of victim
testimonies, and try former rebels, military and civilians
accused of rights abuses. The war’s length and the
number of armed groups involved means uncovering
the truth and apportioning blame is a colossal task,
says Mirtha Linares, president of the JEP.

Prioritizing cases will prove key to the JEP’s suc-
cess, she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. Those
cases are likely to include forced disappearances and
displacement, as well as recruitment of children into
armed groups. Colombia’s high court is currently con-
sidering whether thousands of cases of sexual violence,
including rape, which all factions committed, will be
tried by the JEP or be dealt with by the criminal justice
system.

In the coming months, the JEP’s judges - more than
half of whom are women - will select the cases they
consider to be most representative of atrocities com-
mitted. They will aim to deliver verdicts speedily. “If we
don’t achieve this, it not only would imply the failure of
the JEP ... but, beyond that, the failure of hope that
these conflicts between human beings can be solved in
a peaceful way and through negotiation,” says Linares.
The process could reveal uncomfortable truths, includ-
ing the nexus between the political elite and armed
groups, she says. “(There is) a political class that has
very serious stains of corruption, of commitments,
including those with illegal armed groups like the para-
militaries and others,” Linares says.

Crime and no punishment?
For Linares the JEP is about “restorative justice”.

That means an emphasis on finding the truth and pro-
viding reparations for victims, including handing back
stolen land and property. But many Colombians do not
agree with that approach. They fear those responsible
will get lenient sentences for serious violations. Human
Rights Watch has echoed those concerns. Under the
terms of the peace deal, rebel fighters who admit to
war crimes will be sentenced to between five and eight
years of “alternative punishment”.

Quite what that will mean in practice is unclear.
Options could include community service, restricted
freedom or house arrest. Those who do not confess
and are subsequently found guilty could face up to 20
years in jail. About 1,750 state security forces and
3,500 demobilized rebel fighters, including former top
FARC commanders, are expected to appear before the
JEP. Among them is former FARC rebel leader Rodrigo
Londono, who heads the group’s political party. The
presidential candidate pledged earlier this month that
he would tell the truth. The issue of justice continues to
dominate heated debate ahead of presidential elections
in May. “I feel the pressure every day,” says Linares.
Although the terms of the peace deal are controversial,
many victims, including Mahecha, say the JEP offers
hope. “You have to give and take ... it would be naive to
think that they (FARC) are going to pay years in jail,”
says Mahecha. —Reuters 
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“Chocfinger” made his name and his money by
taking bold bets on cocoa markets. But after
nearly four decades of trading, sometimes win-

ning, sometimes losing, Anthony Ward threw in the towel.
Ward blames the rise of computer-driven funds and high-
frequency trading for forcing him and some other well-
known commodities investors to close their hedge funds
and look for opportunities where machines can’t make a
difference.

While computerized trading is not new, Ward and oth-
ers argue its steady rise has reached a tipping point that is
distorting prices and creating uncertainty not only for
investors, but for chocolate firms, carmakers and others
who rely on commodities. It was in Jan 2016, after a slide in
cocoa prices, that Ward decided the days of traditional
commodity investors doing well from taking positions
based on fundamentals such as supply and demand may be
numbered. “It was just too big, too quick, too dramatic. And
completely against the fundamentals,” Ward told Reuters.

Commodity markets fell across the board that month
after weak factory data in China raised fears of lower
demand from the world’s top consumer of raw materials.
Ward blamed the slide in cocoa on what he regarded as
misplaced selling by computer-driven funds reacting to
the Chinese data, given China has scant impact on the
cocoa market. “The actual fundamentals in cocoa were
extraordinarily bullish in January 2016. We were forecast-
ing the largest harmattan in history, which is exactly what
happened,” he said.

His prediction that a hot, harmattan wind from the
Sahara desert would hit harvests in Ivory Coast and Ghana
and drive cocoa prices higher did come to pass - but not
before the fund had been forced to cut its losses when the
market slumped. At the end of 2017, Ward closed the CC+
hedge fund that had invested in cocoa and coffee markets
for years. And at the end of January, commodity hedge

fund Jamison Capital Partners run by Stephen Jamison
closed. He told investors that machine learning and artifi-
cial intelligence had eliminated short-term trading oppor-
tunities, while commodities did not offer obvious benefits
in the long term.

Also in 2017, renowned oil trader Andrew Hall, who
earned $100 million in 2008, called time on his main
Astenbeck Commodities Fund II. He had said in an earlier
letter to investors that extreme volatility caused by “non-
traditional investors and algorithmic trading” made it diffi-
cult to hold onto long-term positions when the market
moved against them. In 2016, Michael Farmer, founding
partner of the Red Kite fund that specializes in copper,
also accused high-frequency traders using super-fast
computers of distorting the market and getting an unfair
advantage.

Distortion?
Other investors have taken refuge in related sectors or

left commodities altogether, exasperated by the automated
trading that drives about half of US commodity futures
trading. A study by the US Commodity Futures Trading
Commission last year showed computerized trading on the
world’s largest futures exchange, CME Group, accounted
for 49 percent of the volume in agriculture contracts and 58
percent for some energy contracts. At the same time, data
from industry tracker Hedge Fund Research shows the aver-
age hedge fund returned 8.64 percent in 2017 but commod-
ity hedge funds eked out returns of just 0.43 percent.

Ward estimates that while in the past automated trad-
ing would distort the market by 10 percent to 15 percent
from prices justified by fundamentals - which he said was
irritating but often manageable - it can now reach 25
percent to 30 percent. Algorithmic, or systematic, funds
use computers to make decisions after processing vast
amounts of data, or trade on signals such as market
momentum or when prices hit key levels.

Those who run automated funds argue that they inject
much-needed liquidity while capturing the dynamics of
the market more efficiently than traditional trading
strategies. Farmer and others say, however, that it is
unfair for exchanges to allow high-frequency trading
(HFT) groups to have co-location platforms, allowing
them to put super-computers in the same data centre as
the exchange servers. They say that gives HFTs the tiny
advantage they need to jump ahead of incoming orders,
effectively piggybacking.  Traditional investors say this
exacerbates market moves and in turn makes it more

costly for them to take out hedges when price moves go
against them.

Mind-boggling data
Systematic fund managers see the rise of their sector as

a part of a trend that is transforming not only financial
markets but wider society with the advent of artificial
intelligence, robots and machine learning. “I don’t feel too
sorry (for traditional fund managers),” said Anthony
Lawler, co-head of GAM Systematic, the quantitative part
of Swiss money manager GAM Holding, which had assets
under management (AUM) of 148.4 billion Swiss francs
($158 billion) at the end of September.

“Information, which used to be expensive, difficult to
get, not easily shared, is now ubiquitous. It’s truly mind-
boggling the depth of data available,” Lawler said. “That
means it’s much more difficult to have an information edge
and advantage to the player who can digest and analyse
the data the quickest.” 

GAM Systematic, which had $4.3 billion of assets at the
end of September, regards commodities as one of many
markets it monitors for opportunities by crunching data
such as weather forecasts and shipping data that shows
how full a vessel is. He acknowledged that algorithms can
lead to mistakes and over-generalization, but said that
should just open up opportunities for traditional fund man-
agers. “If you’re a great discretionary trader, then sit on
the sidelines and wait for those missteps ... I would be
super happy if that trader is successfully picking off some
of these missteps,” said Lawler.

Systematic funds also make decisions based on the
structure and technical levels of markets. Some analysts
argue that markets absorb fundamental information before
many analysts are aware of it and automated funds are
simply more efficient. “I used to do a lot of fundamental
analysis when I was in equities and I realised it doesn’t
really matter, it was a waste of time,” said Guy Wolf, global
head of market analytics at commodities broker Marex
Spectron. “The truth is fundamental analysis is effectively
the work of a historian, seeking to provide explanation for
what has already occurred,” he said.

Some fund managers and analysts say computerized
trading has been amplified in commodities because other
participants such as banks and pension funds have cut
exposure to the sector. Total global commodity assets
under management more than halved from 2012 to 2015 to
under $200 billion, though the total has since recovered to
just over $300 billion, according to Barclays. —Reuters


