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Assad hits a wall 
in Syrian war as 
frontlines harden

President Bashar Al-Assad’s assault in the north-
west has been met with a painful rebel counter-
punch that underlines Turkish resolve to keep the

area out of his hands and shows why he will struggle to
take back more of Syria by force. More than two
months of Russian-backed operations in and around
Idlib province have yielded little or nothing for Assad’s
side. It marks a rare case of a military campaign that
has not gone his way since Russia intervened in 2015.

While resisting government attacks, the insurgents
have managed to carve out small advances of their own,
drawing on ample stocks of guided anti-tank missiles
that opposition and diplomatic sources say have been
supplied by Turkey. “They’re even targeting personnel
with these missiles ... it means they are comfortably
supplied,” a rebel source said, speaking on condition of
anonymity because he was discussing rebel military
capabilities. Turkey’s foreign ministry did not immedi-
ately respond to a request for comment on reports that
Ankara has stepped supplies of arms to rebels.

With Turkey committed to the rebels, the battle for
the northwest stands in stark contrast to a campaign in
the southwest a year ago, when Western and Arab
states stood by as Assad and his Russian- and Iranian-
backed allies took the area. Despite Russian backing in
the latest fighting, questions have arisen over whether
Assad and his allies are entirely on the same page
when it comes to the northwest, where Turkey has
deployed forces in agreement with Russia and Iran.

Moscow has appeared keen to preserve its ties with
Ankara even as its air force bombs in support of Assad:
Turkey says Russia has intervened to stop attacks on
Turkish forces from Syrian government-held territory.
And this time there has been no sign of a major role for
Iranian-backed Shi’ite forces that have helped Assad to
victories in parts of Syria that are of greater interest to
Iran, including territory near Iraq, Lebanon and Israel.

The capture of the southwest a year ago remains
Assad’s last big gain. The prospects of further advances
have been obstructed not only by Turkish interests in
the northwest but also the presence of US forces in the
east and northeast. American troops are still supporting
Kurdish-led fighters following a reversal of President
Donald Trump’s decision last December to pull them all
out. After more than eight years of war, this leaves Syria
carved up into areas of US, Russian, Turkish and Iranian
influence that seem unlikely to be stitched back togeth-
er any time soon. “We could see the front lines harden
and remain like that for some time, where either the
appetite or capability to fight through them is not there
on the part of the regime or its allies,” said a Western
diplomat speaking anonymously in order to offer a can-
did assessment.

‘Bone-breaking battle’
The Idlib area is dominated by Tahrir al-Sham, the

jihadists formerly known as the Nusra Front.
Proscribed as a terrorist group by the UN Security
Council, the group has set aside past conflict with
Turkish-backed rebels to defend the northwest.
Colonel Mustafa Bakour, a commander in the Jaish al-
Izza rebel group, said coordination among rebels was a
major factor in foiling government attacks. “I expect
the battles to continue for a time because it has
become a bone-breaking battle,” he said in written
answers to questions from Reuters.

The government campaign of air strikes and barrel
bombing that began in late April was followed by the
capture of around 20 villages. This led to a rebel
counter-attack in early June that seized ground the
government has been unable to recover. The Syrian
government has described its operations as a response
to militant violations of ceasefire agreements. Russia
says action was needed to stop attacks from being
launched from Idlib, including drone strikes on its
nearby air base. President Vladimir Putin said in April a
full-scale operation in Idlib was impractical for now.

Though the government has not declared the goals
of the campaign, rebel sources believe it was to cap-
ture two highways that pass through rebel-held terri-
tory. Some 300,000 people fleeing bombardment have
moved towards the Turkish border since April, prompt-
ing the United Nations to warn that Idlib was on the
brink of a “humanitarian nightmare”. For Ankara, the
Syrian opposition’s last major state sponsor, prevent-
ing another major influx of Syrian refugees is of para-
mount importance: Turkey already hosts 3.6 million of
them. While accusing the Syrian government of target-
ing civilians and its military observation posts in the
Idlib area, Turkey has stopped short of blaming Russia,
instead saying it would continue to cooperate with
Moscow over the northwest. The Turkish foreign min-
istry, in a written response to questions from Reuters,
also said “necessary messages have been sent to
Russian officials to end the attacks on our observation
points and civilians” in the Idlib area. — Reuters

In Kabul, it is hard to miss the late Ahmad Shah
Massoud. His bearded visage is painted onto blast
walls across the city, his photo adorns the windscreens

of pro-government forces. And a central roundabout bears
his name. More than 17 years since his assassination, the
legendary fighter who battled the Soviets and the Taleban
has become something of an Afghan icon. The feats of the
“Lion of Panjshir”, named for his home valley north of
Kabul, has earned him a devoted following in war-weary
Afghanistan.

The most famous images of Massoud, with a beige
pakol - the traditional Afghan woollen hat - perched on his
head, can now be found on T-shirts, key rings and even
coffee cups in Kabul’s markets. Massoud gained fame for
his military prowess, through which he kept Panjshir free
even during the bloody Soviet occupation (1979-89) and
under the Taleban regime (1996-2001). “Every country has
a national hero, and Massoud is known worldwide as our
national hero, that is why you see his pictures all over the
country,” said Shamsullah Jawid, a former mujahideen
fighter who now is a Panjshir prosecutor.

Massoud’s only son, Ahmad, said his father’s vision for
Afghanistan was a “peaceful country with good relations
between all ethnicities and neighboring countries”.
Massoud was the first to approach the Taleban to seek
peace, noted Ahmad, 29, who now runs a foundation bear-
ing his father’s name. The United States is currently lead-
ing a push to find a peace deal with the insurgents. “Peace
has not come and the struggles Afghanistan still face keep
piling up,” explained Ahmad. “In this current situation they

need a Massoud figure to be again their savior,” he said of
the nation’s love of his father.

National hero 
Massoud was killed aged 47 in 2001 by a team of Al-

Qaeda bombers posing as journalists. His death came two
days before the September 11 attacks that would precipi-
tate the US-led invasion to oust the Taleban, who had
granted Al-Qaeda safe haven. Massoud has subsequently
been elevated to the rank of Afghan “national hero” by
presidential decree. American historian Michael Barry, an
Afghanistan specialist who lived with Massoud and wrote
a biography about him, said his subject’s legacy comes
from his struggle against two of the 20th century’s most
totalitarian regimes.

“He missed Nazism but he fought against the Soviet
Union and he fought against what Al-Qaeda came to repre-
sent,” Barry said. “With the passage of time, the various
shifting political strategies that the real Massoud engaged in
have become blurred and forgotten behind the iconic image
of someone who gave his life for the defense of his country.”

Viewed by the West as someone who represented
moderate Islam, Massoud was in April 2001 invited to
Paris and then the European Parliament in Strasbourg. But
his story is not without controversy. In his youth, he stud-
ied with the Muslim Brotherhood along with other
mujahideen leaders, before cutting ties in 1978. His troops
were accused of massacres and looting during the 1992-
1996 civil war, which killed tens of thousands of people
and reduced much of Kabul to rubble.

‘Photogenic’ 
Massoud’s legend owes a good amount to a few photo-

graphic portraits that capture the aura of the Afghan “lion”
and are instantly recognizable, rather like those of Marxist
revolutionary Che Guevara. Yousuf Jannesar, an Afghan
photographer, says he has “never met anyone so photo-
genic”. The most famous images of Massoud were taken
by French-Iranian photographer Reza Deghati, known
simply as Reza, or by Hiromi Nagakura of Japan.

“He’s the man who best embodies the most important
word for Afghans: Pride. He is the only person in modern
history who represents the Afghan soul,” said Reza, who
like his subject shares a passion for chess and Persian
poetry. But Massoud left nothing to chance with his image.
“Whenever he would receive guests, his troops would
come to pick me up so I could perfect his look, and when I
would cut his hair he always insisted on being well pre-
sented,” said Malekdad, Massoud’s former hairdresser.

Every Sept 9, the anniversary of his death, crowds of
pakol-wearing admirers, as well as politicians and a few
diplomats, go to Panjshir to pay homage. In Kabul, follow-
ers shoot weapons in the air to honor his memory, an event
that invariably results in locals getting wounded. His like-
ness is emblazoned on goods in a small gift shop beside his
burial ground and memorial in Panjshir -something that
Massoud may not have approved of. “If he were alive, he
would never like his pictures to be misused and hung on
walls by people,” said Faizullah Saifi, Massoud’s former
driver. His son is also dubious about the growing Massoud
iconography. We should celebrate “the values that we
fought for ... not the photos,” he said. — AFP 

(Clockwise from top left) In this photo taken on April 8, 2019, a man walks past a billboard bearing the image of Ahmad Shah Massoud, the late military and political Afghan leader
also known as the “Lion of Panjshir” in Malaspa village near Bazarak in Panjshir Province, north of the capital Kabul; In this photo taken on April 7, 2019, schoolgirls walk past a
barrier wall painted with an image of Massoud in Kabul;  In this photo taken on May 4, 2019, a bodybuilder wears a T-shirt with a portrait Massoud at a gym in Kabul; In this photo
taken on April 8, 2019, a shopkeeper holds a cup bearing the image of Ahmad Shah Massoud as he waits for customers at his shop in Saricha in Panjshir Province. — AFP 

Massoud’s image becomes national icon

Diplomacy:
Genteel world 
combusts in
online era 

President Donald Trump’s fury
over leaked cables written by
the British ambassador

demonstrates the growing predica-
ment faced by diplomats whose
profession - once nearly synony-
mous with a stiff-upper-lip decorum
- has become explosive in the era of
Internet leaks. Trump - never one to
be described as diplomatic - on
Tuesday branded Ambassador Kim
Darroch “a very stupid guy” and a
“pompous fool” after a confidential
missive described the White House
as “uniquely dysfunctional.”

Darroch, representing a govern-
ment that has assiduously courted
Trump to preserve the “special rela-
tionship” between Washington and
London, was burned after The Mail
on Sunday obtained and published
his cables. While diplomats are
trained to put on a polite smile and
show an air of stability as they rep-
resent their countries overseas, they
also serve a more discreet role -
providing unvarnished, on-the-
ground insight to their governments.

In the most sensational look at
diplomats’ inner communications,
the website WikiLeaks in 2010 pub-
lished more than 250,000 internal
cables from US diplomats, revealing
their unfiltered takes on foreign
leaders. Brett Bruen, a former US
diplomat who was director of global
engagement in Barack Obama’s
White House, said that the latest
episode will change how ambassa-
dors operate. “We will see more
ambassadors and diplomats reserve
critical comments for calls and video
conferences. Those, at least on
secured lines, for the time being
have not been hacked,” he said.

Bruen, who runs the Global
Situation Room communications
firm, said that Trump was learning
some hard truths about diplomacy
after apparently believing that the

British sincerely liked him after
rolling out the red carpet for his
state visit last month. “Countries
and ambassadors do things mostly
out of their own self-interest and
they will tell you whatever is neces-
sary to secure your trust and sup-
port,” he said.

Time-honored communications
Cables are a legacy of European

diplomacy, when envoys traveling
among royal courts sealed their
messages in diplomatic pouches.
Such pouches remain protected
under international law, with the
United States still employing around
100 couriers to deliver classified
and sensitive materials. The advent
of underwater lines led to the cre-
ation of “cables”. Inside the US
State Department, like many other
foreign ministries, cable-writing has
virtually grown into an art form
taught to rookie diplomats, who
know that a crisp, insightful memo
can be seen at the top and provide a
career boost.

Some of the authors of the
cables published by WikiLeaks won
praise - unsought - for their literary
skil ls, as when the deputy US
ambassador in Moscow wrote that
some saw then president Dmitry
Medvedev as playing Robin to the
Batman of Vladimir Putin, Russia’s
paramount leader since 2000. In
one significant reprisal, Ecuador -
which later gave refuge to
WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange -
expelled the US ambassador over
cables that suggested illegal activi-
ty by the national police chief. 

Embarrassment over the cables
made some diplomats’ positions
untenable. The US ambassador to
Mexico quit after the release of his
cables questioning the military’s
commitment to fighting drug cartels,
and the US envoy left Libya after
remarking on then dictator
Muammar Gaddafi’s fondness for a
“voluptuous blonde” nurse from
Ukraine. Then secretary of state
Hillary Clinton tried to make light of
the WikiLeaks cables’ impact in
comments that have a whole new
meaning a decade later for Trump.
“You should see what we say about
you,” she quoted a foreign leader as
telling her. — AFP 

Waves of change: 
Lagos battles 
Atlantic erosion

Can Lagos hold back the waves? Sprawled
around a lagoon, Nigeria’s frenetic eco-
nomic capital faces a threat from the

Atlantic on its doorstep. The ocean has pounded
the soft, sandy shoreline on a timescale far sur-
passing human history - but now its waves spell
a major threat to the city and its booming popu-
lation. The coastline is eroding, driven partly by
higher water levels caused by global warming
but also from the impact of dredging to provide
sand for construction.

Global warming, according to a World Bank
study in March, is causing the Atlantic to invade
Africa’s western coast by up to four metres a
year, badly hitting some economically vital
areas. Attempts have been made to defy the
ocean - but critics say they have sometimes just
led to new problems. In particular, a high-end
construction project called Eko Atlantic has
divided opinion.

Launched in 2007 by billionaire investors
with strong political backing, the scheme has
been billed as a Dubai for Africa - a hyper-luxu-
ry enclave of skyscrapers built on land
reclaimed from the seas. An economic downturn
in recent years has stalled the mammoth under-
taking, but already millions of tonnes of sand
have been hauled from the ocean floor to create
a manmade peninsula jutting out into the
Atlantic from the affluent Victoria Island. 

Surrounding it is what the developers call the
“Great Wall of Lagos”, a barrier of rocks and
five-ton concrete blocks intended to run for 8.5
km, designed to withstand the worst storms the
Atlantic can throw at it. While the barrier has
still not reached full length, those responsible
say it has “saved” the business hub of Victoria
Island standing behind it from the ravages of the
ocean. “Today, Lagos is already seeing the ben-
efits of the Great Wall, once flooded roads are
now passable and abandoned properties have
been reinvested,” Eko Atlantic’s website says.

‘Washed away’ 
But while it is seen as a solution for some, the

mammoth project is described as a major prob-
lem for others. Around 12 km to the east,
landowner Wasiu Elegushi says the Eko Atlantic
has caused devastating changes to coastal cur-
rents, destroying his small middle-class neigh-
borhood, Alpha Beach. Since construction
began in 2007, locals and researchers say dis-

placed currents have washed away more than
25 m of land from the shoreline. “Before Eko, we
had nature, palm trees and coconut trees,”
Elegushi told AFP. “The water started to rise.
Everything has been washed away.”

The shore-hugging Alpha Beach road has
disappeared under the waves and apartment
blocks built with prized ocean views just 10
years ago are now occupied only by squatters.
A barrier has now gone up to try to protect the
area, but for many residents it appears too late.
“The way the tides would react to the wall was
clear to anyone who understands this,” said
Tunji Adejumo, an ecologist at the University of
Lagos. “It shows that the promoters had no
consideration” for the rest of the coast, he said.
Eko Atlantic did not respond to questions from
AFP about the impact of its construction. 

Megacity, mega-problems 
Experts say Eko Atlantic is simply the most

prominent example of the impact of large-scale
land reclamation in Africa’s largest metropolis.
With more than 20 million residents - no one
knows its exact size - Lagos is also one of the
world’s fastest growing cities. The city has long
been vulnerable to flood surges, but environ-
mental safeguards are weak. One unanticipated
consequence of the city’s headlong rush for
growth has been that parts of the seabed have
become a moonscape as dredgers have pillaged
its sand to make concrete.

An extensive impact study for the state gov-
ernment seen by AFP shows that the once
smooth ocean floor now has gigantic holes up to
eight metres deep, some of them perilously
close to the shore. Experts say such craters can
compromise the safety of coastline properties,
and some structures in poorer waterfront com-
munities are already collapsing.

Elsewhere, what were once shal low
swamplands in Lekki, a peninsula dividing the
Lagos lagoon from open sea, were reclaimed
in the 1990s to become a middle-class resi-
dential area. — AFP

A man walks past an abandoned house
destroyed by tidal erosion at Alpha Beach, a strip
of the Lagos coastline, on April 29, 2019. — AFP 


