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The Middle East that President Trump inherited, observed the veteran 

commentator Hisham Melham in November 2016, was “figuratively and in some 

places literally unraveling.” Melham noted that alienated officials throughout the 

Middle East had blamed the Obama administration for not confronting Iran on its 

military interventions in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen; the explosive rise of 

the Islamic State; and especially for its failure to uphold its red line and punish 

the Asad regime for using chemical weapons against civilians in 2013. As a result, 

President Trump was cautiously welcomed by these officials as the embodiment 

of “anybody but Obama.”1    

 

Yet during his first four months in office, many in the American media, academy, 

and former officials have argued that there has been more continuity than 

change in Trump’s Middle East policies.2 In February, The New York Times 

reported that Trump was “embracing some key pillars of the former 

administration’s strategy,”3 while another observer described Trump's foreign 

policy as “Obama Lite – the exact same policies, implemented by the exact same 

people.”4 Nonetheless, in almost every Trump declaration one can see the new 

                                                 
1 Hisham Melham, “What does a Trump presidency mean for the Middle East?,” al-Arabiya, 

November 26, 2016. 
2 Daniel Benaim; “Trump’s First 100 Days in the Middle East,” Center for American Progress 

(CAP), April 26, 2017; Richard Burt, “A Grand Strategy for Trump,” NationalInterest.org, April 

13, 2017; Marc Lynch, “Trump’s Middle East Policies Are Boorish and Belligerent, But 

Surprisingly Normal,” Warontherocks.com, April 3, 2017; Ronald R. Krebs, “Is Foreign Policy 

Leadership a Fool’s Errand?,” NationalInterest.org, February 12, 2017. 
3 Mark Landler, Peter Baker, and David E. Sanger, “Trump Embraces Pillars of Obama’s Foreign 

Policy,” The New York Times, February 2, 2017. 
4 Lee Smith, “Will Obama’s Foreign Policy Wizards Save Trump?,” Tablet, March 15, 2017. 

https://english.alarabiya.net/en/views/news/middle-east/2016/11/26/What-does-a-Trump-presidency-mean-for-the-Middle-East-.html
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/reports/2017/04/26/431047/trumps-first-100-days-middle-east/
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/grand-strategy-trump-20176
https://warontherocks.com/2017/04/trumps-middle-east-policies-boorish-and-belligerent-but-surprisingly-normal/
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http://nationalinterest.org/feature/foreign-policy-leadership-fools-errand-19407
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/foreign-policy-leadership-fools-errand-19407
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/02/world/middleeast/iran-missile-test-trump.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/02/world/middleeast/iran-missile-test-trump.html
http://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-news-and-politics/227526/obamas-foreign-policy-wizards
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president shadow boxing with the Obama legacy; if there is one “overarching 

theme” to Trump’s foreign policies, it is a rejection of Obama’s approach.5  

First, and most broadly, Trump does not appear committed to retrenchment.6 

Trump is not trying to reduce American commitments abroad in the name of 

strengthening the U.S. at home. Trump appears to want the "brilliant 

incoherence" of foreign-policy activism without assuming the costs of his 

predecessors.7  

 

In terms of the Middle East, perhaps the most visible practical change in the 

Trump approach has been its coordination with Egypt, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia. 

While Obama kept those states at arm’s length, Trump’s team appears to be 

closely coordinating its regional policy with King Abdullah II of Jordan, President 

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi of Egypt, and King Salman (and his son, Deputy Crown Prince 

Mohammed bin Salman) in Saudi Arabia.8 Trump wants to work through these 

regimes to achieve its three Middle East priorities: defeating the Islamic State 

(IS); implementing a ceasefire and a plan for political transition in Syria; and, a 

regional agreement on Israeli-Palestinian peace.9  

 

The second clear break from the Obama approach in Trump’s Middle East policy 

is its approach to Iran. The Economist referred to the Trump posture on Iran as 

“A new confrontation.”10 Indeed, on April 19, U.S. Secretary of State Rex Tillerson 

issued a confrontational five-minute public statement on Iran saying, “Today I’d 

like to address Iran’s alarming and ongoing provocations that export terror and 

violence destabilizing more than one country at a time…Iran spends its treasure 

and time disrupting peace.”11 Moreover, he explicitly rejected Obama’s biggest 

foreign policy legacy, the nuclear deal with Iran, claiming that the JCPOA “only 

                                                 
5 Jonathan S. Tobin, “Trump Isn’t Repeating Obama’s Middle East Mistakes,” National Review, 

February 3, 2017. 
6 James Jay Carafano, "Trump Has a Foreign Policy Strategy," NationalInterest.org, April 20, 2017; 

Josh Rogin "There is no Trump foreign policy doctrine, but there is a structure," Washington 

Post, April 27, 2017. For the U.S. Secretary of State's detailed statement of how Trump's 

"America First" translates into U.S. foreign policy, see: Rex W. Tillerson, "Remarks to U.S. 

Department of State Employees," May 3, 2017.  
7 Stephan Sestanovich, "The Brilliant Incoherence of Trump's Foreign Policy," The Atlantic, May 

2017.  
8 "Trump Hosts Sisi in Washington, Moves to Reset Bilateral Relations With Egypt," as-Sharq al-

Awsat, April 3, 2017; Osama al-Sharif, "Why king's visit to Washington was essential for 

Jordan," al-Monitor, February 7, 2017; Emily Whalen, "Did Trump get played by the king of 

Jordan like someone new to the region?," ForeignPolicy.com, April 10, 2017; Bernard Haykel, 

"The resetting of U.S.-Saudi relations," Washington Times, March 17, 2017; Josh Rogin, "Trump 

resets U.S.-Saudi relations - in Saudi Arabia's favor," Washington Post, March 16, 2017; Hussein 

Ibish, "Riyadh and Washington are growing ever closer," The National, April 22, 2017. 
9  Uri Savir, “Trump’s Mideast plan starts taking shape,” al-Monitor, April 30, 2017. 
10 “A new confrontation,” The Economist, February 25, 2017. 
11 “Secretary Tillerson Makes a Statement on Iran,” U.S. Department of State, April 19, 2017. 

http://www.nationalreview.com/article/444609/donald-trump-middle-east-policy-avoids-obamas-mistakes
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/trump-has-foreign-policy-strategy-20284
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/josh-rogin/wp/2017/04/27/theres-no-trump-foreign-policy-doctrine-but-there-is-a-structure/?utm_term=.e3b213db1981
https://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2017/05/270620.htm
https://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2017/05/270620.htm
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2017/05/the-brilliant-incoherence-of-trumps-foreign-policy/521430/
http://english.aawsat.com/asharq-al-awsat-english/world-news/trump-hosts-sisi-washington-moves-reset-bilateral-relations-egypt
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/02/jordan-king-visit-washington-trump-support-isis.html
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http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/04/10/did-trump-get-played-by-the-king-of-jordan-like-someone-new-to-the-region/
http://m.washingtontimes.com/news/2017/mar/15/us-saudi-relations-require-a-reset/
http://m.washingtontimes.com/news/2017/mar/15/us-saudi-relations-require-a-reset/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/josh-rogin/wp/2017/03/16/trump-resets-u-s-saudi-relations-in-saudi-arabias-favor/?utm_term=.4212396f4fcf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/josh-rogin/wp/2017/03/16/trump-resets-u-s-saudi-relations-in-saudi-arabias-favor/?utm_term=.4212396f4fcf
http://www.thenational.ae/opinion/comment/riyadh-and-washington-are-growing-ever-closer
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/04/israel-us-palestinians-jordan-egypt-saudi-arabia-trump-abbas.html
http://www.economist.com/news/middle-east-and-africa/21717384-how-far-new-administration-prepared-go-donald-trump-intends-take
https://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2017/04/270341.htm
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delays [Iran’s] goal of becoming a nuclear state.” Again sharply breaking with the 

Obama policy, Tillerson said, “This deal represents the same failed approach of 

the past that brought us to the current imminent threat we face with North 

Korea,” adding that “the Trump administration has no intention of passing the 

buck to a future administration on Iran.” 

 

Beyond defeating the Islamic State by seizing its putative Syrian capital, Raqqa,12 

a clear picture of the broad U.S. policy for Syria has yet to emerge.13 This has led 

some critics to argue that Trump is simply continuing Obama's policy there.14 

The Economist labeled Trump's policy "confused," arguing "any lingering notion 

that Mr. Trump might strike a grand bargain with Russia over Syria is dead."15 In 

any case, those who still entertain the notion of a US-Russian "grand bargain"16 

that would concede Russia's position in Ukraine and the Crimea, in exchange for 

Russian compromise in Syria minimize the changing context in Syria, which has 

presented Russia with diminishing returns on its military intervention since 

early 2016.17 Such a situation provides strong incentives, independent of the 

logic of a grand bargain, for Russia to seek a new arrangement in Syria, one that 

would allow it to lock-in its strategic gains, while transferring responsibility for 

the conflict to others.18  

 

On May 1, just prior to a multilateral diplomatic conference on Syria in Astana, 

Kazakhstan, Putin and Trump discussed achieving a cease-fire in Syria. During a 

press conference with German Chancellor Angela Merkel in Sochi before the call 

                                                 
12 “Fighting ISIS: The Road to and Beyond Raqqa,” Middle East Briefing No. 53, International 

Crisis Group, April 28, 2017; Paul McLeary and Dan De Luce, "Trump to Tell Turkey: We're 

Going to Take Raqqa With the Kurds," ForeignPolicy.com, May 5, 2017. 
13 Barbara Slavin, "Trump's generals wonder: what comes after Raqqa?," al-Monitor, April 27, 

2017. 
14 Jennifer Rubin, "The Syrian genocide is now Trump's problem,” Washington Post, April 5, 2017; 

Derek Chollet, "As Trump's Foreign Policy Emerges, Watch His Temperament in Washington," 

Defense One, January 4, 2017; Amir Tibon, "Indifferent to Assad, Anti-Iran: Trump's Syria 

Policy Baffles Experts," Haaretz.com, April 4, 2017. 
15 "Donald Trump's Syria strategy is confused," The Economist, April 12, 2017; see, also: Peter 

Baker and Neil Macfarquhar, "Trump and Putin Agree to Seek Syria Cease-Fire," The New York 

Times, May 2, 2017. 
16 “Trump to meet Russian foreign minister Lavrov on Wednesday: U.S. senior official,” Reuters, 

May 9, 2017; Vladimir Frolov, "Why Russia Won't Cave to Western Demands," Moscow Times, 

May 3, 2017; “Donald Trump seeks a grand bargain with Vladimir Putin: It is a terrible idea,” 

The Economist, February 11, 2017; Maxim Trudolyubov, “What Russia? What Grand Bargain?,” 

Russia File, Kennan Institute – Wilson Center, March 10, 2017. 
17 See: Brandon Friedman, “Russia, Turkey, and Iran: Cooperation and Competition in Syria,” Tel 

Aviv Notes 11: 2, January 30, 2017.  
18 Dimitar Bechev, "Russia in Syria: What Next?," The American Interest, April 10, 2017; Alexander 

Bratersky, "Russian Public Perception Pressuring Putin to Wrap Up Syrian Operation," Syria 

Deeply, March 21, 2017. 

https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/eastern-mediterranean/syria/b053-fighting-isis-road-and-beyond-raqqa
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/05/05/trump-to-tell-turkey-were-going-to-take-raqqa-with-the-kurds/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/05/05/trump-to-tell-turkey-were-going-to-take-raqqa-with-the-kurds/
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/04/trump-administration-manage-rift-turkey-syria-kurds.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/right-turn/wp/2017/04/05/the-syrian-genocide-is-now-trumps-problem/?utm_term=.efaf5d1afa68
http://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2017/01/how-trumps-behavior-washington-will-harm-us-policy-abroad/134348/
http://www.haaretz.com/us-news/.premium-1.781314
http://www.haaretz.com/us-news/.premium-1.781314
http://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21720617-america-should-be-planning-de-facto-partition-donald-trumps-syria-strategy-confused?fsrc=scn/tw/te/bl/ed/wantedacoherentsyriapolicydonaldtrumpssyriastrategyisconfused
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/02/world/europe/trump-putin-syria.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trump-russia-idUSKBN18602R
https://themoscowtimes.com/articles/why-russia-wont-cave-to-the-western-demands-op-ed-57892
http://www.kennan-russiafile.org/2017/03/10/what-russia-what-grand-bargain/
http://dayan.org/content/russia-turkey-and-iran-cooperation-and-competition-syria
https://www.the-american-interest.com/2017/04/10/russia-in-syria-what-next/
https://www.newsdeeply.com/syria/community/2017/03/21/russian-public-perception-pressuring-putin-to-wrap-up-syria-operation
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with Trump, Putin dismissed an opportunity to critique the U.S.'s April 7 

airstrikes on the Asad regime and went out of his way to say that “Certainly, 

without involvement of such a country as the U.S., these problems [in Syria] 

cannot be solved efficiently.”19 Kremlin officials have said that Putin will be 

trying to sell the U.S. the idea of creating four security zones in Syria to enforce a 

national cease-fire.20  

 

In doing so, Russia is essentially embracing an idea that Trump himself floated in 

late January 2017.21 Indeed, Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov pointed out 

that the "de-escalation zones," which were formally agreed to by Russia, Turkey, 

and Iran at the Astana gathering22 and that went into effect on May 6 — were an 

American idea.23 Setting aside the enormously complex mechanics of 

successfully implementing the Astana agreement,24 one must ask why Russia is 

going out of its way to publicize its coordination with the Trump administration 

on the Syria diplomatic process.  

 

It is important to point out that the newly declared de-escalation zones do not 

include almost all of northeast and eastern Syria (see map, below), which are the 

areas predominantly controlled by the Islamic State and the Syrian Kurds. These 

are also the areas where U.S. military forces, in coordination with the Kurdish-

                                                 
19 David Filipov and Ashley Parker, "Trump and Putin discuss ceas-fire in Syria in first 

conversation since U.S. air strikes," Washington Post, May 2, 2017. 
20 Henry Meyer and Ilya Arkhipov, "Putin Pushes Syria Peacekeeper Plan With Trump to Save 

Truce," Bloomberg.com, May 2, 2017.  
21 Phil Stewart, "Trump's hopes for Syria safe zones may force decision on Assad," Reuters, 

January 27, 2017; John Hudson and Paul Mcleary, "Tillerson's Push For Safe Zones in Iraq, 

Syria Faces Questions, Obstacles," ForeignPolicy.com, March 22, 2017. Safe zones also served 

as yet another way for Trump to distinguish his approach from Obama's, in as much as Obama 

repeatedly rejected the idea of creating safe zones in Syria. See: Greg Jaffe, "Washington's 

foreign policy elite breaks with Obama over Syrian bloodshed," Washington Post, October 20, 

2016; Peter Baker, "Syria Exposes Split Between Obama and Clinton," The New York Times,  

October 3, 2015. The argument for safe zones in Syria began gathering steam when it was 

made by former senior U.S. diplomats Nicholas Burns and James Jeffrey in February 2016, see: 

Nicholas Burns and James Jeffrey, "The diplomatic case for America to create a safe zone in 

Syria," Washington Post, February 4, 2016.   
22 It is beyond the scope of this piece to fully analyze the agreement signed in Astana. For detailed 

accounts of the Astana talks, see: Aron Lund, "Can a deal in Astana wind down the six-year 

Syrian war?" irinnews.org, May 5, 2017; and, Maxim A. Suchkov, "Syria to get civilian safe 

zones," al-Monitor, May 5, 2017. 
23 "Lavrov: decisions on Syria de-escalation zones related to US initiatives," TASS: Russian News 

Agency, May 6, 2017. 
24 Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation, “Principles of implementation of the 

Memorandum on Syria de-escalation zones signed in Astana,” May 5, 2017; Taha Abed 
AlWahed, “Implementation of ‘Safe Zones’…Russia excludes Qabun,” as-Sharq al-Awsat, May 6, 
2017; Josh Wood, “Fatal flaws in latest plan for safe zones in Syria,” The National, May 6, 2017; 
Daniel R. DePetris, "Coming soon to Syria: Peace?," NationalInterest.org, May 7, 2017. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/russias-putin-to-talk-with-the-leaders-of-the-west--separately/2017/05/02/d77dd446-2ecd-11e7-a335-fa0ae1940305_story.html?utm_term=.fc23fd8047ea
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/russias-putin-to-talk-with-the-leaders-of-the-west--separately/2017/05/02/d77dd446-2ecd-11e7-a335-fa0ae1940305_story.html?utm_term=.fc23fd8047ea
https://www.bloomberg.com/politics/articles/2017-05-02/russia-pushes-peacekeeper-plan-in-syria-as-cease-fire-unravels
https://www.bloomberg.com/politics/articles/2017-05-02/russia-pushes-peacekeeper-plan-in-syria-as-cease-fire-unravels
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trump-safezones-idUSKBN15B0E5?feedType=RSS&feedName=worldNews&utm_source=Twitter&utm_medium=Social&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+Reuters%2FworldNews+%28Reuters+World+News%29
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/03/22/tillersons-push-for-safe-zones-in-iraq-and-syria-faces-questions-obstacles/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/03/22/tillersons-push-for-safe-zones-in-iraq-and-syria-faces-questions-obstacles/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/washington-foreign-policy-elites-not-sorry-to-see-obama-go/2016/10/20/bd2334a2-9228-11e6-9c52-0b10449e33c4_story.html?utm_term=.c1d158ff4d78
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/washington-foreign-policy-elites-not-sorry-to-see-obama-go/2016/10/20/bd2334a2-9228-11e6-9c52-0b10449e33c4_story.html?utm_term=.c1d158ff4d78
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/04/world/syria-exposes-split-between-obama-and-clinton.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/the-diplomatic-case-for-america-to-create-a-safe-zone-in-syria/2016/02/04/f3c7c820-caa9-11e5-88ff-e2d1b4289c2f_story.html?utm_term=.9728af2ee42d
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/the-diplomatic-case-for-america-to-create-a-safe-zone-in-syria/2016/02/04/f3c7c820-caa9-11e5-88ff-e2d1b4289c2f_story.html?utm_term=.9728af2ee42d
http://www.irinnews.org/analysis/2017/05/05/can-deal-astana-wind-down-six-year-syrian-war
http://www.irinnews.org/analysis/2017/05/05/can-deal-astana-wind-down-six-year-syrian-war
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/05/syria-russia-plan-safe-zones-turkey-iran-assad-military.html
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/05/syria-russia-plan-safe-zones-turkey-iran-assad-military.html
http://tass.com/politics/944894
http://eng.mil.ru/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12121964@egNews
http://eng.mil.ru/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12121964@egNews
http://english.aawsat.com/taha-abed-alwahed/news-middle-east/implementation-safe-zonesrussia-excludes-qabun
http://www.thenational.ae/world/middle-east/fatal-flaws-in-latest-plan-for-safe-zones-in-syria
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-skeptics/coming-soon-syria-peace-20541
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led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF),25 are preparing for the operation to retake 

the IS stronghold in Raqqa.26  

 

 
Source: Anadolu Agency, Turkey 

 

Therefore, there may be a broader understanding evolving between the U.S. and 

Russia to divide Syria into zones of influence.27 Based on their respective military 

deployments, it appears that Russia would be responsible for the areas broadly 

defined as west of the north-south axis that includes Aleppo, Idlib, Hama, Homs, 

and Damascus (covered by the Astana agreement), while the U.S. would be 

responsible for the territories east of the same axis.28 If this is what is happening, 

                                                 
25 The SDF are a multi-ethnic, multi-religious military force supported by the U.S. and led 

predominantly by the Kurdish YPG (Yekîneyên Parastina Gel; “People’s Protection Units”) 

based in northern Syria. 
26 Anton Mardasov, "Are the US, Russia staking out territorial clout in Syria?," al-Monitor, April 

28, 2017. 
27 Anton Mardasov, "Are the US, Russia staking out territorial clout in Syria?," al-Monitor, April 

28, 2017. 
28 This is an approximate description, which obviously contains important exceptions. Russia and 

its partners will hold meetings in Syria in two weeks to iron out the details of the safe zones. 

http://aa.com.tr/en/info/infographic/5892
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/04/us-russia-staking-out-territorial-clout-syria.html
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/04/us-russia-staking-out-territorial-clout-syria.html
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then in the best-case these zones of influence would be laying the groundwork 

for some kind of de-facto decentralization or federalism in Syria.29 This depends 

on whether the new Astana agreement can wind down the fighting between the 

regime and rebels in the Russian zone (a big "if" indeed30) on the one hand; and, 

on the other hand, whether the U.S. and its Kurdish and Sunni allies can 

decisively defeat the IS in Raqqa and Deir az-Zour,31 and "go the extra mile of 

translating its presence into leverage to end the cycle of violence" in eastern 

Syria.32  

 

Russia, however, may also be considering another scenario. The de-escalation 

zones provide it with a framework with which to coordinate (and regulate) the 

conduct of its partners (Asad, Turkey, Iran) and eliminate jihadi rebels in the 

territory it considers "useful Syria."33 Nevertheless, by ceding responsibility for 

the east to the U.S., Russia would be leaving it to adjudicate unresolved disputes 

over the territory in northeastern and eastern Syria. Russia may be anticipating 

that the U.S. will find itself enmeshed in a new phase of conflict as a result. 34 In a 

post-IS Syria, Turkey will be seeking to prevent Kurdish autonomy in northeast 

Syria along the Turkish border,35 and Iran will be seeking to secure at least one 

                                                                                                                                            
See: Sevil Erkuş, "Guarantor powers to 'de-escalation zone' maps in Syria by June 4," Hurriyet 

Daily News, May 6, 2017.  
29 Jihad Yazighi, "No going back: Why decentralization is the future for Syria," European Council 

for Foreign Relations (ECFR), September 6, 2016; Samer Araabi, "Syria's Decentralization 

Roadmap," Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, March 23, 2017. For an argument 

against partition or decentralization, see: Maher Masʿud, "Is Dividing Syria the Problem or the 

Solution?," translated by Maya Milani, SyriaUntold.com, September 21, 2016.  
30 "Syria safe zones hit by clashes on first day," The Guardian, May 6, 2017; “Syria army advances 

despite deal to reduce fighting,” The National, May 7, 2017. 
31 “Fighting ISIS: The Road to and Beyond Raqqa,” Middle East Briefing No. 53, International 

Crisis Group, April 28, 2017.  
32 Hassan Hassan, "There is a way out of Syria's vicious circle," The National, May 2, 2017. 
33 As an aside, it is unclear how important Darʿa and Quneitra provinces are to Russia's strategic 

interests; it may be their inclusion was a sop to Iran. Relatedly, it is not clear how Russia's 

declaration to limit air traffic in these provinces will affect Israel's ability to enforce its red line 

of preventing arms transfers from Iran to Hizballah through Syria. In early April, Israel's Prime 

Minister Benjamin Netanyahu was reported to have also discussed the notion of security or 

buffer zones in Syria during his talks with President Putin; see: Barak Ravid, "Netanyahu Seeks 

Buffer Zones Against Iran and Hezbollah on Syria's Borders with Israel and Jordan," 

Haaretz.com, April 7, 2017. Also, see: Thomas Grove and Felicia Schwartz, "US Dismisses 

Russia's Ban on Aircraft Over Syrian Safe Zones," Wall Street Journal, May 5, 2017.   
34 Raymond Tanter and Edward Stafford, "America, Turkey and Iran Could Be Headed Toward a 

Showdown," NationalInterest.org, May 6, 2017. 
35 Michael R. Gordon and Eric Schmitt, “Trump to Arm Syrian Kurds, Even as Turkey Strongly 

Objects,” The New York Times, May 9, 2017; Martin Chulov and Fazel Hawramy, "Ever-closer 

ties between US and Kurds stoke Turkish border tensions," The Guardian, May 1, 2017; 

Amberin Zaman, "Kurds call on US to set up no-fly zone after Turkish attacks," al-Monitor, 

http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/guarantor-powers-to-draw-de-escalation-zone-maps-in-syria-by-june-4.aspx?pageID=238&nid=112774
http://www.ecfr.eu/publications/summary/no_going_back_why_decentralisation_is_the_future_for_syria7107
http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/68372
http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/68372
http://www.syriauntold.com/en/2016/09/is-dividing-syria-the-problem-or-the-solution/
http://www.syriauntold.com/en/2016/09/is-dividing-syria-the-problem-or-the-solution/
https://amp.theguardian.com/world/2017/may/06/syria-safe-zones-hit-by-clashes-on-first-day
http://www.thenational.ae/world/middle-east/syrian-army-advances-despite-deal-to-reduce-fighting
http://www.thenational.ae/world/middle-east/syrian-army-advances-despite-deal-to-reduce-fighting
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/eastern-mediterranean/syria/b053-fighting-isis-road-and-beyond-raqqa
http://www.thenational.ae/opinion/comment/there-is-a-way-out-of-syrias-vicious-circle
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.782143
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.782143
https://www.wsj.com/articles/russia-u-s-aircraft-barred-from-syria-safe-zones-1493983021
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overland corridor from Iran and Iraq through Syria to the Mediterranean.36 

Further, jihadis may seek to regroup in the frontier zone of southern and eastern 

Syria if and when they are defeated in Raqqa. Any or all of these challenges could 

turn into a new and prolonged phase of conflict for U.S. For Russia, the zones of 

influence arrangement would allow it to better limit the Asad regime's freedom 

of action, leaving the door open to a negotiated settlement to the war.37 At the 

same time, it would allow Russia to preserve its partnerships with Turkey and 

Iran, without assuming the responsibility for confronting them in the contested 

areas of eastern Syria. In other words, Russia may be trying to establish an 

arrangement with the U.S. based on the principle that each side will accept what 

the other is doing in the area it controls, the area most vital to its interests. The 

rub here is that in the Russian zone of influence the plan is for the fighting to 

wind down, while in the U.S. zone of influence it appears there may be a new 

post-IS phase of conflict.  

 

The Syrian challenge confronting the Trump administration is almost identical to 

the one that faced Obama: how can the U.S. play a more decisive role in in Syria 

without assuming an open-ended military and financial burden that it promised 

it would avoid. Consistent with its policy of tacking in the opposite direction of 

Obama's policies, Trump's national security team appears to be preparing a 

strategy for leaning in rather than staying out of the Syrian war.38 While one 

former Obama administration official has warned Trump against "the strategic 

suicide" of pursuing an alignment with Russia in Syria,39 it now appears that it is 

Russia that is modestly courting a skeptical Trump administration.40  
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