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Instability in the Middle East 
and challenges to peace 
settlement in Syria
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the problems of international terrorism, researcher of the Russian Academy of Science.

Stanislav IVANOV

The Middle East region, with its strategic sea, land and air routes, rich
hydrocarbon deposits, and a major market for weapons, continues to be a
scene for intense competition, tough confrontation and conflict of 

interests among leading regional and world centers of power.(1) Internal political
instability, armed conflicts, violent and chaotic conditions, unemployment in a
number of Arab countries generate new waves of legal and illegal migrants and
refugees to the Balkans and further to Europe. There is a direct link between the
migration from the Middle East, Islamization of Western countries, and growing
terrorist threat in Europe. Political problems in the region are exacerbated by the
world’s highest level of social and economic inequality. For example, in 2016, in
the countries of the Middle East the wealthiest 10% of population (the top income
decile) hold 61% of national income, while in Europe this figure is 37%.(2)

The main sources of tension in the region, in addition to the Palestinian
problem and the Arab-Israeli confrontation, are inter-Arab and confessional
conflicts and the unresolved Kurdish issue. The Shia-Sunni wars in Iraq, Syria, and
Yemen, and the fight of Turkish, Syrian, Iraqi, and Iranian Kurds for their natio-
nal rights and freedoms are particularly severe. The large-scale interference of
external forces in the internal affairs of the Arab states, as well as the growing
confrontation between the regional powers such as Israel, Turkey and Saudi Arabia
on the one hand and Iran on the other, further aggravating the situation in the
region. The UN efforts to settle conflicts in Syria, Yemen, Libya and other regio-
nal hotspots are impeded by the lack of consensus among the permanent members
of the UN Security Council on the means to stop the bloodshed and put an end
of the Middle Eastern crises as quickly as possible. Speaking to the members of the
UN General Assembly on January 17, 2018, UN Secretary-General António
Guterres noted the growing number of conflicts in the world and called the situa-
tion in the Middle East a ‘Gordian knot’ with many intertwined problems among
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(1) The region comprises 22 countries: Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Sudan, Israel, Palestine, Jordan,
Lebanon, Syria, Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Oman, UAE, Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait, Iraq, Iran, Cyprus, Turkey.
(2) MANUYLOVA Anastasya “The price of world inequality goes up”, Kommersant, December 14, 2017.
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them the conflicts in Syria and Yemen, instability in Iraq and the Israeli-Palestinian
issue. He expressed his concern over the signs of ‘weakening’ support for the set-
tlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict on the basis of co-existence of two states.
He stressed that there was no alternative to the two-state solution.(3)

The Israeli-Palestinian problem 
and relocation of the US embassy to Jerusalem

The December 6, 2017 decision by US President Donald Trump to reco-
gnize Jerusalem the capital of Israel and to move the US Embassy from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem(4) attracted renewed world attention to the Palestinian problem. In
recent years, inert negotiations on the Middle East settlement have reached a dead-
lock with many regional and international players satisfied with the ‘no war, no
peace’ situation. Egypt and Jordan previously concluded peace agreements and
established diplomatic relations with Israel. The leadership of these countries tried
to mediate disagreements between the Palestinians of the Gaza Strip (Hamas
group) and the ones of the West Bank (Fatah movement). These efforts resulted in
an agreement on the return of the Gaza Strip under the control of the Palestinian
National Authority (PNA) in December 2017 and on the preparation for general
elections in the Palestinian territories. This agreement created favourable environ-
ment for creating a joint Palestinian delegation to negotiate with Israel and search
for a peaceful settlement.

Other Arab states formally continued to boycott Israel at the diplomatic
and other levels but abstained from the earlier hostile rhetoric towards Tel Aviv.
During his Middle East tour in May 2017, President Trump tried to rally around
the United States all anti-Iranian regional forces including Israel, Saudi Arabia and
other Arab and Muslim countries. Such a scenario seemed to satisfy Washington
and there was no need to provoke a new Arab-Israeli conflict. However, under the
pretext of implementing his election promises and in part because of his pro-Israeli
views President Trump decided to move the US embassy to Jerusalem. On
December 21, 2017 the UN General Assembly voted against the recognition of
Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. Following the vote, 128 countries called on the
United States to revoke its decision to move the embassy to Jerusalem, 35 coun-
tries abstained, and nine supported the move.(5) The sharpest criticism came from
the Palestinians, Arab and Muslim countries (Iran, Turkey, Pakistan, and others).
It was understandable: Muslims consider Jerusalem a sacred city as it hosts Al-Aqsa,

(3) “Secretary-General’s remarks at informal meeting of the General Assembly”, United Nations Secretary-General,
January 16. 2018 (www.un.org/).
(4) LANDLER Mark, “Trump Recognizes Jerusalem as Israel’s Capital and Orders U.S. Embassy to Move”, The New York
Times, December 5, 2017 (www.nytimes.com/).
(5) BEAUMONT Peter; “UN votes resoundingly to reject Trump’s recognition of Jerusalem as capital”, The Guardian,
December 21, 2017 (www.theguardian.com/).
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the third most important mosque in Islam. The Palestinians and their supporters
still hope for East Jerusalem to be recognized as the capital of a Palestinian state.

The Trump administration’s decision caused large-scale spontaneous rallies
and protests in the Palestinian territories and in Israel with participants calling for
a new intifada (uprising). Missiles were fired from the Gaza Strip against Israel,
clashes between protesters and the Israeli police and army left dozens of
Palestinians dead and hundreds more wounded. The US decision to move its
embassy in Israel is likely to stall the Middle East settlement indefinitely and at the
same time lead to increased activity of radical Islamist groups in the Middle East.

Apparently, the US regional allies—the monarchies of the Persian 
Gulf countries and the leaders of other Muslim states—will have to take into
account the opinion of the ‘Arab street’ and the Islamic Ummah in their further
cooperation with the United States. One of the first countries to discontinue its
cooperation with Israel and sharply condemn the use of military force against
Palestinians was Turkey. Teheran’s sharp criticism of the actions of Washington and
Tel Aviv was also to be expected.

Increased role of Islamist organizations

The Middle East region continues to suffer from the effects of the tragic
events of the 2011 Arab Spring which to some extent affected virtually all coun-
tries of the Arab East, significantly destabilized the military and political situation
in a number of Arab states, led to the change of some elites and ruling regimes,
provoked protracted armed conflicts. These conflicts involved not only internal
opposing forces, but also foreign states and non-state actors. On January 17, 2017,
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi said that the total cost of the Arab Spring
for the Middle Eastern countries amounted to $900 billion, and in the course of
the following conflicts about 1.5 million people were killed and over 15 million
people became refugees.(6)

Amid the dissolution of statehood and the resulting vacuum of power and
ideology, both Sunni and Shia Islamist extremist organizations became more active
in a number of Arab countries. They professed the radical Islam of the extreme
Sunni type (Salafism, Wahhabism, Takfirism, Jihadism), on the one hand, and
Iranian Shia fundamentalism, on the other hand. Regional political forces have
increasingly used these two factions of Islam to retain or change power or spread
their influence over other countries. In fact, in the Middle East the world witnesses
local governments and opposition as well as external forces in their struggle for
power, influence, and resources rely not only on traditional Muslim institutions,
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(6) “Кровавые итоги «�рабской весн�»: погибли 1,4 млн человек, потеряны 900 млрд долларов” [“Bloody results of the
Arab Spring: 1.4 million people killed, 900 billion dollars lost”], Russkaya vesna, January 18, 2018
(http://rusvesna.su/news/1516253286).



4

but often engage various groups of radical Islamists who, as a result, become
powerful political and military forces.

For example, in Turkey the Islamist Justice and Development Party
(AKP)—which has been the ruling party for years—departs from the policy of the
Turkish Republic’s founder Kemal Ataturk to develop a secular nation and sup-
ports foreign radical Islamist groups. Classified documents of the German
Ministry of the Interior obtained by German media confirm that Turkey supports
terrorists and Islamists. In particular, Berlin suspects the Turkish president Recep
Tayyip Erdogan in supporting the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood and Palestinian
Hamas movement, as well as armed Islamist opposition groups in Syria.(7)

In 2011-2012, the Muslim Brotherhood won in the parliamentary and
presidential elections in Egypt. As the social and economic conditions worsened
and the regime pursued the policy of forcible Islamization of the country, the lea-
dership of the Egyptian armed forces carried out a military coup on July 4, 2013.
The overthrown president Mohamed Morsi and the leaders of the Muslim
Brotherhood were brought to trial. The military ensured the adoption of a new
constitution and democratic elections.

The Lebanese Shiite group Hezbollah declared a terrorist organization by
the Arab League, the United States, the EU, Israel and many other countries(8) has
effectively become a state within a state, its members sit in the country’s parliament
and government, it has its own security services and armed forces. About
10,000 Hezbollah fighters on a rotational basis are permanently deployed in Syria
where they protect the government of Bashar al-Assad.

In 2014, Islamist jihadists proclaimed the creation of a quasi-state of
Islamic Caliphate in the vast territories of Syria and Iraq. For several years they 
not only threatened to seize Damascus and Baghdad but also tried to spread its
influence and wage jihad (war against the infidels) worldwide. With the help of
advanced information technologies, the recruiters of the Islamic State have attrac-
ted thousands of citizens from Europe and elsewhere and carried out dozens of
brutal terrorist attacks around the world.

The progress and key issues of the Syrian peace settlement

For the seventh year in a row Syria has remained the epicenter of regional
instability with the main opposing sides being the government of Bashar al-Assad

(7) “Связи Эрдогана с исламистами: для отношений РФ и Турции не помеха?” [Erdogan’s ties to Islamists: is it not a
hindrance for relations between Russia and Turkey?], Deutsche Welle, August 17, 2016 
(www.dw.com/ru/связи-эрдогана-с-исламистами-для-отношений-рф-и-турции-не-помеха/a-19480911).
(8) “Партнера России в Сирии «Хизбаллу», ЛАГ признала террористической организацией “ [Arab League declared
‘Hezbollah’, Russia’s partner in Syria, a terrorist organization], Golos Islama, March 14, 2016 
(https://golosislama.com/news.php?id=29343).
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and the armed opposition. For a while both sides had to fight with militants of
radical Islamist groups primarily with the Islamic State. At the beginning of the
civil war, al-Assad relied on the Arab-Alawite minority and Shiite communities
(which constitute up to 15% of the population of the country), the leadership of
the Baath Party, and law enforcement agencies. Among the outside forces suppor-
ted Damascus was Iran, the Lebanese Hezbollah, and the so-called Shia foreign
legions (Shia militias from Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Yemen). Since 2015, the
Russian armed forces have assisted the government of al-Assad with fighting
against the Islamic State and other terrorist groups, de-mining of liberated territo-
ries, dealing with humanitarian problems. The Russian diplomacy helped creating
the conditions for a ceasefire and the start of an intra-Syrian dialogue. In 2017,
Russia facilitated peace talks in Astana and Sochi aimed at ensuring transition to
the restoration of the Syrian state.

The Syrian armed opposition relied on the Arab-Sunni majority of the
country (about 65% of the population) including radical Muslim groups such as
the Muslim Brotherhood. A significant part of Sunni military, law enforcement
agents and state officials has taken the side of the opposition. Turkey, Jordan, the
monarchies of the Persian Gulf led by Saudi Arabia, and the United States have
provided external aid to the Syrian opposition (finances, material, weapons, trai-
ning of military personnel, etc.).

The Kurdish minority (12% of the country’s population) initially maintai-
ned neutrality in the civil war. Abandoned by the government in 2012, the Kurds
were able to create quite effective self-governing bodies and militia units to protect
their territories from invasions of the Islamic State and Turkish army. Kurds played
an important role in defeating the radical Islamists in Syria and gained control of
about 800 km of the Syrian-Turkish border. The fiercest battle was fought for the
city of Kobani and the surrounding areas when Islamist militants armed with
heavy weapons and military equipment suffered a heavy defeat. Later, the Kurdish
militia supported by the US armed forces liberated Raqqa—the capital of the
‘Islamic Caliphate’—and the entire eastern bank of Euphrates river. They establi-
shed close cooperation with local Sunni Arabs and Christians. During the most
violent confrontation with the Islamic State, the Iraqi Kurds of the Peshmerga and
the Kurdish volunteers from Iran and Turkey came to the aid of the Syrian Kurds.

Kurds have expressed their readiness to participate in the negotiations on
the peaceful settlement in the country and the adoption of a new constitution.
Their demands to Damascus and the opposition center on preserving the autono-
mous status of the Kurdish regions and providing equal rights to the Arabs and
Kurds in the new constitution. However, so far neither al-Assad nor representatives
of the opposition invited a Kurdish delegation to the negotiations in Astana, Sochi,
and Geneva, not they guarantee status of the Kurds in the new Syria.
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Ankara and Tehran also oppose the participation of Kurdish representatives
in the peace talks. The Turkish authorities consider the Democratic Union Party
(PYD)—the leading political force of the Syrian Kurds—a terrorist organization
affiliated with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), and do not hide their inten-
tions to conduct operations to ‘pacify’ Kurds of Syria. Tehran fears the growth of
separatist sentiments among Iranian Kurds if the Kurdish areas in Syria obtain a
status of an autonomy or federal entity, as it has happened in Iraq.

Despite the defeat of the Islamic State, the largest terrorist group of radical
Islamists, and the agreement reached on a ceasefire between the government forces
and armed opposition forces, the peace talks in Geneva and Astana with the
mediation of the UN, Russia, Turkey, and Iran mostly languish and so far give no
tangible results.

The parties to the Syrian conflict impose on each other unacceptable
conditions. For example, the opposition demands the resignation of al-Assad,
while Syrian government insists on the disarmament of the opposition forces.
Negotiators avoid direct contacts and prefer to communicate through foreign
intermediaries. Many external and internal opposition groups continue to ignore
the negotiation process and refuse to participate in the formation of the country’s
new constitution and coalition government. There are also so-called hawks or sup-
porters of a fight to the finish in al-Assad’s inner circle.

The rather fragile ‘no war, no peace’ state is occasionally broken by attacks
and shelling from both sides of the conflict or by provocations of the remaining
jihadist groups. At the end of 2017, Russia’s Khmeimim airbase in Syria under-
went mortar bombardments and a massive attack by Unmanned Aerial Vehicles
(UAVs) from the Idlib province. This attack was believed to be a response to the
offensive of government troops in the province.

Despite all the declarations about preserving ‘united and indivisible Syrian
Arab Republic,’ the country de facto continues to be divided into several enclaves.
Most of the country is controlled by government troops and foreign allies of the
regime (Shia foreign legions). At the same time, the Astana agreement on truce and
ceasefire has led to the separation of the government and opposition forces and
creation of four so-called de-escalation zones. Russian military police, in coordi-
nation with Jordan and other countries, provides security around those areas. The
Idlib province is considered to be the largest de-escalation zone with the greatest
number of armed opposition forces. Turkish troops have set up truce monitoring
points in the province.

An autonomous region commonly known as Rojava was established under
the control of PYD on the Syrian border with Turkey. In early 2018, Afrin, one of
its three self-governing regions, was occupied by Turkish troops. On June 4, 2018,
Washington and Ankara reached an agreement on the withdrawal of Kurdish 
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self-defence militia from Manbij and the establishment of joint US-Turkish
control over this strategic point.(9) This agreement consolidated the partition of the
northern part of Syria into the US and Turkish areas of influence.

After the defeat of the Islamic State, militias from Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) which was created with the help of the US and which included
Kurds, Sunni Arabs and Christians took under control the north-eastern regions
of the country (along the borders with Turkey and Iraq and the eastern bank of the
Euphrates River). Washington plans to form troops on the basis of these militia
units to protect the borders of Syria with Turkey and Iraq in order to prevent the
resurgence of the Islamic State.

As early as in August 2016, on the pretext of combating the Islamic State,
the Turkish Army invaded Syria and seized a border area up to 100 km wide (bet-
ween the towns of Jarabulus and Azaz) and up to 50 km deep. Despite Turkish 
propaganda claiming that Ankara’s intentions were to do away with terrorists in
Syria, Erdogan made it clear that for him the main Syrian terrorists were Kurds and
al-Assad. ‘There will be no peace with al-Assad in Syria,’ said the Turkish president
during his visit to Tunis on December 27, 2017. According to Erdogan, the Syrian
state had no future if its current leader remained in office. ‘He is guilty of the death
of a million Syrian citizens ... He has fomented state terrorism,’ said Erdogan.(10)
This statement did not surprise the world community, but questioned the success
of joint efforts by Russia, Turkey and Iran to resolve the Syrian crisis. As noted
above, in late January 2018, after a series of missile and bomb attacks and artillery
and mortar shelling of Syrian territory, the Turkish mechanized troops invaded
Afrin district and occupied the area under the pretense of fighting Kurdish mili-
tias. Nearly a thousand militiamen and local residents died, tens of thousands of
Kurdish families were forced to seek refuge in neighboring provinces.

Damascus regards the Turkish invasion as a violation of Syria’s sovereignty
and an act of aggression. Al-Assad has not yet taken an active military response,
since the Syrian army is not in a position to take control of the country’s northern
provinces and to secure its border with Turkey. Damascus attempts to regain
control of Afrin with the help of Shia mercenaries failed. The Turkish forces laun-
ched a massive attack on the Shia fighters and forced them to turn back.

In addition to the rather large Turkish force in Syria, there are also US spe-
cial forces and Army aircraft in the country (according to the Pentagon,
1,720 American military personnel are in Syria) deployed mainly on temporary
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(9) “Сирийские курды предлагают Дамаску начать переговоры” [Syrian Kurds offer Damascus to start negotiations],
EurAsia Daily, June 6, 2018 (https://eadaily.com/).
(10) “Шокирующее заявление Эрдогана: мира в Сирии не будет” [Erdogan’s shocking statement: there will be no peace
in Syria], Moskovsky Komsomolets, December 27, 2017 
(www.mk.ru/politics/2017/12/27/shokiruyushhee-zayavlenie-erdogana-mira-v-sirii-ne-budet.html).
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bases in the northern Kurdish regions and in the northeast areas controlled by
the SDF.(11)

Under the agreement with the Syrian government, Russia maintains there
military forces (at the Hmeimim air base and Tartus naval facility in the
Mediterranean Sea) which overall and operationally deployed numbers were reduced
in late 2017. After the Islamic State was defeated, the main goals of the Russian
troops included monitoring the truce and ceasefire between the de-escalation zones
and government troops and providing humanitarian assistance to the population
affected by the civil war and the actions of jihadi militants in Syria.

With the consent of Damascus, there are military contingents of other
foreign nations in Syria: Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) mili-
tary units and advisers (about 8,000), Lebanese Shia Hezbollah fighters (up to
10,000 on a rotational basis), four units of Shia mercenaries and volunteers from
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, and Iraq (total of up to 20,000-25,000). The num-
ber and combat strength of the foreign Shia fighters (40,000-45,000) significantly
supplement the regular Syrian army greatly weakened by the years of civil war (it
is estimated that currently there are 70,000-80,000 military personnel left in the
Syrian Armed Forces). Tehran finances and supplies both al-Assad’s army 
and the local militia (about 30,000) loyal to Damascus and the foreign Shia units
in order to maintain military superiority of the friendly Syrian regime over 
the opposition. In all, the Syrian government and the Iranian military in Syria
control about 150,000 troops and militias with varying degrees of loyalty and
combat capability.(12)

The Israeli leadership closely follows the developments in Syria and makes
no secret of its concern over the deployment of Iranian troops near its border and
the transfer of advanced weapons—primarily small- and medium-range missiles—
from Iranians to Lebanese Hezbollah. As a preventive measure, the Israeli military
identifies potentially dangerous Hezbollah fighters, warehouses and vehicles with
weapons and ammunition and destroy them with missile and bomb strikes. The
Israeli leadership makes it clear to its partners in the US, EU and Russia that it will
not tolerate the transformation of Syria into a military bridgehead for Iran and
non-state Shia actors such as Hezbollah.

The leadership of Turkey, Jordan, the monarchies of the Persian Gulf and
other member countries of the Arab League have a very negative view of the
Iranian military presence and the groups Tehran supports in Syria. On
November 12, 2011 amid escalating violence in the country Syria’s membership in

(11) MARTINEZ Luis, “Thousands more US military service members in Iraq and Syria than believed”, ABC News,
November 27, 2017 (https://abcnews.go.com/).
(12) SEMENOV Kirill, “Вооруженные силы Сирии на седьмой год войны: от регулярной армии к добровольческим
корпусам” [Syrian armed forces in seven years of war: from the regular army to the volunteer corps], Russian
International Affairs Council, April 28, 2017 (http://russiancouncil.ru).
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the Arab League was suspended. Most Arab countries agreed that responsibility for
the bloodshed lied with Damascus, so it did not deserve the right to represent its
people in the organization. In March 2013, the Arab League invited representa-
tives of the Syrian opposition to take Syria’s place.(13) Almost all the member states
(with the exception of Iraq, Lebanon and, to some extent, Algeria) are in favor of
the immediate resignation of al-Assad and the early withdrawal of all foreign Shia
military formations from Syria. At the same time, Arab countries with ruling
Sunni elites strongly support the Syrian external and internal opposition. Over the
years of the civil war, Syria has turned into an arena of armed confrontation between
regional centers of power—the Shia bloc led by Tehran and the Sunni one led by
Riyadh. The Syrian crisis also has a destabilizing effect on neighboring Arab
states—Lebanon and Iraq and on the Middle East region as a whole. About one
million Syrians have fled to Lebanon alone,(14) with the population of this country
being only 6.8 million people of which up to half a million are Palestinian refugees.

In November 2017, the presidents of Russia, Iran and Turkey outlined a
plan to advance a political settlement in Syria. One of the concrete measures was
to revitalize the negotiation process between various Syrian parties by holding in
Sochi in 2018 an expanded Syrian National Dialogue Congress which would 
discuss a draft of the country’s new constitution and schedule UN-controlled elec-
tions in Syria. And although most of the Syrian external opposition did not sup-
port this initiative,(15) the Congress still took place on January 31, 2018 and served
as another important step towards a peaceful settlement of the Syrian crisis.

The situation in Lebanon, Iraq, and Yemen

The very fragile political equilibrium existing in Lebanon in recent years
between the main party blocs who represent the confessional communities (Sunni,
Shia and Christians) was almost broken on November 4, 2017 when the acknow-
ledged Sunni Arab leader, Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri, unexpectedly flew
to Riyadh and there announced his decision to resign. At the same time, he accu-
sed Iranian and Hezbollah leaders of destabilizing the situation in the country and
the region, and also revealed the information about an attempt on his life.

After a long stay in Saudi Arabia, Hariri visited France, Cyprus and Egypt
where he held talks with the heads of the states. Upon his return to Lebanon on
November 21, 2017, he announced that upon the president’s request he would
postpone his official resignation. He also added that he was open to a further 
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(13) “Сирийское место в ЛАГ отдали оппозиции” [Arab League gave Syrian seat to opposition], Golos Islama,
March 8, 2013 (https://golosislama.com/news.php?id=15603).
(14) “Syrian refugees in Lebanon drop below one million: UN”, The Daily Mail, December 26, 2017 
(www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/afp/article-5213089/Syrian-refugees-Lebanon-drop-one-million-UN.html).
(15) “Сочинский план встретил сопротивление” [The Sochi plan met resistance], RBC, November 23, 2017
(www.rbc.ru/newspaper/2017/11/24/5a169b399a79479087643244).
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dialogue and cooperation with the Lebanese president Michel Aoun and the spea-
ker of the parliament Nabih Berri in order to preserve the unity and territorial inte-
grity of the country.(16) It should be noted that Hariri’s concerns regarding the
strengthening of Iran and Hezbollah in Lebanon were not groundless. Over the
years of the armed conflict in Syria, Hezbollah fighters have gained experience of
conducting combat operations and received new weapons including heavy ones. In
terms of numbers, the level of combat readiness and capability today Hezbollah
does not concede to the regular army of Lebanon.

The internal political situation remains no less difficult in Iraq where, after
the victory over the Islamic State there, remain serious disagreements and contra-
dictions between the ruling Arab Shia majority and their opponents—Sunni Arabs
and Kurds. So far, the central government in Baghdad is represented mainly 
by Shia Arabs and is heavily influenced by Tehran. Shia militia groups (Hashd 
al-Shaabi brigades) conduct clearance operations in the Sunni and Kurdish areas of
Iraq freed from the Islamic State militants, make arrests of those suspected in hel-
ping the Islamic State, and take hostages causing discontent among the local resi-
dents. On December 14, 2017, the Human Rights Office of the United Nations
Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) launched an investigation into the crimes of
the Shia Hashd al-Shaabi.(17) In response, several attacks have occurred in the Shia
areas of Baghdad and other cities, while observers do not rule out an increase in
activity of Sunni military and political groups and new uprisings of Sunni tribes.

The referendum held on September 25, 2017 in northern Iraq on the inde-
pendence of Iraqi Kurdistan, as expected, confirmed the desire of the vast majority
of Iraqi Kurds to create their own state.(18) Although the local authorities did not
force the process of secession from Baghdad, the central government responded
rather sharply: it announced the closure of two international airports in the region,
brought government forces and Hashd al-Shaabi brigades into the so-called dispu-
ted areas in the north of the country, tried to take control of checkpoints on 
the borders with Turkey and Iran, and in general exerted diplomatic and military-
political pressure on the government and various political forces of Iraqi Kurdistan.
The Iranian authorities took active part in this anti-Kurdish campaign by closing
the border with the Kurdish region of Iraq and trying to split the Kurdish natio-
nal movement including through closing the border crossings with the bordering
Sulaymaniyah province.

(16) “Prime Minister of Lebanon Hariri decided to remain in office”, RIA Novosti, November 22, 2017
(https://ria.ru/world/20171122/1509350618.html).
(17) “Ирак: ООН начала расследование преступлений «Хашд аш-Шааби» в Туз-Хурмату” [Iraq: UN launched inves-
tigation of Hashd al-Shaabi crimes in Tuz Khurmatu], Federal’noye Agentstvo Novostey, December 14, 2017 
(https://riafan.ru/1007259-irak-oon-nachala-rassledovanie-prestuplenii-khashd-ash-shaabi-v-tuz-khurmatu).
(18) “Итоги референдума в Иракском Курдистане: 92,73% за независимость” [Results of the referendum in Iraqi
Kurdistan: 92.73% for independence], EurAsia Daily, September 27, 2017 
(https://eadaily.com/run/news/2017/09/27/itogi-referenduma-v-irakskom-kurdistane-9273-za-nezavisimost).
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As a result, a serious conflict over the ‘Kurdish problem’ in Iraq was avoi-
ded. Erbil and Baghdad expressed their intention to restore the relations, which
they were pushed to not only by Tehran and Ankara but also by Washington,
Brussels, and Moscow. But it is yet premature to talk about full normalization in
Iraq. Not only the Sunni Arabs and Kurds but also the Shia themselves lost confi-
dence in Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi and Vice-President Nuri al-Maliki.
Muqtada al-Sadr, the influential Shia leader, accuses the central government of cor-
ruption and inability to rule the country and occasionally leads thousands of his
supporters into governmental quarters of Baghdad and demands the dissolution of
parliament and the resignation of the government.(19) The separatist sentiments
remain alive not only in the Kurdish and Sunni regions but also in the Shia 
province of Basra rich in oil reserves whose authorities raise the possibility of crea-
ting their own federative entity similar to Iraqi Kurdistan.(20) A landslide victory of
the al-Sadr bloc in the May 2018 parliamentary elections brought about an intense
struggle to form a new coalition government. Al-Sadr would like to pursue a policy
independent from Washington and Tehran, but he is unlikely to succeed since the
election runner-up bloc is oriented towards Iran, while the block of al-Abadi,
which has got the third place, tries to maneuver between the interests of the United
States and Iran.

Overall, Iran-influenced Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon continue to represent a
‘belt of regional instability’ in the Middle East. Tehran’s strengthening positions in
these countries meets resistance not only from the local Sunni Arabs, Christians,
and Kurds, but also from external forces—Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Israel, Turkey, and
the United States. Riyadh and Washington are trying to build an anti-Iranian bloc
of more than 40 states on the basis of regional organizations (the Arab League,
Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf, Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation).

The events of the Arab Spring in Yemen have also been developing drama-
tically. Since February 2011, this country has plunged into a deepening internal
political crisis and become the arena of a fierce armed confrontation between legi-
timate—from the point of view of the world community—national government
and Houthi rebel groups.(21) Radical Islamic groups such as Al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State increased their activity in the country. In November 2011, in Riyadh,
Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh signed an agreement with the opposition on
the transfer of power. In accordance with the agreement, on February 21, 2012,
Yemen held elections of a new president. Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi (who was the
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(19) “Муктада ас-Садр выступил против Хашд Шааби” [Muqtada al-Sadr spoke against Hashd al-Shaabi], Riataza,
August 5, 2017 (https://riataza.com/2017/08/05/muktada-as-sadr-vyistupil-protiv-hashd-shaabi/).
(20) “Губернатор Басры ссылается на конституционные права и требует создания федерального региона“ [Basra
governor refers to constitutional rights and demands the creation of a federal region], Riataza, January 9, 2018
(https://riataza.com/).
(21) Houthis are Shiite Muslims living primarily in the north of Yemen. According to some estimates, they make up
about a third of the country’s 24.4 million population.
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vice-president under Saleh) was elected the country’s president for a two-year tran-
sition period. In January 2014, Hadi’s term was extended for another year. Despite
the election of a new head of state, the internal political crisis in the country 
was not resolved, armed clashes continued between the government and various
opposition groups.

The most violent conflict erupted between Hadi’s supporters and Houthi
rebels. One of the key demands of the rebels was to grant greater autonomy to the
northern province of Sa’ada. The Ansar Allah group is considered to be the figh-
ting wing of the Houthi who rely on the help and support of Iran.

On the night of March 26, 2015, at the request of Hadi, the Air Force of
Saudi Arabia launched air strikes against the Houthi positions. Bahrain, the UAE,
Qatar, Kuwait, Morocco, Sudan, and Egypt took part in the operation code-
named Decisive Storm. The coalition’s navies also participated in the operation
firing at the Houthi positions. The US provided logistical and intelligence support
as well as air-refueling of the military aircraft. On April 14, 2015, the UN Security
Council adopted resolution 2216 which imposed a ban on the supply of weapons
and military equipment to Shia rebels.

On April 21, 2015, the coalition’s command announced the end of the
Decisive Storm Operation and the beginning of the Renewal of Hope Operation
aimed at protecting civilians, combating terrorism and political settlement in
Yemen. It was noted that the completion of the first operation did not mean the
termination of air strikes and Saudi Arabia continued to bombard rebels’ positions.

In August 2015, the coalition began to concentrate ground forces in the
Yemeni provinces of Marib and Saada. The number of foreign troops there reached
10 thousand. In addition to Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the UAE, Qatar, Egypt,
Morocco, and Senegal deployed their military forces in Yemen. At the end of
November 2017, a conflict erupted in Sana, the capital of the country, between the
recent allies—the Houthi rebels and the supporters of former President Saleh who
was killed as a result of street fighting. 

According to the UN, between March 26, 2015 and March 18, 2016,
3.2 thousand civilian Yemenis were killed and 5.8 thousand more were injured.
21 million people (about 80% of the country’s population) are in need of huma-
nitarian aid, more than 2.5 million Yemenis have been forced to flee their homes
and become refugees and displaced persons.(22)

To some extent, Yemen, like Syria, has turned into an arena of armed
confrontation between Iran and the Arab-Sunni coalition with no durable peace-
ful solution in sight for this conflict.

(22) “Основные этапы конфликта в Йемене” [The main stages of the conflict in Yemen], TASS, December 4th, 2017,
(http://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/2598135).
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Libya, once one of the most prosperous and socio-economically developed
Arab states of North Africa, is now experiencing a crisis of power and a humanita-
rian catastrophe. A number of parallel governments with different degrees of legi-
timacy act on the territory of the country. There are also leaders of various Islamist
and tribal groups who try to control the oil-rich and other strategically important
areas of the country that disintegrated into enclaves. Al-Qaeda and the Islamic
State also strengthen their presence in Libya. Similar to Yemen, there is no clear path
to consolidation of a unified Libyan state and transition towards peace-building.

The re-imposition of US sanctions against Iran

The Islamic Republic of Iran, which aspires to the regional leadership, has
not escaped protests either. In the second half of December 2017, spontaneous
social unrest erupted at first in small settlements on the periphery of the country,
but soon it quickly spread to twenty major cities and to Tehran by the end of 2017.
The clashes with the law enforcement forces left killed and wounded people on
both sides and hundreds of protesters were detained by the police.

Protestors expressed dissatisfaction with their social situation, rising prices,
corruption in power and called for preventing impending hunger and poverty cri-
sis in the country. They also demanded the government to stop wasting budget
money to support the Lebanese Shia Hezbollah, Palestinian Hamas, and al-Assad
regime in Syria. The anti-government political slogans were directed against the
spiritual leader of the country and the ruling regime.(23)

The reason for the popular unrest was that despite the gradual removal of
international restrictive sanctions from Iran, the country’s financial and economic
situation had not improved but continued to worsen. The inflation and unem-
ployment levels remained high, prices for food, basic necessities, gasoline were gro-
wing at a rapid pace, national currency was depreciating, population’s purchasing
power was decreasing. Many citizens believed that the ruling regime was primarily
to blame for the crisis. Social networks played a big role in the social mobilization
and informing citizens about the state of affairs in the country. Just as in the days
of the Arab Spring, the Iranian streets were seething with unrest.

In fact, the Iranian population’s discontent with the government is not
entirely groundless. Tehran’s attempts to bring Shia and pro-Shia regimes to power
in a number of Arab countries (Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, Bahrain) as well as to
support Shia communities in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait and anti-Israeli Hamas and
Hezbollah groups demand considerable financial and material resources. Tehran
has spent tens of billions of dollars for this purpose, and over the past few years,
thousands of Iranians have died or been injured in conflicts in the territories of the
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(23) “Персидский протест: как в Иране начались массовые столкновения” [Persian protest: how massive clashes 
started in Iran], RBC, January 2nd, 2018 (https://www.rbc.ru/politics/02/01/2018/5a4b5ab09a79475e2b588658).
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Arab states. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and its Quds Force,
which organize and manage the Shia Iranian militias abroad, have further streng-
thened their role in the political and economic life of the country and have increa-
singly become a state within a state.

In 2013 alone, Iran provided Syria with interest-free and almost non-
refundable loans worth about $15 billion. This money allowed the Syrian govern-
ment to meet its social obligations in the territories under its control and to finan-
ce military expenditures. Approximately $8-9 billion were given to al-Assad
annually after 2013.(24)

The Iranian authorities managed to suppress the popular unrest, as they
previously did in 2009, but it is likely that they will have to correct their internal
and external policy. Apparently, the costs of supporting Shiaism and anti-Israeli
forces in the Arab countries will have to be reduced. It is not unlikely that the
IRGC will hand over some of its responsibilities to other military and civil autho-
rities of the country. In particular, at the insistence of the president Hassan Rohani
and the government, the IRGC has already begun the process of scaling down its
financial and economic activities including transferring control of some of its assets
to the state.(25) Further deterioration of Iran’s financial and economic situation due
to the withdrawal of the US from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) and the announced reinstatement of a strict sanctions regime against
Tehran is to be expected. Even if none of the other parties to the JCPOA joins the
United States, the damage can be significant for Tehran.



Generally, the unresolved Palestinian and Kurdish issues, armed conflicts in
Syria and Yemen, activities of radical Islamist terrorist groups, disintegration of
states, internal political crises and protests in Libya, Algeria, Lebanon, Tunisia,
Egypt, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Turkey, Iran, and other countries, have created
an atmosphere of chaos and violence in the Middle East. One of the main obstacles
to resolving the situation in the region is the struggle for power between Iran and
Saudi Arabia whose actions provoked Shia-Sunni wars and conflicts. In this, not
only the Arab-Sunni world, but also Turkey and indirectly the US and Israel sup-
port Riyadh. In conclusion, it should be noted that the Middle East crises, one way
or another, affect the economic and political situation throughout the world and
have global repercussions for international stability and security.

(24) SAZHIN Vladimir, “Иран в Сирии: цена помощи” [Iran in Syria: the price of assistance], Mezhdunarodnaya Zhizn,
January 1st, 2018 (https://interaffairs.ru/news/show/19090).
(25) KHVOSTIK Yevgeniy, “У стражей исламской революции отбирают бизнес” [Business of Islamic Revolutionary
Guards are taken away], Kommersant, September 14, 2018 (www.kommersant.ru/doc/3410252).


