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(1)

SYRIA AFTER THE MISSILE STRIKES:
POLICY OPTIONS 

THURSDAY, APRIL 27, 2017

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
COMMITTEE ON FOREIGN AFFAIRS,

Washington, DC. 

The committee met, pursuant to notice, at 10:07 a.m., in room 
2172 Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. Edward Royce (chair-
man of the committee) presiding. 

Chairman ROYCE. This hearing will come to order. 
The title of this hearing, colleagues, is Syria After the Missile 

Strikes: Policy Options. 
Some of us had the opportunity over the last week with what are 

called the White Helmets and these are Syrian volunteers. These 
are civil society people. I think one who I talked to was an account-
ant. She was an accountant. Another one was a firefighter. But 
they come from all ethnic, and religious, and political factions in-
side Syria. What these civil society people all have in common is 
that they are the ones that you see on television who are rushing 
in to collapsing buildings to rescue people, a stranger or a friend, 
and then try to take them to the hospital and many of these hos-
pitals are under bombardment. They have saved some 70,000 peo-
ple. And if you have an opportunity, you should hear their stories 
and hear their plea that we all try to use whatever political lever-
age we have to try to get Assad and the other factions to the table. 

But this morning we consider options for Syria in the wake of 
this month’s renewed chemical attacks by Bashar al-Assad and the 
bold response we saw from the administration. 

On April 4th, facing an opposition offensive against key infra-
structure, the regime in Syria launched a sarin gas attack in south-
ern Idlib Province. Eighty-five people—including many children—
died from that attack. The effects of sarin gas are immediate: The 
nose runs, eyes water, the mouth drools and this progresses to con-
vulsions, paralysis, and in many cases death in less than 10 min-
utes. There is a reason indiscriminate killing of chemicals and 
chemical attacks cross a ‘‘red line.’’ There is a reason for that. And 
the reason is it is abhorrent. 

Assad was sending a demoralizing message to the civilian popu-
lation there. It was: ‘‘I can kill with impunity—with some of the 
worst weapons of war—and no one will help you.’’

But in a matter of days, the Syrian regime did pay a price. Two 
days later, nearly 60 Tomahawk missiles—fired from U.S. Navy 
ships operating in international waters—targeted the Syrian air-

VerDate 0ct 09 2002 15:39 Jun 07, 2017 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00005 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 Z:\WORK\_FULL\042717\25261 SHIRL



2

field from which the sarin attacks had launched. In a limited and 
targeted response, U.S. forces destroyed 23 Syrian warplanes and 
supporting infrastructure. 

This use of force was proportional, legitimate, and welcomed by 
our allies in the region and around the world. For after 6 years of 
unrestrained murder of Syrians, Assad was finally on the receiving 
end. Finally, ‘‘red lines’’ mattered. Finally, the United States was 
leading. And this week, the Treasury Department sanctioned 270 
individuals involved in Syria’s production of chemical weapons. 

Now, having taken military action, the United States has a 
chance to take Syria policy on a different path. As one witness will 
testify today, ‘‘Determined U.S. leadership backed up by the cred-
ible and now proven threat of force presents the best opportunity 
in years to strong-arm actors on the ground into a phase of mean-
ingful de-escalation, out of which eventually a durable negotiation 
process may result.’’

A good place to start this forceful diplomacy would be to make 
Russia and Iran pay a price for supporting Assad. So far, they have 
had no incentive to negotiate an end to the conflict in Syria, as 
they have been able to pursue their goals with little cost. That cal-
culus would surely change if Mr. Engel’s Caesar Syria Civilian Pro-
tection Act was passed by the Congress, signed into law, and vigor-
ously enforced. This sweeping sanctions bill is guaranteed to get at-
tention in Moscow and Tehran, and give the U.N.-backed process 
aimed at finding a political solution a chance. 

And while the administration sticks to an ‘‘ISIS first’’ strategy, 
this, too, can push the political process along. As U.S.-backed forces 
gain ground in the east, Assad could be confined to the west, open-
ing up sanctuaries in which Syrians might find refuge and estab-
lish basic governance. From there, the United States and their al-
lies must work together to advance a plausible vision of a post-
Assad Syria. 

This won’t be easy but Syria cannot keep going on and on like 
this. That is not in our humanitarian interest, not in the interest 
of the region, or America’s national security interest. This has to 
change. 

I know turn to the ranking member, who has long been focused 
on this conflict, for his opening statement. 

Mr. ENGEL. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. And let me 
also thank our witnesses and welcome you all to the Foreign Af-
fairs Committee. 

This morning, the committee will continue its examination of a 
challenge that for more than 6 years global powers have been un-
able or unwilling to resolve: The brutal war that Bashar al-Assad 
and his enablers have waged against the people of Syria. Hundreds 
of thousands are dead at the hands of this butcher. Millions more 
have been driven from their homes and every time the potential for 
a resolution has been in sight, Assad has been granted another life-
line. 

The missile strike earlier this month escalated American involve-
ment against Assad to a new level. I think the response was appro-
priate. But a few weeks down the road, we are left asking, where 
do we go from here? What are our objectives in Syria? What is the 
strategy? And the short answer is this: At this point, there seems 
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to be no strategy. A pinpoint missile strike is not a strategy. That 
is a problem for the people of Syria and it is part of a troubling 
pattern from the White House. 

In 100 short days, the administration has escalated tensions with 
North Korea with reckless saber-rattling, gone hot and cold on 
China, cozied up to Putin, and caused diplomatic embarrassment 
for some of our closest allies. At the same time, most top State De-
partment posts remain vacant and the expertise of our diplomats 
is clearly being ignored. You cannot fly by the seat of your pants 
when it comes to foreign policy. 

On the global stage, policy by improvisation confuses our friends 
and tees up opportunities for our adversaries. For example, I am 
convinced that the administration’s reversal on a long-held policy 
of removing Assad emboldened him to carry out the sarin gas at-
tack in the first place. 

If indeed there is a strategy, Congress has been kept in the dark. 
We were told that the administration would soon present us with 
its plan. That has not happened. 

I think back to the 2011 strike in Libya, which also took place 
during a recess, and there was a lot of criticism for that, but the 
week Congress returned, Secretary Clinton, Secretary Gates, Chair 
of the Joint Chiefs Mullen, and DNI Clapper were all here on Cap-
itol Hill telling lawmakers about the path forward. Whether we 
agreed with it or didn’t agree with it, we at least learned about it. 
So far, no such briefing has been scheduled on Syria. And of course, 
no administration witnesses are testifying before us today because 
so few senior State Department officials are in place. 

So while we wait for the administration to draw up a strategy, 
there are a few things that the President and his team should bear 
in mind. First, military action alone will not solve the crisis in 
Syria. Only a political transition, one that removes Assad from 
power, will put the Syrian people on the path toward rebuilding 
and re-charting the course for their country’s future. We need the 
means to help push that process forward. 

My bill that I introduced with Chairman Royce, the Caesar Syria 
Civilian Protection Act, would provide some of those tools to pres-
sure Assad and his patrons in Moscow and Tehran. The House 
passed the bill unanimously last year and I am grateful to Chair-
man Royce for planning to mark up this legislation again next 
week. 

We also need senior diplomats in place who can drive the policies 
that will lead to a solution. It is nearly May. The President has 
only just announced his pick for Deputy Secretary of State and he 
hasn’t even nominated an Under Secretary for Political Affairs, or 
Assistant Secretary for Near Eastern Affairs. And rather than 
working to fill these vacancies as quickly as possible, the adminis-
tration, instead, seems intent on slashing the resources needed to 
conduct effective diplomacy. We learned about that at the last 
hearing we had. 

Second, there must be no further American military action in 
Syria without congressional say-so. The 60-day War Powers Resolu-
tion clock started ticking when President Trump notified Congress 
of the missile strike. The President must come to Congress if the 
Syria strategy includes military involvement. No matter anyone’s 
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view of how we should grapple with this problem, Congress’ voice 
must be heard and we will not simply give this administration or 
any administration a blank check. 

For now, I will keep pushing the administration for answers and 
pressing for a strategy that will advance a political solution, get 
Assad out of power, and end the suffering of the Syrian people. 

I am grateful to our witnesses for sharing their views on what 
such a strategy looks like and I yield back the balance of my time. 

Chairman ROYCE. Thank you, Mr. Engel. We did pass our bill 
out of this committee and out of the House last year. We are going 
to have an opportunity, in light of events—we couldn’t get it out 
of the Senate last year but we are going to try to get it out of the 
Senate this year. 

Mr. ENGEL. Thank you, Mr. Chairman and, as usual, your help 
was invaluable. 

Chairman ROYCE. Thank you, Mr. Engel. 
And now this morning we are pleased to be joined by a distin-

guished panel. Mr. Mike Singh is the managing director of the 
Washington Institute for Near East Policy and previously he served 
at the White House, where he oversaw the Middle East policy from 
2005 to 2008. 

And we have Mr. Charles Lister. He is a Senior Fellow at the 
Middle East Initiative. Previously, Mr. Lister was a visiting fellow 
at the Brookings Institution. He has been deeply focused on Syria 
policy for some time. 

Dr. Dafna Rand is an adjunct professor at the National Defense 
University. Previously, she served as the Deputy Assistant Sec-
retary of State in the Bureau for Democracy, Human Rights, and 
Labor. 

So without objection, our witnesses’ full prepared statements are 
going to be made part of the record and members here will have 
5 calendar days to submit any statements as well, or any questions 
of you, or any extraneous materials for the record. 

And so, Mr. Singh, this always works best if you could summa-
rize your remarks and we will begin with you. 

STATEMENT OF MR. MICHAEL SINGH, LANE-SWIG SENIOR FEL-
LOW, MANAGING DIRECTOR, THE WASHINGTON INSTITUTE 
FOR NEAR EAST POLICY 

Mr. SINGH. Mr. Chairman, Ranking Member Engel, members of 
the committee, thank you for having me here and thank you for 
your hard work on this issue. 

Our past efforts to resolve or contain the conflict in Syria did not 
succeed; far from it. It is not now a civil war but a regional conflict 
that has drawn in Syria’s neighbors and has had broad geopolitical 
ramifications beyond, including terrorism, and a refugee crisis in 
Europe, and political turbulence throughout the West. 

Our problem in Syria is not simply an ISIS problem but runs 
much deeper and I want to talk about those broader ramifications. 

The Trump administration’s start, I agree with both of you, has 
been promising. The April 7th strike was decisive and it served a 
clear, if narrow, interest in deterring the use of chemical weapons 
and enhancing our military credibility in Syria. But devising our 
broader Syria policy will be much more complicated and will re-
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quire a similarly clear understanding of our interests and objec-
tives and the development of options to advance them. And I think 
we need to begin with a quick assessment of the situation, which 
will reveal just how much the conflict has broiled the regional poli-
tics. 

This is not, in fact, a single conflict but it is playing out over I 
would say four distinct zones. Each one of those zones has different 
internal and external actors involved. So for example, in western 
Syria, both Iran and Russia are defending the Assad regime’s re-
maining territory, which is stronger, but for different reasons. Iran 
seeks to preserve Syria as a channel for the projection of power 
into the Levant; whereas, Russia I think wants to reassert a global 
role, thwart American aims in Syria, and preserve and expand its 
influence in the Middle East. 

Turkey, for its part, has long advocated that the Assad regime—
that Assad, himself, should step aside. But increasingly, Ankara is 
focused on preventing the aggrandizement of the Kurds. And its 
chief aims now seem to be preventing the establishment of a con-
tinuous Kurdish territory along the Syrian side of the Turkish bor-
der and preventing the United States from providing heavy weap-
ons and training to the Kurds and their Arab partners in the SDF, 
the Syrian Democratic Forces. 

If we look at Israel, Israel, for its part, is alarmed at the possi-
bility of Iran and Hezbollah establishing a presence along the 
Golan Heights and very wary about what seems to be an emerging 
Russia-Iran-Hezbollah axis. 

And then finally, Jordan, our other good partner in this region, 
worries about new refugee flows. It is already dealing with almost 
a million refugees, as well as the ISIS and Iranian presence on its 
northwestern border. 

It is an enormously complex situation and I think we need to 
avoid framing our policy as an effort to sort of solve Syria, as it 
were, in one fell swoop or one neat package. Instead, we need to 
focus on setting discrete objectives that will protect our interests 
and I recommend three in particular. 

First, I think we need to seek to prevent the Syrian conflict from 
further destabilizing the region. It could get worse, as bad as it is 
now in this region. So in western Syria, including the Idlib region, 
where the fight is increasingly between the Assad regime and its 
backers on the one hand and a jihadist-dominated opposition on 
the other, I think our chief concern needs to be for the millions of 
civilians who are caught in the middle of that fight. 

So, we should continue providing humanitarian relief—we have 
provided more than any other country so far—providing escape 
routes for those civilians. But I think we also need to make clear, 
building on the April 7th strike, that further atrocities against ci-
vilians by Assad, and by his backers, could prompt a further use 
of force. I think that credible military threat needs to be there. 

In southern Syria, we need to support our allies Israel and Jor-
dan as they seek to prevent the conflict from spilling over their bor-
ders and as they seek to push ISIS back from their borders. 

And then in northern Syria, where we have recently had this 
Turkish bombing of Kurdish positions, I think our chief aim needs 
to be to calm those Turkish-Kurdish tensions, urging Ankara to not 
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engage in any more uncoordinated bombing but also urging the 
Syrian Kurds, the YPG, to sever their ties with the PKK, which is 
a terrorist group and where Turkey has a legitimate concern. 

And as we plan Raqqa’s liberation, I think we need to aim, ideal-
ly, to keep local Arab forces up front and to involve both the Turks 
and Kurds to the extent we can in the operation, rather than 
choosing one or the other in a way that will unbalance the politics 
there. 

I think we also need to consider modestly increasing our own 
troop commitment, as we have in northern Iraq, so that we can 
play an effective coordinating role between those various forces. 

Our second objective, I think, should be to push back on Iran and 
prevent it from using the Syrian conflict to expand its power. Iran 
is deeply entrenched in western Syria but it shouldn’t get a free 
pass for its use of foreign fighters and its support for the Assad re-
gime. And we need to keep up the pressure on Iran and Iranian 
entities that are involved in this effort. And now is the time also 
to ramp up the pressure on Hezbollah and to renew our support 
for the Government of Lebanon, which is deeply involved in this 
issue as well. 

And then finally, we need to work with Israel and Jordan to en-
sure that Iran and its proxies don’t establish a new front along the 
Golan Heights that I think would inflame tensions in this region 
for years to come. 

Finally, thirdly, and quickly, our third objective needs to be to 
ensure that ISIS and al-Qaeda are denied safe haven after Raqqa’s 
liberation so they can’t return, so we are not dealing with this 
problem yet again in the coming years. 

So the training and equipment we provide those local partners 
I think needs to be oriented not just toward defeating ISIS, not just 
that near-term goal, but also providing security for the local popu-
lation afterwards. And we shouldn’t just support security forces. 
We need to support local civil society who can help with the gov-
ernance and rebuilding of eastern Syria. 

I think both of these efforts will require international assistance 
and I think, to the extent we can, we should push our Arab allies 
to get involved in that effort, rather than having this be a U.S.-only 
effort. 

Just in closing, members of the committee, it is critical that we 
defeat ISIS but how we go about defeating ISIS and how we pursue 
our other aims in Syria are going to have lasting ramifications for 
the geopolitics of the Middle East and for our own security. 

Thank you. 
[The prepared statement of Mr. Singh follows:]

VerDate 0ct 09 2002 15:39 Jun 07, 2017 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00010 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 Z:\WORK\_FULL\042717\25261 SHIRL



7

VerDate 0ct 09 2002 15:39 Jun 07, 2017 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00011 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 Z:\WORK\_FULL\042717\25261 SHIRL 25
26

1a
-1

.e
ps

Syria After the Missile Strikes: Policy Options 
Michael Singh 
Lane-Swig Senior Fellow and Managing Director, 
The Washington Institute for Near East Policy 

Testimony submitted to the House Foreign Affairs Committee 
April 27, 2017 

Mr. Chairman, Ranking Member Engel, and members of the committee, thank you for this oppor
tunity to testify on American policy in Syria. This is rightly a topic of renewed attention in the 
aftem1ath of the April 7 cruise missile strike on Sha)-Tat airfield, which came in response to the 
horrific usc of chemical weapons by the Assad regime against the population of Khan Sheikhoun. 

At first glance, there seems to be a tragic repetitiveness to the conflict in Syria-a drumbeat of 
bombings, battles. and refugee flows punctuated now and then by some new, more extreme out
rage perpetrated by the Assad regime. ISIS, or another group. The unrelenting nature of this con
flict not only threatens to desensitize us to the tragedies unfolding daily in Syria. but to mask the 
war's fundamental transfonuation from 20 II to today. 

The S)Tia conflict began as a peaceful protest that was brutally suppressed, vvith an increasingly 
illegitimate regime fighting its people vvhile creating the conditions for the development of an 
extremist opposition, albeit one which served as a useful foil for the regime. The United States 
and others long hoped to contain this con±1ict, but failed utterly: it is now a regional contlagration 
whose geopolitical ramifications have been felt far beyond the Middle East. One can draw a 
straight line from the con±1ict in Syria to the rise of ISIS, which prospered in the vacmnn left by 
the Syrian state's decay: to Russia's reassertion of its power in the Middle East: to the refugee 
crisis in Europe and the Middle East; to the political turbulence which played a role in the British 
decision to leave the EU and continues to roil European politics today. 

Our relative neglect of the Syria conflict has thus not served our interests, but has set them back 
in the Middle East and beyond. Nor has it spared us the expenditure of resources-the U.S. has 
provided at least $6.5 billion in htnnanitarian aid to Syrians (more than any other country). pro
vided at least $400 million in aid to the Syrian opposition, and spent billions of dollars more on 
the campaign against ISIS in Syria. 1 

Those who defend American policv in Syria over the last eight years must depend on the non
falsifiable claim that whatever the costs of inaction, a more assertive policy would have been 
worse. The Trump administration has started out on the right foot by rejecting this approach and 
acting decisively in service of a clear U.S. interest. I believe the April 7 cruise missile strikes in 
response to the Assad regime· s use of chemical weapons stand a good chance of deterring the 

1 These figures are drawn from '"Armed Conflict in Syria: Overview and U.S. Response," Congressional 
Research Service, April 7, 2017, hllps://fas.orglsgp/crs/mideas1!RL33487.pdf. 
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further use of CW in Syria and reinforcing more broadly the international norm against the use of 
such weapons_ which appears to have been the administration's narrow intent. 

Devising and executing our broader policy in Syria will be more complex, but will benefit from a 
similarly clear assessment of U.S. interests and objectives and the development of options to ad
vance them. In doing so, we cannot afford to focus narrowly on one or another aspect of the con
flict, such as defeating TSTS. Tnstead, we will need to consider how the policy choices we and oth
ers make in Syria will impact the geopolitical landscape in the Middle East and beyond in the fu
ture_ That will be the focus of my testimony. 

BACKGROUND 

The war in S}Tia today is not a single conflict, but comprises multiple arenas, which are not whol
ly distinct but overlap vvith one another: 

First, wcstem Syria, where the regime, supported by Russia, Iran, and Iranian proxies like 
Hezbollah, are fighting an opposition dominated by jihadist groups. primarily Hayat Tah
rir al-Sham (which includes the fanner Jabhat al-Nusra). This fighting is currently most 
intense around Idlib. Millions of Syrian civilians_ including internally displaced persons 
from other areas such as Aleppo, are caught in it. It is this region that includes Khan 
Sheikhoun, which was the target of Assad- s chemical attack. 

Second, northern Syria, where Turkish-backed and Kurdish forces have both clashed with 
TSTS. in close proximity to Syrian regime and Russian forces. as they jostle for position. 
Turkish-backed forces maintain a triangle of territory including the towns of Jarabulus 
and al-Bab, in large part to prevent S}Tian Kurdish (YPG) forces from linking territory 
they control in northwestem Syria around Afrin with the territory they control in the 
country's northeast stretching from Manbij to Qamishli, and thereby consolidating con
trol of the entire Syrian-Turkish border area. This has in turn strengthened the incentive 
for the YPG to cooperate with regime and Russian forces, which control the area south of 
al-Bab and east of Aleppo, which fom1s an altemate land route between the Kurdish are
as. 

Third, southem Syria. This area is contested by the Syrian regime, opposition groups. and 
ISIS_ While it has generally been quieter oflate than other areas, it is of particular strate
gic importance to two of our closest regional allies, Israel and Jordan_ 

Fourth, castcm Syria, which along with a swath of central Syria around Palmyra remains 
in the hands ofiSIS. ISIS' territory has slowly eroded thanks to coalition air strikes in 
conjunction with a ground campaign being waged largely by the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), which includes both the Kurdish YPG militia and local Arab elements_ 

Each of these conflicts has drawn in various actors from inside and outside Syria. These include 
the following (NB-Because this testimony focuses on the regional geopolitics of the conflict, 
only cxtcmal actors arc listed: this is not intended to downplay the central role of Syrian actors in 
the conflict and its resolution): 

fran-Arguably the most significant outside actor in Syria, fran has reportedly provided 
the Assad regime with tens ofthousands2 of fighters, am1s, training. and other forrns of 
support. While most of the Iranian-backed forces in Syria are proxies-most notably 

2 Majid Raided as quoted in Melissa Dalton, Testimony Before the House Foreign Affairs Conunittee, Feb
ruary 14,2017. 
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Hezbollah but also lraq, Afghan, and Pakistani Shia militants-numerous IRGC person
nel, including high-ranking officers, have been killed in Syria and other Iranian security 
agencies have reportedly been involved. 

Iran· s involvement has been focused not on fighting ISIS, but on fighting opposition 
forces in western Syria, leading one to sunnise that its objective is to defend the Assad 
regime. Ensuring Assad· s survival is vital to Iran- s effort to project power into the Levant 
against U S allies_ primarily Israel. Were Assad to fall, Iran· s channels to Hezbollah and 
other terrorist groups could be dismpted, and Iranian forces would not likely enjoy the 
freedom of action they long have had in Syria. 

Iran·s involvement in Syria has led to several concerning developments. While the IRGC 
and its proxies such as Hczbollal1 had typically engaged in insurgency in the past, their 
defense of the Assad regime has forced a shift to counter-insurgency. Whether this leads 
to overextension or aggrandizement is an open question, but there is evidence that their 
experience in Syria has increased their capacity for conventional operations.' 

In addition, the Syria conflict appears to have cemented the Russia-Iran alliance_ as v~vid
ly demonstrated by Russia's usc of an Iranian airbasc. It should be noted that sanctions 
bamng the sale of conventional arms systems to Irar1 will lapse in 2020 as a result of the 
nuclear deal or Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). opening further possibili
ties for conventional military cooperation between Russia, Iran, and Iran's proxies. 

Finally, while Iran has thus far been focused on western Syria, one cannot dismiss the 
possibility that after the liberation of Mosul. Iraqi Shia militias beholden to Iran will seek 
to become involved in eastern Syria. 

Russia-While Russia's footprint in Syria has been smaller than Iran's, it has played no 
less decisive a role in safeguarding the Assad regime. With a relatively small (and thus 
perhaps sustainable) intervention, Russia arguably saved the Assad regime from severe 
contraction or destruction in late 2015 and enabled it to reverse some temtoriallosses. 
providing the air power to complement Iran's efforts on the ground. 

Russia, which like Iran has operated chiefly in westem S}Tia rather than against ISIS, al
so aims to defend the Assad regime but for reasons which are di±Ierent from Tehran's. It 
is perhaps the clearest case of what seems to be a global effort by Russian President Putin 
to restore Russia's status as a great power, in a place that was the last bastion of Russian 
influence in the region. Moscow likely also aims simply to thwart U.S. ambitions, in re
sponse to what it sees as U.S. efforts at regime change in Iraq, Libya, and elsewhere. 
Russiar1 officials routinely claim that their purpose is to fight ISIS and that they have no 
special attaclnnent to Assad himself, but neither assertion is borne out by Russian actions. 

Russia's intervention has had implications for the freedom of action of other forces. The 
U.S. cannot contemplate military action in Syria or the surrounding region without taking 
Russian air defenses into account, though their impact should not be exaggerated. And 
any action Israel contemplates in Lebanon or Syria also depends to some extent on Rus

sian forbearance. 

Turkey-Ankara is a partner in U.S. efforts in Syria_ providing access to the h1cirlik air 
base and taking in millions of Syrian refugees. T nrkcy has long insisted that Assad 

3 See Genevieve Casagrande_ "How Irarlls Learning from Russia in Syria" Institute for the Study of War 
(http://www .understanding\var.org/backgrolmder/how-lran-leanling-ntssi3-syria) for more on Uris topic. 
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should step aside, but in recent months its chief concern in Syria appears to have been the 
territorial expansion of the Syrian Kurds, whom Turkey considers to be in league with the 
PKK terrorist group. As noted above, in 2016 (and continuing into 2017), Turkish-backed 
forces seized a swath of territory along the Syrian-Turkish border to prevent the YPG 
from linking its territories around Afrin with the area it holds in the cast between Manbij 
and Qamishli. Turkey is likely to remain in control of this territory for the foreseeable fu
ture. While much was made of a softening of Russian-Turkish relations last year, the ten
sions between Moscow and Ankara over Syria are likely to persist, especially if links be
tween Russia and the YPG deepen. 

Turkey ·s concerns about the aggrandizement of the YPG has complicated the US-led 
campaign to oust ISIS from Raqqa, as the YPG-dominated SDF was seen as the likeliest 
candidate to lead that effort. The SDF-Ied '·Euphrates Wrath-' operation has been clearing 
territories around Raqqa in anticipation of the city's eventual liberation, while at the same 
time Turkish-backed opposition forces have stated their intention to roll back both ISIS 
and the YPG in the same area. Maintaining good relations with Turkey while mounting 
an effective campaign against ISIS in Raqqa has thus proven a conundrum for the U.S. 
and its coalition aBies. 

Jordan-Amman's chief concerns in Syria are fourfold. First is the flow of refugees from 
Syria into Jordan, which already hosts nearly a million of them. Coalition operations in 
Raqqa and western Iraq, or renewed fighting in southern Syria, could trigger another out
flow ofrefugees to Jordan. Second is the possibility of further ISIS attacks against Jor
dan, beyond the border (although until now a11 the major terrorist attacks that have oc
curred in the kingdom have been perpetrated by radicalized Jordanian nationals). Third is 
the outbreak of renewed fighting near Jordan's borders, whether between the Syrian re
gime and opposition or Israel and Iranian-backed forces, which could have dire conse
quences for Jordan's own security. Finally. Jordan seeks to prevent Iran and Hezbollal1 
from establishing a base of operations along its northem border, which could be a desta
bilizing factor after the war eventua11y ends. To safeguard these interests, Jordan has been 
practical, seeking to maintain constructive relations with the Assad regime and Russia in 
recent months. Jordan has also reportedly been conducting, along with other anti -ISIS co
alition forces, air and ground operations in southwest Syria, targeting ISIS and Al-Qaida 
militants. 

Israel-Israel's concerns in Syria appear to be threefold. The first is deterring any attacks 
from Syria into Israeli territory, regardless of the source. To this end, Israel has respond
ed proportionately to projectiles originating in Syria and striking Israel, and these ex
changes have thus far not escalated. Second, Israel is concerned about the possibility of 
Iranian and Iranian-backed forces, such as the IRGC and Hezbollall, establishing a nevv 
front with Israel on the Golan Heights. In fact, the Institute for the Study of War indicates 
that these groups have already established positions close to the northern edge of the Go
lan4 Third, Israel is concerned about the emerging a11iance between Iran. Hezbo11ah, and 
Russia, which if it advances could severely undermine Israel's qualitative military edge 
and security broadly. Israel also has a longstanding interest in preventing the transfer of 
advanced weaponry to Hezbollal1 via Syrian territory, and has reportedly conducted 
strikes inside both Syria and Lebanon to halt such transfers. 

4 Sec "Posture ofSyrim1 Regime and ABies: March 2 I_ 2017_'- Institute fort he Study of War. 
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Regime%20-
%20lranian%20Posture%20MAR%202017 _2.pdf. 
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Others-Many other outside actors have interests and limited involvement in the Syrian 
conflict. The Gulf states have provided support to Syrian opposition groups in an effort to 
counter Iranian regional influence, but over time their focus has largely shifted to the 
Yemen conflict, which poses a more direct threat to the Arabian peninsula. Iraq is closer 
to Syria than other Gulf Arab states, and the U.S. should usc its leverage with Baghdad
which presumably is stronger now than it will be in the future-to ensure that Iraqi Shia 
militias do not enter the ±ray with fellow Iranian-backed forces in Syria after Mosul's lib
eration. 

Europe is arguably more threatened by the Syrian conflict than is the U.S .. given the far 
larger number of refugees who have fled to Europe and the more significant ISIS pres
ence there. However. the involvement of European states in the Syria conflict has been 
limited so far. Finally, China has had a small role in the conflict, reportedly cooperating 
with the Syrian regime on intelligence matters as a result of Chinese nationals traveling to 
fight with ISIS, and supporting Russian efforts to block UN Security Council action on 
Syria until Beijing's recent absention on a draft resolution condemning the Khan 
Sheikhoun attack. All of these actors are to some extent possible partners for the United 
States in Syria 

IMPLICATIONS FOR U.S. POLICY 

As the Trump administration crafts its policy toward Syria, it will need to take as a starting point 
today· s reality. This might seem obvious, but there is a temptation in policymaking to use current 
policy to correct for past errors. But whatever one's criticisms of President Obama· s approach to 
Syria, the mistakes of 20 II, 2013. and 2015 cannot be revisited, and the policy recommendations 
made then must be put aside in favor of ones suited to the present situation. 

Today 's realities are stark. As noted above. Syria is fragmented. Reunifying Syria does not, for 
the time being. appear to be within the power of any Syrian or outside actor. whether the Assad 
regime or the opposition. While it is still right to insist that Assad is illegitimate and should step 
aside, it is important to recognize that in reality his govcmmcnt no longer rules the majority of 
Syria. 

Russia and Iran are deeply entrenched in we stem Syria, and entangled with one another. Wl1ile 
their interests are not the same, as noted above. they depend operationally on one another to ad
vance their respective interests, and thus will be di±licult to split In addition, Russia's presence 
constricts American freedom of action not just against Assad, but also to a large extent against 
Iranian and Iranian-backed forces, given their close coordination. However. this docs not mean 
splitting Russia and Iran, or at least limiting the extent of their alliance, should not remain a long
term U.S. objective in Syria. Nor do the constraints on our freedom of action render us impotent: 
demonstrating this was one of the most important consequences of the U.S. cruise missile strike 
on April 7. 

In addition, the m1ti-ISIS cmnpaign has already accomplished much of what it ultimately will. 
The group's territory has been steadily shrinking, and while it may break out in minor ways, it is 
unlikely a serious threat to seize territory on a significm1t scale in Syria or Iraq given our current 
policy. The coalition must still finish the job, but we should be realistic about the extent of the 
impact Raqqa's liberation will have on the Syria conflict at this stage. and we should already be 
planning for the next phase of that conflict 

Finally, in designing a S}Tia policy, the Trump administration should resist ''solutionism." The 
roots of the con±licts in Syria nm very deep: the United States will not and should not ''solve" 
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Syria, even if we expend vast resources in the attempt. Instead, the U.S. should determine what 
objectives are necessary to advance our vital interests. and devise strategies and policies to ac
complish them. 

These objectives should include the following: 

1. Prevent the Syria conf/ictfrom fi~rther destabilizing the region. While the fighting in S}T
ia has already drawn in numerous regional actors and had a serious economic and securi
ty impact on the region, it could get worse yet. The U.S. should consider steps that inde
pendently stabilize each of the conflict's areas of fighting, and be modest about any grand 
diplomatic effort to settle them all at once. 

a. Around Idlib, American options arc limited given that both sides-the Assad re
gime and its Russian and Iranian partners on the one hand, andjihadist groups 
such as Hayat Tahrir al-Sham on the other-are anathema to the U.S. Rather than 
involving ourselves in the fighting, the U.S. should, in conjunction with our Eu
ropean allies, focus on the protection of civilians and the provision of humanitar
ian relief Following up on the April 7 strike and to deter Assad and Russia pri
marily. the U.S. should warn that we and our allies reserve the right to respond 
with force to atrocities committed against civilians. 

b. In southern Syria, the U.S. should urge Russia to refrain from large-scale bomb
ing in order to prevent the region's further destabilization. T11e U.S. should con
tinue to aid Jordan, Israel, and/or non-jihadist opposition forces as needed with 
any operations to push ISIS, other jihadist groups, or Iranian-backed groups away 
from their borders. Preparation for Rai]qa's liberation should include provision 
for refi.tgees within Syria, lest they ±1ee for Jordan. 

c. h1 northcm and castcm Syria, the U.S. should lead a diplomatic effort to calm 
tensions between Turkey and the Syrian Kurds. Washington should seek Kurdish 
guarantees that they will not seck to extend their territory further, and Turkish 
pledges to respect core Kurdish territory in Syria. Because of Turkey's concerns 
about the U.S. prov~sion of heavy weapons and training to the SDF, and local 
Arab concems about Kurdish in±1uence, the U.S. should seek to involve both 
Turkish-backed and SDF forces in any Rai]qa operation. In addition, we should 
consider greater involvement by U.S., European, and Arab forces to minimize the 
roles of both Turkey and the Syrian Kurds 5 Assad. Iranian and Iranian-backed 
forces, and Russia should be excluded from any effort to liberate Raqqa. 

d. Rather than pursuing a diplomatic settlement in the manner ofthe Obama Ad
ministration, the Trump administration should withhold U.S. endorsement from 
any diplomatic process that does not require Assad to step aside and hold him to 
account. U.S. acquiescence is valuable to Russia and Iran. and it should not be 
given away freely, especially because they have demonstrated little ability or will 
to guarantee Assad's adherence to agreements. This should not rule out local 
ccasefircs, however. 

c. The U.S. should create, as CSIS' Melissa Dalton has suggested. a '·U.S.-lcd mul
tilateral fomm in which tensions and con±1icting objectives can be addressed with 

'For a fuller treatment of this issue, see testimony by Ambassador James F. Jeffrey to the Senate Foreign 
Relations Connnillee. February 7. 2017. 
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key allies and partners on the Syria problem set (including Turkey, Israel, Jordan_ 
and the Gulfpartners)_-'6 

2. Umit Iran's projection ofpower and the aggrandizement of1ranian-backedfi>rces. One 
of the most dangerous flash points in the Middle East remains southern Lebanon. as are
sult of the massive armaments and ex1ensive training that Iran has provided to Hezbollah 
for the purpose of threatening IsraeL It should be our objective not only to prevent the 
gro\\1h of this threat, but to counter Iran across the Levant through the following actions_ 

a. The U.S. should treat Iranian-backed forces as any other foreign fighters. and in
sist that others do so as well; any internationally recognized settlement to the 
contlict in Syria should require Iran to withdraw its forces and its proxies from 
the country. Similarly, any discussion of terrorist groups in Syria should address 
not only Smmi, but Shia terrorist groups such as Hezbollah as well. 

b. The U.S. should warn Iran that it reserves the right to use force, or back Israel's 
use offorce, against any IRGC or Hezbollah positions established in proximity to 
the Israeli or Jordanian borders. 

c. The U.S. should aggressively target Iranian entities that violate sanctions on S}T
ia. and block any aircraft sales to Iran unless the recipient airlines can positively 
demonstrate that they are not involved in ferrying fighters or materiel to Syria. In 
addition. the U.S. should ramp np sanctions and other pressure on Hezbollah and 
its supporters in Lebanon and elsewhere. 

d. The Trump administration should work with the Iraqi government to prevent the 
travel of Shia militias from Iraq to Syria following the liberation of Mosul. 

e_ The U.S. should reinvigorate eftarts, largely dropped by the Obama administra
tion, to support Lebanon's sovereignty, to ensure that it is not subsumed into 
westcm Syria should Syria· s fragmentation persist. 

3. Deny safe haven to jihadist groups including ISIS and A l-Qaida and prevent the return of 
iSiS after Raqqa ·s liberation_ Perhaps the most significant challenge surrounding 

6 Dalton. 

Raqqa 's liberation is what ±allows afterward_ Unlike in Iraq, there is no established au
thority to whom the U.S. can pass the baton; one must instead be fostered. 

a. Any intemational train-and-equip mission for local Arab forces in eastem Syria 
should emphasize not only the urban warfare that will be required to oust ISIS 
from R.1.qqa, but the tallow-on operations that will be required to provide security 
for the local population and prevent ISIS' return or the emerge of Al-Qaida. 

b. Security assistance should be paired with aid to civil society organizations- not 
only those providing humanitarian relief but also ones which can help restore 
law, order, and services in liberated areas_ 

c. The role of both the Kurds and the Turks in eastern Syria should be limited, and 
Arab states, and to a lesser extent European forces. should instead be encouraged 
to play a role, especially in counter-terrorism. 
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OUTCOMES 

The ideal outcome in Syria from the point of view of American interests is a unitied Syria with a 
pro-Western, pluralistic government. T11is is perhaps the least likely outcome in the foreseeable 
future, however, given the country's increasing fragmentation and demographic polarization and 
the failure of diplomatic efforts to date. Equally unrealistic is an outcome in which the Assad re
gime reasserts control over all of Syria; it lacks the capacity to do so. and even if it had those ca
pabilities. its mle would trigger continued violent resistance ±rom Syrians who reject Assad· s le
gitimacy. More realistic. perhaps, is a federal Syria comprised of semi-autonomous regions. But 
few actors in Syria or the region favor such an outcome, and they could be expected to resist it 
long after it had become a reality. The best approach for the United States is to pursue our inter
ests while promoting stability in each of the conflict" s disparate arenas. gradually expanding our 
zone of influence with an eye toward a broader diplomatic settlement down the road. 
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Chairman ROYCE. Thank you. 
Mr. Lister. 

STATEMENT OF MR. CHARLES LISTER, SENIOR FELLOW, 
MIDDLE EAST INSTITUTE 

Mr. LISTER. Chairman Royce, Ranking Member Engel, members 
of the committee, thank you for inviting me here today to testify 
on this very important subject. 

Today, the Assad regime has sat more comfortably in Damascus 
than at any point since the start of the crisis in early 2011. Its re-
cent use of chemical weapons is almost certainly a result of that 
confidence. However, if anyone believes that Assad is now the key 
to stabilizing Syria, they are sorely mistaken. Assad will never be 
capable of putting Syria back together again. Not only does his con-
tinued survival represent radicalization gold dust but it also fuels 
the continued exodus of his own population. 

So what now? Clearly, the status quo is not working. Determined 
U.S. leadership backed up by a credible threat of force and a holis-
tic underpinning strategy represents the best opportunity to 
strong-arm actors into a phase of meaningful de-escalation, out of 
which a durable negotiation process may eventually result. 

Punitive strikes and other assertive acts of diplomacy will be in-
evitable but if anything is now clear, it is that we have far more 
freedom of action in Syria than the previous administration was 
ever willing to admit. Opponents of limited U.S. intervention, who 
long and confidently pronounced the inevitability of conflict of Rus-
sia, are now faced with the reality that Russia failed to lift a finger 
when American missiles careened toward Assad regime targets. 

The first step to developing a more effective Syria policy is to ac-
knowledge that Syria can be divided into dozens of unique semi-
contained conflicts and that countering terrorism isn’t enough to 
protect our interests. We need a holistic strategy that treats all of 
Syria’s various symptoms as interlinked components of one big root 
cause. 

The fight against ISIS in Syria has made significant progress but 
we must acknowledge the challenges ahead and the disadvanta-
geous effects of certain aspects of our strategy. The big looming 
challenge is the fight for Raqqa and the issue at hand is who our 
local partners are for that battle. The favored status given thus far 
to the Kurdish YPG has created serious issues with our NATO ally 
Turkey, which claims the YPG is affiliated to the PKK, a move-
ment that we, ourselves, consider a terrorist organization. In fact, 
the YPG’s direct affiliation with the PKK was publicly acknowledge 
repeatedly by our very own National Counterterrorism Center, 
until we began working with the group in 2014. 

We need Turkey as a constructive partner. Laudable efforts have 
been undertaken to recruit Arabs to fight alongside the YPG but 
the YPG retains overwhelming influence over tactics, strategy, and 
outcomes. The YPG also maintains ambiguous relations with the 
Assad regime. Already, territory captured from ISIS thanks to in-
tensive U.S. assistance has been handed back to the Assad regime 
and to Russia. A YPG-led victory in Raqqa would almost certainly 
lead to a similar result, which would embolden extremists and cre-
ate the conditions for new conflict. 
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We do not need to rush Raqqa and it is not at all clear that our 
existing partners are capable of taking the city. Instead, we should 
use our influence with Turkey to push for a ceasefire with the 
PKK, which may help ease tensions with the YPG in Syria. As part 
of a package deal, we could then offer to include a portion of Tur-
key’s anti-Assad forces, most of which are already vetted by the 
CIA and CENTCOM, into a broader Raqqa offensive. This would be 
a similar arrangement to that which we worked out for Mosul in 
Iraq. 

While our eyes have been firmly fixed on ISIS, al-Qaeda has 
thrived in Syria. It sought to deeply embed itself into Syria’s broad 
opposition movement. It has adapted its narrative to fit that of 
much of the opposition and it studiously avoided many of the ex-
tremist practices typically associated with al-Qaeda. This use of 
what I call controlled pragmatism is in marked difference from 
ISIS and means that countering al-Qaeda in Syria necessitates the 
use of a very different toolkit. This is a struggle defined by a com-
petition for narrative victory. Six years of violence and no deter-
mined international action to stop it has provided al-Qaeda with an 
increasingly pliable population and an opportunity to exploit its 
principle advantage, its power in battle. Determined action to pro-
tect civilians and deter regime war crimes, paired with a substan-
tial reduction in conflict would represent a serious threat to al-
Qaeda. 

However, greater pressure is needed on its most important area 
of operations, the Province of Idlib. This is a problem that only 
Turkey is well-placed to tackle, though it would require substantial 
U.S. support. Here, we would seek to replicate Turkey’s actions 
against ISIS and the YPG north of Aleppo to create a reality on 
the ground of steadily expanding ink spots. In Aleppo, those ink 
spots have since turned into de facto safe zones from which adver-
saries were defeated, al-Qaeda fled, reconstruction has now re-
begun, refugees are returning, moderate rebel groups are being 
trained, and police are taking over from armed groups. The opposi-
tion interim government now plans to establish offices in this area. 

Beyond countering terrorism, there is no immediate opening for 
a nationwide settlement. As such, we should pursue an interim so-
lution, imposing calm to distinct geographic zones. Creating zones 
of calm along Syria’s borders will assist an eventual process of ref-
ugee resettlement and constrain or even stop the flow of weapons 
and money intended for armed activities. It would give opposition 
territories the opportunity to begin governance and service provi-
sion free from aerial bombing and it will allow some level of in-
terim reconstruction to begin. 

Creating multiple facts on the ground will also represent a con-
siderable source of pressure on Assad and may eventually allow for 
a meaningful initiation of negotiations. For this reason, the United 
States would need to pursue an intensive track of bilateral negotia-
tions with Russia throughout the lead-up to and as these zones of 
calm take form. 

For this reason, America and its allies must be prepared for en-
forcement. Credible threats of punitive force can create meaningful 
diplomatic leverage but only when part of a clearly defined strat-
egy. 
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Finally, this deterrence should encompass more than the use of 
internationally banned weapons. It is important for us to establish 
a moral equivalency. Conventional weapons are far more deadly 
than sarin gas. In fact, Assad’s aerial bombing of his own popu-
lation has killed at least 57 times as many people as the use of 
chemicals and banned chemical weapons. It should not be a matter 
of the murder weapon that defines whether murder is acceptable 
or not. 

Thank you. 
[The prepared statement of Mr. Lister follows:]
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Written Testimony of Charles Lister 
Senior Fellow, Middle East Institute 

To the United States House Committee on Foreign Affairs 
April27, 2017 

Hearing on "Syria After the Missile Strikes: Policy Options" 

Mr. Chairman, Mr. Ranking Member, Members of the Committee: 

First, thank you for providing me with this opportunity to speak to you today, and to address 
the situation in Syria and what policy options the United States might consider going forward. 

Three weeks ago, the United States military fired 59 Tomahawk cruise missiles at Syria's AI
Shayrat airbase as a punitive response for the Syrian government's use of a Sarin-like nerve 
agent against a residential area of the town of Khan Sheikhoun three days earlier. This was a 
justified, proportionate and necessary response to a flagrant war crime, committed in full view 
ofthe world. Images and video footage showing men, women and children losing control of 
their muscles, succumbing to uncontrollable convulsions and then foaming from the mouth and 
nose shocked the world. 

Whereas the United States' decision not to act in response to a similar attack in August 2013 
that killed fifteen times as many people drew ire amongst allies and adversaries, the decision to 
act this time around was widely praised by U.S. partners near and far. Whereas the U.S. 
decision not to act in August 2013 was justified at the time by a Russian-facilitated deal to 

remove and destroy Syria's chemical weapons stockpile, events in l<han Sheikhoun 
demonstrated starkly that that deal had been a ruse. Israeli intelligence now assesses that 
Bashar ai-Assad has secretly retained at least three tons of Sarin nerve agent, enough to kill 
many thousands more people, should he choose to do so. This was not much of a secret. 
Officials in the U.S. government and all of our principal allies have known as much for years. 

For six years, U.S. policy on Syria has been characterized by lots of talk and very little action. For 
six years, U.S. policy on Syria has sought to convince our adversaries to behave through 
dialogue, hoping to facilitate some semblance of stability in Syria based on trust, when no such 
trust has existed. The results of pursuing dialogue with no muscle behind it are clear and 
horrifying: half a million Syrians dead and 11.5 million more either internally displaced or 
refugees. Syria's collapse into chaos assisted ISIS in its dramatic recovery, out of which it has 
declared a Caliphate and forced the international community to form one of the broadest 
military coalitions in history. Meanwhile, a globally weakened AI-Qaeda has used Syria to adapt 
and evolve its self-presentation and strategic objectives, so much so that many people in the 
region now see it as a credible resistance movement fighting the 'good fight.' As a result, 
America and its allies now face an AI-Qaeda with sources of genuine popularity, something ISIS 
never acquired. 
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The consistent deterioration of the situation in Syria has also brought us a huge refugee crisis, 
which itself is the result of the Assad regime's scorched earth tactics. The unprecedented 
refugee flows out of Syria witnessed in recent years have crippled America's strategic partners 
in the region and sparked countless social, economic and political crises throughout European 
NATO allies. Iran is also now more powerful than ever; its Revolutionary Guard Corps has 
evolved into a professional and capable expeditionary force exerting influence across all 
corners of the Middle East; Hezbollah is now more powerful than some small Eastern European 
militaries; and dozens of transnational Shia militias now roam across established state borders, 
acting expressly against our own interests. 

The Syrian crisis is immensely complicated -I have spent virtually every single day since March 
2011 trying my best to understand it. Despite this very clear complexity, one thing ought to be 
simple: the continued presence of Bashar ai-Assad in Damascus as Syria's self-proclaimed 
President does not promise any semblance of hope for the country's future. In fact, his stalwart 
refusal to consider even basic political reform in 2011 and his embracing of an escalatory set of 
military measures to, in his words, "cleanse" his population of the enemy, now represents the 
root cause of virtually every terrible consequence of the conflict in Syria. Considering our 
preeminent fixation on the threat of terrorism since 9/11, we must acknowledge that the single 
biggest push and pull factor for both AI-Qaeda and ISIS in Syria, is the Assad regime's continued 
survival and the brutal violence it unleashes upon its people. 

At no point in the last six years has the United States truly sought to address this root cause. 
Instead, we have switched from all talk and no action, to lots of talk and action to address 
symptoms. This is a containment strategy, not a solution. Nothing at all has got better in Syria 
through our pursuit ofthis approach and it is not unreasonable to suggest that nothing is likely 
to get better if we continue. Widespread perceptions of U.S. weakness and risk aversion have 
borne out clear consequences. But it is not too late. 

Today, we meet in the seventh year of the conflict in Syria. Much has changed, particularly 
since Russia's military intervention in September 2015- an act itself that was only possible 
because nobody believed the United States would prevent it. In April 2017, the Assad regime 
finds itself sat more comfortably in Damascus than at any point since the start of the crisis in 
the Spring of 2011. Its use of banned chemical weapons a few weeks ago is almost certainly a 
result of that confidence. 

However, if anyone believes that Bashar ai-Assad is now the key to stabilizing Syria, they have 
learned nothing from the country's recent history. Assad cannot and will never be capable of 
putting Syria back together again. Six years of mass murder, sectarian massacres, the 
industrialized use of torture and execution, the repeated use of chemical weapons, barrel 
bombs, ballistic missiles and more does not just represent extremist radicalization gold-dust, it 
is also clear and incontrovertible evidence that Bashar ai-Assad has little to offer in terms of 

popular credibility or a promise of stability in Syria. 
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It is also important not to forget history. To claim that Bashar ai-Assad was never our enemy 
would be to brush over his extraordinary and widely documented role in empowering ISIS's 
predecessor movements in Iraq, who fought against and killed American soldiers for years on 
end. As U.S. troops entered Iraq in March 2003, Assad's personally appointed Grand Mufti 
issued a fatwa declaring it religiously obligatory for all Muslims- male and female- to resist 

the invasion using any available means, including suicide bombing. Iraq's then foreign minister 
claimed 5,000 foreign fighters crossed into the country from Syria in the first 11 days of the 
invasion. Most of these were driven to the border on Syrian government buses, as Syrian 
border guards waved them across unchecked. According to captured Islamic State documents, 
more than 700 foreign jihadists crossed into Iraq from Syria through one town alone in a 12-
month period between 2006-2007. Later in 2007, U.S. intelligence estimated that as much as 
90% of Islamic State suicide bombers in Iraq had come through Syria- many flying into Aleppo 
or Damascus airports and then given free access to the Iraqi border. In mid-2009, the Syrian 
government's military intelligence service convened a meeting in the Syrian mountain town of 

Zabadani, in which Assad regime officials sat alongside leaders from the Islamic State and from 
Iraq's deposed Baath Party and planned a series of debilitating bombings aimed at crippling 
Prime Minister No uri ai-Maliki's standing in Baghdad. We know about this meeting only 

because Iraqi intelligence had a mole in the room, wearing a wire. Those attacks took place in 
August 2009 and left over 700 killed and wounded. It is quite possible that hundreds of 
American troops would still be alive today had it not been for Assad's explicit support for what 
was then known as the Islamic State in Iraq. 

That tacit support for jihadists as a means of furthering Assad regime interests did not end in 
2010, however. As men, women and children were taking to the streets in protest against 
Assad's dictatorial rule in the first half of 2011, Assad ordered the release of hundreds of 
imprisoned jihadists from jail. This was a cynical move to justify Assad's description of the 
opposition as radicals from Day One. While pro-democracy activists were being disappeared at 
night and arrested in the day, AI-Qaeda jihadists were being let out on amnesty. Two of the ai
Nusra Front's seven founding members were amongst those released, as were at least 10 of its 
other senior leaders. Three of ISIS's most important leaders in Syria were also released, 
including the Emirs of Aleppo and Raqqa, the de facto capital of the Caliphate. As Syria's 
opposition movement gained steam later in 2011, Assad's personally appointed Grand Mufti 
threatened to unleash "martyrdom seekers" to Europe, should external powers intervene. Two 
Congress people have since met with this Grand Mufti. 

In short, Bashar ai-Assad- in both everything he has done and everything he represents- does 

not and should never represent what we consider to be an acceptable future for Syria and its 
people. It should also go without saying that the choice we face today is not and has never been 
a binary one between Assad and ISIS, as some have tried to claim. Syria remains a country of 
many communities and many perspectives. Of a population of roughly 23 million people, no 
more than 20,000 (0.09 percent) have chosen today to be members of AI Qaeda or ISIS. 
Therefore, U.S. policy is best served by securing a future for the remaining 99.91 percent. This is 
also not merely a matter of attending to resident Syrians inside Syria. Over 5 million Syrian 
citizens (roughly 22% of the population) are currently registered as refugees, residing outside of 
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Syria, while a further 6.3 million (roughly 27% of the population) are homeless and displaced 
inside the country. Those people require a voice too, in determining their country's future. 

So what now? Clearly the status quo is not working. To call for a continuation of existing policy 
is to accept that Syria will be unstable for a decade or more, and the terrorist threat regionally 
and internationally will undoubtedly grow. Major foreign intervention in search of regime 
change, however, carries far too many risks and promises only further chaos. What is needed is 
a policy that sits in-between. Determined U.S. leadership backed up by the credible and now 
proven threat of force presents the best opportunity in years to strong-arm actors on the 
ground into a phase of meaningful de-escalation, out of which eventually, a durable negotiation 
process may result. This is, sadly, something the previous administration refused to accept. 
Repeated, well-meaning efforts to broker peace failed because that administration refused 
even to consider threatening the use of force. Every rhetorical threat given from an Obama 
podium effectively amounted to a further emboldening of the Assad regime's sense of impunity 
and its free hand to murder its people en masse. 

Any path forward in Syria will be a long one. There are no quick fixes and there are unlikely to 
be quick interim results either. Setting Syria on a path towards stability will undoubtedly 
necessitate a further strengthening of the U.S. posture. More punitive military strikes and other 
assertive acts of diplomacy will be inevitable, but if anything is now clear, it is that the U.S. has 
more freedom of action in Syria than the Obama administration was ever willing to admit. 
Opponents of limited U.S. intervention who have long and confidently pronounced the 
inevitability of conflict with Russia are now faced with the reality that Moscow failed to lift a 
finger when American missiles careered toward Assad regime targets. 

This is not to suggest that Russia plans to sit back and watch the United States threaten or 
undermine its proxy, Assad. Russia's seat on the U.N. Security Council and its conventional 
military assets make it appear to be the key obstacle to progress, but it may well end up being 
the key to movingforword in a better direction. For Russia, the Syrian issue remains something 
to be negotiated, though naturally it wants such negotiations to occur within a dynamic that 
better suits its negotiating position. In the past, we have come to the table with little leverage, 
because we refused to seek any. That is reversible, to an extent. 

Beyond Russia though, Iran is arguably a far greater challenge and obstacle to progress. For 
Iran, the fate of Assad appears to be non-negotiable, at least within today's dynamics. 
Sustaining a friendly regime in Damascus is of existential importance to Tehran's regional 
strategy, particularly considering Hezbollah's near-total reliance on Iranian arms supplies 
through Syria, and Damascus in particular. Keeping Assad in place also secures Iranian 
hegemony through Tehran-Baghdad-Damascus-Beirut and into the Palestinian Territories. 
Beyond being a great victory for Iran, that also represents a major defeat to American interests 
and influence in the region. It also risks inflaming further, existing great power competition 
involving Iran, Saudi Arabia and Turkey. 
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Russia's intervention in Syria saved Assad from possible defeat, that is clear. However, the more 
secure Assad feels, the less he appears restrained by Russian instruction. In other words, 
Russia's leverage over Assad may be declining. This is also an issue of manpower. Russians 
closely acquainted with Syria decision-making and assessments in Moscow assess that Russia's 

key partner in Syria, the national Army, retains no more than 20,000 personnel who it believes 
to be sufficiently trained, offensively deployable and loyal for use in key operations. Iran on the 
other hand has key hands in Syrian paramilitary and foreign Shia militia forces that may now 
number 150,000 men at arms. Some ofthose groups are designated terrorist organizations, 
legally no different from al Qaeda or ISIS; others have become intrinsic components of the 
Assad regime's state apparatus. As one prominent Russian in Moscow recently told me in 
Europe, even Russia's own Spetsnaz special forces have come to respect one such Iran-backed 
terrorist group- Hezbollah- more than the Syrian Army itself. 

Given this force imbalance, Russia has taken to deploying what it calls "military police" units to 
Syria, to hold important territory and to train new Syrian army conscripts. These "military 
police" forces have come from across Russia's North Caucasus region and reliable Russian 
sources inform me they are elite, counter-terrorism specialists. Russia is also coordinating the 
formation of new Syrian volunteer auxiliary forces, known as the 4'h and s'h Legions. Gathering 

from recent publicity photographs, a sizeable majority of these volunteers are aged men, far 
from their fighting prime. Combined, these efforts and others appear to be Russian attempts at 
force multiplication, to shore up additional sources of leverage in Damascus. 

As things stand today, Syria can be divided up into dozens of semi-contained conflicts, every 
one of which is individually unique. Assad may be more secure than ever, but he is a very long 
way from a full territorial re-conquest of his country. That objective may take a decade, or not 
even be possible at all. Despite this dissolution into multiple conflicts, the solution to Syria is 
not to be found in partition. In fact, that is one of the only issues that the opposition and the 
regime currently agree on. Despite the intensity and complexity of conflict, Syrians on both 
sides of the conflict still share a shared sense of Syrian identity. Although hard to see through 
the bullets and gas, this is a crucially important realization. Syria's non-jihadist opposition, as 
varied, complicated and imperfect as it is, remains a force of 80,000-100,000 heavily-armed 
men. A substantial majority of these men, and their sons, are not considering giving up their 
struggle anytime soon. That is also a crucially important realization. It will only be by addressing 
these kinds of realities that we will begin to define a meaningful policy. 

The first step to developing a more effective Syria policy is to acknowledge that countering 
terrorism is not enough to protect our interests in the short or long-term. A holistic strategy is 
required that treats all the various symptoms as inter-linked components of a very big problem. 
The United States can choose to make big decisions and spend substantial amounts of 
resources now, or we can continue today's strategy and face virtual certainty of having to come 
back and do even more to try to fix an even greater problem several years from now. The word 
"unprecedented" is frequently used to describe problems emanating from Syria today. That is 
for a reason. We cannot hope to fix such issues by dipping our toes in the quagmire. 
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Counter-Terrorism: ISIS 

The fight against ISIS in Syria has made significant progress, but it is important to acknowledge 
the challenges ahead and the disadvantageous knock-on effects of certain aspects of our 
strategy. The big challenge looming ahead is the fight for Raqqa and the major issue at hand is 
who our local partners are for that battle. Until now, the United States has demonstrated a 
clear preference for the Kurdish People's Protection Units (the YPG) and allied militias and 
tribes, collectively known as the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). 

The favored status given to the YPG and its political wing, the Democratic Union Party (the PYD) 
has created serious issues with NATO ally Turkey, as it claims the PYD and YPG are affiliated to 
the l<urdistan Workers Party (the Pl<l<), with whom it has fought a sustained war since the late-
1970s. The United States has recognized the PKK as a designated terrorist organization since 
1997. Turkey does have a point here. After all, the YPG was established by the brother of the 
PKK's God-like leader, Abdullah Ocalan, and the majority of the YPG's most senior and impactful 
leaders in Syria today owe their allegiance to the PKK's transnational leadership structure, 
known as the KCK. In fact, the United States government's very own National Counter

Terrorism Center accepted this much in its annual profiles of designated terrorist organizations, 
stating clearly in 2014 that the PYD was the "Syrian affiliate" of the PI< I<. Upon beginning our 
relationship with the PYD and YPG, however, that paragraph was removed from the NCTC 
profile in 2015 and 2016. 

The United States needs Turkey to be a constructive partner on Syria's northern border, if we 
are to ever successfully defeat the terrorist threats emanating from there. As such, laudable 
efforts have been undertaken to recruit Arab tribes into the SDF, but contrary to much of the 
reporting on the issue, the YPG retains overwhelming influence over the SDF's tactics, strategy 
and outcomes. Moreover, for Arabs to join the SDF, the YPG precludes their inclusion by 
providing them with ideological training, in which certain revolutionary Marxist ideals are fused 
with the unique ideology developed by PKK leader Ocalan himself. Those who insufficiently buy 
into the Pl<l<'s ideology are said to receive little responsibility on the battlefield. The YPG does 
nothing to hide its hostility to Turkey either, including in the presence of American soldiers. The 
YPG also maintains ambiguous relations with the Assad regime. One strategically important 
town, Manbij, which was captured with U.S. military support, has since been effectively handed 
over to the Assad regime by the YPG. A YPG-Ied victory in Raqqa would almost certainly lead to 
a similar result, which itself would embolden ISIS and AI-Qaeda in a very big way and create the 
conditions for a further zone of complex conflict. 

The United States does not need to rush our push to Raqqa. Doing so risks achieving the short
term objective- the city's capture- but securing groups like ISIS with an invaluable narrative 
victory. The United States should use its significant diplomatic leverage with Turkey to push for 
consideration of a ceasefire with the PKK inside Turkey, which may help ease tensions with the 
YPG across the border in Syria. As part of a package deal with Turkey, the United States could 
offer to include a select portion of its anti-Assad forces- the majority of which have already 

been vetted either by the CIA or by CENTCOM- into a broader offensive on Raqqa. This would 
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be a similar arrangement to that worked out for Mosul, where zones of responsibility were pre
arranged between rival or competing factions. 

Counter-Terrorism: AI-Qaeda 

While our eyes have been fixed firmly on the threat posed by ISIS, AI-Qaeda's presence in Syria 
has thrived. Whereas ISIS has consistently sought to act alone and has aggressively avoided 
working with others, AI-Qaeda has sought to deeply embed itself into Syria's broad, opposition 
movement. It has constantly adapted its narrative to fit those of much of the opposition and it 
has studiously avoided many of the extremist practices typically associated with AI-Qaeda. This 
use of what I call "controlled pragmatism" has allowed it to methodically socialize more and 
more people into first accepting its presence within their midst, and then to supporting it. That 
many opposition Syrians- and indeed many people across the Middle East- see it in a different 
way than AI-Qaeda of the past, means that it has attracted a significant number of Syrian 
recruits who do not yet buy into the transnational jihadist ideal. Instead, they have merely 
chosen to join a popular group with a very successful track record on the battlefield. 

This very marked difference from how ISIS has operated means that countering AI-Qaeda in 
Syria necessitates the use of a very different tool kit. In a sense, this is a struggle defined by a 
competition for narrative victory. Six years of brutal violence in Syria, paired with a total lack of 
determined international action to put a stop to it, has provided AI-Qaeda with an increasingly 
pliable population seemingly devoid of alternatives. Sustained levels of conflict have also given 
AI-Qaeda the opportunity to consistently exploit its principal advantage: its power in battle. 
Stronger international action aimed at protecting civilians and punishing regime war crimes, 
paired with a substantial reduction in conflict represents a very serious threat to AI-Qaeda. It 
was not a coincidence that the entirety of Syria's opposition welcomed and praised the recent 
cruise missile strikes and only AI-Qaeda issued a rebuke. 

Taking away AI-Qaeda's narrative dominance can help deal with its popularity, which by 
extension, may give many desperate Syrians the confidence to embrace alternatives other than 
AI-Qaeda. Pursuing the abovementioned actions will also set into motion a chain of events that 
would likely lead to AI-Qaeda isolating itself as it acted in ways to protect its base. We have 
seen this happen before, on a much smaller scale. 

Greater pressure, however, is needed on its most powerful area of operations: the province of 
ldlib. This is a problem that only Turkey is well placed to tackle, though it would require 
substantial U.S. support and protection. In August 2016, the Turkish military crossed into 
northern Aleppo's countryside alongside allied opposition groups to seek two objectives: the 
localized defeat of ISIS and the establishment of a buffer zone, preventing the YPG from sealing 
a contiguous swathe of territory. In so doing, Turkey catalyzed a total withdrawal of AI-Qaeda 
forces from northern Aleppo, as the group openly refused to cooperate with any foreign 
government or to align itself with U.S.-backed opposition forces, which Turkey was using. 
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As that zone of territory steadily expanded, it also grew into a de facto safe zone, as neither 
Russia nor the Assad regime dared fly over it and risk targeting Turkish troops. In the time since, 
this swathe of territory that now measures 110km by 60km, has received substantial sums of 
financial support for re-development and re-building. Tens of thousands of refugees have 
crossed from Turkey back into Syria and with Turkish pressure, populated areas are now being 
vacated by armed opposition groups and law and order is being assumed by Turkish trained 
Syrian civilian police forces. The area has also become home to at least 14 separate opposition 
military facilities, in which Turkish special forces are training Free Syrian Army affiliated groups 
for future operations. The U.S. recognized Syrian opposition Interim Government now plans to 
establish in-country offices in this area. 

The evacuation of AI-Qaeda from northern Aleppo has since proven permanent and I believe it 
could be replicated on a smaller scale in ldlib territory positioned along Turkey's border. With 
U.S. assistance and a resumption of military support to U.S. vetted opposition groups active in 
the area, we have an opportunity to create a reality on the ground that is both safe and 
moderate. This would be an ink spot strategy with risks, but the potential benefits could be 
significant. This too would set into motion a chain of events that would likely lead to AI-Qaeda 
further isolating itself, as it acted in ways to protect its base. Only then would the United States 
have a clearer idea of who the genuinely committed transnational jihadists were, and where to 
target them. 

Counter-Terrorism: Shia militants 

Finally, the United States must also more clearly acknowledge the presence of other, non-Sunni 
terrorist organizations in Syria, and to work more determinedly to constrain their freedom of 
operation. Hezbollah is the most notable terrorist group in this case, but there are others too. 
Throughout the last administration's diplomatic attempts alongside Russia to introduce 
cessations of hostilities in Syria, Hezbollah and other designated organizations like Kataib 
Hezbollah were treated as legitimate actors, while AI-Qaeda and ISIS were excluded. Beyond 
the issue of the PKK, this inconsistency in policy weakens our hand enormously. 

Enforced Zones of Calm 

There is no perceivable opening for a grand, nationwide settlement to the conflict in Syria. As 
such, the best available interim solution is to introduce calm to geographically distinct zones in 
Syria, in which local Syrian actors and external actors with influence in the area can agree to 
freeze existing lines of conflict. This would be pursued alongside the above detailed counter
terrorism actions and would mean aiming to establish, and most importantly, to enforce, 
multiple zones of calm across Syria, in which conflict effectively ends, frontlines are frozen, and 
minimal reconstruction can begin. 

In today's dynamics, five such zones come to mind: (1) the existing zone under Turkish 
influence in northern Aleppo; (2) a new zone under Turkish influence in northern ldlib; (3) the 
formalization of a zone of stability under SDF influence in northeastern Syria; (4) a new zone of 
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stability in southern and southwestern Syria, under the influence of Jordan and Israel; and (5) a 
new, future zone of stability in eastern Syria, divided between the Assad regime and newly 
formed, local U.S.-backed anti-ISIS forces. 

Creating these zones of calm along Syria's borders will assist in an eventual managed process of 
refugee resettlement, easing the burden placed on Syria's neighbors. It would also help slow or 
even stop the flow of weapons and money intended for armed activities from flowing across 
these border areas, while the stability itself will give opposition territories the opportunity to 
demonstrate their latent capabilities in local governance and service provision. Until now, those 
latent capabilities have been sharply limited by sustained aerial bombing, a challenge that 
neither the Assad regime nor the YPG have faced. 

Creating multiple facts on the ground in this case would make it impossible for Bashar ai-Assad 
to credibly claim an intent to recapture every inch of his territory. It would in and of itself 
represent a considerable source of pressure on Assad's claim of unending leadership in Syria 
and may eventually allow for conditions in which a determined move by the international 
community to initiate meaningful negotiations could actually make progress. Forth is reason, 
the United States would need to pursue an intensive track of bilateral negotiations with Russia 
throughout the lead-up to, and during the formative stage of these zones of stability. That 
dialogue would be exclusively focused on determining a shared understanding of what kind of 
political future in Syria was acceptable to both parties. 

These zones of calm would face multiple determined spoilers, particularly Assad himself. This is 
why the United States and allied countries must be prepared to enforce these zones of stability 
through a credible threat of punitive action for violators. AI-Qaeda, ISIS and other militant 
actors would pose similarly significant spoiling threats, and should face similar punitive actions. 

Regarding the enforcement aspect specifically, the threat of force can create meaningful 
diplomatic leverage, but only when it is credible and part of a clearly defined strategy. The 
recent cruise missile strikes on Syria did have an effect on the behavior of certain states, but 
the lack of a strategic foundation meant that our adversaries have now returned to business as 
usual. While it is indeed important, even necessary, to enforce established international norms 
such as that that forbids the use of chemical weapons, it is also important to establish moral 
equivalency and to recognize that other conventional means of killing are often far more 
effective and used with impunity. For example, monitoring data suggests that chemical 
weapons have been responsible for under 1% of all civilian casualties in Syria, while the Assad 
regime's use of air-dropped bombs has been responsible for 57% of all civilian fatalities. It 
should not be a matter oft he murder weapon that defines whether murder is acceptable or 
not. 

Pursuing this 'zones of stability' strategy would be far from easy and success may seem hard to 
come by at first. But treating Syria as a multitude of different mini conflict zones makes more 
sense than treating it as one whole. Moreover, the power of calm and the threat of serious 
consequences for violating that calm has a good chance of eventually establishing a deterrence 
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dynamic. The additional pressure that it would place upon terrorist groups and on Assad 
himself, should provide the United States with more options and more leverage than exist 
today. 

Iran 

The United States must urgently acknowledge and act to confront the malign activities of Iran in 
exploiting pre-existing instability in the Middle East to undermine its rivals and to establish 
hegemonic influence for itself. While constructive relations with Iran are arguably in the 
interest of all members of the international community, the revolutionary nature of its regional 
policy and its impressive success in utilizing unconventional means to assert strong levels of 
influence against the United States represents a sustained threat to the United States' position 
of influence in the Middle East. It also represents a serious threat to Israel. Increased Iranian 
confidence in Syria has recently transitioned into increasingly bold threats against Israel- from 

the creation of Shia militia groups with the proclaimed objective of liberating territory 
controlled by Israel, stationing Shia militants in Syria near Israeli territory with anti-aircraft 
weapons, or in providing further strategic weaponry to Hezbollah. 

The United States' best method of pressure on Iran and its use of militant groups in Syria is the 
use of targeted sanctions, especially against airlines used to fly weaponry and militiamen daily 
from Iran to Damascus. The United States may also choose to further strengthen economic 
sanctions and other measures against Hezbollah and to seek some extent of an understanding 
with Russia, in order to test the theory that Russia may diverge from Iran in terms of their 
respective visions for Syria's future. 
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Chairman ROYCE. Thank you. 
Dr. Dafna Rand. 

STATEMENT OF DAFNA H. RAND, PH.D., ADJUNCT PROFESSOR, 
NATIONAL DEFENSE UNIVERSITY 

Ms. RAND. Thank you. Thank you. Good morning, Chairman 
Royce, Ranking Member Engel, members of the committee. Thank 
you for inviting me to testify. 

Mr. Chairman, you mentioned the White Helmets and I would 
like to start there because I agree that it is a remarkable story. I 
would note that 140 or so of these White Helmets, these civilian 
protection forces, have been directly targeted when they go out to 
rescue. So there have been 140 casualties in the past 2 years alone. 
That is just one statistic of the suffering, displacement, and state-
led atrocities that have occurred in Syria. Eighty percent of the 
population is now in need of humanitarian assistance, 12 million 
Syrians are displaced inside and outside the country. In short, this 
is the greatest humanitarian tragedy and crisis in our current 
world today. 

So thank you, Mr. Chairman and Ranking Member Engel, and 
members of the committee for making and keep the Syrian people 
at the center of your policymaking work here. 

The strikes on April 6th may have been a justifiable appropriate 
response to the use of sarin gas against Khan Sheikhoun. Yet, 
these strikes appear to be divorced from a larger strategy for U.S. 
engagement. It is particularly alarming that the administration 
comments on Syria policy after these strikes continue to be so dis-
jointed and unclear. Americans, our allies, and the Syrian people 
would benefit from understanding what these strikes signify and 
where they fit within the larger policy goals. 

I see at least four objectives for the U.S. in Syria and each will 
require a sustained strategy that combines public and private di-
plomacy. None of these will succeed without a fully staffed and em-
powered State Department serving as a coequal in the interagency 
and none of them can be sustained without adequate foreign assist-
ance. 

First, as my colleagues have mentioned, a negotiated agreement 
in the de-escalation of the fighting should be the most immediate 
and most important objective. Fighting ISIS, countering WMD, 
helping civilians, these goals are very critical but they will all be 
enabled by conflict resolution. Because this is a foundational objec-
tive, it is alarming to read public statements from the administra-
tion flippantly suggesting that whether Assad stays or goes is irrel-
evant. Defining the end game as a negotiated settlement between 
the regime and the opposition is the critical first task. 

Secretary Tillerson will have to use these strikes and the lever-
age they have generated to push Moscow back to a position where 
it will be able and willing to be a genuine partner. That means 
holding Moscow accountable publicly and privately when ceasefires 
promised by the regime never materialize and when aid convoys 
promised by Damascus and organized by the U.N. never reach the 
besieged areas. 

It is true that pushing Moscow and Tehran to make Damascus 
concede will be very, very tough but we have leverage. For exam-
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ple, let’s refuse CT cooperation to Moscow if it doesn’t comply with 
the next round of de-escalation or humanitarian talks. 

Second, defeating ISIS is an obvious priority but the administra-
tion needs to be smart about the diplomacy and foreign assistance 
that will sustain any military offensive. Pushing Daesh out of 
Raqqa will be the easy part. What will be hard will be working 
with Turkey to negotiate YPG influence, as has been mentioned, or 
to ensure that the SAC, the Syrian Arab Coalition, and the SDF, 
the combination of Kurdish and Arab liberators, can effectively gov-
ern this very vast area of Syria. 

What we know about global terrorism is this: They prey on 
ungoverned spaces remote from central control, where citizens are 
disaffected and angry. We cannot let these territories of Syria fall 
into this trap again. And that is why I am particularly concerned 
about rumored and alleged reductions in things like food aid or re-
ductions in support for governance to local councils that will be 
formed in the wake of the Daesh liberation in these areas of Syria. 

And because a sustainable defeat of ISIS requires regional con-
sideration, I am concerned about reports that ESF to Jordan, to 
Tunisia, to Lebanon are reportedly going to be cut. 

Third, the chemical weapons deterrence is a key objective. The 
strikes may deter Assad from using CW again. We don’t really 
know because he has been using CW as a weapon of desperation. 
Still, we need to also continue the really hard multilateral diplo-
matic work. 

I would note Russia’s relative cooperation with the 2013 U.N. 
Resolutions on the U.N. regarding Syria’s gas attack and what gen-
erally the 2013 to 2014 U.N. Organization for the Prohibition of 
Chemical Weapons, the OPCW’s efforts to destroy 1300 tons of 
weapons. Clearly, this was imperfect. Clearly, there was cheating 
and hidden weapons but for Syria’s neighbors and for the citizens 
and for U.S. troops on the ground, certainly destroying something 
was better than nothing. And that is why today multilateral diplo-
macy is critical. That is why we need to continue to support the 
OPCW and U.N. investigatory bodies and we will need to do this 
through diplomacy by pushing the Russians and other members of 
the international community. 

Fourth, protecting the Syrian people must remain at the heart 
of U.S. policy in Syria. This effort includes humanitarian assist-
ance, support for civil society, and support for local governance in 
liberated and opposition-controlled areas, and it includes account-
ability measure for the ongoing human rights violations and atroc-
ities that have been committed, including accountability for the 
Khan Sheikhoun attack. 

Since the start of this conflict, the U.S. has been the largest sin-
gle bilateral donor of humanitarian assistance to the Syrian people 
but in the past months, the aid that is flowing from the U.S. and 
other donor nations has not been reaching most of the Syrians in 
need. Some organizations on the ground are estimating that only 
10 percent of international aid is arriving into opposition-controlled 
areas of Syria. That is over five million people. So this crisis of ac-
cess will require continued American leadership. 

In conclusion, absent a clear and consistent articulation of U.S. 
strategy toward Syria, these limited strikes earlier this month will 
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have little to no material impact. In fact, there is a danger that our 
friends may feel, over time, even more betrayed, as many within 
Syria and the region cheered the strikes on the premise that they 
signaled a significant shift in policy. 

A clear strategy will help us mobilize our partners. For example, 
at this particular moment, we need our Gulf partners to help us 
play a moderating role with the armed opposition. So pushing for 
the resumption of negotiations will be hard but a strategy that fo-
cuses on diplomacy and U.S. leadership is the only option. 

Finally, I thank this committee for understanding how a fully 
funded, empowered State Department and U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development will be critical to pursue all of the objectives 
that I have outlined. 

I look forward to your questions. 
[The prepared statement of Ms. Rand follows:]
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Syria After the Missile Strikes: Policy Options 
Testimony before the House Committee on Foreign Affairs 

Dr. Dafna H. Rand 

National Defense University 

April 27, 2017 

Chairman Royce, Ranking Member Engel, Committee members, thank you for inviting me to 

testify today on an issue with direct implications for American values, interests, and global 

leadership. Six years after the Syria crisis began, it has become the twenty-first century's most 

severe humanitarian tragedy and one of its thorniest international security dilemmas. Nearly 

500,000 Syrians have been killed, with the Bashar ai-Assad regime directly responsible for the 

majority of these deaths. The displacement of 12 million Syrians has created a refugee crisis, 

challenging many of Syria's generous neighbors who are struggling to absorb those fleeing for 

their lives. In perpetuating the conflict, Assad and his Russian and Iranian allies have 

undermined the U.S.-Ied international liberal order, including global norms regarding the 

protection of civilians during conflict. 

The April 6 U.S. missile strikes on the AI Shayrat air base were an arguably justified response to 

the Syrian regime's unconscionable sarin gas attack on Khan Sheikhoun days earlier, but they 

appear to be entirely divorced from any strategy for U.S. engagement to resolve the Syrian 

crisis. For targeted strikes such as these to have an impact on the overall arc of the conflict, 

they cannot be launched in a vacuum. They must represent one aspect of a broader diplomatic 

strategy utilizing economic, political, and other security levers. 

Any short-term benefits conferred by the strikes will erode, absent a multi-prolonged 

diplomatic strategy. Syrian civilians who cheered the strikes will see them as a momentary 

engagement by an Administration that otherwise has shown little interest in addressing Syrian 

suffering. In the aftermath of these strikes, the Administration must identify key policy 

objectives and design strategies to achieve them. These objectives include: a negotiated 

agreement to de-escalate the fighting; defeating ISIS in Syria in a way that is sustainable; 

continued counter-proliferation efforts to stop the Assad regime from using chemical weapons; 

and renewed efforts to protect Syrian civilians and to deliver lifesaving humanitarian aid. To 

achieve these policies will require a fully funded State Department; diplomats and civilian aid 

experts will be responsible for a strategy that combines non-military coercion with public and 

private diplomacy. 

Ending the Syrian Civil War, through a Transition to a New Governing Body 

Three weeks after the AI Shayrat air base attacks, it is still unclear whether U.S. policy toward 

the Syrian regime and the Syrian civil conflict has shifted. As a candidate, President Trump 

1 
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espoused an isolationist approach, even specifically warning in 2013 against military 

intervention in Syria. 1 Indeed, during the week before the strikes, the Administration publicly 

rolled out what appeared to be a coordinated, significant policy shift, with multiple public 

statements by both Secretary Tillerson and Ambassador Haley that a transition away from 

Assad was no longer a U.S. policy priority? These statements likely encouraged Assad to use 

chemical weapons in Khan Sheikhoun. Yet in the wake of the AI Shayrat strikes, these same 

Cabinet members and other senior Administration officials reversed course and issued public 

statements remarkably consistent with those issued by the Obama administration, making it 

clear that Assad's departure would be necessary to end the Syrian civil war. 3 

It is urgent that the White House clarify U.S. policy and stand behind the need for Assad to step 

down, in line with the 2012 Geneva Communique. This document called for the establishment 

of a transitional governing body with full executive powers, to include members of the Syrian 

government and opposition. This Communique was endorsed by the UN Security Council

including Russia- and endures as the most practical basis for an eventual negotiated political 

settlement. Any movement away from this policy would embolden Assad and his backers, 

including Iran and Hezbollah. This not only would perpetuate the Syrian conflict and endanger 

countless more Syrian civilians; it also would expand the grave threat posed by Hezbollah to 

Syria's neighbors, particularly Israel. 

In pushing for a negotiated end to the civil war, the Administration should seek to leverage the 

AI Shayrat strikes to help further multilateral and unilateral diplomatic efforts. Coercive 

diplomacy must be used to push Russia to resume negotiations on military de-escalation (i.e. 

meaningful ceasefires) and humanitarian access. Despite many efforts, both tracks failed in 

2016 because Russia believed it had the upper hand and was unwilling or incapable of pushing 

its proxy in Damascus to comply. Hopefully, Secretary Tillerson used his recent trip to Moscow 

to make clear that continued Russian support for Assad will be met with additional U.S. 

sanctions on Russian entities. (And to use whatever threat of further military force may indeed 

worry Moscow.) The strikes also offer an opportunity to warn Iran regarding its support for the 

regime in Damascus, and to push both Russia and Iran to make commitments to rein in 

Damascus ahead of the next Astana meeting that they are hosting in early May. 

There are other tools available in the Administration's tool kit to accelerate pressure against 

Damascus, including the new sanctions authorities offered in the Caesar Syrian Civilian 

1 Nicholas Fandos, "Trump's View of Syria: How it Evolved in 19 Tweets/' The New York Times, April7, 2017, 

https:f /www. nyti mes. com/20 17/04/07 /u s/po lilies/ donald-trump-syria-twitter. htm 17 _r=O 
2 

Elise Lab bot, Nicole Gaouette, and Richard Roth, "US Signals Openness to Assad Staying Put," CNN Politics, March 
30, 2017, htt p:j /www .en n .co m/20 17 /03/30/politics/ti llerson-ha ley-syria-assad-tu rkey /in dex.html. 
3 Angela Dewan, "U.S. Envoy Nikki Haley Says Syrian Regime Change is Inevitable," CNN Politics, AprillO, 2017, 
http: I /www. en n. com /2017 /04/09/mid d lee a st/syria- m issile-stri ke-ch em i ca 1-attack-aftermath/ind ex. htm I. 

2 



33

VerDate 0ct 09 2002 15:39 Jun 07, 2017 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00037 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 Z:\WORK\_FULL\042717\25261 SHIRL 25
26

1c
-3

.e
ps

Protection Act. However, leveraging the strikes into a comprehensive pressure strategy must 

be done quickly, because whatever new momentum offered by the strikes will dissipate. 

Defeating the ISIS Caliphate in Syria 

Since January, the Trump Administration has talked repeatedly about increasing its efforts to 

defeat ISIS, but it remains unclear how the strategy for countering ISIS relates to the 

Administration's overall Syria policy goals. In less than three months, the While House has 

nearly doubled the number of ground troops in Syria to support U.S. partners engaged in the 

ISIS fight 4 A liberation offensive to rout ISIS from Raqqa is imminent.5 Yet while the policy goal 

of eliminating ISIS' safe haven and command center in Syria is clear, the strategic conundrums 

inherent in this proposition remain unresolved. 

First, the Administration has not explained to the American people why it is increasing U.S. 

boots on the ground in Syria. Americans deserve to know the extent to which ground forces 

will participate in the dangerous fight against ISIS in Syria's northern and eastern regions and 

for how long U.S. forces will remain in Syria training their partners. 

Second, the post-conflict stabilization strategy remains murky: Will the Kurdish YPG (the 

People's Protection Units) and other Syrian Democratic Forces who represent the key ground 

forces in the liberation operation govern this mostly Arab territory? Has this plan been pre

coordinated with Turkey? Will the YPG and other Kurdish forces tacitly cooperate with the 

Assad regime, once ISIS has been defeated, thus complicating U.S. policy even further? How 

will the United States ensure that the YPG liberators will protect the rights of the local Syrian 

population, thereby preventing another cycle of grievance that could yield yet another 

generation of future terrorists? Planning for the actual Raqqa operation is relatively 

straightforward, but figuring out what to do when the U.S.-backed forces succeed is not. 

Neighbors such as Turkey are keenly interested in the question of who will rule large swaths of 

Syrian territory in ISIS' wake, particularly if the YPG fighting force prevails. The planning for the 

post-liberation stabilization period in Syria is a significant diplomatic effort. It will have to be 

carefully integrated into the overall policy planning for the resumption of diplomacy between 

the regime and the opposition discussed above. 

4 In March, President Trump deployed 400 more troops to Syria, bringing the number of ground troops to 1,000. 
See Lucas Tomlinson, "Turkish Jets Bomb U.S.-backed Forces," Fox News World, April 25, 2017, 
http: I /www. foxn ews. co m/world/2017 /04/25 /turkish-jets-bomb-us-ba eked-forces-in-iraq-syria-us-officials
say.html. 
5 Aaron Stein, "Raqqa: A Very Long and Nasty Fight," The Cipher Brie/, March 17, 2017, 
https:j /www. th eci ph erbrief. com/a rticl e/m id d le-eastfvery-long-a nd-na sty-fight -1089. 
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Reports that the Administration plans to cut Fiscal Year 2018 regional stabilization funds and 

economic support funds to neighbors such as Jordan are deeply problematic, as these types of 

cuts will undermine the sustainability of any near-term win against ISIS. Within Syria itself, 

cutting humanitarian and governance assistance to the people liberated from ISIS will be self

defeating. International assistance is necessary to ensure that those who once lived under ISIS 

rule are now offered basic services and humanitarian assistance. This type of assistance 

represents a relatively modest investment with a potentially significant return- sustainable 

stabilization can protect these territories from ever again becoming a safe haven for radical 

terrorist groups. 

Preventing the Proliferation of Chemical Weapons 

Explaining the strikes on April 6, President Trump referred directly to a counter-proliferation 

policy goal, saying: "It is in this vital national security interest of the United States to prevent 

and deter the spread and use of deadly chemical weapons." Secretary Mattis' public remarks 

since the AI Shayrat strikes suggest that, at least from a Department of Defense perspective, 

preventing the use of chemical weapons (CW) was the key policy objective of the strikes." In a 

public statement issued this week while visiting Israel, Secretary Mattis again warned Assad 

against using chemical weapons. 7 

Yet if the urgent policy goal from the U.S. military's perspective is to prevent the Syrian regime 

from using sarin gas and other CW in the future, the deterrent effect of the limited strikes may 

prove to be insufficient. Deterrence should be accompanied by the physical destruction of 

chemical weapons caches- an effort requiring difficult multilateral diplomacy. While the 

agreement had many flaws, overall the 2013 U.S.-Russian mechanism to work with the United 

Nations and the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) to destroy 

Syria's declared CW stockpiles severely limited Assad's ability to use these weapons against U.S. 

troops, allies such as Israel, or Syrian civilians. Assad's illegal secret retention of CW stocks or 

capacity to regenerate them violated international law, but the CW threat to Syrian civilians 

and to the United States and our allies would have been far worse in the absence of the 2013 

agreement. On balance, OPCW's post-2013 presence in Syria, with Russian support, has 

advanced U.S. counter-proliferation goals, making it harder for the Syrian regime to use these 

horrific weapons. 

6 Secretary Mattis told reporters that "the purpose of this attack was singularly against chemical weapons use," on 
Aprilll, 2017. Ryan Browne, "Mattis on Syria: ISIS Remains the Priority but Chemical Weapons Will Not Be 
Tolerated," CNN Politics, Aprilll, 2017, http:/ /www.cnn.com/2017 /04/11/politics/mattis-syria-isis
chemical/index.html. 
7 "Defense Secretary Mattis Warns Syria Still has Chemical Weapons," CBS NEWS, April21, 2017, 
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/defense-secretary-james-mattis-warns-syria-still-has-chemical-weapons/ 
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In addition to continuing to use further strikes should Assad again use CW, a new round of 

multilateral diplomacy will be necessary to protect earlier counter-proliferation efforts. Last 

week, the Russians vetoed a UN Security Council Resolution calling for an investigation into the 

Khan Sheikhoun attacks. Russia's intransigence and disinformation campaign on the Khan 

Sheikhoun attacks contrasts starkly with its relatively cooperative approach in 2013. This 

regression is worrisome. 

Russia may be at odds with the United States in terms of its overall policy goals in Syria, but we 

need Russian cooperation and support on limited issues such as counter-proliferation. Strong, 

multilateral diplomacy will be required to push Russia toward, at a minimum, returning to the 

moderate levels of cooperation on CW issues that occurred from 2013-2017. 

Finally, as part of the effort to deter Assad from any further CW use, the U.S. must lead 

multilateral efforts to maintain the international opprobrium focused on Syria in the wake of 

the Khan Sheikhoun attacks. The Administration should coordinate with European allies and 

other partners to set the record straight in the face of Russian disinformation campaigns, 

continuing to declassify and make public U.S. information that demonstrates the Assad 

regime's culpability for this gruesome use of sarin gas against Syrian civilians. It should press 

European and other partners to do the same. 

Protecting Syrian Civilians, Providing Humanitarian Relief, and Promoting Accountability 

Protecting the Syrian people must remain at the heart of U.S. policy in Syria. This effort 

includes humanitarian assistance; support for civil society in liberated, opposition-controlled 

areas; and accountability for ongoing human rights violations, including the Khan Sheikhoun 

attack. Since the start ofthe conflict, the United States has been the largest single bilateral 

donor of humanitarian assistance to the Syrian people. In the past months, however, the aid 

flowing from the United States and other donors has not been reaching most of the Syrians in 

need. Some organizations on the ground are estimating that only 10 percent of international 

aid is arriving into opposition-controlled areas of Syria (where over 5 million Syrians reside), 

because the Assad regime is deliberately holding up cross-border aid in violation of UN Security 

Council Resolution 2254. 

The Administration has yet to explain how the AI Shayrat strikes fit into any strategy to ensure 

civilian protection, or how the United States will respond to other equally horrific, non-CW 

attacks against Syrian civilians. Almost immediately after the U.S. strikes, the Syrian regime 

used AI Shayrat as the base for additional bombing campaigns against Syrian civilians. The 

Syrian Air Force has already resumed aerial bombings of Khan Sheikhoun using conventional 

5 
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weapons 8 There are a number of levers available to the U.S. government to deter and punish 

Syrian officials- and their Russian and Iranian champions- who are involved in deliberately 

targeting civilians. The Trump Administration should focus on sanctioning individual 

perpetrators, as authorized in the Caesar Syrian Civilian Protection Act. 

Finally, even though immediate justice for these crimes sadly is improbable, the Administration 

has opportunities to maintain U.S. leadership on longer-term accountability efforts by the 

international community. Ensuring appropriate documentation of these human rights 

violations is vital. The United States has been a leading donor in the arena of international 

accountability efforts in the past, and opportunities exist to demonstrate that U.S. statements 

on accountability for Khan Sheikhoun and other violations of international law are more than 

just empty words. Continued U.S. leadership at the United Nations will ensure that the highly 

effective UN Commission of Inquiry on Syria can continue its work to gather evidence and to 

document violations. 

Conclusion: The Risks of Foregoing a Mature Strategy in Favor of Inchoate Tactics 

Absent a clear and consistent articulation of U.S. strategy toward Syria, the limited strikes 

earlier this month will have little to no material impact. Many of our allies cheered on these 

strikes, yet these friends may have done so assuming a major U.S. strategic shift toward greater 

military intervention where none exists. An articulation of a strategy will also help our allies 

contribute to the diplomatic efforts that should follow the strikes- such as pushing Gulf 

partners to deliver some of the armed opposition groups to the Astana talks in May or urging 

European partners to join the United States in sanctioning Russian, Iranian, and Syrian military 

officials who have perpetrated crimes against the Syrian people. 

The April6 strikes only offer leverage if they can jump-start a new strategy combining economic 

sanctions, multilateral counter-proliferation efforts, and new investments in diplomatic 

negotiations. Following the strikes, U.S. diplomats must push the regime and its Russian and 

Iranian backers toward a de-escalation plan that may allow for opposition-regime talks. 

European allies should offer their own set of new sanctions against Syrian, Iranian, and Russian 

officials. Driving ISIS out of Syria will require a careful assistance plan to support local 

governance and humanitarian assistance for the mostly Arab Syrians who have been living 

under ISIS rule. None of these strategies can be executed without a fully funded, empowered 

State Department and U.S. Agency for International Development- mobilized to advance U.S. 

leadership and influence in pursuit of these objectives. 

8 
Louisa Loveluck and Zakaria Zakaria, "Despite U.S. Missile Barrage Syria Continues Airstrikes Against Rebels," The 

Washington Post, AprilS, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/warplanes-return-to-syrian-town
devastated-by-che mica l-attack/2017/04/08/38a5d8cc-lbd c-lle 7 -8598-9a99da5 59f9e _story. htm I. 
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Chairman ROYCE. Thank you. 
You know it seems that Russia and Iran have very different 

goals here for Syria and some of you have commented on that. In 
terms of trying to figure out next steps, it looks as through the goal 
on the part of the Iranians is a land bridge that would stretch to 
Hezbollah-controlled southern Lebanon, where for some time now 
the Islamic Republic of Iran has been trying to move these larger 
and larger missiles or longer range missiles. I guess this morning 
there are reports that the IDF put a strike in against a shipment 
that had landed of these missiles, right? 

So, as Iran’s obsession with their stated policy of wiping Israel 
off the map continues, you have Moscow with a very different goal. 
Their goal is not to wipe out Israel. Their goal seems to be to in-
crease Russia’s leverage. And I wonder if that suggests that the 
two could be split here in terms of the long-term interest of trying 
to get some stability, because as long as the Iranians remain on the 
ground, the problem there is going to be the recruitment of training 
for additional Hezbollah units that you are now seeing, as well as 
the in-migration of the Revolutionary Guard Corps on the ground, 
and these other entities, they are not seeking to calm the situation. 
I mean all across the Middle East they are creating additional, 
whether it is Yemen or Bahrain, they are involved in conflict. 

And I would just ask our panelists for their opinion on a strategy 
that would allow some kind of a direct negotiation on that concept 
and whether you think it would be possible because that might 
allow us then to move Assad out of the equation and bring in some-
one else on the Alawite side that would have an interest in the 
long-term survivability of Syria as a state. 

Mr. Singh. 
Mr. SINGH. Sure. Well, Mr. Chairman, I think you are absolutely 

right about differing Russian and Iranian interests, as I mentioned 
in my testimony. 

I think the challenge is in the short-term I think there is a sort 
of co-dependency between Russia, and Iran, and Syria. They need 
each other. Russia is providing actually quite a small military force 
but a decisive one, providing air cover, for example, for the ground 
forces which are largely provided by the Iranians. The Iranians 
have contributed, from the numbers I have seen, upwards of 
100,000 fighters, not Iranians all but Iranian-backed fighters. So 
theirs is sort of complementary to Russian and Iranian activities 
there and I think either would be hard-pressed to succeed without 
the other. 

But I do think that Iran is committed to the Assad regime in a 
way that, perhaps over the long-run, Russia isn’t because I think 
that Iran could not be guaranteed its position in Syria with any 
ruler other than Bashar al-Assad, even if it were someone else from 
his sector, someone else from his sort of territory. 

And it does, over the long-run, perhaps open up the possibility 
of splitting the two. But I think it is very much over the long-run. 
I think it is not something that it is there in the short-term. 

Perhaps the Russians will come to see that they are embroiled 
in a counterinsurgency that there is very little easy escape from. 
No one is going to come and rescue the Russians from the insur-
gency which they are facing around Idlib, and Aleppo, and so on 
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and so forth. We are certainly not going to. We certainly shouldn’t 
and I don’t think anyone else is prepared to do so either. And hope-
fully, that will prompt the Russians, at some point, to recognize, 
especially if there is a credible threat of American military force. 

Chairman ROYCE. Well, maybe Mr. Lister can comment on this 
but it seems to me that the Russian objective here is partly to 
maintain access to the Mediterranean. Their goal is not necessarily 
to see this thing deepen and yet, for the Iranians, they are gaining 
battlefield experience for their forces. They are honing their skills. 
They are replacing Sunni populations with Lebanese Hezbollah 
families that they are bringing in to Old Damascus and areas like 
this. This is the exact opposite, it would seem to me, of Russia’s 
long-term interest. 

And so Mr. Lister, what is your observations? 
Mr. LISTER. Thank you for the question. 
For me, this is essentially about differing goals and differing 

needs between Iran and Russia. These are two countries playing 
extremely different, though as my colleague says, complementary 
roles in Syria. 

For Russia, the objective is to compete and outplay the United 
States and to show that we aren’t the power that we think we are, 
that we are not capable of exerting the kind of influence in the re-
gion that we used to, and also, of course, immediately to shore up 
what was in 2011 Russia’s most reliable and most intensive rela-
tionship in the region, which was the Assad regime. Since the So-
viet Union times, Russia has relied on the Syrian Army——

Chairman ROYCE. Right. 
Mr. LISTER [continuing]. Intensively for a relationship in the re-

gion, almost exclusively. And so for Russia, this is a strategic or 
geostrategic calculous, largely as a reflection of its rivalry with the 
United States. 

And for Iran, this is a zero-sum issue. There is, as of now, in to-
day’s dynamics, no negotiation for Iran. It is Assad, or nothing, or 
we carry on fighting. 

And the key issue, the key worry we should all have in our 
minds, is that we have invested so much energy over the last 2 or 
3 years based on an assumption that Russia has the leverage nec-
essary to result in the kind of policy result that we want, which 
is a negotiation process that means something and that results in 
a conclusion that we all want, which is an end to conflict and some 
extent of political transition in Damascus. 

Unfortunately, as my colleague said, Russia is actually operating 
in Syria on a shoe string with very little ground influence, beyond 
Special Forces dotted around in a few specific areas. 

You know I have spent the last 18 months meeting periodically 
with Russian officials who work on the Syrian issue. And one of the 
things they revealed to me, which is very interesting, is that as of 
2 or 3 months ago, the assessment within Moscow was that the 
Syrian Army had no more than 20,000 offensively deployable, suffi-
ciently trained, and loyal soldiers that the Russian Government 
was willing to work alongside—20,000 for all of Syria. It is a pit-
tance. 

In comparison, the Iranian Government has successfully estab-
lished what I would estimate to be at least 150,000 militiamen, 
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Syrians, predominately, but also Iraqis, Lebanese, Syrians, Af-
ghans, Pakistanis, and possibly some Yemenis. Twenty thousand 
Syrian forces as compared to 150,000 militiamen who are there po-
tentially to die for a religious cause, rather than for a strategic 
cause, is an issue we need to worry about in terms of how we in-
vest our resources, in terms of pushing things to create the possible 
conditions for the result that we want. 

Chairman ROYCE. Thank you. Mr. Engel. 
Mr. ENGEL. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Before I ask my ques-

tions, I ask unanimous consent to enter two statements into the 
record. One is a statement by Raed al-Saleh, head of the Syria 
Civil Defense, as you mentioned before, known as the White Hel-
mets, on behalf of Nobel Peace Prize-nominated rescue organization 
that has rescued over 90,000 Syrian lives. 

Chairman ROYCE. Without objection. 
Mr. ENGEL. And the second statement is from Church World 

Service. 
Chairman ROYCE. Again, without objection. 
Mr. ENGEL. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
The White House Press Secretary Sean Spicer said in a press 

briefing, shortly after the U.S. airstrikes, if you gas a baby, if you 
put a barrel bomb into innocent people, I think you will see a re-
sponse from this President. 

This appeared to add a new red line to U.S. policy that Assad’s 
use of barrel bombs, an all too frequent occurrence, would invite a 
U.S. response. But later the White House clarified that he meant 
chlorine-filled barrel bombs. 

Now for anyone who thinks that I am going tough on the White 
House, maybe you should know that I was equally tough on the 
previous administration’s miscalculation that Assad would some-
how fall and so cause them to do things or not do things. And of 
course, here we are many years later, Assad hasn’t fallen. I think 
we made a terrible mistake when we didn’t aid the Free Syrian 
Army 4 years ago, when the President’s national security team all 
was in favor. I think it was a miscalculation. I also think when you 
draw lines in the sand, you need to back up those lines but you 
also need to be consistent. 

And what we are seeing from the administration is there is an 
introduction and retraction of new red lines. It muddies U.S. strat-
egy in Syria. And as I mentioned before, I think it is very impor-
tant that the President tell the Congress what his plans are in 
Syria and then the Congress needs to give him authorization to 
make any kind of military moves. 

So when we have introduction and retraction of new red lines, 
it muddies the strategy in Syria. I want to ask Dr. Rand, how do 
we expect our allies and adversaries to react to this? 

Ms. RAND. Thank you, Congressman Engel. This is a big concern 
of mine as well, that the inconsistency is sending different signals 
and that our allies will see in the administration and White 
House’s different statements what they want to hear. Right? So 
certain allies have different views and they will seize on one Sec-
retary or another Secretary’s statements, if they diverge, to say 
that is U.S. administration policy. That is a concern. 
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On the issue of what is the red line, is it just a CW deterrence 
or is it a general deterrence about crimes against humanity, I 
would note that in the couple days after the sarin gas attacks, 
there were very damaging atrocities committed by the Syrian re-
gime again. So if that, indeed, was Mr. Spicer’s red line, it was 
passed already, shortly after the time he was making those state-
ments. 

But I would agree with the concern about allies. I would also add 
the concern about the Syrian people, who are left confused about 
what is the new shift in U.S. policy toward intervention. 

Mr. ENGEL. Anybody else care to comment? 
Mr. SINGH. Well, Congressman, I would agree with the general 

principle that credibility is important. And I think to have credi-
bility, we also need to have clarity. I agree with that. And that is 
why it is important that we have a very rigorous policy process 
where we decide what are those lines are for the United States 
that sort of both threaten our interest, threaten civilians on the 
ground. What are we prepared to do in response? And then that 
we communicate those things to the appropriate channels. Some-
times a public message is right. Sometimes private messages to 
places like Moscow and elsewhere are the right methods. 

But that all requires a rigorous policy process and I think that 
will be the key for us. 

Mr. ENGEL. Thank you. Let me ask a question about the chem-
ical weapons program. In 2013, the Organization for the Prohibi-
tion of Chemical Weapons certified, and we remember this, that it 
had removed 1300 tons of declared chemical weapons from Syria. 
And of course, we now know that Syria held back some chemical 
agents from declaration and removal because it used those agents 
in the April 4th sarin gas attack. 

Now, I supported the U.S. response, as I said before, 59 Toma-
hawk missiles, because I thought it was an appropriate demonstra-
tion to Syria and their Russian enablers that there would be con-
sequences for the use of chemical weapons. But these strikes are 
not a long-term solution and they will not help to eliminate the 
threat posed by Syria’s continued possession of chemical weapons. 

So let me ask any of the witnesses what recommendations do you 
have to work toward full implementation of the U.N. Security 
Council Resolution 2118, which sought to remove Syria’s chemical 
weapons, and what particular responsibility does Moscow have in 
the implementation of this resolution and in removing chemical 
weapons from Syria? 

Anyone who cares to answer. 
Ms. RAND. Sure, I will start. I think this is an excellent point. 

And I mentioned in my testimony there is a JIM, the Joint Inves-
tigative Mechanism, that was commissioned by the U.N. in 2015 to 
go and actually name perpetrators and some of the chemical weap-
ons. And this mandate was extended last year to 2017. It will run 
out I think sometime this summer or the fall. 

So it is really critical. This is an urgent diplomatic—again, it is 
not a sufficient diplomatic solution to the chemical weapons bomb, 
but it is part of the solution and it is urgent that the U.S. show 
its leadership at the U.N. and push Moscow and other powers to 
agree to continue this mandate of the JIM. 
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Mr. LISTER. I would add, if I may, you know frankly speaking, 
Russia bears the weight of responsibility for the fact that this 
chemical weapons attack took place. And we shouldn’t forget that 
Russia had troops and almost certainly aircraft up until a certain 
time at this air base from which the attack was launched. 

We should all be asking the question, and I am sure we all are, 
did Russia in fact know that the Assad regime had retained some 
extent of its chemical weapons capabilities. And if it did, then we 
would be justified in, I think, putting and placing more pressure, 
whether through sanctions or other diplomatic means, on the Rus-
sian Government to force it to see, through a broader package of 
policies on Syria, the more holistic one that I described in my open-
ing statement. 

But in the end, Russia isn’t going to achieve its ultimate objec-
tive in Syria which is stability. For Russia, Syria is still something 
to be negotiated over. And I think what the Russians are discov-
ering, almost on a week-by-week basis now, is that having invested 
resources in Syria and in rescuing the Assad regime, achieving 
their ultimate long-term objective isn’t happening and it is not 
going to happen for a long time. So I do think we have a responsi-
bility to put more pressure on Russia. 

And more broadly, I think the sanctions on I think 271 Syrians 
connected to the chemical weapons program is a good step. I noted 
that a number of that size suggests that we are not just targeting 
senior officials but we are also targeting people further down the 
ladder of seniority and I think that is wise. I think using what I 
would term escalatory sanctions—starting from the ground level 
and moving up—is an excellent way of putting more pressure and 
a sense of paranoia within the regime’s military, intelligence, and 
otherwise the regime’s apparatus, that we know what they are 
doing. We know who they are. We know everything about them and 
they will face consequences for being involved in these kind of 
criminal acts. And I think there is a lot that we can do to add to 
that pressure further. 

Mr. SINGH. If I could just make a brief point, Congressman. I 
want to make sure that there is a clear understanding that this is 
not just a humanitarian issue for the United States because the 
CWC is a nonproliferation treaty. And if we allow that non-
proliferation treaty to be breached, I think that has strategic rami-
fications for the United States for nonproliferation broadly. So we 
need to keep that frame of reference in mind as well. 

Mr. ENGEL. Thank you. 
Chairman ROYCE. Okay, we go to Ileana Ros-Lehtinen of Florida. 
Ms. ROS-LEHTINEN. Thank you so much, Mr. Chairman. 
And while Congress must be consulted before any long-term esca-

lation of force in Syria, I supported the missile strikes that took 
place earlier this month and I hope that they serve as a warning 
that the United States will no longer tolerate Assad’s chemical 
weapons attacks against the innocent civilians. The missile strikes 
proved our willingness to use force. That is a necessary ingredient 
whose absence doomed any previous chance of a negotiated out-
come in Syria. 

But I am still very concerned about the lack of a comprehensive 
strategy in Syria, a problem that has stretched across both admin-

VerDate 0ct 09 2002 15:39 Jun 07, 2017 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00045 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 Z:\WORK\_FULL\042717\25261 SHIRL



42

istrations and our seeming insistence on treating the symptoms, 
rather than the disease. And as so many of us have said over the 
years, it is not possible to defeat ISIS while Assad remains in 
power, I fear that our narrow focus on short-term tactical successes 
will only exacerbate the problems that we are trying to solve. 

So I wanted to ask you, Mr. Lister, can we hope to defeat ISIS 
while Assad remains in power? A lot of you spoke about what 
would happen if. And how does Assad’s presence and tactics con-
tribute to the growth and the narrative appeal of ISIS, as well as 
the al-Qaeda-linked and other jihadist groups in Syria? 

And if Assad is not removed by countering Iran, by finding lever-
age with Russia, or otherwise, is it possible for this conflict and its 
associated costs to come to an end? 

Mr. LISTER. Thank you very much for a really excellent question. 
And I think to answer it, we need to consider context as well, some 
historical background, but I will stay in the immediate term for 
now. 

The reason why we have had success against ISIS or one of the 
reasons why we have had success with little other negative knock-
on effects up until now, is because ISIS purposefully detached itself 
from the other dynamics of the Syrian conflict. With the exception 
of about a 6-month period of time, ISIS never sought to work with 
the opposition. It never sought to become part of the revolution 
against the Assad regime. It explicitly sought to establish an Is-
lamic State with or without help and it would kill anyone who got 
in its way. 

And for that reason, we have been able to attack ISIS in isolation 
from the rest of the conflict with relative success, up until now, but 
I think, as I hope is becoming clear, we are now seeing some of 
those disadvantageous knock-on effects becoming clear. For exam-
ple, our NATO ally Turkey is effectively now at war with our local 
partner fighting ISIS, as of last night. And all of that is because, 
as you say, we didn’t base all of this on a more holistic strategy. 
We didn’t appreciate enough all of the broader dynamics. So, that 
is today. 

In terms of Assad staying, I think the most important thing to 
bear in mind here is some history. In 2003, when the United States 
prepared to invade Iraq, as in fact American troops crossed on day 
one, the Grand Mufti then in Syria, the State-appointed, Assad-ap-
pointed Grand Mufti, issued a fatwa in which he declared it reli-
giously obligatory on all Muslims globally to launch resistance 
movements in Iraq against American troops, using any means nec-
essary. And that order was given to men and women. And that 
was, essentially, an instruction from the Assad Government. 

Within 11 days of the U.S. invasion of Iraq, 5,000 foreign jihadi 
fighters crossed into Iraq, crossed Syria’s borders; they flew into 
Aleppo and Damascus airports; were bussed in government buses 
to the Iraqi border and waived through open border crossings. 

And in the 7 or 8 years that followed, during the war in Iraq, 
it would not be an exaggeration, I think to say, that hundreds of 
American troops would still be alive if the Assad regime had not 
continued its assistance to ISIS’ predecessor movement, the Islamic 
State in Iraq. ISIS wouldn’t be what it was today if those foreign 
jihadi fighters hadn’t been given a free hand to train in Syria, to 
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use Syrian Government medical facilities, and then to cross Syria’s 
borders into Iraq. 

And that support for jihadists didn’t stop when American troops 
left Iraq in 2010. In 2011, whilst the Assad regime was arresting 
pro-democracy protesters, and women, and children, it was releas-
ing jihadists from prison. Two of the seven founding members of 
the al-Qaeda affiliate in Syria were released from prison at the be-
ginning of the protests. At least ten, as far as I am aware, of ISIS’ 
most senior leaders in Syria were released from Assad prisons 
under an amnesty in 2011. 

And since then, it is common knowledge that, at the very least, 
trade in gas, trade in other resources, has continued between the 
Assad regime. In fact, this very government here has sanctioned 
several Syrian officials for facilitating those trades. 

So the argument is right. I know I am taking some time but the 
argument is right to say that while Assad stays in power, there is 
very little chance that that kind of facilitation of jihadists for Syr-
ian goals, for Assad regime reasons, will not continue. And most 
importantly, the narrative for their very existence will continue to 
exist. 

Ms. ROS-LEHTINEN. Thank you very much, sir. 
Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
Chairman ROYCE. Thank you. 
Mr. Greg Meeks from New York. 
Mr. MEEKS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. And I want to thank all 

three of the witnesses. I think you have been absolutely excellent 
and very insightful. And I really appreciate your testimony. 

Let me start by stating declaratively I think that any rational, 
reasonable person would strongly, as I do, condemn the atrocities 
that took place in Syria and the utilization of chemical weapons 
but I believe just overall because, as one of the witnesses testified, 
people are dying, whether it is by chemical weapons or by conven-
tional weapons. Death is death and they are dying by the numbers 
and we have to make sure we get a handle on that. And that we 
must, and the whole international community, must put our best 
efforts into addressing the crises there. 

That has been what my position has been since the start of the 
conflict and it remains so today. That being said, many of my col-
leagues here, and as you have indicated, I think each and every 
one of you have indicated your thoughts on what should be next. 
I wish that the President of the United States would also tell us, 
as Members of Congress, what should be or what the strategy is 
next. You know we cannot be left wondering after the launch of 59 
Tomahawk cruise missiles what Congress is to do. Congress should 
never be left wondering what next after the use of military force 
and never, especially in a situation where there is no imminent 
threat to our homeland. The United States needs—and why is 
that? Because we have a Constitution and the President should 
abide by that Constitution. And so the President should get con-
gressional authorization for military action. 

And as I sit here, I am extremely uneasy that we have no up-
dated AUMF. And the President has stated, basically, that he has 
acted impulsively, without clearly articulating a strategy on Syria. 
Why do I know that? Because the President said he happened to 

VerDate 0ct 09 2002 15:39 Jun 07, 2017 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00047 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 Z:\WORK\_FULL\042717\25261 SHIRL



44

have seen a picture of babies and that made him decide to do some-
thing that he had said just a few weeks before that he wasn’t going 
to do. So he just acted impulsively, without a real strategy as to 
what to do next. 

And when we talk about drawing red lines, and I felt this also, 
when President Obama had the red line, he came to Congress. Con-
gress punted on what to do in Syria. 

So I would hope as we look to and ask President Trump to come 
to Congress, and I hope he does, that we don’t punt. We listen to 
the issues. Let’s take the responsibility ourselves. 

The most difficult decision for me, and I have been here for 19 
years, the most difficult vote that I have had to make is the vote 
to make the determination of whether or not we were going to au-
thorize the use of force, whether it was in the Kosovo struggles, in 
the Balkans when President Clinton was there, whether it was 
Iraq and Afghanistan. I want, and I think my constituents expect 
me, to have a vote in that regard and we must make sure that we 
have that. We cannot shirk our responsibility as Members of Con-
gress. 

And so I don’t want to then say, whether it is President Trump 
or any other President after him, to say we punted, as Members 
of Congress, and then we criticized what the President did do or 
didn’t do thereafter. Let us, I mean we should do our jobs. 

Clearly, as I said, and someone mentioned Iraq, I think Mr. List-
er did, clearly shock and awe. And many of us came back, many 
Members of Congress, came back after the shock and awe and we 
thought it was all over; we had won; it was victory. And then we 
saw that there was not strategy thereafter. 

Let us have learned from that lesson that we can’t just be so 
high and happy because we have had—there was a strike, 59 mis-
siles that seemed to be sending a message that is over; we did the 
right thing. Let’s talk now. Let’s learn from what we didn’t do in 
the past and talk a strategy and work with our allies. 

I think that Dr. Rand talked about how important it is to make 
sure we are having a dialogue and a conversation with our allies 
as well as to make sure we are doing what is on the ground. 

I think Mr. Lister was talking about how in fact during the war 
the Syrian Government was still active in putting folks in and try-
ing to turn around the minds of individuals on the ground. Both 
he and Dr. Rand were absolutely correct. If we are cutting off hu-
manitarian aid, if we are not putting in place things on the ground, 
if we are refusing to let refugees into the United States, we are not 
then doing what we need to do to make sure that even the folks 
on the ground to keep ISIS, or Daesh, as I call them, from recruit-
ing individuals on the ground thinking that we are the bad guys. 

So I really had a question but I am out of time. I was just so 
impressed with your testimony and with the way that you have 
been answering questions. 

You know I think, Mr. Chairman, maybe this is the youngest 
panel we have had. We need to make sure we have more young 
people whose future is really on the line. They are really thinking 
about tomorrow because it is their today. And so this is on both 
sides, all the witnesses, you and Mr. Engel should be really com-
plimented about the witnesses that you have brought here today. 
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Chairman ROYCE. Thank you, Mr. Meeks. 
We now go to Dana Rohrabacher of California. 
Mr. ROHRABACHER. Thank you very much and I would like to 

echo what Mr. Meeks just said about the value of the testimony 
today. 

What is interesting is you sort of dumped a heap of facts onto 
us and you are trying to make some sense out of it, like some sort 
of a jigsaw puzzle. And here you are. You have studied this, you 
have spent your whole time studying, and you can’t come up with 
what the jigsaw maps out of this quagmire is. And so we appreciate 
you letting us know the series of facts that we need to deal with 
and maybe we can work together and come up with some ideas. 

I was heartened that our chairman, Mr. Royce, whom I have 
deep respect for, during his questions mentioned how we might 
really benefit negotiating with Russia on this issue. 

Chairman ROYCE. Well, I didn’t get to the second part of my 
question. We would replace Putin, as well as Assad, in negotia-
tions. I just wanted to clarify, Mr. Rohrabacher. 

Mr. ROHRABACHER. But what we heard today is that there was 
a civil war in Syria, an organized effort supported by outsiders to 
overthrow the Government of Assad. That civil war, where people 
came in to support that has now morphed into regional anarchy, 
basically. And let me just say that I don’t believe that Assad was 
any more brutal, any more dictatorial than a number of our friends 
and allies in that region. If there was a civil war being financed 
against any number of those governments, they would wipe out 
their opponents. And I do believe there is a moral equivalency be-
tween dropping a bomb on people and killing those same people 
with gas. You are killing innocent people. We have to stop the kill-
ing and we have seen that there is killing of innocent people. 

And obviously, when we bombed, we ended up bombing their air 
base because 85 civilians suffered effects from gas and died. At the 
same time, while we are engaged in bombing in other parts nearby, 
and our bombs are killing ten times or five times that number of 
civilians, no. The killing should stop. That should be our goal and 
we should be willing to work with Russia in order to try to find 
some overall regional solution now and it shouldn’t just be Assad 
has to go. 

Let me just suggest what Erdogan is doing now, especially in his 
latest attacks, Erdogan is doing more damage to our national secu-
rity by his basically power grab inside his own country and his 
Islamicization of his own country, he is doing much more damage 
than Assad could ever have dreamed of doing to our security. And 
yet, we are going to continue giving support to Mr. Erdogan, even 
after this incredible power grab that he has just participated in, a 
corrupt election that gives him the power to move that country. 
And now we find he is actually attacking Kurds now, rather than 
just trying to work with us in some ways. 

Here is the question. All these facts that you are talking about 
and—again, I appreciate, deeply appreciate the facts that you have 
given us today to consider. Do we now need, if we are going to have 
peace in that region, a regional type of grand meeting somewhere 
like they did after World War I, and redraw the borders, and have 
newly accepted areas where the Kurds could have their area, and 
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you could have various recognition, rather than trying to have a 
situation where today it obviously isn’t working and we obviously 
have a double standard for Assad and Russia than we do for our 
own friends? 

So let me put that out on the table. 
Mr. SINGH. Thank you, Congressman. I think that the way I 

would interpret what has happened here in Syria is maybe a little 
bit different in the sense that I see in 2011 a peaceful protest that 
was brutally suppressed by the Assad regime. 

Mr. ROHRABACHER. And do you think any of our allies, the 
Saudis, the Qataris, the Kuwaitis, if they thought that there was 
a civil war being financed by some other country in their region, 
would not have been just as brutal as Assad was? 

Mr. SINGH. Well, sir, I don’t think that that was what happened 
here. I think this was, actually, as I said, peaceful protests by Syr-
ians that were suppressed by the Syrian regime. And I think that 
the Syrian regime created the conditions for the rise of an extrem-
ist opposition that, as Charles pointed out——

Mr. ROHRABACHER. But you are talking about an evolution be-
cause what happens is, we have seen it over and over again, peace-
ful demonstrations, you have a dictator, a gangster, he slaughters 
innocent people and then all of a sudden it escalates. That has hap-
pened a dozen times. 

Mr. SINGH. Well this is on a very different scale, Congressman, 
than anything that has happened in the region, as I think Dr. 
Rand pointed out because you have hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple, millions of people displaced. And I think what we really need 
is now to show leadership, which we didn’t show in the past, to get 
on the same page of our allies to try to resolve the situation, where 
we haven’t in the past. 

Chairman ROYCE. Okay, we need to go to Mr. Bill Keating of 
Massachusetts. 

Mr. KEATING. Well thank you, Mr. Chairman. And I want to 
thank the chairman and the ranking member because this com-
mittee, since I have been involved in it for several years now, has 
been thoughtful, and substantive in its action, and instrumental in 
many of our policies. 

And along those lines, I want to just mention that as valuable 
as the testimony is today, I want to see going forward. I see a pat-
tern on these issues where we are not having Trump administra-
tion officials in front of this committee and I think that is impor-
tant to flesh out the strategy itself. 

Chairman ROYCE. That is a good point, and if the gentleman will 
yield for a moment, Mr. Engel and I have had the opportunity to 
speak to the Secretary of State and we are extending an invitation 
to the committee. 

Mr. KEATING. I am not surprised. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
Chairman ROYCE. Thank you, Mr. Keating. 
Mr. KEATING. And I just want to comment, too, that that will 

help flesh out a strategy and that is what we are talking about 
here. 

You know today’s testimony and the brutal conflict itself has 
proven that ending these atrocities and reaching a resolution re-
quires a strategy, a strategy that reflects the complexities on the 
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ground and cooperation at the international level. And I think a 
one-off military strike, which I thought was appropriate, yet one 
that wasn’t followed up with a plan, and the inadequate staff in the 
State Department to meaningful engage, and also budget proposals 
that undermine our ability to be strategic are all issues. 

Now, I also want to concentrate on something that I struggle 
with, and I think it has been brought up in today’s testimony and 
that’s the fact that Mr. Lister, in particular, started along these 
lines. In one sense, we are getting testimony and a general feeling 
among people looking at this issue that Assad is such a problem, 
we can’t have a final resolution with his maintenance of power. 
Yet, we are also saying we need Russia to perform such a meaning-
ful role in dealing with a resolution. 

And Mr. Lister started along an area I wanted to pursue when 
he said Russians were at that airbase before the chemical weapons 
attack. And there were open source and unofficial reports that Rus-
sian-controlled drones were going over the hospital prior to the at-
tack doing intelligence and recognizance, for what purpose, ahead 
of time. And how complicit is Russia, not just in their ignoring 
their responsibilities under the treaty that was negotiated in 2013, 
but complicit in some of these actions? As Dr. Rand said, it doesn’t 
matter how people are killed. They were complicit in, you know I 
think, just the slaughter of civilians in their bombing and their 
military tactics, the same way working side-by-side with Assad. 

So how can Russia be so pivotal in one sense to what we are 
doing, if they were complicit with Assad and Assad complicates 
this? If you can, delve into that. I know it is a difficult question 
but I appreciate all your thoughts on it. 

Mr. LISTER. If I may, it is an excellent question, again, and an 
extremely important one. This is the meaty, horrible side of poli-
tics. Russia is our direct adversary in terms of Syria policy and yet, 
it is also part of the solution. It will have to be part of the solution. 
If it is not part of the solution, we won’t get a solution. 

The reason why I single out Russia as being part of that is large-
ly because, as I said earlier, for Russia, Syria is something to be 
negotiated over. For Iran, this is zero-sum; there is nothing to ne-
gotiate. 

So our only opening here is to convince the Russians that their 
current plan of action is unsustainable and it won’t lead to the 
eventual objective that they want, which is, ultimately, ideally, for 
Assad to be still be in Damascus and in control of 100 percent of 
his territory. It is not going to happen. 

We also need to bear in mind, in terms of your complicity ques-
tion, Russia has a very different military philosophy. We saw, I be-
lieve in 1990, in its operation in Grozny in Chechnya, the idea of 
fighting terrorism for Russia was scorched earth. And this is pre-
cisely how Russia has further emboldened Assad’s scorched earth 
policy. This is why I described the Syrian Army as a result of——

Mr. KEATING. And my time is running out but I think it is impor-
tant to distinguish as well there is such a perception I think in our 
country that Russia is our ally targeting ISIS. And frankly, that is 
not the case there. Could you just maybe throw some of your 
knowledge that you have in this area toward at least breaking up 
that myth, to a degree? 
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Mr. LISTER. Sure. Well, I would be lying to say that Russia 
hasn’t fought ISIS but I would be telling the truth to say it is far 
from their first priority. 

Russia has pivoted on different priorities over time. When it has 
successfully negotiated with the international community to enforce 
a ceasefire between the opposition and the regime, it has then cele-
brated the success of having established a ceasefire, and then with 
all the world’s media watching, pivoted to fight ISIS for a couple 
weeks. 

Mr. KEATING. Well, thank you. My time is up. I would yield back 
but thank you for shedding some light on this. 

Chairman ROYCE. We go to Mr. Joe Wilson of South Carolina. 
Mr. WILSON. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and I am very grateful 

for the leadership today of Chairman Ed Royce and Ranking Mem-
ber Eliot Engel to hold a hearing as we discuss the long-term sta-
bility of not just Syria but the Middle East as a whole. And I am 
really pleased, too, how bipartisan this is. Indeed, I am happy to 
join with Congressman Greg Meeks to point out that we have a 
very insightful panel and I wish you well in your careers. 

More than 500,000 people have been killed and 14 million driven 
from their homes as the result of the unending conflict. This grue-
somely sad situation should have been dealt with earlier and I am 
disheartened that it has taken until a few weeks ago where action 
was taken against Assad after he conducted another chemical 
weapons attack, committing mass murder against his own people. 

We find ourselves in a difficult situation today, as we have let 
Russia and Iran take an unnecessarily active role in shaping Syr-
ia’s future. More should be done in Syria and more will be done. 

I want to thank all of you for the testimony. For each of you, how 
do you assess the humanitarian crisis in Syria and the neighboring 
nations resolving itself? And I actually am trying to be positive. 
When we talk about a stable and prosperous Syria after the missile 
strikes, what you would you say are the most important milestones 
to achieve in order to incentivize millions of displaced Syrians to 
come home, beginning with Mr. Singh? 

Mr. SINGH. Well thank you, Congressman. Thank you for your 
kind words. 

It is a difficult question because I think we are actually quite far 
away from—and I appreciate you are trying to be optimistic but I 
think we are actually quite far away from any such milestones. 

I do want to reiterate that while we talk quite a bit about Assad, 
and Russia, and Iran, and appropriately so, again, I think we need 
to bear in mind that this conflict is no longer sort of a single con-
flict and those actors, which are, I think, malign actors, are largely 
active in western Syria. And so you have these other quadrants of 
the conflict in which, for example, we wouldn’t want to invite 
Assad, and the Russians, and the Iranians to have influence over 
the liberation of Raqqa and what is happening in eastern Syria. 

I think what we need to do is to look at each of these quadrants 
separately, do what we can to stabilize each of them, and to em-
power local actors. And in doing so, perhaps return some sem-
blance of stability to them, at least in the short-term preventing 
them from getting worse. 
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So as I look at southern Syria, for example, the Jordanians worry 
that renewed fighting in southern Syria, close to their border, 
where there is now an ISIS branch that has been established, could 
result in more refugee flows across their border. And as I said, they 
are already hosting up to upwards of a million refugees, which is 
a big strain. So at least preventing that from getting worse, I 
think, will be quite important. 

Once we have achieved some measure of stability in one or more 
of those quadrants, then I think over the longer term you can think 
about how do you knit this back together. But I think the reality 
is, for the foreseeable future, you are not going to see Syria reuni-
fied. There is no single actor that has that capability and we 
shouldn’t pursue that goal, first and foremost. It should be stability 
in these zones. 

Mr. LISTER. Very briefly, I would say I would refer you to my full 
written testimony in which I do try to suggest, at least, and as I 
said in my opening comments, that there are interim things that 
we can do which I think can alleviate some of the very dire human-
itarian situation. And there are things we can do with relatively 
minimal effort, although increasing investment from where we cur-
rently stand to allow refugees to come back into Syria, to allow in-
terim reconstruction to begin. And all of that compiled together re-
sults in some indirect pressure on the Assad regime to consider ne-
gotiations in a serious way. 

And I would encourage you to look, although it is far from perfect 
and certainly Turkey has problems in terms of being our ally at the 
moment, I would refer you to look at what was done in northern 
Aleppo and how effective, on a humanitarian level, that is now be-
coming. I would say 40,000 refugees have returned to that area 
now, which is, effectively, a safe zone, in the last 4 to 6 weeks or 
so. That gives us a signal of what is possible. 

Ms. RAND. Thank you, Congressman. I would agree completely 
with my colleagues and just add two more very important points. 

One, I think I mentioned earlier this access issue. There are five 
million or so Syrians living under opposition control or sort of non-
regime control that are being denied access, it seems, to some of 
the humanitarian aid that even we are paying for. So the access 
issue, through the cross border, through Turkey, that is a key 
issue. That is a diplomatic issue. It is pushing our partners and 
pushing the Russians to help get this aid into Idlib Province and 
other provinces under the opposition control. So point number one 
is the access. 

And second, to go back to the very good questions from your col-
league from Massachusetts, you know the Russians are playing not 
only a scorched earth policy but their air war tactics are driving 
civilians from Syria in rapid numbers. And so they turn it on and 
off and they divert, as Mr. Lister said, to the ISIS fight for a mo-
ment and then go back to targeting. 

But just in this month, I believe, the Russians have increased 
their targeting of civilians’ Idlib homes and other places. And that 
really drives the refugee crisis because they are targeting hospitals. 
They are targeting civilian infrastructure sites. And that is what 
is making people leave their homes, when they are——

Mr. WILSON. Thank you, each of you. 
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Chairman ROYCE. Dr. Ami Bera. 
Mr. BERA. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I want to expand on some-

thing that my colleague, Mr. Keating, touched on. You know none 
of us questions the measured response in response to the use of 
chemical weapons. But at this juncture, we are given a task as 
Members of Congress to start thinking about what next. And we 
can’t do that without—none of you speak on behalf of the adminis-
tration. You are providing your opinion. 

And let me just put that in context. When President Obama was 
asking Congress to take actions, we had a hearing in this very com-
mittee in September 2013. And again, no disrespect to the panel, 
but we had Secretary of Defense Hagel; we had Secretary of State 
Kerry; and we had the chairman of the Joint Chiefs General 
Dempsey, and we were able to ask those questions. 

So let me remind the President that he doesn’t have the author-
ization to take additional actions against Assad without consulta-
tion of Congress. And I know both the chairman and ranking mem-
ber are doing their best to get those individuals from the adminis-
tration in front of this committee but the President needs to under-
stand that separation of powers and it is incredibly important. 

Again, the measured response supported broadly by bipartisan 
members here, but in isolation, that response of Tomahawk mis-
siles doesn’t accomplish anything. It is the what next. 

And I appreciate the testimony of the witnesses. I think you are 
providing valuable insight and opinion but we need the administra-
tion here so we can ask directly what their strategy is. And thus 
far, the President hasn’t stated what next strategy is and that is 
a real concern. 

You know, Dr. Rand, you touched on something and I think all 
of you would agree on when we think about our foreign policy: 
There are really three pillars here. There is certainly the defense 
but then there is the diplomacy and the development aspects of for-
eign policy. And when we think about staffing levels at the State 
Department, I am incredibly worried about our readiness for the 
second and third pillars of whatever the next strategy is. 

Dr. Rand, do you want to touch on the lack of staffing at State, 
and the vulnerability, and our readiness here? 

Ms. RAND. Thank you, Congressman for that question. First, I 
should say that there are many, many dedicated career civil serv-
ants, and foreign service officers, and the majority of the State De-
partment, USAID, who are there working day in and day out on 
this issue, in particular. And I applaud their consistent contribu-
tion to this issue. It is a really tough tragedy to work on. 

But yes, that is a concern. The way the State Department works 
is that the political appointees who sit at the Deputy Assistant Sec-
retary, Assistant Secretary level interact with their Department of 
Defense colleagues to make sure that the three Ds are actually 
working—the development, defense, and diplomacy—work syner-
gically together comprehensively. If you don’t have those level of 
appointees or those levels of leaders to go to the meetings and to 
work with the military, you are inherently going to erode the con-
tributions at the civilian levels of U.N. foreign policy. 

Mr. BERA. Great. Would either one of you want to comment? 
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Mr. SINGH. I just want to say one thing on this. I had spent some 
time myself at the State Department. I was a Special Assistant to 
Secretaries Powell and Rice. And I think that I agree with Dr. 
Rand on the principle that we need to get the State Department 
staffed up. We need to staff our diplomacy. I am concerned about 
some of the reports of big cuts to the State Department budget. 

On the other hand, it is also important that we have the right 
organization at the State Department and, as I understand it, that 
is one of the things that Secretary Tillerson is looking at. 

Because I think one lesson that I would take from the last ad-
ministration is that we have to be careful that we have a unified 
Middle East strategy and that we empower our officials to look not 
just at one slice of the salami, as it were, but that we empower 
them to look at the entire region. So I would like to, for example, 
see an Assistant Secretary of State for Middle Eastern Affairs who 
actually has the power to look at multiple issues across the region 
and integrate them into a single strategy. 

And I will also say my impression is, without minimizing your 
concerns, Congressman, that inside, for example, the National Se-
curity Council, the Trump administration is looking very carefully 
at this issue and what our strategy in Syria should be. 

Mr. BERA. And again, I would just reiterate that may be taking 
place but there is a role for Congress and there is a role for that 
consultation with Congress. That is how our Government is set up. 

And let me just say, not to minimize, we have great Government 
employees. We have great employees with the State, DoD, et 
cetera, that are doing a tremendous job. 

So, again, I would just urge the administration to respect this 
committee. And I will yield back. 

Chairman ROYCE. We go to Jeff Duncan of South Carolina. 
Mr. DUNCAN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
You know we have a great panel. You guys are very well-versed 

in the topic. I just want to point out that we may have had some 
people from the administration here to testify, had some of the ad-
ministration’s appointments not been slow to be confirmed on the 
Senate side due to obstruction over there. And that is unfortunate 
because this is a very timely issue. 

I want to speak on behalf of my constituents because I get a lot 
of messages to my office, Facebook, Twitter, other things that say 
this: What are the U.S. national security interests that are at stake 
in Syria and how do these Syria-specific interests relate to broader 
U.S. regional or global interests? What are we doing in Syria? Why 
is it important to the United States? 

And I will start with Mr. Singh. 
Mr. SINGH. Thank you, Congressman and it is a great question. 

And I think your constituents are absolutely right to ask that, as 
we should of every foreign policy issue. 

I think we have several interests at stake here. Number one is 
counterterrorism, first and foremost, because obviously we are fo-
cused on defeating ISIS and trying to do it in a way which is sus-
tainable, so that ISIS doesn’t come back. And I think that is some-
thing that ordinary Americans are concerned about. 

Second, we don’t want to see Iran increase its power or increase 
its ability to project power, whether against our interests or 
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against our allies like Israel and Jordan. And one thing that we 
have seen, as others have discussed, is that Iran is, in fact, at-
tempting to do that. 

There is also an element here where we have Russia trying to 
thwart American interests, American objectives in this region and 
project its own power globally. 

And then just finally——
Mr. DUNCAN. Let me just ask you—I mean we tried that in Viet-

nam. How is this going to be different when we try to thwart an-
other country like Russia’s engagement in a certain region of the 
world? Can you touch on that? 

Mr. SINGH. Well, I don’t know that we are aiming to thwart Rus-
sia’s engagement in this region of the world. As my colleague men-
tioned, Russia has had influence in Syria for a long time. I think 
it is actually reverse. I think Russia is trying to, in principle, pre-
vent the United States from succeeding in this region. And that is 
a big concern, I think, for any policymaker, whatever your view of 
what a relationship with Russia should be in the long-run. 

And I would just add one more thing, which is obviously we have 
seen this conflict cause tremendous instability in Europe. And in-
stability in Europe is I think, also, a concern of the United States. 

Mr. DUNCAN. Any of you others want to comment on that? 
Mr. LISTER. I don’t want to repeat what my colleague has said 

but I would want to reiterate the obvious is, of course, counterter-
rorism as an interest. We focused almost explicitly on ISIS for the 
last several years but we seem to have forgotten al-Qaeda. And 
that, for me in my area of work, is a very significant concern and 
we can come to that, perhaps with further questions. 

The issue of international norms and American credibility is also 
at stake; I could speak at length at how American credibility has 
been severely damaged with regards to our treatment of the Syrian 
crisis over the last 6 years. And there are things, as my remarks 
said, that we can do to rescue some of that credibility. 

Iran and Hezbollah are increasing like we have never seen them 
before. Hezbollah is now arguably more powerful than some East-
ern European militaries. 

Mr. DUNCAN. It is interesting that you mentioned that several 
times today about Iran and Hezbollah. Do you believe that Iran is 
emboldened based on the Iranian deal that gave them $400 billion 
plus that they could use to export terrorism to finance Hezbollah 
and other terrorist organizations? Do they feel more emboldened 
because they have the financial ability now from that deal? 

Mr. LISTER. It is hard to say with certainty, although, I would 
find it hard to believe they didn’t find themselves feeling more 
emboldened. I think the one key difference I can tell after the 
JCPOA in terms of Iran’s strategy in Syria is that they have man-
aged to train these Shia militiamen from all across the region, and 
far more intensively, and far more professionally than they were 
before. Whereas, we saw 2 or 3 years ago tens of thousands com-
piled of Afghan Hazara Shia militiamen essentially being cannon 
fodder in strategic areas. They are now highly capable forces. And 
that can only have been the result of increased funding, logistical 
support, training facilities, and of course, travel across the region. 
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Mr. DUNCAN. I know Dr. Rand wants to get in here and I have 
30 seconds but let me just make a point and ask Dr. Rand. Do you 
think if the United States hadn’t pulled out of Iraq prematurely 
without leaving a contingency there, things would be different in 
western Iraq and Syria? 

Ms. RAND. Thank you, Congressman. 
You know the Iraq point is a very good one and I actually would 

disagree slightly that the Shia militia training, the cause and effect 
of that probably predates the JCPOA. It probably goes back many, 
many years. I mean you could date it even to 2006-2007, when 
these Shiite militias were forming. 

So I don’t think it is the 2011-2010 period that we are talking 
about. I think we are talking—if you want to cite Iraq as a causal 
variable that led to the growth of the Shiite militia movement and 
their ability to train and seize power, I would go even earlier to 
2005, 2006, 2007. 

Mr. DUNCAN. My time is up. 
Mr. Chairman, I reiterate it would be nice to have some adminis-

tration officials here. 
Chairman ROYCE. Very good. 
Dina Titus of Nevada. 
Ms. TITUS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I am afraid I am going to 

be saying the same thing that most of my colleagues have said be-
cause I share their sentiments. 

I think the meandering policies of the Trump administration 
have done nothing to end the civil war in Syria. We all agree it is 
a complicated situation. That is why we need a clear strategy with 
a focused execution and leadership and that is not what we have. 

The only thing this administration has been clear about is that 
Assad, apparently, gets to stay in power and he is the person who 
has been willing to kill more 500,000 of his own people. 

We haven’t received any details about how the President wants 
to work with others in the area. We haven’t seen this super-secret 
plan to get rid of ISIS. All we have seen are some so-called mes-
sages that have been sent to Iran and North Korea. And we have 
had the mother of all bombs dropped. We have had the Armata 
going somewhere; we don’t know where. We have had saber-rat-
tling that has upset some of our closest allies. It seems to me a 
kind of mass confusion and it is very unpredictable, which means 
it is unstable and can lead to mistakes. 

In the meantime, the State Department has been sidelined in the 
whole process of forming any kind of cohesive foreign policy strat-
egy. 

I will agree with Mr. Keating, Dr. Bera, Mr. Duncan, you all are 
wonderful. You are the experts, obviously, but we have had nobody 
from the administration. Your analysis is interesting to us but you 
are think tank people. You are academics. You are former adminis-
tration folks. You are not who is there now and supposed to be 
making the decisions. 

I know we are trying to get the Secretary here. Maybe we need 
to get Ivanka here—she has her brother whispering that she is the 
one who suggested they do the bombing—or Jared Kushner. Maybe 
they are the ones doing the policy. So maybe we need to bring them 
in front of us and ask them what is going on. 
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In the meantime, I would just ask Dr. Rand, you know it has 
been 20 days since we dropped all the missiles on Syria. Now, 
President Trump all the time has said I will never forecast what 
I am going to do. Unlike the previous administration, I am not 
going to warn the enemy. Well, they warned Russia and they high-
tailed it out of there. Russia warned Syria; they got out of there. 
They were using the airfield the very next day. Those precious ba-
bies that so moved our President when they were hit with the 
chemical gas are still being killed by barrel bombs or are washing 
up on the shores of Greek islands because they are refugees. 

What was the effect of that, that message? What good did it do? 
Doctor, do you see any effect on the regime of that strike? Would 
you advise doing more strikes, less strikes, what? 

Ms. RAND. Yes, thank you Congresswoman. Three weeks later, it 
is hard to say exactly what the impact was in terms of the civil 
conflict, in terms of the war against ISIS, and in terms of our al-
lies. I think there were a lot of raised hopes and expectations 
among many allies in many different parts of the world. And the 
neighbors had different views, as I said, and they read into the 
strikes what they want U.S. policy to be, which often conflicts with 
each other, which is of concern. 

But no, I didn’t see a deterrent effect in terms of slowing down 
Assad’s killing machine, nor slowing down Russian support for 
Assad in the past 3 weeks. 

Ms. TITUS. So the message wasn’t very clear or wasn’t very effec-
tive? 

Ms. RAND. Yes, I don’t think that message had that sort of im-
pact. 

Ms. TITUS. Mr. Lister? 
Mr. LISTER. The message was clear in one single act but there 

is no strategy. The only impact I can say that we have seen is that 
there clearly is still some concern within the Assad regime about 
the fact that we did conduct the attack because they have rede-
ployed almost of their aircraft to Russia’s military base in the 
northwest of the country for protection. 

So clearly, the impact of one strike of 59 cruise missiles has 
made people ask questions about whether or not we will do it again 
but they shouldn’t just be asking the questions. It should be clear 
from our side whether or not there will be any more or whether 
there will not be. 

So clearly, as I said in my opening remarks, we do need an un-
derpinning strategy to have the proper effect that we want. 

Ms. TITUS. All right. 
Mr. SINGH. You know I confess I disagree slightly with my col-

leagues on this. I think of the narrow purpose of these strikes was 
to deter the use of chemical weapons and to lend credibility to 
American military threats, I think that it is possible that they will 
succeed in that narrow basis but, again, that is narrow. So I 
wouldn’t be quite as negative about it, perhaps, as you suggest. 

Ms. TITUS. I think that you say it is possible that it will succeed. 
What happens if it doesn’t deter them and they do it again? That 
is the big question that looms out there. What next, I guess, is the 
point. 

Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I yield back. 
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Chairman ROYCE. Scott Perry of Pennsylvania. 
Mr. PERRY. Thanks, Mr. Chairman. 
As is often the case in this committee, I feel like I am compelled 

to correct the record by the time it comes to my opportunity to ask 
some questions. So I am just going to take some time to remind ev-
erybody who says that we must have a strategy and that this side 
opposes such a thing, nothing could be further from the truth. We 
believe that we must have a strategy and that the President must 
come to us as well for further and continued military action. 

That having been said, let’s just be reminded that he has been 
in office for about 100 days. Meanwhile, for 8 years prior to this, 
we still didn’t see a strategy and, when we did, well it was a red 
line, and then I am going to take some military action, and then 
when the American people disagree with it, then I am going to go 
to the Congress, and then I am not going to do anything. And if 
this is complicated, which it is, I would say that whatever the 
strategy was during the last administration has a lot to do with the 
complications we are dealing with right now, which includes Rus-
sian involvement, which the United States effectively kept out of 
the Middle East for 60 years under previous policy. Let’s not forget 
that. 

All right, moving on. Does anybody on the panel believe that 
Moscow was aware of Assad’s use of chemical weapons beforehand 
and/or approved of it or was it beyond its control, Russia? Mr. 
Singh, do you know? 

Mr. SINGH. I don’t know but it is hard for me to imagine that 
Russia and Iran wouldn’t be aware of those types of things, given 
the integration between these militaries. 

Mr. PERRY. Mr. Lister? 
Mr. LISTER. Just to add briefly, the French Government released 

an investigation into the attack yesterday. They actually deployed 
assets to the town that was attacked. 

One of the things they found was the chemical hexamine was 
used as a mixing agent for sarin. The key thing about hexamine 
is it takes many, many hours, if not 1 to 2 days, to actually com-
plete the process of forming sarin. It is composed of—it is a binary 
chemical. 

Mr. PERRY. Right. 
Mr. LISTER. There have been media reports here in the United 

States citing unnamed intelligence officials saying that we had de-
tected people linked to the chemical weapons program going to the 
Shayrat Air Base in the days preceding the attack. If those reports 
are true and we indeed did detect those things, there is no way in 
my mind that Russia, having troops on the base itself, could not 
have known. 

Mr. PERRY. Wouldn’t know. Wouldn’t know, right. 
So it would seem that Russia, potentially, at least at this point, 

could be complicit and it seems to be pointing in that direction. 
Dr. Rand, do you have a countervailing opinion? 
Ms. RAND. Well I agree. I think actually the most guilty behavior 

was afterwards, where there was a disinformation campaign in the 
weeks subsequent, where Russia was denying this attack to place 
in the face of the hospital reports from Turkey, the——

Mr. PERRY. Overwhelming evidence. 
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Ms. RAND. Yes. So that actually, I don’t know the answer to your 
question but that was pretty damning. 

Mr. PERRY. To what extent can Assad defy Russia? I mean they 
are trying to influence. They have their base there. They want to 
keep Assad to that extent but I would agree they are looking for 
stability that they are not going to get. What kind of leash does he 
have? Does he have a pretty broad range of authority where he can 
still receive compliance from Russia and things like what we just 
discussed, potentially? 

Mr. SINGH. That is an awfully tough question to answer, Con-
gressman. I think he, as Charles mentioned, he needs Russia and 
Iran, especially, to have any hope of success militarily in the battle-
field. At the same time, they need him. There is no Assad regime 
without Assad. 

Mr. PERRY. Right. 
Mr. SINGH. So there is a codependency. And exactly what is the 

dynamic in that relationship, I would be hard-pressed to say. 
Mr. PERRY. But I would think, at a minimum, we are hard-

pressed to put a whole lot or really any degree of trust in Russia 
in some kind of bilateral operations or negotiations. I mean we are 
forced to it because they are at the table because the last adminis-
tration essentially allowed them at the table or they forced them-
selves to the table. But we can’t trust them in anything we are 
doing. Would that be a fair assessment? 

Mr. SINGH. I think that our history of negotiations so far have 
shown that, as Mr. Lister mentioned, they have a pretty poor track 
record when it comes to enforcing ceasefires and getting Assad to 
do what he needs to do. 

Mr. PERRY. Just looking further, what would their objective be 
in Libya and Egypt? Is this the beginning of further influence in 
the region? 

Mr. SINGH. Well I think, broadly, Russia is trying to reassert 
itself as a global power. It is trying to reestablish its influence in 
regions like the Middle East but not only the Middle East. And 
look, having a presence there on NATO’s southern flank, you know 
they obviously have quite a presence on NATO’s eastern flank, 
gives them a bit of influence and leverage over especially those 
southern NATO countries. 

So I think that there are a lot of different things in play. 
Mr. PERRY. Yes, so I think we need to be wary of that and aware 

of that. 
Regarding future negotiations and stability, and your assertion 

that it is not going to come anytime soon, and I would agree with 
you, are there decision points for Russia? And if there are, and I 
imagine there are, do you have any inclination to what they would 
be? 

And finally, Mr. Chairman, with your indulgence, would you just 
acknowledge that it was protocol to allow the Russians to know 
that our missiles indeed were inbound. It was not collaboration or 
collusion, it is protocol. 

Mr. SINGH. It is protocol and I think it is prudence, as well, 
frankly. 

Mr. PERRY. Okay. And the previous question? 
Mr. SINGH. The decision points for Russia. 
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Mr. PERRY. Yes. 
Mr. SINGH. Russia is obviously most active in that western sort 

of quadrant of the conflict, as well as a bit in the southern quad-
rant. And it seems right now they are trying to establish control 
around Idlib. 

And so I think that seems to be the focus but I think whether 
or not that remains the focus, how that goes will depend also in 
part on what happens in the rest of the country. I think, for exam-
ple, a successful operation to liberate Raqqa changes the sort of 
facts on the ground because it really, especially if we are starting 
to empower local actors there, it eliminates the possibility that 
Assad can somehow regain control of the country and perhaps 
changes the dynamics for Russia, for Assad, for Iran. 

Chairman ROYCE. Thank you. We go to Brad Schneider, Brad 
Schneider of Illinois. 

Mr. SCHNEIDER. Thank you, Mr. Chairman and thank you, again, 
for calling this hearing. To the witnesses, your testimony, your 
written testimony in particular, was extraordinarily helpful. 

I want to associate myself with my colleagues about the need for 
a strategy, the need for the administration to be here speaking to 
us. But also I want to, as maybe starting a trend, set the record 
straight because it was indicated that it is obstruction that is slow-
ing down having people in place. And I just want to point out that 
there have been very few nominations made within the State De-
partment, among other departments. 

There are two upcoming nomination hearings. The Senate is 
moving quickly. We need the senior officials to be nominated and 
in place to make sure that we implement the strategy we need to 
have in place. 

Moving to questions, Mr. Lister, you indicated in your testimony 
that Assad cannot put Syria back together again. Is that a state-
ment about Assad or is it more a statement about Syria in general? 

Mr. LISTER. I take it to mean the latter part of your question is 
implying whether partition is possible? 

Mr. SCHNEIDER. No, the question is can Syria be put together 
again or is it something that we are trying to do the impossible? 

Mr. LISTER. Fundamentally speaking, a very significant propor-
tion of Syria’s population have seen the wrath of the Assad regime 
and the methods he uses—so the Assad regime’s chief motto is 
Assad or we burn the country. Assad frequently says he is cleans-
ing his country of the impure. 

With Assad still in place and with his foreign intelligence appa-
ratus, you have every single piece of information about anyone who 
could potentially be opposed to his regime. While he stays in power, 
six and a half million Syrians will never go back. 

Mr. SCHNEIDER. And I agree that Assad can’t. But is it possible 
to put Syria back together at this point? 

Mr. LISTER. I think so, yes, in the long-term. The key thing for 
everyone to bear in mind is that the only thing, in my experience, 
that unites the opposition and the regime is an opposition to Syria 
falling apart. Both of them oppose partition 100 percent. 

Mr. SCHNEIDER. Good. 
Mr. Singh, turning to you. You talked about Syria being a con-

flict spread over four zones. And as I look at it and others were 

VerDate 0ct 09 2002 15:39 Jun 07, 2017 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00061 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 Z:\WORK\_FULL\042717\25261 SHIRL



58

talking about it, it is maybe more. There are more facets to this 
challenge. 

But I wonder is it one conflict over four zones or it is four con-
flicts with intersections, or using Mr. Lister’s term, interlinked con-
flicts? 

Mr. SINGH. Congressman, I mean I guess you would apply almost 
either terminology to it. I think the point, from my point of view, 
is that you can’t treat Syria as one problem, in a sense. In fact, you 
have distinct but, perhaps, overlapping problems. So for example, 
we have the problem that has erupted in recent days of the Turks 
and the Kurds in their tensions to one another and clashes with 
one another now. We have the problem of Iran and Hezbollah try-
ing to establish a presence along the Golan Heights. We have the 
problem, potentially, of, if there is renewed fighting in the south, 
refugees flowing into Jordan and the Jordanians feeling as though 
they have to do something perhaps to push ISIS back from their 
own borders. 

And then we also have the sort of issue that really we are fo-
cused on in this hearing of western Syria and the plight of civilians 
who are caught between the Assad regime and its backers and the 
opposition which is, as I said, increasingly jihadist dominated in 
that area. 

So these are all sort of parts of the Syrian conflict but I think 
that to make good policy, we may need to look at them not sepa-
rately, not totally distinctly, but as sort of discrete problems, if you 
know what I mean. 

Mr. SCHNEIDER. Dr. Rand, I don’t know if you have comments to 
add to that. 

Ms. RAND. Concurring. 
Mr. SCHNEIDER. Okay. As I try to understand what is happening 

and, again, thank you for sharing your insights, it seems that we 
need to have certainly a multi-faceted strategy, if not overlaying 
strategies that are distinct. 

On the one level, we have this humanitarian crisis that we have 
to deal with with, not just the internally displaced but the pressure 
it is putting on the region. 

Mr. Singh, as you touched on, we have the regional issues in 
what is happening at the north along the Turkish borders is dis-
tinct from what is happening on the highway between Damascus 
and Aleppo, distinct from what is happening near the Golan. And 
having that tragedy on the regional and then the global, we are 
running out of time, but the issue of the prospect of a failed state 
in Iraq being a haven for terrorist groups and, Mr. Lister, thank 
you for emphasizing al-Qaeda because it is not just ISIS. We have 
to have a strategy with all of those. 

So I guess I am going to finish with a statement for a question 
because I am out of time. But it is imperative that we have the ad-
ministration here sharing with us, so that Congress can exercise its 
responsibility to understand and ultimately make the decision of 
what role the United States should be playing in these conflicts. 

So with that, I yield back. Thank you very much. 
Chairman ROYCE. Thank you for those questions. 
We will now go to Chairman McCaul from Texas. 
Mr. MCCAUL. All right, thank you, Chairman. 

VerDate 0ct 09 2002 15:39 Jun 07, 2017 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00062 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6633 Z:\WORK\_FULL\042717\25261 SHIRL



59

My first question is to Mr. Lister and maybe for the panel. I have 
been briefed on this Democratic Federation of Northern Syria that 
operates, obviously, in the northern part of the country. On Decem-
ber 29th, the 165 leaders, Kurdish, Christian, Yazidi, and Arab 
populations came together to form a counsel and declare the cre-
ation of a government known as the Democratic Federation of 
Northern Syria. And it was sort of intriguing to me. I know some 
of our Special Forces may be working with them to defeat ISIS but 
what intrigued me about this group was that, at some point, if and 
when Assad falls, we are going to have to have some model of gov-
ernance, some template for the country. And I think that is some-
thing that we have seen historically in the past we have made mis-
takes on, when a dictator falls and there is no governance, then the 
terrorists take over. 

And so my question is can you tell me more about this Federa-
tion and the prospects of it and other groups like it becoming sort 
of a model governance? 

Mr. LISTER. Sure. Well, the formation you speak of is essentially 
a result of the Kurdish YPG’s policy in northeastern Syria, which 
is to establish a semi-autonomous region of the country either with 
or without the tacit acceptance of the United States and with or 
without the tacit acceptance of the Assad regime, both of whom it 
retains contact with. 

You know many of the underpinning philosophies underpinning 
it are good and laudable. The idea of freedom of representation, in 
theory, the theory of equal opportunities for the sexes is all good, 
and there are many, many more. There are problems with it, 
though, within this Federation territory, it has become all the more 
common now for any portions of opposition or any other Kurdish 
parties that aren’t the YPG have had their offices raided, burnt 
down, arrested. It is now illegal, according to that Federation for 
any of the leaders of those other Kurdish parties to even enter the 
territory. 

So it is potentially a good stabilizing measure in the interim pe-
riod but it isn’t part of a solution I can see other Syrians and the 
rest of the country being part of. 

Mr. MCCAUL. Is it something the United States should be sup-
porting? 

Mr. LISTER. In the interim, perhaps, yes, I mean because it 
works for now. It has stabilized northeastern Syria. It has resulted 
in the defeat of ISIS in those areas. But we need to be very, very 
aware of how poisonous, and I use that word, how poisonous the 
YPG’s political philosophy is perceived by Syrians on both sides of 
the opposition-regime conflict. There are significant fears. 

I will end just by saying I was part of a significant Track II proc-
ess for 3 years, which involved almost a thousand Syrians from 
across all sides of the conflict, highly influential people in their own 
regard. The only actor not involved in that process was the PYD, 
the political wing of the YPG. And the only reason for that is near-
ly every single Syrian involved in that process said they would boy-
cott the process if the PYD was involved. 

It is just worth us remembering that using that as a model for 
the rest of Syria will not work, whilst it may work in the northeast. 
But it is not translatable for the rest of the country. 
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Mr. MCCAUL. Well, following on the YPG, on Tuesday, Turkey 
launched an airstrike against groups, Kurds, including the YPG in 
Syria. We have been working with them to defeat ISIS. I know 
there were communications to Turkey not to do this. The President 
is meeting with President Erdogan next month. 

As a member of NATO, how do you propose that the United 
States balance this issue? 

Mr. LISTER. Well, I would refer you to my earlier testimony and 
to my prepared remarks. I refer to the fact that Turkey has many 
faults but also we have many faults with this situation. 

We have pretended that the YPG isn’t part of the PKK, which 
is a designated terrorist organization in this country. The PKK is 
also the primary national security threat for Turkey and it has 
been for 30 or 40 years. 

So there are things we do need to do to build confidence back up 
with the Turks and the primary policy recommendation I would 
have there in the immediate term is to try to encourage or force 
Turkey to reconsider a ceasefire with the PKK inside Turkey, 
which would then have the positive knock-on effect of de-inten-
sifying the hostilities between Turkey and the YPG. 

For me, that is the only way around it. 
Mr. MCCAUL. I assume the other witnesses agree with this as-

sessment? 
Ms. RAND. Yes, this is exactly right. I would just add that the 

President and the new administration seem to be trying to warm 
relationships with Turkey. There were a number of phone calls, in-
cluding after the referendum 10 days ago, congratulating President 
Erdogan. This is a new warm relationship that has to be translated 
into tough talk and negotiations on these types of issues to promise 
to work on the YPG issue in exchange for restraint and not to tar-
get people that our Special Forces are working with and partnering 
with. 

Mr. MCCAUL. Thank you. I see my time has expired. 
Chairman ROYCE. Thank you for those questions. 
We will now go to Mr. Espaillat from New York. 
Mr. ESPAILLAT. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, Ranking Member 

Engel. And esteemed witnesses, thank you for your excellent and 
enlightening testimony. 

I don’t mean to pile on but, however, thus far, so far in Congress 
and with full control of both the Senate, the House, and the White 
House, it is perplexing that we have not heard from a State De-
partment official who might really play a constructive role in an-
swering some of the questions that we may have. 

Just yesterday we heard from Secretary of State Tillerson and 
General Mattis on the North Korea issue. And we have not used 
military force there, yet. So I think it is imperative that we hear 
from the administration on their plan, their strategic long-term 
plan to address this humanitarian crisis in Syria. Close to half a 
million civilians have died or exactly 480,000, and 14 million people 
have been displaced, and maybe 50 or more percent of the country’s 
infrastructure has been destroyed. 

So this is truly a humanitarian crisis and beyond the attack on 
the airfield, we have not really heard from the President or his ad-
ministration on the long-term strategic plan to deal with this par-
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ticular humanitarian crisis. And we saw how while he warned the 
Russians of the planned military action, he ordered the launch of 
59 Tomahawks on Shayrat Airfield in Syria. And he very emotion-
ally and appropriately stated that Assad choked out the lives of 
helpless, men, women, and children. It was a slow and brutal death 
for many of them. 

But less than 24 hours after the attack, the Syrian Government 
and their Russian allies were able to continue to fly missions out 
of the airfield. When will they fly another mission with chemical 
weapons? That is the question that we must all ask ourselves. In 
fact, there are recent allegations that even after the airfield attack, 
the regime has used chlorine gas against civilians. 

And so we want to know, I want to ask is there any evidence? 
Have you heard of any evidence of this being true that they have, 
in fact, after the sarin attack, they have used other chemical weap-
ons on the Syrian people? 

Mr. LISTER. Briefly, yes, or as much evidence as we can glean 
without being there ourselves. Doctors on the ground have treated 
chlorine-like symptoms, difficulty breathing, tearing from the eyes 
in, as far as I am aware, at least three different locations since our 
cruise missile strikes, including one of the times which was lit-
erally the day after our cruise missile strike. And those attacks are 
taking place just outside Damascus and elsewhere in the north of 
the country. 

Mr. ESPAILLAT. So the bombing of the airfield has not deterred 
the Assad regime from continuing in its bad ways. And so we must 
hear from the administration on the strategic long-term plan in the 
region. The President, in his first 100 days has issued executive or-
ders to a 4-month halt on allowing refugees in to the United States. 
We just heard in the past days how his assistant and First Daugh-
ter Ivanka contradicted that particular policy, saying that allowing 
Syrian refugees into the United States has to be part of the discus-
sion. Maybe we should allow that statement into the record, Mr. 
Chairman, but we must continue to highlight America’s long-stand-
ing tradition to offer humanitarian aid and allow refugees from 
troubled parts of the world to enter America, where they will pro-
tected and shielded from bodily harm. This is an important compo-
nent of who we are as a nation and we must continue to look in 
that direction. 

Trump is proposing cuts on the State Department and we heard 
how General Mattis has stated that if we cut diplomacy, we just 
buy additional bullets. And so we are in the crossroad where we 
have not heard from the administration with proposing cuts on the 
State Department, the Assad regime continues to violate human 
rights. We are not clear on where we are going and yet, we are not 
speaking to each other. And we speak to each other about North 
Korea, as we should and yet, we have not used physical force there. 

So we must continue to support refugees coming in. We have a 
good vetting system to ensure that they are not here to harm our 
nation. And whether they are children being killed in El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Honduras, or Syria, they are children that we should 
help across the world. 
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And I am asking President Trump to reverse his course on the 
executive order and to come to Congress with a long-term foreign 
policy strategy on Syria. 

Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
Mr. YOHO [presiding]. Thank you, sir. It is now my turn and so 

I am going to ask you guys, and I appreciate your patience being 
here. I want to go back to the subject of this hearing, Syria After 
the Missile Strikes: Policy Options. 

I was torn when President Trump ordered those Tomahawk mis-
siles in there because I was a strong opponent of President Obama 
going in there when they were going to do the no-fly zones because 
was saw what happens with no-fly zones in Libya. It leads to a 
failed state. There is nobody to take over and that was our concern 
back then. And this was a limited strike. 

And I want to go back to some of the stuff that you said. Mr. 
Lister, you said you noted that the mode of death—whether it is 
bombs, bullets, I threw in beheading, or chemicals—it is still death 
but the chemical weapons have been deemed an unacceptable form 
of warfare. And if we go back to the Chemical Weapons Conven-
tion, it comprehensibly prohibits the use, the development, the pro-
duction, stockpiling, and transfer of chemical weapons. Any chem-
ical used for warfare is considered a chemical weapon by the Con-
vention. And then we have the chlorine barrel bombs that Assad 
has been using. And we have written bills to prevent that. We can’t 
get the traction because everybody says chlorine is not considered 
a use but within the chemical weapons treaty it says the use of any 
toxic chemical as a weapon, when used to produce fatalities solely 
or majoritively through its toxic action is in and of itself forbidden 
by the treaty. 

So my question to you is: We have pretty much every country in 
the world signed on to the CWC and there are four of them that 
haven’t. So the consensus is, with all the countries, the 192 that 
have agreed to this, is that chemical weapons should not be used. 
So we are in agreement there. 

Is there an enforcement mechanism or is it just an agreement we 
are not going to use them? And if somebody crosses that red line 
and uses them, is there an international response written down 
anywhere and, if not, would you recommend there should be and 
it should be an international coalition of all nations? 

What are your thoughts, Mr. Singh? 
Mr. SINGH. Well, Congressman, thanks for the question. I confess 

I am not an expert in the CWC. So I am not sure I have the an-
swer to your questions. 

But I think if the treaty is going to mean anything and it is a 
lesson also for other nonproliferation treaties, which we put a lot 
of emphasis on, there have to be sanctions. There have to be pen-
alties for those who violate them and it can’t be just American pen-
alties and American sanctions. It needs to be international. 

Mr. YOHO. And that is what I want to come out of this so that 
it gives clarity for a nation because I don’t want America to have 
to do this alone but after 5 years of slaughter over there and push-
ing 500,000 people and, as Ms. Titus brought up, you know this ad-
ministration has done nothing. Well, we can blame a lot of admin-
istrations for not doing anything. And we need to have the clari-
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fication of if this does happen and we have signed on to these 
agreements, somebody needs to back them up. 

Mr. Lister, do you have any thoughts on that? 
Mr. LISTER. I am also not an expert on the treaty either or the 

Convention and I would echo what Mr. Singh has said. It is our 
responsibility as an international community to enforce conventions 
like this. 

Mr. YOHO. All right, and I know you guys aren’t the experts or 
want to talk about the policy side of that but you are experts in 
your fields. So I am asking you to give us the information that you 
would draft as far as a wording that we could go to the U.N. and 
say we want this or go to our State Department and say we want 
this wording put into the international community that if you cross 
this red line, not just America, but all the members that have 
signed up to this are coming after you. 

Dr. Rand? And Mr. Lister you said—you looked like you had 
something else to add. 

Mr. LISTER. I will just finish. I think the responsibility to protect 
is a useful mechanism here. If chemical weapons are proven to be 
being used against civilian populations repeatedly, that may give 
us one opportunity under some kind of a U.N. mandate to at least 
push for some kind of response and consequences for it. 

Yes, that is what I would offer. 
Mr. YOHO. Dr. Rand? 
Ms. RAND. I would agree with the RTP, the responsibility to pro-

tect method of advancing this but I would also add that you know 
last week at the U.N. there was a resolution, or 2 weeks ago right 
after the missile strikes, to condemn it and to investigate it and 
Russia vetoed it, in fact, on the one paragraph on the information 
about they didn’t like the way it was worded or something. But I 
think the main diplomatic task ahead is to go back on this par-
ticular strike and ensure that there is an investigation because 
that is part of the norm against CW is the international community 
goes in, and investigates, and holds accountable individuals, includ-
ing by name, by the way. The PCW has been very good at finding 
the perpetrators in the past 2 years. 

Mr. YOHO. Right. 
Ms. RAND. It has a published list of names. 
Mr. YOHO. And my goal is that we have an enforcement mecha-

nism that has teeth behind it because that is the only way I could 
justify what President Trump did is the slaughter that has been 
going on for over 5 years, that it has to be brought to an end. And 
if we just sit by as a world, we are all guilty of watching this hap-
pen. And so I am glad he stepped in but before we go any further, 
we need to have clarification. 

And my time is out. 
And we will go now to Mr. Brad Sherman from California. 
Mr. SHERMAN. Thank you. 
We have three separate goals in Syria and there is a tendency 

to mash them together. We have to keep them separate, evaluating 
every policy as to whether it helps at least one of those goals with-
out setting back one of the others. And we shouldn’t attack a pro-
posal just because it does nothing to achieve two of our goals if it, 
in fact, helps us achieve one of the three goals. 
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Our first goal is to protect the Syrian people and we would, even-
tually, like to see good governance in Syria. Our second goal is to 
destroy ISIS. And our third goal is to preserve the Chemical Weap-
ons Convention that bans the use of poison gas. 

And there has been discussion here about how the mode of death 
doesn’t matter. You are just as dead if you are hit by a bullet or 
a bomb as if you are hit with sarin. But the fact is that we live 
in a world in which mankind at least achieved the Chemical Weap-
ons Convention. 

One could write an account or history where chemical weapons 
were invented before gunpowder and in that account or history, 
chemical weapons are allowed and explosives are not but that is 
not the way history unfolded. We have a convention against the 
use of chemical weapons that has saved countless millions of lives 
and it is worth standing up for that convention, even if we realize 
that Assad has killed half a million people, or the war that he cre-
ated has killed half a million people, and only a very, very small 
percentage of those died from chemical weapons. 

Now not only do we have those three goals, the Syrian people, 
ISIS, and the Chemical Weapons Convention, they are not equally 
important goals, but we have a couple of caveats. And that is we 
want to do that all without excessive U.S. casualties and without 
a war with Russia. We don’t want another Iraq War. We don’t 
want another Cuban Missile Crisis. 

Now, one of our colleagues said that he thought that there was 
a moral equivalence between Assad and other authoritarian re-
gimes in the Middle East. I would say Mubarak did not kill hun-
dreds of thousands of people. In fact, he allowed himself to be, or 
was allowed to leave power, rather than killing hundreds of thou-
sands. 

Not every authoritarian regime in the Middle East is responsible 
for aiding the killing of hundreds of Americans, as Mr. Lister point-
ed out, the Assad regime is. 

Not every Middle East authoritarian regime has tried to develop 
nuclear weapons the way Syria did until they were bombed in 
2007, and no doubt they paid North Korea for the material and the 
technology. So, they proliferated in that direction as well. That is 
money in the hands of North Korea. 

And there are 500,000 dead Syrians. That does not equate to 
Erdogan. And I have been one of the harshest critics of Erdogan 
on this committee. 

The Obama administration forced Assad to give up 2,600 pounds 
of chemical weapons. That was a tremendous accomplishment. And 
our hope is that the action taken by President Trump will prevent 
Assad from using whatever he has left. We will have to see. 

There is discussion of chlorine versus other chemical agents. It 
is my understanding that the Chemical Weapons Convention would 
prohibit Syria from even possessing sarin and other chemical 
agents. They are allowed to possess chlorine. You can’t have a mod-
ern society without chlorine and chlorinated water but it prohibits 
the use of chlorine as a weapon. 

And of course when chlorine is used, you can’t always be sure it 
was the Assad regime. Chlorine is a much more available item and 
the rebels, or the terrorists, or others might have it. 
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The question I have requires an understanding of Russian poli-
tics. So if I don’t see a volunteer, maybe you could comment for the 
record. And that is, there is, among other things in the Middle 
East, a civil war between Shiites and Sunnis. The Russians have 
adopted the Shiites. Their own Muslim population is overwhelm-
ingly Sunni. How does Putin, the man who at least asserts that his 
hold on power is dependent upon the consent of the government, 
side with the Shiites in this effort without an incredible blowback? 
We all have ethnic and religious communities in our districts and 
I doubt that we would fail to take into account their historical view 
in looking at international affairs. 

Does anybody have a comment on how and why Putin can side 
with the Shiites when he has tens of millions of Sunnis? 

Mr. LISTER. Very briefly, just academically, I would push back on 
the idea that Syria, at least within the frame of reference of Syria, 
that it is all just about Shiite versus Sunni. There are many 
Sunnis who have remained loyal to the Assad regime, just as many 
have turned to the opposition. And Russia has actually tried to 
frame it that way. 

Mr. SHERMAN. But Hezbollah and Iran are there supporting 
Assad out of a Shiite——

Mr. LISTER. Exactly but Russia has tried to frame its policy in 
Syria domestically as not being protecting the Shia. 

It is also worth remembering one thing that is going on right 
now which is having very little media coverage, in Aleppo city, hav-
ing captured it, the Russian Government is now trying very hard 
to prevent Iran and the Assad regime from populating eastern 
Aleppo, which was previously under the opposition control. It is 
trying to prevent them from populating that area with Shia. And 
it is insisting that Sunnis, including from opposition areas, should 
be given the opportunity to come back to eastern Aleppo. 

And so I would remind you that it is a little more complicated, 
domestically and also on Syrian than the binary——

Mr. KINZINGER [presiding]. The gentleman’s time has expired. I 
thank the gentleman. 

The Chair recognizes the Chair for 5 minutes. 
I just want to dispel very quickly—there is a lot of talk about 

nonintervention in Syria and using Libya as the example. I think 
it is really important to point out that Libya has massive chal-
lenges. Part of that was a failure in follow-up after regime change, 
I believe. 

But secondly, if you compare the case of intervention in Libya 
versus the case of nonintervention in Syria, Libya, with all its chal-
lenges, is far better off than not intervened—in Syria. 

I remember back in 2013 I was one of the few Republicans out-
spoken about the need to enforce the red line in Syria. And I heard 
from people all over, a lot in my own party, some members on this 
committee, that said if we intervene and we strike Syria, we will 
begin World War III, and another major intervention in Syria, in 
the Middle East, World War III will commence and everybody will 
be gone. 

I would like to point out that also people said that if we inter-
vened, it will get way worse in Syria. But when we didn’t inter-
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vene, it actually got way worse than we ever could have imagined, 
which is where we are at today. 

So as we look at going forward and we imagine all the terrible 
possibilities and probably most of them are terrible, I would like 
to remind people that I think it can get even worse than it is right 
now, which is almost unimaginable. 

As Mr. Lister mentioned in his statement, a very important thing 
happened after the strike on the airbase in Syria, which is the peo-
ple who sat around said what are the Russians going to do, they 
got their question answered, which is absolutely nothing. They do 
not have the ability to respond, to react. Russia is not the former 
Soviet Union. It is a military where half of its planes can’t even 
fly and it is very underfunded. So I think that is important to note, 
too, as we look at what we are going to do going forward. 

Mr. Lister, let me ask a question. What is Bashar al-Assad’s ulti-
mate fear? What is the one thing that, if we push on that button, 
would drive President Assad, Dictator Assad, to the table to nego-
tiate? 

Mr. LISTER. My theory would be his ultimate fear is America gets 
really serious about Syria and not just about ISIS. 

The only substantive evidence I can recall for that is back in Au-
gust 2013, after the chemical weapons attack, in the brief period 
of time where it looked like the United States may conduct limited 
punitive strikes, I knew Syrians who were in Damascus at the time 
on the government side who said that nearly half of the Syrian 
Parliament packed up their homes and fled to Lebanon because 
they feared that limited, very limited American military action was 
going to set forth a chain of events that would have completely 
caused chaos within the regime, not the state, but the regime’s 
inner circles. 

So the biggest fear for Assad isn’t terrorism. In fact, he has used 
terrorism for his own means, not just during this crisis but before, 
his biggest fear is that we get serious about solving Syria. And he 
has enjoyed the last 6 years because we haven’t. 

Mr. KINZINGER. So would you say that ultimately he fears his 
own life in that process? So if he would lose power in the regime, 
or his life, or whatever, that is what can be used as a trigger point 
to drive to a negotiated solution because short of that, short of any 
fear of losing power, he has no incentive whatsoever to negotiate 
an end to this war on anything but his own terms. 

So I guess my point is, as the administration goes forward, they 
ought to look at using further air strikes against regime targets as 
a method to drive a negotiated solution here, as the diplomatic in-
strument of power against an adversary can only be effective when 
backed by the military instrument of power. We see that in North 
Korea. We see that here. 

Let me ask you another question. Can Bashar al-Assad ever gain 
ultimate control of all of Syria again? I mean short of the entire 
world backing his regime, can he ever gain control of Syria? 

Mr. LISTER. You can’t discount anything but if he is going to 
militarily conquer the rest of his country, it is going to take a very, 
very, very long time, and it is going to cause a huge further exodus 
of civilians and many, many more deaths, and it could take 10, 20, 
30 years to do so. 
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So, the real answer is, effectively, no if the answer is that he is 
then putting the country back together again. You know, it is es-
sentially that. 

Mr. KINZINGER. So without a strategy against Assad, be it nego-
tiated or otherwise, you see part of regime controlled territory and 
you see a large part of the country, which is Afghanistan pre-9/11, 
basically, with some terrorist groups, some opposition groups run-
ning around. 

So what would Assad staying in power, very briefly because my 
time is up, what does that do to the al-Qaeda affiliate in Syria? 

Mr. LISTER. Okay, as fast as possible. Al-Qaeda has spent the 
last 6 years embedding itself in an opposition narrative in Syria. 
It has devoted all of its resources to fighting Assad, not creating 
an Islamic State, not fighting a transnational jihad. And for that 
reason only, the continued existence of Assad in Damascus and his 
continued brutality against his people, every single day emboldens 
al-Qaeda’s narrative in the eyes of other Syrians who don’t buy into 
a transnational jihad. And this is the fear: Every single day more 
and more people think, huh, maybe this group has got it right. 
They have always told us the international community will never 
come to our aid. So because they are right, because they are there, 
because they are powerful on the battlefield, maybe these are the 
guys that we should be joining. And that is the state where we are 
today. 

Mr. KINZINGER. Thank you. My time has expired. 
I think it is Mr. Cicilline from Rhode Island. 
Mr. CICILLINE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. And thank you to the 

chairman and ranking member for calling this hearing. Thank you 
to our witnesses. 

It has been 3 weeks since President Trump launched a missile 
attack against the Assad regime and we are no closer to achieving 
a solution to this crisis. The Trump administration has not formu-
lated any coherent policy to address ISIS or the ongoing atrocities 
being committed against the Syrian people by Bashar al-Assad. 

In actuality, the inconsistency and confusion displayed by mem-
bers of the Trump administration has emboldened Assad and his 
patron, Vladimir Putin. A monstrous chemical weapons attack de-
ployed against innocent civilians, including women and children, 
came just days after Secretary of State Tillerson signaled to Assad 
and Putin that the United States was willing to accept Assad’s con-
tinued role, which represented a stark turnaround from previous 
American policy. 

And in the meantime, President Trump continues to push for his 
cruel and unnecessary ban on Syrian refugees, as well as draconian 
cuts to our foreign affairs budget. Each of these actions will only 
worsen the suffering of the Syrian people and that is why I, along 
with Congressman Beyer and Congresswoman Jayapal, are leading 
a letter to President Trump asking him to reverse his executive 
order and support funding for humanitarian assistance. 

And finally, I am extremely troubled by the administration’s 
seeming lack of understanding of the constitutionally-mandated 
congressional oversight of American military action. If the Presi-
dent intends to escalate our military involvement further, as he 
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has indicated he will consider, then he has a responsibility to send 
a plan to Congress and seek authorization for any further action. 

My questions are really—I have two. One is the humanitarian 
assistance budget is expected to decimated if President Trump’s 
budget is adopted. Would you speak to how these proposed cuts 
would affect the United States’ ability to work toward stability in 
Syria and in neighboring countries that are taking on the enor-
mous burden of housing the large majority of Syrian refugees, par-
ticularly our ally Jordan? 

Ms. RAND. Sure. Thank you, Congressman, for that important set 
of questions. 

First on the refugee ban, it is interesting that the media actually 
hasn’t covered the foreign policy disadvantages of the refugee ban 
because you know Syria’s neighbors are taking in four million, five 
million Syrian refugees. The generosity of the Turks, the Jor-
danians, the Lebanese, and other neighbors is incredible. 

And so you know last year in 2016, the U.S. took in 12,000 Syr-
ian refugees. I mean that is nothing compared to these smaller and 
less well-off countries. So we are trying to convince our allies sur-
rounding Syria to be generous toward these refugees, to continue 
to give them housing, to continue to give them education, to con-
tinue to work with the U.N. and other international organizations. 
And that is a really important signal that hasn’t been covered. So 
I just wanted to mention that because we haven’t discussed that 
so far today. 

Specifically, on the humanitarian budget, it is unclear because 
there are still reports of what the cuts will be but the cuts to hu-
manitarian assistance, international development account, the IDA 
account, cuts to the food aid budget will all significantly affect 
Syria and its refugees, also the IDPs who have stayed within Syria. 

And then the cuts to ESF, to the economic support funds to the 
Jordanian Government are very concerning. I mean it is just con-
fusing as to why you would cut ESF to one of your closest partners 
and allies in the region that is both being generous to the Syrian 
refugees but trying to help you in some of the counterterrorism op-
erations that we have discussed today. 

Mr. CICILLINE. Thank you. 
Finally, I would just ask any of the panelists, you know we al-

ways have discussions about a military solution to this conflict. 
And I think in the absence of American boots on the ground, which 
I strongly oppose, I wonder whether there is a military solution 
and what that would look like. And if not, if it is exclusively a dip-
lomatic solution, what is the strategy or your recommendations as 
to how we get to that? 

Mr. Singh? 
Mr. SINGH. Well, thank you, Congressman. I personally say that, 

as in so many of these situations, there is no exclusively military 
solution. There is no exclusively diplomatic solution. Ultimately, to 
the extent our policies are successful, they are successful when we 
combine all of our tools—diplomatic, military, aid, intelligence, and 
so forth—and when we do it in conjunction with allies, with a coali-
tion of like-minded countries. And I think that is what is going to 
be required here. 
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I do think that, frankly, the April 7th strike is useful in building 
the credibility of American threats of force. I, for one, would say 
that it may be that if we already have some American boots on the 
ground, it may be that there is a role for some more but I don’t 
think it should be the United States in front sort of taking on the 
heaviest military roles. That should be up to our local partners. 

But I think it is going to be force backed by diplomacy, diplomacy 
backed by force, which is going to be part of the answer here. 

Mr. CICILLINE. Anyone else? 
Mr. LISTER. I agree. 
Mr. CICILLINE. Great. Thank you. 
I yield back, Mr. Chairman. 
Mr. KINZINGER. The gentleman yields back. The Chair recognizes 

the gentlelady from Missouri, Ms. Wagner, for 5 minutes. 
Ms. WAGNER. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. This is an important 

hearing. It is high time that the United States grapple strategically 
with how to end the Syrian conflict. 

It is patently clear that there can be no resolution with Assad 
in power, especially as he continues to prioritize a war against 
moderate groups seeking democracy over a war against ISIS. His 
slaughter of innocent civilians is barbaric and the United States 
cannot hope to defeat ISIS with Assad as the only alternative. 

Dr. Rand, the Southern Front has been effective in keeping ex-
tremist groups from expanding control in southern Syria. How can 
we, along with our allies in Israel and Jordan, further support the 
Southern Front and help them protect against Assad? 

Ms. RAND. Thanks, Congresswoman. This is an important issue. 
And actually because of the focus on Idlib and Aleppo in the past 
year or so, I think a lot of the attention has shifted away from the 
Southern Front. So I think it is important to raise it again. 

You know a year and a half ago the governance of the Southern 
Front provided kind of a model of the multiethnic, multisectarian 
type of governance. They issued a communique talking about inclu-
sion and representations among the different sects. It seemed quite 
hopeful and seemed potentially a paradigm that could be trans-
ported for other parts of Syria. 

So the key here I think is two-fold. One is to support the contin-
ued moderation of the leadership of the Southern Front to make 
sure they continue to support different ethnic groups and you know 
there is some inclusion of al-Qaeda elements, I will let my col-
league talk about it, but overall, they have been more moderate 
than some of the other oppositionists. But second, is just to support 
them in their counterterrorism needs against ISIS and other more 
extremists that might challenge their hegemony in this part of 
Syria. 

Ms. WAGNER. Thank you, Dr. Rand. 
Mr. Lister, can you discuss coordination between Kurdish forces, 

such as the SDF, and YPG, and, frankly, and other moderate 
forces, and I will say local groups? In what ways could the U.S. 
help advance cooperation between the Kurdish and moderate forces 
across the country to ensure that areas freed from the Assad re-
gime can, in fact, remain free of terrorism? 

Mr. LISTER. Again, that is a very important question. I mean I 
think what I have tried to focus on in my remarks is to suggest 
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that Syria can’t be looked at as a whole. So what we have seen de-
velop in the northeast with the Kurdish YPG and its various allies 
is one specific component of a much broader reality. What works 
in the northeast doesn’t work in the south. We are not going to see 
a reflection of the Kurdish Confederation in the northeast suddenly 
appearing in southern Syria, with a predominately Sunni Arab 
population. 

So I think we should kind of take care of what we have helped 
to develop in the northeast but we also need to also be aware of 
the negative knock-on effects of some of these other actors’ actions. 

And so I genuinely am concerned that if we pursue what I think 
we will pursue, which is a YPG-SDF led offensive on Raqqa, they 
will very seriously consider whether it takes 1 month or 12 months, 
some kind of power sharing agreement with the Assad regime. 

Ms. WAGNER. Power sharing. 
Mr. LISTER. Now that kind—it has already happened. As I said 

in my opening remarks, in northern Aleppo they have handed terri-
tory over to the Assad regime. Now, if that happens in Raqqa, that 
is a jihadist’s dream. It fulfills everything they have said for 6 
years, that not only will the West not help protect your civilians 
but, eventually, they will come in and do their selfish thing, which 
is fight terrorism and then, eventually, they will give it over to the 
dictator again. So, we must be very, very careful of preventing a 
scenario like that from coming true. 

And comments from senior military officials here that we have 
no control over the decisions of our local partners, frankly, is a cop-
out. 

Ms. WAGNER. It is a cop-out. Thank you for your testimony. 
Mr. Singh, the Assad regime uses aerial bombardment and ter-

rorizing weapons to strategically displace the civilian populations 
in opposition areas. In what ways have Sunni extremist forces and 
pro-Iranian militias taken advantage of Assad’s attacks and dis-
placement of civilians? 

Mr. SINGH. Well, I think that is an important question, Congress-
woman. And Mr. Lister referred to this before but I think there is 
no doubt that the brutalization of civilians, the brutalization of the 
populations is a boon to the extremist groups who, as Mr. Lister 
pointed out, play on this sort of anti-Assad narrative to boost their 
own fortunes. And we have seen exactly that occur because we 
have seen, I think, especially in western Syria, the extremist forces 
amongst the opposition gain in strength in recent months. 

As for the Iranians, the Iranians, I think, are complicit in 
Assad’s actions. And so it is not necessarily right to talk about 
them gaining from them, they are actually part of those actions be-
cause it is the Iranians that I think have the greatest force on the 
ground backing Assad and I think we need to ascribe blame to 
them for much of what he does. 

Ms. WAGNER. All right, thank you very much. Mr. Chairman, my 
time has run out. 

Mr. GARRETT [presiding]. Thank you. The Chair would now rec-
ognize Mr. Suozzi from New York for 5 minutes. 

Mr. SUOZZI. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Let me start by stating 
the obvious, which is this is incredibly complicated. And I want to 
thank all of you for sharing your knowledge with us today. 
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I am going to echo what all of my colleagues have said is that 
we really need to hear from the administration as to what their 
plan is to address this very complicated part of the world. 

There is an epic struggle going on in the world and, unlike the 
Cold War, where it was clear that it was the Soviets versus the 
Americans, this is much more complicated. It is stability versus in-
stability. It is control versus chaos, as Tom Friedman said in his 
book. And we have gone from 35 million refugees in the world 10 
years ago to 65 million refugees today and many of them are from 
Syria. And as the doctor pointed out in her testimony a few min-
utes ago, this is destabilizing other countries, as they try and deal 
with all these refugees in Jordan, and Lebanon, and other coun-
tries, in Turkey. And this region is so complicated by the fact there 
are so many parties involved with Assad—Iran and Russia—and 
then the rebel forces, America, ISIS, and al-Qaeda, the Turks don’t 
like the Kurds. I mean there are so many pieces here and it is so 
complicated. But we have to choose in this world that is facing the 
struggle of stability versus instability where we are going to focus 
our resources and where we are going to—we have to make choices 
as to where we are going to pay attention and what we are going 
to do. 

And we have heard from I think it was Brad Sherman before and 
Congressman Kinzinger about some of these choices we have to 
make. And for me, you know let’s put chemical weapons aside, 
which I think was a bipartisan, international agreement that we 
have to combat the best way that we can. But if the choice is be-
tween, for right now, what is right in front of us, you have to 
choose between fighting al-Qaeda and ISIS in Syria, or trying to 
protect the Syrian people and undoing Assad and forcing to the ne-
gotiating table, you have to choose between those two, what is the 
most important thing in front of the United States right now in our 
national interest? Is it to combat al-Qaeda and ISIS or is to stop 
Assad and force him to the negotiating table? 

Which is the most important thing before us right now? And you 
have to choose, each one of you. Mr. Singh, you go first. 

Mr. SINGH. Congressman, I am going to disappoint because I 
think it is a false choice, frankly. I think if you go back to my ini-
tial statement, I think in fact we have now sort of several discrete 
conflicts which are going on within Syria that implicate our inter-
ests in the region and implicate the security of our allies. And we 
can’t neglect one for the sake of the other. We have to address all 
of them. 

But it is a mistake to think, as Mr. Lister has said, that we can 
address all of them together in one neat package, sort of look at 
them as one problem to be solved. We have to address them in a 
distinct way. 

So in eastern Syria, there is no doubt that our priority has to be 
al-Qaeda and ISIS. 

Mr. SUOZZI. Al-Qaeda and ISIS. 
Mr. SINGH. And then not just defeating ISIS but thinking about 

what comes next because we don’t want ISIS to return. But if——
Mr. SUOZZI. Well the focus now is on Raqqa. 
Mr. SINGH. On Raqqa, right. 
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In western Syria, though, absolutely, the continued brutality of 
the Assad regime, the expansion of Iranian power, the expansion 
of Hezbollah’s power is a tremendous concern not just for us but 
for Israel, for Turkey, for our allies in the region. 

Mr. SUOZZI. Now, I have learned somewhere that 85 percent of 
the population of Syria is in western Syria. Is that correct? 

Mr. SINGH. Correct. 
Mr. SUOZZI. Okay. 
Mr. SINGH. That is correct. 
Mr. LISTER. If I may, briefly. I mentioned in an earlier answer 

that we have found ourselves capable for about 2 years to combat 
ISIS primarily in isolation from the rest of the conflict. But we are 
now discovering that when we reach Raqqa, which is an Arab town, 
there are big knock-on effects of doing that with certain actors and 
we are finding, suddenly, the proliferation of knock-on effects along 
the northern Syrian border. 

And it is for that reason that I would agree with my colleague, 
Mr. Singh, that combating terrorism in Syria and protecting civil-
ians are inextricably linked. Terrorist narratives, no matter what 
kind of terrorist you are, is linked to the fact that there is suf-
fering, chaos, instability, and brutality in their world. 

Mr. SUOZZI. So that is empowering them. 
Mr. LISTER. And it is empowering them like nothing else that 

would be possible. And so I would suggest it is impossible for us 
to win against terrorism, whatever that might mean, without en-
compassing in that strategy, the protection of civilians, a de-inten-
sification of the conflict, and challenging the Assad regime’s free-
dom to use any means at his disposal to continue to kill people en 
masse. 

Mr. SUOZZI. Doctor? 
Ms. RAND. Thank you. I would agree completely about an inextri-

cability between these two options. And I would give as an example 
something that we have talked about extensively today that I think 
exemplifies this. 

After Raqqa is liberated, there will be a number of political gov-
ernance and humanitarian questions before us, essentially, as 
those who have trained the militias that oust the ISIS terrorists 
and those include who will govern, whether they are Kurdish or 
Arab, and how much leverage we can push on them to not hand 
over to the regime. Those questions will affect how much we can 
protect the civilians in that liberated area of Syria. And those are 
things within our purview, within our power, within our leverage 
through our training and assisting of the partners that will do the 
liberation. 

Mr. SUOZZI. I know my time has expired. I just want to make 
this one last point. 

By us going after ISIS and al-Qaeda, which is in our own self-
interest, obviously, and national security, and so we must do it, we 
are aiding Assad, and Russia, and Iran in the process because they 
have the same enemy. 

Anyway, I am sorry. 
Mr. GARRETT. Thank you. The gentleman’s time has expired. 
The Chair will yield to chair. 
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I want to be really clear in expressing my high esteem and re-
gard for my honorable colleagues who have spoken earlier, but I 
have rarely seen such a mind-numbing display of misinformation 
and disinformation. So, I want to clear some things up. 

My colleague from Nevada previously mentioned over 500,000 
killed ‘‘by the Assad regime.’’ In fact, the Syrian Observatory for 
Human Rights estimates, and that is the highest estimate of 
deaths in the conflict, that there have been roughly 500,000 casual-
ties, that about a third of those have been to pro-regime forces, 
that is deaths. 

I presume, then, that Mr. Assad is not responsible for all 500,000 
casualties. Is that an accurate assessment, Ms. Rand—Dr. Rand? 

Ms. RAND. The different human rights organizations have dif-
ferent estimates. They range between——

Mr. GARRETT. The question is, is President Assad responsible for 
all half a million deaths in Syria? 

Ms. RAND. At least 80 percent of those 500,000. 
Mr. GARRETT. Okay, so a fact that a third of the deaths have 

been to pro-regime forces, you are intimating then that he killed 
about one-third of that third himself? 

Ms. RAND. No, there is also Russian—there are civilians that 
have not survived because of Russians. 

Mr. GARRETT. Right, I would direct your attention to the Syrian 
Observatory for Human Rights and their statistics. 

My colleague from Nevada also made reference to a MOAB drop. 
That was actually about 2,300 miles away in Afghanistan, right? 
That wasn’t actually in Syria, was it? Yes, so that would be some 
misinformation. 

And then she made reference to no cohesive foreign policy strat-
egy that we have seen from this administration. Mr. Singh, the 
Trump administration was sworn in about January 20th of 2017. 
Is that correct? 

Mr. SINGH. That is correct. 
Mr. GARRETT. Right and so the Syrian civil war really began in 

earnest, as did other events in the Arab Spring, roughly 2010-2011 
and was sort of coopted by first al-Qaeda, and then ISIS moved in 
to fill a vacuum in the east of the nation, probably about 6 or 7 
years ago? 

Mr. SINGH. Absolutely right. 
Mr. GARRETT. And would you characterize the U.S. foreign policy, 

particularly through the State Department, from 2011 forward as 
cohesive and clearly articulated? 

Mr. SINGH. Absolutely not; we had no Syria strategy, I think. 
Mr. GARRETT. And so if, in fact, U.S. policy is not cohesive and 

clearly articulated now, that is no departure from the previous 6-
plus years? 

Mr. SINGH. Well, it certainly isn’t but I agree with you, Congress-
man, that it is still early going. And so my hope is that the Trump 
administration will be coming forward with a strategy. 

Mr. GARRETT. And so too do I. I really do because I would agree 
that there is not a clearly articulated policy but that there hasn’t 
been one that the previous administration had, by my rough math-
ematical estimates, about 24 times as much time to formulate one. 
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So, we also have recent open source intelligence that relates to 
what has been our stated goal that is to attack and crush ISIS in 
Syria. And would it not be your agreement, Mr. Lister, that the 
number of air strikes and attacks directly on ISIS assets since Jan-
uary 20, 2107 have been stepped up and that the apparent success 
of those attacks is greater than heretofore? 

Mr. LISTER. I can’t speak personally to have seen statistics that 
suggest that but it wouldn’t surprise me because we are entering, 
of course, the phase of an intensive operation for Raqqa. 

Mr. GARRETT. Okay and there was also an intimation by one of 
my colleagues that it was inappropriate to have warned the Rus-
sians of an impending United States military strike on a facility 
where Russian forces were probably co-located. 

Would you agree with the idea that we shouldn’t have let the 
Russians there were inbound explosive cruise missiles? 

Mr. SINGH. Well, I would disagree that it was wrong to do that. 
I mean we do have deconfliction protocols and, to me, it was pru-
dent to have warned the Russians in the way that we did. 

Mr. GARRETT. Right. In fact, had we not warned the Russians, 
the Russians might have been even more incensed by the American 
action without any sort of heads up, if you will pardon the collo-
quialism. 

Now, were there regime chemical weapons attacks prior to the 
assumption of power of the Trump administration? 

Mr. SINGH. Yes, there sure were. 
Mr. GARRETT. Okay. And there were also chemical weapons at-

tacks, to be fair, perpetrated by Jabhat al-Nusra/Jabhat Fateh al-
Sham, obviously a renaming of al-Nusra, who was sort of infil-
trated by al-Qaeda. They have used chlorine as well, we think, as 
has ISIS. 

Mr. SINGH. So I am not sure I have the best information but I 
think I would draw a distinction between the types of chemical at-
tacks, sarin attacks, and so forth, and the types of attacks you are 
talking about, Congressman. 

Mr. GARRETT. Okay. Is it fair to say that there aren’t a whole lot 
of clean hands as it goes around to atrocities committed in Syria? 
For example, you know setting aflame a Jordanian captured pilot 
wasn’t perpetrated, to our knowledge, by the regime. 

Mr. SINGH. There have been atrocities committed by several 
sides in this conflict. 

Mr. GARRETT. Sure. In fact, I would argue everybody. 
Ms. RAND. Congressman, I would just add on that point there is 

no moral equivalency between the regime has done and what the 
other actors have done. I mean the regime is responsible for the 
vast amount of the destruction. 

Mr. GARRETT. Okay. Well, I haven’t asked this question yet but 
so let me make sure I understand this right. 

Okay, we have ISIS. We understand who they are. We have got 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, who is sort of a derivative of al-Nusra. It 
is fair to say that al-Nusra was sort of coopted by al-Qaeda. Cor-
rect? 

In the north, regionally strong we have YPG and Kurds but they 
don’t have any real desire, based on tribal affinity, to rule the na-
tion, or the nation accept a Kurdish-led rule. 
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And so if we are going to start establishing moral equivalencies, 
then would we rather ISIS, al-Qaeda, or the Assad regime to be in 
charge? Now, that is a rhetorical question. 

The bottom line I think that I am driving at is, before we engage 
in regime change activities, we ought to have a plan on who is 
going to fill the vacuum that we create because what five and a 
half million to six and a half million displaced people have in com-
mon is they didn’t want to be displaced. But this nation led from 
behind, in our own words, and worked to create vacuums by en-
couraging uprising and revolts without any regard for who would 
fill the vacuum. And we saw Christians beheaded on the beaches 
in Libya, and we see half a million dead by the hands of many 
bloody actors in Syria, and we are partly responsible. 

We should not engage in regime change activities without con-
templating who fills the vacuum that we create. Would you agree, 
Mr. Lister? 

Mr. LISTER. Frankly speaking, it is not about regime change. It 
is about upholding international norms to ensure that governments 
don’t commit repeated war crimes on a daily basis. And our objec-
tive, so far as I am concerned, is not regime change, we are not in-
vading the country like we did in Iraq, it is to set up conditions 
that will allow a political process to be more meaningful and for 
all actors on all sides to treat it seriously. 

Mr. GARRETT. So I couldn’t agree more. And that sort of jives 
with what Secretary Tillerson had indicated to the Russians before 
the missile strike on the airfield. That is, we don’t have to see 
Assad go but we have to see stability and peace in the region. That 
should be our goal. 

Mr. LISTER. Well, I mean, the conclusion of the political process 
is up to Syrians. I think we ought to have, morally, a conclusion 
that Assad should go but it is not our choice to make that decision. 
But it is our responsibility, as a significant portion of the inter-
national community, to allow all Syrians to have that choice. 

Mr. GARRETT. Right. 
Mr. LISTER. And they haven’t had it for 6 years. 
Mr. GARRETT. Right, absolutely. Thank you. And I have gone way 

over. 
Mr. ENGEL. Will the gentleman yield? 
Mr. GARRETT. I have gone way over so I would not yield. 
Mr. ENGEL. You would not yield? 
Mr. GARRETT. I am out of time. 
Mr. ENGEL. You could still yield to me. You are in the chair. 
Mr. GARRETT. I am not going to yield. 
Mr. ENGEL. You are not going to yield? Well, I am sorry that the 

bipartisanship that we have had here for so many years, that you 
don’t follow the lead of the chairman and myself. 

Mr. GARRETT. Well, I apologize. 
Mr. ENGEL. I am really very sorry about that. 
Mr. GARRETT. I forgive you. 
Mr. ENGEL. I have been on this committee——
Mr. GARRETT. I——
Mr. ENGEL. I don’t need your forgiveness. 
Mr. GARRETT. I don’t understand the——
Mr. ENGEL. I don’t need your forgiveness. 
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Mr. GARRETT. Well, you have been on this committee long 
enough to know the protocol and I don’t. 

Mr. ENGEL. Long enough to know——
Mr. GARRETT. So, I will yield you 30 seconds. 
Mr. ENGEL. Thank you. It is common courtesy that people are 

yielded time when they ask their colleagues. 
Let me just say, first of all, that when I grew up I learned from 

my parents that two wrongs don’t make a right. Many of us on this 
side of the aisle were critical of the previous administration and 
what it did, and we said so at the time. There is no reason to not 
be critical of what is happening with the current administration 
just because the administration didn’t do what should have been 
done. 

I will agree with you, and I have been saying this for years, that 
we made a misstep when we did not aid and abet, help the Free 
Syrian Army way back when. And we made a mistake when the 
previous President drew a line in the sand and then didn’t follow 
through. 

But that doesn’t absolve the current administration from its re-
sponsibility. And its responsibility has been that it needs to come 
to Congress with any plan that it has. It needs to tell us what their 
attempts are in Syria and what their goals are. 

We have learned for many, many years, giving any administra-
tion a blank check to create war is not something that this Con-
gress should do. 

And I think there is no doubt in my mind, and in everybody 
else’s mind, that Assad is really the butcher of Syria. That yes, 
there have been killings on both sides, but it was the Assad re-
gime’s reaction to the Arab Spring when peaceful Syrians went out 
to demonstrate against their dictatorial government that Assad de-
cided he would respond with deadly force. 

And so I blame all the atrocities that happened in Syria on the 
bloody hands of Assad because had he not acted the way he acted, 
this would not have happened. 

I just want to set the record straight. I do agree that there were 
missteps by the previous administration but that doesn’t mean that 
we have to overlook missteps by this administration. 

I yield back. 
Mr. GARRETT. Thank you and I apologize again to Mr. Engel, as 

it relates to not yielding. I did not, literally, know the protocol of 
the committee. So I will take that lump. 

I want to thank the time of the witnesses today. These are very 
critical issues. Your expertise and insight is important and I think, 
candidly, despite the tone that some of this took, we all want the 
same thing, and that is a world in which people can live where 
they choose to live, free from fear of persecution or death. And 
Syria is one where, if we ultimately get it right, we might take a 
good step in the right direction toward ensuring that going forward 
in the future because it is certainly a tough rubric. 

Thank you very much. 
[Whereupon, at 12:47 p.m., the committee was adjourned.] 
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Statement for the Record 
Submitted by Mr. Connolly of Virginia 

On April 4, 2017, the Syrian government of President Bashar al-Assad carried out an 
unspeakable attack on the northern Syria town of Khan Sheikhoun. The horrendous sarin gas 
attack killed roughly 100 people, including scores of children. Unfortunately, this Committee can 
no longer be shocked by the extent of Assad's brutality. 

The Assad regime has perpetrated atrocities on the Syrian civilian population-- including 
sectarian violence, mass killings, torture, and the use of chemical weapons and barrel bombs
and it shows no signs of subsiding. Just days before the most recent chemical attack, U.S. 
Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley stated that it was no longer a priority of the 
United States to remove Assad from power, effectively telling Assad that he could continue such 
murderous treatment of his own people. 

On April 6, 2017, the United States conducted airstrikes targeting Syrian war planes and 
infrastructure at al-Shayrat airfield in Horns Province. The United States and the international 
community must respond to the use of chemical weapons. However, fifty-nine Tomahawk cruise 
missiles are not a substitute for a strategy going forward. A kneejerk kinetic response without an 
overarching military strategy endangers American lives and diminishes U.S. global leadership. 
The Trump Administration must begin a dialogue with Congress about our Syria policy. 

We should be clear-eyed about the conditions under which these events have taken place. The 
Syrian civil war has raged for more than six years. Conflict between government forces, terrorist 
organizations, and opposition groups has engulfed the country. Operations to support competing 
factions of the civil war have pitted the interests of world powers against one another and forced 
all sides to wrestle with the specter of an expanded conflict. There are 13.5 million Syrians in 
need of humanitarian assistance inside Syria, and nearly 5 million Syrians have registered as 
refugees in neighboring countries and beyond. This crush of humanity has strained resources 
within those countries, drastically changed regional demographics, and destabilized neighboring 
countries. 

Amidst this backdrop, the United States has a variety of interests at stake in Syria, including 
counterterrorism efforts and the fight against ISIL, alleviating humanitarian concerns, enforcing 
global norms against chemical weapons, and broader regional stability. Congress and the 
Administration must embark on an effort to define for our allies, our constituents, and the Syrian 
people how we will protect these interests. 

1f President Trump intends to engage in further military action, then the War Powers Resolution 
requires that he obtain authorization from Congress within 60 days. The clock started with 
Trump's airstrikes on April6. U.S. sanctions have not effectively cut off the flow of money and 
supplies to the Assad regime. The Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act (H.R. 1677), of which I 
am a cosponsor, would impose new sanctions on Syrian human rights abusers and those who 
facilitate the Assad regime's atrocities. I am pleased that this Committee will be marking up this 
bill next week. H.R. 1677 also encourages negotiations to bring about a lasting political solution. 
A negotiated settlement is the only way to end this conflict, but the Trump Administration has 
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decimated U.S. diplomatic capabilities by failing to fill senior State Department positions and 
proposing draconian cuts to U.S. development and diplomacy programs. 

This crisis cannot end while a civil war rages on. Ultimately, it is political negotiations that will 
bring lasting relief to the millions of affected Syrians who have known only violence and 
displacement for more than six years. I look forward to hearing from our witnesses regarding 
how the United States can navigate the protracted chaos of the Syrian saga and articulate a 
strategy to protect its interests in Syria. 
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