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RUSSIA’S ABSURD PROPOSAL ON SYRIA’S WEAPONS 
Max Boot 

Commentary, Sept. 9.2013 
 

The debate over Syria took a new turn on Monday when Secretary of State John Kerry suggested that 
Bashar Assad could avoid American airstrikes if he would “turn over every single bit of his chemical 
weapons to the international community in the next week — turn it over, all of it, without delay and allow 
the full and total accounting.” Kerry added that Assad “isn’t about to do it, and it can’t be done.” 
 

But that didn’t stop Russia and other nations from jumping on the idea after the Syrian government said it 
welcomed the idea. Now this seemingly offhand suggestion–which Kerry apparently did not mean to float 
as a serious proposal–is being seriously debated as an alternative to American military action. 
 

If Assad were serious about turning over his entire chemical weapons stockpile–not to mention destroying 
all capacity to manufacture more such weapons in the future–this might conceivably be a deal worth taking 
even at the risk of Assad rebuilding his chemical weapons capacity sometime in the future. But the odds of 
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Assad assenting to such a deal are slight: Why should he when he knows that, worst case, he faces an 
“unbelievably small” American airstrike, as Kerry himself has said? 
 

Chemical weapons are an important source of power for the Assad regime, not only for the threat they pose 
to Israel but, more immediately, for the threat they pose to Assad’s rebellious subjects. He is unlikely to 
give up such an advantage, which is so crucial to his regime’s survival, unless he were convinced that his 
regime would crumble otherwise. But nothing that President Obama or his aides have said would lead him 
to come to that conclusion. 
 

Even if Assad claimed to be serious about such a deal–and he has said no such thing yet, in fact he hasn’t 
even acknowledged that he possesses chemical weapons–it is hard to know how such a deal could be 
implemented or enforced. It is one thing for inspectors to travel to Libya in 2003 to make sure that Gaddafi 
was giving up his entire WMD program. Libya then was a peaceful if despotic place. It is quite another 
thing to do so now in Syria where violence is commonplace–in fact UN inspectors looking for evidence of 
chemical-weapons use have already been shot at. How on earth could international inspectors possibly roam 
Syria in the middle of a civil war to confirm that Assad has no more chemical weapons left? 
 

The task is daunting, indeed nearly impossible, in no small part because of our lack of knowledge about the 
whereabouts of his arsenal. The New York Times reports: “A senior American official who has been briefed 
extensively on the intelligence noted in recent days that Washington has firm knowledge of only 19 of the 
42 suspected chemical weapons sites. Those numbers are constantly changing, because Mr. Assad has been 
moving the stores, largely for fear some of them could fall into the hands of rebels.” 
 

Even if we knew where all the stockpiles were, removing them and destroying them–presumably a process 
that would have to occur outside the country–would be an enormous undertaking that could easily involve 
thousands of foreign workers along with thousands, even tens of thousands, of soldiers to protect them. It is 
hard to imagine such an undertaking occurring in wartime; few if any nations will risk their troops on the 
ground in Syria to make the process possible and Syria’s government would be unlikely to grant them 
permission to do so. 
 

This, then, is not a serious alternative to military action. It is a stalling tactic to allow Assad to retain his 
chemical-weapons capacity–and other weapons that have killed far more people. It is also a distraction from 
the real issue, which is not Assad’s chemical-weapons stockpile but the continuing existence of the Assad 
regime itself. 
 

More than 100,000 people have already died in the Syrian civil war and more will continue to die as long as 
the Assad regime remains in power. There are admittedly real dangers in what post-Assad Syria will look 
like, but we already know what Syria under the Assad regime looks like today–it is a disaster, not only from 
a humanitarian but also from a strategic standpoint, because al-Qaeda is already consolidating control over 
parts of northern Syria while Iran is able to maintain a client regime in power in Damascus. 
 

The U.S. policy should be not just the removal of the chemical-weapons stockpile but of the Assad regime 
itself. In fact Obama has said that is his goal–but he is not willing to take the actions necessary to bring it 
about. In the face of this leadership vacuum, it is hardly surprising that all sorts of odd ideas are being 
floated. 
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LAVROV MAY HAVE HELPED  
OBAMA DODGE THE SYRIAN BULLET 

Noah Beck 
Jerusalem Post, Sept. 10, 2013 

 

Any diplomatic initiative on Syria coming from Russia, whose UN votes have perpetuated Assad's killing 
machine for over two years, should be viewed with extreme suspicion. Nevertheless, the latest Russian 
proposal merits serious consideration. 

http://www.jpost.com/Experts/Lavrov-may-have-helped-Obama-dodge-the-Syrian-bullet-325713?prmusr=hn8iOad2B9zoM1q%2bIv1Lob0sajqnOaYhdoiPVu9%2buHeaBC9HoWv7ktGaMAzTOnKQ
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Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov's proposal, which exploited an offhand remark by US Secretary of 
State John Kerry, calls for the destruction of Syria's chemical weapons arsenal in exchange for a 
cancellation of the US military action against Syria being debated by Congress. Russian national interests 
underlie this proposal: helping Russia's last Mideast client state to survive, reinforcing the image of Russia 
as a Mideast power broker, and diminishing the perception that Russia supports chemical weapons use. But 
these interests intersect with US interests insofar as a diplomatic solution decreases the odds of an Islamist 
takeover of Syria (should US strikes actually alter the balance of power between the Syrian regime and the 
opposition) while possibly removing the need for potentially risky and costly US military action -- without 
further undermining US credibility. 
 

The humanitarian justification for intervention -- with over two million Syrian refugees and 110,000 dead -- 
grows stronger by the day. The geo-strategic reasons for US action are also manifest: Syria's chemical 
weapons could be used unpredictably by the Assad regime, its terrorist ally Hezbollah, or Islamist rebels; 
rogue regimes like North Korea and Iran will view US inaction as a green light to oppose US interests 
where they see fit (particularly with respect to their nuclear plans); and the toppling of Assad's regime -- 
Iran's closest ally -- would weaken the Iranian regime while signaling that it is next unless diplomacy 
quickly resolves the Iranian nuclear standoff. 
 

But opinion polls have consistently revealed that the US public opposes involvement in the Syrian conflict. 
Had Obama shown more active and forceful leadership on the Syrian conflict back when the opposition was 
comprised mostly of secular rebels, it's unlikely that the tragedy -- and related US policy options -- would 
have deteriorated into what they are today. Had Obama not drawn a "red line" to show that the US still cares 
about international norms (particularly when their enforcement makes the US safer), the potential damage to 
US. credibility caused by inaction might not have been so great. Finally, had Obama strongly backed the 
Syrian rebels from the outset, Russia might not have opposed US interests as aggressively, US allies might 
have been more forthcoming with their support for any eventual military action, and Americans might not 
have reflected the ambivalence and confusion of their president when it comes to Syria. 
 

Given these policy blunders and the unfortunate circumstances they produced, Obama's best move now is to 
explore the Russian proposal for the remote chance that it can improve the Syrian situation at little cost. 
Success would mean that Russia effectively enabled Obama to dodge the Syrian bullet. Failure would force 
Obama to return to the three bad options available before the Russian proposal: 1) stay out of the conflict 
(despite the damage to US credibility and the risk of an even bigger crisis requiring intervention later, 2) 
enter with the necessary strategy and commitment for victory, or, worst of all, 3) launch "symbolic strikes" 
that only boost Assad's standing (for successfully withstanding the "mighty" US before continuing with his 
murderous military campaign) and possibly draw the US into a much greater conflict on terms dictated by 
Assad, Hezbollah, and/or Iran. 
 

Exploring the Russian diplomatic initiative offers two key advantages: 1) it will provide even greater 
legitimacy to any eventual US military strike, if the Syrian regime violates the terms of an agreement to 
destroy its chemical weapons, and 2) if properly executed, Syria's voluntary disarmament could actually be 
far more effective than military strikes, given the challenge of completely destroying all relevant targets 
comprising Syria's chemical arsenal and the attendant risks of military escalation and collateral damage. 
Moreover, if implementation of the Russian proposal actually eliminates Syria's chemical weapons, US 
deterrence will be somewhat restored, because the US will have demonstrated that it can rattle its saber and 
rally the international community to produce meaningful changes on the ground. 
 

But to ensure that Russia's proposal isn't just a stalling tactic to benefit Assad, there should be very specific 
requirements and deadlines, any willful violation of which authorizes military action. The Assad regime 
must disclose a complete and accurate list of chemical weapons sites and materials, and this list must be 
verified and modified as needed using the best military intelligence available to the US and its allies. A 
timetable for the confirmed removal and destruction of all chemical weapons must involve just enough time 
for the disarmament to be done safely and should include detailed milestones that can be easily monitored. 
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The biggest challenge will be establishing an efficient and safe disarmament process that can be reasonably 
executed and verified in the middle of a civil war, while minimizing the opportunity for Syrian rebels to 
exploit the situation by trying to seize the chemical weapons and/or causing the Assad regime to violate its 
commitments under the disarmament schedule. Force might still be required to enforce any agreement with 
the ruthless and mendacious Assad regime, but the justification -- and the domestic and international support 
-- for military action will then be far greater. 
 

The Russian proposal demonstrates what Obama himself acknowledged when discussing it: a credible 
military threat generates diplomatic openings that otherwise would not exist. Will Obama remember this 
truth when dealing with the far more serious threat of a nuclear Iran, looming just around the corner? 
 

Noah Beck is the author of The Last Israelis, an apocalyptic novel about Iranian nukes and other 
geopolitical issues in the Middle East. 
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THE BED OBAMA AND KERRY MADE 
Bret Stephens 

Wall Street Journal, Sept. 9, 2013 
 

So much for John Kerry's "global test," circa 2004. So much for Barack Obama slamming the Bush 
administration for dismissing "European reservations about the wisdom and necessity of the Iraq war," circa 
2007. So much for belittling foreign leaders who side with the administration as "poodles." So much for the 
U.N. stamp of legitimacy. So much for the "lie/die" rhyme popular with Democrats when they were 
accusing George W. Bush of fiddling with the WMD intelligence. 
 

Say what you will about the prospect of a U.S. strike on Syria, it has already performed one useful service: 
exposing the low dishonesty, the partisan opportunism, the intellectual flabbiness, the two-bit histrionics and 
the dumb hysteria that was the standard Democratic attack on the Bush administration's diplomatic handling 
of the war in Iraq. 
 

In politics as in life, you lie in the bed you make. The president and his secretary of state are now lying in 
theirs. So are we. And then some. All Americans are reduced when Mr. Kerry, attempting to distinguish an 
attack on Syria with the war in Iraq, described the former as "unbelievably small." Does the secretary 
propose to stigmatize the use of chemical weapons by bombarding Bashar Assad, evil tyrant, with popcorn? 
When did the American way of war go from shock-and-awe to forewarn-and-irritate? 
 

Americans are reduced, also, when an off-the-cuff remark by Mr. Kerry becomes the basis of a Russian 
diplomatic initiative—immediately seized by an Assad regime that knows a sucker's game when it sees 
one—to hand over Syria's stocks of chemical weapons to international control. So now we're supposed to 
embark on months of negotiation, mediated by our friends the Russians, to get Assad to relinquish a 
chemical arsenal he used to deny having, now denies using, and will soon deny secretly maintaining? 
 

One of the favorite Democratic attack lines against the Bush administration was that it was "incompetent." 
Maybe so, but competence is also a matter of comparison. So let's compare. The administration will be 
lucky to win an unbelievably thin congressional majority for its unbelievably small plan of attack. By 
contrast, the October 2002 authorization for military force in Iraq passed by an easy 77-23 margin in the 
Senate and a 296-133 margin in the House. 
 

The administration also touts the support of 24 countries—Albania and Honduras are on board!—who have 
signed a letter condemning Assad's use of chemical weapons "in the strongest terms," though none of them, 
except maybe France, are contemplating military action. Yet Mr. Bush assembled a coalition of 40 countries 
who were willing to deploy troops to Iraq—a coalition Mr. Kerry mocked as inadequate and illegitimate 
when he ran for president in 2004. 
 

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887323623304579059571477464750.html?mod=hp_opinion
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Then there's the intel. In London the other day, Mr. Kerry invited the public to examine the administration's 
evidence of Assad's use of chemical weapons, posted on whitehouse.gov. The "dossier" consists of a 1,455-
word document heavy on blanket assertions such as "we assess with high confidence" and "we have a body 
of information," and "we have identified one hundred videos." 
 

By contrast, the Bush administration made a highly detailed case on Iraqi WMD, including show-and-tells 
by Colin Powell at the Security Council. It also relied on the testimony of U.N. inspectors like Hans Blix, 
who reported in January 2003 that "there are strong indications that Iraq produced more anthrax than it 
declared," that his inspectors had found "indications that the [nerve agent VX] was weaponized," and that 
Iraq had "circumvented the restrictions" on the import of missile parts. 
 

The case the Bush administration assembled on Iraqi WMD was far stronger than what the Obama 
administration has offered on Syria. And while I have few doubts that the case against Assad is solid, it 
shouldn't shock Democrats that the White House's "trust us" approach isn't winning converts. When you've 
spent years peddling the libel that the Bush administration lied about Iraq, don't be shocked when your 
goose gets cooked in the same foul sauce. 
 

So what should President Obama say when he addresses the country Tuesday night? He could start by 
apologizing to President Bush for years of cheap slander. He won't. He could dispense with the talk of 
"global norms" about chemical weapons and instead talk about the American interest in punishing Assad. 
He might. He could give Americans a goal worth fighting for: depose Assad, secure the chemical weapons, 
lead from the front, and let Syrians sort out the rest. Well, let's hope. 
 

In the meantime, Republicans should ponder what their own political posturing on Syria might mean for the 
future. When a Republican president, faced with a Democratic House, feels compelled to take action against 
some other rogue regime, will they rue their past insistence on congressional approval? 
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OBAMA MISUNDERSTANDS WARTIME LEADERSHIP 
Michael Gerson 

Washington Post, Sept. 9, 2013 
 

In 1938, President Franklin Roosevelt told his speechwriter Sam Rosenman, “It’s a terrible thing to look 
over your shoulder when you are trying to lead — and to find no one there.” For President Obama to have 
arrived at this place is uncomfortable but not unprecedented. Democratic majorities generally do not clamor 
for the application of violence in global affairs. Usually it is a president who sees a strategic problem 
requiring the use of force and must persuade his fellow citizens. 
 

During his news conference following the Group of 20 summit in Russia, Obama’s reference to the example 
of FDR — trying to persuade a reluctant nation to help the British — was revealing. Roosevelt won the 
approval of historians by challenging, even circumventing, American resistance to war. His foreign-policy 
leadership consisted of opposing a shortsighted democratic consensus…. 
 

Obama affirmed in his news conference that he “was elected to end wars, not start them.” He then 
proceeded to show how unsuited his skills and strategies are to the task of beginning an armed conflict. His 
goal? To maintain an “international norm.” His current options? Not “appetizing.” His future methods? 
“Limited.” The level of opposition? “You know, our polling operations are pretty good.” His main 
argument? “I think that I have a well-deserved reputation for taking very seriously and soberly the idea of 
military engagement.” 
 

So far, the president’s case for attacking Syria can be summarized as follows: Precisely because Obama has 
been hesitant and conflicted about intervention for two years, Americans should trust that the intervention 
he now proposes is unavoidable. His very ambivalence is the source of his credibility. And a war-weary 
nation can be assured that Obama has chosen minimal objectives and will employ minimal force — a strike 
Secretary of State John Kerry calls “unbelievably small.” 
 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/michael-gerson-on-syria-obama-misunderstands-wartime-leadership/2013/09/09/2dcc44ee-197a-11e3-82ef-a059e54c49d0_story.html
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The questions arising from Congress and the public have been predictable. If the methods are so minimal, 
will they actually accomplish anything except risking retaliation? If the president is so ambivalent, why 
should people rally to his cause, particularly to the legal abstraction of enforcing a “norm”? 
 

Obama’s approach represents a misunderstanding of wartime leadership. It is not possible for a president to 
justify the use of force by downplaying it. Americans support armed conflict when the stakes are highest, 
not when the costs are lowest. It is a tribute to their moral seriousness. There is no way for a president to 
accommodate American war weariness by setting “unbelievably small” goals; he must overcome it by 
explaining urgent, unavoidable national purposes. If Obama can’t define those purposes in Syria, his 
wartime leadership will not succeed. 
 

He has a strong moral and strategic case to make. Bashar al-Assad is the author of poison gas attacks against 
children — the latest in a series of mass atrocities aimed at civilians. Tolerance for such butchery would be 
a source of historical shame and an invitation to future crimes. But this moral stand is located within a 
broader strategic argument. A dangerous alliance of Iran, Syria and Hezbollah, with outside support from 
Russia, is seeking dominance in a region essential to U.S. interests. It is important to prevent their victory in 
the Syrian civil war and to avoid the destabilization of key allies. And it is necessary to make clear that 
Iran’s proxy, the Assad regime, cannot use weapons of mass destruction with impunity. For Congress to 
undercut Obama in his confrontation with Damascus would invite future miscalculations in Tehran. 
 

The Obama administration already has elements of a regional strategy in place. It has imposed sanctions on 
the Assad regime and provided considerable aid to threatened neighbors. It is committed to training selected 
rebels. And it is hinting that strikes against Syrian targets may actually be larger than Kerry describes. “By 
degrading Assad’s capacity to deliver chemical weapons,” U.N. Ambassador Samantha Power recently 
argued, “we will also degrade his ability to strike at civilian populations by conventional means.” This 
sounds a lot like attacks on air bases, runways, aircraft and rocket launchers. It may be difficult, at this late 
date, to assemble these elements into a case that persuades Congress. But it is not even possible without the 
end of ambivalence. 
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