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PA:
Well thank you very much indeed for coming. It’s nice to see you all round the table. My name is Paul Anderson. I work in the Centre of Islamic Studies and this is the first of four seminars we have this term under the rubric of ‘Turbulent World’, looking at the Middle East post-2011. And it gives me a great deal of pleasure to welcome Michael Stephens to kick off the series. Michael is an eminent researcher of the Middle East, a research fellow at the Royal United Services Institute and the head of the Qatar branch of the Royal United Services Institute. He’s got many years working in the Middle East, the Levant, Turkey, looking at issues of transnational movements, looking at Gulf politics, issues around Kurdistan as well. Many of you may also recognise him from various forms of media, television, radio. He’s a frequent public commentator as well, enriching and informing public debate, advising the Crown Prosecution Service on issues relating to national security and counterterrorism. So he’s really got his ear to the ground and his finger in many different domains of expertise. Thanks very much for coming. We’ll invite Michael to speak for around 45 minutes and then we’ll have a bit of time for drinks, and then we’ll have some discussion and Q&A after that.
MS:
Great. Thank you so much. I’m going to stand up so I can see all of you. Thank you for that very kind introduction. Indeed, one of the things that I’ve seen in my career is that I am increasingly being pulled over many, many different subject areas of the Middle East, partly because of the issue we’re going to be talking about today: the proliferation of non-state actors. And the more non-state actors there are, the more we have to do thinking about how we’re going to deal with them. Firstly, I just want to give an introduction about RUSI, the institute. For those of you who don’t know – and I think it’s always good around student bodies to explain what we do, where we were set up from, what’s in our DNA and what we try to do in the public conversation, so that you understand as well what the thinktank world is and how that intersects with academia. We were set up in 1831 by the Duke of Wellington, and his goal was to facilitate public debate around the great security and defence issues of the day. The institute was given a royal stamp of approval. We were set up in Whitehall, just opposite number 10 Downing Street in what is now the Cabinet Office, in what was the old palace. Where I collect my mail every day is just about where Charles I had his head chopped off. That was the old Palace of Whitehall, next to the Banqueting House, so we have very salubrious surroundings, much like here. It’s good to be in common territory in that respect. But the idea was that we would facilitate conversations between those involved in the great debates of the day in defence and security, who would come back, discuss their experiences of being abroad, looking at the problems that had arisen from campaigns overseas, discussing them in open forums with members of the public in settings which were suitably academic that people could feel comfortable to express themselves. Our job was to inform the public but also to inform policymakers, and those discussions were written down into a journal. The RUSI journal is the oldest defence and security journal of its type and the first of its type. There has been a number of different iterations of defence and security journals, but none that have the DNA that we have. I always enjoy going back to 1851 and seeing Mr Gatling coming to RUSI to advertise his new all-important weapon that he thought would change warfare, and found that particularly interesting. But what we do today, of course, is we try to reflect the different thinking about defence and security. So the range of topics is no longer the military. I think RUSI has a stuffy old image about being associated with the army. That’s not the case now. I am a sociologist by training. I didn’t serve in the army. We have focuses on global warming; climate change-related security issues; things to do with world hunger; issues to do with development and drugs trafficking, particularly in South America; organised crime; financial crime; and all the sorts of things that are proliferating out that cause governments headaches at the present time. We are trying to lead on many, many different fronts, ranging from our activities in London across to Japan, to the office I run in Qatar and across to the United States. We try to be involved in all the great debates of the day. We try to have an impact on policy. We try to inform the public. And we sit in a strange centre piece between academia, journalism and government. We’re not quite one and we’re not quite the other but we try to maintain good links to all. That’s one of the reasons I’m here today, but what I was doing this morning was spending time in the Cabinet Office discussing issues of Gulf security with them. It’s a nice wide-ranging set of topics that we deal with and it allows you a certain amount of clarity about the thinking of the challenges that come to the government on a daily basis and to provide the role of a critical friend. I think it’s very important that government has space to engage with people that are doing thinking that are not necessarily encumbered with some of the restrictions of the day-to-day life of government. I’m here today to talk about non-state actors. I have to talk about a range of different non-state actors, primarily because the proliferation of them is quite acute at the present time in the Middle East and there is no one way to deal with non-state actors and the proliferation of non-state actors. There is no silver bullet. There is no one stabilisation strategy which will work for the different types of actors that we see. And so what we have to notice is that each country within which we have either interfered or had strong strategic relations with, we see different challenges emerging as a result of cross-cutting international and transnational non-state movements, and also associating that alongside the weakening of the state structure, not only in the Levant but also in North Africa and to some extent in the Gulf states, and most recently, of course, the conflagration in Yemen, which has produced yet more non-state actors as of this week, which have become players that we have to try and deal with. If I look at it geographically, we have non-state actors which set themselves up in opposition to states, to either overtake them or destroy them, the Islamic State being one of them. The clue is in the name. State. It is a boundless state. You have, of course, transnational jihadist movements like al-Qaeda, which don’t seek to have states necessarily but collections of emirates and presences in ungoverned spaces, but not being in any one location at any time. You then have, of course, non-state actors which are so predatory upon state resources that they almost destroy the state entirely, as you see in Libya at present. For example, in Misrata you have over 150 militias just operating in one town. Then you have, of course, the state within the state: Hezbollah, which, of course, functions very much like a state but feeds off the state within which it is operating. You then have, course, non-state actors which want to support the state that they’re in but want to proliferate within it and to create different power centres which ensure that their interests are always met within that structure, such as we see in Iraq today, and I would argue that you will see in Syria once the politics of that country begins to coalesce around a diplomatic solution. When that is, who knows? The most important development, of course, particularly since October, was the emergence of the Kurdish nationalism in the regions of Iraq but also in Syria, both of which have come to a head of late, which are ethnocentric and very clearly focused on a particular goal, which is the liberation or the attainment of additional rights for an ethnic group in a specific area, and very bounded within that locality. None of these have easy one-box-fits-all solutions to them. I’m going to try and explain how it is that we think about the region and how these non-state actors present a real challenge to UK but also international efforts to build what you would say is a recognisable state order. I think finally, it is the case that governments are waking up to the power of non-state actors. It’s taken time. The Arab Spring was in 2011. We talked about Twitter, we talked about Facebook and social media, which in and of itself could be considered a non-state actor, but it didn’t allow groups to coalesce quite in the same way as what you ended up seeing when external actors became involved to destabilise those countries and back their own particular non-state actors, and the British reaction was more or less rabbit in the headlights. 
We’ve had seven years to think about this, and only now do I see a really coherent effort to try and look at the one-state policy in Iraq, the one-state policy in Syria, stabilisation in Libya, and actually tie this all together in what you might call a regional policy. Obviously, us being a state, we prefer to deal with states. Governments are much more comfortable talking to states than they are to non-states. But there are certain recognisable facts. Hamas, since 2005, has essentially operated as a state actor that floats between the characterisation of a terrorist organisation with a political wing. Same as Hezbollah. What do we do as a state? Do we legitimise that actor when it is attacking a country to whom we are allied? The same with Hezbollah. There has been a big debate recently between ourselves and the Americans about how we would classify Hezbollah. The pressure has come on saying that it is not correct that you should differentiate between the political wing and the military wing of an organisation like Hezbollah. How do you deal with that fact? Hezbollah isn’t going away. Hamas is not going away. We cannot wish these groups out of existence. We forget, of course, that Hamas ran in an election campaign. They won it. Hezbollah runs in election campaigns. They are able to secure 13 seats in Lebanon. What we see in Iraq today, the Hashd al-Sha’abi, the Popular Mobilisation Forces, are running a joint election list which is directly competing in areas in opposition to the prime minister Haider al-Abadi. Haider al-Abadi has tried to co-opt the militias by bringing them into a grand alliance. They have left over differentiations between how to engage other actors within the system: translational Shia actors like the ISCI movement led by Ammar al-Hakim and Muqtada al-Sadr. Again, are these organisations such as the Saraya al-Salam, the Peace Brigades under the control of Muqtada al-Sadr, non-state actors or are they actors that seek to work within the state until such time as it doesn’t work for them, and then they became non-state actors again? If these actors are legitimately elected inside the constitutional rules of the Iraqi polity, do we recognise them? Do we recognise Kata’ib Hezbollah in Iraq if it is the case that it is able to secure, let us say, 10 seats in 12 May? How does the United Kingdom square that circle, given that Kata’ib Hezbollah is designated as a terrorist organisation? Do we instead prefer to strengthen state structures like the prime minister Haider al-Abadi, like the prime minister Saad Hariri until the Saudis came careering in and ruined that little project? What about Bashar al-Assad? These same people in Kata’ib Hezbollah are also present in Damascus, supporting a government that we do not recognise. The United Kingdom did not attend the talks in Sochi this week because we felt that, of course, the Russians were not doing enough to bring Assad to the table to negotiate in good faith. So we now have a piecemeal policy with this just one group, Kata’ib Hezbollah, where in Lebanon their affiliates, we recognise their political wing but we designate their armed wing a terrorist organisation; in Syria we don’t recognise them at all; and in Iraq we’re just crossing our fingers hoping to God that they don’t win many seats in elections, because if they do then they are legally a party with which we have to do business. And what if Haider al-Abadi makes another effort to integrate Kata’ib Hezbollah into a coalition and this time is successful? Do we then undermine the prime minister that we have spent four years supporting because we don’t like that particular organisation? This is a conundrum and there is no consistency just on that one thread of a non-state actor. So regardless of what problems we have in, for example, Yemen and Libya, if we just look at that transnational threat that Hezbollah poses to us, there is no one answer to dealing with Hezbollah and its affiliates. If we recognise it, we come under huge pressure from the United States. If we facilitate the movement of individuals into our country, we are liable to punishment because these individuals are sanctioned internationally. But at the same time, we’re trying to build states and these individuals are maybe part of building those states. So the question is this: do we stick to our guns and be ideological about what type of states we want to see in the region, or do we become more pragmatic and try to show that there are shades of grey, and that if the shade of grey is too dark then we don’t talk but if the shade of grey is lighter then perhaps we do? But that opens us up to all sorts of accusations. 
Let’s look at Kurdish nationalism for a second. The YPG. Currently being attacked by Turkey in a little north-western corner of Syria called Afrin. We designate the PKK a terrorist organisation, do we not? Any association with the PKK in this country carries with it the likelihood of prosecution. Any association with PKK ideology will also get you into hot water. And yet we have spent the best part of three years arming, supporting and coordinating our activities with a militia which has not denied its ideological linkings to the PKK. But because they fight Daesh, we have made that particular calculation that they are not a threat to us, and so this is a non-state actor that has very bad DNA within it but whom we will do business with. Why? Because it’s not a threat. And ultimately, in this day and age, inconsistency is the key. It’s the only way to deal with these types of problems. And yet tactical decisions carry with them strategic outcomes, and that strategic outcome is the division you are seeing now between Ankara and Washington, DC. Something that we could have predicted, and we did predict 18 months ago, and we said to the Americans many times, ‘Please be aware that the YPG comes with a price tag.’ We are seeing that price tag today where we are running out of road. And of course, Turkey has a legitimate defence in this regard. This is a non-state actor who you have backed, whose individuals were involved in training and weapons proliferation in the Beqaa Valley in the 1980s with known PKK leaders, and who have associated with PKK leaders for 30 years. And yet we accept a number of things. We accept that some British individuals have gone out to fight for the YPG. We accept that they return, and they may or may not be prosecuted. Something I’m working on at the moment. I can tell you that there’s no clear answer to it. And yet for Turkey, this is an unquestionable red line. For them, the PKK has committed attacks inside their territory which have resulted in the deaths of civilians, including suicide bombings, ladies and gents. And yet for us, there is a grey area around that. Would we have that same grey area if this organisation had a black flag with the Shahada, la ilaha illallah, on it? Of course we would not. We would perceive it as a direct threat to the integrity and the security of the United Kingdom, and we would act against it accordingly, and we would act against it in the way that we have against the Islamic State. 
And so in 2018, I see so many inconsistencies in the way with which we try to cope with non-state actors. Here is the problem that I see today. We’re going to use the old adage that one man’s freedom fighter is another man’s terrorist. And that is true. It’s even more true when regional actors get involved. And regional actors are getting involved. And so the militias which Turkey is using to fight the YPG in Afrin, many of whom have associations with al-Qaeda. But Turkey says they’re legitimate. Why? Because they’re not a threat to Turkey. What do we do? Turkey is a NATO ally. Do we tell Turkey that they’re wrong? Do we tell Turkey that they support terrorism? How can we do that when we support an organisation with links to the PKK, which has engaged in terrorist activity inside Ankara. The conundrum becomes very easily apparent that when state actors back non-state actors, all of a sudden it’s about preferences and it’s about interests clashing. And that goes some way to explaining why, of course, the United States and Turkey are at this impasse that they are at today. The solution to dealing with the Islamic State was to find partners on the ground. I think it’s very, very clear that post-2003, the fatigue that set in because of the Iraq war, the failures that were associated with that, the Afghan war, the failures that were associated with that although that’s still ongoing, that the appetite of Western states to interfere in unstable states in the region has dropped. And so what do we choose? We choose actors that are local. And we empower those actors. Accordingly, we empower other states to empower actors that they like in return. And so our own activities make the complication even more like a Gordian knot. 
Then we have the Gulf states. And let’s explore that for a quick second, about the role of the Gulf states and their support for non-state actors. One of the reasons that the Gulf is so hyperactive at present is because the West allows it to be. By providing a bracket of security with basing structures in Kuwait, in Bahrain, in Qatar, in UAE, in Oman, we afford the Gulf states the ability to be adventurous in ways that countries their size should never be. A country like Qatar, 275,000 people, should not be running multiple military operations across the region in the guise of a middle power. A middle European power, let’s put it like that. The United Arab Emirates, population 970,000. Building bases in the Horn of Africa. Building bases in Libya. Establishing footholds even in West Africa as we speak. Acting a bit like a middle to actually quite large power. Why are they doing that? They’re doing that because they don’t need troops at home. Why? Because their security vis-à-vis their great threat, Iran, is more or less protected. The starting premise of the post-Arab Spring moment, and the rise and the proliferation of non-state actors, cannot be fully understood until we understand how our own attempts to secure the region and to maintain the state structures have actually empowered the fragmentation of the state order. We have empowered actors such as Qatar, such as UAE, and now Saudi Arabia, in two ways. One, through the basing and security structure that I’ve discussed; and two, through our engagement with Iran and our consistent messaging, be it tacit or overt in the case of Barack Obama, that the Gulf states need to accommodate Iran’s presence in the region. This has done two things. It has made them feel nervous. It has made them feel insecure. Particularly the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The region is changing. More actors are becoming involved, actors that the Gulf states themselves are struggling to understand. The era of American hegemony is fading and it’s fading faster than we had thought. As a result, countries like Qatar, UAE, Saudi Arabia, are moving further afield to secure their interests, to turn the region to the colour that they would like it to be. But of course, the UAE and Qatar disagree fundamentally on who they should back. And so from the very first moment that the Arab Spring arose, almost immediately the United Arab Emirates and Qatar began to support opposition factions directly opposed to each other in Libya, in Tunisia, in Egypt, in the Palestinian territories, in Syria, culminating in coup and counter-coup in Egypt; culminating in a divided government in Libya. There are three governments effectively now in Libya, precisely because of the interference of the UAE and Qatar and their empowerment of militias and non-state actors. But why did they do that? They did that because our appetite for stabilisation, reconstruction and the type of operations we saw in Iraqi Freedom is simply not there. So we deploy the hard power in, we solve the problem but then we don’t do the long-term stabilisation work afterwards. And that appetite is dropping. The only place, actually, I see that appetite remaining is when it comes to ISIS. And I’ll come on to ISIS in a second because I think it’s important to understand the proliferation of non-state actors in the region as directly stemming from Gulf state competition. Why? Because the Gulf states have the money and they have the resources to empower non-state actors. Now in the case of Kurdish nationalism, there is a latent desire to break from the existing structures that you see. But with other actors, such as militias in Misrata, in Zintan in Libya, such as the empowerment of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, which had long sought its own political structures within the Egyptian state, such as the empowerment of the Syrian National Council in Syria, this was directly aided and abetted by the funding of the Gulf states. This would not have happened had it not been for their activities, and even the cross-cutting relationships between how Qatar, for example, saw the region, where it moved weapons from Libya into Syria. One militia it backed sponsored the empowerment of another militia that it backed. And the West, for want of a better word, didn’t really do enough to contain that militia-isation. Additionally, the Gulf states came with their own emotional baggage. They are anti-Iran, they are anti the influence of Iran inside the states that they are working within, particularly, of course – let’s be straight up about this – with Shia minorities or majorities. The Gulf has a problem with Shia political activity. It has shut it down, more or less, inside the Gulf, starting with Bahrain, of course, in which political activity now for Shia-aligned parties like al Wefaq is more or less moribund, and has been so for about three or four years, but spreading further afield. The Gulf states believed fundamentally that these populations posed potential fifth pillars for whatever country they were operating in, including Iraq. The only difference was that in Iraq, because of demographics and because of Saudi Arabia’s refusal to deal with the Iraqi government, they were on the back foot. But in places like Syria and Lebanon, where they have tried to be on the front foot, what you see is an ideological clash. And I am not the type of analyst that argues that sectarianism is the lens through which we should see regional destabilisation, but it cannot be denied that it is a factor. It cannot be denied that instability in Bahrain, although it was civic disobedience, began to sectarianise. It cannot be denied that in Syria a clear sectarian narrative emerged being driven by the Gulf. When I lived in Qatar, I was fortunate or unfortunate enough to live within the range of three very loud mosques, and I could hear the Friday khutbah, the Friday sermon, every week. And it became more and more sectarian as Hezbollah in particular entered the war to back Bashar al-Assad. There is absolutely no doubt that the Gulf states mobilised more and more Islamist Sunni militias to fight back against what they saw as Iran’s creeping activity in the region. And here is where I get extremely worried when I think about stabilisation moving forward, which is that Iran would argue that it mobilised or it had discussions to mobilise Hezbollah in 2013 in al-Qusayr and in southern Damascus only because the proliferation of Sunni militias in the north of Syria meant that they had to defend their interests. The same in Iraq with the evolution of the Islamic State: that this was seen as a defensive action from Iran’s point of view. The Gulf also viewed their intervention as defensive. And then we’re in a real conundrum, a real undoable problem, where both sides think that they are defending against the other’s atavistic need to expand at the expense of the other. 
And that is why I think if we want to understand why non-state actors are so influential in the region, we must look at this dynamic which has emerged between Saudi Arabia and Iran. I think we should also have a look at what Qatar has done, what the UAE has done, but of course they are fading as the big boys are now putting on the gloves. What is interesting, of course, is that what we see now is a rather stronger Iraqi state post-Daesh, in which actually Saudi Arabia has more or less admitted that it has to deal with the state structure in order to get its interests. I would put it to you, ladies and gents, that the same thing will happen in Syria, just not now. It’s too emotional in Syria for the Gulf states to countenance some kind of rapprochement with Bashar al-Assad and the state structure that is Syria, but they will have to. Why? Because they’re not willing to invade Moscow for the security of Syria, ultimately. I think what we have to look at here is, again, the intervention of another external power and the arrival of Russia on the scene. Russia never wanted the proliferation of non-state actors. It doesn’t support them. Many, many times it’s tried to roll back Hezbollah in Syria, only to find itself unsuccessful. The same in Libya, where it backs Khalifa Haftar, but again has proven itself unsuccessful at stabilising state structures outside a very narrow remit, which is defined by security. So what is it doing in Syria? Well, it’s getting rid of non-state actors by killing them. There’s no other way to say it. That’s what it’s doing in Idlib right now. That’s what it did in Aleppo. It’s what it will do in Daraa. And that will be its solution for stabilising the state of Syria. Does it solve the problem that triggered off all the protests in 2011? No, it doesn’t. But there’s nobody left to oppose it, and the United States sure as hell isn’t going to oppose Russia in its goals for stabilising the Syrian state, with the exception of backing the YPG, which we’ve discussed is not an optimal choice and in and of itself causes problems down the line that we need to consider moving forward. 
Nevertheless, I talk to you today on 1 February 2018 in a much more hopeful mood about the strength of the state in the Levant and Iraq than I would have done six months ago. I genuinely have the belief that Iraq probably can hold together. And we can talk about Barzani’s rather grievous error in October if we wish, but I think at this point in time it’s hard to see non-state actors, given that the external power of Russia, the United States, the Europeans in Baghdad in particular, but increasingly in Damascus, allows for that state structure to be more or less legitimised. Lebanon is a difficult problem and I haven’t come to a conclusion about where Lebanon will be, but it seems to be dysfunctionally functional. The fact that Saad Hariri was proved to be very, very weak indeed following the intervention of MbS and his merry men only proved to me that there are multiple actors in Lebanon, that the prime minister is weak, that the president is pretty weak, and that actually it seems to function because no one group has the upper hand over the other. But it’s also tiny, so no one group has enough resources to be more powerful than the other. But in the bigger states, where it is more complex, where non-state actors like the YPG can acquire oil, they can acquire territory, they can acquire weapons, they can be command and controlled in better ways than the existing state structures, that presents a threat. But nevertheless, if we think about the rise of the Islamic State, which is essentially what ruled that area north of the Euphrates, the only reason it didn’t survive is because it didn’t have someone outside to back it. Had Saudi Arabia decided that it was going to double down, for example, and support Daesh, then we could have a Daesh. Why not? What it found was that of course, because it picked fights with absolutely everybody and anybody, including the Japanese – why it decided to murder a Japanese tourist, I have no idea – but even the Japanese were dead set against it, and the Saudis as well, that it brought the entire weight of the world down upon it, which has led to its destruction as a caliphate; not as an idea. And we can talk about that later: about is an idea a non-state actor in and of itself? And I think that is something we need to consider. That was Islamic State’s mistake: it didn’t realise the only reason that it could survive is by getting itself some kind of patron. But because it was so odious, it didn’t manage that. You could argue that al-Qaeda managed it a little bit with Turkey, that it managed a little bit with Ali Abdullah Saleh in Yemen, that it was able to feed off some state structures in order to survive and to legitimate itself. And one of the things I think that is interesting when we talk about this transnational jihadist movement, which is al-Qaeda, is that it is trying to be adaptable in a way that Islamic State just never could be. So al-Qaeda tries to make itself look Syrian in Syria, through the creation of Jabhat Fateh al-Sham and Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham. It tries to be Syrian. It tries to present political options for Syrians that Syrians themselves can support, which then does what? Legitimates it. In the way that Hezbollah is legitimated in Lebanon, in the way that Kata’ib Hezbollah is legitimated in Iraq. Al-Qaeda learned, and it learned from its sectarian rivals how best to do it. Become part of the politics and it becomes very difficult for an external actor to work against you. The good thing is, we didn’t buy the lie, so right now, of course, more or less there’s been a quid pro quo where we step back in Idlib and the Russians and Bashar al-Assad will go and – unfortunately with rather questionable morals and questionable practices of war – clean out Idlib. The problem is Turkey’s, for which they bear responsibility. I was asked four or five months ago to explore whether I thought al-Qaeda in Syria could survive, and it came down to this one fundamental point: could it convince the Turks to back it indefinitely? Could it make itself a legitimate Islamist actor? And both Qatar and Turkey tried many, many times to get Abu Mohammad al-Julani to break with al-Qaeda central. They even gave him an interview on Al Jazeera to legitimate him. He didn’t do it, which made Qatar look really bad. Eventually, through the formation of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, a plethora of organisations joined under with al-Qaeda to provide it with a sort of chameleon-esque ability to blend into the background. That presented a real challenge, because unlike Daesh, al-Qaeda understood this fundamental point. We are trying to survive. We are trying to be legitimate. We want a seat at Geneva. We want a seat at the Astana process. And we want to do it by making legitimate political demands. And I would hazard a guess that in 2012, had it not been for the destabilisation which occurred in Yemen at that time, that that was they way that Nasir al-Wuhayshi and the emirate in Yemen was moving as well, by their integration into state structures under Ali Mohsen al-Ahmar and also with their on-off relationship with Ali Abdullah Saleh. So al-Qaeda has clearly shown a depth of intelligence and an understanding of how regional politics can allow it to survive. Ultimately, it probably won’t survive in Syria but it will find somewhere else to go and it will do the same thing. 
The question for me is Daesh. What does Daesh do now? We don’t even know where Baghdadi is. We don’t even know if he’s dead. So that’s a problem. Where is the leadership at the moment? There are rumours that they are sitting somewhere between the Iraq-Syria border, but essentially they have been left moribund, almost ineffective. This particular transnational non-state actor is more concerning to us. Why? Because its ideology is far more expansionist, it talks about expanding its influence into Paris, into Brussels, into Barcelona, into Christmas markets in Germany onto bridges in Westminster and London Bridge, and into concerts at Ariana Grande events in Manchester without having to be there at all. Without having to plan a single thing, ISIS was there. Why? Because they said it was, and the person that involved themselves in that attack said that they were. I was involved in a case last year where we prosecuted a man who never once admitted any allegiance to ISIS whatsoever – not once – but was in regular contact with ISIS members, would feed them information, would call them by their first name, would warn them when he thought that Western and coalition forces were coming to get them, facilitated the transport of young men across Europe into the conflict zones. But not once in any public or private statement did he declare allegiance to ISIS. The defence were very smart. I was sitting in the witness stand and the defence guy goes to me, ‘He didn’t say he was ISIS so how could he be ISIS?’ I said, ‘That’s exactly what ISIS want you to think. They want you to exploit that grey area in this very courtroom so that there is doubt, so that they can survive.’ How do we challenge that? Do we punish a man for being ISIS who doesn’t say that he is but acts as if he is? Well, on that time we found him guilty, and that was a nice yardstick. The jury clearly were persuaded that this man had enough contact and activity with ISIS that indeed he was ISIS. But this is the problem that we will face. Is it a non-state actor that we can combat? Yes. Militarily, yes. Absolutely it is. They gave us an area of the world to bomb. We bombed it. We defeated them militarily. Ideationally, we reduced their space online to push forward their propaganda, but what we did not do is reduce the receptiveness of those people looking at Daesh propaganda. And so it survives as a non-state actor in people’s PCs, in people’s phones, through WhatsApp, Signal, Telegram, Snapchat. There it survives. And it can be monitored but it can’t be stopped. And what we see increasingly with Daesh is the proliferation of actors who commit an atrocity and then afterwards say, ‘Oh by the way, I’m ISIS.’ Maybe they are. It seems to me that that’s perfectly logical. It seems to me that that, through the publication of Dabiq magazine and through the propaganda that ISIS put out in 15 and 16 and also in early 2017, that that’s exactly what they wanted. And so this is a non-state actor which has emerged from the region which is now no longer present as a physical entity in the region but exists everywhere and anywhere. The big question, I think, for all of us to think about is whether al-Qaeda feels that that is also a profitable way to go or whether they look at the debates which we’ve just discussed 10 minutes ago about state and non-state actors, and about exploiting political grievance in those areas to remain strong. 
I just want to end on this point. I think I’ve talked for long enough. Ask ourselves a question. The state structure was fundamentally shaken in 2011. Also in 2003 but in 2011, more organically in the Arab world by people within these states. The political and social conditions which drove those changes: are they better today or are they worse? I would challenge anybody in this room to point to a country in which the economic and social and political conditions, in any of these countries which experienced an Arab Spring, are better than they were in 2011. Look, for example, at Tunisia. Tunisia is supposed to be the shining example of a transition to democracy post-Ben Ali. Only two weeks ago, we had mass protests breaking out across the entire country, pretty much, because of austerity measures that led to the intervention of the army. The state had to come in with repressive forces in order to stop people from protesting about similar things to what occurred in December 2010. I didn’t see much difference in the way that the protest was structured. Is anyone here really going to argue that Abdel Fattah el-Sisi can keep the state together in the way that Mubarak did for 35 years with Egypt’s social and economic conditions the way that they currently are? Here’s a scary statistic for you. For the Egyptian economy to grow at zero per cent per year, they have to create 900,000 new jobs per year to grow at zero per cent. Unemployment will increase. Median per capita income will decrease. GDP might go up. Don’t look at GDP per capita. Look at median GDP per capita. That will tell you if that state is structurally sound or not. These are the sorts of things we need to be looking at. The last question I want to leave you with is: can we go back to the era of supporting the strongman? Will that be the solution to all of our problems with these non-state actors and Qatar going around and funding militias and Turkey going around and funding militias, and the UAE and Turkey and Qatar fighting with one another and building bases in Somalia and Somaliland and pulling the place apart? Do we support the strongmen? Is that the way to be back to a region that we understood, that the great Arabists of the United Kingdom in the 20s, 30s, 40s and 50s understood the region to be? I don’t have an answer for it. I genuinely don’t. It’s something that I think about almost every day, about whether that is either one, good for us morally and the values that we project in our foreign policy; two, whether it intersects with this need for stability and for an order in the region that we understand and can interact with; and how do we prioritise that? Values, interests, stability. At the moment, in the post-Brexit order, I think it is likely that we will look fairly short term at these questions; that we will look at the Gulf States as potential long-term solutions. Rich, relatively stable countries that we can do business with. If we move further north, we look at these countries and we see them as security threats, that if we secure them, we can do business with. If we allow Abdel Fattah el-Sisi to securitise the political space to such a degree that economic prosperity is foreseeable, again, we will engage. But there’s a slight problem of an airport in Sharm el-Sheikh we need to deal with there. Same in Tunisia. Our relationship with the Tunisians is fundamentally based on our ability to secure the state and then invest in it. But would it be the case that we would support the Tunisian government if it was democratic or autocratic? It wouldn’t matter. That’s what I put to you tonight. And I think those questions are just left on the side. And when we think about stability and state order, it is about how we profit from it and whether it is a threat to us. If it is a threat to us, you will find us there, and if it is profitable, you will find us there. Now I’m talking in a very callous way, but ultimately that’s how you break down interest across the region. So I will leave you with that slightly bleak, macabre note, and welcome your questions. Thank you.
M:
Can we talk about Russia a bit more? You talked a bit about Russia and the non-state actors and wanting to dispose of them as best they could. Was that simply because of the discomfort that you mentioned previously about states dealing with non-state actors and preferring to deal with states, or actually is a more subtle or more extensive analysis of Russian motives needed here? What are they trying to do long term? Is it just about access to Mediterranean ports or is it actually about a vision, if you see it that way, of how they want the area to pan out?

MS:
I think underlying Russian policy in Syria is just a very basic calculation that they’re going to back their guy. They don’t like him but they’re going to back him. Their credibility as a regional power is premised on Bashar’s continued survival. They are willing, and they have calculated this, to expend whatever is necessary to get them there. Now in order to maintain a balance of fear with Bashar al-Assad, who is definitely nothing if not a truculent partner, they occasionally withdraw assets and they occasionally flirt with the YPG and they look at other actors in Syria that might benefit as a result of Russian patronage, but ultimately it comes down to a calculation, which is that any non-state actor which can accept Assad is okay to them. So they don’t mind the YPG but they have dumped them in Afrin because it’s not really that important to Russian interests. The only calculation you saw in Afrin was the Russians suggesting that Bashar al-Assad take control of that area, which the Kurds refused, which then led to the Russians going, ‘Well, to hell with you. Turks, it’s fine. You come in. We’re going to withdraw.’ It was very cold, it was very quid pro quo. If it was for the benefit of Bashar then it would have worked, but this is also not a bad option for them. Why? Because it doesn’t threaten that basic calculation, which is their mate staying in power. Trying to extrapolate that out to some kind of regional strategy is very, very difficult. They offered support to the Iraqi government in June 2014 when Daesh spread into Mosul and down into the Sunni Triangle, but they didn’t really do much more than provide a few rickety aircraft and some refuelling and some ground-to-air weapons, one of which fell on a neighbourhood because it wasn’t secured properly. The classic story with Russia. They talk big but actually their bark is quite little when it comes to large strategic questions. I have said the following, and I think I’m still correct in this analysis, which is that they are a regional actor, absolutely. They are growing in influence and they are growing in respect, particularly in the Gulf, particularly in Turkey. But they will never be the hegemon that the United States was and sort of still is, although it’s not quite the same. And if we go up to the level of great power politics, it’s that the United States have more or less left a space and actors have rushed into that vacuum; one of which is Russia, one of which is Iran, one of which is Turkey, and even ourselves in the Gulf. I would argue very strongly that one of the reasons that we have doubled down on what you might call an east of Suez policy is because the Americans gave us some space to, and that those actors in the Gulf region were looking for a partner. They also look to Russia, and I would say this: that Russia bombed itself into relevance. That’s how it did it. And I don’t think it was that much more complicated. Do they want stability? Yes, as they define it. And what does that mean? Well, that means no safe havens for Islamist actors that could end up in Dagestan and Chechnya; no bombs going off in Moscow subways. Do they care what it look like? No. Do they have something that looks like an ideal value system for the region? No. Do they care that the popular will in Egypt is suppressed by an autocratic government? No, just that that autocratic government looks to them. And it is. Sisi has pivoted a little bit towards Russia. The only place where I would say they have been more active in shaping the outcome is Libya, and again, because the state is so fractured and weak that they’re actually able to have a go at doing that. But when you see stronger states, even Iraq, their influence is limited but they play a role. I think it is not controversial to say that that growing role has to be respected and it means talking to Russia. We may not like the Russians; we may find what they did in Aleppo abhorrent; we may find their rather cold, calculating tactics – although I would argue some of our tactics are quite cold – difficult to countenance; but they are there and they have a say. And if you want to deal with anything to do with Syrian politics outside of the SDF and the Euphrates operations, you have to go through Russia. So what do the United Kingdom do? Martin Longden, the Syria rep, tweeted out last week I think it was that the United Kingdom was disappointed that Russia was not pressuring Assad to compromise at Sochi. What were we doing in that statement? We were trying to tell the Russians that they were the main lever that we were looking at to get political outcomes in the Syrian negotiation. We boycotted Sochi, which I think made us look weak, but at the same time I think you could argue that the strategy to engage Russia as the main lever upon Assad is our acceptance, not even tacitly, that Russia has a major strategic role to play. We don’t necessarily understand what that strategic role is. Understanding of how that intersects with something like Ukraine and the lifting of sanctions on certain Russian individuals is interesting to me. I think that when I first started speaking to the Russians, that was definitely on the table and that was probably two years ago. Now, the last serious conversations I had with Russians were in Athens in mid-December, and we agreed on counterterrorism and basically talked about nothing else because there was nothing else to talk about. So Russia has leveraged its role with the counter-ISIL coalition, the preference of Donald J. Trump to go after quick wins against ISIS, for our preference to strike back against ISIS as their way of accessing our foreign policy in the region. And it works because we don’t disagree with them on it.
M:
Can I just push back?
It’s just that analysis strikes me as… a little bit 19th century. It’s a little bit balance of power-ish. What you’re saying, if I understand you right, is that they want to be there because they want to be there. It doesn’t explain quite why they want to be there. You say they want to have this influence in order to have influence. But actually what are they looking for? Are they looking for trading partners; are they looking for bases in the Mediterranean; or are they looking for something completely different long term, after peace breaks out?

MS:
It depends what part of the region you’re talking about. They’re not looking for bases in the Gulf. Why? Because our bases are there. They’re practical enough to understand that. In the Mediterranean, again it comes back to that point I made about they have two bases: one in Libya and one in Syria, both very weak states. Are they going to build one in Haifa in Israel? No. Are they going to build one in Beirut? No. Are they going to build one in Alexandria? No. First of all, I don’t speak Russian and I’ve never been to Russia so this is going outside my area of knowledge, but my thinking on this is that they have seen gaps opening up in which the Americans don’t want to play, and they have filled those gaps. Why? I don’t know. Is it hubris? I don’t know. Does Putin want to stick two fingers up at the West and say, ‘Hey, look at me! I’m big Russia and you emasculated us in the 90s and then we’re back’? Possibly.

PA:
In the case of Russia, I think there is also a history to it. I can see why Russia would see intervening in Syria as a sensible option but intervening in Jordan wouldn’t be, simply because of the connections between the socialist governments since the 1950s, all the cultural, educational, trading connections that actually have tied Syria to the Soviet zone of influence. This isn’t an argument based on interest, it’s an argument based on the constructivist reading of how does Russia see its place in the world, how is that informed by history.

MS:
Yes, and I think I would just say this: Syria was never in our circle of interest. Chris Phillips wrote a really, really interesting piece in his book where he said that the State Department in 2010 and early 2011 had one analyst working on Syria. And if you know the State Department, you will know that if they’re interested in a place they have hundreds of analysts working on the place. They have analysts working on individuals. That’s how detailed and how great the resources of the American state system are. One analyst on Syria. Why? Because outside of the Golan dispute with Israel, they didn’t really care because it was never in their sphere, it was never in their thinking. And it wasn’t really in ours. We’ve had some great ambassadors go through Syria and cut their teeth there. We’ve had some great Arabists learn Arabic in Damascus. But we never really engaged with Hafez al-Assad in the way that we engaged with Saddam or we engaged with King Faisal. Historically it just wasn’t our back yard. It’s like arguing, should we go into Cuba when it destabilises? Well, no, because it’s not something that’s in our DNA to do it. The Gulf is, and Russia doesn’t compete with us in the Gulf. Why? Because we’ve been there since the 1850s. But we don’t go to where Russia is. 
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