
Lost Lessons from a Toddler’s Death
The world’s conscience was touched by the photo of a toddler who drowned while
fleeing the war in Syria — and Europe’s cohesion is threatened by the growing
flood of Syrian refugees. But Western leaders won’t let go of their “regime
change” fixation which is making matters worse, writes Rick Sterling.

By Rick Sterling

Around 3:30 a.m. on Sept. 2, toddler Aylan Kurdi, his brother, mother and nine
others drowned trying to reach a Greek island from Bodrum, Turkey. Around 6
a.m., the staff photographer from Dogan News Agency came upon Aylan’s body on
the beach and took the famous photograph of the little boy lying face down on a
beach.

In a few hours it was published online and “went viral” on Turkish then English
language social media. Washington Post Beirut chief Liz Sly posted the photo
with comment that Aylan’s death is “emblematic of world’s failure in Syria.”
Minutes later, Nadim Houry of Human Rights Watch (HRW) posted the photo with
comment that it’s an “indictment of collective failure.”

Media worldwide began featuring video and stories showing refugees traveling by
land in Europe. The crisis that burst into view on Sept. 2 has been building for
years. But can the raised consciousness address the root cause of the crisis?

The media and numerous organizations have shone a bright light on the refugee
crisis. North European countries with low birth rates and aging populations are
accepting more refugees. Germany will reportedly accept 800,000 over the next
year. Many other countries including the U.S. are promising to accept more
refugees from Syria. This is welcome news. However it’s not a solution because:

–Syrian refugees accepted in Europe and other Western nations are a small part
of the total need. There are 4 million Syrian refugees living in bordering
countries and another 7 million to 8 million displaced Syrians living in
government controlled areas within Syria.

–Permitting more Syrians to emigrate addresses a symptom but not the root cause.
Most Syrians do not want to emigrate to Europe or elsewhere. A Syrian boy trying
to reach Europe said: “Stop the war in Syria then we won’t want to go to
Europe.”

Most Syrians just want the war in their country to end. Two days after his
children and wife drowned, on his way back to his hometown of Kobane Syria, the
father of Aylan Kurdi said simply, “All I want is peace in Syria.” But the
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forces driving the war are not changing their approach.

Hostile Governments Demand “Regime Change”

Since Aylan’s death, the countries waging war on Syria through proxy armies
continue to demand change in Syria’s government and/or direct intervention
through the sweet-sounding name “secure zone” (which would mean in reality a
military invasion by the U.S. and/or other countries to seize and control Syrian
territory from which rebel forces could strike deeper into Syria).

–On Sept. 4, Turkish Prime Minister Davutoglu said “I have been trying … to
persuade world leaders for the need of the establishment of a secure zone inside
Syria. … There are developments just like the ones occurred in Srebrenica if
secure zones are not established.” His comparison to Srebrenica hints at the
beginning of potential NATO bombing and is ironic since Srebrenica had been
declared a “safe zone” years before the city became a symbol of death and war.

–On Sept. 9, UK Prime Minister David Cameron confirmed the UK goals for Syria:
“Assad has to go, ISIL (also known as the Islamic State, ISIS or Daesh) has to
go and some of that will require not just spending money, not just aid, not just
diplomacy, but it will on occasion require hard military force.”

–On Sept. 14, U.S. Special Presidential Envoy for the Global Coalition against
ISIL, General John Allen said to the BBC: “We have envisaged from the beginning
that this was going to be a long term struggle. … It’s not just about dealing
with Daesh. It’s about dealing with the conditions that created them. Bashar al-
Assad has got to go. He is both a point and representation of what has caused so
much instability in the region.”

General Allen talks easily about “long term struggle” while Syrians have their
country attacked by foreign-funded mercenaries and fanatics. The total
population of Syria is less than 10 percent the population of the U.S. yet more
Syrian soldiers have died defending their country than all the U.S. soldiers
killed in Vietnam. What would General Allen think if the U.S. was being invaded
by tens of thousands of heavily armed and financed terrorists streaming across
the Canadian and Mexican borders?

There are many “non-governmental organizations” (NGOs) working on Syria. The
“White Helmets” is such an organization, created by the U.S. and UK with
training in Turkey. They claim to be “neutral” but are not. They posted an
illustration of Aylan Kurdi linking to an article calling for an “aerial
bombardment free zone” in southern Syria. They effectively used Aylan’s death to
promote a U.S.- or NATO-enforced No Fly Zone (which in real terms would require
U.S./NATO war planes to destroy the Syrian air force and anti-aircraft sites).
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On Sept. 3, Ken Roth, director of Human Rights Watch, another NGO that has
promoted “regime change” in Syria, wrote an editorial suggesting “the biggest
thing Europe could do to slow the refugee flow: stop Assad’s barrel bombing
civilians.”

(The phrase “barrel bombs” has become a favorite talking point against the Assad
regime, although it is never made clear why these makeshift weapons are worse
than the far more lethal bombs that the U.S. and its allies have dropped on
Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Libya, Afghanistan, etc., etc., killing many more thousands
of civilians than have died from “barrel bombs.”)

“Barrel bombs” are just home-made bombs of less cost and power, especially
compared with U.S.-manufactured bombs supplied to Saudi Arabia and Israel (which
have included cluster munitions notorious for indiscriminate killing). “Barrel
bombs” fall to earth by gravity so people on the ground can avoid them more
easily than guided bombs. People on the ground also can monitor overhead
aircraft and find shelter if there is risk of a falling “barrel bomb,” whereas
the self-propelled “smart bombs” can strike without any warning blowing apart
not only the target but innocent bystanders.

Roth also ignored the support of proxy armies by the U.S. and its allies, such
as Turkey and Saudi Arabia; he also ignored or trivialized the sectarian and
fanatic ideology of the armed opposition.

According to Roth’s analysis, the core problem is Assad government attacks on
civilians. In reality, however, there are few civilians in the areas controlled
by the violent opposition. In the recent Syrian government attack on the violent
opposition in Douma, for example, it is claimed the attack was on civilians in a
vegetable market place. As shown in this investigation, the fatalities were
almost all young fighting age males, a curious demographic for a vegetable
market.

The characterization of the Syria conflict by western NGOs and neocons is
simple: the problem is the evil Assad. Although it is true the Syrian government
needs reform, laying blame for the Syrian war at its feet is simplistic and
inaccurate. By demonizing the Syrian government, Human Rights Watch is
undermining the chance for compromise and negotiation. Shouldn’t an organization
truly committed to human rights be working for a Syrian resolution of the
conflict rather than promoting more foreign intervention and prolonging the war?

Tense Situation in Turkey

The death of Aylan Kurdi highlighted the desperate situation of refugees in
Turkey. Many believe Turkey has recently been “looking the other way” as
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refugees take the risky departure trip. The Turkish government may be trying to
get rid of the refugees and pressure Europe to commit more resources to the war
against Syria.

Meanwhile, Turkey’s ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP), closely allied
with the Muslim Brotherhood, lost its parliamentary majority in the June
election. Unwilling to form a coalition government, the party has forced a
second election to take place Nov. 1. The stakes and tensions inside Turkey are
high and rising.

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan seems to be going for broke and provoking
tensions, nationalism and conflict with the opposition. On July 20 in the
Turkish town of Suruc, across the border from Kobane, Syria, 32 Turkish Kurdish
youth were killed in a bombing. The Kurdish Workers Party PKK claims that
Turkish intelligence was behind the bombing, a credible accusation since there
is strong evidence of Turkish intelligence support for Nusra, ISIS and other
terror groups operating in Syria.

In addition, Turkish intelligence is suspected of being behind the death of
American Lebanese journalist Serena Shim, also in Suruc. Shim had exposed
Turkey’s pivotal role in the war on Syria. The bombing that killed 32, coupled
with Turkish air attacks against PKK in northern Iraq, has dramatically ended
the Turkish “peace process.”

In recent weeks, the AKP government has been threatening media. Gangs have
attacked offices of the Progressive Peoples Party and the offices of Hurriyet
media. This week a prosecutor charged Dogan news agency (Hurriyet Daily) with
“terror propaganda,”

Bloodshed and Attacks in Syria Continue

Meanwhile, the war inside Syria grinds on. In the past two weeks:

–Car bombs have gone off in Latakia

–The “Army of Conquest” (Nusra/Al Queda, Arar al Sham, Chinese Uighur, etc.)
overran the Abu Duhour Air Base and killed about 100 Syrian soldiers.

–The Syrian Army beat back a large ISIS attack on the important air base in Deir
Ezzor in eastern Syria.

Living conditions inside Syria are difficult in many areas, with rationing of
electricity and running water. Some Syrians have grown tired of waiting for
peace and decided to flee for a chance at security and a better life. Others
bravely or stoically continue to make the best of the difficult situation.
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The BBC war reporter Jeremy Bowen recently expressed high respect for the Syrian
Army. “I have seen quite a lot of armies in the field over the years,” Bowen
said. “This army has the will to fight on; they are a cohesive unit; these
positions are well managed, well run … The soldiers are disciplined and have a
good spirit. They do not look like a beaten army. I think those people who are
predicting the fall of the Assad regime are again guilty of wishful thinking.”

The war in Syria is intense and bloody. The death toll is huge. The Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights, which supports the opposition, recently produced a
graph showing casualties over the past year and half. As can been seen, the
largest number of fatalities are foreign fighters. So, why is this called a
“civil war”?

Many people are shocked at the images of Aylan Kurdi or thousands of refugees
struggling to reach safety somewhere. Some say: “We have to do something!” The
reality is that the U.S. and its allies have been “doing something” in Syria
since 2011. The U.S. and NATO countries plus wealthy Gulf states and others have
been funding, training, providing weapons and salaries for tens of thousands of
mercenaries and fanatics to attack Syria. This is a clear violation of customary
international law and the UN Charter.

A solution to the Syrian refugee crisis is possible. It would involve outside
powers giving up their demand for “regime change” and stopping their support,
training and funding of violent opposition groups. There could be an
internationally enforced agreement with guarantees for the right to peacefully
protest and elections. What is needed is to stop the violence and allow for the
start of reconciliation and rebuilding without preconditions.

Is that possible? Are the U.S., Gulf monarchies and NATO so stubbornly committed
to their regime change agenda for Syria that they will inflict hundreds of
thousands more deaths and further destruction on the cradle of civilization?

Meanwhile, the tragedy continues. Twenty-two refugees drowned this week trying
to reach Greece from Turkey.
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What has changed since little Aylan drowned? Many more people are aware of a
refugee problem. Some countries are taking in more refugees. But the root cause
has not been addressed. The war of aggression against Syria continues.

Rick Sterling is a freelance researcher/writer and founding member of Syria
Solidarity Movement.

Congress Deserving of Dunce Caps
The inability of the U.S. Congress to address basic responsibilities, such as
funding the government, invites negative comparisons to unruly school children
in need of detention, dunce caps or worse, as Michael Winship describes.

By Michael Winship

Already we’re deep into September and Congress has reconvened in Washington,
prompting many commentators to compare its return after summer’s recess to that
of fresh-faced students coming back to school, sharpening their pencils, ready
to learn, be cooperative and prepared for something new. This, of course, is
where the analogy crumbles.

For this particular Congress to cooperate and do something new would require a
miracle on the order of loaves and fishes, perhaps Pope Francis can do something
about that when he’s on the Hill next week. His Holiness may be the only hope.

What’s happening is just the latest virulent iteration of the strategy with
which the Republicans have infected Congress from the night Barack Obama became
president. Make governing impossible (as the old P.J. O’Rourke saying goes, “The
Republicans are the party that says government doesn’t work and then they get
elected and prove it.”). Shut down democracy, if that’s what it takes. Keep from
happening anything that helps and protects the 99 percent or threatens the
plutocracy.

No wonder J. David Cox, union president of the American Federation of Government
Employees, told the publication Government Executive, “I’d like for them to stay
out of town for the rest of the year. That would make my life more complete.”

The House and Senate sprinted off to vacation a few weeks ago with much undone,
and thus have returned to a series of difficult deadlines that need to be
addressed before the end of the month. Once they’ve put the Iran nuclear deal to
bed, kicking and screaming all the way, there are a dozen spending bills that
require resolution.
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But because of right wing GOP threats insisting on tying the defunding of
Planned Parenthood to these appropriations measures, there’s the real
possibility some say as high as 70 percent, of deadlock and yet another
government shutdown. With that would come the delights of forced federal
furloughs, delayed paychecks, closed national parks and monuments and all the
other attendant joys with which we became too familiar just a couple of years
ago.

The probable outcome of all this sturm und drang is passage of a yet another
continuing resolution (CR) that would keep government running at its current
funding levels until a solution is hammered out.

Mike DeBonis and Kelsey Snell reported in The Washington Post, “Congressional
Democrats [have] already named a price for backing a short-term funding
extension: no unrelated policy riders or attempts to undo Obama policy
initiatives in the stopgap measure, with long-term negotiations over increases
in domestic spending to follow.”

What a tangled web of malarkey and obfuscation members of this legislative body
doth weave. Even the CR may run up against the anti-Planned Parenthood crowd,
although Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell patiently told Kentucky
constituents a couple of weeks ago, “We just don’t have the votes to get the
outcome that we’d like. The president’s made it very clear he’s not going to
sign any bill that includes defunding of Planned Parenthood so that’s another
issue that awaits a new president hopefully with a different point of view.”

Picking up the school analogy again, maybe they should hold parent-teacher
conferences to get the unruly kids in line. Instead, McConnell, House Speaker
Boehner and others in the leadership are offering “listening sessions” and
calling on their colleagues to rely on stand-alone anti-abortion bills
(symbolic, as they won’t get past a Senate filibuster or the president’s veto
pen), as well as investigations of Planned Parenthood and hearings.

But so far this hasn’t been enough to corral the more vociferous lawmakers,
including the members of the so-called “House Freedom Caucus” and that cowboy
quartet of senators with visions of the Oval Office square-dancing in their
heads. Ted Cruz, Marco Rubio, Lindsey Graham and Rand Paul grapple for any
foothold in the fight to out-Trump Trump, even if it means dissembling and
clambering roughshod over women’s reproductive rights. Not to mention that it’s
a great way to roil the ire of the Right and haul in more campaign cash.

Democrats would like to see this resolved sooner rather than later, although
they not-so-secretly delight in the other side’s mess (also relishing the
potential for Democratic leverage) and could raise some serious campaign coin on
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their own just by selling tickets to this whole sorry spectacle.

Down the road, with any luck, what this Congress should be up to is debating
income inequality and tax reform, restarting the Export-Import Bank,
reauthorization of the Federal Aviation Act, the Social Security disability
trust, and a new long-term extension of the Highway Trust Fund some cockeyed
optimists even dream of funding it for as long as five or six years instead of
what would be the 36th short-term extension.

And then there’s raising the $18.1 trillion borrowing cap, a lifting of the debt
ceiling that’s due soon. It may or may not be tied to a budget deal before
Christmas.

Given recent experience, easing that last one through is what’s called wishful
thinking, because the same confederacy of dunces, especially the candidates
among them, will cry murder once again as year’s end approaches.

“They will join the chorus,” as legislative expert Norm Ornstein wrote in The
Atlantic last month, “raising bloody hell as the primaries and caucuses begin
about the perfidy of their own establishment leaders, getting even more distance
from a Washington where Congress is run by Republicans.”

A recent editorial in the Houston Chronicle said it well: “A truly impressive
presidential candidate would actually get the gears of government turning and
help usher through a new federal budget that reduces long-term debt while fully
funding government services. But so far, nobody seems up to it.”

If it’s back to school, this Republican Congress should be made to go sit in the
corner.

Michael Winship is the Emmy Award-winning senior writer of Moyers & Company and
BillMoyers.com, and a former senior writing fellow at the policy and advocacy
group Demos. Follow him on Twitter at @MichaelWinship. [This article first
appeared at
http://billmoyers.com/2015/09/16/congress-is-a-confederacy-of-dunces/]
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