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After First-Term Reversal, Trump’s
Election Revives Prospect of Syria
Pullout

Hundreds of U.S. troops remain stationed in Syria despite the incoming
president’s earlier pledge to bring them back home.

U.S. Army soldiers prepare to go on patrol from a remote combat outpost in northeastern Syria, on May 25, 2(
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News Analysis

With Donald Trump set to return to the White House, speculation has
mounted about how he will deal with the complex situation in Syria,
where U.S. troops have been deployed—occasionally coming under
attack—since 2015.
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uring his first term in office, Trump repeatedly pledged to bring U.S.
roops stationed in Syria back home, but the promised withdrawal
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ever materialized.

Some troops were withdrawn during Trump’s first term, but between
00 and 1,000 remained,” Omer Onhon, Turkey’s last ambassador;, told
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he Epoch Times. “Whether the issue will come up again in his second
>rm remains to be seen.”

Onhon served as Turkey’s ambassador to Syria from 2009 until 2012,
when Ankara severed ties with Damascus.

Hundreds of U.S. troops are stationed in northeastern Syria, near the
border with Turkey, and in parts of the country’s east near Iraq.

Syria describes the continued U.S. military presence as an illegal
occupation and a flagrant breach of its sovereignty and territorial

integrity.

U.S. forces remain in Syria—and in Irag—as part of an American-led
international coalition ostensibly tasked with fighting the ISIS
terrorist group.

Said to be an offshoot of the al-Qaeda terrorist group, ISIS overran
broad swaths of territory in both Syria and Iraq in 2014.
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In 2017, the group was largely wiped out in Iraq and suffered the
same fate in Syria two years later.

During his first term in office, Trump repeatedly voiced his intention
to pull all U.S. troops out of Syria, asserting that ISIS had been
eradicated.

The promised withdrawal was fiercely opposed by a host of
prominent U.S. political figures from both sides of the aisle.

They argued that a U.S. withdrawal from Syria would only serve to
reinvigorate ISIS, damage U.S. credibility, and leave Washington’s
Kurdish allies out in the cold.

Jim Mattis, Trump’s first defense secretary, went so far as to resign in
protest over the prospect of a U.S. withdrawal.

“Trump announced his decision to withdraw, but appeared to do so
without consulting U.S. officials involved in Syria—at the Pentagon
and elsewhere,” Onhon said.

Objections by high-ranking U.S. officials, he added, “were based on
concerns about leaving the area to the Iranians and the Russians.”

Since 2015, Russia and Iran have also maintained forces in Syria—
operating with the invitation and consent of the Syrian government—
to combat ISIS and support the regime of President Bashar al-Assad.

“Arguments were also made [by U.S. officials] about preventing a
resurgence of ISIS and the need to continue fighting the group,”
Onhon said.

Despite mounting institutional opposition, Trump’s promised
withdrawal appeared to move forward.

“I held off this fight for almost 3 years, but it is time for us to get out of
these ridiculous Endless Wars, many of them tribal, and bring our
soldiers home,” Trump wrote in an Oct. 7, 2019 post on the Twitter
social media platform (now known as X).
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Soon afterward, Mark Esper, Trump’s new defense chief, announced
that more troops and equipment were on their way to Syria.

Speaking in Brussels in late October, Esper declared that
reinforcements were needed to prevent oil fields in eastern Syria from
falling into the hands of ISIS terrorists.

“The United States will maintain a reduced presence in Syria to deny
ISIS access to oil revenue as we reposition for the next phase of the
Defeat-ISIS campaign,” he told reporters at NATO headquarters.

Since then, the Pentagon has insisted that U.S. troops remain in Syria
for the express purpose of defeating—or at least containing—the
terrorist group.

Trump later told reporters that the ongoing U.S. presence in Syria was
focused solely on securing the oil fields.

“We left troops behind [in Syria], only for the oil,” he said in
November 2019 at the White House before a meeting with Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

U.S. President Donald Trump and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan at a joint press conference in
the East Room of the White House, on Nov. 13, 2019. Jim Watson/AFP via Getty Images
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Washington’s Kurdish Allies

Days after Trump won a second term in office, Turkish Defense
Minister Yasar Guler suggested that the incoming U.S. president would
try—again—to withdraw U.S. troops from Syria.

“Trump, during his [first-term] presidency, gave orders on three
occasions for the withdrawal of the U.S. military from Syria,” he said
on Nov. 12 in broadcast remarks cited by Turkey’s Daily Sabah
newspaper. “I believe Trump in the coming term will strongly dwell on
this issue and pull American soldiers out of the region and Syria.”

The prospect of a U.S. withdrawal from Syria will likely be hindered
by complex regional politics involving Turkey—a longstanding NATO
member—and Washington’s Kurdish allies in Syria.

U.S. troops deployed in Syria work closely with the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF), an alliance of groups cobbled together to help the U.S.-
led coalition fight ISIS.

Since 2015, the SDF, which is armed and supported by Washington,
has carved out a sizable enclave in oil-rich eastern Syria where
Damascus exerts little control.

Most SDF fighters are drawn from the YPG, the Syrian branch of the
Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK). The PKK has long been regarded by
Ankara—along with Brussels and Washington—as a terrorist group.

Over the past 40 years, the PKK has carried out numerous terrorist
attacks in Turkey, on both military and civilian targets, resulting in
thousands of deaths.

In recent years, Turkey has carried out several offensives in northern
Iraq, where the PKK is based, with the aim of “neutralizing” the
terrorist group.

It has also conducted incursions into northern Syria, where Turkish
forces continue to battle the YPG, the PKK’s Syrian offshoot.
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In October, Turkey launched attacks on suspected Kurdish targets in
Syria and Iraq.

Despite the PKK’s close association with the YPG, Washington views
the latter as a key ally in Syria, with U.S. officials frequently calling the
group a “reliable partner” in the fight against ISIS.

“The U.S. supports one terrorist group to fight another terrorist
group,” Onhon said, echoing a longstanding Turkish complaint.
“Washington’s ties to the YPG have long strained [U.S.-Turkey]
relations. Without resolving this issue ... tensions between the two
countries will persist.”

This week, Turkish Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan said that Ankara
was “constantly reminding our American counterparts that they need
to stop the cooperation they have with the terrorist [YPG] organization
in Syria.”

“Our contacts [with Washington] on this issue have increased,” Fidan
told Turkey’s Milliyet newspaper on Nov. 11. “We see that the U.S. side
is keen on more talks and negotiations too.”

Onhon was quick to point out that Turkey and the United States are
NATO allies, describing the two countries as “strategic partners.”

“The expectation in Turkey is that President Trump, who is aware of
this sensitivity, will address the issue so as to rebuild trust with its
strategic ally,” he said. “Whether he is willing—or able—to do so,
however, remains an open question.”

On Nov. 8, Erdogan said that he planned to discuss the prospect of a
U.S. withdrawal from Syria with Trump, who has not broached the
issue—in public at least—since his recent electoral victory.

Reuters contributed to this report.
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