% A War He Doesn’t Want \Why Obama keeps

his distance from the rebels in Syria

BY MICHAEL CROWLEY

BARACK OBAMA ORDERED AIR STRIKES ON |

' behalf of rebels in Libya two years ago,

he said, because he “refused to wait for
the images of slaughter and mass graves
before taking action.” But in Syria, where
20,000 have already died, the President
shows zero appetite for similar action. He
has limited 1.5, involvement to humani-
tarian aid along with areported CIA role
training some rebel fighters while guid-
ing arms and supplies from Sunni Arab
countries toward moderate rebel factions.
Obama’s goal is a diplomatic solution in
which Syrian ruler Bashar Assad ends the
violence, gives up power and makes way
for arelatively moderate government.

But that approach is looking increas-
ingly hopeless. Assad’s brutality suggests
that he isdetermined to fight to the last.
And the influx of weapons from Arab
countries has unleashed violence that
might not be containable as Sunnis,
Shi‘ites and other sectarian groups fight
for power and survival. As George Wash-
ington University professor Marc Lynch
putsit, “The political track is dead.”

That has intensified the debate about
what else the U.S. and its allies should -
do. Recently, calls for bolder action have

come from some unexpected quarters.
Britain and France have pushed toend

| the European Union embargo on arms

| shipments to the rebels. Democratic

| Senator Carl Levin of Michigan, a force-
ful eritic of the Irag war, joined with the
more reliably hawkish Republican Sena-
tor John McCain last month in urging

| Syria, possibly enforced with air strikes.

(“No boots on the ground,” Levin says.)
Even some top Cabinet officials have

proposed doing more. Last summer, then

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and

| then CIA Director David Petraeus report-

. edly presented the White House with

| aplantovet, train and arm select rebel

fighters. Obama's Joint Chiefs of Staff
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Window of opportunity? A Syrian rebel
fighter takes a position during a battle in the
Saiw al-Dawla district of Aleppo

Chairman and then Defense Secretary
Leon Panetta later said they supported
the idea. Obama rejected it.

A White House aide says Obama is
“constantly reviewing every possible
option." But critics of a's approach
warn that inaction can be as costly as
vention. Arming the rebels,

| they argue, might ensure U.S. influence

in Syria in the post-Assad future. Ending
the war faster could save lives and stanch
spreading instability.

But Obama isn't sold. Supplying arms
doesn't involve U.S. troops but does risk
the prospect of weapons’ falling into the
hands of Islamists, including the 5,000 or
so fighters of the Nusra Front, which has
direct links to al-Qaeda's Pakistan leader-
ship. Surgical air strikes may also sound
tempting. But Assad has a stronger air-
defense system than Libya's Muammar

| Gaddafi did. And targeting Assad's forces
| inSyria’s populated areas would be riskier

than the desert fighting in Libya.

Even nonmilitary aid isn’t a simple
proposition, Most of the U.S/s humani-
tarian support flows via organizations
like the Red Crescent and the U.N.,, which
can distribute it only with the Assad
regime’s approval—meaning that little
of it reaches rebel-held areas.
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