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Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Ambassador, thank you very much. The list is already long, but I thought I might ask one or two 

questions before we open up. The first one is on Lebanon and your expectations regarding the 

Lebanese government taking full sovereignty and territorial control. The United States has asked for a 

timeline and a plan. Are you happy with what you have and what you have been given? What else 

would you like to see and when? 

 

The Hon. Thomas J. Barrack, Ambassador to Turkiye and Special Envoy for Syria, United States 

What I am going to say, I say lovingly because I am Lebanese. The Lebanese are fantastic at charming 

you into submission. They talk, they talk, they talk and they talk. This is not complicated, right?  

Let me give you how the President of the United States looks at this. So, Hizbullah, to America, is a 

foreign terrorist organisation. That means the flag on Hizbullah says death to Israel, death to 

America. We get it. You are not our friend. 

 

Hizbullah in Lebanon also happens to be a political party. In addition to that, the French mandate, 

this confessional system that was invented in the 1940s, says the president of Lebanon has to be a 

Maronite Christian, the prime minister has to be a Sunni and the speaker has to be a Shia. It was 

based on population and census. By the way, they have not had a census for 37 years because, of 

course, that relates to nothing that is happening now. The Maronites are all living in Paris; the Sunnis 

have gone someplace else; and the Shias, the Palestinians and the Syrians, are the majority of what 

Lebanon is today.  

 

You have the Taif Agreement that came in to say, okay, we are going to redo this. This is not working. 

We have had war after war after war. We had a war of Lebanon with the Palestinians. Then, we had a 

war of Lebanon with the Syrians. Then, we had a war of Lebanon with the Israelis. Then, we had a 

war of Lebanon with Lebanon. Now we have a war with Lebanon with the Israelis. And the Taif 

Agreement says no more militias. You had a Christian militia to start with. The warlords of the 

Christian militias are still there, by the way.  

 

Lebanon is a failed state. There is no central bank. The banking system is bust. Riad Salameh, the head 

of the central bank, has been indicted all across Europe. There is US$60 billion missing from the 

Lebanese banking system. There is another US$75bn if you take US$50bn of euro bonds plus interest. 

They have US$130bn of state debt. They refused to do a gap assessment. They refused to deal with the 

World Bank. They refused to deal with the IMF.  

 

The Électricité du Liban, like the Banque du Liban, is bust, it is broke. There is no electricity. You 

want to have electricity? You need a private generator. You want water? You need private water. You 

want education? You need private schooling. So, what is the state? The state is Hizbullah. You go 

south, Hizbullah gives you water, it gives you an education, it gives you a stipend. It has 40,000 

soldiers. LAF, the Lebanese Armed Forces, has 60,000 soldiers. The only problem is the Hizbullah 

soldiers make US$2,200 a month. The LAF soldiers make US$275 a month. The Hizbullah soldiers 

have 15,000–20,000 rockets and missiles. The LAF soldiers are driving old Jeeps and have some AK-

47s. So which army is which? What is happening here?  

 

The idea of disarming Hizbullah? In our opinion, it is not reasonable to tell Lebanon to forcibly 

disarm one of its political parties. Everybody is scared to death to go into a civil war. The idea is, what 

can you do to have Hizbullah not utilise those rockets and missiles? You have a moment in time. You 

have Israel who is sitting ready to make border and boundary agreements with all its neighbours, and 

it owes America a favour. On 21 June, when President Trump sent those B-2 bombers in, he did 

something for Israel that was an incredible reshaping of the region.  
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Our message to Lebanon was: end this. Forget about the confessional system; you cannot say the 

word Israel in Lebanon. I say this lovingly. They still call it Dixie, south of the Litani. It is illegal to 

have a conversation with Israel. What era are we living in? Do you see what is happening? You have 

America side by side. You have Jared Kushner and Steve Witkoff, two of the smartest people in the 

world, working for President Trump. You have seen Tulsi and Doug and James all here today. You 

have a team that is working for the world. Get online. You do not have time.  

 

Israel every day is bombing the south. Why? Because you still have thousands of rockets and missiles 

that are threatening it. They have been very clear. After 7 October, Israel has said, we are going to 

defend our boundaries. We are going to defend our borders. You put your weapons down, Hizbullah, 

and we will not have a problem. We are not going to withdraw, and we are not going to have a 

problem. 

 

We do not have time for this diplomatic cadence. By the way, the diplomatic cadence was used with 

Iran. And by the way, the Lebanese leadership today is solid. President Aoun, Nawaf, even Speaker 

Berri. They are trying, but they are dinosaurs. You have to go from the pay phone to Starlink. Not the 

pay phone to home phones. Not home phones then to cell phones. You have got to go to Starlink. 

And Starlink is, you go from Beirut to Tel Aviv, you have that conversation on the blue line, you have 

the conversation with Syria, and in four months you could end all of this. Is that going to happen? 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Ambassador, let me open it up because the list has now gone frightfully long. I will get a few people 

in now so that we open it up a bit, and I might ask a first group of four to make their interventions, 

come back to you, and then we will take a second group of four.  

 

Then first one from Turkiye, Sinem Cengiz. 

 

Dr Sinem Cengiz, Researcher, Gulf Studies Center, Qatar University 

Thank you, Bastian. Ambassador Barrack, there is a clear positive momentum in Turkiye–US 

relations, and your role as an Ambassador to Ankara has been very significant in fostering this 

progress. However, there are still serious differences between Ankara and Washington when it comes 

to Syria, in regard to threats against Turkiye’s national interests coming from specific actors, either 

the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) or even Israel. In your capacity as the Special Envoy to Syria, how 

do you assess the prospects for narrowing the divergences between two NATO allies and identifying 

ways for potential convergences? 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS  

Thank you. We are keeping track of the questions. I will get a few more in. From Egypt and the 

Young Leaders Group, Sarah El-Menawi. 

 

Sarah El-Menawi, Civil Military Engagement Staff Officer, North Africa and Sahel Cell, NATO 

Strategic Direction–South Hub 

Thank you very much, Your Excellencies. My question is about the long-term stability framework for 

the Levant.  

 

In recent events, Israel has justified repeated cross-border attacks in Syria, framed as protection of the 

Druze communities over there. However, these operations not only undermine territorial integrity, 

but also state sovereignty in Syria, and of course impacting long-term stability in the Levant. From 

your perspective as the Special Envoy for Syria and also for the US holding a permanent seat in the 

United Nations Security Council, how do you think the US should balance the protection of 
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vulnerable communities while preserving state sovereignty? And most importantly, how to ensure 

that accountability is upheld so that such interventions do not become normalised tools for regional 

management? Thank you. 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Thank you very much. From the United States, Raghida Dergham. 

 

Raghida Dergham, Founder and Executive Chairman, Beirut Institute 

Yes. Ambassador Barrack, Raghida Dergham of Beirut Institute. I appreciate your frankness about 

Lebanon, and I share many of your views, but I do not think this is very helpful to dress down the 

country like you do all the time when you say, Ambassador Barrack, that you want to help the army 

and the country.  

 

A situation of chaos in Lebanon would not even help your plans for Syria; it might even hurt it. The 

army is doing its best, and the United States claims and says and declares that it supports the army. 

Why can you not invest in Lebanon in goodwill, just like you invest in Syria? I know you mean well, 

but I think your message has been quite harmful. Forgive me for my honesty. 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Thank you. Let us take one more. From the United Kingdom and from Reuters, Alexander Cornwell. 

 

Alexander Cornwell, Senior Correspondent, Thomson Reuters 

Hi, Alexander Cornwell from Reuters. Ambassador, Prime Minister Netanyahu of Israel appears to be 

adamant that Turkiye will have no role in Gaza on the day after. He has ruled out Turkish forces. 

What role do you see Turkiye playing realistically in Gaza, and can the United States convince Israel 

to allow Turkiye to play that role? Thank you. 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Thank you. Let us go back, and we will take that group of four questions. So, the divergence or 

convergence vis-à-vis Syria. You got it? 

 

The Hon. Thomas J. Barrack, Ambassador to Turkiye and Special Envoy for Syria, United States 

I have got it. I will start with the last one. Let us just get factual. The ceasefire in Gaza would not have 

happened without Turkiye. President Trump acknowledged President Erdoğan on the stage four 

times. President Erdoğan – in the last minute there were two holdouts; Sheikh Mohammed and Qatar 

had done an amazing job, everybody had pushed as hard as they could. It was actually Turkiye’s 

relationship with Hamas, not declaring them a foreign terrorist organisation, that allowed him to 

push the last two over the hump to get to a ceasefire.  

 

The fact that Israel rightly is concerned with Turkiye’s involvement in a secondary force is because at 

this moment, the rhetoric between both President Erdoğan and Netanyahu is that Netanyahu wants a 

greater Israel, he is going to take over everything down to Turkiye; and that Turkiye wants the 

Ottoman Empire back and wants to take over Israel. Neither is true. So, for the moment, I think 

everything stands still. Turkiye will be a participant.  

 

I thank you for the very good question on Lebanon. Look, it is a very difficult issue. I come back with 

just facts. You have had the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) for 40 years. 

US$11.7bn in a peacekeeping force. You have had abject chaos and war for 40 years. You have had 

four failed governments. You lived without a president for two and a half years. You have had four 

prime ministers executed, and you have had six wars in the time that anybody can remember.  
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I am not sure what the state is. Lebanon is the beautiful people that live outside of the boundary, and 

the geography of Lebanon is quite confused. It is really up to the Lebanese. It is not up to America. 

America has no skin in this game. America’s point of view, this president says, I am all for counter-

terrorism. Who is a terrorist? Hizbullah. You have 27 Shia ministers in the parliament. It is a 

paralysed government, governed by the foreign terrorist organisation who has ‘death to America, 

death to Israel’. So, your heart is with the Lebanese people. My heart is with the Lebanese people, and 

my message is really simple: America is not going to get deeper involved in a situation in which you 

have a foreign terrorist organisation and a failed state dictating a pace and asking them for more 

resources, more money, more help.  

 

It is simple: Lebanon can do what it wants to do. The path is very clear, that it needs to be to 

Jerusalem or Tel Aviv for a conversation, along with Syria. Syria is showing the way. Syria will get 

there first. Lebanon can draft in it, or not, and Israel will react to them accordingly. We have nothing 

to do with it.  

 

Going to the next question, on Turkiye, Syria and Israel: Turkiye was responsible for al-Sharaa on 8 

December really being able to take over, and the relationship between Turkiye and Syria is very 

conducive. The 3.5 million Syrians that speak both Arabic and Turkish are looking for opportunities 

across that border. Both Turkiye and Saudi now are playing well with each other in the sandbox, 

saying we need to have this tapestry of Syria work.  

 

Are we all hopeful that the al-Sharaa regime is it? I think it is. You are going to see Asaad al-Shaibani, 

the Foreign Minister, here. They have done an amazing job in 11 months. Secretary Rubio gave them 

eight criteria of what he wanted to look back in state-sponsored terrorism, things you are all 

concerned with. What are you going to do with the foreign fighters? What do you do with the ISIS 

(Islamic State) prison camps? You have 20,000 displaced people that need to go back, Iraq, Syria, 

Europe. What are you going to do with chemical weapons? You had some nuclear refuse that needs 

to be taken care of. Are you going to have inclusion with the Druze, with the five Christian 

communities, with the Kurds?  

 

On the Kurds, the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) is the issue in Turkiye: 40,000 people lost. SDF is a 

calibrate of that. The discussions with SDF on onboarding are going amazingly well. Asaad al-

Shaibani will talk to you about it tomorrow. We are very close to having an alignment. They signed a 

deal on 10 March; they have gone back to the 10 March deal. There is no congestion between Syria 

and Turkiye. My bet, by the way, with Turkiye and Israel, is if we hold together, if the momentum 

holds together, if Jared and Steve and the great teams keep this moving in Gaza, that in not too long 

of a time you will see a trade deal between Turkiye and Israel. Look what is happening above. You 

have Azerbaijan and Armenia. This is Lebanon revisited.  

 

Lebanon is the only one who is not jumping in line. Do you think Armenia and Azerbaijan did not 

have the same feelings that we all had on poor Lebanon, poor Armenia? Move to the momentum. 

This president has changed the entire chessboard. It is happening everywhere.  

 

Turkiye and Israel will not be at war with each other, in my opinion. It is not going to happen. And 

you are going to get alignment from the Caspian Sea to the Mediterranean, and what could happen to 

this region? Saudi Arabia, look at it, Vision 2030. Whoever imagined it could happen? You take this 

young prince and turn it on its dime. You cannot imagine what has happened. They have 35m people. 

I started in life there as a lawyer; I am still a recovering lawyer. And I would never imagine if 

somebody would have told me that I could see on the streets of Riyadh what I see in women’s rights 

and entertainment and resorts and just the thought process of education. It is happening everywhere. 

We are catching up, but we need to catch up quickly. 
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Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Let me get a few more. We have got over 20 on the list. We will not get there because we have 

13 minutes left, but we will get a few more in, and I will take another group of four or so. And we will 

start with the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Aya Iskandarani. 

 

Aya Iskandarani, Deputy Bureau Chief for the Gulf and Yemen, Agence France-Presse 

Hello. This is Aya Iskandarani from AFP. I have a question both about Lebanon and Syria. About 

Syria, you mentioned that they are going to get to a deal with Israel. How soon do you think this kind 

of deal will happen, and is it going to be a purely security deal or go all the way to normalisation, as 

you were saying? 

 

And about Lebanon, you were saying Israel is not happy, they might do something, the US is not 

going to stand in the way. If the deadline comes by the end of the year and Israel launches a full-

blown strike, first of all, is this something that you think will happen, and what would the US do if it 

does? 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Thank you very much. From Bahrain and the Young Leaders Group, Nouf Al Awadhi. 

 

Nouf Al Awadhi, Senior Bilateral Relations Specialist, Asia and Pacific Affairs, Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, Bahrain 

Thank you, Ambassador, for your time. Throughout history, there have been regime changes, mainly 

in Middle Eastern countries, either through a coup or through the involvement of external 

intervention. Now, what are the conditions of a state? You have sovereignty, self-determination, land 

and population. Some of the regimes that originally started, they worked for the country itself, they 

worked for the population, and then because of the involvement from external state actors, the 

country becomes worse off than it was, rather than thriving.  

 

Throughout the past 100 years or so, we have had economies changed, we have had policy changes, 

and we have had leaders change as well in terms of ideology. What are the lessons learned when it 

comes to involvement in the Levant and the Middle East region, and would you say that external 

state-actor intervention impacts the level of conflict in the region?  

 

And in addition to my question, there is a second question. With the different US administrations, we 

have seen that some lean more towards getting involved in conflict in terms of supporting some 

parties and other administrations that prefer peacebuilding and non-intervention. Thank you. 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Thank you very much. I will take Abigail Hauslohner from the US and the Financial Times. 

 

Abigail Hauslohner, US Foreign Affairs Correspondent, Financial Times 

Thank you. Ambassador, I appreciate your optimism about the progression of the President’s peace 

plan. I think every government represented in this room has told you over the course of recent days 

and weeks that a two-state solution, or Palestinian statehood, needs to be part of the plan, the goal, if 

the President’s peace plan is to succeed in the long term.  

 

Is the Trump administration listening to these partners, and if so, is the US going to do that? If not, 

please explain the administration’s thinking as to how you believe this long-lasting peace can be 

achieved without what your regional partners are telling you? 
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Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Thank you very much. Let me take one more, and I will return to the Ambassador. Alia Moubayed 

from the UK. Alia. 

 

Alia Moubayed, Managing Director and Chief Economist, Middle East and North Africa, Jefferies 

Investment Bank 

Yes. Thank you very much. Ambassador, I want to ask you about your economic-prosperity agenda 

for the Levant. We have seen over the last decades that the top-down approach to peace and 

normalisation have not, unfortunately, necessarily delivered on the prosperity agenda, whether in 

Egypt, in Jordan, or other parts of the region.  

 

Can you please explain to us how the new approach of the administration, and in particular in the 

Levant, a region with at least US$100bn of reconstruction needs, how can yet another top-down 

approach to normalisation deliver on prosperity? 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Thank you very much. Ambassador. 

 

The Hon. Thomas J. Barrack, Ambassador to Turkiye and Special Envoy for Syria, United States 

There is a lot to unpack there. Let us talk about what America would do if Israel becomes more 

aggressive to Lebanon. That is not for me to answer. It is for nobody to answer because it is a factual 

situation that nobody understands, but I can tell you the President’s commitment has been no boots 

on the ground; we are not getting involved in regional disputes. We got involved with Israel and Iran. 

We have a stated enemy. We have said innumerable times that the region has to take care of itself.  

 

We will be there to support our allies, but this is part of the equation that I am trying to get all of us to 

think about, to urge and usher Lebanon: it is clear that Israel has become a dominant ally in this 

repositioning of the chessboard of what happens in the Middle East. The Abraham Accords, at least 

for what we have in front of us, seem to be the road that everybody needs to jump on. Not Islam 

against Judaism, not Judaism against Christianity; a combined prosperity of saying, it is not from the 

top down, going to what happens to the economy, it is from the bottom up.  

 

We are building a new hybrid, and that new hybrid has to come from that alignment. If there is an 

aggression on the part of Israel, you saw what just happened with the aggression of Israel and Iran. 

Make your own determination of what happens if Israel becomes aggressive with someone else who 

is a foreign terrorist organisation. It is a complex question. I am not equipped to give you an answer, 

but it is not an easy decision.  

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

There was one question about the lessons from external involvement in the Levant and Middle East.  

 

The Hon. Thomas J. Barrack, Ambassador to Turkiye and Special Envoy for Syria, United States 

The lessons learned are what I started with at the beginning. The lessons learned are, do not go there. 

Since the fall of the Ottoman Empire, everything that the West has done has been a mistake. Taking 

the colonial mandate and placing it on tribes and flags and religious context has never worked. It just 

has never worked. All those centralised models have failed. What has worked has been benevolent 

monarchies. They have worked. Look around our region, look around our zip code, and those have 

worked. Why? Alignment of religious interest, alignment of political interest, a benevolent and 

understanding government that does not need to be corrupt because it is allocating resources. Many 

of these are the fossil-fuel beneficiaries.  
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This president has gone to lessons learned and said, since 1919, since the Paris treaty and on and on, 

and the San Remo treaty and the Oslo treaty, every treaty that has imposed these Western standards 

has not worked. What we are trying to do is just usher the availability to the region and say, let us try 

something new. You have all the power, you have all the money, energy, artificial intelligence (AI) – 

look at what is happening with chips: Saudi Arabia, Abu Dhabi, Bahrain, trading the idea of 

prosperity from just pumping oil to prosperity by creating portfolios of the next regime. A place like 

Bahrain can benefit from that. It has a definable and understandable legal system, it has an educated 

working class, a foreigner can own property on any basis, it has understandable work laws, it has no 

digital tax. These are the things that now can come to bear everywhere. 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Can I ask you to perhaps also engage on the question that was asked, are you heeding partners’ calls 

for a two-state solution? If not, what are the alternatives in your plan? 

 

The Hon. Thomas J. Barrack, Ambassador to Turkiye and Special Envoy for Syria, United States 

It is a complicated question. I think everybody is right. Everybody is running and saying, just stop 

this. Stop the senseless killing. However we get there, just stop the senseless killing. 

 

I look at it as a tremendous victory, just getting the hostages back. The day to day, we all know when 

you kill one terrorist, you create seven others. You kill a father, you have three sons, two daughters 

and a wife who now for 100 years have an issue and a problem. Whether now the Palestinians 

become Israelis, and it becomes one state, or there is some hybrid form of what that is, will have to 

evolve. It is not the issue at the moment. The issue at the moment is: time out, stop the killing, get 

humanitarian care in, start defining what could the essence of a de-escalation, a peace plan be, and 

flood it with momentum.  

 

I think what you are going to see in Jared and Steve’s plan as to what is coming, which the world is 

stepping in, the Gulf is helping us, is that you could have a resurgence in which that definition of, is it 

Palestinian Authority, is it Hamas, is it Hizbullah, is it some other definition of Palestinians living in 

an Israeli environment, could evaporate as you start marrying interests. And that is the hope. And 

whether it is two-state or one-state is yet to be determined. 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Let me take three really quick questions and then concluding thoughts from the Ambassador. From 

the UAE, Khalifa Al Suwaidi. 

 

Dr Khalifa Al Suwaidi, Research Fellow, Anwar Gargash Diplomatic Academy 

Thank you, Bastian. Thank you, Ambassador, for your time. There seems to be this unwavering 

conviction that regional peace equates to having diplomatic relations with Israel. Is this how the 

current admin sees things? I am curious because it comes across as being the sole metric with which 

regional peace is measured. Thank you. 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Thank you very much. From the Young Leaders Group and from Egypt, Sameh Mansour. 

 

Sameh Mansour, Policy Research Consultant, Qatar Foundation 

Thank you so much, Your Excellency. I have a very direct point. I would like to ask, what is 

Washington’s long-term vision for Syria? Is there a defined political or strategic end state the US is 

working toward, or has the approach become one of managing instability indefinitely? Thank you. 
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Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Thank you very much. We are not going to get the answer there, I think. But one more, Rosamund de 

Sybel from the UK. 

 

Rosamund de Sybel, Head of Advisory Services, IISS 

Thank you very much. Ambassador Barrack, just widening the aperture: do you think Turkiye has 

anything to teach NATO’s Central European members about handling Russian air incursions? 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Thank you very much. Three very different questions: a sole metric for regional peace, establishment 

of diplomatic relations with Israel, long-term vision for Syria and air incursions. 

 

The Hon. Thomas J. Barrack, Ambassador to Turkiye and Special Envoy for Syria, United States 

The last question is going to give me a three-Tylenol headache, but let us go to, is alignment with 

Israel a necessity? The answer is no. I think our position, our recommendation, is those countries who 

boundary and border with Israel need to come to a border resolution.  

 

Israel has been very clear after 7 October: anything that threatens that border, they are not going to 

pay attention to the blue line, the green line or the red line. They want normalisation, they want a 

treaty and boundary agreement, and they will enforce it in their own right. For instance, looking at 

Lebanon, the Biden administration created the cessation of hostilities agreement, 24 November 2024. 

And by the way, the agreement was with nobody. Lebanon did not agree with Israel, Israel did not 

agree with Hizbullah, because they cannot talk to each other. We created these mechanisms, United 

Nations mechanisms, in between so that the agreements could be amongst us. They were violated in 

an afternoon.  

 

The discussion of Syria, of Lebanon – the Sinai Agreement is the only agreement that has ever 

worked, by the way, because it cost US$3bn. It was a time where Henry Kissinger was Secretary of 

State and the National Security Advisor. By the way, Marco Rubio, who is the best Secretary of State, 

in my humble opinion, that we have ever had, is also the National Security Advisor and the Secretary 

of State, which is why I keep saying you have a moment, all of you have a moment in this 

administration with them to get whatever needs to be done, and it does not have to be Abu Dhabi 

agreeing to a treaty agreement with Israel. If Abu Dhabi decides that it is beneficial to join the 

Abraham Accords, it can do so; not a necessity, certainly, for our administration.  

 

The advice is: if you are on the boundary or border of Israel and you are one of those countries, the 

first step, rather than thinking that you are going to fight them, at the moment is to align with them. 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Future vision of Syria? 

 

The Hon. Thomas J. Barrack, Ambassador to Turkiye and Special Envoy for Syria, United States  

The future vision of Syria is there is no plan B. I think you have the smartest people in this room. We 

can all sit and say, okay, can you rely on the al-Sharaa regime to go the distance? They have been in 

ten months; they have had the sanctions not taken off. The fuel, they went from 750,000 barrels a day 

in Deir ez-Zor in the northeast to 65,000 barrels. They are selling at US$20 a barrel, carrying it out. 

How do you turn the lights on? People on the street have maybe four hours a day of electricity, three 

days a week of water. The diaspora cannot come back yet. We do not have a banking system, we do 

not have a central bank, we do not have a correspondent banking system; it is hawalas. You can trade 

gold bullion on the street, but you cannot get a dollar through a bank. That is all just about to change.  
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Our goal is: make Syria the tapestry in the middle of a common resource. The Syrian people are 

amazing, and they are amazing at things that the other Gulf countries do not want to do. With Gulf 

influence, with Turkiye helping on that side, with Saudi supporting it on this side, with a peace 

agreement with Israel, you bolster Iran to the extent that the Iranian regime, the Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), is a problem for everybody. Not the Iranian people. But when 

you have Iran and the Houthis and Hizbullah saying, death to Israel, death to America. 

 

You cannot expect this administration to weigh in on anything other than say, we are going to win 

against counter-terrorism, and Syria is the place to do that in spades. They are about to sign the D-

ISIS coalition letter – I think Foreign Minister Shaibani may talk about it tomorrow – which is a huge 

step, joining 88 other countries in a D-ISIS coalition. For Syria to do this after the Assad regime is 

remarkable, and it is really due to President Trump and the regional support of Saudi Arabia, 

Turkiye, even Israel pointing to it and everybody saying, we will usher you along; we will help you 

get there; we understand there are going to be speed bumps. 

 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Ambassador Barrack, thank you so much for the frank conversation, for engaging with the 12 or 13 

questions that we got to. Next time we will add a bit more time, and we will get another ten in, but 

thank you very much for joining us here today, it was a pleasure to have you, and I think people 

appreciate the engagement.  

 

We will leave Russian air incursions for the coffee break, which is about to start now. We then have at 

17.00 a Special Session on security sector reform in Syria, where a theme that the IISS has just done 

some work on, so join that session as well. And now have a good coffee break, and may I ask for one 

more round of applause for Ambassador Barrack. Thank you very much. 

 

 

 

 


