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NO'IE ON THE INTERNAL SI'IUATION IN SYRIA

..
NOTE ON THE INTERNAL SITUATION IN SYRIA

1.

The recent developments in Syria have been marked by two major events.

The first was the opening of negotiations between the Soviet and Syrian
authorities for a long-term loan to develop the economic resources of Syria
and

to strengthen its army.

The second was the replacement of the Head of

Staff of the Syrian army, General Nizamuddine, by an officer of markedly
~ti-western

outlook.

In western circles these two events have been

presented as closely inter-connected developments indicative of organized
communist influence within Syria.

In fact these two events were independent,

and their simultaneous occurrence was largely accidental.

The military shake-

up though occasioned by the accusation against American diplomats of planning
to overthrow the Syrian Government, had its roots in anterior antagonisms
within the Syrian ann.y.

The juxtaposition of these developments has been

erroneously attributed to organized communist machination within Syria.
2.

The negotiations for military and economic assistance started when the

lunister of State, Acting Minister of Defence, Mr. Khaled Azem, while vacationing in Europe, paid a visit to Moscow.

It is not clear whether he had any

specific mandate from the Syrian Cabinet to enter into such negotiations.
It is more probable that the Cabinet had tacitly consented that Mr. Azem,
while visiting Moscow, should explore in general the possibilities of obtaining assistance from the Soviet Union.

The Soviet response was more positive

and favourable than the Syrian Government, including Mr. Azem himself, had
anticipated.

Provided details of projected schemes of development were

laid down and provided the concrete needs of the Syrian Arrr:Iy were indicated,
the Soviet Union expressed its willingness to extend a long-term loan of
some $500 million to Syria, repayable in twelve years and carrying an interest
of 2-1/2%.

..
3.

Soon after Mr. Azem's return to Syria, a Syrian delegation took to

Moscow the details of the projected development schemes.

These schemes

had long been ready, but awaited the necessary capital which could not be
provided by local sources.

This delegation was followed by the visit of

a Soviet delegation to Syria with a view to concluding the negotiations
so that a formal agreement could be signed by both parties.

4.

The reason which prompted Mr. Azem to conduct these negotiations so

rapidly in Moscow was the acute economic crisis which Syria had been suffering for about six months.

This crisis was caused by the slump in the sale

of the Syrian crop of wheat, barley and cotton.
Damascus and Aleppo could find no buyers.

Moreover, textiles from

The natural neighbouring Arab

markets were closed to Syrian products owing to political tension.

At the

same time, Syria's traditional custan.ers, such as Great Britain and France,
had reduced their imports from Syria to a minimum.

Another oost important

factor was the fall in international commodity prices wl:ri. ch made the Syrian
prices unattractive.

A serious blow to the Syrian economy was the offer by

the United States of wheat and cotton surpluses at significantly low prices;
the view entertained by both the Syrian government and business circles was
that the United States was exercising a policy of dumping directed in particular against Syria.

This view was based on the belief that it was the

policy of the Government of the United States to create popular discontent
which rJOuld lead to the downfall of the Syrian government.

5.

Economic circumstances were such as to place the Syrian Government under

a compelling need to find a solution to the acute economic situation of the
country.

A short-term solution was expected from the mission of another

Syrian delegation, headed by the Minister of Agriculture, which visited

..
- 3Moscow and Eastern European capitals.

The latter mission had recently

returned to Syria with promises by the Soviet Union and

~stern

European

countries to purchase the whole of the Syrian crop against payment half
in hard currency and the other half in the fonn of equipnent, machinery
and arms.

A long-term solution seemed to lie in the promise of the

Soviet Union to help in the financing of major development projects.
These mainly comprise plans for joining the northern centres of production
and trade by a system of modern railways and the execution of plans for
irrigation, reclamation and accumulation of electric energy.

6.

Out of the conviction that pressure was being exerted upon Syria

for adherence to the Eisenhower Doctrine grew the belief that, if Syria
did not yield to economic pressure, she w:mld be subjected to military
pressure.

Thus the search for arms to assure Syria of a better system of

defence increased.

The vulnerable side of the Syrian defence is air power.

Consequently, the quest mainly centred upon the acquisition of modem aircraft and the training facilities to operate these aircraft.

This explains

the fact that the agreements to be concluded with the Soviet Union contain
both economic and military clauses.

7.

The military shake-up in the command of the Syrian Ar.my is the outcome

of long-standing antagonisms between rival groups within the Army.

'lhe

present Chief of Staff, General Afif Bizreh, replaces General Tawfik Nizamuddine,
who in 1955 had replaced General Shawkat Shoukair.

Shoukair, originally a

Lebanese, had at one time sympathized with the cause of the first Syrian
dictator, Zaim.

Zaim in recognition gave him a high post in the Syrian Army.

Shoukair survived through the regimes of Hinnaoui and Shishakly.

When

Shishakly's regime collapsed, Shoukair was elevated to the command of the

I

r

-4Arnry, but, being merely a technician without political power, he relied for

support, not so much on senior arn:w officers who were his potential rivals,
but on a small organized group of officers of lower rank of Whom the present
Chief of Staff, Bizreh, was the head.

The discontent of the senior officers

was seized by Mr. Hassib Raslane, when he was Minister of Defence, to rally
the majority of the senior officers against Shoukair and his group.

General

Nizamuddine was the new commander favoured by the senior officers with the
support of the Government .
8.

In August this year, General Nizamuddine was with Mr. Azem in Moscow.

In his absence, the Intelligence Services of the Army

repo~ted

that they had

discovered a conspiracy aiming at overthrowing the Government, organized by
some American diplomats.

Some arrests were made and, after an enquiry, the

milita.I"'J authorities became convinced that some senior officers, \-rhile not
directly involved in the conspiracy, had been designated to take over the
effective command of the ar.my after the success of the coup d'etat .

The

B:i.zreh grrup, upon the return of Nizamuddine to Syria, faced him with the
demand that these senior officers should be removed.
and subsequently resigned.

Nizamuddine refused

Bizreh became his successor, and immediately

dismissed eleven senior officers.

There is a strong likelihood that these

officers are the same as those who had brotght about the downfall of Shoukair.

9.

The indictment presented by the military judiciary against the suspects

arrested in conne.xion with wha t is termed

11

the conspiracy against the Syrian

regime 11 gave lengthy details about the activities of the American diplomats
who, in the meantime, had been declared persona non grata.

They were

accused of having organized in the different military garrisons groupings
which were to rebel and seize power at the opportune moment and according

to

.

'

- 5a concerted plan.
The American Embassy
and the Stat e Department summarily described these accusations as a complete
fabrication.

The indictment is of such precise details as to raise diffi-

culties for the corroboration of trrsview.

The general impact of this

episode has been to strain the relations between the United States and Syria
and to propagate a popular resentment against the iuoorican Middle-eastern
policy.
10.

No doubt can be entertained that feelings of amity and appreciation

of the Soviet Union are markedly extending within Syria.

It is question-

able whether even the claims of Arab solidarity could prevail to the extent
of involving Syria in a relation of antagonism to the Soviet Union.
theless, an interpretation of the recent events in Syria

\~ich

Never-

ascribes to

them the character of a systematic move aiming at bringing Syria definitely
under Soviet control is without justification.

The course of these events,

and the fears to which they have given rise, have resulted in external

repercussions which will need to be considered in a separate Note.

