Trump pulls the trigger in Syria: Our view
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Missile strikes were appropriate, but what's the long-term strategy?

President Trump's authorization of missile strikes Thursday night was an appropriate way to punish Syrian President Bashar Assad and his military for gassing his own helpless people two days earlier. The nerve agents employed are among the most barbarous and indiscriminate weapons ever devised.

The world was so appalled by their cruelty during World War I that when leaders later met in Geneva to impose international restrictions on war-making, they barred chemical and biological weapons, even though such weapons accounted for only 1% of the battlefield slaughter.

The launch of 59 Tomahawk missiles from two U.S. destroyers in the Mediterranean — on, coincidentally, the 100th anniversary of America's entry into World War I — pounded a single Syrian airfield the Pentagon says was the base from which jets carried out Tuesday's chemical warfare attacks.

Videos show Syrian children and infants gasping for breath as they die from what is believed to have been sarin gas, which Syria was supposed to have destroyed as part of a 2013 agreement. More than 80 people were killed.

The U.S. response was measured and proportional, allowing Trump options for expanded attacks on other Syrian airbases should Assad fail to get the message. It could also provide the kind of negotiating leverage former Secretary of State John Kerry begged for from President Obama, and was denied, when the diplomat struggled mightily to negotiate a ceasefire in Syria.

Americans, and leaders around the world, have now learned that the new president is willing to deploy U.S. military power more aggressively than his predecessor. That might prove useful in dealing with this and other conflicts. But, more troubling, Trump's rapid response appears untethered to any long-term strategy for dealing with the hideously complex Syrian civil war that has claimed nearly 500,000 lives after six years and flooded the region with refugees.

Only yesterday, it seems, Trump was an avatar of isolationism and foreign policy realism, ignoring human rights during a sit-down with an Egyptian dictator and accepting, just last week, the "political reality" of Assad remaining in power.

Then, suddenly, he sees videos of writhing "innocent babies — babies! — little babies" and is reborn as a righteously indignant interventionist, firing missiles at a country that is no direct military threat to America.

The abrupt turnabout is enough to raise new concerns about whether Trump is a leader of thought and deliberation, or a bundle of nerve endings reacting to whatever flows through his field of vision. The nation must hope it's the former, because navigating the dangerous weeks and month ahead will require steadiness of purpose and vision, as the Syrian regime, backed by Russia and Iran, plots it next moves.

Among the major risks:

· One of Moscow's main military bases outside its borders is in Syria, a key reason Russian President Vladimir Putin rushed forces to shore up Assad's failing regime in 2015. Putin reacted to the U.S. missile strike by suspending an agreement with the U.S. to share information on air combat missions to avoid casualties on either side. That move ratchets up a risk of clashes and miscalculations.  

· About 1,000 U.S. troops are already in northern Syria supporting an assault on the Islamic State's de facto capital of Raqqa. This missile strike could further complicate their security.

· If Assad's fortunes were suddenly to reverse and his regime falter, any vacuum could quickly be filled by extremist groups. A massive infusion of the "soft power" diplomacy — the kind Trump has de-emphasized — would be in demand to resolve a hydra-headed problem of violently competing interests.

The First World War, supposedly the war to end all wars, began a century ago when a seemingly disparate series of violent acts stoked tinder-like conditions into a raging conflict out of control. Pulling the trigger once is the easy part. Trump has managed that. Navigating the treacherous consequences that can follow takes far greater skill.
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