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Assad makes surprise visit to Moscow

E 

mbattled Syrian President 
Bashar Assad met Russian 
leader Vladimir Putin in a 
surprise visit to Moscow 
in which they agreed to 

seek a diplomatic settlement to the 
war in Syria where an estimated 
250,000 people have been killed 
since 2011.

“On the question of a settlement 
in Syria, our position is that positive 
results in military operations will 
lay the basis for then working out 
a long-term settlement, based on 
a political process that involves all 
political forces, ethnic and religious 
groups,” Putin said in remarks re-
leased by the Kremlin. “Ultimately, 
it is the Syrian people alone who 
must have the deciding voice here.”

It is not clear whether the need for 
a political solution that both men 
put so much emphasis on marks 
a new phase in Moscow’s efforts 
to lay out a diplomatic road map 
alongside its contentious military 
intervention in Syria that would in-
clude Assad remaining in power, at 
least initially.

There is uncertainty there. Krem-
lin spokesman Dmitry Peskov main-
tained Assad’s future was not dis-
cussed. Turkey, which virulently 
opposes Assad, declared on October 
19th — the day before Assad talked 
with Putin in Moscow — that it 
would only accept a six-month tran-
sitional period with Assad, although 
the Americans support a diplomatic 
effort that could include Assad.

The Kremlin’s account of the 
talks stressed that it was Putin who 
called the meeting, in effect sum-
moning Assad, and emphasised 
that Moscow must be involved in 
deciding Syria’s political future as 
well as the military actions now un-
der way.

Putin’s move seemed to be in-
tended to underline Assad’s de-
pendence on Russia for his surviv-
al. The Russian anti-rebel air strikes 
campaign launched September 
30th, along with hefty reinforce-
ments of Iranian forces, is intended 
to bolster Assad’s control of the 

one-fifth of Syria his badly weak-
ened forces still hold.

Once that is achieved — and the 
current heavy fighting indicates 
that should not be taken for granted 
— Russia favours a political transi-
tion in Damascus in which it will 

have a major say as part of Putin’s 
drive to restore Moscow’s Cold War 
authority and establish a military 
presence in the Mediterranean, a 
long-time Russian ambition.

Word of Assad’s visit came from 
the Kremlin on October 21st, when 
the Syrian leader was already flying 
back to Damascus, the first time he 
had left Syria since the war began in 
2011.

Assad’s surprise trip to Moscow 
came amid fierce fighting in Syria 
as his military, badly weakened 
by combat losses and defections it 
cannot easily replace, gained key 
support from Russian and Iranian 
forces in four major offensives in 
the north, central and south of the 
country. This includes a build-up of 

Iranian forces who now comprise 
the backbone of the regime offences 
on the ground, while the Russian 
intervention remains restricted to 
daily air strikes against rebel strong 
points.

The Iranians, including Shia mi-
litias from Iraq, Afghanistan and 
Pakistan, as well as Lebanon’s Hez-
bollah appeared to be taking heavy 
losses.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He lives 
in Beirut.

Putin’s move 
seemed to be 
intended to 
underline Assad’s 
dependence on 
Russia for his 
survival.

James Bruce

Walls slice up Jerusalem’s Arab district

Amman

I 

sraeli walls are slicing up tradi-
tionally Arab East Jerusalem in a 
seemingly punitive response to 
Palestinian violence unleashed 
after Israeli provocations at Je-

rusalem’s al-Aqsa mosque, Islam’s 
third holiest shrine.

Israel has placed concrete walls 
around Jewish areas in East Jeru-
salem, allegedly to protect them 
against roiling Palestinian violence. 
The structure erected October 18th 
divided restive Palestinian Jabel 
Mukaber and Jewish Armon Han-
atziv.

Israel knows well it cannot fence 
off communities of several thou-
sand Jews living among Palestin-
ians in East Jerusalem. Palestinians 
make up 37% of Jerusalem’s total 
population of 850,000.

Even if Israel fenced its people, it 
would not be able to stop violence 
by Palestinians.

Construction of the walls sends 

several messages, including reassur-
ing the Israeli community at large 
that its safety remains a top state 
priority. To Palestinians, however, it 
is a total snub.

This says that if their violence 
persists, the occupation will be 
strengthened behind new realities: 

failed peace efforts and a harder line 
Israeli leadership.

The consequences are dramatic 
because Palestinians receive virtu-
ally only vocal backing from other 
Arabs, who are preoccupied with 
militant violence, sectarianism, 
popular uprisings and civil wars.

“It’s a de facto division of Jeru-
salem,” warned Hamada Faraaneh, 
who is of Palestinian decent and had 
once served as a member of the Pal-
estinian parliament-in-exile, called 
the Palestine National Council.

“The Israeli move imposes a new 
reality.

“Palestinians must now continue 
surrendering to the occupation as 
more of their lands are grabbed, 
communities are shattered and they 
are further banished to force them 
out and ultimately seize al-Aqsa.”

For the Israelis, it’s the flip side 
of the coin. The Zionist Union, the 
centre-left party that leads the op-
position to Prime Minister Binjamin 
Netanyahu’s coalition, accused the 

premier of relinquishing lands to 
Palestinians in Israel’s capital.

Jabel Mukaber has been a hotspot 
in recent violence in which eight Is-
raelis were killed in Palestinian stab-
bings or stone throwing. On the oth-
er hand, 42 Palestinians were killed 
by Israeli fire, including 19 labelled 
as attackers. Another 1,770 Pales-
tinians were wounded in violence 
that raised speculation of a new full-
blown Palestinian uprising.

Israel seized the West Bank, in-
cluding the traditionally Arab East 
Jerusalem in the 1967 Middle East 
War. Later, it annexed the territory 
in a move that is not recognised 
internationally and declared East 
Jerusalem part of its eternal and 
indivisible capital. The Palestinians 
want East Jerusalem as the capital of 
their future independent state.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is the Levant section editor for The 
Arab Weekly and has covered the 
Middle East and North Africa for 
nearly three decades.

Jamal J. Halaby

Newly erected concrete wall in the East Jerusalem neighbourhood 
of Jabel Mukaber, on October 19th.

Russian President Vladimir Putin during talks with Syrian President Bashar Assad in Moscow, on 
October 20th.
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