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Vienna talks offer glimmer of hope on Syria war

Is Russia’s military push in Syria aimed at political deal?

Beirut

T 

alks in Vienna about end-
ing the carnage in Syria 
offered a glimmer of hope 
that international diplo-
macy could provide a so-

lution to end the lengthy war, a per-
plexing multisided conflict which 
has killed an estimated 250,000 
people and driven half of Syria’s 
population of 23 million from their 
homes.

There was no dramatic break-
through and a negotiated settle-
ment as Syria lurches towards disin-
tegration still seems far off because 
of competing strategic imperatives 
of the key players — Russia, Iran, 
the United States, Saudi Arabia and 
Turkey.

There were signs of progress at 
the UN-led Vienna initiative, con-
ducted October 29th-30th, on the 
key issue of the fate of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad.

Major differences on Assad had 
torpedoed earlier diplomatic ef-
forts. The United States and Saudi 
Arabia have long insisted they want 
Assad gone forever. Russia and Iran 
want him to stay but differ on how 
long that should last.

But in Vienna, the Americans, re-
flecting the realisation that ending 
the slaughter should be the key pri-
ority, indicated they would accept a 
six-month transitional period until 
elections can be held, which would 
likely mean the end of Assad’s rule. 
The Russians endorsed that.

The decisive parliamentary elec-
tion victory of Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, one of As-
sad’s most implacable opponents, 
on November 1st could seriously 
complicate a deal on Assad’s fate.

The Vienna gathering was the 
broadest peace effort since the war 
began in March 2011 and for the first 
time included Iran, one of the most 
prominent players in the conflict 
and long excluded from diplomatic 
talks by the Americans. However, 
the Syrian regime and their rebel 
opponents were not directly repre-
sented.

The Vienna convocation of 17 
countries also brought together 
arch-rivals Iran and Saudi Arabia, 
although their support for opposing 
sides in the conflict has dangerous 
sectarian overtones and could yet 
prove to be a serious impediment 
to a diplomatic solution.

“I am encouraged that the par-
ticipants have reached a mutual 
understanding on a number of key 
issues, United Nations Secretary-
General Ban Ki-moon declared on 
October 31st.

The Syria war has defied all 
peacemaking efforts but the men-
ace of the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
the massive flood of refugees from 
this and other regional wars that 
threatens to swamp Western Eu-
rope forced major powers to seek a 
solution to the Syrian conflict.

There is still little common 
ground and there are indications 
that the most divisive element 
could turn out to be the competing 
agendas of Russia and Iran, who 
are, as a fickle fate would have it, 
Assad’s main backers.

Moscow and Tehran have widely 
separate strategic imperatives in 
Syria that are likely to be a major 
stumbling block to reaching a work-
able settlement in a country that 
has fragmented into ethnic or sec-
tarian zones, each with their own 
patrons among regional powers 
Turkey, Saudi Arabia, the United 

Arab Emirates and Qatar.
Russian President Vladimir Putin 

wants Assad to stay on, even if he 
only rules a rump state embracing 
north-western Syria and Damascus 
where Russia can establish mili-
tary facilities to challenge NATO 
in the Mediterranean and reassert 
Moscow’s Cold War influence in the 
Middle East as the US withdraws.

Shia Tehran wants Assad to con-
tinue to control the north-west, the 
heartland of his minority Alawite 
sect — an offshoot of Shia Islam — 
and the land corridor to Lebanon 
through which it can supply weap-
ons to Hezbollah with which to 
threaten Israel.

“Iran… wants to unite all Shias 
under its umbrella irrespective of 
the borders between countries or 
states,” observed Lebanese analyst 

Hanin Ghaddar. “In Iran’s view, Syr-
ia is not a state. It’s just part of the 
Iranian plan” to expand Shia power 
in the Middle East.

“Fundamentally, Iran wants in 
Syria what is has in Lebanon — 
weak, ineffective state institutions 
incapable of making decision with-
out the approval of their patrons.”

Despite the alliance between 
Russia and Iran on the ground in 
Syria, there are signs their political 
differences will grow.

Major-General Mohammad Ali 
Jaafari, commander of Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, 
has spoken of clashing interests 
between the Islamic Republic and 
Russia. He said on November 2nd 
in Tehran that Russia intervened 
in Syria primarily to secure its own 
global and regional interests.

Iran, Jaafari stressed, “does 
not see any alternative to Assad”. 
“There are some who do not un-
derstand this and are talking about 
an alternative to Assad… It is not 
clear that Russia is aligned with 
Iran with regard to… Assad,” Jaafari 
said.

Iran’s escalating power struggle 
for Middle East ascendancy with 
Saudi Arabia is also going to be a 
serious problem to ending the Syr-
ian slaughter. Amid bad-tempered 
bickering, Iran said on November 
3rd it would quit the peace talks 
if Riyadh continued its “negative 
role”.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section  
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has 
covered Middle Eastern affairs 
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.
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R 

ussia launched air 
strikes in Syria on Sep-
tember 30th; 20 days 
later, Syrian President 
Bashar Assad flew to 

Moscow on a secret visit to meet 
President Vladimir Putin. Soon 
afterward, the United States hast-
ily arranged a four-way meeting in 
Austria regarding Assad’s fate.

The October 23rd meeting, 
which involved the United States, 
Russia, Saudi Arabia and Turkey, 
failed to resolve differences on the 
future of Assad, who is backed by 
Russia, Iran and China, a senior 
Syrian official said.

A week later, another meeting 
— widely called Geneva II — of the 
four powers with Iran and other 
key players in the Syrian crisis re-
sumed in Austria. At Geneva II, 
the Saudis accused Iran of seeking 
to dominate the region, drawing 
criticism from the Iranian team, 
which threatened to stay away 
from further talks scheduled in 
two weeks.

Despite the tiff, Iran’s attend-
ance had the effect of setting aside 
some of the principles of Geneva I, 
which had called for a transitional 
government to oversee elections.

Instead, Russia and even US Sec-
retary of State John Kerry started 
talking of allowing Assad to re-
main in office until new elections 
are held, sometime in the next two 
years. Saudi Arabia vehemently re-
jected this scenario but Iran insists 
on it and came out of the summit 
angry at what it branded Riyadh’s 
intransigence.

Washington and most of its Arab 
allies, reversing a stance stated 
since the March 2011 beginning 
of the Syrian war, are backing off 
their demand Assad step down. 
The shift points to a new willing-
ness to negotiate with the Assad 
regime.

The Syrian official said Russia 
employed military tactics to ad-
vance its political aims, knowing 
well that it would not be able to 
sustain a long operation in Syria. 
To press the United States into dia-
logue, Moscow’s military touched 
a nerve in Washington and Arab 
capitals through strikes on groups 
the Americans and the Gulf states 

support.
Analysts argue that the Russian 

air raids on the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and other militants, which the As-
sad regime considers “terrorist”, 
are largely cosmetic.

Syrian military analyst Moham-
med Ahmed said the “dozens of 
air strikes on rural Aleppo’s south 
and west is a political message to 
Turkey, which supports, finances 
and arms the militias in those ar-
eas specifically”.

By the same token, Assad’s trip 
to Moscow — the Syrian leader’s 
first foreign trip since the war 
began — “was a clear message to 
Washington that Russia has all the 

Syrian files in its hands and any 
negotiations on the Syrian crisis 
must go through Russia”, Ahmed 
observed.

“Moscow flew Assad in on a 
Russian plane, alone, unescorted 
by any Syrian government official 
and sent him back home underlin-
ing the influence it commands in 
Syria.”

A top Syrian military official said 
one of the fruits of the Russian in-
tervention in Syria is Assad’s ac-
ceptance to have presidential elec-
tions along with parliamentary 
elections approved earlier, some-
thing he had earlier rejected.

Russia’s presence on the ground 
in Syria “gives it the power to hold 
the strings and control the disput-
ing sides in the conflict”, the offi-
cial said. “It gives Russia the upper 
hand and a position of strength in 
talks with the others involved in 
the Syrian crisis, and to push for 
solutions based on middle-of-the-
road settlements…

“If a solution gets off the ground, 
Russia will go down in history 
books as the country that succeed-
ed in achieving what the United 
States, the United Nations and the 
Arab League failed to do.

“But one must not ignore that 
the US may respond to what they 
see as Putin stepping on their toes 
in Syria. This is why Russia also 
employed diplomacy to ensure 
that its forces won’t be dragged 
into the swamp of a prolonged war 
in Syria.”

With the Russian intervention, 
Iran took a back seat, a diplomatic 
source said. “An evident Iranian 
role in Syria breaches the Russian 
efforts in the country because 
Iran is anti-Israel and Moscow had 
pledged to [Israeli Prime Minister 

Binyamin] Netanyahu that Israel’s 
security will be preserved,” he 
said.

Commenting on reports that 
Moscow is ready to secure air pro-
tection for the Syrian Army in its 
fight against ISIS with the possibil-
ity of reuniting the regular Syrian 
Army and the Free Syrian Army 
(FSA) in one front, the official said 
“this is totally unacceptable at 
least for the time being”.

The Syrian opposition believes 
the Russian military intervened in 
Syria primarily to save the Assad 
regime by forcing all sides into a 
political solution.

Sobhi al-Rifai, head of the ex-
ecutive bureau of the Syrian oppo-
sition’s Revolutionary Command 
Council, said the regime and its 
allies failed to “score any strategic 
victory, despite Russian air strikes 
targeting more than 450 FSA posi-
tions and only four ISIS bases. On 
the ground, they could not ad-
vance as our fighters confronted 
them with the few TOW (anti-
tank) missiles they had.

“Thus, the regime will not be 
able to achieve any political vic-
tory since (it) failed militarily,” Ri-
fai said.

Khalil Hamlo is a 
Damascus-based journalist and 
regular contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. He has been covering 
Syria since 1995.

Protesters assembled across from the Vienna talks venue, on October 30th.
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Moscow and Tehran 
have widely 
separate strategic 
imperatives in Syria.

“Iran… wants to 
unite all Shias under 
its umbrella 
irrespective of the 
borders.”

With the Russian 
intervention, Iran 
took a back seat, a 
diplomatic source 
said.
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