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S 

purred by the Paris terror-
ist attacks, world powers 
meeting in Vienna agreed 
on a political road map and 
timetable to end the Syrian 

conflict. The agreement represents 
a major breakthrough in the lengthy 
conflict.

The deal imposed a January 1, 
2016, deadline to start direct nego-
tiations between the Syrian govern-
ment and opposition.

Representatives of 17 countries, 
many of which support opposing 
sides in the Syrian conflict, met for 
the third time in Vienna to seek 
a political solution that will see a 
“credible, inclusive and non-sectar-
ian” transitional government within 
the next six months, followed by 
the drafting of a new constitution 
and UN-supervised elections within 
a further 18 months.

Observers had expected protract-
ed negotiations during the Vienna 
talks but events were overshad-
owed by the Islamic State (ISIS) ter-
rorist attacks on Paris on November 
13th, one day before the meetings in 
Austria.

“The impact of the war bleeds 
into all of our nations,” US Secretary 
of State John Kerry acknowledged. 

“It is time for the bleeding in Syria 
to stop.”

“The Paris attacks have shown… 
that it doesn’t matter if you are for 
[Syrian President Bashar] Assad or 
against him, ISIS is your enemy,” 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov said.

The parties agreed “to support 
and work to implement a nation-
wide ceasefire in Syria to come into 
effect as soon as the representatives 
of the Syrian government and the 
opposition have begun initial steps 
towards the transition under UN 
auspices,” according to a statement 
from the United Nations.

Washington and Moscow reaf-
firmed the agreement on the 
sidelines of the Group of 20 (G20) 
gathering in Turkey during a brief 
meeting between US President 
Barack Obama and Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin.

It was unclear when a putative 
ceasefire would, or could, begin, 
with questions remaining as to who 
will represent the Syrian govern-
ment and opposition at UN-bro-
kered peace talks and who would be 
eligible to join a future transitional 
government.

Even reaching an agreement on 
a list of accepted political organi-
sations and proscribed terrorist 
groups will be difficult with the As-
sad regime labelling all opposition 
groups, from moderate rebels to al-
Nusra Front and ISIS, “terrorists”.

The Syrian opposition remains 
wary of dealing with a regime that 
has bombed its own people. Some 
opposition figures cautiously wel-
comed the deal but others viewed it 
as a political ploy for Assad to cling 
to power.

Kerry said opposition attendance 
at the talks would be contingent on 

the ceasefire. “That will help to end 
the bloodshed as quickly as possible 
and I might add that will help rap-
idly to define who wants to be con-
sidered a terrorist and who is not,” 
he said.

Assad’s fate remains a major 
stumbling block with Moscow and 
Tehran showing little inclination to 
withdraw their support for the Syr-
ian strongman. Lavrov said that the 
problem, and its solution, is “not 
about Assad”.

“The Islamic Republic of Iran did 
not allow a clause on the ouster of 
President Assad to be included in 
the final statement of the Vienna 

talks. We emphasised that only the 
Syrian people have the right to de-
cide this,” Iranian Deputy Foreign 
Minister Amir Abdollahian was 
quoted as saying by the semi-offi-
cial FARS news agency.

Riyadh stressed that it will not 
back down from its staunch posi-
tion that Assad must go. “We will 
support the Syrian people. We will 
support the political process that 
will result in Assad leaving or we 
will continue to support the Syr-
ian opposition to remove him by 
force,” Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir said in Turkey.

Washington appeared to be send-
ing mixed messages with observers 
suggesting that the United States 
had softened its stance on Assad. 
“We did not come here to impose 
our collective will on the Syrian peo-
ple, exactly the opposite… [They] 
will be and must be the validators 
of our efforts,” Kerry said. However, 
he also acknowledged that the war 
“can’t end as long as Assad is there”.

British Prime Minister David 
Cameron suggested that opinions 
over Assad’s future are narrow-
ing. “The gap has been enormous 
between those of us who believe 
Assad should go immediately and 
those who like President Putin who 
have been supporting and contin-
ue to support him,” he said after a 
meeting with Putin at the G20.

“I think it has been reduced… I 
hope we can close the gap still fur-
ther but it will need compromise on 
both sides,” Cameron added.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) has 
suffered critical setbacks 
in Syria and Iraq in recent 
days. The attacks by ISIS 
in Paris and elsewhere 

have provoked reprisals by France, 
the United States as well as Russia. 
But it is too early to venture wheth-
er the terrorist atrocities will bring 
about a dramatic intensification of 
the stumbling US-led military cam-
paign against the group.

However, there appears to be a 
growing realisation that so far these 
operations have failed to coun-
ter ISIS and the Islamic caliphate 
it proclaimed in Syria and Iraq in 
June 2014 and that it is time to step 
up the battle, as French President 
François Hollande, who declared 
the November 13th slaughter in 
Paris an “act of war”, is doing.

“We have allowed ISIS to have 
a sanctuary in Syria and Iraq with 
too much time to plan and plot, 
too many resources to be directed 
against us,” US Representative 
Adam Schiff, D-Mass., the senior 
Democrat on the House Intelli-
gence Committee, declared on No-
vember 15th.

It is not clear why ISIS expanded 
its operations outside Syria and 
Iraq. It has shown itself to be me-
ticulously methodical and rarely 
acted impulsively but it has clearly 
pushed Europe, along with the 
Americans and the Russians, into 
stepping up the fight.

This is gathering momentum as 
ISIS’s enemies in Syria and Iraq 
have been pressing the group hard, 
despite Russia’s armed intervention 
in September to rescue the flagging 
regime of President Bashar Assad.

On November 13th, the same day 
Paris was hit by a gun-and-bomb 
rampage that killed 129 people and 
wounded hundreds more, Kurdish 
pershmerga troops in Iraq retook 
the northern city of Sinjar, seized 
by ISIS in mid-2014.

That was a rare victory by the 
Baghdad government and its allies 
against the jihadists and their self-
proclaimed Islamic caliphate that 
runs from northern Syria to west-
ern Iraq.

The most important military as-
pect of driving ISIS out of the Yazidi 
city is that it cuts the group’s main 
supply line to Syria along Highway 
47 running from Mosul, the centre-
piece of ISIS’s Iraqi conquests, to 
Syria.

That could have a major impact 
on ISIS operations in northern Syr-
ia, radiating from its de facto capi-
tal, the city of Raqqa.

There, Syrian Democratic Forces, 
a coalition of Kurdish, Arab, Turk-
men and Assyrian fighters, backed 
by US air power, have been squeez-
ing ISIS hard and gaining ground 
along the border in a bid to cut 
the caliphate in two between the 
strongholds of Mosul and Raqqa.

The Iraqi government, which 
is finally making some gains by 
its reconstructed army after it fell 
apart in ISIS’s 2014 blitzkreig, feels 
more confident about retaking Mo-
sul, where ISIS proclaimed its cali-
phate.

A highly placed Iraqi official, 
with access to strategic planning, 
told The Arab Weekly that with 
Sinjar recaptured, there would be 
a further offensive against ISIS in 

the Saladin governorate, north of 
Baghdad, to drive the jihadists out 
of Ramadi and Mosul.

The recent spate of terrorist at-
tacks claimed by or attributed to 
ISIS underline how the group has 
grown and developed into a poten-
tially global threat. The atrocities 
also emphasised how the US-led 
military strategy to counter ISIS 
has remained largely unchanged 
and failed to cripple the jihadists.

But that may be changing. France 
has intensified its air strikes, which 
so far have not been particularly 
militarily significant, and is deploy-
ing its nuclear-powered aircraft 
carrier, the Charles de Gaulle, to 
the eastern Mediterranean to step 
up air strikes against ISIS in Syria.

That will dramatically boost 
France’s air capabilities, adding 
26 fighters to the 12 jets currently 
based in the United Arab Emirates 
and Jordan.

In Versailles, Hollande told 
French parliamentarians: “We will 
continue the strikes in the weeks to 
come. There will be no respite and 
no truce. France is at war.”

In Moscow, President Vladimir 
Putin vowed to intensify air strikes 
against ISIS after he acknowledged 
that a bomb destroyed a Russian 
Airbus over Sinai, killing all 224 
people aboard. “The criminals… 
must understand that vengeance is 
inevitable,” he declared.

Russia launched its own raids on 
Raqqa on November 17th, under-

lining its new-found concern about 
the ISIS danger.

Since it started its campaign in 
Syria on September 30th, Moscow 
claimed it was fighting ISIS but 
most of its air strikes were against 
rebels backed by the United States, 
Saudi Arabia and Turkey and 
threatening the Assad regime.

The Americans are also step-
ping up their 14-month-old aerial 
onslaught against ISIS and con-
centrating on its oil infrastructure 
in Syria, the group’s key source of 
revenue. 

An attack that destroyed 116 ISIS 
oil tankers near the Iraqi border on 
November 15th was an unequivocal 
signal that the Americans are tak-
ing the gloves off.
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