
3December 18, 2015

London

M 

ore than 100 mem-
bers of the Syr-
ian opposition, 
completing intense 
marathon talks in Ri-

yadh, agreed to negotiate with the 
Damascus government towards a 
political solution to the Syrian civil 
war with the precondition the Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad plays no 
part in a transitional period.

The aim of the three-day Riyadh 
meeting, which ended December 
11th, was to unify the fragmented 
Syrian opposition before potential 
talks with the Assad regime. In No-
vember, foreign ministers from 17 
countries agreed that a transitional 
government be set up within six 
months with elections carried out 
within 18 months.

Monzer Akbik, a member of 
the National Coalition opposi-
tion group, was quoted by Reuters 
as saying the Riyadh conference 
agreed to set up a leadership group 
that would include six coalition 
members, six representatives from 
rebel factions, five from a Damas-
cus-based group and eight inde-
pendent figures.

“These are representatives of all 
the opposition factions, political 
and military and they are going to 
be the decision makers in terms 
of the political settlement,” Akbik 
said. A separate negotiating team of 
15 members would also be appoint-
ed, he said.

The talks were not short on dra-
ma. Ahrar al-Sham, an Islamist in-
surgent group, withdrew from the 
talks, only to return and sign the fi-
nal statement, according to sources 

and Reuters, which obtained a copy 
of the final declaration.

Erratic behaviour was expected 
of Ahrar al-Sham, which before 
the talks accused other members 
of the opposition of being friendly 
with the Assad regime. The group 
also pledged not to accept any out-
come of the talks if it did not satisfy 
certain criteria, one of which was 
“maintaining the Islamic identity of 
our people and giving our religion 
the complete freedom in deciding 
Syria’s future according to its iden-
tity and history”.

Another issue was the com-
plaint from a number of opposi-
tion groups of not being invited. 
Conspicuous by their absence were 
the Syrian Kurdish People’s Protec-
tion Units, the US-backed military 
wing of the Democratic Union Party 

(PYD), which were excluded at the 
insistence of Ankara.

In reaction to the snub, a number 
of Kurdish groups established their 
own two-day conference but with 
very little participation.

With regards to Kurdish partici-
pation at the Riyadh talks, Abdul 
Basit Sieda, the Kurdish former 
head of the Syrian National Council 
and head of the Kurdish National 
Council, told The Arab Weekly that 
all segments that make up the op-
position, including political, ethni-

cal and military aspects, were pre-
sent in Riyadh.

Syrian opposition activist Ma-
rah Bukai said the conference was 
timely and would be instrumen-
tal in bringing together the entire 
spectrum of moderate opposition, 
from both the political and military 
sides. She said that would help de-
velop “a vision to resolve this crisis, 
without compromising the core of 
our revolution in freedom, dignity 
and fairness to all Syrians”.

“The Riyadh conference is our 
last chance before heading towards 
total chaos that will not only affect 
the security and stability of the 
region but the entire world,” she 
added.

The demand that Assad and his 
circle play no part in a political 
transition is a tougher stance than 

that of several Western countries 
that back Assad’s opponents. The 
United States, France and Britain all 
called for Assad to step down after 
protests broke out against his rule 
in March 2011.

The reaction from the pro-Assad 
camp has been predictably hostile. 
A statement the Russian Foreign 
Ministry said that because the Ri-
yadh meeting excluded groups 
such as the Syrian Kurds, they 
should not form the basis for peace 
talks.

In an interview with the Spanish 
news agency EFE, Assad stated he 
would not negotiate with armed 
groups, accusing Washington and 
Saudi Arabia of wanting “terrorist 
groups” to join the talks.

“There’s no point in meeting in 
New York or anywhere else without 
defining terrorist groups,” he said. 
“For us, in Syria, everyone who 
holds a machine gun is a terrorist.”

Al-Qaeda’s Syria affiliate, al-
Nusra Front, accused rebels who 
attended the Riyadh conference of 
“treason” and betrayal.

“It is a plot, not a conference. 
Such… gatherings must be foiled,” 
al-Nusra Front chief Abu Muham-
mad al-Jolani said in an interview 
with Orient News, a Dubai-based 
Syrian opposition television chan-
nel.

Regarding the next step, Ab-
dulaziz al-Sager, head of the Gulf 
Research Centre and leader of  the 
Riyadh talks, said the opposition 
would meet government officials in 
the first ten days of January.

A statement at the end of the 
two-day conference said Assad 
should leave power at the start of 
a transitional period and called for 
an all-inclusive, democratic civic 
state. It also committed to preserv-
ing state institutions.
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Saudi official Abdulaziz al-Saqr (C) and members of the Syrian opposition Louai Safi (R) and Hend 
Kapwat (L) attend a news conference at the end of the Syrian opposition conference in Riyadh, on 
December 10th.

The Riyadh 
conference is our 
last chance before 
heading towards 
total chaos.

News & Analysis The war in Syria

Amman

J 

ordan is drawing up a list of 
“terrorist” and “moderate” 
groups operating in Syria 
ahead of negotiations be-
tween the Syrian opposition 

and the regime of President Bashar 
Assad on the future of the war-
stricken country.

Jordan was entrusted with the 
task during a mid-November meet-
ing that included the United States, 
the United Nations and Russia. Be-
fore that process took off, Saudi 
Arabia arranged for a three-day 
gathering in Riyadh of Syrian oppo-
sition groups it supports.

The Riyadh meeting imposed 
a new reality: The Saudi-hosted 
groups must be recognised as part 
of the “moderate opposition” that 
will negotiate a final settlement to 
the Syrian civil war.

Initially, Amman remained silent 
on the Saudi moves to avoid an-
gering its largest Arab bankroller, 
which has pumped billions of dol-
lars to Amman over the years to 
keep Jordan’s moribund economy 
afloat. That drew widespread spec-
ulation that efforts were not coor-
dinated between the two countries.

However, a senior government of-
ficial insisted that Jordan had taken 
the nudge on all the moves from 

Saudi Arabia, which announced on 
December 14th the formation of an 
alliance of Muslim nations to fight 
terrorism.

“The Saudi meeting is part and 
parcel of a unified effort to end the 
war in Syria,” the official told The 
Arab Weekly, insisting on anonym-
ity, citing the sensitivity of his re-
marks.

US Secretary of State John Kerry, 
after talks with Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov in Moscow, said they 
exchanged views on “moderate” 
and “terrorist” groups operating in 
Syria.

Kerry said he was specifically 
concerned about the safety of the 
moderates, who were facing con-
stant Russian air strikes in Syria.

Jordan, which hosts 1.4 million 
Syrian refugees, has maintained 
close contact with “moderate” Syr-
ian rebels, hoping they may offer an 
alternative to Assad’s regime. The 
so-called moderates, known as the 
Southern Front, include ex-Syrian 
Army officers and Free Syrian Army 
recruits from tribal backgrounds 
from southern Syria regions.

Fayez Dwairi, a strategic analyst 
and retired senior military officer, 
said that due to Jordan’s national 
security interests in southern Syria, 
“I’m sure the kingdom would like to 
maintain the status quo there for as 
long as possible.”

There are more than 800 armed 
groups operating in Syria and 40% 
of those may be considered “mod-
erate”, another Jordanian gov-
ernment official involved in the 
screening process said, insisting 
on anonymity because he is not al-
lowed to make press statements.

Jordan hopes the “moderates” 

will form a buffer if and when As-
sad’s regime in Damascus crumbles, 
or if Assad decides to abandon the 
presidency and head to a safe ha-
ven on the eastern Mediterranean 
in Syria’s Latakia. The area is home 
to Assad’s minority Alawite sect, an 
offshoot of Shia Islam.

Saudi Arabia, which is of the rival 
Sunni sect, has accused Assad of 
being an Iranian vassal to promote 
Tehran’s brand of Shia Islam in a re-
gion long dominated by Sunni gov-
ernments. It wants Assad to leave of-
fice before a political process starts.

However, in meetings in the past 
two months in Vienna, representa-
tives from the United Nations, the 
European Union and 17 countries — 
including Saudi Arabia — set in mo-
tion a plan for a possible solution 

to end the civil war in Syria, which 
envisages the defeat of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and other militants.

The diplomats agreed in Vienna 
on October 30th to a timetable that 
would in six months see a transi-
tional government in Syria, which 
would have elections within 18 
months.

At the Riyadh meeting, which 
wrapped up December 11th, more 
than 100 members of Syria’s opposi-
tion groups agreed to work together 
to prepare for talks with Assad’s 
government.

Jordan has proceeded with draft-

ing the required lists on the Syrian 
opposition groups.

The Jordanian official involved 
in the screening process cautioned 
that “clear criteria must be used to 
define a terror group and then be 
applied to all parties in the conflict. 
Deciding which of these groups is 
terrorist in nature is not going to be 
an easy task.”

Dawiri says Jordan should reject 
this task, although it is capable of 
doing it.

“Time isn’t ripe for Jordan to cre-
ate enemies in a troubled region 
and amid a rise of terror groups,” he 
said.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in 
Amman, has reported on regional 
issues since 1999.
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