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T
hese are special days for major religious faiths. This year, 
the calendar has worked so that Muslims and Christians 
will mark their holidays on almost the same day. Muslims 
will be celebrating al-Mawlid al-Nabawi, Prophet Moham-
mad’s birthday, on December 24th, just one day before 
Christmas. Jews observed Hanukkah, the eight-day 
Festival of Lights, December 6th-14th.

On these holidays and with the New Year approaching, humanity is 
entitled to hope and can pray that 2016 will usher in a year of more 
peace and less conflict.

For the Middle East and North Africa, 2015 was strewn with human-
made disasters, including wars, terrorist attacks and the mass tragedy 
of displacement and migration.

After five years and 250,000 casualties, war in Syria still rages. A 
monstrosity called the Islamic State (ISIS) still wreaks havoc in the 
Levant and beyond. The Palestinians are no closer to achieving their 
right to national independence.

But as 2015 comes to a close we can see a few glimmers of hope. A 
group of civil society activists in an Arab country, Tunisia, received 
the Nobel Peace Prize; Saudi women voted for the first time and no 
fewer than 20 of them were elected to public office; Libyan belliger-
ents have signed a peace agreement, bringing hope that peace will 
return to that North African nation; a cease-fire was declared in 
Yemen; and the international community is finally searching in 
earnest for a negotiated settlement in Syria.

More importantly and despite all appearances, the bonds that bind 
humanity are stronger than those forces that divide its peoples and 
nations. The world can still rise to the challenge of agreeing on the 
common good when the stakes are high. The accord on climate change 
reached by the community of nations is the best expression of that 
universal hope.

Despite the headline-grabbing violence committed by extremist 
groups, Arab and Muslim societies remain overwhelmingly opposed 
to the scourges of terror and extremism. The unfolding drama of 
Middle East refugees crossing the Mediterranean to Europe has shown 
the world to what degree international solidarity is stronger than the 
forces that advocate for barriers and who use ethnic, cultural and 
religious differences to divide populations into “us” and “them”.

Such barriers have not dissuaded the young people of Syria, Iraq 
and Iran from seeking harbour in the West when trying to escape daily 
despair. The collective yearning for better lives is what drives most 
young people in the Arab world today, not hostility towards others. 
The pyrrhic victories of political forces wishing to exploit fear and 
prejudice to win votes in the West are only short lived.

At the end of 2015, we owe it to ourselves to keep hope alive. North 
Africa and the Middle East can break the vicious circle of war and 
misery. They can also contribute to the progress of humanity and that 
of their own populations.

Our newspaper will not be published on December 25th or January 
1st so our staff may enjoy the holiday season. Our next issue will be 
published January 3rd.

To our readers, we would like to convey our most sincere best 
wishes of a Blessed Mawlid, Merry Christmas and Happy New Year.

Blessed Mawlid,
Merry Christmas
and Happy New Year

T
he perennial question 
regarding Syria 
remains: Can the 
Assad regime remain 
in power? The answer, 
which has also 

remained the same since the start 
of the Syrian revolution more 
than four years, is: The regime 
that was established by Hafez 
Assad and taken over by his son 
Bashar is over. However, does this 
spell the end of Syria as we know 
it?

The Syrian people will be victori-
ous over the regime — one way or 
the other — but could this spell the 
end of a unified Syria? This is the 
biggest challenge facing Syrian op-
position leaders who met in Riyadh 
in mid-December. They must put 
forward a united political and mili-
tary front that can be an acceptable 
alternative to the regime.

One of the most important devel-
opments that we have seen in Syria 
is the trouble the Assad regime is 
having replenishing its ranks. Mili-
tary checkpoints have been set up 
in government-controlled territory 
in Damascus and elsewhere not to 
look for rebels but, rather, to seek 
young Syrian men who are absent 
from their military service. Those 
caught undergo a short training 
period — perhaps a week or two — 
before being sent to the front lines, 
where many are killed.

Even with bombings by Syria’s 
Russian ally, the Assad regime 
lacks the raw numbers to push 
back against the rebel groups and 
take advantage of its aerial superi-
ority. Assad needs at least 80,000 
recruits to bolster his army’s ranks 
and retake areas that have fallen 
out of government control but 
these new recruits are nowhere to 
be found. Russia’s latest efforts to 
bolster its Syrian ally will ultimate-
ly prove in vain.

Returning to the Riyadh meet-
ing, we must first express thanks 
to the efforts being undertaken by 
Saudi Arabia to unify the Syrian 

opposition ranks. There 
is cautious optimism that 
these efforts will bear fruit, 
bearing in mind the state 
of fragmentation and divi-
sion that has historically 
existed between the differ-
ent rebel groups. One thing 
that these various groups 
can agree on is that Assad 
and the Islamic State (ISIS) 
are the enemy.

The Syrian opposition did well 
in the Riyadh meeting to reconfirm 
that Assad must leave power with 
the start of any transition period. 

They also agreed to form a joint 
negotiating delegation and put in 
place a path for a future independ-
ent, civil and pluralistic Syrian 
state.

In what represented the first 
meeting to bring together close to 
100 different political and military 
opposition groups, the Syrian op-
position managed to emerge with 
a realistic communiqué that put 
forward a comprehensive consen-
sus vision between the Western-
backed opposition, the Syrian 
domestic opposition and “moder-
ate” armed groups fighting on the 
ground.

This confirmed that any nego-
tiations with the Assad regime 
would be based on the Geneva I 
communiqué and related inter-
national resolutions and within a 
UN-backed schedule. This com-
muniqué provides a way out of this 
crisis for all sides.

Will this be enough to resolve the 
Syrian crisis, particularly when we 
are faced with a US administration 
that has no Middle East strategy in 
general and no Syrian strategy in 
particular?

Does the Assad regime believe 
that it should leave today, rather 
than tomorrow, because its re-
maining in power would destroy 
what is left of Syria?

Have the Russians finally ac-
knowledged that its defence of As-
sad is doomed to failure, especially 
if Moscow has ambitions to export 
Gulf gas to Europe via the Syrian 
coast?

Has Iran acknowledged that its 
objective to establish an Alawite 
statelet like the Hezbollah mini-
state in Lebanon is an unachiev-
able dream?

In any case, the greatest respon-
sibility falls on the shoulders of 
Syrian opposition groups. They 
must meet the aspirations of the 
Syrian people while dealing with 
regional and international com-
plications, particularly Russia and 
Iran.

Much will depend on the ability 
of the Syrian opposition to remain 
united after the Riyadh conference. 
The conference was a milestone 
in the history of the Syrian op-
position, particularly its ability to 
emerge with concrete results. It is 
imperative that the Syrian opposi-
tion continue in this vein.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer. The commentary 
was translated and adapted 
from the Arabic. It was originally 
published in the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper.
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