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‘Geneva 3’ faces hurdles, conflicting agendas
Jamal J. Halaby and Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

D 

espite disparate posi-
tions and complex is-
sues taken to the nego-
tiating table, the United 
States, Russia and other 

major powers are determined to 
convene Syria peace talks in Gene-
va on January 25th.

If they get off the ground, as the 
major powers insist, the talks would 
mark a breakthrough in Syria’s 
bloody civil strife, which enters its 
sixth year on March 17.

Widely referred to as “Geneva 3”, 
the gathering comes as diplomatic 
bickering intensified between Saudi 
Arabia and Iran, two regional pow-
erhouses and key players in Syria.

Iran is a strong ally of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad, who Riyadh 
wants deposed before negotiations 
start. Saudi Arabia supports oppo-
sition groups against Assad, who 
is also backed by Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin. He dispatched 
troops and military gear to rid Syria 
of Islamic State (ISIS) and other mili-
tants seeking to topple Assad.

Saudi Arabia cut diplomatic ties 
with Iran in early January after 
mobs, reacting to the execution of a 
Shia cleric, attacked the kingdom’s 
embassy in Tehran. Riyadh’s rela-

tions have traditionally been bumpy 
with Tehran, which it accuses of 
spreading influence and rival Shia 
brand of Islam in a region long dom-
inated by Sunni Muslim govern-
ments.

Syrian rebel groups insist they 
would not take part in the peace 
talks unless humanitarian codi-
cils in the latest UN resolution on 
the conflict are implemented. The 
groups, which include the powerful 
Islam Army, mentioned articles of 
the resolution that call for humani-
tarian access to all in need and the 
cessation of attacks on civilians.

The opposition also wants the Da-
mascus government to take good-
will steps, such as a prisoner release, 
before negotiations.

Another sticking point is the list 
of groups invited to attend versus a 
list of “terrorist” organisations ex-
cluded from the meeting.

Jordan, delegated by the United 
States, United Nations and Russia, 
prepared an invitation list. How-
ever, a Jordanian government offi-
cial with access to the negotiations 
said the original document was be-
ing expanded slightly to incorporate 
groups Saudi Arabia insisted be pre-
sent, such as Ahrar al-Sham, which 
Washington considers a terror or-
ganisation.

The official spoke to The Arab 
Weekly on condition that he is not 
identified further.

UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan 
de Mistura and his team “will con-
tinue working hard to issue the invi-
tations in order to ensure maximum 
inclusivity, with a view to starting 
the intra-Syrian Geneva Talks on 25 
January”, de Mistura’s office said in 
a statement.

Assistant US Secretary of State 
Anne Patterson said Washington 
and Moscow were working “very as-
siduously” on defining the terrorist 
groups. They have discussed “the 
terrorism issue in the whole Syria-
Iraq corridor” and military and in-
telligence contacts were continuing.

Patterson said talks were on 
track for January 25th and pointed 
out that she had had a “good con-
versation” with Russian Deputy 
Foreign Minister Gennady Gatilov 
and senior officials from Britain, 
China and France.

The UN Security Council unani-
mously approved a resolution on 
December 18th endorsing an in-
ternational Syria peace process. It 
gave UN blessing to a plan negoti-
ated by world powers in Vienna 
that calls for a ceasefire, talks be-
tween the Syrian government and 
opposition and a two-year timeline 
to create a unity government and 

have elections.
Syria is ready to take part in 

peace talks in Geneva and hopes 
that the dialogue will help it form 
a national unity government, Syr-
ian Foreign Minister Walid al-
Moualem said in a January 18th 
statement.

Saudi Arabia hosted a confer-
ence in December in an attempt to 
create an opposition bloc. Meet-
ing participants agreed to set up a 
34-member secretariat to super-
vise peace talks and that commit-
tee would select an opposition ne-
gotiating team.

The Syrian civil war was sparked 

by a government crackdown on 
pro-democracy activists in peace-
ful demonstrations in March 
2011, which later developed into 
a bloody civil war. ISIS militants 
used the chaos to seize territory in 
Syria and Iraq.

More than 250,000 people have 
been killed and tens of thousands 
wounded or missing and about 4.3 
million Syrians have fled the country.
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US Secretary of State John Kerry (L), and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov walk to a meeting on 
Syria, in Zurich, on Januray 20th.

Syrian opposition sees little hope in Geneva peace talks
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

T 

he Syrian opposition had 
been expected to meet 
Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s representatives in 
Geneva in January for a 

new phase of political negotiations, 
which were expected to focus on 
reaching a settlement of the Syrian 
war. That meeting, however, is in 
doubt as the United Nations said it 
would not issue invitations to the 
talks until major powers pushing the 
process reach agreement on which 
rebel representatives should attend.

“At this stage the UN will proceed 
with issuing invitations when the 
countries spearheading the ISSG 
(International Syria Support Group) 
process come to an understand-
ing on who among the opposition 
should be invited,” UN spokesman 
Farhan Haq said.

The opposition on January 20th 
announced the names of members 
of its delegation, including Moham-
med Alloush as chief negotiator, for 
the Geneva talks. Alloush a political 
leader of Jaysh al-Islam, a major re-
bel group that Moscow and Damas-
cus deemed “terrorist”.

Syrian opposition members said, 
however, they would not attend the 
talks if a third party takes part, refer-
ring to Russia’s intention to widen 
the opposition delegation and im-
pede the negotiations.

UN special envoy for Syria Staffan 
de Mistura had set January 25th as 
the date for the talks. His spokes-
man said in a statement on Decem-
ber 26th that he counts on “full 
cooperation” from all the relevant 
Syrian parties, adding that recent 
developments in Syria would not 
hinder the talks from taking place.

“The hopes for Geneva talks, if it 
is going to be held, are very modest,” 
said Samir Nashar, a senior member 
of the Syrian National Coalition, the 
major political opposition group. 
“The conflict will continue until 
there’s a change in the regional and 

international arena.”
Unlike previous negotiations be-

tween Syria’s opposition and the 
Assad regime, this phase had been 
projected to be more productive, as 
per UN Security Council Resolution 
2254 with which the United Nations 

gained an enhanced role in the pro-
cess.

Resolution 2254, unanimously 
adopted on December 18th and 
based on the June 2012 Geneva com-
muniqué, assigned the United Na-
tions the responsibility of outlining 
a “nationwide ceasefire” in Syria. 
The ceasefire would demand both 
the regime and the opposition to 
take “initial steps” towards a politi-
cal transition, which would lead to 
the formation of a united transition-
al government within six months 
and fair elections within 18 months.

Critics say, however, that any talks 
would not be much different than 
previous negotiations, especially 
because Resolution 2254 is not pre-
sented under Chapter VII, which 
provides the Security Council with 
legal measures to use force to imple-
ment any potential outcomes.

In addition, the United States and 
Russia vehemently disagree on the 
desired outcomes for negotiations. 
The fate of Assad and the preference 
for post-war Syria remain major 
points of disagreement.

Peace talks in 2014 failed to pro-
duce tangible solutions, largely 
because the Assad regime’s repre-
sentatives refused to discuss a tran-
sitional government.

Since then, only one issue has 
been even partially solved: the frag-
mentation of the Syrian opposition. 
On December 9th, more than 100 
members of the Syrian opposition 
met in Riyadh to create a negotia-
tion team to represent all opposition 
groups during talks with the regime 

delegation.
As Russia’s involvement in Syria 

widens, the opposition is uncertain 
whether any proposed talks would 
be worth attending.

The opposition’s negotiation coor-
dinator, former Syrian prime minis-
ter Riad Hijab, said his group would 
not talk to the government while 
“foreign forces” are bombing Syria, 
in reference to Russia’s intervention 
in support of the Assad regime. Hi-
jab also noted that the United States 
has “backtracked” on its position 
that Assad must immediately relin-
quish power, accommodating Rus-
sia’s interests in the conflict.

“The United States, under Presi-
dent [Barack] Obama, is working as 
a mediator between the opposition 
and the regime and not as a support-
er [of the opposition],” said Nashar.

Former US ambassador to Syria 
Robert Ford has expressed doubts 
that negotiations would end the 
war in Syria. Testifying January 12th 
before the US House of Representa-
tives Armed Services Committee, 
Ford said the Obama administra-
tion’s policy towards Syria is “like a 
hope. It’s a wish and it’s been a wish 
since 2012”.

“I don’t think the process is going 
to go anywhere,” said Ford, who is 
known for his work in 2012 for bring-
ing the opposition to the previous 
two rounds of negotiations. “There 
hasn’t been enough pressure on the 
Assad regime to accept major con-
cessions.”

Nashar said the opposition’s nego-
tiating team was meeting in Riyadh 
to assess its position and participa-
tion in any talks.
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German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier (R) and the 
Syrian opposition coordinator and former prime minister of Syria 
Riyad Hijab, on January 13th, in Berlin.
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