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Syria’s uphill battle to peace
Beirut

W 

hile the United 
States and Russia 
carry out scores of 
air strikes and fight-
ing rages on the 

ground in Syria, the United Nations 
is struggling to launch its third ma-
jor diplomatic offensive to end a 
5-year-old war in Syria that imperils 
the entire Middle East.

The gathering in Geneva, sched-
uled for January 29th, is the result 
of a whirlwind of last-minute diplo-
macy by US Secretary of State John 
Kerry and UN Syria envoy Staffan de 
Mistura to get all sides to jettison 
preconditions and endless wran-
gling over who should attend.

The talks were scheduled to start 
on January 25th but were pushed 
back because of deep differences 
over who would represent the op-
position forces and due to disagree-
ments on other key issues.

These are so profound that initial 
rounds will be “proximity talks”, 
with representatives of President 
Bashar Assad’s Damascus regime 
and many of the fractious rebel 
groups battling to bring him down 
in separate rooms with negotiators 
shuttling between them.

Disagreement continues over 
who will attend the talks, which de 
Mistura — the third UN envoy on 
Syria since this perplexing war be-
gan — said are part of an 18-month 
UN plan for a political transition in 
Syria.

UN-backed peace efforts in 2012 
and 2014 collapsed and there seems 
to be little real prospect of a nego-
tiated settlement to end a war in 
which an estimated 260,000 people 
have died.

Even de Mistura, a seasoned 
Swiss-Italian veteran of regional 
flashpoints who headed UN mis-
sions in Iraq and Afghanistan, ap-
peared to play down expectations.

“It will be uphill all the way,” he 

cautioned. “There will be a lot of 
posturing and walkouts. We should 
not be impressed or depressed. The 
important thing is to keep up the 
momentum.”

The complexities are legion. Syria 
has become a proxy battleground 
for competing powers — the United 
States and Russia, Iran and Saudi 

Arabia, Turkey and the autonomy-
seeking Kurds — who all have di-
vergent strategic imperatives in the 
Middle East and beyond. The Is-
lamic State’s drive to establish a ca-
liphate in Syria and Iraq adds an ex-
plosive dimension to the equation.

Within Syria itself, the war and 
the decades of often brutal rule by 
the Assad dynasty that led to it have 
fractured the country and its com-
peting sects and ethnic groupings.

Long-smouldering hatreds ig-
nited by the violence will be im-
mensely difficult to smother. The 
recent sharpening of the regional 
power struggle between Riyadh 
and Tehran has greatly complicated 
matters. The Russian military incur-
sion, which changed the course of 

the war in favour of the Damascus 
regime, will affect the negotiations.

Despite more than a quarter of 
a million deaths over the last five 
years, the Syrian regime seems to 
believe the country’s future can be 
decided on the battlefield, thanks to 
Russian firepower, and is in no hur-
ry to make concessions. “We’re not 
going to give today what we have 
not given over the last five years,” 
declared Hilal al-Hilal, a senior fig-
ure in Assad’s ruling Ba’ath Party.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly. He has covered 
Middle Eastern affairs since 1967 
and lives in Beirut.
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On fifth anniversary, a revolution no more in Egypt  

Cairo

T 

he T-shirt of a rights ad-
vocate walking towards 
Cairo’s Tahrir Square to 
mark the anniversary 
of the January 25, 2011, 

uprising that overthrew president 
Hosni Mubarak probably denoted 
the desperation of revolutionaries 
who toppled the long-ruling presi-
dent.

Sanaa Seif, whose brother, Alaa, 
was one of the anti-Mubarak activ-
ists five years ago but is now im-
prisoned, wore a shirt proclaiming: 
It’s still the January revolution.

There had been a call for wide 
protests to mark the anniver-
sary but a crackdown by the cur-
rent Egyptian government likely 
dampened participation. Egypt 
stepped up security in Cairo, es-
pecially near Tahrir Square, which 
was the epicentre of the 2011 revo-
lution.

Thousands of homes were raid-
ed recently, as authorities jailed 
tens of thousands of people for 

breaking a law banning protests, 
such as those that fuelled the 2011 
uprising, the BBC reported.

That left the January 25th gath-
erings in Tahrir Square — number-
ing in the hundreds rather than 
the hundreds of thousands who 

crowded the area five years ago — 
mostly showing support for the 
government of President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi.

Pro-government supporters 
were much more evident than any 
form of protest, even though few 

of the revolution’s demands have 
been met.

In 2011, Egyptians streamed onto 
squares demanding the overthrow 
of the man who manipulated the 
country for three decades. But by 
2016, political science Professor 
Tarek Fahmi said, Egyptians are 
fed up.

“They have seen that protests 
bring about, not the best, but the 
worst,” he said. “The 2011 upris-
ing brought about a Muslim Broth-
erhood regime, even worse than 
Mubarak.”

The Brotherhood was accused 
of hijacking the revolution begun 
by secular revolutionaries, such 
as Seif’s brother, who dreamed of 
turning Egypt into a true democ-
racy, not an Islamic caliphate.

The revolution did give Egypt its 
first civilian president — Muham-
mad Morsi — after Mubarak but 
Morsi’s policies were divisive as 
he sought to impose the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s agenda, instigating 
anger and paving the way for the 
return of the military to power.

Since then, legislation has been 
enacted making protests such as 
those that gave birth to the 2011 

uprising difficult to organise. The 
result was an anniversary in 2016 
that hardly resembled the event it 
was commemorating.

Seif  and a 27-year old Egyptian 
artist on a bicycle were among the 
few out on the streets on Monday, 
overcoming apathy and disap-
pointment that the hopes of the 
revolution were dashed. Many of 
those who might have joined them 
have been inhibited by the fear of 
Egypt’s heavy-handed security 
forces.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.A 27-year old Egyptian artist stops with her bicycle in front of the 

Kasr Al Nile bridge that leads to Tahrir Square, after making her 
way back from the square, during the fifth anniversary of the 2011 
uprising, in Cairo, on Januray 25th.

“The 2011 
uprising brought 
about a Muslim 
Brotherhood 
regime, even worse 
than Mubarak.”

Amr Emam

UN Syria envoy Staffan de Mistura holds a press conference, on January 25th in Geneva, about efforts 
to restart Syria peace talks.
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The Syrian regime 
seems to believe the 
country’s future can 
be decided on the 
battlefield, thanks to 
Russian firepower.
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