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E  
fforts to pull together UN-
sponsored negotiations 
to resolve the Syrian civil 
war have been marred by 
divergences about issues 

such as the make-up of delegations 
and the conditions for the talks.

The biggest Syrian opposition 
grouping, the High Negotiations 
Committee (HNC), has demanded a 
ceasefire before negotiations start. 
The Saudi-backed HNC referred in 
a statement to the “necessity of re-
alising genuine improvements on 
the ground before starting in the 
negotiating process”. However, 
UN envoy Staffan de Mistura told 
them implementation was beyond 
his power, a source familiar with 
an opposition meeting in Riyadh 
told Reuters.

The HNC is headed by former 
Syrian prime minister Riyad Hi-
jab, who defected to the opposi-
tion in 2012, a year after the start of 
protests against Syrian President 
Bashar Assad that transformed 
into a multisided civil war in  
which some 250,000 people have 
died.

Hijab has referred to the Syrian 
“regime’s attempts to jeopardise 
the political process through ques-
tioning the credibility of the oppo-
sition delegation” and trying “to 
insert some controversial names 
into the delegation formation”.

The HNC has been seeking UN 
clarification on the agenda of the 
talks, particularly how the interna-
tional community would address 
humanitarian issues.

Sources close to the opposition 

told The Arab Weekly that the HNC 
felt frustrated and misled by the 
United States agreeing to demands 
from Russia and Iran — Assad’s 
main backers — especially after the 
difficulty of getting the opposition 
to largely unify at a meeting in Ri-
yadh in December.

At a January 23rd meeting, US 
Secretary of State John Kerry in-
sisted opposition members accept 
new preconditions dictated by 
Moscow and Tehran, the pan-Arab 
newspaper Al-Hayat reported. One 
of the terms Kerry insisted on, ac-
cording to the report, was for the 
opposition to accept a national 
unity government instead of a 
transitional governing body, a re-
quest perceived as “a scary retreat 
in the US position” by opposition 
sources.

The preconditions put in doubt 
a timetable for Assad’s exit, a 
big departure from the previous 
White House position that Assad’s 
removal be part of peace nego-
tiations. The United States, France 
and Britain all called for Assad to 
step down after protests broke out 
against his rule in March 2011.

Kerry also indicated that US 
President Barack Obama’s admin-
istration tacitly endorsed a four-
point plan put forward by Tehran 
that includes internationally su-
pervised presidential elections, 

something already dismissed by 
the Syrian regime.

The remaining parts of the Ira-
nian plan include an immediate 
ceasefire, the formation of a na-
tional unity government and the 
establishment of minority rights in 
the constitution. Those proposals 
have been dismissed by the Syrian 
opposition as an attempt to anchor 
Iran in Syria’s future.

The only point agreed on before 
the negotiations was the urgent 
need for a ceasefire, which is also a 
precondition of the HNC. The HNC 
reportedly informed UN Secretary-
General Ban Ki-moon that it would 
not participate in the Geneva talks 
if the Assad regime and its allied 
militias did not stop targeting ci-
vilians and blocking the delivery of 
humanitarian aid.

Further threats of a boycott 
came from Turkey, whose Foreign 
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu said in 
an interview that Ankara would 
not participate in the Geneva talks 
if the Syrian Kurdish group the 
Democratic Union Party (PYD) was 
invited. Cavusoglu’s threat came 
after co-leader of the Syrian Demo-
cratic Council, Haytham Manna, 
said he would boycott if PYD co-
leader Salih Muslim did not receive 
an invitation to Geneva. The PYD is 
designated a terrorist organisation 
by Ankara, but its armed wing has 
been one of the main fighting forc-
es backed by US air power in Syria.

As the diplomatic bickering con-
tinued, the Assad regime, aided by 
Russian air strikes, and Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, 
has made significant gains on 
the ground, particularly in west-
ern Syria, capturing the town of 
Sheikh Maskin near the Jordanian 
 border.
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Syria talks doomed before they start?

D
espite hundreds of 
thousands dead and 
millions made 
refugees, peace in 
Syria has never 
looked less likely. 

The latest push to get the war-
lords and would-be statesmen 
around the table will be an 
all-Syrian conference in Geneva. 
So far, that endeavour looks dead 
before it has started.

A chief reason peace talks and 
ceasefires have failed in Syria is 
that the regime in Damascus does 
not really want to stop the killing. 
It revels — excels — in chaos. 
Another tragic facet of the uprising 
is how Syria’s opposition — both 
political and military — has failed.

Anti-government protests that 
swept Syria in March 2011 offered 
long-suffering political opposition 
figures, men and women who, 
at the time, were respected, an 
opportunity to present 22 million 
Syrians with an alternative form of 
governance.

Then, the devastating war that 
followed should have proved 
further motivation for the political 
opposition to work together to 
defeat Syrian President Bashar 
Assad. But the death toll soared 
while, in hotels in Istanbul and 
Amman, the opposition fiddled.

The reason Syria’s political 
opposition failed is not difficult 
to discern: men who have never 
handled power before are fighting 
for that same power but among 
themselves, not against the Assad 
regime they collectively hate. The 

most disastrous consequence 
of the infighting is that, for 

Syrians, the opposition is a tragic 
caricature that appears entirely 
incapable of governing.

By way of threat, UN 
representatives responsible for 
organising negotiations say they 
won’t send invitations until the 
opposition reaches an agreement 
on who exactly 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 
understanding on who among the 
opposition should be invited,” UN 
spokesman Farhan Haq said.

For long-time Syrian opposition 
figure George Sabra there is no 
readiness for talks. “There are 
still towns under siege. There are 
still Russian attacks on villages, 
schools and hospitals,” he told 
Reuters.

Still, if there is a silver lining it is 
that with Moscow in pole position 
and not Damascus, the latter may 
be forced to accept provisions it 

would not normally agree to. Over 
the decades Damascus has agreed 
to various “agreements” (the 2011 
Arab League and 2012 UN observer 
missions, for example) only to later 
implicitly or otherwise destroy any 
and all conditions for peace. The 
allowing of aid into besieged areas 
by both the regime and opposition 
forces has slightly eased tensions 
following Russia’s bombing of 
schools in rebel-held areas.

Furthermore, the past several 
years have shown US Secretary 
of State John Kerry to be a coy 
negotiator by reaching landmark 
deals with Iran and on climate 
change as well as securing the 
resignation of Iraq’s divisive and 
sectarian prime minister, Nuri 
al-Maliki. 

Kerry and Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov were to 
meet in advance of the Syria talks 
to hash out a system of pressuring 
their respective sides to sit down 
at the same table.

Yet not even Kerry can convince 

the assemblage of rebel groups, 
opposition figures and the Assad 
regime to agree to a peace that 
exists on paper alone.

It is well known that the Assad 
regime was ruthless; its track 
record over 40 years is plain to see 
for anyone who cares to look.

 However, the revolution offered 
a tremendous opportunity for the 
political opposition and sadly, five 
years later, there is no sense they 
care any more about their country 
than the despots in Damascus.

Meanwhile, in the depths of 
winter, as many refugees are 
making the deadly sea crossing 
from Turkey to Greece as there 
were last June. Millions of 
Syrians are voting with their feet; 
clearly none trust Assad or the 
opposition.
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A preliminary meeting on the Syria crisis at the European headquarters of the United Nations in Geneva, on January 13th.

Riyad Hijab, who heads the Syrian opposition council, speaks in 
Riyadh, on January 20th.
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