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Syrian opposition blames Syrian 
and Russian ‘arrogance’ for failure of talks
Geneva

T
he main Syrian 
opposition group is 
unlikely to return 
to Geneva for 
indirect peace talks 
because of Syria 
and Russia’s 
“arrogant” and 

“merciless” bombardment 
campaign, the opposition’s chief 
negotiator said.

Mohammed Alloush, who 
represents the powerful Army of 
Islam group, told the Associated 
Press on February 4th that the 
opposition did not withdraw from 
UN-sponsored proximity talks in 
Geneva because it “didn’t want 
to get blamed” for their failure. 
However, he added that the 
opposition could not return to 
negotiations while the bombing 
continued.

UN Special Envoy for Syria 
Staffan de Mistura announced 
on February 3rd there would 
be a “temporary pause” in the 
indirect peace talks between the 
government and opposition, saying 
the process would resume on 
February 25th.

The announcement came as 
Syrian troops and their allies 
intensified their offensive, 
capturing several areas in the 
northern Syrian province of Aleppo 
and ending a more than three-year 
siege of two Shia villages.

Alloush said the Syrian 
government and Russia, which 
has been carrying out air strikes in 
support of its ally since September 
30th, were behind the failure of the 
talks.

“The reason behind the collapse 
of the talks in Geneva was the 
arrogance of the Syrian regime 
and the arrogance of the merciless 

Russian air strikes on civilians,” 
said Alloush.

The Russian Defence Ministry 
said its warplanes hit 875 targets in 
Syria in the first week of February, 
including in the area of the 
government offensive.

Alloush said that the main 
opposition group, the High 
Negotiations Committee (HNC), 
would not return to talks “as long 
as the situation remains the same.”

“The political process will not 
be launched as long as Russia, 
the regime and Iran want to win 
militarily the battle on the ground,” 
he added.

He said that, although the Syrian 
government and Russia’s military 
intervention is increasing “the pain 
of Syrians”, he did not believe they 
would be able to achieve a decisive 
military victory in Syria, pointing 
to how the balance of power has 
shifted regularly since the war 
broke out in March 2011.

Peace talks in Geneva had a rocky 
start, with both the government 
and opposition denying that they 
had even formally begun.

The HNC has demanded 
an end to Syrian and Russian 
bombardment, a lifting of sieges 
imposed on 18 rebel-held areas and 
the release of political detainees, 
including women and children.

The opposition said none of 
these conditions had been met, 
other than a small concession by 
government to allow two dozen 
trucks carrying emergency aid 
to enter two besieged suburbs of 
Damascus.

The Syrian government and 
Russia say Alloush’s Army of Islam 
is a terrorist organisation. Alloush 
said that those who bomb civilians 
and use chemical weapons against 
their people are terrorists, referring 
to Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 

government.
The 45-year-old political chief of 

the Army of Islam was the cousin 
and brother-in-law of the group’s 
founder, Zahran Alloush, who was 
killed in a government air strike 
near Damascus in December.

Alloush, who has a degree in 
Islamic Studies and worked in 
publishing in Saudi Arabia until the 
war began five years ago, said that 
if Assad is removed the opposition 
wants elections in Syria.
(The Associated Press)
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Army of Islam’s Mohammed Alloush talks to reporters after peace 
talks were paused in Geneva, on February 3rd.

When peace talks stall
Washington

T 

he Syria peace talks 
stalled even faster than 
I might have predicted, 
though I was never 
sanguine about the 
chances for success. 

The reason for the suspension is 
all too clear: The Syrian Army is 
making headway in north Latakia, 
around Aleppo and elsewhere, 
with vigorous support from 
Russian air strikes as well as 
Hezbollah ground forces and 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps “advisers” (more like 
commanders).

Syrian President Bashar Assad 
and his allies see no reason to halt 
the offensive. The Syrian opposi-
tion, which had asked for an end 
to air strikes and an opening of hu-
manitarian access, sees no reason 
to talk while its people are getting 
slaughtered. Those of us who said 
this conflict was not “ripe” for 
peace talks, which includes almost 
everyone knowledgeable about the 
situation, were right.

That is little comfort. Nor does 
it mean the United Nations was 
wrong to try.

It is the United Nations’ role to 
take on cases no one else wants to 
touch. That’s how it ended up with 
Libya, Yemen and Syria. The Amer-

icans and Europeans left Libya to 
its own devices, which sufficed for 
a while but then proved unequal to 
the state-building challenge. Now 
there is an agreement of sorts but 
no implementation.

The Houthis and Saudis wrecked 
a four-year peace process in 
Yemen, based on a Gulf Coopera-
tion Council agreement and UN 
mediation, with military action. A 
recent effort to reinitiate talks has 
been postponed. Syria has already 
seen two UN efforts to end the war 
— Geneva I and II — fail. Geneva III 
looks likely to founder, too.

These stalled peace processes 
are bad for Libyans, Yemenis and 
Syrians but they don’t have much 
say in the matter. Civilians are the 
most frequent victims of these 
wars, as the contestants are vying 

for power within a state rather than 
trying to defeat the regular military 
forces of another state. Moving 
civilians, or persuading them 
to accept your rule, is therefore 
the objective, not an unintended 
consequence. It is far less perilous 
to men with guns (yes, most of 
them are men) to go after unarmed 
civilians, or even armed insurgents, 
than to contest another state’s 
armed forces.

The only real beneficiaries 
of continued fighting in Libya, 
Yemen and Syria are likely to be the 
extremist forces affiliated with al-
Qaeda and the Islamic State (ISIS). 
They thrive on disorder — areas 
that have witnessed chaos are more 
likely to accept their draconian 
rule — and the extremists often fill 
the vacuum as states concentrate 

their efforts against less extreme 
insurgents.

The one thing we can be pretty 
sure of from the experience of 
fighting extremists since 9/11 
attacks on the United States is 
that attacking them from the air 
without establishing order on the 
ground thereafter ensures that we 
will have to roll Sisyphus’s rock up 
the hill once again. And with each 
iteration the extremists get bolder, 
smarter and more lethal.

We are all too clearly losing 
the war against violent extrem-
ism. We should be thinking hard 
about whether the means we are 
using are appropriate to the task. 
Washington’s purpose should be to 
eliminate safe havens for extrem-
ists who might strike Americans. 
Drones have distinct advantages. 
They keep their operators safe 
while killing bad guys, but they 
can’t re-establish governance on 
territory from which extremists 
have been driven. Only legitimate 
state authorities can do that. It is 
time to refocus attention on where 
these legitimate authorities are go-
ing to come from.

Stalled talks are an opportu-
nity. The warring parties in Libya, 
Yemen and Syria as well as their 
international supporters should 
be thinking hard about how these 
countries will be governed once 
the killing stops. Both the fighting 
and the peacemaking are worthless 
without an answer to that ques-
tion.
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Process locked. The European headquarters of the United Na-
tions, site of stalled negotiations between the Syrian government 
and the opposition in Geneva.


