
Syria peace talks set to
resume despite truce violations

Looking for security, better days south of the border
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ighting in Syria has fallen 
off dramatically under 
a cessation of hostilities 
agreement that took ef-
fect February 27th and 

the United Nations has scheduled 
renewed peace talks in Geneva on 
March 9th if the lull holds, though 
continued Russian air strikes 
against rebel forces battling the 
regime of President Bashar Assad 
could imperil the negotiations.

Overall, the United States said the 
ceasefire appears to be holding de-
spite some violations but US State 
Department spokesman John Kirby 
said “nobody’s doing any victory 
dances yet… It’s a very fluid envi-
ronment.”

The Syrian Observatory for Hu-
man Rights, which monitors the 
war through a network of activists, 
reported a recent wave of Russian 

air strikes in the Aleppo and Hama 
regions, and Moscow accused Syr-
ian rebels, including jihadists, of re-
peated violations of the deal.

The Russians insist the cessation 
of hostilities agreement does not 
cover forces of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and al-Qaeda-affiliated al-
Nusra Front and it has continued air 
strikes against those groups.

The Britain-based observatory 
said non-jihadist groups have also 
been targeted in what many see as 
a drive by Russia to hammer all the 
enemies of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, Moscow’s key Arab ally, un-

der cover of the cessation of hostili-
ties to change the situation on the 
ground before the Geneva talks re-
sume.

However, Lieutenant-General 
Sergei Kurylenko of the Russian 
coordination centre in Syria set up 
after Russian forces intervened on 
September 30th, said that, on the 
whole, the temporary truce is being 
implemented.

If the cessation of hostilities 
agreement is successful, it could 
boost prospects for renewed peace 
talks, which collapsed in early Feb-
ruary even before they began amid 
a Russian-backed regime offensive 
in northern Syria that recaptured 
strategic territory Assad’s forces 
had lost.

The Geneva talks are generally 
seen as the last chance to negoti-
ate an end to a war in which at least 
260,000 people have been killed 
and 11 million, half Syria’s pre-war 
population, have been forced from 
their homes.

North-western Syria, south of 

the border with an increasingly 
alarmed Turkey, is now the main 
battleground in the most dangerous 
Middle Eastern war in a generation 
and one with dire consequences for 
the entire region and for Europe as 
it grapples with a tidal wave of refu-
gees.

Despite the lull in fighting, the 
United Nations reports that 4.6 mil-
lion people remain trapped in towns 
under siege or “hard to reach” zones 
and on the verge of starvation.

As relief agencies step up efforts 
to deliver food, medical supplies 
and other aid, such as blankets. to 
high-risk areas, UN human rights 
chief Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein warned 
that thousands of people already 
may have died from lack of food.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. 
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unisian Foreign Minister 
Khemaies Jhinaoui does 
not miss the irony of Tu-
nisia’s newly built barrier 
with Libya.

Tunisia announced the comple-
tion in February of construction of a 
200km sand-bank-and-trench barri-
er along the Libyan border and plans 
to install electronic monitoring sys-
tems to keep terrorists away.

The power vacuum in Libya since 
2011 has made the threat of cross-
border infiltration more than just a 
risk. More than once during the last 
three years, Libya-based Tunisian 
jihadists crossed the border to carry 
out attacks in Tunisia.

“Before the revolution, Libya had 
been the second trade partner of Tu-
nisia, after the European Union. We 
used to have a $2.5 billion worth of 

trade. We used to have a free trade 
area with Libya,” Jhinaoui told The 
Arab Weekly.

“Now, we have been forced to dig 
a ditch between the two countries 
because of the unfortunate security 
situation,” he noted, not without a 
tinge of sorrow.

For now, Tunisians have also to 
live with the losses incurred in trade 
and employment opportunities with 
Libya since 2011. Many fret over pos-
sible fallout from any foreign mili-
tary campaign in Libya.

Jhinaoui emphasises that it is es-
sentially up to the Libyans them-

selves to establish their Government 
of National Accord and fight terror-
ism. Any foreign intervention would 
require the United Nations’ impri-
matur, he added.

In Tunisia, the former adviser to 
president Beji Caid Essebsi said he 

is optimistic the security situation 
is tangibly improving. “There has 
been quite a reversal from the time 
when our security forces used to be 
in a reactive mode. They have now 
retaken the initiative,” he said.

In light of that improvement, he 

said, Western countries, which is-
sued advisories against travel to Tu-
nisia, should reconsider.

As the country readies to imple-
ment an economic reform package, 
Jhinaoui said that much more is 
expected from the European Union 
than the continuation of the same 
type of relationship. “The EU and 
the international community will 
reap benefits by investing more in 
Tunisia,” he emphasised.

As Tunisia readies to host a minis-
terial meeting of Libya’s neighbours 
on March 21st-22nd, the Tunisian 
foreign minister sees a new role for 
his country’s diplomacy.

“Our main concern is that by pro-
moting common action in our region 
we contribute to peace and security 
in the world,” Jhinaoui said.

Oussama Romdhani is
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab 
Weekly.
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Syrian boys play football between destroyed buildings in the old city of Homs, Syria, on February 26th, the day the UN Security Council 
adopted a resolution endorsing a ceasefire in Syria.

The Geneva talks 
are seen as the last 
chance to negotiate 
an end to a war 
in which at least 
260,000 people 
have been killed.

“The EU and the 
international 
community will 
reap benefits by 
investing more in 
Tunisia.”

Oussama Romdhani
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