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Damascus

A 

conclusive battle ap-
pears to be raging in the 
northern city of Aleppo 
amid a complicated situ-
ation created by con-

flicting interests of international 
players in the Syrian conflict.

While peace talks tottered in Ge-
neva, the Aleppo conflict has seen 
a new twist with the outbreak of 
fighting on seven fronts in Aleppo, 
an all-out brawl involving all war-
ring sides.

The fighting in Aleppo took its 
toll on the Geneva talks, with the 
Syrian opposition’s High Negotia-
tions Committee (HNC) suspending 
its participation.

The military reality and the di-
versity of groups involved reflect 
the thorny situation in Syria. On Al-
Eis front, al-Qaeda-affiliated Jabhat 
al-Nusra and detachments from 
the Free Syrian Army (FSA) and 
al-Jabha al-Shamiyah fought Leba-
non’s Hezbollah and the Fatimiyun 
Brigade operating under Hezbollah. 
The pro-regime National Defence 

Force battled the Free Syrian Army 
inside the city.

North of Aleppo near Handarat 
Camp, al-Quds Brigade of the 
Popular Front for the Liberation 
of Palestine-General Command 
(PFLP-GC) led the fight against op-
position forces. Kurdish fighters 
from the People’s Protection Units 
and the Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF) engaged Jabhat al-Nusra and 
opposition groups in the Sheikh 
Maqsood neighbourhood of Aleppo 
and against Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants in Azaz and the Techrine dam 
area north-east of Aleppo.

Russian warplanes carried out 
round-the-clock sorties against ISIS 
and Jabhat al-Nusra. The United 
States dispatched Apache helicop-
ters to support the Kurds and the 
FSA against ISIS in Aleppo’s coun-
tryside.

Turkish cannons were fired at 
ISIS and Kurdish positions to keep 
them away from the Turkish bor-
der. ISIS and the Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK) have claimed re-
sponsibility for terror explosions in 
Turkish cities.

Saudi Arabia was strongly back-
ing the Islamic Movement of Ahrar 
ash-Sham and Iran ordered special 
forces units to support Hezbollah 
at Al-Hadher and Al-Eis.

The crisis became even murkier 
and more complicated after oppo-
sition forces used a heat-seeking 
missile to down a Syrian warplane 
over Al-Eis on April 5th. Syrian 

Prime Minister Wael al-Halqi de-
clared that the army was prepar-
ing to take Aleppo with support 
from the Russians. Russia denied 
the claim and its media circulated 
news that the Syrian opposition 
had acquired 85 man-held, anti-
aircraft missiles.

Seven weeks into the cease-fire, 
violence flared on several fronts. 
ISIS attacked Khanaser to cut off 
Aleppo governorate from the rest 
of the country. The Russian-backed 
Syrian Air Force widened its zone 
of operations to the entire country, 
prompting the opposition to sus-

pend participation in the Geneva 
talks and launch its Rad al-Mazal-
am (Fighting Injustices) battle.

Moscow and Washington are still 
talking about a ceasefire in Syria 
and insist on maintaining it despite 
the truce crumbling on the field.

Observers say political wrangling 
following the battles for Aleppo 
will be crucial in reaching a politi-
cal settlement for the Syrian crisis. 
It is very likely that the price for 
stopping the fighting near Aleppo 
will be for the opposition to give 
up its demand for Syria President 
Bashar Assad’s departure and reach 

a common understanding with the 
regime on a transition process.

One solution would be to appoint 
three vice-presidents for Assad. 
According to UN Special Envoy Staf-
fan de Mistura, the Syrian govern-
ment and the HNC agreed to this 
proposal. Observers, however, said 
de Mistura’s proposal did not mean 
much because decisions in Syria 
are not taken by institutions but 
by individuals. When he was vice-
president, Farouk al-Sharaa could 
do nothing. Najah al-Attar, the cur-
rent vice-president, is in the same 
situation.

The future of the Syrian opposi-
tion is still uncertain. Fighting on 
several fronts against ISIS, regime 
forces and Kurdish fighters is likely 
to weaken the opposition forces.

However, recent promises of 
more support following Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud’s 
visit to Turkey might change calcu-
lations on the ground. Some oppo-
sition leaders have publicly decried 
the lack of support compared to the 
kind of aid channelled to Kurdish 
fighters.

In short, the battle for Aleppo is 
not like any of the other proxy wars 
in Syria. It is a battle for the finish 
line. It is likely to either save the 
Syrian regime or bring it down.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
reporting on Syria since 1995.
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Geneva

P 

eace talks to resolve Syr-
ia’s more than five-year 
conflict have stalled amid 
fears of the collapse of a 
fragile ceasefire between 

the government and opposition 
factions, leading to concerns about 
what happens next..

The main Syrian opposition dele-
gation, the High Negotiations Com-
mittee (HNC), announced it was 
indefinitely postponing its attend-
ance at the proximity talks due to 
accusations that government forc-
es were escalating military activi-
ties, including air strikes. Attacks 
hit two markets in rebel-held areas 
of Idlib, killing more than 40 peo-
ple on April 20th.

“This massacre of innocents… 
shows the true face of the Assad re-
gime — utterly brutal, totally care-
less of human life. It is a danger-
ous escalation of an already fragile 
situation,” HNC spokesman Salem 
al-Meslet said.

The HNC complained of a mili-
tary build-up and renewed clashes 
around the rebel-held city of Alep-
po in violation of the UN-brokered 
cessation of hostilities. “Assad is 
telling the world he has no interest 
in diplomacy for peace but is deter-
mined to go on killing Syrians with 
impunity… We don’t see a serious 
partner here in Geneva, so it’s no 
use sitting here,” Meslet said.

The latest round of talks between 
the government and opposition 
delegations had not been going 
well even before the latest outbreak 
of violence, with the two sides fail-
ing to make progress on the issue 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
future role in the country and the 
composition of a future transition-
al government.

The air strikes, which hit mar-
kets in Maarat al-Numan and Kafr 
Nubl, marked a final straw for the 
opposition, which condemned the 
Assad government for “pretending 
to negotiate while escalating the 
violence”.

Despite walking out of the talks, 
the HNC said it would keep tech-
nical experts in Geneva until April 
24th, the scheduled end of the cur-
rent round of talks, to continue dis-
cussing humanitarian access and 
the release of detainees.The gov-
ernment delegation said it would 
continue talks with the other op-
position representation, including 
the Kurds, who are still in Geneva.

The inability to make progress in 
the talks leaves many wondering 
about the viability of the UN-bro-
kered peace process.

UN Envoy Staffan de Mistura 
sought to downplay fears that 
this signalled the end of the peace 
process, saying the next round 
of peace talks would go ahead as 
scheduled, likely starting on April 

27th. The HNC did not commit to 
attend the next round of talks

“There is also lots of diplomatic 
posturing and it’s normal,” he said. 
“That is to say, propose things that 
are more difficult to accept and 
leave and come back, leave and 
come back, leave and come back.

“We cannot let this [the talks] 
drop. We have to renew the cease-
fire. We have to accelerate humani-
tarian aid and we are going to ask 
the countries that are the co-spon-
sors to meet.”

If current negotiations break up 
completely, many observers have 
said that would end hopes for a 
negotiated peace settlement in 
the near future. With the United 
States gearing up for presidential 
elections, there is a perception that 
Syria will become less of a priority.

“If this ends now, it will be over 
for at least a year… The Russians 
will steamroll, taking advantage of 
a US vacuum,” a Western diplomat, 
speaking on the condition of ano-
nymity, told Reuters.

“There will be 3 million refugees 
and thousands more dead… If we 
all leave Geneva, I don’t see the 
process continuing,” he warned.

Senior US and Syrian opposi-
tion officials claim Russia has po-
sitioned artillery near Aleppo and 

bolstered its forces in Syria with 
advanced helicopter gunships, de-
spite withdrawing some fixed-wing 
aircraft in March and announcing 
a reduction of its forces from the 
country.

“We think it would be negative 
for Russia to move additional mili-
tary equipment or personnel into 
Syria,” US Deputy National Security 
Adviser Ben Rhodes said during an 
April 21st news briefing.

There are fears that both sides 
could abandon negotiations and 
focus on the military solution, with 
a recent Wall Street Journal report 
claiming that Washington could 
be ready to provide moderate op-
position forces with much more 
sophisticated weapons if the truce 
collapses.
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Member of the Syrian interior opposition Mahmoud Marai (3rd R), listens to Elian Mous’ad (2nd R), in a meeting with the UN Syria Envoy 
during Syria peace talks at the United Nations Office in Geneva, on April 22nd.
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Syrian civil defence volunteers rest following a reported air strike, 
on April 23rd, in the rebel-held neighbourhood of Tareeq al-Bab in 
the northern city of Aleppo.

There are fears that 
both sides could now 
abandon negotiations 
and focus on the 
military solution.

Peace talks have 
stalled leading to 
concerns about what 
happens next.


