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Aleppo sacrificed for the sake of next round of talks
Sami Moubayed
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P 

reparations are under way 
for a mid-May round of Syr-
ian peace talks in Geneva 
under UN auspices. Neither 
side is ready to compro-

mise, however, unless pressured by 
developments on the battlefield. A 
ceasefire would be the result of the 
peace talks and certainly not a pre-
condition, which explains why the 
northern city of Aleppo is being re-
duced to rubble.

Politically, there have been two 
major developments in the Syrian 
war. One is the new constitutional 
draft; second is a basket of ideas 
regarding a political transition, put 
forward in April by UN Envoy Staf-
fan de Mistura. The draft, written 
by lawmakers in Damascus, was 
presented by Russian Foreign Min-
ister Sergei Lavrov to US Secretary 
of State John Kerry in March in Mos-
cow.

It is being studied by Robert Mal-
ley and Alexander Lavrentiev, spe-
cial envoys of the US and Russian 
presidents respectively, and is ex-
pected to see the light by August. 
This deadline was pencilled in by 
Kerry during his latest visit to Mos-
cow and that is also when the Ge-
neva process is scheduled to termi-
nate.

Russia is peddling the new con-
stitution, rejected by Saudi Arabia 
and its Syrian opposition allies, as 

the crux of the “new Syria”. It will 
emphasise “secularism” of the state, 
fitting nicely with the Syrian govern-
ment’s self-portrayal as the secular 
protector of minorities, waging a 
war against al-Qaeda and the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

The draft deletes Article 3 of the 
current constitution, which has 
been in place since 1920. It says: “Is-
lam is the religion of the president 
of the republic.” This is music to the 
ears of secular groups and Syria’s 
minorities who have argued they 
are first-class citizens and should be 
given their constitutional rights by 
the presidency.

These minorities rallied behind 
the Syrian government after 2011, 
fearing for their future because of 
the leftist Islamification of the Syr-
ian street and the dramatic rise of 
Jabhat al-Nusra and ISIS.

Another amendment would re-
store a clause from the 1950 consti-
tution allowing presidential elec-
tions by parliament rather than by 
popular vote, as has happened since 
the early 1970s.

The suggested change would dis-
qualify at least 5 million Syrians 
living abroad — most of them from 
the opposition — from voting in any 
presidential election, as by law citi-
zens living outside Syria cannot vote 
in parliamentary elections, only 
presidential polls.

It also gives the Ba’ath Party 
enough leverage to influence any 
future election. The Ba’ath, in pow-
er since 1963, controls parliament 
through a vast client network of 
interests, corruption, and services 
— topped with 2.5 million Ba’athists 
who dominate the civil service.

In any election — even those sub-
ject to international monitoring — 
they would get the lion’s share of 
seats and vote for Syrian President 
Bashar Assad if parliament nomi-
nates him. The Ba’ath took 200 of 
the 250 assembly seats in the April 
elections.

The constitutional draft keeps the 
presidential term at seven years and 
says that an incumbent can serve for 
only two consecutive terms. This is 
rejected by the Syrian opposition. 
However, if Moscow gets its way, 

Assad would be able to run for two 
additional terms from whenever 
early elections are called after the 
new constitution goes into effect in 
mid-2017.

The opposition is calling for presi-
dential elections in late 2017, with-
out Assad. Moscow, Tehran and Da-
mascus insist these elections must 
take place as scheduled in 2021. 
Many speculate that the two sides 
will meet halfway and polling will 
occur in 2018-19.

The opposition insists that a Tran-

sitional Government Body (TGB) 
should be formed, as called for dur-
ing the 2012 Geneva I conference, 
vested with full presidential powers 
and ruling instead of Assad.

The Riyadh-backed opposition in-
sists on nothing less, claiming that 
it is willing to give 50% of its seats 
to the pro-regime camp — provided 
Assad steps down beforehand. The 
regime insists the TGB is “not only 
unconstitutional, but also illegal”, 
while the Russians claim that when 
this was agreed four years ago, there 
was no Islamic State and no Russian 
military intervention.

A TGB, they insist, is now a thing 
of the past and suggest instead a 
“cabinet of national unity” signed 
off by Assad that divides seats even-
ly between the regime, its oppo-
nents, and political independents, 
giving ten to each.

De Mistura suggests a third path: 
a six-man “presidential council” 
to rule with full executive powers. 
Headed by Assad, it would include 
two vice-presidents from the oppo-
sition and two from the regime, with 
one independent.

Another option is for Assad to re-
main in office during the transition 
but with three vice-presidents, all 
from the opposition, for military, 
political and financial affairs.

Constitutionally, the vice-pres-
ident would assume control if the 
presidency becomes vacant.

Right now all these suggestions 
are too abstract for either side to 
accept, which explains why Aleppo 
is being devastated in expectations 
that its flames will force both sides 
to meet halfway in Geneva.
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People inspect the damage at al-Quds hospital after it was hit by 
air strikes, in a rebel-held area of Syria’s Aleppo, on April 28th.

Syria’s north-east under threat of starvation
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

N 

orth-eastern Syria was 
once considered the 
country’s bread basket 
but the war between the 
region’s Kurds, govern-

ment troops and Islamic State (ISIS), 
combined with the closure of bor-
der crossings with Turkey and Iraq, 
threaten the area with starvation.

Syrian government forces in the 
north-east control only the airport 
in Qamishli, a large city close to the 
Turkish border, and parts of the city 
of Hasakah, the provincial capital to 
the south-west, where they helped 
Kurdish forces repel an ISIS offen-
sive in 2015.

Kurdish forces of the People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) and their 
Arab and Christian allies grouped in 
the Syrian Democratic Forces con-
trol much of the rest of the north-
east and key border crossings from 
Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan. ISIS 
controls the territory around its 
capital Raqqa, to the south-west of 
Hasakah and a section of the Turk-
ish border.

“The Qamishli-Nusaybin crossing 
with Turkey, through which food 
supplies sent via UN agencies used 
to come into the region, was closed 
by Ankara a short time after March 
2011,” said Ali Kawjar, who lives in 
rural Hasakah.

“Also, disputes between the gov-
ernment of Iraq’s autonomous 
Kurdistan and Kurdish militias in 
Syria led to the closure of the Simal-
ka crossing between Iraq and Syria 
in April. Now the region’s 2 million 

residents are at the mercy of ISIS be-
cause the only crossing still working 
is the one between Raqqa and Ha-
sakah.”

That allows ISIS to keep a stran-
glehold on food and other perish-
able goods coming into the north-
east. The extremist group imposes 
taxes on supplies passing through 
or leaving its territory.

ISIS imposes a 25% charge on each 
truck, sources close to the organisa-
tion told The Arab Weekly. Usually, 
the charge is paid in cash. Kurd-
ish militias also force large trucks 
to empty their loads into smaller 
trucks before approaching check-
points because large trucks have 
been used in bombings.

With international aid unable to 
reach the region, food prices in the 
north-east have increased several 
fold compared to elsewhere in Syr-
ia, especially the parts controlled by 
President Bashar Assad.

“A truck bringing vegetables from 
Tartus in the west to Hasakah, for 
example, needs to pay 1.5 (million) 
to 2 million pounds ($6,850-$9,100) 
to government troops and ISIS fight-
ers,” a truck driver, who asked for 
anonymity, told The Arab Weekly. 
“Also, waiting for hours at check-
points can spoil the truckload. So 
wholesalers are finding it pointless 
to send supplies to the north-east.”

A kilogram of tomatoes sells for 
800 Syrian pounds ($3.65) in Kurd-
ish-controlled Tal Abyad on the 
Turkish border, compared to 100 
pounds in Damascus.

Hasakah, under the control of 
pro-regime troops and Kurdish 
fighters, has been suffering a severe 
shortage in food supplies since the 
middle of April.

“An employee’s pay is no longer 
sufficient to buy food,” said Nizar 
Ahmad in the city of Hasakah. “A 
five-member family now needs 
250,000 pounds ($1,140) a month 
to buy food. My salary is 27,000 
pounds, so how can I manage?”

Things seem likely to worsen 

with the recent collapse of the Syr-
ian pound against the US dollar. The 
black market exchange rate was 625 
pounds to the dollar in early May, 
compared to 48 pounds before the 
war started in March 2011.

“The north-east fed almost every 
Syrian in peacetime,” said Moham-
mad Abu Moussa, an engineer. “It is 
a pity that the region is now on the 
brink of starvation. Low rainfall this 
winter has added to the region’s ills 
and now people rely on yogurt and 
crushed wheat to survive,” he said, 
estimating that agricultural produc-
tion had shrunk in Hasakah and 
Raqqa by about 70% in the last five 
years.

“Now a kilogram of sugar sells 
for 1,000 pounds ($4.50) in a region 
where sugar is heavily consumed. 
If the price drops by 200 pounds, 
people would still find it highly 
unaffordable because the higher 
prices of agricultural materials and 
spare parts for agricultural machin-
ery have forced most farms to shut 
down.”

The official responsible for agri-
culture in the Kurdish administra-
tion in north-east Syria, Abdel Sat-
tar Majid, denounced the closure of 
Simalka crossing with Iraqi Kurdis-
tan, calling for it to be immediately 
reopened.

“I condemn in the strongest terms 

the closure since March 16th of the 
border crossing… a matter that has 
painfully affected the inhabitants in 
Rojava Syria,” Majid said in a state-
ment, referring to the mainly Kurd-
ish parts of Syria.

“The authorities (in Iraqi Kurd-
istan) should review this measure, 
and avoid mixing humanitarian is-
sues with political disputes. It is in 
the Kurds’ interests to have good 
political, economic and agricultural 
relations.”
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Women carry their belongings as they flee clashes near Qamishli city, Syria, last April.
Developments allowed 
ISIS to keep a 
stranglehold on goods 
coming into the north-
east.


