
2 September 11, 2016

Geneva

T 

he United States and Rus-
sia have announced a 
breakthrough agreement 
on Syria that foresees a 
nationwide ceasefire fol-

lowed by an unlikely military part-
nership targeting the Islamic State 
and al-Qaeda as well as the estab-
lishment of new limits on Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s forces.

After a daylong negotiating ses-
sion in Geneva, US Secretary of 
State John Kerry said in the early 
moments of September 10th that 
the plan could reduce violence in 
Syria and lead to a long-sought po-
litical transition, ending more than 
five years of bloodshed. He called 
the deal a potential “turning point” 
in a conflict that has killed more 
than 400,000 people, if complied 
with by Syria’s Russian-backed gov-
ernment and US-supported rebel 
groups.

The ceasefire was set to begin at 
sundown September 12th, Kerry 
said, coinciding with the Eid al-Ad-
ha holiday.

“Today the United States and 
Russia are announcing a plan which 
we hope will reduce violence, ease 
suffering and resume movement 
towards a negotiated peace and a 
political transition in Syria,” Kerry 
said. “We are announcing an ar-
rangement that we think has the ca-
pability of sticking, but it is depend-
ent on people’s choices.”

“It has the ability to stick, provid-
ed the regime and the opposition 
both meet their obligations, which 
we — and we expect other support-
ing countries — will strongly en-
courage them to do,” he added.

Kerry’s negotiating partner, Rus-
sian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, 
confirmed the agreement and said 
it could help expand the counter-
terrorism fight and aid deliveries to 
Syrian civilians under UN auspices 

that have been stalled for weeks. 
He said Assad’s government was in-
formed of the accord and prepared 
to comply.

“The United States is going the 
extra mile here because we believe 
that Russia, and my colleague, have 
the capability to press the Assad 
regime to stop this conflict and to 
come to the table and make peace,” 
Kerry said, citing a number of re-
cent meetings with Lavrov.

“This is just the beginning of our 
new relations,” Lavrov said.

The deal culminates months of 
frenetic diplomacy that included 
four meetings between Kerry and 
Lavrov since August 26th and a 
lengthy face-to-face in China be-
tween US President Barack Obama 
and Russian leader Vladimir Putin. 
The arrangement hinges on Mos-
cow pressuring Assad’s govern-
ment to halt all offensive operations 
against Syria’s armed opposition in 
specific areas, which were not de-
tailed. Washington must persuade 
“moderate” rebels to break ranks 
with Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, the for-
mer al-Nusra Front, which had been 
aligned with al-Qaeda, and other 
extremist groups.

The military deal would go into 
effect after both sides abide by the 
truce for a week and allow unim-
peded humanitarian deliveries. 
The United States and Russia would 
then begin intelligence sharing and 
targeting coordination. Assad’s air 
and ground forces would no longer 
be permitted to target Jabhat Fateh 
al-Sham and would be restricted to 
operations against the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

The arrangement would ultimate-
ly aim to step up and concentrate 
the firepower of two of the world’s 
most powerful militaries against 
ISIS and the former al-Nusra Front, 
listed by the United Nations as ter-
rorist groups.

Both sides failed to deliver their 
ends of the bargain over several pre-
vious truces but the latest arrange-
ment goes further by promising a 
new US-Russian counterterrorism 
alliance, only a year after Obama 

chastised Putin for a military inter-
vention that US officials said was 
mainly designed to keep Assad in 
power and target more moderate 
anti-Assad forces.

Russia, in response, has chafed 
at America’s financial and military 
assistance to groups that have in-
termingled with Jabhat Fateh al-
Sham on the battlefield. Kerry said 
it would be “wise” for opposition 
forces to separate completely from 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, a statement 
Lavrov hailed.

“Going after [Jabhat Fateh al-Sh-
am] is not a concession to anybody,” 
Kerry said. “It is profoundly in the 
interests of the United States.”

The proposed level of US-Russian 
interaction upset leading national 
security officials in Washington, in-
cluding Defense Secretary Ashton 
Carter and National Intelligence 
Director James Clapper, and Kerry 
only appeared at the news confer-
ence after several hours of internal 
US discussions.

After the Geneva announcement, 
Pentagon press secretary Peter Cook 
offered a guarded endorsement of 

the arrangement and cautioned: 
“We will be watching closely the im-
plementation of this understanding 
in the days ahead.”

At one point, Lavrov said he was 
considering “calling it a day” on 
talks, expressing frustration with 
what he described as an hours-long 
wait for a US response. He then 
presented journalists with several 
boxes of pizza, saying, “This is from 
the US delegation,” and two bottles 
of vodka, adding: “This is from the 
Russian delegation.”

The Geneva negotiating session, 
which lasted more than 13 hours, 
underscored the complexity of a 
conflict that includes myriad mili-
tant groups, shifting alliances and 
the rival interests of the United 
States and Russia, Saudi Arabia and 
Iran, and Turkey and the Kurds.

Getting Assad’s government and 
rebel groups to comply with the 
deal may be more difficult as fight-
ing rages around Aleppo, Syria’s 
most populous city and the new fo-
cus of a war that has killed as many 
as 400,000 people.

Assad’s government appeared to 

tighten its siege of the former Syr-
ian commercial hub in recent days, 
seizing several key transit points. 
Forty days of fighting in Aleppo has 
killed nearly 700 civilians, accord-
ing to a Syrian human rights group.

Kerry outlined several steps the 
government and rebels would have 
to take. They must pull back from 
demilitarised zones and allow civil-
ian traffic and humanitarian deliv-
eries, notably into Aleppo.

“If Aleppo is at peace, we believe 
that the prospects for a diplomatic 
solution will brighten,” he said. “If 
Aleppo continues to be torn apart, 
the prospects for Syria and its peo-
ple are grim.”

As with previous blueprints for 
peace, the plan appears to lack 
enforcement mechanisms. Rus-
sia could, in theory, threaten to act 
against rebel groups that break the 
deal but if Assad bombs his oppo-
nents, the United States is unlikely 
to take action against him given 
Obama’s longstanding opposition to 
entering the civil war.

(The Associated Press)
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A 

look at the key points 
in an arrangement an-
nounced by US Secre-
tary of State John Kerry 
and Russian Foreign 

Minister Sergei Lavrov aimed at 
halting fighting in Syria and mov-
ing towards a political transition af-
ter five-and–a-half years of combat 
between Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s forces and opposition re-
bels:

What the arrangement says

A nationwide ceasefire by Assad’s 
forces and the US-backed opposi-
tion is to begin across Syria at sun-
down September 12th. That sets off 
a seven-day period that will allow 
for humanitarian aid and civilian 
traffic into Aleppo, Syria’s largest 
city and commercial capital, which 
has faced a recent onslaught.

Fighting forces are to also pull 
back from the Castello Road, a key 
thoroughfare and access route into 
Aleppo and create a demilitarised 
zone around it.

Also on September 12th, the 
United States and Russia would be-
gin preparations for the creation of 
a Joint Implementation Centre that 
will involve information-sharing 
needed to define areas controlled 
by Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, which 
was linked to al-Qaeda.

The centre is expected to be es-

tablished a week later and is to 
launch a broader effort towards de-
lineating other territories in control 
of various groups.

As part of the arrangement, Rus-
sia is expected to keep the Syr-
ian Air Force from bombing areas 
controlled by the opposition. The 
United States has committed to 
help weaken Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, 
the extremist group that has inter-
mingled with the US-backed oppo-
sition in places.

A resumption of political dia-
logue between the government and 
opposition under UN mediation, 
which was halted amid an upsurge 
in fighting in April, will be sought 
over the longer term.

The stakes

Syria’s civil war has killed as 
many as 400,000 people and sent 
millions fleeing their homes within 
Syria and into exile.

Kerry said this “new equation” 
offers an opportunity to find a 
peaceful solution and reverse the 
current trend of “creating more ter-
rorists” and more destruction.

Who’s on board

Kerry said the US-supported op-
position and other fighters will be 
called upon to set themselves apart 
from the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham.

Lavrov said through a translator: 

“The Syrian government has been 
informed of these arrangements 
and is ready to fulfil them.”

The United States and Russia, 
ultimately, are to find themselves 
fighting together against ISIS and 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham and embark-
ing on unprecedented information-
sharing aimed at dispelling long-

standing mistrust between the two 
powers over the Syria conflict.

How the arrangement came 
together

The Geneva negotiating ses-
sion lasted more than 13 hours and 
capped a flurry of meetings be-

tween the two diplomats in recent 
days. Kerry and Lavrov met four 
times since a meeting in Geneva on 
August 26th. US President Barack 
Obama and Russian leader Vladimir 
Putin discussed the matter at a 
summit in China.

(The Associated Press)
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