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T

he second major ceasefire
in Syria’s five-and-a-halfyear war, which went into
force September 12th under a US-Russia deal, appears to be a test of trust between
the two powers and breathing space
for the fighting parties to boost their
positions on the battlefield.
The cessation of hostilities resulted in a significant drop in violence
across the country, despite violations that each side blamed on the
other. The most serious breach occurred September 16th with fierce
battles between government troops
and opposition forces in Damascus’s eastern neighbourhoods of
Qaboun and Jobar.
If the ceasefire holds for seven
consecutive days, the relatively
peaceful situation is expected to
set the ground for unprecedented
coordination between Moscow and
Washington in their fight against
jihadist groups and could open the
door to new UN-sponsored peace
talks.
Under the ceasefire agreement, all attacks are to stop except those targeting the Islamic
State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda-linked
militants, including Jabhat
Fateh al-Sham.
Observers fear that the deal,
which has to be renewed every 48 hours, will be particularly difficult to implement
in areas where Jabhat Fateh
al-Sham has formed alliances
with local rebels. The first major
truce earlier this year soon started
to fray and then totally collapsed.
The moderate opposition backed
by Washington has yet to accept the
deal, complaining that it was still
waiting for details. Syrian President

A Syrian man carries three girls on a bicycle in the north-eastern Syrian city of Qamishli,
on September 13th.
Bashar Assad, who agreed to halt
the fighting for a week, has vowed
to recover all the land he lost in the
war.
“The truce agreement is a veiled
attempt for procrastination that will
give government forces time to rearrange their ranks and try to make

The truce appears
to be a test of trust
between the two
powers and breathing
space for the fighting
parties.

up for the territory they had lost
especially in northern rural Hama,”
said Monzer Makhous, spokesman
for the Syrian opposition High Negotiations Committee.
Mistrust is also evident between
Moscow and Washington, which accused each other of failing to meet
obligations under the still unclear
truce terms.
With the ceasefire designed to
pause the Syrian civil war long
enough for the United States and
Russia to focus air strikes on Islamic
extremists taking advantage of the
chaos in the embattled country,
there are fears the Kurds could be
targeted if they do not comply.

“If the Kurds do not abide by the
US instructions, confrontation will
be inevitable between them and the
Free Syrian Army in Manbij (northern Syria),” one opposition source in
the northern region said.
With details of the deal still not
made public, Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Mikhail Bogdanov
confirmed Assad’s future is “purely
Syrian business” and the US-Russian agreement does not deal with
it.
Samar Kadi is an Arab Weekly
section editor based in Beirut.
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Haftar seizes oil terminals, raises stakes in Libya conflict
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

he tone of the opposition
of Western powers backing Libya’s unity government to the seizure of
the country’s key oil terminals by General Khalifa Haftar’s
forces has become more strident
than that of most staunch rivals of
the anti-Islamist strongman in eastern Libya.
Oil ports at Ras Lanuf, Sidra and
Zueitina were captured by forces
under the command of Haftar, who
opposes the UN-supported Government of National Accord (GNA) and
supports the rival government in
the east.
While most of Haftar’s rivals
called for dialogue and restraint to
prevent a flare-up of violence after
almost six years of chaos and strife
in Libya since the overthrow of
Muammar Qaddafi, Western allies
urged Haftar to withdraw his forces
from the oil facilities.

A member of forces loyal to General Khalifa Haftar looks on at the
Zueitina oil terminal, on September 14th.
Libyan analysts predicted the seizure of the oil outlets would be followed by intense fighting between
Haftar’s camp, backed by anti-Islamist forces outside Tripoli and in
the south, and the Islamist-camp

backed by powerful militias in the
capital and western regions.
Haftar is allied with Libya’s parliament, which is based in the country’s far east and has not approved
the GNA in part because of differ-

ences over who commands the
army.
The internationally recognised
parliament Speaker Ageela Saleh
said Haftar’s move was by “popular demand” and was endorsed by
Libya’s legitimate institutions. He
said Haftar “liberated the fields and
the terminals from the occupiers
and those hindering exports”, referring to militia commander Ibrahim
Jadhran, who commands the Petroleum Facilities Guard.
Jadhran’s militia seized the oil
terminals in 2013 and has tried to
export illegally in the past. It is now
allied with the UN-backed government.
Libya’s conflict has paralysed its
once booming oil sector, denying
the country an estimated $100 billion in revenues over the past three
years because of Jadhran’s blockade.
The United States, France, Germany, Italy, Spain and Britain said
the GNA is the “sole steward of
these resources”, adding that “Libya’s oil belongs to the Libyan people”.

Haftar’s forces handed over the
oil facilities to the control of the National Oil Company, which is under
the official umbrella of the GNA.

Libya’s conflict has
paralysed its once
booming oil sector,
denying the country
an estimated $100
billion in revenues.
Libyan political activist Kamel al
Houni said: “Haftar’s move could be
the first step towards other rounds
of war”. He said he sees two scenarios: either Misratan militias backed
by the West launching a counteroffensive with GNA backing or Haftar
pressing ahead towards Tripoli. “It
is not clear which scenario could
materialise first,” he said.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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