
2 September 25, 2016

Washington

T 

he opening session of the 
UN General Assembly 
(UNGA) featured the usual 
cavalcade of world leaders 
trekking to the podium in 

the newly renovated General As-
sembly Hall to pronounce their con-
cerns about the state of the world 
and their suggestions for making it 
better.

Not surprisingly, much of the con-
versation focused on the war in Syr-
ia and the global refugee crisis. Also 
not surprisingly, very little tangible 
progress was made on either issue.

Outgoing UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon criticised — but did 
not call out by name — world lead-
ers whom he accused of “feeding 
the war machine” in Syria. “Present 
in this hall today are representatives 
of governments that have ignored, 
facilitated, funded, participated 
in or even planned and carried out 
atrocities inflicted by all sides of the 
Syria conflict against Syrian civil-
ians,” Ban said.

Ban did, however, point to Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s govern-
ment as the major responsible party 
for the bloodshed in Syria, prompt-
ing the Syrian Foreign Ministry to 
declare Ban’s 10-year term in office 
a failure. It is unusual for a UN sec-
retary-general to cast blame on a 
member nation in a forum as public 
as the opening of the UNGA.

US President Barack Obama de-
clared there was no military solu-
tion to the war in Syria but admitted 
that the violence “will not be quick-
ly reversed” and said the world was 
in the midst of a struggle between 
authoritarianism and democracy. 
Obama took an especially harsh 
public stand against Russia and its 
president, Vladimir Putin, accusing 
Moscow of “attempting to regain 
lost glory through force”.

Obama’s words do not bode well 
for prospects of US-Russian coop-
eration on Syria or anywhere else. 
Nevertheless, US Secretary of State 
John Kerry and Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov conferred on 
the sidelines of the UNGA.

As Ban and Obama were speaking, 
the US-Russian agreement designed 
to bring a halt to violence in Syria 
was unravelling in bloody fash-
ion after just a short time in force. 
Over the subsequent few days, the 
United States and Russia exchanged 
blame for the air attack on an aid 
convoy that killed 20 people. Staf-
fan de Mistura, the UN special en-
voy for Syria, said only the United 
States and Russia could negotiate 
and enforce a truce.

There was some progress made 
in New York, however, on the issue 
of refugees and migrants. At a one-
day special summit led by Obama 
and other leaders on the sidelines of 
the UNGA, representatives from 50 
countries pledged to take in an ad-
ditional 180,000 refugees before the 

end of 2016, raising the total num-
ber for the year to 360,000.

The UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) estimates that 
more than 1 million refugees require 
resettlement this year.

Participant countries pledged to 
increase financial aid to the United 
Nations and other humanitarian 
organisations by $4.5 billion more 
than 2015 levels.

“We are facing a crisis of epic pro-
portion,” Obama said at the sum-
mit. “We cannot avert our eyes or 
turn our backs. To slam the door 
in the face of these families would 
betray our deepest values.” The US 
president acknowledged, however, 
that “the politics can be hard”. He 
praised Canada and Germany in 

particular for their responses to the 
refugee and migrant crisis.

In his speech before the UNGA, 
Jordan’s King Abdullah II offered a 
defence of Islam and said false per-
ceptions of the religion by many in 
the West bred intolerance. He also 
chastised extremists who say they 
act in the name of Islam: “They 
want to wipe out our achievements 
and those of our ancestors, to erase 
human civilisation and drag us back 
to the dark ages.”

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi devoted part of his address to 
trying to persuade Israel to “write a 
bright page” in Middle East history 
and make peace with the Palestin-
ians based on a two-state solution. 
Sisi said the festering Israeli-Pales-

tinian conflict remains at “the core 
of regional instability”.

Turkey’s president, Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, told the UNGA that Turk-
ish troops might push further south 
into Syria to create a 5,000-sq.-km 
safe zone. He called for internation-
al action against the exiled preacher 
Fethullah Gulen, whom Erdogan 
accuses of plotting the July coup in 
Turkey. Erdogan said Gulen’s move-
ment was “a terrorist organisation” 
bent on “subduing the whole world, 
far beyond Turkey”.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.
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ith diplomatic ten-
sion rising at the UN 
General Assembly 
over Syria and viola-
tions of the US-Rus-

sian-brokered ceasefire mounting 
across the country, US Secretary of 
State John Kerry and Russian For-
eign Minister Sergei Lavrov tried to 
salvage their deal, which they said 
was the only realistic alternative to-
wards ending the war.

Despite its structural flaws and 
lack of an enforcement mechanism, 
seen in the attack on an aid convoy 
in Aleppo and the bombardment by 
the Syrian regime, the ceasefire of-
fered the United States and Russia 
an opportunity to coordinate coun-
terterrorism efforts while reducing 
violence and civilian casualties.

According to the deal reached 
September 10th, a nationwide 
ceasefire would be put in place un-
der which Syrian President Bashar 
Assad would refrain from launching 
air strikes across the country. The 
rebels would abstain from clashing 
with regime forces or aiding Jab-
hat Fateh al-Sham (JFS), formerly 
known as al-Nusra Front, which is 
regarded by the United States and 
Russia as a terrorist organisation af-
filiated with al-Qaeda.

One of the agreement’s precondi-
tions is for the aid to be delivered to 
the besieged areas of eastern Aleppo 
and, if implemented after ten days, 
Russia and the United States would 
start a joint coordination centre and 

carry out operations against JFS 
and the Islamic State (ISIS). The de-
liveries have been impeded by the 
regime and negotiations are under 
way to agree on a mechanism for aid 
delivery.

Armed violations in the form of 
clashes and continued fighting have 
been blamed on both the regime 
forces and the rebels in Aleppo, near 
Hama, in Jobar and in Quneitra.

Faysal Itani, a senior fellow at 
the Atlantic Council’s Rafik Hariri 
Center for the Middle East, said that 
if “we measure the ceasefire against 
the classical understanding, as a 
cessation of hostilities, then it is not 
holding.” But, Itani added: “Secre-

tary Kerry went to great lengths to 
manage expectations and aim for a 
significant reduction in violence.”

The United Nations hailed the 
“huge drop” in civilian casualties 
throughout the early days of the 
ceasefire before hostilities broke 
down last week. Instead of the aver-
age of 30-40 civilian deaths per day, 
the Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights was reporting few civilian 
casualties during the first week of 
the ceasefire.

Tobias Schneider, a defence ana-
lyst based in Washington who fol-
lows Syria closely, said: “Despite all 
minor and major violations along 
the front lines, the cessation of hos-

tilities succeeded at dramatically re-
ducing civilian casualties across the 
country by temporarily restricting 
the Russian and Syrian air forces.” 
He said “this brief breathing space 
alone would have justified some of 
the diplomatic charades surround-
ing the deal”.

Schneider warned, however, that 
“the return of regime and Russian 
air strikes against opposition popu-
lation centres, combined with its 
[the Syrian government] continued 
refusal to allow much-needed hu-
manitarian aid into besieged East 
Aleppo, spell the end of the current 
cessation of hostilities”.

The realities of the Syrian war and 
the lack of an enforcement mecha-
nism for the ceasefire agreement 
make it unlikely to survive until 
the next US administration takes of-
fice in January, in the opinion of 
both Itani and Schneider. “Clearly, 
neither side [Russia and the United 
States] was able to secure sufficient 
buy-in or trust from their Syrian 
partners or indeed has sufficient lev-
erage to force compliance,” Schnei-
der said.

Itani noted that Iran is the el-
ephant in the room and holds more 
leverage on the ground and over As-
sad than Russia does. Itani called 
for a new agreement with “enforce-
ment mechanisms while being tied 
to a political process, and to make 
sure the opposition gains capability 
to compensate for the weakening of 
JFS, so that they can get on board 
with the anti-JFS effort”.

For the United States, the deal 
offers an opportunity to balance 
the US administration’s legacy in 
Syria by attempting to reduce the 

human suffering. For Russia it pre-
sents a valuable window to cooper-
ate with Washington against JFS, 
a jihadist group that has attracted 
Russian fighters and others from 
the Caucasus. Schneider described 
the agreement as “likely the last at-
tempt for the current US administra-
tion to affect the wider Syrian civil 
war. While Kerry seems eager not to 
leave office without some success 
on the issue, Obama would likely be 
fine passing the issue on to his suc-
cessor.”

For Russia, however, a failure 
would spell trouble said Schneider, 
who pointed out that, in light of 
the inability of the Assad regime to 
achieve a military victory, “Russian 
President Vladimir Putin needs the 
West and its regional allies for a dip-
lomatic solution to the conflict that 
can absolve Moscow of its military 
responsibilities in Syria and elevate 
the Kremlin back to international 
standing.”

For now, however, neither the 
United States nor Russia is ready to 
walk away from the deal and see in it 
the only plausible alternative for the 
bloodshed. As the two countries at-
tempt to negotiate a new truce, the 
deal with its merits and flaws will 
likely remain the only template for 
US policy until January 20th, when 
the next administration takes office.

Joyce Karam is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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