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I
t has to be a good omen that Antonio Guterres, the next 
secretary-general of the United Nations, was unanimously 
supported by the UN Security Council. In a rare show of 
unity, none of the five veto-wielding permanent members 
of the Security Council tried to block Guterres’s candidacy.

Even Russia, which holds the Security Council presi-
dency and had previously said it wanted an eastern 

European in the United Nations’ top job, applauded Guterres’s 
selection.

This is the nearest thing to a mandate for the next secretary-
general. He will need it. In 1945, the job was described by the 
first UN boss as the most impossible in the world. That remains 
just as true today.

Guterres, a former prime minister of Portugal and UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), will take charge of the 
organisation at a deeply troubling time marked by wars and the 
unprecedented problem of population displacement with which 
he is all too familiar.

With 65 million people displaced by conflict, destitution and 
terror, this is the biggest refugee crisis since the second world 
war. Establishing a realistic plan to address the migration crisis 
will hinge to a great extent on resolving the multiple conflicts of 
the Middle East and North Africa and preventing others from 
erupting.

When he takes over from Ban Ki-moon on January 1st, 
Guterres will have to fine-tune the United Nations’ role in trying 
to bring some measure of stability to Syria. Ongoing strife and 
terror elsewhere in the region, especially in Iraq and Libya, will 
have to be on his radar screen.

It will be also unreasonable to ignore the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict or think that without a fair settlement it will just go 
away.

Overall, the international stakes are too high to let such 
problems fester.

Fortunately, Guterres has the right experience to address 
these enormous tasks in the right spirit. Which is to say, he sees 
them as inextricably interlinked and inescapably urgent for 
every country and every part of the world.

In February 2015, he spoke about the refugee issue in a severe 
and unusually frank manner. Visiting Sweden in his capacity as 
UNHCR, Guterres warned of a backlash if Europe did not do 
more to share the refugee burden, which disproportionately 
rests on Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan. For Europe to ask Syria’s 
neighbours to open their borders at the time it closes its own 
would be a mistake, he said. And Europe urgently needs to fix 
its “dysfunctional” asylum system.

Guterres was right about the backlash. He has been praised for 
speaking out strongly while at the UN refugee agency but as UN 
secretary-general he has to do more. He must require — and 
inspire — the world to act in concert on Syria. This is easier said 
than done. The Security Council is divided on the Syrian con-
flict. Two of its permanent members — Russia and the United 
States — have given up all pretence of fashioning a ceasefire and 
are not even talking to each other. Meanwhile, the brutality and 
bloodshed continues.

Addressing the urgent issues in the Middle and North Africa 
will unavoidably be among Guterres’s top priorities.
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Who holds the key
to the Syrian enigma?

A 
40-minute conversa-
tion US Secretary of 
State John Kerry had 
with Syrian opposi-
tion leaders at the 
end of September 

was recorded and leaked to the 
New York Times. It reveals a 
treasure trove of information as 
to the mindset of US diplomacy 
regarding the Middle East and 
sheds more light on the inertia 
shown by US President Barack 
Obama’s administration on Syria.

As Kerry pointed out, very few 
within the Obama administration 
are willing to use force and the 
US Congress would not likely 
authorise any such action.

“A lot of Americans don’t believe 
that we should be fighting and 
sending young Americans to die 
in another country,” Kerry said 
during the conversation in New 
York.

Kerry explained why a resolution 
to the crisis in Syria is unlikely 
at this point, at least insofar as 
Americans are concerned.

As the months and years pass, 
the problems related to Syria 
become more complicated and 
harder to resolve. What initially 
was a Syrian civil war has morphed 
into a complex trans-regional 
conflict involving Russia, the 
United States, Turkey, Iran, 
Hezbollah, the Kurds, Saudi Arabia 
and several other oil-rich Gulf 
states and almost anyone in Syria 
old enough to load and fire an 
AK-47.

With the exception of the United 
States, the other players in the 
conflict will scarcely hesitate to 
send in more fighters and more 
weapons.

In Washington, however, the 
mood is quite different. With only 
months left before leaving the 
White House, Obama is not about 
to engage a significant number of 
US forces in another interminable 
Middle East war.

As the death toll mounted in 
Syria, there was some faint hope 
in mid-September when Kerry 
conferred with Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov and the 
Russians and the Americans jointly 
announced the implementation of 
a ceasefire.

However, like all other tentative 
accords that came before it 
intending to put a stop to the 
war, this one, too, was short-
lived. After the collapse of the 
ceasefire, Aleppo came under 
renewed aerial bombardment, 
perhaps the fiercest yet as the 
Syrian government forces backed 
by Russian warplanes seemed 
resolved to remove the opposition 
from the city.

As it now stands, there is very 
little hope, if any, for a peaceful 
resolution to the devastating 
conflict.

In his conversation with 
the opposition leaders, Kerry 
suggested they bring about 
political change in Syria through 
free and fair elections under 
supervision of the United Nations 
with strict control to ensure that 
no foul play occurs.

At this point in the conflict, 
after five years of intense fighting 
that has ravaged entire cities, 
killed more than 400,000 people 
and displaced nearly a quarter 
of Syria’s population, does Kerry 
truly believe having elections 
would be feasible and that the 
outcome would be reliable?

If he does, there is a bridge in 
Brooklyn he might be interested in 
buying.

Suggesting that Syrians bring 
about change through elections 
at this stage is unrealistic and 
worrisome, to say the least, 
and demonstrates how little 
understanding of the situation in 
Syria the administration has been 
able to grasp.

Elections in Syria were always 
rigged in favour of the standing 
candidate of the ruling party, 
where traditionally the incumbent 
would get about 99% of the vote. 
There is no reason why that would 
change.

How do you have elections 
in a country devastated by war 
and with huge numbers of the 
population displaced?

In the past, what made the 
United States and its diplomacy 
powerful and respected, though 
not necessarily loved, was its 
ability to rely on its military might 
to support its diplomacy, if and 
when needed. As US president 
Theodore Roosevelt was quoted 
as having said: “Speak softly and 
carry a big stick; you will go far.”

With regards to Syria, 
Washington has dropped its big 
stick and no one seems to be 
listening.

Claude Salhani is a columnist for 
The Arab Weekly. Follow him on 
Twitter @Claudesalhani.
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