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S 

yrian regime forces are 
steadily overwhelming 
rebel-held strongpoints in 
besieged eastern Aleppo in 
fierce fighting backed by a 

pulverising Russian air campaign 
that is shaping up to be Syrian Pres-
ident Bashar Assad’s most impor-
tant victory of the war.

The fall of the rebels’ last major 
urban stronghold will not mean the 
end of the war, however.

“What’s happening in Aleppo 
will only fuel chaos and terrorism,” 
France’s UN Ambassador François 
Delattre warned during an emer-
gency Security Council session on 
November 30th.

The objective of the Syrian re-
gime and its main backers — Rus-
sia and Iran — appears to be to re-
conquer the sector of the northern 
city held by rebels since mid-2012 
before Donald Trump is sworn in 
as president of the United States on 
January 20th.

With all of Aleppo in regime 
hands, Assad and his two key allies 
should be able to absorb any change 
in US policy on Syria and hold the 
high cards in any US-backed peace 
initiative aimed at halting the con-
flict.

The rebel forces in Aleppo, about 
8,000 strong, are heavily outnum-
bered and outgunned, cut off from 
any relief after being hammered for 
months by the relentless Russian-
led aerial blitz and shelling by re-
gime artillery.

The rebels, who have been los-
ing ground since Russia intervened 
in September 2015 to save Assad 
from what looked like certain de-
feat, were reported to have recently 
lost 40% of the territory they held 

as the regime tightened the noose 
around the opposition bastion.

Eastern Aleppo is becoming “one 
giant graveyard”, UN humanitar-
ian chief Stephen O’Brien warned 
on November 30th as regime forces 
spearheaded by Hezbollah’s elite 
Radwan regiment advanced in 
fierce street fighting.

With much of eastern Aleppo in 
ruins and its streets strewn with 
bodies from day-and-night bom-
bardment, about 50,000 of the 
estimated 250,000 shell-shocked 
inhabitants who have survived 
months of the regime’s starvation 
tactics have been seeking to flee the 
city.

The exodus is likely to swell as 
regime forces close in for the kill, 
with the United Nations and the 
United States unable to prevent the 
final bloodbath.

The seemingly inevitable rebel 
collapse in a historic city that was 
once the heart of Syria’s economy 
will greatly bolster Assad’s position 
and his allies in any negotiations to 
end the war. Some 400,000 people 
have died and half of Syria’s pre-
war population of 22 million has 
been driven from their homes in 
nearly six years of conflict.

UN-mandated and US-backed ef-
forts have failed. Russia, its power 
in the Middle East restored by the 
2015 intervention to save Assad, 
now seems to be in the driver’s seat 
and able to negotiate from a posi-
tion of strength.

In what appears to be a fresh dip-
lomatic effort, opposition sources 
reported that at least four rebel 
groups linked to the Syrian Nation-
al Coalition are having secret ne-
gotiations in Ankara with the Rus-
sians, brokered by Turkey, with the 
immediate purpose of ending the 
bloodletting in eastern Aleppo.

These talks, the first to involve 
a large number of key opposition 
groups, have reportedly made little 
progress.

The gathering underlines Rus-
sia’s growing importance in the 
Middle East and possibly signals a 
new phase in the quest for a politi-
cal settlement to end the war with 
Russian power in the ascendant 
while US influence in the Middle 

East wanes.
Moscow is reported to have been 

seeking to arrange a meeting in Da-
mascus of key rebel leaders, possi-
bly as early as January, to discuss 
having a national dialogue that 
would later be attended by Assad’s 
government.

The objective, according to politi-
cal sources, is to achieve a political 
agreement that would lead to par-
liamentary and presidential elec-
tions in which Assad would run for 
a fourth term while overseeing the 
transition of what has been essen-
tially a one-party state to a power-
sharing arrangement with Assad 
remaining as president.

Amid Moscow’s efforts to se-
cure a ceasefire, however, Russian 
warplanes continued their blister-
ing day-and-night bombardment 
of eastern Aleppo, where whole 

neighbourhoods have been re-
duced to rubble.

A political settlement to the con-
flict remains a distant prospect 
even though the impetus for get-
ting rid of Assad by Western and 
Arab powers such as Saudi Arabia 
and Turkey has grown as the war 
drags on with no end in sight.

The seemingly inevitable regime 
victory in Aleppo could unleash 
new dangers, not least of which 
would be providing motivation to 
the jihadist forces that have become 
the core of the resistance to the 

minority Alawite Assad regime’s 
sectarian policies which have tor-
mented Syria’s Sunni majority for 
decades.

Nor is there any sign of a lessen-
ing of largely covert US support for 
rebel forces outside Aleppo where 
the Islamic State (ISIS) is the prime 
target, particularly in northern 
Syria where anti-regime Kurdish 
groups are strong.

According to British analyst 
Charles Lister, who has interacted 
with most rebel factions, they have 
about 150,000 fighters in the field, 
with only 5% of that total in Aleppo.

Rebel forces, including ISIS, still 
hold Idlib province in the north 
along with much of neighbouring 
Aleppo province. It is likely to be 
the regime’s next objective. The re-
bels also hold sizeable territory in 
southern Syria.

Paris

A 

s the bombs rain down 
on the besieged city of 
Aleppo, the scenes of suf-
fering are horrific, yet 
the Syrian war has failed 

to move people to protest in the 
way that the US intervention in Iraq 
or the siege of Sarajevo did.

In Paris’ traditional place of 
protest — the Place de la Répub-
lique — demonstrators spelled 
out “Free Syria” with candles on 
November 25th as forces loyal to 
Syrian President Bashar Assad in-
creased their control of rebel-held 
areas of Aleppo.

Barely 100 people took part in the 
protest.

“I find it hard to understand. This 
is a cause that people should rally 
around,” said participant Ahmad 
Darkazanli, who originally is from 
Aleppo but has lived in France for 
half a century.

It has been a similar story in Lon-
don, Berlin and Rome: The plight 
of the Syrian people fails to strike a 
chord.

“Aleppo is already a Sarajevo, a 
black chapter in the history of man-
kind and of international politics,” 
Jan Egeland, the head of a UN-
backed humanitarian task force for 
Syria, said recently.

Intellectuals across Europe took 
up the fate of Sarajevo, the de-
stroyed capital of Bosnia, during 
the 1992-95 war and the conflicts 
in Gaza brought thousands of peo-

ple into the streets. The US inter-
vention in Iraq unleashed mas-
sive demonstrations, including an 
estimated 1 million people who 
marched through London in Febru-
ary 2003.

Yet Syria fails to stir the same 
feelings of solidarity.

As the war has ground on for 
more than five years, the main-
stream media and social media 
have been filled with images of 
barrel bombs, children struggling 
to breathe after chemical weapons 
attacks, dead prisoners and desper-

ate families scrambling through the 
rubble of their shattered homes.

“It’s so barbaric that it’s hard for 
people to take in,” said Ziad Majed, 
a professor at the American Univer-
sity of Paris.

Photographs of Aylan Kurdi, the 
little Syrian boy found drowned 
on a Turkish beach, and the blood-
streaked face of another child, 
5-year-old Omran Daqneesh, who 
had emerged from the rubble of his 
bombed home in Aleppo, caught 
the world’s attention for a few days.

But, said Majed, “it’s one horror 

after another and because people 
don’t understand who is killing 
whom, they feel powerless and 
they don’t want to look at it or think 
about it anymore.”

The complex nature of a conflict 
that began as a civil war after Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad cracked 
down on the opposition but has 
gradually spread to the whole re-
gion and sucked in jihadist groups 
may be to blame for the general 
public’s indifference.

“Who is against Assad? And who 
is on his side? Should tyrants be 
ousted? We saw where that led in 
Iraq and Syria,” said Stephan Polon-
ski, an artist in Paris.

In the Middle Eastern “Great 
Game” that the Syrian war has be-
come with Russia, Iran, Turkey and 
the Gulf states all playing a role 
and the Islamic State jihadist group 
feeding off the resulting chaos, “the 
Syrian people and their aspirations 
for democracy are invisible”, Majed 
said.

“I think the attacks carried out 
in Europe by Daesh (an Arabic ac-
ronym for the Islamic State) have 
exhausted the capacity of people in 
the West to show empathy or anger 
at what is happening in Syria,” said 
Pauline Hamon, a journalist.

“As far as we are concerned, the 
real enemy are these fanatics,” said 
Charlotte Cruchet, a housewife in 
her 40s.

“Unfortunately, many people 
think that in the Middle East we’re 
violent, we kill each other, we’re 
incapable of being democratic and 
we’ve got the regimes we deserve,” 
said Farouk Mardam-Bey, a French-

Syrian publisher who is president 
of the French support group for the 
Syrian revolution, Souria Houria.

He points to the insidious effect 
of “influential” pro-regime web-
sites that disseminate information 
from a war that is largely out of 
bounds to the mainstream media.

“Even among my left-wing 
friends, I often hear: ‘Who is to say 
these horrifying images are not fab-
ricated? Who is to say it’s true?’” he 
said.

Since the war began, Souria 
Houria has organised hundreds of 
meetings and events but the people 
who attend are normally the usual 
suspects — individuals with a direct 
link to the war, artists and activists.

“When the bombing of Aleppo 
started (in September), we saw fac-
es we hadn’t seen before, ordinary 
people who took part in our dem-
onstrations in front of the Russian 
embassy in Paris,” Mardam-Bey 
said, “but they were a very small 
group.”

He said he sees one ray of hope, 
in Germany, which has taken in 
hundreds of thousands of Syrian 
refugees, and where young Syrian 
authors are being translated into 
German for the first time.
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Syrian pro-government forces sit on a military vehicle driving past residents fleeing the eastern part 
of Aleppo and gathering in Masaken Hanano, a former rebel-held district that was retaken by the 
regime forces, on November 30th.            (AFP)

A March 2015 file picture shows demonstrators holding placards 
reading “Syria: Protect civilians” (L) and “Syria: 4 million 
refugees. What does France plan on doing?” (R) as they take part 
in a demonstration in Paris.                  (AFP)
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