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ussia and Iran are toying 
with the idea of having 
a national dialogue con-
ference in Damascus, at-
tended in two stages, first 

by the Syrian opposition and then 
by President Bashar Assad’s govern-
ment.

The target date is January 2017 
and is intended to coincide with 
the inauguration of Donald Trump 
as the next US president. A second 
date, pencilled in by authorities in 
Damascus, is mid-April next year.

The longer it takes to launch a 
dialogue, the more time it gives the 
Russian and Syrian armies to over-
whelm the rebel-held sector of the 
strategic northern city of Aleppo, 
increasingly seen as a battle that 
could determine the outcome of the 
Syrian war.

The ultimate purpose of the polit-
ical manoeuvre is to find a Russian-
sanctioned replacement for the 
UN-mandated talks in Switzerland, 
known as Geneva III. Those talks, 
for which outgoing US Secretary 
of State John Kerry aggressively 
lobbied, are increasingly seen as a 
thing of the past for Damascus, Teh-
ran and Moscow.

Geneva III, suspended indefi-
nitely since April, sought to launch 
a “transitional period”, which was 
supposed to start in the summer, 
based on UN Security Council Reso-
lution 2254.

Russia wanted a “cabinet of na-
tional unity” led by Assad to lead 
the transition from war to peace 
and from one-party rule to a power-
sharing formula, rather than having 
the opposition replace Assad’s rule.

The Saudi-backed opposition 
wanted a transitional governmen-

tal body to run the war-ravaged 
country with specified figures from 
the regime, provided Assad relin-
quished power, something he re-
fuses to do.

Ultimately, Moscow and Tehran 
hope Geneva III will be replaced by 
Damascus I, conducted under Rus-
sian rules of engagement, with the 
blessing of the Trump White House, 
something the lame-duck Obama 
administration would not counte-
nance.

Iran, whose military support for 
Assad has matched Russia’s deploy-
ment, had considered holding such 
a conference in Oman to give it a 
patina of credibility. The Russians 
initially wanted it in Cairo for the 
same reason.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi welcomed the idea, reflecting 
warming Syrian-Egyptian relations, 
but refused to allow members of 
Syria’s Muslim Brotherhood to set 
foot in Egypt.

With no alternative, Russia and 
Iran agreed to have the event in Da-
mascus, providing guarantees for 
the opposition delegates that they 
would not be arrested or harassed if 
they attended.

All of them have Syrian arrest 
warrants — and in some cases death 
warrants — hanging over their 
heads.

The regime reluctantly agreed to 
the no harassment clause and the 
notion of the conference itself, on 
condition that Assad’s government 
has the final say on who is invited.

It has vetoed prominent figures in 
the Saudi-backed High Negotiations 
Committee, such as its chief, Riad 
Hijab, a Syrian prime minister who 
defected in 2012, and Mohammed 
Alloush, commander of the Islamic 
Army fighting in the countryside 
around Damascus.

Thanks to Russian mediation, the 
government has also, surprisingly, 

agreed to host prominent figures 
such as Mouaz al-Khatib, a Damas-
cus cleric-turned-politician and 
former head of the Syrian National 
Coalition (SNC), and his successor, 
Ahmad al-Jarba, once a Saudi fa-
vourite.

To date, both men have declined 
to attend or even receive official in-
vitations but their names were put 
forward by the ageing Hassan Abdul 
Azim, a respected Damascus-based 
opposition figure who leads the out-
lawed National Coordination Com-
mittee, an Arab nationalist organi-
sation backed by Egypt and Russia. 
He has acted as go-between in talks 
between Moscow and opposition 
figures inside Syria and abroad.

The idea behind the current ini-
tiative is to create a united body of 
opposition attendees, tentatively 
called the Damascus Platform and 
for them to sit face-to-face with the 

regime at a second stage of talks, 
also in the Syrian capital.

This would merge the Russian-
backed opposition with those who 
are regime-friendly, mixing them 
with key opposition figures from 
the diaspora, with the aim of domi-
nating the Saudi- and Turkish-
backed SNC and the High Negotia-
tions Committee.

Neither Iran nor Russia will agree 
to any power-sharing formula with 
figures who oppose their battlefield 
support for Assad.

If Moscow gets its way, the regime 
will reach a deal with the Damascus 
Platform that calls for a cabinet of 
national unity and for early parlia-
mentary and presidential elections, 
in which Assad would run for a 
fourth term.

The belief in Damascus is that 
Trump, once installed in the White 
House, will not obstruct or object to 

such a formula and nor will France, 
which is heading towards a politi-
cal earthquake of its own with the 
dramatic rise of former prime min-
ister François Fillon, widely tipped 
to win presidential elections in May 
2017.

If Fillon, who advocates work-
ing with both Moscow and Assad to 
fight Islamic State jihadists, wins, 
he would be an automatic ally of 
Trump, Assad and Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin.

If the presidents of the United 
States, Russia and France support 
the Damascus I plan, it may well get 
off the ground and be accepted in-
ternationally as a serious initiative 
to create a road map for peace that 
all sides will respect.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian histo-
rian and author of Under the Black 
Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).
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An August 2015 file picture shows President of the National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and 
Opposition Forces (SNC) Khaled Khoja (L) talking to Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov during a 
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of having a national 
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in Damascus.

If the presidents of 
the US, Russia and 
France support the 
plan, it may well get 
off the ground.

What happens to Syria if Assad wins?

T
he conflict in Syria has 
been going on for 
nearly six years and at 
times has been 
characterised by a 
grinding and violent 

inertia. That can no longer be said 
to be the case as the regime and 
its allies have made dramatic 
inroads in the east of Aleppo and 
gains elsewhere in the country.

To add to this sudden rush of 
territory seized is the situation to 
the east where the Islamic State 
(ISIS) is losing Mosul street by 
street and faces the prospect of 
operations to seize its self-pro-
claimed capital, Raqqa, gaining 
momentum.

Moscow is behind Syrian 
President Bashar Assad in 
Damascus and behind Moscow 
appears to be the new president 
of the United States. The “Arab 
spring” feels like a distant 
memory of a bygone age and old 
footage of peaceful protesters 
marching in Syria has been 
replaced by scene after scene of 
rubble and urban destruction.

Despite the call for Assad to 
stand down being repeated ad 
nauseam by Washington, London, 
Paris and others for years, he 
appears suddenly able to reclaim 
control of enough of the spine of 
the country to declare a victory.

So, if 2016 has been the year of 

the unexpected, what would an 
Assad victory mean?

I would argue that if Syria has 
redefined the brutality of modern 
conflict, then any victory in that 
context should be interrogated as 
to its meaning. To quote HBO’s 
Game of Thrones: Assad would 
appear to see his “country burn if 
he could be king of the ashes”. A 
nominal victory for the regime 
may be hollow indeed and simply 
signify a new chapter of different 
difficulties and challenge for the 
country ahead.

The first thing to remember is 
the scale of damage that has been 
inflicted on the country and its 
people. The World Bank has put 
the reconstruction figure at some 
$180 billion and observers have 
estimated it could take Syria 20 
years to recover to where it was in 
2011.

While the Russians have been 
happy to display their military 
hardware in Syria, which has 
boosted sales by $7 billion, the 
continued low global price of oil 
and wider sanctions mean they 
are unlikely to lead their own 
version of a Marshall Plan for a 
post-war Syria.

This is unless Russian President 
Vladimir Putin is keen to recreate 
the levels of Soviet assistance to 
Syria in the 1950s. These were 
estimated to have seen Russia 
responsible for 90 industrial 
facilities and pieces of infrastruc-
ture, one-third of Syria’s electri-
cal power capability, one-third of 
its oil-producing facilities and a 
threefold expansion of land 

under irrigation — aided in part 
by assistance with building the 
massive Euphrates dam.

The high cost of rebuilding will 
be made even more challenging 
by the wider sanctions facing 
Syria and the likelihood of 
prolonged instability albeit of a 
very different type and tempo of 
violence.

EU sanctions were extended in 
November, targeting 18 Syrian 
officials, including Syria’s Central 
Bank Governor Duraid Durham 
and Finance Minister Maamoun 
Hamdan, who were both banned 
from travelling to Europe and had 
their assets frozen. The European 
Union already has an oil and arms 
embargo on Syria and a ban on 
dealings with the Central Bank. 
In addition, there are 234 people 
and 69 companies and institu-
tions subjected to EU sanctions.

Also in November, US legisla-
tors passed a bill that would 
sanction the government of Syria 
and its supporters, including 
Russia and Iran, for war crimes 
and crimes against humanity in 
the country. If the bill is signed off 
by US President Barack Obama, it 
will apply to anyone who pro-
vides aircraft to Syria’s commer-
cial airlines, does business with 
the transportation and telecom-
munications sectors controlled by 
the Syrian government or sup-
ports the country’s energy 
industry.

These sanctions would be 
difficult to rescind and, while 
Western powers may move away 
from rhetoric concerning regime 

change in Damascus, they are 
unlikely to actively support Assad 
while he remains in power. 
Indeed, the prospect of him 
visiting a Donald Trump White 
House would appear far-fetched.

The cost to Syria of its pro-
tracted war goes beyond dollars. 
The scale of the death toll, the 
tens of thousands who carry 
life-changing injuries, both seen 
and unseen, the whittling away of 
the size and capacity of state 
functions may combine with 
tough sanctions to recreate a 
version of Iraq in the 1990s.

To add to this let us not forget 
many of the pre-existing prob-
lems that bedevilled the country 
in the run-up to the uprising. 
Mismanaged urbanisation, the 
decline of the agricultural sector 
and worsening climate change, 
high youth unemployment and a 
moribund and corrupt bureau-
cracy, all of these will be extenu-
ated by the legacy of the conflict.

The prospect of moving away 
from a bleak present does not 
necessarily imply a brighter 
future. We should be clear that 
the immediate and obvious 
legacy of the Syrian conflict is the 
complete absence of winners. 
Instead, in the rush to the 
bottom, Assad may be left 
standing and carrying the 
responsibilities and the burden of 
being the king of ashes.

James Denselow is a writer on 
Middle East politics and security 
issues and a research associate at 
the Foreign Policy Centre.
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Assad may 
be left 
standing 
and carrying 
the burden 
of being 
the king of 
ashes.

A nominal victory for the regime 
might signify a new chapter of 
difficulties ahead.


