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A 

bone-chilling Amnesty 
International report al-
leging the Syrian regime 
secretly and systemati-
cally hanged up to 13,000 

of its own people between the start 
of the war in March 2011 to Decem-
ber 2015 in a “calculated campaign 
of extrajudicial execution” could 
threaten Russian-led peace efforts 
that would leave Syrian President 
Bashar Assad in power.

The highly detailed report, re-
leased February 7th, attested that 
the killings carried out in Syria’s 
notorious Saydnaya prison north of 
Damascus were authorised by the 

most senior figures in the regime, 
including Assad’s deputies, in a war 
in which all sides have committed 
multiple atrocities.

Amnesty claimed that at least 
17,723 others died in the prison from 
torture, disease and malnutrition 
during the same time frame.

It is not known whether Assad 
himself was complicit in the report-

ed secret executions, but the widely 
reviled regime, established by his 
late father, Hafez Assad, in a 1970 
military coup, has an abysmal hu-
man rights record with tens of thou-
sands of people disappearing in its 
internal gulag over the decades.

“There is no reason at all to expect 
that the hangings have stopped,” 
warned the report’s author, Nico-
lette Waldman. “We believe it is 
very likely that the executions are 
going on to this day and many more 
thousands of people have been 
killed.”

The Amnesty International dis-
closures have come amid Russian 
efforts to secure a political settle-
ment under which Assad would 
remain in power, at least during an 
undefined transitional period.

There has been no suggestion 
that the timing of the disclosures 
was politically motivated but in 
the final analysis that may not be 
important, for justice is likely to be 
slow in coming — if at all.

Apart from the Syrian regime, the 
Russians, Iranians and the Ameri-
cans have been assassinating jihad-
ist leaders since the 9/11 attacks on 
the United States and killing hun-
dreds of civilians in the process. All 
could face charges of war crimes or 
crimes against humanity.

Russia and China, which support 
Assad’s regime, have torpedoed 
attempts to have the UN Security 
Council indict the Damascus regime 
for war crimes and stand trial before 
the International Criminal Court in 
The Hague.

Since Russia intervened in the 

Syrian war in September 2015, it has 
been repeatedly accused of indis-
criminate bombing of civilian cen-
tres, hospitals and schools.

Moscow denied that, despite a 
wealth of evidence to the contrary. 
As recently as February 2016, Tur-
key accused the Russians and As-
sad’s regime of deliberately carry-
ing out such attacks to drive Syrians 
into fleeing the country in a tidal 
wave of refugees — 6 million at the 
latest estimate — to swamp Turkey 
and Western Europe and trigger po-
litical crises.

Turkey has now become a close 
ally of Russia and by default the Da-
mascus regime. So Turkey, which 18 
months ago was howling for Assad’s 
blood but is now allied with those 
ensuring his survival, is not likely to 
initiate war-crimes allegations.

Saudi Arabia, a major supporter of 
rebel forces opposed to Assad who 
have also committed war crimes or 
crimes against humanity, is being 

accused of committing such crimes 
in Yemen in its war against Houthi 
rebels, who are backed to some de-
gree by Iran.

In May 2016, senior UN officials 
demanded the Assad regime should 
face trial for war crimes over the in-
discriminate bombing of hospitals 
and its starvation sieges of Aleppo 
and other population centres.

“Intentional attacks on hospitals 
are war crimes,” declared Jeffrey 
Feltman, then the United Nations’ 
top political officer. “Using starva-
tion as weapon during conflict is a 
war crime.”

He demanded Syria be referred to 
the International Criminal Court for 
prosecution but, as with other UN 
attempts to censure or prosecute 
Assad’s regime, Russia and China 
used their vetoes in the Security 
Council to block such moves.

Also in May 2016, the president 
of Doctors Without Borders, the 
French medical relief agency, ac-

cused the United States, Saudi Ara-
bia, as well as Syria and Russia, of 
wilfully attacking medical centres 
and targeting medical workers.

There, too, punitive action failed 
to materialise.

The United States, like Russia and 
Syria, faces a barrage of similar alle-
gations from the mounting civilian 
death toll from its use of so-called 
precision air strikes and unmanned 
drones to attack jihadist groups 
from Libya to Afghanistan.

With no government willing to 
directly address the mushrooming 
war-crimes problem because of the 
blowback that entails, it is unlikely 
that Assad’s regime will soon be 
prosecuted for its alleged atrocities, 
even with the gruesomely detailed 
indictments in Amnesty Interna-
tional’s report titled Human Slaugh-
terhouse.
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The Arab Weekly.
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Trump feels his way through Syria’s labyrinth

T
he next round of Syria 
talks in Geneva has 
been postponed until 
February 20th because 
the stakeholders in the 
conflict want to get a 

better picture of what US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s Syria policy 
will be now that Rex Tillerson has 
been sworn in as US Secretary of 
State.

Trump has been fairly consist-
ent on Syria, both during the 
presidential campaign and in 
interviews since he was elected in 
November. He wants “this 
craziness” in Syria to end, has 
oodles of respect for Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and 
would not mind working with the 
Syrian regime in fighting the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

In March, Trump should receive 
a Pentagon study with recommen-
dations on how to defeat ISIS, a 
major component of his inaugural 
address on January 20th.

Advisers close to the US 
president confirm that he would 
gladly outsource the entire Syria 
file to Putin if the Russian leader 
agreed to do three things: Help 
Trump crush ISIS, empower 
Syria’s Kurds and eject Iran and 
Hezbollah from the Syrian 
battlefield.

Trump is willing to engage with 
Damascus at a counter-intelli-
gence level and to surrender to 
Putin’s version of how the war, 
now nearly 6 years old, should 
end.

Trump is seemingly very serious 
about liberating Raqqa, a nor-

mally sleepy town in north-east-
ern Syria on the Euphrates that 
ISIS has occupied since 2014 and 
that it considers the capital of its 
caliphate.

But Trump wants this done 
through the Syrian Democratic 
Forces, a mostly Kurdish militia 
set up two years ago by the Obama 
administration, not through the 
Turkish-backed Free Syrian Army, 
Russia or the Syrian Army.

Trump is impressed by the 
Kurds’ resistance to ISIS’s occupa-
tion of Kobane, a Kurdish town on 
the border with Turkey, and sees 
Syrian Kurds as strategic partners 
in the war on terror.

If the price for their cooperation 
is achieving statehood in eastern 
Syria, then so be it: This is a 
reward that Trump would be 
willing to give.

His team sees no problem in 
keeping on the Syrian regime, so 
long as it distances itself from 
Iran. That will be easier said than 
done as the Islamic Republic is a 
key ally of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad.

For three years now, the interna-
tional community and Arab states 
have been pressuring Iraqi Prime 

Minister Haider al-Abadi, a Shia, to 
distance himself from Tehran. 
This has triggered a series of terror 
attacks that have caused a massive 
death toll and made life in major 
cities such as Baghdad quite 
unbearable.

Iran has copious militias, 
so-called advisers and mercenar-
ies in Syria. If it feels threatened, 
it can easily do the same, spread-
ing havoc in regime-controlled 
places such as Damascus. At 
present, the US administration 
has no vision how it can reduce 
Iranian influence or eject Hezbol-
lah from cities and towns it has 
controlled since 2012.

The Trump administration is 
also unclear about what kind of 
relationship it wants with Damas-
cus. Will it actively engage, as 
George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton 
did when they were in the White 
House, or will it only tap dance 
with the Syrians — coordinating 
closely but with no touching, as 
Barack Obama did in 2009-11?

No-fly zones are certainly an 
option for Trump, but only in 
agreement with Moscow, and this 
will clearly muddle any coopera-
tion with Damascus.

Finally, Trump is not enthusias-
tic about joining the Geneva 
process, launched in early 2016 
based on UN Security Council 
Resolution 2254. This, of course, 
is music to the ears of Damascus 
and Moscow.

That process was the brainchild 
of then US Secretary of State John 
Kerry and Sergei Lavrov, the 
Russian Foreign minister. It 
collapsed in April 2016 and has 
been replaced by a process 
launched in Astana, capital of 
Kazakhstan, in early February. 
This endeavour initiated by 
Russia, Turkey and Iran is aimed 
at implementing a nationwide 
ceasefire in Syria, bringing rebel 
groups into the political process 
and uniting efforts in the war on 
ISIS — but with no mention of 
what will happen to Assad.

This, it is believed, would 
ultimately lead to the creation of a 
national unity cabinet embracing 
the regime and its opponents, 
which would supervise early 
parliamentary and presidential 
elections and draw up a new 
Syrian constitution. A draft of that 
plan was reportedly handed over 
to Syrian negotiators by Russia on 
January 25th. Trump is said to 
believe that this is fine for now 
and can be carried forward by the 
three regional powers, with the 
United States in the backseat as an 
observer.

If the United States wants to 
remove itself from the Middle 
East’s byzantine politics and 
concentrate on ISIS, the first move 
would be to step away from Syria. 
Astana, where the Americans were 
also sidelined, provides Trump 
with a perfect way to achieve that.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
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Iran.

In March, Trump should receive 
a Pentagon study with 
recommendations on how to 
defeat ISIS.

With no government 
willing to directly 
address the war 
crimes problem, it is 
unlikely that Assad’s 
regime will soon be 
prosecuted.

Syrians in Aleppo watch a live TV broadcast of the inauguration of Donald Trump 
as US president, on January 20th.                                                                                 (AP)


