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he fifth round of UN-man-
dated Syria talks started 
in Geneva on March 23rd 
and were expected to 
last until the first week of 

April. The more the talks drag on, 
the lower their ratings become and, 
just like any bad soap opera, they 
will one day be off the air.

Within Syria, state-run television 
gave the talks only passing men-
tion, unlike earlier sessions, which 
were big news. The armed opposi-
tion scoffs at them, calling them a 
waste of time, and the politicians 
cry foul, claiming that nothing will 
come out of the talks as long as Mos-
cow insists on dropping all mention 
of the fate of Syria’s president.

On a few points, however, Gene-
va V is different from other rounds, 
which began in 2012. For starters, 
the Americans are almost totally 
and hauntingly absent from the 
talks. Their delegation is represent-
ed by Deputy Assistant Secretary of 
State Erin Barclay rather than her 
boss, US Secretary of State Rex Till-
erson.

Tillerson deliberately skipped 
both Geneva IV and Geneva V, giv-
ing Russian Deputy Foreign Min-
ister Gennady Gatilov complete 
charge of the negotiations. With no 
Americans to worry about, Russia 
insists on a low ceiling for Geneva V.

Another novelty is that this will 
be the last round for the UN special 
envoy for Syria, Staffan de Mistura, 
who will step down in April after 
failing to end the carnage. The Rus-
sians are glad to see him go, claim-
ing he sided with the United States. 
This means de Mistura will be pas-
sive during Geneva V before leaving 
empty-handed.

Four points are being discussed 
by the Syrian negotiators in Ge-
neva. One is the creation of an ex-
panded cabinet of national unity, 
which, in theory, would be divided 
between the Assad regime, the op-
position and independent techno-
crats, giving ten chairs to each.

The only opposition that the Rus-
sians are willing to accept are Mos-
cow-sanctioned figures, who are 
generally dismissed by the radicals 
as “regime-friendly” or “regime-
made”. Damascus strongly vetoes 
defectors and members of the Sau-
di-backed High Negotiations Com-
mittee (HNC).

All talk of a Transitional Govern-
ment Body (TGB), as mandated by 
Geneva I in 2012, has seemingly 
vanished, although the HNC would 
love to see it emerge and take all 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
powers. However, neither Moscow 
nor Tehran will hear of it.

The second issue is the discus-
sion of a Russian-authored consti-
tution presented to the Syrian ne-
gotiators at Geneva III. It created an 
uproar in Syrian nationalist circles, 
dismissed even by diehard regime 
loyalists as “condescending and in-
sulting” because it was written in 
Moscow, not Damascus.

The constitution calls for the 
creation of two houses of parlia-
ment, breaking the 99-year-old mo-
nopoly that Damascus has had over 
other Syrian cities since the country 
gained its independence at the end 
of the first world war.

It gives these faraway towns and 
villages a say in their own inter-
nal affairs, a share of the country’s 
wealth and the right to help ad-
minister and rule their territories 
— something that Damascus curtly 
rejects.

The proposed Russian constitu-
tion also suggests empowering the 
executive and legislative branches, 
at the expense of the Syrian presi-
dency.

Third, Geneva V is discussing 
early elections as mandated by UN 
Security Council Resolution 2254 
but that cannot be done unless a 
cabinet is formed and a new consti-

tution introduced.
These three components make 

up what is known as the transition 
period.

The opposition insists that the 
transition needs to be from regime 
to opposition rule; Moscow’s in-
terpretation has been a transition 
from one constitution to another, 
from war to peace and from one-
party rule to a power-sharing for-
mula that puts an end to 54 years of 
Ba’athist rule.

Finally, the negotiators are dis-
cussing counterterrorism measures 
that include prioritising the battles 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
Jabhat al-Nusra, al-Qaeda’s branch 
in Syria.

This fourth point is a novelty and 
was not on the table during previ-

ous rounds of the Geneva talks. It 
was imposed by the Russians at 
Geneva IV, in very vague terms, so 
that Moscow can, when needed, 
strike out at whoever is giving it a 
headache on the Syrian battlefield, 
accusing them — rightfully or not — 
of being agents of ISIS or al-Nusra.

This is not how the Geneva pro-
cess started five years ago. Back 
then no Syrians were present and 
stakeholders decided on their be-
half, calling for Assad’s immediate 

departure as a prelude to any politi-
cal settlement.

The war turned dramatically in 
Assad’s favour after he invited the 
Russians to step in two years ago 
shortly after the emergence of ISIS. 
The government negotiators got a 
strong upper hand as towns and cit-
ies lost in the pre-Russian era were 
recaptured.

Because of late March attacks in 
Damascus and Hama, led by Turk-
ish-backed rebels, there were re-
newed hopes that the government 
team would bend on issues it had 
previously refused to discuss. That, 
thanks to Russian support, did not 
happen. The attacks were repelled 
at a very high cost and Assad’s ne-
gotiators marched off to Geneva as 
defiant as ever.
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ising tensions over Iran’s 
involvement in the Syr-
ian conflict could turn 
the Golan Heights, a high 
volcanic plateau occu-

pied by Israel, into a flashpoint of 
violence between Israel and Hez-
bollah.

Mostly annexed by Israel in 1981, 
the Golan has served as a battlefield 
of empires since biblical times. Is-
rael has repeatedly warned that the 
presence of Iranian and Hezbollah 
forces there is a “red line” it would 
not tolerate.

Iran and its Lebanese ally, how-
ever, have already gained a toehold 
on the northern tip of the strate-
gic escarpment, most of which has 
been in Israeli hands since the 1967 
war. Iran and Hezbollah are looking 
to expand their reach in the area.

The recent military escalation 
suggests that a clash in the Golan 
is all but inevitable. Such a clash 
could trigger a war fought on the 
territories of Israel, Syria and Leba-
non.

“The big question now is to what 
extent Israel can remain deter-
mined to maintain its red lines and 
prevent the build-up of Hezbollah 
and the other Iranian proxies in 
Syria and the deployment of these 
forces near the border in the Golan 
Heights without destabilising its 
special relations with Moscow and 
without causing wider escalation 
in the northern arena,” observed an 
analysis published by Israel’s Insti-
tute for National Security Studies.

In May 2000, after Israel with-
drew from its 22-year occupa-
tion zone in southern Lebanon, it 
faced a similar problem. Hezbollah 
moved its forces up to the border 
and began building its military ca-
pabilities in anticipation of a future 
war with Israel.

As Hezbollah gained strength on 
the border, Israel was reluctant to 
take pre-emptive action and dis-
rupt the longest period of calm 
enjoyed by residents of northern 
Israel in three decades.

Hezbollah’s presence in the 
northern Golan goes back to at least 
2013. In December that year, a road-
side bomb hit an Israeli army vehi-
cle near Majdal Shams in the north-
ern sector.

The attack came four days after a 

top Hezbollah military official and a 
key figure in its clandestine weap-
ons programme, Hassan al-Laqqis, 
was assassinated in Beirut, appar-
ently by Israeli agents.

Three months later, Israel 
bombed a Hezbollah-controlled 
military zone in the eastern Bekaa 
Valley, the party’s stronghold in 
Lebanon. There were three un-
claimed attacks in the next three 
weeks — all bearing Hezbollah’s 
fingerprints — on Israeli forces in 
the Golan. Israeli troops in the oc-
cupied Shebaa Farms area on Leba-
non’s south-eastern border were 
also bombed.

Sources close to Hezbollah said 
that in 2014 it began building a 
network of bunkers and tunnels in 
areas of the northern Golan it con-

trolled. One Hezbollah source, who 
has served several combat tours in 
Syria, said the infrastructure was 
completed by early 2015.

On January 18th, 2015, two Israeli 
drones attacked a convoy in the 
northern Golan, killing an Iranian 
general and two senior Hezbollah 
commanders who were apparently 
inspecting the new facilities.

The following month, Hezbollah 
launched an offensive in the Golan 
alongside Syrian troops and Shia 
paramilitary forces. The assault 
was meant to restore control of the 
volcanic plateau to Syrian forces 
but ran out of steam.

Recent battlefield advances by 
the Syrian regime have prompted 
Hezbollah forces to reconsider re-
taking the Golan.

In February, the Hezbollah al-Nu-
jaba Movement, an Iranian-backed 
Iraqi Shia militia, announced the 
establishment of a new unit called 
the Golan Liberation Front.

“This is a trained army with spe-
cific plans,” Sayyed Hashem Mous-
sawi, the group’s leader, said. “If 
the government of Syria requests, 
we and our allies are ready to take 
action to liberate the Golan.”

While it is difficult to gauge 
whether the group poses a threat, 
some reports indicate it has already 
deployed forces in the Golan.

Still, most analysts say any seri-
ous effort to drive out Israeli forces 
is unlikely for now.

For Israel, a Hezbollah-Iranian 
presence on the Golan is not only 
a strategic threat but a logistical 
headache that requires it to devote 
more military resources to a front 
that has been dormant since 1974.

If Hezbollah does expand its hold 

on the Golan, Israel will face some 
unpleasant choices.

Attacking Hezbollah’s forces in 
the area could prevent the organi-
sation from establishing a strong 
presence but would risk igniting 
a war with its old enemy that nei-
ther side wants. Such a manoeuvre 
could also anger Russia, especially 
if fighting in the Golan were to 
spread and threaten Moscow’s in-
terests in other parts of Syria.

On the other hand, doing nothing 
would allow Hezbollah and Iran to 
strengthen their position against 
Israel, effectively expanding the 
battlefront from Lebanon into the 
Golan and possibly to other parts of 
Syria.

Given the growing unease with 
which Israel is viewing the conflict 
in Syria, the Golan has the potential 
to become one of the region’s most 
dangerous flashpoints.

Israel launched a string of air 
strikes in March against suspected 
Hezbollah weapons stores around 
Damascus and further north. Syria 
has been relying on Russian-sup-
plied air-defence missiles more 
than ever. Conditions are growing 
increasingly restive on all sides.

Nicholas Blanford is the author of 
Warriors of God: Inside Hezbollah’s 
Thirty-Year Struggle Against Israel 
(Random House 2011). He lives in 
Beirut.
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Bad soap opera. UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan de Mistura arrives at a meeting with Syria’s 
government delegation in Geneva, on March 25th.                                                                                        (Reuters)

The opposition 
insists that the 
transition needs to 
be from regime to 
opposition rule.

Four points are being 
discussed by the 
Syrian negotiators in 
Geneva.

Under the volcano. An Israeli soldier from the Golani Brigade 
takes part in a military training exercise in the Israeli-occupied 
Golan Heights near the border with Syria.                                         (AFP)
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